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      Steamy, emotional hockey romances about found family, wounded heroes, and fierce women who refuse to play it safe with their hearts.

      Welcome to the Houston Wildcatters⁠—

      where loyalty runs deep, the locker room is home, and love hits harder than any check on the ice.

      Each book follows a different couple, but the team—and the chaos—continues throughout the series.

      Best enjoyed in order for maximum emotional payoff.
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Cormac

          

        

      

    

    
      I slammed my opponent into the boards, grinning behind my mouth guard as his helmet connected with the Plexiglas barrier with a resounding thunk. The whistle blared, and my shoulders tensed. Coach was already screaming, and for the first time in my career, the local fans booed me. 

      “Never talk about my wife again,” I snarled.

      Dukovsky gasped as he fell, his left pupil tiny, the right blown. Good. The fucker had a concussion.

      “Ex-wife. She doesn’t want you no more,” he said in his thick accent.

      I pulled off my gloves, intent on pummeling the rookie’s face in—not just for these words, but for claiming he’d fucked Shannon. That she’d let him touch her.

      Didn’t matter that she’d served me papers, told me she couldn’t be the wife I deserved or the mother to my children.

      This twenty-year-old claimed my wife had taken him to her bed last week—to our bed, in the loft I owned. I swallowed bile as his next whispered words swirled through my head.

      “Your ex-wife’s pert ass has the cutest hockey tattoo. Good thing I play number twenty-two, too.”

      The only way he could know that was if he’d seen Shannon’s naked body. That small double-digit was so high on her left butt cheek that it wasn’t visible even when she wore a swimsuit.

      He’d been inside of her. As I stared down into his smug face, I knew it. And I also knew she’d done it to force me to sign the papers.

      I barely heard the refs toss me from the game. I never caught my coach’s angry words.

      None of it mattered. Not now.

      Shannon had told me she didn’t want kids—never wanted them. I hadn’t believed her, hadn’t wanted to consider she’d keep something so essential from me. But she’d told me again when I suggested we try. She’d freaked out when she went off the pill, struggling to let me be intimate with her. When she started taking the birth control again, she cried tears of joy. She’d told me her position on children for the last time when she handed me the divorce papers.

      I planned to sign the damn papers and give her what she wanted, because I’d always given Shannon what she wanted. She was the love of my life, and though it pained me to move out of our home, to un-link my life from hers, I’d assumed, naively, that she just needed some time.

      But that wasn’t it at all. Instead, she was telling me she’d left me behind. I should have realized that when she accepted the high-powered position at a Montreal law firm where she now worked ninety-hour weeks. Rarely did she return my calls, and she never showed interest in getting together when I was in town.

      But she’d kept our—my—loft, and I’d stupidly thought that meant something.

      Until Dukovsky opened his mouth and spewed shit all over my future.

      Now I wondered if I’d ever known Shannon.

      I sat in the locker room for the rest of the game, head bowed, not answering the staff’s questions. I didn’t even bother to raise my head when the rest of the team trailed in, quiet enough for me to know we’d lost. And I didn’t hear Coach Gauthier bark my name.

      My best friend, Pete, nudged my shoulder. Anger sat below the pity in his eyes. “Coach called you in.”

      I stood, my muscles groaning because I hadn’t stretched. I met each teammate’s gaze on my way toward Gauthier’s office, giving them ample time to question me. Each one dropped his eyes. Felix, my other good friend and our goalie, clamped his jaw tight, just as angry as Pete was. The rest of the guys… They might hate me, too. I’d cost us a playoff game. They had every right to be angry.

      I opened the door, my heart in my throat. Without Shannon, hockey was all I had left. But I’d fucked it up out there. Badly.

      “You’ll get a suspension,” Gauthier said, his voice growly as he struggled to remain calm.

      I hung my head.

      “Which means we’re without our best defensive lineman. For the rest of the fucking finals.”

      Inhaling through my nose, I remained silent. My hands fisted. Had I let Shannon take my career, too? Hockey paid for her to attend that fancy law school. My salary paid for the loft, her sweet little Mercedes. Oh, she’d liked the trappings of my life—just not enough to have my kids and tie herself to me forever. That’s what I thought we’d agreed to when we exchanged vows seven years ago.

      I ignored the throb in my right fist. Dukovsky had deserved each punch.

      “Nothing to say?” Gauthier made a disgusted sound. “I expected more out of you, Cormac.”

      He glared as I clenched my jaw. “I fucked up.”

      Gauthier leaned forward. “No kidding. That’s why I’m considering the request that came in for you. You might be a dominant player, but you may well have cost those guys out there a championship. All because of one mouthy rookie.”

      I swallowed again.

      “It’s to the expansion team,” Gauthier continued, his face reddening. “Before tonight, I never would have put your name on the list. Now you’re a liability.”

      I dropped my gaze. Yeah, I was. And Dukovsky could end up with the Cup because I’d loved the wrong woman.

      “All year you’ve been hot-tempered, unable to keep your head in the game.” Gauthier shook his head. “That’s not the player I signed on this team. And that’s not a man I want here.”

      I nodded once, not lifting my gaze from my skates. This was worse than signing the damn papers. This was my career.

      “Don’t bother suiting up anymore. Soon as those boys finish the season, you’re gone.”
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      At least I could still play hockey. Sure, it was an expansion team in Houston, a city I knew nothing about, in a state I found miserably hot…

      I settled on the bench back out in the locker room, still not bothering to remove my sweater or pads. I stared at my skates and waited for the rest of the guys to clean up. Once the locker room was empty, I removed my gear, my hand lingering on my sweater before I balled it into the laundry bin. I took a long shower, hoping the heat would release the ache of the lactic acid built up in my legs. No such luck. I dressed with methodical precision and exited the building with my head down.

      My car was an older-model SUV I’d had for the last seven years. I’d never gotten myself something new; instead, I’d bought Shannon a car. As I approached, Pete leaned against the side of it, looking relaxed.

      “Guess it didn’t go well with Gauthier,” he said.

      “He’s sending me to the expansion team.”

      Pete cursed. “Houston? What do they know about hockey?”

      “Does it matter? I cost you guys the game, maybe the title.”

      Pete rested both hands on my shoulders. “You’re good, Bouchard, but you’re only one defenseman. We’re a team. You don’t have to shoulder this alone.”

      I glanced away, jaw tight. “Yeah. I do. I should have known better⁠—”

      “Than to love your wife? Hell, I still don’t get it. Shan loves you, too. Everyone can see it. What happened?”

      I met his gaze, and everything cracked open. “She doesn’t love me enough to have a child with me. Her career, the one I paid for her to get, is more important to her. And she fucked Dukovsky to make sure I understood where I live on her list of priorities.”

      Pete’s mouth dropped open. Then his gaze narrowed. “That’s what Dukovsky said? He talked about your wife?”

      I nodded once, unable to say more.

      “That little sack of shit,” he growled. “Did you tell Gauthier what he said?”

      I shook my head.

      “Not to Houston! We’ll talk to him tomorrow, explain⁠—”

      I shook my head again, harder. “No. This is what I need. I let her own my head. I put her before everything. And look where that got me.”

      “Sent to freaking Texas! They don’t understand what a puck is⁠—”

      “And that’s my fault. I shouldn’t have allowed Dukovsky to get to me.”

      Pete scoffed. “Shannon shouldn’t have done you like that.”

      “But she did. And I have to live with letting you all down instead of stepping up like the veteran I’m supposed to be.”

      “So Houston’s your punishment?”

      “Appears so. And maybe…maybe a fresh start.” I laid my hands on his shoulders. “I don’t want to see her again, Pete.”

      He looked away. “Yeah, I get that. I see how much you love her.”

      “Loving her was a mistake.” I moved around Pete and entered my car. “I’ll tell the boys goodbye, if you think they’ll let me.”

      Pete shook his head. “They’re pretty angry about the loss.”

      “Yeah. Right. Well, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

      He met my gaze. “Me, too.”

      I slammed my door shut and started my car. I backed out of the spot and drove toward my small apartment, the one I’d always known was temporary.

      Apparently it was, but not for the reason I’d hoped. I wasn’t moving back to my sun-filled loft with creaky hardwoods and a fabulous view of downtown. I was moving to Houston to finish my career on an expansion team that would be lucky to place above last.

      My career was as dead as my marriage.

      When I got home, I signed the divorce papers sitting on the kitchen counter, exhaustion blanketing me as I finished. Pulling my stuff out of my bag, I set my wallet and phone on the cardboard box I used as a nightstand.

      My phone lit up as soon as I turned it on. I sneered at Shannon’s name.

      I’m so sorry about tonight, Mac.

      She’d broken us and nearly broken me. I couldn’t care less what she did now. I was done with her. Done with everything here.

      I hit block and powered down my phone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Cormac

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Five years later

      

      

       

      “I can’t believe you gave Shannon tickets to your game,” Pete said.

      I shrugged. “She’ll be in town for a conference. She loves hockey.”

      Over the years of seeing Shannon at my parents’ place during my infrequent visits and her continued attempts to stay connected, I’d thawed my angry stance against my ex-wife. She and I had slowly settled into a comfortable, even close relationship.

      The silence built for so long, I fidgeted, shifting my phone against my ear.

      “You shouldn’t be so friendly with your ex-wife,” he finally said. “Especially one who got you banished to Siberia.”

      I snorted out a laugh. “Houston is opposite of Siberia—no snow, lots of people, culture…”

      “You talk about the city as if you like it.”

      I looked out at The Galleria and Westheimer along the Houston skyline from the second-floor windows of my Rivercrest home. With four bedrooms total on the three-plus-acre estate, my house was modest compared to those of many of my teammates who’d moved into the area. But I lived alone and didn’t see that changing, ever. The house was much more than I needed, but it was close to the arena, many of the city’s best restaurants, world-class medical facilities, and two airports. Houston’s driving culture had taken some time to get used to, but now I couldn’t imagine living in a loft in the heart of Montreal.

      A small smile formed on my lips as I remembered my awe at the size of the place Shannon and I had chosen—and how it had cost more than my four-thousand-square-foot home here in Houston.

      “I do like it,” I replied. “And I’ll take you to the Vietnamese place you loved so much when you visited last summer.”

      I’d rarely traveled home to Toronto since the divorce. My mother hadn’t forgiven me for not working out my issues with Shannon and giving her grandbabies, and I was angry with my mother for pushing Shannon toward motherhood before she was ready—not that Shannon seemed ready even now.

      “I love that place,” Pete muttered. “How did your Hockey Siberia turn out to be such a good move?”

      “Maybe because Coach Whittaker made me captain.”

      Pete grunted. “He sure whipped your band of misfits into shape.”

      I smiled. “Sure did.”

      “I didn’t expect you to be in serious running for the Cup.”

      “Not this soon anyway.”

      “If things shake out as they look like they will, you’ll play your old team for it.”

      “Don’t jinx us. We have more than a quarter of the season left.” I paused. “That said, I’ll feel a little bad about you, but beating Gauthier and Dukovsky will be sweet.”

      Pete grunted. “I bet. Gauthier feels bad about the whole situation. You could have explained what happened⁠—”

      “He could have asked, too, instead of assuming the worst and bulldozing me. He undercut me to the team. I couldn’t stay there after that interaction with my coach.”

      “In fairness, he listened to me when I told him why you beat the snot out of Dukovsky.” Pete sighed. “Just a few months too late.”

      “After he’d signed the bastard,” I said with a scowl. I hated the guy—that would never change. “He’s still the greatest excrement pipe in the league.”

      Pete’s chuckle drifted through the line. No one liked Dukovsky, not even his teammates, which now included Pete. That was the reason Pete had talked to Gauthier about my history with Dukovsky a few months after I was traded; Pete had wanted to keep the old goat from signing the problematic player. But Gauthier signed him anyway. Toronto had played well each year since, but they didn’t have the chemistry we’d once had—before I smashed Dukovsky into the boards and left the city in disgrace.

      “Top scorer, though,” Pete noted.

      “For now,” I replied. We had an excellent young prospect here in Houston, still acclimating to the league, who looked more than capable of taking on Dukovsky. We’d also signed Jagger Naese during the offseason—a suggestion I’d made to Coach Whittaker after watching way too much footage in my media room. What else was I going to do?

      Naese was a hardworking twenty-five-year-old who every other team had ignored, pushing him to the second or third line. Since his move to the Wildcatters, he’d led our first-line scoring and had the most assists in the league.

      “Well, I’ll see you next Sunday,” Pete said as we finished our conversation.

      “Looking forward to it.”

      He sighed. “Something tells me that’s not because you’ll be seeing my ugly mug.”

      I chuckled. “It’s always good to see you, Petey.”

      “Still can’t get used to being on the coaching side of the game.”

      He’d blown out his knee the year before, and Gauthier had made the right choice in moving Pete to be the offensive line coach. Unfortunately for Pete, that meant he spent more time with Dukovsky now. But Pete had made his choices, just as I’d made mine.

      I clicked the phone off and continued to contemplate the skyline. Houston lacked the beauty of my home, thanks to its mishmash of zoning and swampy foundation, but its allure was outside the natural setting. The huge, writhing metropolis teemed with life and culture. I felt at home here—the loose cannon who’d found his place. Well, mostly.

      I turned back toward my empty room and empty bed with a sigh. As much as I appreciated the space and beauty of my home, I hated that it remained unoccupied. The silence pressed against me, reminding me of my greatest dream: I still yearned for kids. But the likelihood shrank with each passing year, especially since the idea of dating, let alone getting married again, caused my chest to seize.

      I’d considered adopting, but that wasn’t a good option until I quit hockey. It sucked that I had to give up one dream for the other.

      “Maybe I should get a dog,” I announced to the empty space.

      In a few months, I’d be thirty-two. I wanted to play for a few more years. However, to hedge my bets, I’d already talked to Coach Whittaker about taking on some more managerial tasks so I could learn the ins and outs of coaching. He’d been receptive to the idea, as long as my productivity on the ice remained high.

      Since I had no family to come home to, I now focused on both. I hated that reality, but it was reality. And Houston was home. Now I just had to learn to enjoy living again.
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      My alarm blared, and I groaned, reaching for the small, black box of evil. Mornings weren’t my thing. Getting up with the sun offended not just my mind, but all my muscles. Didn’t matter, though, because practice was starting earlier than usual this morning to accommodate the open skate with a group of kids with special needs from the city’s schools we’d have visiting us after, something Coach insisted on twice each regular season—once in December and once at the end of the season.

      I’d asked him why in December, and he told me because his niece, Trixie, had confessed once that there was something magical about ice skating near Christmas. She’d moved in with him a few years back. Her sentiment had stuck with him, so he’d turned it into a Wildcatters’ tradition.

      This was one of the coolest parts about playing for Houston—the amount of outreach and community service we did here. We might have been a youthful team without a championship to our name, but the Wildcatters were well-loved, with most games sold out long in advance—not bad for an expansion team in a city with professional football, baseball, and basketball teams as well.

      As soon as I remembered what day it was, I swung my legs out of bed, excitement sizzling up my spine. I adored working with these kids—their enthusiasm rubbed off, making me just as eager as they were to experience ice skating. I loved bringing smiles to their faces, loved seeing so many small people on our ice.

      I dressed in a black T-shirt and my favorite jeans. Sliding on my sunglasses as I pulled out of my driveway, I still squinted against the rising sun. My new, old SUV that I’d bought when I moved to Houston withstood the hours of traffic I crawled through each week. A comfortable hybrid, the vehicle met my standards. I didn’t need new and flashy like some guys. In fact, I’d found I liked the reliable, preferring to fix and clean up some things rather than buying shiny and new.

      Sure, the guys teased me, but I reminded them I planned to live off my money long after I quit playing. Many of the players, especially the younger ones, refused to believe their million-plus salaries would dry up one day. But I’d faced that reality at twenty-six when I sat in Gauthier’s office, holding my breath as he decided whether to trade me or kill my career. He’d thought he’d done the latter by sending me to Houston. But so far, I’d proved him wrong. And I intended to continue—by beating his star scorer on Sunday.

      Gauthier had reached out after Pete explained the whole sordid tale. But it was too little, too late. The man had been my coach, not Dukovsky’s. I would never forgive him for introducing Shannon to the little shit while we were at a party, nor for signing him. Once I let him know that, my former coach never reached out again.
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      The team skate had gone well this morning, each line running their plays with precision and leaving me optimistic about our chances for the second half of the season…as long as our guys stayed healthy and focused. I never took the good times for granted because I knew how quickly they could end. 

      Cruz and Nik skated in close, and I fist bumped them with my gloves. “Great practice. You ready for this?” I grinned.

      Cruz nodded, his expression his typical resting murder face. The burly dude’s facial hair bristled out from his jaw. He looked scary as fuck in his skates and pads, which was ironic because he cried at commercials and any movie with a dog in it. Cruz’s tears were as regular as my lawn sprinklers.

      “Think the kids will scream when they see me?” he asked, his gaze darting around.

      “Just don’t smile,” Nik said.

      “Shove it, Nik,” I replied. “They’ll love you, Cruz. You know why?”

      “They’ll scream,” Nik said, a gleam in his eye.

      “They’ll love you because they know your interest in them is genuine.”

      Nik snorted. “Don’t believe this guy—he doesn’t have any rug rats.”

      “Neither do you,” I responded with a scowl.

      Nik’s gaze caught mine, and the teasing expression slid from his face. He swallowed. “Um. Sorry, man.”

      “Maybe I should go shower…” Cruz skated away.

      “Too late,” I said as little voices rose into shouts. As much as Nik’s comment stung, I couldn’t help but grin as I skated toward the mob of youngsters. They were plowing toward the ice like a tsunami.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Keelie

          

        

      

    

    
      Before today, I’d never realized ice had a smell—something sharp that bit into my nose. I hung back, letting Mrs. Ruiz and my friend Lisa, a second-grade teacher the kids called Ms. Vaughn, sort the students into their groups. They were noisy, more excited than I’d seen them before. But then again, few people got to ice skate in a professional rink.

      “What do you think, Andy?” I asked to the child next to me.

      The small boy sucked two of his fingers as he raised his gaze to meet mine. The skates gave the kids a few extra inches of height, but Andy was small. He’d been born premature with infant alcohol syndrome. While he was as physically able as many of his classmates, he remained shy and slow to join new activities.

      He pulled his fingers from his mouth. “It’s big.”

      “Yes, it is. Now that we tied your skates, are you ready to hit the ice?”

      Andy shook his head. His dark hair fluttered around his ears. My heart melted. This boy—so gentle and sweet—never deserved other kids making fun of him. Already he struggled to find his place, and he was only in first grade. Anger boiled in my chest, a weight sinking in my belly. 

      Kids like Andy were part of why I’d gone into physical therapy after getting my undergraduate degree in social work. I knew the system could only do so much to protect a child.

      It hadn’t been the system that hurt me; my parents did that long before I met a social worker or occupational therapist. My low-income school had been chosen as part of a pilot program that brought in occupational therapists, and Ms. Anaya had helped me get back into the “regular” classroom. Without her, I never would have considered going to college, let alone getting a graduate degree.

      “Let’s get on that ice,” I said, my tone bright if brittle. I hated thinking about my past, so I avoided it.

      Because that was a healthy coping mechanism.

      “Don’t leave me?” Andy whispered.

      “Never,” I promised, taking his small hand.

      “I don’t know how to skate.” He frowned down at his tiny boots.

      “Neither do I, but I hold hands well. I won’t let you go.”

      He sighed, eyes longing but still torn, thanks to his fear. A few of the kids laughed as they whizzed past, holding on to the hockey sticks a big player with wild facial hair held as he skated backward.

      Andy tugged me forward, eager to join the fun.

      After making sure we had a big-enough gap between skaters, we stepped out onto the ice. Good thing I held Andy’s hand because he immediately flailed. He made a small gasping groan and fell. But another hockey player skated up and bent in half to grasp Andy under the armpits.

      “Find your balance,” he said.

      My entire body warmed. Holy hotness. The man’s voice washed over me, intoxicating—better than any margarita I’d ever imbibed. I swallowed my whimper and forced a smile to my lips. “Thank you…”

      “Cormac,” he replied. His gaze darted up to mine. His eyes were a rich brown, surrounded by bristly, dark lashes. Beautiful. “Cormac Bouchard.”

      “Thank you for catching me, Mr. Cormac Bouchard,” Andy squeaked. “The other kids would make fun of me if I fell.”

      Cormac smiled, showing white teeth. I thought hockey players didn’t have all their teeth—where had I heard that? Cormac’s weren’t braces-straight, but they were nice. I caught myself, shocked to be fan-girling over a man’s teeth. I glanced up, met his eyes again. Much better than his teeth…

      “You okay there, Andy? Ready for a trip around the ice?” I asked, yanking my mind from Mr. Hockey Player. No doubt he had a beautiful wife and athletic children at home. 

      “I’ll take him,” Cormac said, looking back up at me. “You don’t have on skates, and it’s harder to stay upright in tennis shoes than you’d expect.”

      I kept my attention on Andy. He was my responsibility today, the reason I was at the rink—not to lust after a hockey player.

      “You okay with that, Andy?”

      The boy chewed his lip, looking out at his laughing classmates. “Yeah, Ms. Keelie. I’m going to learn to skate now.”

      I smiled, and I thought I heard Cormac draw in a breath, but that made little sense. Focus. “You’ll wow us all,” I said, giving Andy’s hand one last squeeze before I let go. My heart slammed against my ribs as I watched Cormac’s sculpted backside flex in his uniform pants as he slid with such grace over the ice. The man seemed to have my libido on direct-dial, and I didn’t like that.

      I stepped off the ice and resisted the urge to fan my face. I settled into a comfortable spot to observe, but the longer I watched Cormac with Andy, the more my ovaries wanted to explode. The big man remained patient, even though Andy struggled. He let the other guys handle the more athletic kids while he helped Andy build confidence.

      The hour ended, and most of the kids tromped off the ice. Andy glided around the rink with the agility some of the other kids had shown much earlier. When he made his third lap, his smile grew to huge proportions. I rested my hand over my heart,, the grin echoing my charge’s.

      “Thank you,” I whispered to Cormac when they stepped off the ice.

      “My pleasure. This kiddo’s got drive. That’s going to take him far.” He offered Andy his fist, and again, those flutters pulsed through my tummy. Andy’s fist met Cormac’s much bigger one.

      “Ah, Andy, you should have shared Bouchard with us,” one kid grumbled.

      Cormac chuckled. “I’m not as fun as Cruz the Cruiser. I saw him whipping you guys around.”

      The kids chattered again, louder thanks to their excitement after time with professional hockey players.

      “Seriously,” I said to Cormac. I met his eyes, the luscious brown melting into my soul. “Andy’s a doll, but because he’s slower, the other kids give him a hard time. And his mom works a lot, so he spends most of his days in the classroom with me.”

      Cormac’s brows puckered. “I didn’t know that was possible.”

      “Special needs classrooms are different. I work with a handful of kids, not an entire class. My students have more and more-complex needs.”

      Cormac nodded, running his free hand over his chin. “You care,” he stated.

      I laughed. “There’s a saying: I love the work, not the pay.” My cheeks burned. That probably wasn’t appropriate. What if he thought I was commenting on his salary? Panic rose. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “Time to go!” Ms. Vaughn clapped her hands. “Make sure you’ve collected everything.”

      I turned on my heel and hurried over to a group of four kids. Andy had removed his skates and swung his slip-on-shoe-clad feet as he sat on the metal bench. Next to him, his classmate Lori sat, tearful, hands fisted, unable to release the knot she’d made.

      “Remember what we talked about?” I asked her.

      “Yeth, Mith Hayth.”

      I plucked at the knot.

      “I need to ath—ask for help.”

      “Right. Or you can take a deep, deep breath, fill your belly, and try again.”

      “The knot got all tangled.” Lori scowled.

      “And now it’s out,” I said. “Slip on your shoes, and I’ll take back your skates.”

      Lori did as I directed while I collected the skates we’d borrowed. I marked each pair and placed them in the large tub, which I then hefted onto my hip.

      We were most of the way through the stadium when I heard Cormac call, “Ms. Hayes!”

      I stopped walking and set down the plastic bin, thankful for a respite. All those skates were heavy. Cormac puffed as he skidded to a halt—in his socks. He must have sprinted the whole way. My heart warmed. 

      “You left one.” He waved a gray-and-blue skate, which looked tiny in his big hand. He still stood head and shoulders above me. 

      “Thank you.” I nodded.

      The group of students and teachers continued to move down the hall. “I enjoyed meeting you today, Ms. Hayes,” he added.

      I blushed as I opened the bin. “Keelie.” At his questioning look, I said, “My name’s Keelie. And it was a pleasure to meet you. Thank you again for spending time with Andy⁠—”

      “Have dinner with me.”

      I blinked up at him, noting his short, dark hair and his soft, pink lips, framed by days-old scruff. My tummy tumbled. “What?”

      “Dinner. Let me take you out to eat.”

      “I…”

      Cormac pressed a piece of paper into my hand. His fingers were warm and sent tingles up my arm, straight to my belly. “Andy said you like ramen. I can meet you at Jinya if you don’t want me to pick you up. Tonight?”
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      “Ms. Hayes! We need to get these kids on the bus,” one of the other teachers called. 

      Keelie flushed again, her cheeks the sweetest pink—a lovely contrast to her lightly-tanned skin. “Coming. Just getting the missing skate in here.”

      She’d pulled her light-brown hair back in a ponytail, and it reminded me of a thick stream of honey. 

      I hadn’t dated a woman since high school. My moves were rusty—but not rusted. I gulped, shocked by how much it meant to me that she’d agreed. My heart thumped hard, and I curled my toes in my damp socks, hoping like hell my feet didn’t stink. But I knew they had to because I’d been on the ice for hours. 

      Keelie dropped her lashes, covering her sky-blue eyes. She snapped the lid on the bulky plastic bin and bent her knees, widening her stance as she clutched the edges. 

      I bent to help, using my hand to guide the bottom upward and into her arms. Keelie was fit, her biceps flexing in her short-sleeved top, so I didn’t offer to take the bin. 

      I’d learned with Shannon, though she preferred more intellectual pursuits, not to assume that a woman wanted or needed my help. Keelie was clearly capable.

      She glanced at me, appreciation flashing across her expression. “I’ll see you there at seven thirty.”

      Her voice was warm but also a little throatier than the typical woman’s, reminding me of sex. Hot, steamy, sweaty sex…which I hadn’t had in far, far too long.

      I clenched my fists, trying not to let those thoughts embarrass me, but I still had to shift because my pants were suddenly more constraining. As she turned away, she caught sight of my smile. She grinned back—bright and gorgeous—before she trotted after her group.

      The back view was just as good as the front. She wasn’t overly tall but she was well-rounded in all the right places. Her trim legs flared into her rounded ass before tucking back in at her waist. She strode forward, unfaltering, even though that bin weighed fifty or more pounds. Her ponytail swished between her shoulder blades like a clock pendulum. 

      Much as I wanted to fist pump, that felt like too much, so I just moseyed back to the locker room once she slid out of sight. 

      “You ran out in a hurry,” Cruz said, dropping my skates on the bench next to my locker.

      “Wanted to give the teacher the skate I found.” I’d held it back when I found it on the ground under a bench so I’d have a moment to talk to her alone.

      “That all you wanted?” Maxim asked. After so many years in the States, only hints of his Russian accent still inflected his words, and anyway, the man practically growled most of the time. But he was a good teammate and a better person. Maxim had never enjoyed my level of fame—or infamy, lucky him—because he wasn’t showy. Instead, he maintained a stoic, even distant persona with the media and fans. I clapped him on the shoulder. 

      “No, it wasn’t all I wanted. I’m taking Keelie to dinner tonight.”

      “Look at that,” Nik said, sliding in next to me and elbowing my ribs. “Mac’s got game.”

      Maxim nodded, his face still in neutral lines. “He’s one of the best in the game.”

      “Not hockey, dipshit,” Nik replied. 

      That got Maxim to smile enough to see his crooked lower front tooth, which made Nik grunt and Cruz guffaw. 

      I loved my teammates, but I shook my head as I strode toward the showers.

      “Are you going to give us the play-by-play tomorrow?” Nik asked. 

      “Not in a million years,” I replied. 

      “Aw, c’mon. You getting some action is five years in the making. You haven’t been out with anyone since⁠—”

      “Shut up,” Maxim hissed at Nik. I heard flesh hitting flesh and assumed Maxim had smacked him, but I didn’t look back to find out. I’d refused to talk about my divorce or my lack of a love life. That was my business. 

      Just like Keelie was. 
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      I don’t know how to date. I’m going to be so damn bad at this. I popped another breath mint because why not? Then I fiddled with the door handle. Should I get out? We were meeting
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