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CHAPTER 1


Farren

The bus ride from Calgary to Pittsburgh was as miserable as I expected—sticky seats, crying babies, and the pungent scent of despair mixed with stale coffee. I should have flown, but my budget is limited and the bus was the more frugal option. None of that matters, though, because Calgary is far behind me and new adventure awaits.

The moment I stepped off the bus and inhaled the crisp December air, I knew I’d made the right decision. I need a fresh start, and where better than in Pittsburgh, with Rafferty, who will have to love me no matter what?

My two suitcases and carry-on are unwieldy as I drag them down the hall to Rafferty’s door. His condo building is sleek and modern, all polished steel and glass—so much like my big brother. He’s always been the one with his act together, while I’ve been the firecracker, lighting up and fizzling out just as fast.

I’d like to say things might be different with this fresh start, but it’s highly unlikely. New city and big adventure—still the same old Farren, and the bigger portion of me is just fine with that. I don’t need anything new… just different.

I press the buzzer and wait, bouncing on my heels with nervous energy. When the door finally swings open, Rafferty’s eyes widen in shock before narrowing suspiciously. His broad frame fills the doorway, reminding me just how much space my brother can take up, both physically and with his protective presence. Rafferty isn’t just my brother—he’s a defenseman for the Pittsburgh Titans, having joined the team back in September from the Edmonton Grizzlies. He’s been making waves ever since, known for his bone-crunching hits and no-nonsense style of play.

At six six with a broad chest and shoulders that span almost the entire doorway, Rafferty is imposing even without his gear on. But it’s his face that my eyes roam over as I take him in. High cheekbones and full lips that match my own, our biggest difference being that he’s clearly had his nose broken before and I haven’t. I’m almost twenty-four and he’s three years older, but we’re often asked if we’re twins, we look so much alike. His radiant blue eyes study me critically and though I’ve teased him endlessly about his perpetually serious expression, those eyes have always held love and loyalty when staring back at me.

A faint scar above his eyebrow and another on his chin add to his ruggedness, a reminder of the physical toll hockey takes, but they only make him more striking. He’s the picture of a protective sibling and a professional athlete rolled into one, and right now, he’s looking at me like I’ve shown up to crash his well-ordered life.

“Surprise,” I chirp, throwing my arms wide.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” he growls, even as he jerks me into an all-encompassing embrace before lifting me up and twirling me around. His tone is gruff, but the squeeze he gives me says everything—he’s happy to see me, even if he’s about to give me hell. “No, seriously… what in the fuck are you doing here?”

I grin up at him. “Does a little sister need a reason to visit her most awesome big brother?”

He arches a skeptical brow as I slide past him, thumbing back at my luggage. “Grab my bags.”

“How long are you planning on staying? An eternity?” He places my suitcases at the edge of the short hallway that leads to the guest rooms.

“Maybe.” I strut into his kitchen like I own the place, grabbing a beer and cracking it open. I’ve been here twice before and know that the garbage can slides out from a cabinet drawer to the left of his sink where I toss the bottle cap.

“Did you fly in?” he asks. “I could’ve sent a car to pick you up if you’d told me you were coming.”

I settle down on an island stool, one foot planted on the floor and the other casually swinging. “Took the bus. It was a last-minute decision. I just… needed a change of scenery.”

My gaze drops down to the bottle, hoping I sound breezy enough to satisfy him and hoping he doesn’t get overly nosy. I take a sip of beer, looking around the kitchen to avoid his gaze.

“What’s going on?” he asks, and there’s no hiding the suspicion in his voice.

I meet his gaze and hold it. “Nothing’s going on.”

“You left Calgary? Just like that? What about your job?”

Crap. He’s getting nosy and I lighten my voice, radiating a confident smile. “Oh, that.” I wave my hand. “I quit. Things with Derek got messy, and I couldn’t stand being around him anymore.”

It’s vague and nowhere near the truth. I broke up with Derek this summer and never bothered to tell my parents or my brother because I didn’t want to get another lecture on my impulsivity and unwillingness to stick with something. It was just easier letting them believe things were fine in my life.

I brace for him to press me on details, but he merely says, “Farren, you can’t just run away every time you get a wild hair up your butt.”

“I don’t do that.” The denial is swift because he’s so very wrong. I don’t run when I get a wild hair up my butt, I merely run when things start to get serious and overly complicated.

Rafferty’s eyes twinkle, one eyebrow cocked. “What about that time you jumped on a flight to Vegas because you were bored with your job?”

Nope. Not a wild hair up my butt. That’s when I was dating a beautifully tattooed drummer when I was twenty and he told me he loved me one night. It freaked me out and Vegas seemed like the place to go to escape it all.

“Or when you sold your car on a whim,” he says with a smirk, “to fund that music festival road trip with people you barely knew?”

Okay, there may have been a tiny wild hair waving in the wind, but that trip came on the heels of a very hot, in a nerdy type of way, engineering student I was dating, who started talking about our long-term future together. He actually asked me how many kids I wanted and well… I sort of had a tiny freakout then, as well. It just so happens that came on the heels of me meeting some cool people going on a festival road trip, and yeah… that’s how that relationship ended.

I start to say something, but Rafferty isn’t done. “And let’s not forget how you moved into that luxury apartment last year—way out of your budget—just because it had a view of the river. You lasted what, two months, before you broke the lease?”

I can’t help but grin. That was definitely an immature move and could be absolutely considered a wild hair up my butt.

“You’re exaggerating,” I drawl, my chin lifting defiantly even though he nailed it.

Rafferty’s eyes sober and his voice lowers. “I’m not trying to give you a hard time. I just worry about you. You leap without looking, and it’s going to catch up with you one of these days.”

Not if I keep running.

“I know,” I mutter, setting my beer down. “You’re not exactly criticizing but merely conveying a level of concern bolstered by this innate protective instinct you have, punctuated by playful bickering allowed only because of the deep bond we share.”

Rafferty snorts, shaking his head. “You and your words. You should be a politician.”

Ewww… gross. “I’m not dishonest enough.” And feeling the need to put his mind at rest, I say, “I’m not acting on a wild hair in this instance. Merely taking a tactical retreat from my rat wheel of a life.”

Rafferty’s eyes narrow slightly. “And you plan on, what… staying here?”

I beam a smile at him. “Sure. You have a spare bedroom.”

His eyebrow—the one with the scar—rises. “For how long? And you’re going to pay me rent?”

“Yes,” I drawl as if that was the most ridiculous thing for him to say. I’m no mooch. “Of course I will. I just have to find a job first.”

“You could go to college,” he grumbles, the disappointment in his voice grating on me. I’m well aware of how much I let down my family in my refusal to seek higher education.

While Rafferty is successful making millions of dollars a year, I have a brain that is just rotting away working retail or slinging drinks. I’m a near genius (my parents had my IQ tested when I was six). Apparently, I boggled my teachers with my advanced language and vocabulary skills as well as my uncanny knack for figuring out puzzles and patterns that adults couldn’t comprehend.

My entire life growing up, the expectations on me were high regarding academics and I never disappointed because things came so easily. I graduated first in my class, barely breaking a sweat, and then crushed my parents’ hearts when I decided not to go to college.

Boy did that cause some hair-raising arguments and Rafferty, thick into his hockey career, railed at me as well.

But eventually, they decided to accept my lack of ambition to get a degree and I became a fond sort of disappointment instead.

And I’m still not interested in college. “No thanks. I’m sure there are hundreds of bartending jobs. I’ll get something quick.”

I can read the frustration on Rafferty’s face. “Two weeks. Have a job by then and you can stay.”

“Easy peasy,” I chirp happily, glad that went as smoothly as it did.

“Are you hungry?”

“Yeah,” I say, my stomach growling to prove it.

Rafferty pulls out the makings of a hoagie from the refrigerator. “Want to come to the game tonight?” he asks as I watch him work. “I can snag a ticket.”

“Well, duh. There’s never a time I don’t want to see you play.”

Rafferty’s eyes soften and his smile warms my heart. “I love you too, sis. Give me a second.”

As I eat, Rafferty’s fingers fly over his phone and within just a few exchanges, he says, “I added a ticket for you to a group of three I’d already arranged for some friends.”

That tone. That slight flush to his cheeks. That’s interesting. “Are they hot and single guys by any chance?”

“No,” he says quickly, and a little sheepishly. “And gross. None of my friends should be of interest to you. Actually, it’s my friend Tempe and her younger brother Cooper and his friend Danny.”

Oh, that is interesting. That slight rise to his voice when he mentions a woman. “Tempe?” I give him a very pointed look. “You have a friend who’s a girl but not a girlfriend.”

“Well, that depends how you look at it,” he grumbles, raking his fingers through his hair. “It’s kind of a long story.”

I look at him expectantly.

He sighs and rests a hip against the counter before crossing his arms. “I kind of hooked up with a woman awhile back and since then, she’s been stalking me.”

“Oh wow… does that mean I can actually give you hell for being irresponsible? See how you like it?”

“Bite me,” he growls, and I laugh. “At any rate, I was in this grocery store and I saw my stalker—her name’s Tansy—and she was coming my way.”

I lean forward, intrigued by my brother’s tale. Nothing that interesting ever happens to him.

“And I sort of panicked, grabbed the nearest store clerk and kissed her so that Tansy would think I was with someone else.”

He pauses and looks at me expectantly to see if I’m following. “Go on,” I drawl.

“Anyway, the store clerk—”

“I’m guessing her name is Tempe,” I insert.

“Yeah. Tempe. Anyway, Tempe played along with it, pretending to be my girlfriend. Except Tansy didn’t really buy it, so we’re continuing the charade. I’m paying Tempe to play a role and hopefully Tansy will get the hint and leave me alone.”

Okay… cute story but I feel like he’s leaving something out. “She’s your paid girlfriend? Why is she coming to the game then?”

Rafferty shrugs. “I just wanted to do something nice. She’s taking care of her mom and little brother. I went over there and helped do some stuff and met her brother, who seems like a really good kid. It seemed the right thing to do to offer them tickets to a game.”

Notably, my jaw sags a bit in surprise because this is too freaking funny to even comprehend that my brother got wrapped up in something so ridiculously… un-Rafferty-like. “So, let me get this straight… you’re paying a woman to pretend to be your girlfriend because of Tansy, and now you might actually like her? That’s… kind of romantic, in a twisted sort of way.”

“Wait a minute,” he snaps, straightening up and holding out a hand. “Who said I liked her?”

“I did.” I wink at my brother because he’s so obvious. “Because you went to her house and helped her mom and then got her and her brother hockey tickets.”

“That’s just an added bonus for her helping me out.”

“Whatever.” I laugh, poking him playfully in the ribs. “I’m looking forward to meeting this Tempe. Sounds like a hoot.”

“You behave around her,” he warns, shoving his finger in my face and I attempt to bat it away.

“Of course, I will,” I promise with a sly grin.

Rafferty stares at me hard, as if to cow me into good behavior, but I will not moo for the man. He grunts a curse and turns his wrist over to look at his watch. “I need to go. You good with taking an Uber to the arena?”

“Yup. I’ll get settled in and then I want to take a shower to wash off the stink of bus.”

Rafferty wraps me up in another hug, pressing his lips to the top of my head. “Glad you’re here.”

I squeeze him back hard. “Glad to be here.”

I walk Rafferty to the door and he pulls off an extra house key for me. “Alarm code is 5-2-4-4.”

“Thanks,” I say, looking at the key and hoping it represents not just a new start, but leaving the immediate past far behind me. “Play hard tonight.”

“Be good tonight,” he retorts and then he’s gone.

I lock the door behind him and clean up my mess in the kitchen. I then take my luggage into the spare bedroom and put it all away in the dresser as well as hang up other items in the closet. I unpack my toiletries in the guest bathroom.

It’s only after I have a second beer opened that I call my mom. It’s time to face the music with my parents.

Daniel and Marie Abrams are the most loving, supportive parents two kids could ever hope to have. It’s why it hurts so much every time I think I let them down.

I flop onto the couch when my mother answers. “Farren? Everything okay?”

“Hi, Mom,” I say, trying to sound upbeat but the hesitancy in my voice belies my dread at telling her I’m in Pittsburgh. “Listen… I decided to visit Rafferty.”

“Oh,” she says, a little bewildered. “So that means you won’t be here for Christmas?”

It’s four days away and that’s a legitimate ask. “Actually… I think I’m going to stay here for a bit. A little change of scenery.”

She’s silent a moment. “And your job?”

“I quit.” I wince, waiting for more questions.

It’s the one I dread too. “What about Derek?”

I sigh, feeling the heaviness of having to explain this to my mom. “It didn’t work out and—”

“What happened?” she asks, worry in her voice, and I’m not sure if it’s for him or for me. My parents liked Derek well enough, but they’d only met him a few times.

“It just didn’t work out,” I say with a sigh, hoping the true fatigue in my voice in discussing a relationship that ended months ago and never really felt that deep to me to begin with puts off further questions.

“Okay,” she says softly. “And… you know if you want to move back home with me and your father, you’re always welcome.”

“I know,” I say, a surge of fondness and deep love cresting like a tidal wave. Despite the fact I’m always on edge because I feel like a constant disappointment, I know I have a spot to land with them if I need it. “But I’m going to hang here with Rafferty for a bit.”

“I’m just glad Rafferty won’t be alone for the holidays,” she murmurs with the happiness of a mom at peace knowing her kids are all right, at least for the immediate future.

We talk for a bit more, lapsing into easy conversation. I love my parents so much, just like I love Rafferty. It’s hard being under the burden of expectations, especially when I’m not even sure if they’re real or not, but never once have I doubted my parents’ devotion to me. I’m just never sure if they really like how I turned out.

Regardless, the pang of loneliness feels diminished when I hang up because no matter how much I might fuck up my life on any given occasion, my family’s love is unconditional.

I settle back on the couch and tap my phone in contemplation. I definitely don’t have to be lonely in all ways while I’m here in Pittsburgh. There’s someone who’s been on my mind the past few months and it seems silly not to reach out.

I’m starting with a blank slate.

A new chapter in my life.

Typical Farren… I’m restless, craving something… more.

I scroll through my texts, find the conversation I have going with him, and see it’s been almost six weeks since we last spoke. My fingers tap out a quick, to-the-point message. Surprise… I’m in town. Want to get together?

Almost instantly, I see the dancing three dots indicating a reply is forthcoming and why is my pulse skittering in anticipation?

His reply is short, but exactly what I want to hear. You bet your ass I do.

No stopping the smile that comes to my face, and I don’t even try to quell the galloping of my heart. Admittedly, no one has ever perked my interest like this, and no one has ever caused my blood to race the way it is right now, just from a single text.

When? I type back.

Let’s talk tonight. More dancing dots as he types. Assume you’re going to the game?

Not exactly the passionate response I’d expected or the definitive plans for us to romp around naked in his bed. But he’s smart for inviting conversation first, because this is going to be tricky.

If my brother knew that I had hooked up with his teammate and close friend, North Paquette, on the two times I’d visited him before, he’d lose his shit.

Okay. Talk tonight after the game, I write back.


CHAPTER 2


North

The roar of the crowd hits me the moment we step onto the ice. It’s a sound I’ll never get tired of—the cheers, the loud rock music, and the low vibration of adrenaline that will kick into overdrive when the puck drops. The cold hits my lungs like a shot of espresso and I’m ready to kick some New York Phantoms’ ass tonight.

The blades of my skates cut smoothly across the rink. Around me, my teammates break off into their usual pre-game routines—Rafferty firing quick, accurate shots into the net, Drake stretching his legs at the blue line, and Atlas skating lazy circles, warming up his edges. I grab a puck, stick handle it a few times, then fire a wrist shot at the empty net. It clangs off the crossbar, earning a smirk from Camden, who skates by with a quick “A little high, eh?”

I chuckle and glide away, glancing toward the stands. I know exactly where she’s sitting—first row, right near the bench. Rafferty had mentioned getting tickets for Tempe, her younger brother Cooper, and Cooper’s friend Danny, and when Farren showed up out of the blue today, he got her a ticket too. It was a bit of an acting feat to look surprised when he mentioned she was here because I could never tell him the truth that Farren had already texted me.

My eyes sweep the seats, searching. It doesn’t take long to spot her. Farren’s glossy dark hair falls in soft waves over her shoulders and her blue eyes gleam under the bright lights of the arena. She’s stunning, her presence magnetic even from this distance. She’s laughing at something Tempe’s said, the sound almost audible in my mind. Her laughter is something I’ve replayed more times than I should admit.

Farren Abrams.

Rafferty’s little sister.

Correction… my teammate’s little sister.

I grit my teeth as I glide into another lap, my stick dragging the ice idly. We’ve hooked up twice now. The first time was during one of her earlier visits to Pittsburgh—a drunken, spur-of-the-moment mistake after a night out with the team. But the second time… the second time, I knew exactly what I was doing. She texted me, and I didn’t hesitate. No alcohol, no excuses—just her, me, and a connection I can’t seem to shake.

I flick a puck toward the boards, watching it bounce back before I gather it on my stick again.

This thing with Farren?

It’s complicated.

She’s fun, carefree, and absolutely gorgeous, but she’s also fiercely independent. In the time we’ve gotten acquainted, she’s said enough for me to know that she’s allergic to anything resembling commitment. Although the sex is the driving force between us, we’ve spent a lot of time talking and have kept in loose contact via text the last several weeks. I’ve been learning how her mind works and her absolute lack of desire to enter into anything serious is utterly fascinating. She’s a woman content to keep a casual connection and use it only when it feeds her mood. Maybe that’s part of what draws me to her—the challenge, the unpredictability, the fact that she’s completely different from anyone I’ve been with before.

Still, I know I’m playing with fire. She’s Rafferty’s sister, and Raff’s the type of guy who would take a fist to anyone who even thought about crossing a line with her. But Farren is an adult, as am I. She’s the one setting the boundaries, keeping things casual. She’s in no danger of getting hurt and I think that’s what would matter the most to her brother if we were ever found out.

I weave through a cluster of players, my eyes drifting back to the seats. Rafferty picks up a loose puck and skates toward the boards. His focus is on Cooper, the kid’s face lighting up as Raff flicks the biscuit over the glass. Cooper catches it, his grin wide enough to rival the goal light when it flashes. Rafferty smirks, taps the glass with his stick, and skates away.

My gaze shifts back to Farren. She’s clapping for Cooper, her smile wide and genuine. When she finally glances toward the ice, her eyes meet mine. The connection is instant, like a spark catching dry kindling. She doesn’t look away, her lips curving into a slow, knowing smile. There’s a promise in her eyes, one that sends heat flooding through me.

I swallow hard, my hands tightening on my stick. Damn her. Damn her for being so irresistible and for making this so damn complicated.

I skate past the bench, my pulse hammering in my ears. Maybe it’s best to keep this between us for now. Farren doesn’t want anything serious, and I’m not looking to blow up my friendship with Rafferty. On the other hand, ending it would be the safe bet all the way around.

But as I circle back toward center ice, her gaze lingers on me, and I know this isn’t something I can walk away from—not yet.

For now, I have a game to play before I can even think about unraveling the mystery of Farren Abrams.

♦

This Titans team is a masterpiece of talent, headlined by the best player in the league, Penn Navarro. But tonight, my second line is on fire and Foster has already scored a goal in the first period.

The play starts deep in our zone, and I’m reading the ice, anticipating the next move. Camden scoops up a loose puck after the Phantoms botch a cycle along the boards. He glances up ice, his eyes darting left before he whips the puck to Atlas, who’s breaking hard down the wing.

I kick into gear, driving up the right side, my skates cutting into the ice with purpose. Atlas takes the puck cleanly over the blue line, barely breaking stride. He dangles past a Phantom defender like the guy’s a practice cone, smooth and controlled. Foster is gliding down the middle, always in the perfect spot to keep the defense guessing.

We’re building something here—I can feel it in my bones. The crowd senses it too, their roar growing with every stride we take. Atlas crosses the red line and dishes the puck to Foster, who draws two defensemen toward him like a magnet. That’s my cue. I pivot hard, cutting toward the net and slipping into the open lane.

Foster doesn’t miss a beat. He feints a shot, selling it so well the goalie shifts, and the defenders commit. Then, with the precision only he has, he threads the puck right to my tape. It’s perfect, right there in my sweet spot.

I don’t think. I don’t hesitate. I fire.

The puck flies off my stick, a blur of black slicing through the air. The goalie drops into the butterfly, but it’s too late. The puck clanks off the bottom crossbar, it’s trajectory on point before slamming into the back of the net.

The arena erupts in a deafening roar, and a surge of adrenaline explodes through my veins. I let out a shout, pumping my fist hard as my teammates swarm me.

“Hell of a shot!” Atlas slaps me on the back, his grin wide and contagious. Camden skates in, laughing as he smacks his gloves against my helmet. Foster pulls me into a hug, pounding my shoulder pads. The energy is so intense my bones seem to rattle, and I let myself bask in it.

As we skate toward the bench, my gaze flicks up to the stands—an instinct I can’t seem to shake. My eyes find Farren instantly, and just like that, everything else fades into the background. She’s on her feet, clapping and cheering. Her smile is radiant, and even from here, I can feel it—the way she lights up, the way her energy seems to pulse through me like a live wire.

Damn, she’s beautiful.

I quickly snap my head forward, forcing myself to refocus as I reach the bench. The game isn’t over, and there’s no time to let my mind drift. But even as I sit down and take a swig from my water bottle, I can’t help the way my lips curve into a smile.

Scoring feels good.

Seeing her up there in the stands feels better.


CHAPTER 3


North

The post-game rush at Mario’s is already in full swing when I walk in. The bar is packed, sizzling with energy as Titans fans relive the highlights of our win over the Phantoms. The neon signs above the bar cast colorful reflections on the polished wood, and the scent of burgers and wings wafts through the air. This place is as familiar as the rink—both a sanctuary and a spectacle all at the same time. Of course, I have no clue what the atmosphere is like after games we lose since we only come here to celebrate our victories with the fans.

I glance toward the roped-off VIP section in the back, something the owners had set up for the team when it became the go-to hangout after many games. Wanting to encourage our attendance for the fans but provide us with a quiet spot to relax, we can have some privacy after making rounds for photos and autographs.

Most of the significant others and family members are here as the players start to trickle in. And there she is.

Farren.

She’s leaning against a small table, laughing at something Brittany, Willa’s sister, says. She looks sexy as hell in ripped jeans, knee-high boots and a small Titans jersey that I’m betting has her own last name but her brother’s number. She’s simply fucking stunning, an opinion I’ve had from the moment I met her on her first visit to see her brother play for his new team. That was three months ago, and I don’t know if absence makes the heart grow fonder, but it sure makes me even more attracted to her.

I tear my gaze away and head to the bar, ordering a beer from one of the bartenders slinging drinks as fast as they can for the post-game rush. I barely take a sip of my draft before a tap on my shoulder pulls me around.

“North! Can I grab a picture with you?”

The fan, a guy probably in his twenties, looks hopeful as he clutches his phone. Before I can even respond, his buddy is beside him, holding a Titans hat and a Sharpie.

“Make it out to Mike?”

I smile politely, keeping my tone light. “Sure thing.”

I sign the hat, pose for the photo, and am about to head toward the VIP section when two more fans approach. Then two more.

It’s like trying to skate uphill.

Every few moments, I glance toward Farren. She’s still chatting with Brittany and Willa, a casual confidence in her posture that’s hard to look away from.

A little girl tugs on my shirt sleeve, and I glance down to see dimples and missing front teeth. Her dad stands behind her, hand on her tiny shoulder clad in a Titans jersey that I see bears my number.

Christ, that’s humbling when little girls are your fans, and I forget all about Farren for a few glorious moments as I squat down to chat with the tiny cutie. I sign her jersey, pose for photos, promise her that she can be a hockey player when she grows up. When they finally amble off, I look back to the VIP area, ready to make my approach, except now Farren’s gone.

A faint surge of disappointment hits me, and I scan the area. Where’d she go? Did she leave before I could talk to her?

I’m pulled by another touch to my arm and I turn to find a woman standing close, her smile as suggestive as her outfit—a Titans jersey worn as a dress, cinched at the waist with a belt, and thigh-high boots that make her legs look impossibly long. While it’s sexy as hell, it’s inappropriate given the snowy weather outside. But I suppose beauty is pain. Her red lipstick is immaculate, and her platinum-blond hair is pulled up into a high ponytail that arcs upward, then falls to her mid-back in a froth of curls.

She slides a finger down my forearm. “You were amazing tonight.”

“Thanks,” I say with a genuine smile but keep my response neutral, even as she bats her lashes.

“Can I get a selfie?” She waves her phone already in hand. She steps closer, angling herself beside me. “Do you mind?”

“No problem,” I say, though my attention is elsewhere.

She tilts her head toward me, pouting her lips playfully as the camera clicks. “Is it wrong of me to notice that you’re the hottest player on the team?” she says, her voice dropping into something I think is supposed to be sultry.

I chuckle politely, trying to extricate myself. “That’s definitely a first but I’m glad you’re a fan of the game.”

Her hand tightens on my arm as I step back. “Maybe I could buy you a drink sometime?”

Before I can respond, I catch a flash of dark hair out of the corner of my eye. More than recognizing who it is, my entire being senses a ripple in the air around me.

Farren.

She’s standing a few feet away, arms crossed, watching the interaction with a faint smirk. There’s no jealousy in her expression, just amused indifference, which somehow twists the knife a little deeper.

The blond notices my distraction and follows my gaze. “Oh,” she says, stepping back. “Looks like you’ve got company.”

“Something like that,” I murmur, turning toward Farren as the woman disappears into the crowd.

Farren arches a brow, her blue eyes sparkling with mischief. “You’re quite the ladies’ man tonight.”

I sigh, rubbing the back of my neck. “Yeah, I guess.”

She steps closer, her voice low enough so that only I can hear. “Do you even notice when someone’s throwing themselves at you? Or are you too busy signing autographs to care?”

I smirk, leaning casually against the bar. “Maybe I was too busy looking for someone else.”

Her lips curve into a knowing smile, and she tilts her head. “Smooth. I’ll give you that.”

“Where’d you go?” I ask, unable to keep the curiosity out of my voice.

“Bathroom,” she says simply. “Why? Miss me?”

“If you want to call it that,” I admit, and she snickers, the sound curling around my ribs like a tickle and I can’t help but laugh in return.

We move to the side of the bar, away from the fans and the noise. It’s still public enough to keep things casual but private enough to talk.

“So,” I say, keeping my tone light. “Spur-of-the-moment visit to see Rafferty?”

She shrugs, her gaze flicking toward the bar before settling back on me. “Needed a change of scenery. Calgary was starting to feel stifling.”

“Interesting choice of words,” I muse. “Sounds like more than just a visit.”

“I think I’m going to stay for a bit. Besides, looks like Rafferty’s got himself mixed up in some crazy stuff with this stalker woman.”

I chuckle, shaking my head. “Only your brother.”

“Only Rafferty,” she agrees with a grin.

“I saw you sitting with Tempe at the game. What do you think of her?”

“She’s fabulous,” Farren says, her eyes shining. “I mean, I couldn’t make up that story if I tried, but it’s going to turn into something serious. Mark my words.”

“I think you might be right,” I agree.

“Have you spent any time with her?” she asks. “Is she as good for him as I think she might be?”

“Yeah,” I say softly, rolling around in my head all I’ve come to learn about Tempe in the few times we’ve hung out. “She’s super sweet, completely genuine. And obviously, a good sport to put up with your brother’s crazy shenanigans.”

Farren’s expression goes a little dreamy. “That’s good. I want him to be happy.”

It’s funny how that comes across. It’s almost as if she needs him to be happy and I wonder if that’s just her love for him, as I know they’re tight, or is it wishful thinking on her part for something she herself wants?

No clue the answer, but I’m curious to know more about why Farren’s here. “So, how did the family take your move to Pittsburgh?”

She waves her hand, looking slightly annoyed. “Supportive, as always. But I finally did have to come clean about breaking up with Derek this past summer.”

“I still don’t understand why you never told them,” I say with a shake of my head. “By all accounts, you’re close to your family. Why keep that a secret?”

It’s one of the first secrets Farren shared with me, because even though I was drunk when we hooked up, I was under the impression she was dating someone back in Calgary.

At least that’s what Rafferty had told me.

She assured me she had broken up with him but had not told anyone in the family because “it wasn’t all that serious to begin with.”

There’s a slight flush to her cheeks as if I’ve caught her in an embarrassing situation. “I am close to my family. So close they like to meddle and keep their expectations of me high. It was easier to keep them out of my love life if they thought I was currently occupied.”

I grin down at her. “Projecting an air of stability.”

Farren looks offended and pouts with irritation. “Why they don’t understand that a woman can be single and be happy is beyond me. Why they don’t understand I can be happy pouring drinks rather than studying in college is also beyond me.”

I hold up a hand in mock surrender. “Hey, don’t project your annoyance at me. I think bartending is a commendable job, and well… I guess it benefited me that you aren’t seeing Derek, right?”

Something dark flickers across her face before it smooths out and I’m rewarded with a dimpled, sexy smile. “It’s definitely been a nice benefit to have the freedom to dally with you.”

I know she means the words in jest, but they sum up the essence of this woman. She wants to be free and without commitment. What we have isn’t anything more than a fling. Just two people with a light fondness toward each other and a whole lot of sexual attraction.

I can’t help the twist of disappointment that comes with that realization. I’ve never been big on casual and meaningless, but that seems to be Farren’s state of existence, which is a problem I’m unlikely to solve. I only know that I like her and she’s so fucking intriguing, I’ll take what I can get.

“Speaking of freedom,” she says, her voice dropping slightly. “Want to meet up later? Your place?”

Her words hit me like a lightning strike, and I briefly consider grabbing her hand and dragging her out of Mario’s. But before I can respond, Rafferty’s voice cuts through the noise.

“Hey, you two!”

We both turn, Farren’s expression shifting into something placid and easygoing. Rafferty strides over, a grin splitting his face. His suit jacket is slung over his shoulder, his tie loose, and his hair slightly tousled.

“We kicked ass tonight,” he says, offering me a fist to bump before bending down to kiss Farren on the cheek. His eyes meet hers and he asks, “How did Tempe and the boys like the game?”

“They were over the moon,” she assures him, and I bite back a chuckle over the satisfaction on Raff’s face. That man is falling hard for the pretty grocery store clerk.

“Good to hear,” he says, holding up a finger to the bartender for a
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