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CHAPTER ONE
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Luc

“Yo! Rock-Star!” Luc heard one of the guys call when he took control of the puck in the Renegades’ practice rink. 

Luc grinned. He was one of the young guns on the Pittsburgh Renegades, and the guys had dubbed him Rock-Star after hearing the music he usually blared from his sports car. Personally, he preferred to be called Puck-Star. But he’d take what he could get. And he’d accept Rock-Star, especially if it came from a pretty young lady’s mouth.

Like most of the rookies, he was full of himself and had a thing for the bunnies. He didn’t get a ton of playing time during games, but he was proving himself, and that was all that mattered. He’d been on the Renegades’ roster full-time the last two seasons, after having started out playing for the farm team. Things were really looking up for Luc.

He glanced over his shoulder to see his teammate and good friend, Sam Morris, wearing a red no-contact jersey.

“Marcella!” Sam called to Luc again “I’m open!”

“You just want it because no one can touch you as you go in to score!” Luc laughed, but he knew the red jersey was no joke. Sam was still recovering from a concussion he’d sustained last season. His being cleared to practice with the team was a good sign, even if he was wearing a no-contact jersey. The no-contact jersey was the universal sign that a guy could play, but no one was to hit into him. Players coming off an injury were the only ones who donned the red sweaters.

“Not like it matters,” Kaden O’Conner, one of their cocky goalies, chirped from the net. “Try your best, benders. You’re not going to get it by me!”

Luc slid the puck to Sam, then tried to get in Kaden’s way, but Sam’s shot wasn’t hard enough and bounced off Kaden’s leg pad. Luc snagged the biscuit before Kaden could, and he circled around the net. Kaden was doing some goofy move, being a clown and trying to protect his net. As soon as Luc had a clear angle to shoot, he hit a slapshot towards the goal, banking it off Kaden’s right leg pad so it ricocheted back into the corner of the net.

“Score! Hollah!” Luc pumped his fist in the air multiple times and skated around the net. “Hahaha, whipped you, O’Conner! Take that!”

“Shut up, dude. It was a fluke. I barely even tried to stop it.” Kaden muttered off excuses.

“Keep it moving, Luc. That’s enough celebrating. It’s practice, not overtime in the playoffs,” Coach Walker instructed. “Morris, head on down to the other end and work on one-timers with Sal, Brody, Jaxon, and Torin.”

Luc watched Sam skate toward the end of the rink. The two men had instantly clicked when Luc had first got called up to Pittsburgh. He was tight with the whole team, but it was different with Sam. They were more like brothers, which was why Luc worried about Sam being back on the ice after last season’s bad hit that had his friend suffering from post-concussion syndrome. 

Kaden took a breather at the bench while Dom got ready in goal. “Yo, Luc! I see that your fan club is here this morning. What would you do without them to stroke your ego?” Dom said, before flipping his mask down in front of his face.

“Not sure he’d ever have to find out. There’s always some puck bunny here for him,” Torin said as he flicked a puck at the open net.

“I never have a problem getting my ego stroked,” Luc joked. He glanced at the group of girls gathered at the glass, all with his jersey on, signs for him in hands, and cameras poised taking photos and videos. He flashed a devilish smile specifically for their photo ops. But his gaze stayed in the rink, on the ice and on the puck. He wasn’t really smiling at them as much as he was smiling for them. They were groupies, and the ones who were over eighteen were puck bunnies.

A smile was harmless. Sometimes they held up signs wanting him to take a selfie with them. It was so high-school, but they were here to see him. 

His agent had told him that catering to their fangirl moments sold merchandise. And his agent was all about the almighty dollar. What did it matter to Luc? He didn’t have a girlfriend, so there was no one to piss off. Drop a smile, a second of eye contact, no big deal. And once in a while, taking one of them up on their offer to inflate his ego in private never hurt anyone, either. It was a perk of the job.

Glancing over at them, he didn’t see any that sparked his interest; plus, none were old enough for any fun. “Looks like a slow day,” he grumbled with humor in his voice. Moving his attention to the ice, Luc stick-handled a puck as fast as he could without losing control of it, a little warm-up move that he’d learned from Tyler, and had since made his own.

“Yeah, maybe there’s no school today? Looks pretty young out there,” Dom mocked from behind his mask. “Better luck next time, Rock-Star.”

“Whatever, dude.” Then Luc looked up at the very young gathering of girls wearing his jersey and waving signs for him, and he smiled. Photo op number one. 

Then he turned back to his teammates. “Ladies, are we going to play, or are we going to chat?” He balanced the puck on the end of his stick for a moment before tossing it up into the air and batting it down to the ice, right past Dom and into the back of the net.

“Nice. Too bad this is hockey and not baseball; then you might be a star,” Sal, the assistant coach, teased Luc.

“Oh, he’s already a star in his own mind,” Dom countered.

“Look who’s talking. It wasn’t too long ago that you were known more for your off-the-ice conquests rather than on. I’m not wrong, am I?” Luc was slowly getting annoyed. He wasn’t nearly as bad as they made it seem.

Dom nodded, his face still shaded by his mask. “Maybe. Until I found Hailee again. Now I have no need for bunnies; I have the best girl in the world.”

“Oh, my god! Blah, blah, blah. You and that mushy shit!” Luc growled. Dom had become a lovesick fool since getting back with Hailee, and it was fun to razz him about it.

“Listen here, kiddo, you’ll learn. As soon as you meet that one girl who changes the world as you know it.” Dom slid towards the goalpost to stop a shot by Kris, but had to change his position quickly, and he lunged to the other side when Tyler sniped one right by him. Dom only missed stopping it by a hair.

“Dammit!” Dom cursed out loud.

“BOOM!” Tyler Kidd exclaimed, pumping his fist in the air.

Coach Walker blew the whistle. That meant they had to change sides. Luc would be shooting at Kaden again. Kaden O’Conner was one half of their talented goalie tandem. He was also the class clown, the jokester of the group. He liked talking smack and playing pranks.

Kaden skated down to Luc’s end of the ice and got settled in net. Dom took over the other end.

They lined up against the boards and took turns shooting at Kaden, alternating using one-timers and wrist shots. Luc had his back to the screaming girls and could hear their faint calls. Flashing them a small smile and giving them a few glances, he fulfilled his duty for the day.

On his turn, he took a hard wrist shot at Kaden. It rang off the metal pipes and he heard Kaden snicker from under his mask.

“Maybe next time, Rock-Star!” Kaden poked at him.

More than anything, Luc wanted to get a shot past Kaden, just one. It’d be fun to wipe that smirk off Kaden’s face. But time after time, Luc’s shots were stopped.

Kaden was doing his normal shit, mouthing off in the goal, chirping at the guys, and any chance he got, making googly eyes at his wife, who was sitting outside the rink but behind the net, in the café. 

Just to annoy Kaden, Luc took an extra lap around the net, right along the glass. He looked long enough to catch Alison O’Conner’s attention and give her a head nod and grin.

She waved with a friendly smile and quickly went back to her food. Even though Alison wasn’t paying any attention to him, Luc continued to smile in that direction only to irk Kaden. Maybe O’Conner would think that Luc was flirting with his wife. It’d be funny to get him all riled up. But a brunette who was sitting with Alison was what caught his eye instead. He didn’t see a rut in the ice before his skate hit it, and had to catch himself before he fell or anyone noticed.

“You okay there, Marcella?” Coach Walker sarcastically called out.

Luc answered with only a nod, doing his best not to draw any unwanted attention to himself.

“Skate much, pretty boy?” Kaden called.

“Luc might need those learn-to-skate lessons for little tykes that Tyler provides,” Sal joked.

“I don’t know. Marcella might be a little old for those,” Tyler hollered.

But Luc wasn’t concentrating on anything they were saying. All he could see every time he rounded the net was that gorgeous brunette with the big brown eyes. Who is she? And how can I meet her?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO
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Kassie

Kassie O’Conner carried her lunch tray from the café counter at the Renegades practice facility to the table where sister-in-law Ali was already seated. She took a moment to look out through the wall of glass separating them from the rink. Her brother, Kaden, skated laps with the team. He and Dom trailed behind the other guys, all of their goalie gear weighing them down. It was almost amusing. She knew from experience that his gear was heavy. Kaden had let her try it all on one time.

The men all wore blank practice jerseys, no numbers on the back, just on their helmets. She could recognize some of the guys by sight, but some of the younger ones she still wasn’t familiar with. They didn’t really hang out with Kaden and Ali. The men she knew from her brother’s group of friends were easy to spot, and some nodded as they noticed her; others had their minds on hockey. But one of the younger guys kept his eye on her every time he skated by. Maybe she was imagining it.

Kassie sat down at the table and turned her attention to her lunch and Ali. She grabbed a pocket mirror from her purse and pulled her long hair back into a ponytail. Somehow Ali had convinced her to come to the Renegades morning practice with her. Kassie wasn’t a big fan of hanging out around the team. Her brother knew she supported him, and she went to a ton of the games. But the stands at the practices were filled with bunnies. And she couldn’t stand puck bunnies.

Being the sister of a hockey player, Kassie had spent time around guys like these since she and Kaden were very young. She knew, even back then, that most of them had issues staying faithful. The temptations of bunnies were too much for most of them. Add in the instant fame they received on becoming a high school hockey player. It went right to their heads. 

Kassie went back on her rule once and was burned. Chalking it up to a learning experience, after that dating disaster, she made up her mind—no more jocks. Which was why, at a very young age, she swore off all athletes. No one was happier to hear that than her brother, Kaden. After all, guys had their silly code that they didn’t date the other’s sister. And her dating rule made things much easier on him.

Once she moved to Pittsburgh, she’d been busy with school, so there hadn’t been much time to go to the practices, anyway. That gave her an easy excuse. For the last year, she’d been working on her Medical Assistant degree. Part of that time was spent in school in Canada, and part participating in an online college course in Pittsburgh. She preferred the online classes, and because Kaden made sure she didn’t have to work while going to school, she finished her course twice as fast.

She hated when Kaden tried to take care of her financially, but as far as she was concerned, it was this one time only. She was able to put all her time into her schooling so she could earn a degree, then start working and taking care of herself and their mom without Kaden’s generosity. He had a wife and child to provide for now, and they should be his main focus.

Ali took a bite of her salad and shook her head. “Girl, I can’t stand that you tossed your hair up in a ponytail, have zero makeup on, and are wearing a Renegades hoodie with leggings, and you look amazing. Like, seriously, you could do a magazine shoot right now. If I throw my hair up in a ponytail and put on a hoodie, with this baby pouch that I’m still carrying around, I look like I’m homeless or something.”

“Oh, please. You’re talking nonsense, Ali! And I always wear makeup.” It was true that she hadn’t put much effort into her appearance this morning. She wasn’t here to impress anyone. Plus, it was her day off, so today’s outfit was comfortable over fashionable.

“Oh yeah? What? Eyeliner and a little under-eye concealer? Please tell me you at least have lip gloss on. Because if your lips look that good naked, I’m done even trying. I mean, whose lips look like that naturally? Damn, girl. How do you not have a boyfriend?”

Ali was being overdramatic. Her hormones were obviously still wonky from having the baby. And as far as Kassie knew, Ali was still adjusting to being a mommy. For that matter, so was Kaleb. Kaden had told her that the baby had his nights and days mixed up. He was a good baby; he was just learning how to be a baby. 

Who says naked lips, anyway? And why is she looking at my lips? 

Kassie held in a laugh as she answered, trying to be aware of Ali’s tender post-pregnancy feelings. “I always wear eyeliner. But, um, I don’t really need concealer.” Kassie ducked, protecting her head as if Ali was going to throw something at her.

“No concealer. Of course you don’t. Ugh!” Ali rolled her eyes. She dropped her head into her hands.

“Ali, you just had a baby a few months ago. You look amazing. So, don’t give me that shit. Baby pouch? Where exactly is this baby pouch you speak of?” Kassie looked over the table, trying to find this mystery excess weight. Her sister-in-law looked great for a new mom. There was no proof of baby weight anywhere on that girl.

“It’s all the layers. I hide it.” Ali snickered and pulled at her t-shirt and jersey.

Ali was the only one who thought she still had a baby pouch; no one else thought she did. The girl was gorgeous. Kassie couldn’t hold in her laugh and almost spit out her pizza. “Layers, my ass. That’s a ladies’ jersey, sis. What is it? A small? Try again. Not like you’re swimming in a men’s jersey over there. And look at your hair. I don’t think it’s ever been so shiny and full. I’m telling you, those baby hormones are a blessing in disguise. You’re beautiful, so shut up.”

A loud slap on the glass from behind the net, amplified by the plexiglass that separated the café area from the ice rink, shook their table and made Kassie jump. “What the heck?”

Kassie whipped her face back to the rink to see which player had done it, and her brother’s smug mug peered from behind the net. His goalie helmet was pushed up onto the top of his head, and his big goofy grin spread across his face. He winked at Ali and blew her a kiss before dropping his helmet back in place and hurrying back into his goal.

“Shouldn’t your husband be worrying more about protecting his net than making lovey eyes at you?” Kassie joked. She knew her brother, and he liked to goof off. He took amusing liberties in practice, all the while stopping shots.

She picked at the crust of her pizza. Looking towards the counter, she voiced her thoughts. “I kind of want another slice.”

“What is it with you O’Conners and your pizza? Don’t you ever want a nice salad, or a burger?”

Kassie shrugged her shoulders. “Dunno. We just like it.” Kaden and Kassie’s favorite food was pizza. It had always been. They weren’t picky; they just liked pizza.

“Oh, I know you do, trust me.” Ali shook her head with a laugh. She nodded towards the rink and all the noise echoing off the glass. “Listen to him in there, chirping at the guys.”

Kassie balled up her napkin and tossed it onto her empty plate. “He’s such a goofball.”

Kaden was known for being the class clown and joker of the team. Even as a kid, he needed to have all eyes on him.

Ali picked at her salad as if she’d prefer to be eating something else. “So, how do you like your new job with Triangle Health Care?”

“I love it.” Ironically, Kassie’s job wasn’t far from the practice rink, the Three Rivers Practice Facility. “Maybe some time I can come over for lunch and watch practice.” She glanced up at the stands and immediately regretted her words. She hated sitting in the stands with all the screaming girls. She wasn’t here to fangirl, or with the hopes of going home with one of the guys. She was here because she liked hockey and to cheer on her bother.

“Really? Yay! We’ll have to coordinate and meet up.”

Eating her lunch hanging out with the puck bunnies was not Kassie’s idea of an ideal work break, but now that she had mentioned it to Ali, the excited look on her sister-in-law’s face told her that the possibility was set in stone.

Ali already had her calendar pulled up on her phone and was pointing out good days for them to meet up. Pushing her dish away, Ali shook her head. “I’m done with this salad. Ugh.”

She said the word salad with such disdain, it was evident to Kassie that Ali wasn’t eating it because she enjoyed it. Must’ve been the whole “baby weight” thing again.

“C’mon, Kass.” Ali tossed her trash into the bin and waved Kassie towards the ice rink.

Kassie didn’t plan on sitting in the stands with the bunnies; the café table was just fine for her. But Ali loved any chance she got to watch Kaden play, and Kassie knew there was no getting out of this now. Agreeing with a nod, she forced a smile. “Great. Let’s go.”

Ali led her into the rink area and down onto the bleachers. A group of reporters stood in the corner of the rink, taking photos and waiting for practice to be over. Paige was there with her boss Melanie and the rest of the Public Relations team. Kassie couldn’t help but notice the male photographers eye up Ali. Baby fat, my ass. Those guys are ogling her!

Kassie almost missed Paige waving at her. “Hey, ladies!”

Before Kassie could answer, Paige’s attention was pulled to a reporter trying to enter a restricted area. Must be a new guy. The seasoned reporters knew not to cross Paige. She was cute and sweet, but could cut you down with a smile.

“Kassie, over here.” Ali was making herself comfortable in the top row of bleachers closest to Kaden.

Lucky for Kassie, that was the seating on the opposite side of the young fangirls. Maybe they weren’t as young as she assumed, because if they were, then why weren’t they in school?

Half of the players were shooting at Kaden’s net and the other half at Dominic’s net. It was like rapid-fire, and the missed shots smashed off the glass, one after another, the earth-shattering sound loud enough to make her jump. It was surprising that they didn’t break the plexiglass. The guys were concentrating and focused on one thing, scoring.

Most of them circled the ice collecting the pucks, while Kaden slid them out of the net. Ali waved as Kaden took a moment and looked up in their direction. Once the pucks were all collected, Coach Walker blew his whistle, and all the guys fell into place, taking a knee and huddling at center ice for a meeting.

“So, Ali, how’s motherhood?” Kassie asked, and focused on Alison while there was a lull on the ice.

“I love it! Kaleb is the best baby. I kind of feel bad being away from him right now. But he’s with your mom, and he just adores her.”

“So, he’s not keeping you up nights anymore?”

“No, no. The other O’Conner is who keeps me up at night.” Alison winked at her, but Kassie didn’t find it as cute as Ali intended.

“Ew.” Kassie shook her head, somewhat grossed out.

“Oh, stop. Grow up, silly girl. Like you don’t have sex, too.”

“I don’t talk about it with my brother though!” Having Ali talk to her about sex with Kaden was not high on her list.

“All right. I’ll stop. What about you? Anyone special in your life yet?”

Practice started back up. It appeared to be a scrimmage. Kassie kept her attention on the ice as she spoke, not really wanting to get into this topic. A heavy sigh led into her words. “Nope. No one right now.”

“Maybe I can help.”

“Nah. I mean... I’m just being overly picky at the moment. You know, I was so busy with school, and now with work. I wasn’t really looking. It’s next on my to-do list. Really,” Kassie lied. It was on her to-do list, just not next, or fifth, or even tenth. It was at the very bottom, like when she had extra time and felt like dealing with looking for a needle in a haystack.

She was a romantic, like Romeo and Juliet romantic. Star-crossed lovers and stuff like that. She wanted a love of a lifetime, not just some drunk at the bar, slobbering all over her. To find a guy with substance would take time and effort. Or as her heart hoped, he would magically find her. Maybe they’d link glances from across a crowded room. Maybe it would be love at first sight. But she wanted the magic and romance. And magic and romance weren’t supposed to be this difficult.

“What is going on in that brain of yours?” Alison tilted her head as she asked.

“Nothing.” Kassie knew there was no such thing as magical romances, but it didn’t keep her from dreaming. Maybe her high expectations were why she hadn’t found her perfect man yet.
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Luc

Luc mingled around Kaden’s loft. It was filled with guys from the team, their wives and girlfriends, and some folks he didn’t recognize. Kaden liked throwing parties. Normally Luc would bring a date, mingle a little, drink too much, and leave early. He never saw those girls twice and couldn’t remember any of their names. And honestly, he was a little bored with that.

Worry ate at his gut. Am I getting older and wiser, or am I becoming boring? Because no way in hell was he going to grow boring. Had to be getting wiser. That was the only choice he’d accept.

Torin nudged Luc. “Marcella, no lady on your arm tonight? That’s not like you.” 

That wasn’t entirely accurate. He didn’t often have a girl on his arm; he just made it look like he did in public. He had a reputation, one that said he was a ladies’ man. But he didn’t bother to ask anyone to accompany him tonight. Luc hadn’t realized it was a “party.” The way he’d understood it was that it was just going to be the guys hanging out.

“Nah, not tonight.”

Hoping this conversation with Torin would be over, Luc took a sip of his beer and glanced around the room. Kaden’s mom was there. She’d spent most of the night talking with a brunette. He hadn’t been able to see the young woman’s face yet. Her hair was dark and long, and covered her face whenever she didn’t have her back to him. Which was not entirely a bad angle.

He didn’t know why he kept staring at her; maybe it was because he was bored and was trying to entertain himself. Maybe he just needed another beer. Grabbing another from a cooler in the living room, he popped it open and took a swig.

“Luc, you better take it easy on the beers there,” Kaden called, startling him. “Try some of the snacks Ali made. They’re delicious.”

He wasn’t wrong. Luc should probably exchange this beer for a water; he was driving home. He sure as hell didn’t want to wreck his Porsche. And he was well aware that wasn’t the worst that could happen if he didn’t slow down on the beers. Knowing better, he set the beer down on the closest table and grabbed a water.

“Luc! Look, Tri, it’s the Puck-Star himself.” Sam smirked and called him by the nickname Luc was trying to make a thing.

“Hey, Rock-Star,” Trina cooed.

Sam’s wife was very pregnant with their second child. But that didn’t keep her from team functions, even parties. And for some reason, she had also taken to calling him Rock-Star, playing on his taste in music.

“Maybe you could help Kaden out with his music choices tonight. I’m not hearing any rap or rock ’n’ roll.” Trina rolled her eyes.

“Are you two still letting little Willow listen to rap? Do I have to drop by for a visit and familiarize her with the monsters of rock? You know that rap crap could stunt her growth!” Luc wasn’t the only guy on the team that teased Sam about his taste in music. He was just the only one allowed to pick on Trina about it, too.

“Pretty sure that’s coffee that’ll stunt your growth, but nice try,” Sam remarked sarcastically. Then he added with a whisper, “And I’m sorry if that’s what happened to you.” Sam made a gesture with his hand about Luc’s height.

“Are you two at it again?” Paige asked, as she grabbed a drink from the cooler.

“Aren’t they always? I swear they were brothers in another life,” Trina answered.

Paige laughed. “Brothers? I was thinking more like husband and wife!” 

Luc shook his head. When Trina and Paige ganged up on him, it was amusing and the teasing sometimes got out of control. But it was all in jest.

Not having any siblings, Sam was as close to a brother as Luc had. “Whatever, surfer boy. Don’t you need to go catch a wave somewhere?” It was a lame comeback, but it was all he had at the moment.

“Tri, did you try any of the buffalo chicken dip Ali made? You like spicy food, right?” Paige asked.

“I love spicy food! And no, I haven’t tried it yet. Lead the way!”

“Take it easy on the spicy food, Tri. We don’t want you going into labor during the party!” Sam called after the ladies.

“She’s due soon, huh?” Luc asked.

“Yep. This pregnancy feels like it’s gone by quicker than the last.”

“How’s Willow?”

“She’s good. Daddy’s little girl, like always. You should stop over sometime soon. She’s been asking to have a tea party with her Uncle Luc.”

“I’ll plan to drop by soon.” Luc looked around the room, then at his phone. “You know, I’m gonna get out of here. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” He’d had enough small talk for today. Luc said goodbye to Trina and grabbed his keys. 

When he turned to find Kaden to tell him he was leaving, instead he saw the brunette standing with Kaden’s mom. This time she was facing him. She was an attractive young woman, probably no older than himself, dark eyes, very little makeup—she had a natural beauty to her. But she looked familiar. Luc knew he hadn’t met her before, or even dated her, but she was familiar.

Maybe he wasn’t leaving just yet. Scouting out the room, he saw there weren’t any single ladies here, except her. Putting his keys back into his pocket, he grabbed another water and contemplated his next move.

“Where you headed, Romeo?” Sam’s voice came from over his shoulder. “Thought you were leaving?”

Shaking his head, he twisted the top off the bottle. “Changed my mind. Just getting another water.”

“Regretting not bringing any arm candy, huh? Not really any prospects here. Kaden kept it all friends and family. I don’t blame him. Once you have a little one, you have no interest in wild parties. They transition into family gatherings.”

“I’m surprised to see that Ali has Kaleb,” Luc commented.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I just thought maybe she’d have a nanny or something helping, so she could enjoy the party.” Admittedly, even with so many of the guys having families, he knew nothing about kids or how to be a parent. Why wouldn’t you want a break? He really had nothing to base his thoughts on.

“No need for a nanny with this bunch here. Haven’t you seen all the wives and girlfriends doting on him? They can’t get enough of the little guy. Even Trina.”

“She still doing okay? The pregnancy going okay?” Sam and Trina had had a rocky few months at the end of last season, right after Sam got injured. 

“Yeah, everything is going great.” Sam turned and focused on the direction Luc kept looking. “What is so interesting over there?”

“The brunette. There’s something about her. I mean, besides the fact that she’s gorgeous and seems to be single. But she looks familiar, and I can’t figure out why. I’m positive she’s not a bunny. I think I would remember that.” Luc kept his attention on the mystery woman. Still with Kaden’s mom, she was laughing. Trina handed a whining Kaleb to the brunette. Damn, she even looked good with a cranky baby on her arm. “And she’s good with kids, so definitely not a bunny.”

“Dude...” Sam interrupted.

“What? She’s like the only person here that I don’t know.” Luc ran his hand through his hair, and adjusted his belt.

“What are you doing?”

“I was going to go check her out—”

“Uh, no. You’re not. And you’re right about her not being a bunny. Because she’s Kaden’s sister.”

Kaden’s sister? “What? No. But she—” Luc looked a little closer, and that’s why she looked so familiar. Not only did he now see the resemblance to Kaden, except for the dark hair, but he also realized that she was the girl from practice the other day. She was with Ali at practice and now she was with Kaden’s mom. It was all making sense. “Aw, hell.”

“Yeah. She’s Kaden’s sister, and off limits, bro.”

The code. That damn code. Call it a team code, or guy code, whatever, it was all the same. You don’t mess with a teammate’s/bro’s sister. 

Watching her laugh and toss her hair made his stomach ball up with nerves. O’Conner or not, she was something special. Trying to keep his distance was going to be difficult now that she was in his head.

Sam’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “I’m not going to tell O’Conner that you were checking out his sister, but don’t let him catch you staring at her like that. I can guarantee you that he won’t like it,” Sam said.

“Whatever, dude.” But Luc was not as nonchalant on the inside as he was acting on the outside. Trying to move his glance from her to anything else in the crowded loft became a challenge; he always came back to her.

Turning away was the only thing he could do. If he kept staring at her, he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from going over to talk to her.

“Dude, you can have any bunny you want. Why are you hung up on trying to go after her? You don’t even know her.”

“I’m not hung up on anyone. Plus, who said I was going after her?”

“Well, you can’t seem to keep your eyes off her.”

Luc shook his head with a heavy sigh. This was not a discussion that he wanted to have. He didn’t need Sam accidently telling Kaden he was checking out his sister. “It’s like you said, I can have any bunny at any time. It’s all good.”

But Sam didn’t look convinced at Luc’s denial. That was understandable since Luc wasn’t so convinced himself.

Luc set aside his water and grabbed a beer instead. He wasn’t leaving just yet; he’d switch to water after this. He took a long swig and gave it a moment to calm his body. She might be attractive and totally my type. But... she’s off limits. He reminded himself over and over. That’s just how it had to be. He never had any trouble picking up girls before, so he just needed to move on and find himself someone who wasn’t Kaden O’Conner’s sister.

A few more beers and distracting himself with the conversations of the guys from the team kept his attention away from her―he didn’t even know her name. In a moment of weakness, he looked around the room, searching for her long, dark hair. But she was nowhere to be seen. It was better that way.

[image: image]

NOT GETTING HUNG UP on Kaden’s sister was easier said than done. Luc wished he knew her name. Maybe it was the mystery of not really knowing anything about her. Maybe it was the fact that she was off limits that made her so enticing. He was sure that was it. Why wouldn’t he desire what he couldn’t have? He probably wouldn’t care either way, if she was fair game.

That was a bald-faced lie. Over the next few days, Kaden’s sister kept invading Luc’s thoughts and his sleepless nights. It was starting to piss him off. He didn’t need that kind of drama or trouble in his life. Why did she have to be Kaden’s sister?

Practice started early that morning and ran long. Coach Walker was trying some new lines and combinations. Then of course, extra suicide drills for the guys who’d been underperforming lately. Add to that their losing the scrimmage and having to do push-ups on the ice.

A quick shot of caffeine was necessary. Luc’s body was exhausted, and the lack of sleep wasn’t helping. His mind was on the mysterious O’Conner brunette. How had he not realized she was Kaden’s sister? After all the time he spent with Kaden, you’d think he would know. But any similarities were overshadowed by her flowing dark brown hair. She shared the same genuine smile as their mom, but that captivating sparkle in her eyes was all her own.

When the barista called his name, he picked up his coffee from the counter. Doing his best to fasten a lid on the cup, he turned and headed for the door. His focus was on the cup and the uncooperative lid. By the time he looked up to see where he was going, he’d walked right into someone. All he saw was Renegades yellow and gray, and long dark hair, before a cold beverage and ice cubes splattered on his team sweatshirt, soaking the entire front of it.

Luc grabbed at the sweatshirt, pulling it away from his body before the ice-cold beverage could soak his jeans. “What in the hell?”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Kassie

Kassie was trying to answer a text from Alison and was not looking where she was walking when she ran into a very hard body. Her large, iced, green tea slipped from her grasp. The drink and ice splashed everywhere. Ironically, she had originally fumbled with getting the lid on, and now that same lid lay on the ground beside the puddle of her drink, mocking her.

“Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry!” Too embarrassed at her klutziness, she couldn’t even look at the person she’d just spilled her drink all over. She grabbed some nearby napkins and started to sop up the dripping mess she’d created on the sweatshirt in front of her. A tingle of awareness shot through her. Even through the sweatshirt, she could feel rock-hard abs.

“Um, hey. Up here.” A deep male voice startled her.

Her heart thudded against her chest at her stupid move, but she was no wilting flower. Kassie took a deep breath and looked up into a pair of large, dreamy brown eyes. “Um... I... Hi. I’m so sorry. Let me get some more napkins to clean that up.”

“Hey.” His hand gently grabbed for her arm as she moved to get more napkins. “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. It’ll wash out. It’s just iced tea.”

“Yeah, but...” Her voice trailed off into the air of the coffee shop as she watched him pull off his gold-and-gray sweatshirt, exposing a black t-shirt that clung to his six-pack and showed off other just as enticing muscles. Her eyes moved to his muscular arms and continued up to his biceps. Part of a tattoo peeked out from under his right sleeve. Realization hit her, and her eyes tore from his physique to the green-tea-covered sweatshirt in his hand. Wait, a gray-and-yellow sweatshirt? “Is that a Renegades hoodie?”

The muscular, swoon-worthy, brown-eyed guy nodded with the hottest come-hither look on his face. “Same as yours.”

Kassie looked down at her sweatshirt as if she needed a reminder as to what she was wearing over her uniform. This guy is cute. His brown hair was short on the sides and longer on top. Long enough that when he ran his hand though it, his hair responded in a sexy flow, but not long enough that it could fall into his eyes. “Yep. My brother gave it to me. He plays for the—wait a minute. I’ve seen you before.”

He nodded slowly, and a smile crept across his thin, sexy lips. “I’ve seen you, too. You were at the party the other day. You’re Kaden’s sister.”

Maybe it was her imagination, but Kassie swore he took a half a step backwards before putting out his hand for her to shake it. She reached out and took it. Maybe she was just used to guys backing off once they knew she was Kaden’s little sister.

“I’m Luc Marcella.”

“Marcella? Yeah, I know the name. You play defense, right?”

“Yeah.” Luc’s eyes dropped to the floor, and he chuckled, possibly embarrassed that she knew more about him than he did her. “Can’t say O’Conner is one of my biggest fans, so I can only imagine what you’ve heard.”

She swore his cheeks darkened. Was he admitting that her brother would be right in saying those things?

“No, nothing like that. He may have pointed you out along with some other guys at the party. I was probably playing with Kaleb at the time. Oh, I’m sorry, I never introduced myself. How rude. I’m Kassie.”

Nodding, and with a goofy grin, Luc shook her hand again. “Kassie. It’s nice to meet you. Let me buy you another drink.” He motioned towards the counter.

“No, no. I can pay my own way. Really, it’s not necessary, seeing how I was the one who walked into you.”

“Please, my treat.” He nodded to the cashier, grabbing her attention. “A large iced green tea, please.”

“With honey, please. Thank you,” she added. Kassie didn’t know why she was letting him buy her a new drink. Since he played for the Renegades, he probably got those sweatshirts for free, but she still felt that she should be offering to get it cleaned or something. And yet here he was, buying her a drink.

“Scrubs. Are you a nurse?”

“What? Oh, my scrubs.” She looked down at her pants. “Yeah. medical assistant, actually. I’m on lunch.” She had a strong urge to look at her watch, maybe try to get out of here by saying she needed to get back. However, that would be a lie. She had plenty of time.

“So, you work nearby.” Luc paid the barista for her drink, and instead of handing it to her, he carried it past her over to a table.

Maybe she knew more about him than she realized. Was he the one Kaden was always complaining about? The young gun who always flirted with the puck bunnies?

The smile he flashed her way answered her unspoken question. Pulling out a chair for her to sit down, he asked, “Do you come here often?” Shaking his head, he corrected his question. “That totally sounded like a lame line. I really just meant, since you work close by, do you frequent this establishment often? I tend to stop by after practice. More often than I should, really. I have an unhealthy relationship with their dark roast coffee with a few pumps of vanilla syrup.” He laughed and shook his head. “I have no idea why I just told you that.” 

He really was cute, despite what she knew about him. Maybe Kaden was wrong. He didn’t look as cocky as her brother portrayed him. What was the harm in having a cup of coffee with him? “Well, since we’re sharing secrets, I have a thing for the iced green tea. I stop by more often than I care to admit.”

“Oh hey, Kassie.” One of the guys from behind the counter was sweeping up and waved as he walked past. “No salad today?”

She shook her head. “No.”

Luc smiled that goofy grin again. “Well that was a dead giveaway of how often you’re here.”

“If you’re here as often as you say, you can’t tell me that they don’t know you by name.”

“Have you seen anyone call me by name yet?” He looked around the coffee shop. Then with that grin still on his face, he added, “That’s cause I’m usually at the drive through wearing sunglasses and a baseball cap.”

“They probably know who you are and are just too shy or maybe too starstruck to say anything.”

“I wouldn’t count on it. I’m not as big of a deal as you’re implying. You didn’t know who I was right away.”

“True.”

“Would you be too shy, I mean, starstruck, to talk to me? If you recognized me?”

She wasn’t surprised at his sly, cocky comment, but she didn’t giggle like a little fangirl either. “Me? Shy? Never.” Then just to see if he’d back down, she added, “I don’t fangirl, nor do I get starstruck, and you’re not really my type, anyway.”

He didn’t even flinch. “No? What type is not your type?”

“An athlete.”

“Ah, spoken like a true little sister. Kaden has taught you well.” Luc took a sip of his coffee but never took his eyes off her.

Those dark eyes did things to her insides. It was as if he were looking into her soul, and it was hot. “So, Luc, do you have any siblings?”

“Siblings? Are you trying to get to know me better, Ms. O’Conner?” Luc tapped his finger softly on the table.

“Just friendly small talk. I mean, I could go home and ask my brother. I guess small talk is kind of lame.” Kassie thought it was a fine question. If he had a sister he would probably feel guilty about hitting on her, knowing she was Kaden’s sister. But he didn’t seem too fazed by the unspoken guy rule. She mindlessly looked at her watch, but before she could lie and say she should get going, he spoke up with the words she figured he’d say.

“I’m an only child.” His lips curved with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes as he added, “My parents got it right on the first try, so there was no need for siblings. It only took your parents twice, obviously.”

“Oh please! Do you practice these lines at home in the bathroom mirror? The bigger question is, do they ever actually work?” The funny part was, as lame as his pickup lines were, they were working on her.

“Sometimes. Other times the girls don’t know they’ve worked until they’re already into me. But you’re not into hockey players; that’s why they don’t work on you.” He shrugged, but there was much sarcasm in his words.

“Right.” Kassie took a drink of tea.

“You should come watch practice some time. You know, since you’re in the area.”

“With all the little fangirls? No thanks.”

“Are you sure I haven’t seen you there before?” Luc tilted his head and squinted as if he was thinking too hard.

“Nope, not me.” She didn’t fangirl.

“I can understand you not wanting to hang out in the stands and watch your brother. Boring.” Joking, he smirked. “But I think you should give me your number so we can hang out again. Grab a coffee again, or something—”

“Remember, you’re not my type,” she reminded him.

“And since you’re not my type,”—Luc grinned— “what would be the harm?”

Her brain told her not to do it, but she grabbed his cell phone anyway, and entered her number. It wasn’t like she was going to date him. It wasn’t like he was even going to call her.

“Sweet.” He nodded. “Do you always drink green iced tea, or do you ever sway to hockey, I mean, coffee?”

“Smooth how you slid that in there.” She shook her head, half amused and half annoyed. “No athletes, not even hockey. And yeah, I drink coffee, too. Depends on my mood.”

“So today is a green tea mood?”

“This is really lame small talk, hockey boy.”

“Hockey boy? Sweets, you can call me Luc.”

“All right, Luc,” she said, accentuating his name, and then looked at her watch for effect. “It’s time for me to get back. Thanks for the small talk, hockey boy.”

“No problem. See you soon.” He nodded and wiggled his eyebrows up and down once.

She turned to the exit and started to leave, but then paused to call over her shoulder. “Don’t hold your breath.”

She heard him laugh. It was evil and delicious. Damn.

The kid behind the counter asked, “Excuse me, but aren’t you Luc Marcella from the Renegades?”

So much for not being a big-deal. Kassie rolled her eyes as she left the coffee shop.
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KASSIE SAT AT THE APPOINTMENT desk for the rest of the afternoon, checking in patients and answering phone calls. She didn’t fall for athletes. Athletes didn’t interest her. But for some odd reason, that hockey boy stayed on her mind all afternoon. Did I make a mistake giving him my number? 

She had no idea what even compelled her to do such a thing. She usually would’ve laughed at him and walked away. But for some reason she agreed, and way too easily. What was she thinking?

But then again, why did it matter? Phone number or no phone number, she didn’t date athletes. Period. And Luc was no exception.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Luc

There was no game tonight, and the Renegades were given a day off from practice. Luc slept in—which was welcomed, since his brain wouldn’t stop while he tried to sleep. Kassie invaded his thoughts. After a late morning trip to the gym to meet up with Sam, the duo ended up back at Luc’s.

Luc grabbed two beers from the refrigerator, while Sam made himself at home in the living room. His friend was recovering well from the hit he’d taken last season, and Luc was glad. Sam had suffered minor lingering headaches from the concussion all summer. He started back on the ice during training camp, and had worked his way up to practicing with the team, but was still in the no-contact jersey. Luc was sure he’d be back in the game in no time.

He knew that sitting on the sideline killed Sam inside. But after almost losing his family, by putting the game first before them or his health, Sam finally had a grasp on his priorities. Even though not playing was difficult, he was determined to heal and get back on the ice, but he was now doing it the right way.

“Did you give any thought to what we talked about at O’Conner’s party the other day?”

Luc took a long drink of his beer. He had been dreading that question. What did Sam want him to say? He flopped down in an armchair beside the couch where Sam sat. “Sure.”

“So, you’re going to keep your distance? I mean, it would only benefit you. It’s bad enough I’m married to Tyler’s sister. But I wasn’t a Renegades player when that all happened. Plus, he and I go way back. Things were a little different for me than the situation you’d be facing. And don’t forget, you don’t have the greatest rep, ya know?”

This bad rep that Sam was talking about was a joke. Guys liked to talk, and girls liked to talk even more. Somehow, somewhere down the line, a single one-night stand had turned into him being the league’s most well-known swinger and party boy. He was the eligible bachelor who had no plans of slowing down. Every girl wanted him, and every guy wanted to be him.

Except for the fact that none of it was true. Sure, he liked the ladies. He liked all kinds of ladies. And they really liked him. He did have the occasional one-night stand. Didn’t everyone? But he wanted what everyone wanted, someone to call his. He wanted someone to come home to, someone to lean on. Yep, he wanted love.

No one wanted to hear about that, though. That wasn’t exciting or scandalous enough. Because of that, he’d become the team’s playboy.

But right now, he didn’t want to discuss this with Sam, or at all, really. No one needed to know that he had run into Kassie O’Conner the other day, or that he’d gotten her phone number. The less everyone knew, the better off he was. “Don’t even worry about it, dude. I didn’t know who she was. Now I do. It’s over and done with. It’s not like I plan on dating her.”

But it was all lies. Except his last comment: didn’t plan on dating her. That was slightly true. He had no intention of it, yet. At least not right now. He wasn’t dumb enough to break the code. Or was he? He’d never met someone he’d be willing to break that code for, until Kassie. And that was his biggest problem.

“Good.” Sam’s expression relaxed a bit. “Happy to hear it. So, what’s the plan, back to the bunnies?”

He had no intention to get with bunnies, either. But that’s what they all thought he did. Setting them straight was more trouble than it was worth. Maybe he was better off keeping up the charade of always showing up with a girl on his arm. It would be easier than having to answer questions about why he was ogling Kaden’s little sister. “Sure.”

“Luc, don’t you think it’s time you began to grow out of that phase of your life? You can’t tell me that a one-nighter is really enough. If you want, I can see if Trina has any friends. I’m sure the girls know some single ladies who’d love to date a hockey player.”

Of course he’d thought about settling down, having the same girl on his arm at every event, having a real relationship like so many of his teammates did. But he wasn’t interested in who Trina could set him up with. His mind was only on one girl. 

Luc really didn’t want to talk about this anymore. If he said any more, it would only get him in hot water. “Enough of this girly talk.” Luc grabbed the remote and turned on SportsCenter. “Let’s watch some sports talk.”
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LUC TRIED TO TAKE A nap after Sam left. As he lay in the dark, quiet room, the only things that ran through his brain were long dark hair, and captivating brown eyes. Shaking his head and rolling over, the same thing happened for an entire hour, until he was so tired that he finally dozed off. But visions of her haunted his dreams. It was nothing specific. A replay of her spilling the iced tea on him. But this time, she was the one peeling his sweatshirt off him. Then she disappeared into the fogginess of the alternate reality. After searching through all of the abstract things and people in his dream, he found her again. But each time, she was just out of his reach.

Just like in reality.

Being startled awake by nothing, he looked blurry-eyed around his dark room. Kassie wasn’t here. No one was. His gut felt like he’d been chasing after her all night. Rolling over, he sighed heavily. Now wide awake, he stared at the blank wall.

He was thinking about Kassie again. He never had any intention of starting something with O’Conner’s sister. Yet he couldn’t keep her out of his mind. His stomach growled with hunger and twisted uncomfortably each time Kassie crossed his mind. Rolling onto his back and staring at the ceiling, he knew sleep was useless. There was no way he was going to finish his nap now, so going for a sandwich was the next best thing.

Walking in to the local sub shop, he was immediately ambushed by three young women who knew exactly who he was. Their squeals and giggles were almost annoying, since he wasn’t quite awake yet. But being the polite guy that he was, he allowed a few photos with each of them. The blonde tore a paper in half and asked him for his autograph.

She swooned. “Make it to Cece.” 

After Luc handed her the paper and pen, she scribbled something on the other half of the paper. She thanked him as her friends walked away. Cece winked and shoved the paper in his back jeans pocket before she left.

This sort of thing happened all the time to him. And normally, he’d be all about this chick, Cece, and her hand in his back pocket. She certainly is my normal target, er, type. She had bleach-blonde hair and stripper heels. Everything in between was either spandex or so tight it looked like it was painted on. Yep, exactly what he always went for. But nothing he was interested in today.

He ordered his sandwich and sat down at a table, the piece of paper still in his pocket. As he ate, he pulled it out. Written on it was Cece’s name and phone number. Luc sat staring at the paper as he ate. He had never paused to contemplate calling a bunny before, because that’s what Cece was, a bunny. He’d never given it a second thought before he met Kassie O’Conner. But today for some reason, looking at that phone number only made him think of Kassie. She was stuck in his head.

Those big brown eyes.

He finished his lunch and crumpled up the sandwich wrapper, along with the phone number, before tossing them both in the garbage. He didn’t even think twice about tossing the slip of paper; he just did it.

This wasn’t typical for Luc Marcella. What was wrong with him?
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CHAPTER SIX
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Kassie

The day was passing quickly at work. For no good reason, Kassie hummed to the background music in the office, carried on small talk with patients, and even helped out a co-worker with paperwork. There was no explanation for her good mood. Plus, it was only Wednesday. It wasn’t normal for someone to be this happy on a Wednesday.

“Hey, Kassie,” a voice said from the office check-out window.

It was the last patient of the day, Mr. Snow. “Hi Mr. Snow. Um, you don’t owe any co-payment for today, so you’re good to go!”

“Thanks.” He paused awkwardly at the window. His voice cracked with nervousness as he spoke up. “Uh, yeah, and please call me Rob.”

“Okay, Rob.” She tried not to grimace at the awkward silence that followed. “Can I help you with anything else?”

“Just one thing. Well, it’s nothing, really. I was... I was just wondering if you’d want to go grab a coffee sometime.”

Her stomach tensed. This wasn’t the first time she’d been asked out at work. But it never got any easier. And she gave the same answer each time. With an apologetic smile, she gently let him down. “Sorry, Rob. Thank you so much for the offer. I do appreciate it. It’s just, there are rules, and we aren’t allowed to date patients.”

Rob forced a smile, and nodded. “Sure. Right. Yeah. I get that.” His cheeks turned pink. “Figured as much. It’s cool. I had to try. Well, guess I’m all set. So... see you next time.”

Rob exited the office before she could say anything else. She wasn’t lying about the no-dating-patients rule. And he was an attractive man, probably her age. Clean cut, a slacks and loafers, polo shirts kinda guy. But he didn’t do it for her. So even if she ran into him at the mall, her answer would’ve still been no.

Her co-worker Lisa poked her head around the corner. “Another offer, Kassie?”

“Yep. Do I have a sign on me or something? ‘I’m single—please ask me out’? Or do I just look that lonely and pathetic?”

“Oh Kassie, puh-lease! Girl, you are the cutest thing in this office, and with no ring, you are prime real estate.”

“Prime real estate? What’s that supposed to mean?” It sounded ridiculous and something she never wanted to be called again.

“Just like I said, you’re the cute and sexy one in the office. Everyone knows that.”

“I wear scrubs just like everyone else,” Kassie said, tired of this conversation. “Scrubs are not sexy.”

“But you are one of the only people I know who look awesome in them,” Lisa said with a laugh. “Seriously, Kass. You look adorable in them, whereas I look like I just rolled out of bed.”

Kassie didn’t believe Lisa’s comments. No one looks hot in scrubs.

The day’s work was






























































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





