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      Cas

      He was a hockey player who’d had fun.

      Lots of fun.

      Cas liked women—curvy or slender, tall or short, breasts or ass or long, shapely legs, blond or black or brown-haired or a redhead. It didn’t matter to him.

      He just liked women.

      But over the last months, he’d concluded that he liked one in particular.

      She was smart and a hard worker. She had an ass that could make a grown man weep (and maybe it had brought a tear or two to his eyes once or twice, mostly because he was growing so desperate to see and touch and kiss the lush curves of Jules’s ass that he was living in a perpetual state of blue balls).

      Tonight was the night his balls got some relief—or maybe the night that they lived in even more agony for at least a bit more time…

      Because tonight he was going to ask Jules out.

      And if she said yes, then he’d be lucky enough to spend more time with her.

      Which meant his balls would spend more time in her vicinity.

      Hence, a lack of relief.

      Hence, him almost wishing for his balls to continue their agony.

      Hence…he was an idiot who was delaying.

      He was going to ask Jules out.

      It had taken him an embarrassingly long time to work up the courage—harkening him back to his high school days—to ask her to go on a date with him, but he was a professional hockey player, dammit. He’d dated plenty of women.

      He could ask one more out.

      Easy to think.

      Harder to accept.

      Because as he slid from the bustling barroom and followed Jules down the hall, his pulse was pounding in his veins, sweat was pricking on his nape.

      Because…this meant something.

      She pushed out through the back door and he followed, slipping into the evening air.

      CeCe’s, one of his favorite places to come—both because this woman worked here and because it had good food—was in a bustling part of the city.

      Tonight was no exception.

      Laughter punched through the night air, traffic buzzed in the distance, but here, behind the restaurant in the quiet alley that had dumpsters shoved on one end and a row of employee cars on the other, it was hushed.

      “I come out here to think sometimes,” she murmured, surprising him, not realizing that she’d heard him following her out.

      Not realizing that she’d seen him there staring and not speaking.

      Being an idiot.

      Christ.

      “When it gets to be too much,” she said, voice still soft, turning toward him, her brown eyes rich, dark chocolate in the dim light.

      God, she was pretty with those big eyes and gentle curves to her cheeks, her jaw. Her lips were plush pillows that he wanted to taste.

      They’d be incredibly soft, he knew.

      They had to be.

      And she—

      “You know,” she whispered, insecurity creeping into her tone. “Because it’s so loud inside the bar and busy and—”

      “Will you go on a date with me?!”

      It was an abrupt burst of sound, so it was no surprise that she jerked back in shock, the gentle smile that had been on her face while telling him about her need to find a bit of quiet disappearing in an instant.

      He could have turned and punched the thick brick wall behind himself, pummeled it until his knuckles split.

      She’d been giving him a little piece of herself.

      An insight he could have held close, an opening he could have eased through.

      Cas wasn’t an idiot—or rarely outside of his interactions with Jules, anyway.

      He could have taken that insight and used it to learn more about her, to understand the shadows that sometimes lived in her eyes, to find out what made her smile and why she had a need for quiet. Was it just the buzz of activity inside? Or because she was busy with work and school and being a mom that she needed to steal slices of silence?

      Instead, he’d yelled at her.

      And her face said she both didn’t like the volume and what he’d asked…yelled…whatever.

      “Jules,” he began, being certain to modulate his tone this time, to not startle her.

      To not yell. Fuck.

      “I can’t,” she said before he got further than saying her name. “Not because of you.” She reached out, squeezed his forearm, and hell if sparks didn’t fly up his skin, skitter through his heart, grow into embers in his stomach, flames licking down toward his dick.

      “I—”

      “I’m not ready to date anyone,” she murmured. “Again, not because of you.”

      Her fingers sliding away, and he didn’t miss that they curled into a fist she pressed to her hip, her knuckles standing out in sharp relief.

      Her lips pressed together, released. “I-I’m just—”

      He reached over, captured her fist. When she went stiff, he crouched a little so that their gazes connected. “Don’t worry,” he whispered, smoothing out her fingers, hating the half-moon indentations on the palms of her hands, hating that he’d been the cause of them. “I get it. I just”—he brushed his thumb over the crescent-shaped hurt—“Careful, gorgeous.”

      Her inhale was sharp, and he let her hand go, stepped back to put more distance between them.

      Cas wanted to leave, to find some privacy—some quiet—to introduce his fist to the bricks, but he didn’t want things to be weird between them, didn’t want Jules to be uncomfortable here.

      Where she worked. Where she’d become part of them.

      The Breakers.

      He and the guys came in regularly.

      She was taking careful steps toward friendship with Hazel and Pru and Kailey and Beth.

      He didn’t want to be responsible for fucking that up.

      “The quiet,” he said, waving his arm out toward the alley. “I get needing it.”

      Not a smooth transition in the least.

      But disappointment was flowing through him in great waves that resembled tsunamis.

      So, it was the best he could do at that particular moment, yeah?

      Meanwhile, Jules was so still she resembled a statue, and as he watched her out of the corner of his eye, it seemed like she was hardly breathing. Tense. On edge.

      Because of him.

      Fuck.

      “I’m one of four, so it was always noisy,” he told her, barely able to resist the urge to rub his temple, to try to soothe the ache that was beginning to blossom there. He was fucking things up. Royally. “The oldest,” he added, wanting to give her something of him, something that would make her know a piece of him, but also something that wouldn’t make her feel uncomfortable. “Which means that my parents were always in my business growing up”—this time when he shot her a smile, he breathed a little easier because some of the tension had left her frame—“at least until my siblings started making trouble.”

      That sent the corners of her mouth turning up. “And were you?”

      He lifted his brows in question.

      “Trouble?” she asked, eyes dancing.

      And now he relaxed.

      Because she was Jules again.

      And maybe he hadn’t fucked this up quite as much as he’d thought.

      Growing up, he’d actually been a pretty good kid overall, critically aware that his parents had been working to the edges of their physical and mental abilities to provide for their family. He hadn’t wanted to add to their stress.

      But he hadn’t been perfect.

      “No more than any other kid,” he admitted and then laughed at her expression before adding, “Truthfully, I get into a lot more mischief nowadays with the guys. In my family, Sam”—a glance at her—“he’s my younger brother and the ringleader of trouble. Now and then.”

      The pranks that kid had pulled…

      Good God, it was no wonder Cas’s mother always complained about all her grey hairs.

      “Yeah?” she asked, curiosity in those pretty brown eyes. “What’d he do?”

      Cas opened his mouth, mind spiraling through the stories of his brother, filtering out the best ones, the ones that would make her laugh—

      The door crashed open behind them.

      A drunk couple, locked in an embrace that resembled two octopi going at it, stumbled out, giggling and pawing each other, their mouths creating so much suction that the sounds of their saliva exchanging bodies was going to haunt him for a good long while.

      Jules shuddered—he assumed for the same reason—but the couple had shattered the relaxed mood he’d managed to coax her back into. Her shoulders tensed and she inhaled, held that breath, then released it in a rush of air.

      He watched all of that in fascination.

      Then her eyes came to his…and he braced.

      She was going to keep trying to let him down easily.

      God, he wanted to touch her, to kiss her, to hold her close until the uncertainty in the dark brown depths faded.

      But she didn’t want that.

      So, all he could do was leave her be.

      “I get it, gorgeous.” He smiled a smile that he’d perfected over the years, one that had disarmed his parents, turned their worry from him when they had too much on their plates and didn’t need to focus on his petty, unimportant kid-drama. “No hard feelings. Promise.” A wink, his lips curving further, tone lightening. “I’m used to rejection.”

      And, just like it had growing up, that smile paired with the light words worked.

      Jules relaxed again, rolling her eyes and shaking her head at him. “I’m sure,” she said dryly.

      “It’s true,” he teased, tugging open the door (much more gently than the octopi couple) and waving at her to proceed ahead of him. “My heart has been stepped on so many times over the years, I’m sure that it’s basically just pulp.”

      Her laughter filling the hall…filling his heart.

      Then she shook her head again, her smile as she looked back at him joining that laughter in his heart, and gestured to his table as they strode into the busy barroom. “Go sit down and”—another glance over her shoulder that didn’t do anything to assuage his need to kiss her—“if you behave, I’ll bring you one of Cody’s freshly baked cookies.”

      Cas had a sweet tooth.

      And he loved Cody’s cookies.

      But he knew that tonight, it would sit heavy in his gut, no matter how tasty.

      Because he’d shot his shot.

      And he’d fucked it up.
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      Jules

      Two Months Later

      “It’s break time.”

      She glanced over at Beth, tucking the round, black tray under her arm as she did so…

      And instant regret of that action.

      Frosty drops of condensation from cold drinks, of spillover from the beers and sodas and just plain glasses of water dripped down her side. From armpit to hip and frigid enough that she bit the inside of her cheek so that she didn’t squeak and squirm in response.

      All these years in this job and she still spilled shit on herself.

      Though, she supposed she should be happy that her habit of dumping trays full of food on herself had been limited to three times. Total.

      Twice—her fault.

      Once—an asshole patron (who’d been permanently banned).

      Beth cleared her throat, brows lifting, pregnant belly rounded and just visible when she was sitting at the high top table.

      Right.

      Beth had made a statement. Though, it was more of a question, even if the actual words that had come out of Beth’s mouth had been absent of the querying tone.

      Jules glanced at her watch. “Just about.”

      “Your tables all have their food and refills,” Beth said. “No one new has walked in. You’ve been on your feet for four hours—”

      “You guys have only been here for an hour,” Jules countered, just on principle. Beth was awesome and kind and sweet, but she also had a strong personality and was good at railroading people. It was important to show a little spine, otherwise she would walk right over Jules.

      An arch look. “Am I wrong?”

      She wasn’t, unfortunately.

      But Jules wasn’t going to admit that.

      “So, you’ve been on your feet for four hours.” Beth smiled beatifically. “And we happen to have an extra Sprite with your name on it.”

      Jules narrowed her eyes.

      She hadn’t brought them any Sprites. None of the girls, or the guys taking up space at a high top on the other side of the bar, their eyes glued to their women, drank them. And okay…all the guys were staring at their respective women…except for one of them.

      Cas.

      He was looking at her.

      He’d done it a lot.

      Before he asked her out.

      And he still did it after she’d turned him down.

      She was a single mom of a busy five-year-old boy. She worked long hours and jockeyed babysitters and her budget—her superpower was robbing Peter to pay Paul, lasting a few more days so that she could scrimp and save and make sure they didn’t go broke. She didn’t have time for hockey players who dated women like they were the Daily Special (and one that was never repeated).

      Clink. Clink.

      Jules jerked, attempting to tear her gaze from the ruggedly handsome face, from the intense green eyes that were the color of the mature Douglas Firs she’d grown with up, surrounding her on all sides.

      The mountains and cold, crisp air.

      The snow crunching beneath her boots, walking into the nearby resorts with her boots tied together and tossed over one shoulder, her skis strapped to her back, bypassing the tourists’ cars, and making good use of her season pass (earned back then from her newly emerging superpower of scrimping and saving).

      God, she’d loved being out there.

      She missed it now.

      But…life changed and people either adapted and moved on or lived looking back.

      Jules wasn’t much for looking back.

      She had Ethan, and he needed a happy, steady mom, and that meant not looking back. Because sure as shit, if she spent all of her time focusing on her past and all the bad stuff that had happened, she wouldn’t be happy.

      Nor steady.

      Nor able to give Ethan what he needed.

      Clink. Clink. Clink.

      A crisp demand for attention. Beth’s crisp demand for attention.

      Right.

      Finally, Jules managed to focus back on the table (and made sure to ignore Beth’s arch smirk). The other woman saw too damned much.

      Narrowing her eyes, she asked, “And who is the Sprite for?” A beat. “Because I know it’s not really for me.”

      “You.” A grin. “Courtesy of Matt.” She inclined her head, red hair bouncing, toward the bar, where her boss was watching the table. When their gazes connected, he smiled and nodded at the table, silently telling her to sit down. He was always watching out for her, though thankfully, she could take care of herself nowadays—something that hadn’t been true when he’d first hired her.

      Hence the spilled trays.

      Now, though, she was an expert level waitress.

      But he still watched out for her—albeit with less frequency, considering he was busy with his own husband and baby and had handed off a lot of the management of CeCe’s.

      She was thrilled for him. He deserved to be happy.

      “See?” Beth said, drawing her focus again, her lips turning up. “Even your boss says you need a break.”

      Jules smothered a sigh. Knew she’d been bested. “Are you going to share your cheese?”

      The women came in, usually once a week, and indulged in Cheese Night Extravaganza—basically, they ordered any and all types of unhealthy cheese on the menu and went to town, pounding more food down than Jules had ever seen anyone eat.

      And they still had things like waists (minus Beth, who was acting as a surrogate and carrying twins for Pru) and sleekly muscled arms.

      Seriously.

      Jules would hate them if they weren’t so fun.

      They were also highly protective of said cheese, going so far as to threaten with forks if anyone dared to so much as steal a mozzarella stick.

      Stabby-minded mofos.

      But—forks and stabbing aside—Jules liked them.

      They tipped well, weren’t assholes, and had come in often enough that she’d begun to consider them friends.

      Not that she had friends.

      She was too busy being a mom and working and going to school and trying to keep her life together to actually do something like have friends.

      Was she lonely at times? Maybe.

      But she also liked to think that she was too busy to be lonely, and plus, she was used to being alone. She’d been alone for most of her life.

      That was the nature of being born to a man who’d lost his wife because of her, who’d descended into grief (that was laced with no little amount of resentment because Jules had been the one who’d caused the death of the love of his life), who’d been solitary by nature even before he’d lost his wife.

      The trees and snow and animals had been friends until she’d gotten old enough for school.

      Then she’d managed to have some actual friends.

      But she’d lost touch with those friends years ago. Moving across the country would do that to the convenient ties formed through shared classes and proximity.

      People grew up, had their own lives.

      Went to college.

      Worked every spare moment and went to school and were single mothers.

      Daydreamed—

      Chairs screeched and, jerking, she glanced up from where she’d been absentmindedly tracing the faux woodgrain pattern of the tabletop.

      Her gaze hit Beth’s, who silently pushed a plate forward.

      Smothered tater tots.

      Jules’s stomach immediately growled. They were her favorite.

      It was sweet—and unsurprising—that the thoughtful and detail-oriented Beth knew the dish was Jules’s favorite. The other woman was devious and prepared and had never met a bone she didn’t like to dig her teeth into. And good luck breaking her hold on it.

      Case in point, the plate sliding and the mischief in Beth’s eyes and the slight hint of a smirk.

      Because the food and Sprite had come with a side of hot hockey players.

      (The result of the chair-screeching).

      An extra-large side.

      Smitty—one of the Breakers’ defensemen—sidled close to his shy, sweet woman, Kailey. Oliver—a former player—looped an arm around Hazel’s middle, nuzzling a kiss into the side of his wife’s neck. Marcel—current star forward—slid his stool right next to Pru’s, pressing their thighs together. Raph—quiet, steady, and great on the ice—began massaging Beth’s back, an instinctual caring gesture from the man who beat Beth out in thoughtfulness (and stubbornness) and took care of her seemingly without thought.

      And the single ones, they came close too.

      Squeezing stools into the already full table.

      Jules released a thankful breath when it was Theo—another forward who made it clear he had absolutely no plans of ending his single status—who ended up next to her and not Cas—the steady defenseman…and her secret fantasy.

      He was the regret she turned over in her head in the dark of night—something she had far too much time for because she worked the late shift, was up late five days a week.

      Something she had far too much time for because every time Cas was close…

      Well, she had a hard time remembering why she’d turned him down.

      Eyes the green of pine needles, a temptation to find home in a man who might—

      No.

      The temptation to find home in a man was a stupid one.

      She’d tried that, and though it had ended with her having the best thing in her life—that being Ethan—she couldn’t do that again.

      It hurt too much when it went wrong, when she would ultimately end up alone.

      But when she looked up, her fork full of loaded tots, her belly rumbling with the urge to. Get. Them. In. Her. Belly. Jules found it nearly impossible to ignore the calling of those tall trees, the winter cold air, the snow crunching beneath her boots.

      Especially when eyes of forest green kept catching hers.
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      Cas

      He was trying not to stare like a fucking idiot, attempting to not slaver over her like a dog.

      Like he always did.

      But fuck, she was pretty.

      Deep brown eyes, shining blond hair. Hips a man wanted to grip as he stroked home, stroked deep. An ass that called for his teeth, the slight sting in his skin from the crack of his palm.

      Not interested.

      She wasn’t interested.

      He, on the other hand, was nearing obsessed.

      Even though he was trying not to be, was attempting to ignore the draw he felt toward her. But fuck, it was getting harder with each minute he spent in her presence. There was an inner light to Jules that caught his focus, shining brightly, bringing out his protective instincts.

      He wanted to make sure no one ever dimmed it.

      He wanted to be able to call her his, to shelter that light, help it grow, make it so damned bright that it wasn’t ever at risk of fading. Turn the incandescent to LED, harness the energy of the wind and sun and rivers, making it so that her bright wouldn’t ever go out.

      But she didn’t want him.

      So, he tried not to stare.

      And he failed every fucking time.

      “Well,” Jules said then, and he didn’t have to look away, because—fuck—he’d been staring at her again, committing every single freckle to memory, the way her lashes curled up, framing those bright brown eyes. He wondered if her skin was soft as it looked, if the faint hint of flowers he’d sometimes picked up around her was from her shampoo or her perfume or her lotion or just her.

      She glanced away, snatching up her empty soda glass and sliding out of her seat. “I should get back to work before Matt gets pissed at me for slacking off.”

      His anger was razor sharp, the question sneaking out before he could stuff it down. “What does Matt do when he gets pissed?”

      Jules stilled, and her gaze finally went to his, finally connected…and held.

      The air tightened.

      His nostrils flared as he sucked in a breath, desperate for a hint of her, of those flowers he’d scented behind CeCe’s, in the hall, occasionally when she brought his food or drinks.

      But then Jules laughed, and it made his lungs spasm as he tried to suck in more air, even though there wasn’t room for it in his chest. Fuck, but it was a pretty sound, that inner light shining through, filling the space between them.

      Almost as beautiful as her smile.

      Her laughter began when she was looking at him and his heart stuttered at the sight of her mouth curving, her eyes crinkling at the corners, the gorgeous tinkling sound. “He scowls at me.” Another laugh. “Matt is a good guy.” But he didn’t get to soak her smile in, not for long anyway, because then she glanced away, nodding decisively. “Okay, then.” A tap to the table. “I’ll just make my rounds and then come back to close you guys out.”

      “Thanks, honey,” Beth said, yanking Cas back into reality, into this moment, reminding him it wasn’t just him and Julie, that there were other occupants at the table with him. Beth squeezed Jules’s forearm. “No rush, yeah?”

      Jules’s smiled again, nodding at Beth, at the table, but then she glanced back to him, just briefly, and fuck if his pulse didn’t skitter in his veins. But he only got it for a heartbeat. Then he lost her smile, her light as it arrowed back to Beth and Raph.

      He watched her expression warm, that smile soften. “Yeah, I’ll bet you don’t mind cozying up to your hot hockey player while you wait.”

      Beth laughed, leaned back against Raph. “Nope. Don’t mind that at all.”

      With one last grin, Jules slipped away.

      He clenched his jaw, flexed his toes in his boots, digging them into the soles of his shoes, keeping him in place.

      When all he wanted to do was go after her.

      To take her in his arms.

      To whisper in her ear, inhale the soft floral scent, to feel her body against his and—

      Smitty laughed, the sound booming through the air, and he looked away from where Jules had disappeared into the kitchen and back toward his idiot teammate.

      Who was smirking in a way that made Cas want to punch him in the face.

      But Hazel was sitting there with Oliver and she could make the worst miscreants behave. Cas wasn’t a miscreant, of course, though he wanted to do bad, bad things to Jules, but he definitely had miscreant vibes, mostly because he wouldn’t mind taking a pot shot at his boisterous teammate.

      He loved the guy.

      But swear to fuck, Smitty could get on Cas’s nerves.

      Movement by the bar drew his focus, and he watched Jules slip back out through the swinging door, a heavy tray laden with plates perched on her shoulder.

      Yup. He knew he was in deep as he watched her deliver the food. She was strong and confident, smart, and worked her ass off. Yeah, she was quiet compared to some of the girls—though with Beth and Pru and Smitty around, it was hard to imagine anyone getting a word in. Thus, it wasn’t uncommon for the rest of their group to come from different places on the scale of Kailey (their shyest member) Quiet to Smitty Loud.

      Of course, she was also beautiful and had that inner light and—

      He liked her.

      He just…couldn’t have her.

      Sighing, he smothered the urge to go after her, to help her with the heavy tray, the large amount plates. At the very best, he knew that would be a huge overstep (and look at him go with his critical thinking skills!). At the worst, it would be an unwanted comment about her abilities.

      Truthfully, though, he was still tempted to risk it. He hated the thought of her on her own, even here, wanted to show her that he was there, that he was—

      “Might want to stop mooning over her,” Theo muttered, clapping his hand on Cas’s shoulder, “and start doing something about it.”

      Normally, Theo would be right about getting off his ass and doing something about it.

      Normally, Cas lived his life by grabbing on to opportunities, by putting balls to the walls, by knowing that he’d miss one hundred percent of the shots he didn’t take, by leaving it all on the ice, by—

      Insert other cliché sports analogy here.

      There would be no ball-walling or shooting or leaving it on the ice.

      Jules had turned him down.

      So, he wasn’t going to be a dick.

      She’d drawn a line. He wasn’t going to cross it.

      Sighing, he picked up his glass, started to drain it, but Theo smacked him on the shoulder again, nearly making Cas choke on the beer.

      “Welp, on that grumpy expression of yours,” Theo said, the asshole fucking beyond chipper as he tossed a napkin on the table then gave a jaunty wave. “I’m out.”

      Which was when Cas realized that the rest of the table had cleared out.

      Right.

      He’d been—as Theo said—mooning over Jules, and not doing it slyly in the least. Certainly not slyly enough to avoid his teammate, Smitty’s, matchmaking laser. Nor sly enough to avoid Beth’s newfound interest in the same subject if their disappearing acts were any indication.

      Cuddling up to her hot hockey player his ass.

      Another sigh. Another gulp of his beer.

      They would pile on the shit in the locker room.

      Not something he’d typically care about. He could take the teasing and could dish it out just as effortlessly.

      But it was going to sting because he didn’t have a shot with Jules.

      All the teasing would be pointless.

      Grumbling to himself when he spotted the signed credit card receipt on the table and realized that one of the guys must have gone to Matt while he was mooning and Jules was working and cashed their tables out, Cas drained the remnants of his beer. He stood, threw a hundred on the table because she was a single mom and he knew what it was like to be struggling for money. His parents were good people, had made it work even though things had been tight as they raised four kids. They were okay now because he and his siblings were adults (and he was in a position where he could help with things like college tuition). But he still had a soft spot for those who were hustling their asses off.

      Jules was one of those people.

      He’d caught her studying on her break, working to improve her future.

      He’d seen her leave a shift early when her son was ill.

      He’d watched her hustle during every shift, remaining capable and cheerful even with dark circles beneath her eyes.

      Now, it was late. CeCe’s had cleared out, and he was one of a handful of customers left.

      He should go. Let her get out of here. Let her get home to her bed and her son.

      Smothering a sigh, he soaked up one more look of her as she cashed out her final table and headed for the hall.

      He’d get his ass on the treadmill, would run off this frustration.

      Hands on the metal bar that would open the door that led out to the rear parking lot, he started to push through.

      “Cas!”
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      Jules

      The hundred-dollar bill was crisp in her hand as she hurried down the hall.

      “Cas!”

      He stilled, hands on the door, and as she got close, she realized that he was big. Okay, she’d known that. He was a hockey player, and though not universally giant-sized, every single one of them was taller than her own five-three.

      Usually, by more than a foot.

      But the height differential was more than that when it came to Cas.

      Hell, her nose barely reached his throat.

      And suddenly, she had the insane urge to lean close, to press said nose to said throat, and to inhale deeply. Spice, she knew. He’d smell of spice and man and sometimes orange. She sometimes got a hint of the scent when it came off his beard, off his skin.

      Would an inhalation at such close proximity bring out a deeper variety of scent for her to roll around in? Maybe a hint of sandalwood, perhaps a dash of something fresh and astringent, like mint?

      Which was another of those things she thought about in the middle of the night.

      What would it be like to have his scent in her nose, filling her senses?

      What would it be like to be surrounded by the heat and strength of him?

      What—

      “Did you need something, gorgeous?” he asked softly.

      She blinked, gaze jerking away from his throat, darting up to meet his eyes, hers no doubt wide as the rough endearment slid over her skin. “I…” God, he was the one who was gorgeous. And he smelled good, and it was late already, the hour firmly in that soft cushion of night between evening and sunrise. There was something about the utter navy of the sky, the darkness only interspersed by streetlights or stars or the faint glow of the TV she fell asleep to every night.

      Moonlight on snow.

      The whisper of the wind through pine needles.

      All of that being torn away—

      She had a better life here, she told herself. Better for her and Ethan. But even as she held tight to those thoughts, she clenched her jaw, attempting to control the pounding of her heart, the painful pulse of those old memories.

      She was in the light now.

      She wouldn’t let herself go back there.

      Fingers on her cheek startled her, made her realize she’d drifted off again. He’d called her gorgeous and she’d—

      Right.

      A breath as she tried to ignore the fact that there was something familiar about his touch—and tried to ignore just as completely that it was probably because she’d dreamed about it every night since she’d first seen him.

      And, God, it had been so, so long since a man had touched her.

      Had wanted her.

      At least of the non-drunk, non-creepy customer who was trying to seduce her into bed variety that usually made a move.

      Cas wanted her—and not in a creepy way. He’d asked her out on a date, and it could have been—

      Nothing. Because she was her and he was a playboy hockey player, and she didn’t do men and she didn’t do men who were hockey players especially and—

      All of this was a moot point because Cas was somewhere she couldn’t go.

      She worked in a bar. She went to school. She worked her ass off.

      She wasn’t easy.

      No matter what her dad thought.

      And there was that dark again, the slicing pain, the disappointment and hurt and—

      Stop.

      She was still standing in front of the man she dreamed about, the man she wanted in her secret fantasies but would never let herself have. She was taking up his time when he’d clearly been trying to leave, and worse, she was staring at him like a dope and not saying anything.

      Sigh.

      Jules tugged the pieces of herself together, drew herself up another inch, even though it still didn’t bring her anywhere close to Cas’s height and then lifted her hand that held the hundred. “You left this,” she said.

      His brows drew together and then his big, strong body went still.

      So still he was all but playing statue.

      Playing a very unhappy statue.

      She inhaled slowly, got that spice and orange and maybe a dash of mint from the base of his throat. It made her shiver, but she held his gaze. “Oliver already paid for the tables,” she said. “And tipped generously.”

      “Good,” he said, then, incongruously, wrapped his fingers over hers.

      She blinked.

      And, God, his hand was warm and strong and a little rough.

      A fact that made her shiver again, but then he was folding her hand closed. “I know they paid,” he said, ignoring the part of her comment about tipping generously. “That’s still for you.” Fingertips trailing over the back of her hand, making her shiver for a third time.

      Then his words processed.

      For her?

      Um…

      “Cas—”

      But he was releasing her, and disappointment was a blunt blade shoving home hard and fiercely and fast. Except, he wasn’t backing away like she’d instinctively braced for, wasn’t pushing through the door and leaving her. He was reaching behind him, tugging off his sweatshirt. “You’re cold.”

      “I’m—” Jules caught a glimpse of taut, flat stomach, a hint of a trail of short dark hairs dipping beneath the waistband of the jeans that cupped his lower half, including his ass—and good God his ass was perfect, lush and bitable. An ass she’d found herself tempted more than once to get her hands on over the time she’d known him. But that peekaboo of tummy—and God, she sounded like an idiot calling a hockey player’s stomach a tummy, but she was a mom—had her own tummy clenching.

      And other things, too.

      South of her tummy.

      He reached for her and, startled, she rocked back on her heels, her breath catching. But he didn’t take her into his arms, didn’t draw her close so that she could steal her sniff.

      Instead, he dragged the material over her head.

      One second, she was staring at his shirt, at his stomach, at that expanse of skin, and the next she was covered in fabric that smelled of him, his hands tugging it into place, manipulating her arms, tucking them into the sleeves.

      It was warm and there was a hint of mint in the fibers…and it was fucking wonderful to be surrounded by him.

      Even better than the fantasies that crowded her head in the middle of the night.

      Even better—

      “And I know they tipped,” he murmured, his voice just as warm as the material, just as rough as his hands. “It’s still for you, anyway.”

      Her eyes flew to his. “It’s too much,” she whispered.

      “Keep it.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You work too much,” he whispered back. “Keep it.”

      Her eyes drifted away from his, inadvertently closing down, avoiding the argument. Her gaze caught on a dent in the wall. It had been patched over and painted, but the surface wasn’t perfectly flat.

      Trauma did that.

      Busted through barriers, left marks and divots, and sometimes it even took chunks out that had to be filled in and smoothed over.

      But even repaired, it was never the same, never exactly like it had been before.

      She’d had repeated trauma.

      The repairs were too great.

      She was held together with duct tape and glue and pure will.

      She didn’t have it in her to trust again.

      “And you sleep too little,” Cas murmured, brushing a thumb beneath one of her eyes. And then the other.

      She shuddered because despite all of those thoughts swirling through her head, all the reasons to avoid this man…his touch felt good.

      “And you’re cold.” His hand lowering, his other joining in, both rubbing lightly along the outsides of her arms, using friction and his body heat to try to warm her.

      But she didn’t need it. She wasn’t shivering because she was cold.

      She was shivering because she was burning up inside.

      “I’m not cold.”

      “Then why are you shivering?” he asked.

      Her gaze shot back to his, cheeks blazing, and she knew he understood what her body was betraying because fire entered his gaze, blazing through the forest of his irises, sparking and spreading.

      An inhale.

      Hers.

      Maybe his.

      All Jules knew was that time seemed to have stood still. Every molecule in the air arrested, settling over them in a quiet sort of peace that shouldn’t have been possible.

      They were in a bar.

      She was at work.

      But in that instant, it was only her and Cas and her body wrapped in his warmth, his scent in her nose. Longing and need and all those dreams that she allowed herself to have in the deep of night. The fantasies that she would never allow herself to have in her real life.

      Except her fantasy was standing right in front of her.

      And it was better than anything she could have imagined.

      Which was saying something because she’d imagined a lot.

      “Why are you shivering, gorgeous?” he pressed.

      Her heart thudded hard against her rib cage. She should stop this, should pocket the money, turn around, and go back to her life.

      But…

      She couldn’t make herself turn away from him.

      Her chin came up. She leaned a little closer and let her get lost in the fantasy—for just one moment. “You know why.” A whisper. A challenge. Almost a taunt.

      One second, his body was separated by hers, a few careful inches between them. The next, he had her pinned against the wall, his torso pressed to hers, palms flat on the wall. “Why?” he rasped, body bending, head dropping, nose to her throat, not shy about the fact that he was inhaling deeply.

      Jealousy coiled in her belly. He got to smell. She didn’t.

      Of course, she was wrapped in his sweatshirt that she’d decided she was never giving back, covered in his scent—

      Teeth on her skin.

      She sucked in a breath.

      He flicked out his tongue. “Why?” he asked again.

      Her mind threatened to short out, but she liked this, liked his hold, his body close, his mouth. Stupid, but…she liked it, and suddenly, she
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