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Hot Ice

Can falling in love melt the hearts of the iciest ice
queens? Join Aurora Rey, Elle Spencer, and Erin Zak to find
out!

 


In Ice on Wheels by Aurora Rey, all’s fair in
love and roller derby. That’s Riley Fauchet’s motto, until a new
job lands her at the same company—and on the same team—as her rival
Brooke Landry, the frosty jammer for the Big Easy Bruisers.

 


In Private Equity by Elle Spencer, Cassidy
Bennett spends an unexpected evening at a lesbian nightclub with
her notoriously reserved and demanding boss, successful venture
capitalist Julia Whitmore. After seeing a different side of Julia,
Cassidy can’t seem to shake her desire to know more.

 


In Closed-Door Policy by Erin Zak, going back
to college is never easy, but Caroline Stevens is prepared to work
hard and change her life for the better. What she’s not prepared
for is Dr. Atlanta Morris, her new professor whose tough demeanor
is no match for Caroline’s burgeoning confidence.


Praise for Aurora Rey

Recipe for Love

 


“[A] few things that always get me excited when
Aurora Rey publishes a new book…Firstly, I am guaranteed a hot
butch with a sensitive side, this alone is a massive tick.
Secondly, I am guaranteed to throw any diet out the window because
the books always have the most delectable descriptions of food that
I immediately go on the hunt for—this time it was a BLT with a
difference. And lastly, hot sex scenes that personally have added
to my fantasy list throughout the years! This book did not
disappoint in any of those areas.”—Les Rêveur

 


Lambda Literary Awards Finalist Crescent City
Confidential

 


“This book will make you want to visit New
Orleans…Rey does a really wonderful job of creating the setting.
You actually feel like you know the place.”—Amanda’s
Reviews

 


“Crescent City Confidential pulled me into the
wonderful sights, sounds, and smells of New Orleans…It was slow
burning but romantic and sexy too. A mystery thrown into the mix
really piqued my interest.”—Kitty Kat’s Book Review Blog

 


Summer’s Cove

 


“As expected in a small-town romance, Summer’s
Cove evokes a sunny, light-hearted atmosphere that matches its
beach setting…Emerson’s shy pursuit of Darcy is sure to endear
readers to her, though some may be put off during the moments Darcy
winds tightly to the point of rigidity. Darcy desires romance yet
is unwilling to disrupt her son’s life to have it, and you feel for
Emerson when she endeavors to show how there’s room in her heart
for a family.”—RT Book Reviews

 


Winter’s Harbor

 


“This is the story of Lia and Alex and the
beautifully romantic and sexy tale of a winter in Provincetown, a
seaside holiday haven. A collection of interesting characters,
well-fleshed out, as well as a gorgeous setting make for a great
read.”—Inked Rainbow Reads


Praise for Elle Spencer

The Road to Madison

 


“The story had me hooked from its powerful opening
scene, and it only got better and better…For anyone who has read my
reviews, it’s no secret that I love romances that include lots of
angst, and The Road to Madison hit the bull’s-eye.”—The
Lesbian Review

 


“Elle Spencer weaves a tale full of sadness, remorse
but one filled with those little moments that make you have the
flutters…This book grabbed my attention and had me turning the
pages through the night. A delightful story that I thoroughly
enjoyed. I cannot wait for the next adventure Elle Spencer takes me
on.”—Romantic Reader Blog

 


 


Unforgettable

 


“If you like angsty romances, this is the book for
you! Both stories pack a punch, with so much ‘will they or won’t
they’ that I kind of wondered how they’d turn out (yes, even though
it’s marketed as romance!)”—The Lesbian Review

 


“I was stunned at how Elle Spencer manages to make
the reader feel so much and we end up really caring for the women
in her novels…This book is perfect for those times you want to
wallow in romance, intense feelings, and love. Elle Spencer does it
so well.”—Kitty Kat’s Book Review Blog

 


 


Casting Lacey

 


“The story is full of humour, wit, and saucy dialogue
but also has angst and drama…an entertaining and enjoyable
read.”—Lez Review Books

 


“This is the romance I’ve been recommending to
everyone and her mother since I read it, because it’s basically
everything I’ve been dying to find in an f/f romance—funny voices I
click with, off-the-charts chemistry, a later-in-life coming out,
and a host of fun tropes from fake dating to
costars.”—Frolic


Praise for Erin Zak

Beautiful Accidents

 


“This book kept me engaged from beginning to end. I
enjoyed the chemistry between Stevie and Bernadette.”—Maggie
Shullick, Librarian, Lorain and Cuyahoga County (Ohio)

 


 


Create a Life to Love

 


“Erin Zak does unexpected attraction and sexual
awakening late in life really, really
well.”—Reviewer@large

 


“Create a Life to Love is a soulful story of
how love can conquer all. I laughed, cried (sobbed) and got
butterflies more than once, and did you see the cover art?
Fantastic.”—Les Rêveur

 


 


Breaking Down Her Walls

 


“I loved the attraction between the two main
characters and the opposites attract part of the story. The setting
was amazing…I look forward to reading more from this
author.”—Kat Adams, Bookseller (QBD Books, Australia)

 


“If you like contemporary romances, ice queens,
ranchers, or age gap pairings, you’ll want to pick up Breaking
Down Her Walls.”—The Lesbian Review

 


“[A] charming contemporary romance set on a cattle
ranch near the Colorado Mountains…This is a slow burn romance, but
the chemistry is obvious and strong almost from the beginning.
Breaking Down Her Walls made me feel good...”—Rainbow
Reflections

 


 


Falling Into Her

 


Falling Into Her “is an age gap, toaster oven
romance that I really enjoyed. The romance has a nice burn that’s
slow without being too slow. And while I’m glad that lesfic isn’t
all coming out stories anymore, I enjoyed this particular one
because it shows how it can happen in a person’s 40s.”—The
Lesbian Review

 


“[A] great debut novel from Erin Zak and looking
forward to seeing what’s to come.”—Les Rêveur
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Ice on Wheels

Aurora Rey


Chapter One

Brooke called off the jam, and Tracy signaled from
the sideline for a time-out. Brooke skated toward her coach and
grabbed a bottle of water. A glance at the scoreboard told her what
she already knew. The lead they’d given up at the start of the
second half was within reach. With twenty seconds on the clock, the
next jam would be the last of the bout. And it would determine who
walked away with the Louisiana Women’s Roller Derby championship
trophy and who went home runner-up.

After a quick discussion about strategy and a rally
cry, the Big Easy Bruisers lined up with the Cajun Queens one final
time. Brooke had managed to secure the inside position and found
herself staring down a wall of rival blockers. The whistle blew,
and she launched herself into the fray.

She pushed through the pack and saw her ref’s arm go
up. She’d claimed the lead jammer spot. That meant the title was in
reach.

Not quite yet. She tamped down her excitement and
made a loop, looking for her next opening. She pushed her way past
a pair of blockers that lagged back to slow her down.

And then she saw it. Like the heavens parting in
some mythical moment of clarity, the route around the outside of
the track cleared. She angled herself to take it, hugging the
outside line. A quick glance back told her the Queens jammer was
gaining on her. This was her chance.

She rounded the curve, the taste of victory already
in her mouth. They were going to win. Even better, she was going to
score the game-deciding points.

By the time she saw the blocker out of the corner of
her eye, it was too late. Not that she could have done much to stop
her. She cut across the inside of the track at full speed. Just
like a car accident, the split second before impact felt like slow
motion. Just long enough for her to tense, even though she knew
that would only make it worse. The blocker plowed into her
shoulder-first. The momentum lifted her off the ground; the pain in
her ribs paired with the feeling of her skates losing contact with
the track.

As her entire body hit the concrete, her brain went
fuzzy, then black.

She opened her eyes. A sharp pain radiated from her
right hip. Not the, oh God, I broke something sort of pain, but the
kind that screamed for ice and would leave a massive bruise for the
next couple of weeks. Wuthering Hits and Crashin’ Cali hovered over
her, looks of concern on their faces.

“Are you okay?” Cali asked.

She blinked a few times, remembered how she got
where she was, and groaned. “We lost, didn’t we?”

Hits offered her a wry smile. “If you’re asking, I’m
taking it you’re okay.”

She was so not okay. She’d been a hundred feet from
taking her team to the state championship, and she’d blown it. “I
didn’t black out, did I?”

Cali shook her head. “No, it’s only been a few
seconds. Do you remember getting hit?”

Oh, she remembered. But she didn’t know who’d been
the one to do it. “Who took me out?”

“Does it really matter at this point?”

“Yes.” She hauled herself to a seated position and
realized that every pair of eyes in the place was trained on her.
Members of the opposing team had taken a knee. Fuck. “But not now.
Help me up, will you?”

Understanding the urgency behind her request, they
each grabbed a hand and pulled her to her feet. Despite the flush
of embarrassment in her cheeks, she lifted a hand to signal she was
unhurt. The requisite applause was quickly drowned out by the roar
of cheering.

Right. The Queens had held off on their celebrations
until it was clear she’d not been seriously injured. While such
sportsmanship was usually one of her favorite things about derby,
today it just made everything worse.

She made it to the bench and collapsed in a chair.
Her teammates crowded around her, a mixture of concern and
well-meaning support on their faces. She’d have been no different
had the tables been turned. Even at its most competitive, the
camaraderie mattered above all else.

But not today. Today, she’d failed, and all she
wanted to do was crawl in a hole and die.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Cali asked.

“I am.” She forced herself to look at the faces of
her teammates. “And I’m sorry.”

Her apology seemed to unlock a floodgate. Everyone
started talking at once. Brooke made out “she came out of nowhere”
and “still the most amazing season ever.” The rest was a jumble
that made her head spin.

“Who? Who was it that took me out?” She looked at
Hits, who winced.

“Moby Dyke.”

Brooke closed her eyes. Of course it was. She’d
never talked to her before, but the blocker had definitely caught
her eye. Her skating skills for sure, but it was more than that.
Moby Dyke was tall and built and butch and gorgeous. And now Brooke
was obliged to hate her.

 


* * *

 


After a rowdy victory toast, Riley’s teammates
dispersed to chat with their friends and wives and husbands and
such. She scanned the crowd for the Bruisers jammer. Maybe with a
drink or two in her, she’d give Riley the chance to congratulate
her on putting up a hell of a fight. Championship bout or not,
derby was about kicking ass on the rink and being a good sport
off.

Riley spied her surrounded by a group of people,
laughing. That was a good sign. She took a long swig from a bottle
of Abita, and Riley wondered if she’d taste the Purple Haze on her
lips if they kissed.

Whoa. Where did that come from?

Riley shook her head. She shouldn’t be surprised,
really. Femme Fatal was just that: deliciously femme with just a
hint of fatale simmering under the surface. Sure, her type was more
easygoing girl next door, but even she couldn’t deny the
appeal.

She took a sip of her own beer and crossed the room.
She nodded hellos and exchanged pleasantries with a few members of
the opposing team, working her way closer and closer to the jammer
she’d taken out, quite literally, an hour ago. She chatted with a
Bruisers blocker, complimenting her on her technique and stamina in
the second half. All the while, she half eavesdropped on Femme
Fatal’s conversation. Her voice was low and sultry; her laugh made
Riley think about doing a lot more than kissing her.

It wouldn’t be the first time she’d gone home with a
member of the opposing team. Not that she did derby to pick up
women, but she wasn’t opposed when the opportunity presented
itself.

She was imagining the juxtaposition of hard lines
and soft curves when she found herself face-to-face with the most
gorgeous chocolate-brown eyes she’d ever seen. Riley had to swallow
the wave of desire that swept through her. This was not the moment
to get ahead of herself.

“Hi.”

Despite offering her friendliest smile, Riley
watched those amazing eyes flash with recognition, then cool.
Actually, cool would be a massive understatement. Her eyes went
from warm and inviting to subzero in about two seconds flat. They
went from Riley’s face to her outstretched hand and back to her
face. And then, without a word, she turned on her heel and walked
away.

“Don’t mind Femme. She’s taking the loss a little
hard.”

Riley turned in the direction of the voice. It
belonged to Sister Mary Mayhem, one of the backup jammers for the
Bruisers. “A little?”

Mary shrugged. “A loss is one thing. What you did
was more of a personal affront.”

Riley lifted both hands. “Hey, there was nothing
personal about it.”

“I know, but she thinks you should have been called
for an illegal block.”

“That’s bullshit.” The denial was out of her mouth
before she could stop herself. Not that she would take it back, but
there was no point in antagonizing the opposing team. Especially
after snatching a win from them in the final seconds.

“I agree, but it could have gone either way, and
Femme doesn’t like that it was the move that cost us the bout.”

“Is she always a sore loser?” Again, maybe not the
most tactful approach, but she liked to know what she was dealing
with. And sore losers were second only to cheaters in her book of
people she considered a waste of time.

Mary smiled. “Not usually. I think this one hurt her
ego as much as anything else.”

“Ah.” She could understand that. Sort of. “Well, I
wanted to congratulate her on a great bout.”

Wuthering Hits smiled as well. “We’ll pass it along.
And congratulations to you and the Queens. Pretty epic win.”

It really was. Derby bouts were rarely close when it
came to the final score. The fact that this one came down to the
final seconds made it unique and made the win all the sweeter.
“Thanks.”

“Y’all heading back to Lafayette tonight?” Mary
asked.

“A few people are, but most of us are staying over
and doing the Quarter tomorrow. My sister lives here, so I’m
crashing with her.”

“Is that who was at the bout with the kids? The ones
so excited to see you?”

“Yeah.” She loved that even opposing teams would
notice that sort of thing. Annie and the kids hadn’t stayed for the
after-party, but they’d made it through the whole bout. Given that
Lucas was just three and a half, she’d been impressed. And of
course, Annie had managed both Grace and Lucas with no help from
her husband, who couldn’t even be bothered to come along.

“They were really cute.”

Riley shook off the flash of anger that came every
time she thought of Jason. “Thanks. They’re good kids.”

A couple members of her team waved at her. She had a
feeling they weren’t waiting until tomorrow to hit Bourbon Street.
She excused herself and went over to wish them a good night. Aunty
Maim tried to cajole her into joining them, but she resisted. Not
that she had a problem with a night of rowdy drinking, but she was
starting to feel as if she’d outgrown it, a fact that managed to be
both comforting and alarming.

The crowd started to disperse. Riley couldn’t help
but scan the bar once more for the antisocial Femme Fatal, but she
was nowhere to be seen. Riley shrugged. It wasn’t like she’d ever
see her again.


Chapter Two

Four months later

 


Brooke finished lacing her skates and pushed herself
off the bench. She’d only been completely off the rink for a few
weeks, but it felt like a lot longer. She missed it. The slick
slide of concrete underfoot, the way her limbs settled into the
stride of skating. She did a few laps before returning to the bench
to chat with her teammates.

She’d stayed in touch with most of them during the
brief off-season, working out together when they could, grabbing
drinks or the occasional dinner as schedules allowed. But there was
no substitute for the camaraderie of practicing together. It had
taken her a long time to get comfortable, but her teammates were
like family, and this was their living room.

“You been keeping in shape?” Hits asked as she
pulled on her own skates.

The jab was part of their usual banter. Hits was a
gym rat and teased Brooke pretty hard about hating, and therefore
refusing to set foot in, any gym.

“Do I need to out-plank you again to prove that I
have?”

Hits lifted both hands in a show of concession.
She’d challenged Brooke last season and had been bested. “No, no. I
learned my lesson.”

Brooke smirked. “Good, because I’d hate to embarrass
you. Again.”

Hits chuckled. “Glad to see you’re in top form,
Femme.”

She couldn’t tell whether Hits was talking about her
physical shape or the caliber of her comebacks. Not that it
mattered. She prided herself on both.

“How’s everybody doing?” Tracy yelled the greeting,
signaling the official start of practice.

Brooke snagged her usual spot, sitting on the ground
at the front of the group so she could stretch during the
announcements and pep talk. Tracy welcomed everyone back and did a
quick recap of the last season. The sting of defeat had mostly
faded, and everyone had settled into the accomplishment of
finishing second in the state. She felt good about that, too, even
if the final moments of that bout remained etched in her brain and
could rile her up on a second’s notice if she let it.

Tracy moved on to introducing new members of the
team. Brooke had missed tryouts to do an open house for a client,
so she was looking forward to seeing the fresh meat in action.
Chances were, none of them would make the varsity squad this
season, but it was still nice to see who’d be working their way up
the ranks. It made her nostalgic for her early days. She’d been
awkward and completely lacking in grace at first, not to mention
way too timid. But she’d learned quick and taken the spirit of
derby to heart, becoming more assertive in her personal life as
much as on skates. It had been hard work, but she wouldn’t trade it
for anything.

“And last but not least, we have a transfer joining
us from the reigning state champion Cajun Queens. Please give a Big
Easy Bruiser welcome to Riley Fauchet, or as you may know her, Moby
Dyke.”

Brooke froze. It couldn’t possibly be. But as she
followed the gazes of her teammates to the back row, she already
knew it most certainly could.

Riley raised a hand in greeting. She’d been a little
nervous about joining the ranks of the Big Easy Bruisers after the
way last season ended, but she didn’t have a lot of choice. Moving
to New Orleans to help her newly divorced sister meant joining a
new team or giving up derby. And she wasn’t about to give up
derby.

Tracy continued, “Moby has four years of skating
with the Queens, three of it on their A squad. And anyone who was
at last year’s championship bout knows her blocking skills are
second to none.”

There were a couple of groans and a few laughs,
followed by applause. Exactly what she’d hoped for. Yes, she’d
played a role in defeating this team, but now she was on their
side. It was a relief that most of them got that and seemed glad to
have her.

She braved a look at Femme Fatal, the jammer who’d
completely dismissed her when she’d tried to make nice. If she’d
been frosty then, today it looked like she might spontaneously
combust. Her cheeks were flushed, and the expression on her face
was pure rage. Great.

Before she could really analyze it or contemplate
what to do about it, Tracy put them on warm-up laps. That was
followed by sprints and some basic drills. Not unlike practices
back home. Despite the newness of the space and all the people in
it, the routine proved comforting and made her feel welcome.

When they shifted to the heart of practice—mock jams
and specific blocking strategies—she followed along and tried to
learn the ins and outs of working in a new pack. She had some ideas
already but knew better than to stir things up at her first
practice. She might have a solid reputation, but she still needed
to prove herself as a skater and also as a member of this team.

She held back some, as she would in any practice. No
point risking injury to herself or anyone else before the first
bout. She took her spot in a wall, managed a few good hip checks.
She even let Femme through a couple of times as sort of a goodwill
offering. Femme still wouldn’t make eye contact with her, but she
didn’t storm off in a huff. That, she supposed, counted as
progress.

When practice ended, several of her new teammates
surrounded her. They offered words of welcome and encouragement.
There was a bit of ribbing about enemy infiltration, but it was all
good-natured. She offered assurances of her loyalty and promised to
share whatever secrets she had. She even scored an invitation to
drinks.

She pulled off her skates and stowed her gear,
looking for Femme. They should talk, try to clear the air.
Otherwise, it was going to make for a tense season. And while she
couldn’t speak for anyone but herself, the whole point of derby was
working off tension, not the other way around.

Riley spied her off to the side in what appeared to
be a heated conversation with Tracy, the coach. They could have
been talking about anything, but she got the immediate impression
they were arguing about her. Ugh. Maybe it was going to be a tense
season after all.

 


* * *

 


“You don’t think maybe you should have told me?”

Tracy had the good sense to look sheepish. “I never
run transfers by the team. It’s standard practice to let
established players switch teams if they relocate.”

“But there’s a history.” One that still haunted
her.

“Brooke, try to look at it objectively. If it hadn’t
been you she took out, you’d be thrilled to have a blocker from a
championship team join the squad.”

But it had been her. And it felt really fucking
personal. And even if part of her rational brain might see how it
could be otherwise, her gut didn’t. Her ego sure as hell didn’t.
“You should have told me. I was completely blindsided.”

Tracy winced. “Okay. You’re right. I’m sorry about
that.”

“Thank you.” She might still be mad, but she wasn’t
in the business of making enemies.

“No hard feelings?”

She wasn’t ready to go that far. “I’m working on
it.”

“Let me buy you a beer. That makes everything
better.”

Drinks after the first practice of the season was a
tradition. As much as she didn’t want to be in the same room as
Riley, she refused to let her presence drive her away. Or create a
rift between her and her other teammates. It might not be a
popularity contest, but there was no way she was giving up ground
to Riley. “I think you probably owe me two.”

Tracy smiled, relief evident on her face.
“Deal.”

She packed up her gear and tried to find some calm
headspace. She and Tracy were the last to leave, so they locked
everything up and headed to their respective cars.

At the bar, the dozen or so members of the team who
could make it broke into smaller groups. One of her favorite things
about her team was that it wasn’t cliquey at all. A few people had
close friendships, but everyone talked to everyone else, and you
never knew what would unfold or with whom. Riley’s presence threw
all of that into disarray. Brooke found herself actively avoiding
any conversations she was part of, a strategy that proved tricky
since she seemed to work the crowd like a politician.

It was annoying. It was ingratiating. It was—

“Hey.”

Brooke spun around and found herself face-to-face
with the woman she’d spent her whole evening trying to avoid.
“Hey.”

“We never got the chance to officially meet. I’m
Riley.” Riley stuck out her hand.

“Brooke.” She reluctantly shook it. “But we mostly
go by our derby names.”

Riley offered a smile that was way more charming
than it had any right to be. “Of course. I just like knowing
everyone’s real names. Feels friendlier that way, more
personal.”

“Sure.” Even though the last thing she wanted to do
was get friendly, or personal, with Moby Dyke.

Riley angled her head. “You seemed surprised to see
me tonight. Did you not know I was joining the Bruisers?”

She didn’t want to throw Tracy under the bus, even
if she was still a tiny bit mad at her. “I missed tryouts, so I
must have missed the announcement then.”

Riley nodded slowly. “Ah. I hope the dust has
settled enough on last season that there aren’t any hard
feelings.”

Oh, there were hard feelings all right. Lots of
them. “Of course not.”

Her face must not have matched her words because
Riley looked far from convinced. But after a moment she offered a
smile and clinked her beer bottle to Brooke’s. “Excellent.”

Brooke bit her tongue to keep herself from saying
what she really wanted, which contained probably a few too many
expletives and a detailed description of how much she loathed
everything about this arrangement.

“I feel really lucky to be able to transfer to such
a good team. I don’t think I could ask for better.”

Brooke smiled. Did she have to be a suck-up on top
of everything else? She glanced around, desperate for an
escape.

“So, what do you do?”

Seriously? Was this woman seriously going to stand
there, looking both ridiculously hot and completely relaxed, making
small talk? “I’m a real estate agent.”

Riley narrowed her eyes like Brooke had just
announced she was a pet psychic. “Really?”

She took a deep breath and tried not to roll her
eyes. “Why do you seem so surprised?”

Riley looked at Brooke and tried to decide how to
answer. If it was anyone else, she might make a joke. Hell, if it
was anyone else who was half as good-looking as Brooke, she’d find
a way to make it flirtatious. But she got the feeling either
approach would fall flat, if not earn her a black eye. She decided
to keep it simple. “I am, too.”

It was Brooke’s turn to look surprised. “You
are?”

Riley chuckled. At this point, how could she not?
“Yeah. What are the chances?”

“What are you two laughing about?” Hits offered
Riley a nod of greeting, then looked at Brooke.

Brooke glowered. Riley couldn’t decide if it made
her feel better or worse that Brooke seemed to be a little nasty to
everyone. Since Brooke showed no sign of answering, she decided she
might as well. “We just discovered we’re in the same line of
work.”

Hits raised a brow and looked at Brooke as though
seeking confirmation. Brooke shrugged. “So it would seem.”

“That’s awesome.” She elbowed Brooke. “You can help
Moby learn the area.”

“Oh, I’m sure she’ll get everything she needs from
her office. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to chat with Tracy
about the schedule.”

Brooke walked away and made a beeline to where Tracy
stood chatting with a couple of the new recruits. At least Riley
thought they were new recruits. She was good with names, but it
would take her a couple of practices to learn everyone’s,
especially if she went for real names as well as derby ones. She
turned her attention to Hits. “She really doesn’t like me, does
she?”

Hits shrugged. “Well, she takes a little while to
warm up.”

Forget warming up. She’d take anything even remotely
resembling a thaw. “You’re just saying that to be nice, aren’t
you?”

Hits smirked and clinked her beer bottle to Riley’s.
“You’re going to do all right, Moby.”

She had no idea whether the comment referred to her
place on the team or her attempt to make friends with Brooke. At
this point, she’d just as soon not have either of those things
ruled out. She lifted her bottle in response. “I’ll drink to
that.”


Chapter Three

Brooke slept like the dead—she always did after
practice—but still woke up in a foul mood. The iced coffee from
PJ’s helped some, as did the prospect of meeting with three
potential clients over the course of the day. She got to the office
early and managed to snag twenty minutes with Cassie before any of
the other agents pounced. They’d just put the final details on the
open house she’d scheduled for Saturday when Pam emerged from her
office.

“Everyone, I have an announcement.”

She glanced at Cassie, rolling her eyes but smiling.
As managing broker, Pam liked making big announcements even though
there were rarely more than four or five agents in the office at
any one time. Cassie and Brooke stood and moved to the doorway of
Brooke’s office. Indulging Pam kept her happy, and a happy Pam
meant a happy office.

“We have a new member of our team joining us from
the Acadiana branch. She’s just relocated to be closer to family.”
She took a step to the side, revealing the person who’d emerged
from the office with her. Brooke blinked, disbelief quickly giving
way to dread.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” It couldn’t
be, but it was. Just like at practice. Brooke closed her eyes for a
second and shook her head.

“What? What’s wrong?” Cassie asked.

Brooke opened one eye, then the other.
Unfortunately, it wasn’t a figment of her imagination. Or a case of
mistaken identity. Or any other thing she could think of that would
make the person standing across the office anyone but Riley
Fauchet. “Nothing.”

She looked away to avoid any chance of eye contact
and found Cassie studying her with a look of exasperation. “Well,
clearly that’s not true, or you wouldn’t be cussing at work.”

Brooke laughed in spite of herself. Despite being
twenty-three, Cassie was a total prude. Not a prude. Proper. Like
what Brooke would be if her mawmaw’s Catholic upbringing had stuck.
“I know her.”

Cassie angled her head in Riley’s direction. “Her?
The new agent? How? Oh my gosh. Did you sleep with her?”

Why did Cassie assume knowing someone and not liking
them meant they’d slept together? Aside, perhaps, from the fact
that Riley was exactly the kind of woman she’d sleep with if
everything about the situation was different. “Jesus Christ. No.
And keep your voice down.”

Cassie frowned, although it was hard to know if it
stemmed from being scolded or Brooke’s use of Jesus Christ in a
less than reverent way. “How do you know her?”

Pam was making her way around the room with Riley,
doing personal introductions. Riley smiled and shook hands, looking
easy and relaxed. There was no way to escape without drawing even
more attention to herself. What a fucking disaster.

“Remember the bout last September, the last one of
the season?” Cassie had come with her girlfriend at the time. They
hadn’t lasted, but Audrey had joined their JV squad and was showing
real promise.

“The one where that blocker took you out in the
final seconds and cost you the whole championship?”

Even though she’d been the one to bring it up, the
description still stung. “Yeah. That’s the one.”

“What about it?”

“She’s the one who laid me out.” The memory remained
as fresh as the day it happened. The bruise on her hip had faded.
She wanted to say the same for her ego, but it didn’t mean she had
any intentions of forgiving or forgetting.

“Oh.” Cassie drew the word out, understanding
growing with each added second.

“And now she’s on my team.”

“Wait. What? What do you mean?”

Brooke stole another glance at Riley. She’d either
not noticed her or was playing it exceedingly cool. Both
possibilities irritated her. “She showed up at practice last night
as a transfer. She moved here from Lafayette.”

Another “Oh,” this one even more drawn out than the
first.

“And of all the fucking offices in the entire
fucking city, she has to show up at mine.”

“Brooke.”

Apparently, that was one too many fucks.
“Sorry.”

“It’s okay. I mean, I get why you’re mad. I wouldn’t
want to have to work with her, either.”

Understatement of the century. But before she could
process it any further, Pam and Riley were right there in front of
her. “This is Cassie Sanchez, our rock star receptionist and queen
of details, and Brooke Landry, one of our very best agents. Ladies,
Riley Fauchet.”

Riley shook Cassie’s hand before turning her
attention to Brooke. Her smile might have been sincere, but it
looked to Brooke like a self-satisfied smirk. “Well, hello
again.”

“I’m sorry. Do you two already know each other?” Pam
asked.

“Something like that.” Riley extended her hand, all
laid-back charm. So infuriating.

Brooke couldn’t refuse it without looking rude.
“We’ve met.”

“Oh, excellent. Then I’ll charge you two with
showing Riley around, making sure she has everything she needs to
get settled in.” Pam turned to Riley. “I’m leaving you in the best
possible hands. I’ll see you for our meeting at three.”

And with that, Pam disappeared back into her office.
Brooke tried to summon something to say, but all she came up with
was her mama’s adage about not having anything nice to say.
Seconds, each one feeling like a minute, ticked by.

Cassie, God bless her, picked up on the awkward and
took control of the conversation. “So, Riley, are you moving to New
Orleans for the first time, or are you moving back?”

“First time. I wanted to be closer to my sister and
her kids.” Riley smiled as she spoke, which should have earned her
some points. Too bad Brooke didn’t have any to spare.

“Oh, that’s nice. Nothing more important than
family.”

“Agreed.”

The idea that she would uproot her life and career
to be closer to family did not jibe with the egotistical,
self-absorbed impression Brooke had gotten from their interactions
thus far. Not that it mattered. Even assholes could be noble when
it came to the one or two things they cared about. “It’s a very
different market. You’re going to have your work cut out for
you.”

Rather than a snarky comeback, Riley offered an
affable smile. “I’ve been doing my homework.”

The friendliness did more to irritate Brooke than
snark would have. “If you say so.”

Cassie, as if sensing the conversation would only
get worse, cleared her throat. “Let me help you get set up in your
office, show you where everything is.”

“Thanks.” Riley grinned at Cassie, then turned her
attention to Brooke. “I’m looking forward to working with you.”

Brooke couldn’t bring herself to agree but knew that
disagreeing would be both rude and unprofessional. She settled for
a curt nod and retreated to her desk. When Cassie and Riley had
disappeared from sight, she indulged in pressing her thumbs to her
temples. Really, what were the odds? And more, what had she done to
deserve such an unfortunate turn of events?

 


* * *

 


“So, I hope this isn’t too forward or anything, but
does she hate everyone? Or just me?” Riley angled her head in
Brooke’s direction.

Cassie blushed, which was probably all the answer
she needed. “What do you mean?”

She shouldn’t press. If Cassie had loyalties to
Brooke, asking might alienate her and do more harm than good.
Unless Brooke was half as frosty at work as she was on the rink,
and everyone she worked with knew it. If that was the case, then it
would behoove her to learn it sooner rather than later. And whether
her bitchiness was reactive or something she went out of her way to
inflict on people. “Did she tell you I joined her derby team?”

Cassie hesitated as though unsure she should
acknowledge it. Eventually, she nodded. “Yeah.”

Either Brooke had told Cassie the whole story and
now Cassie was leery of her, or Brooke was an absolute tyrant in
every aspect of her life and had Cassie terrified of retribution.
Which was more likely? And perhaps more importantly, what did that
mean for her?

She could play this a dozen different ways, but
direct was her style. And friendly. No matter what Brooke might
think or say, she was a nice person. She needed her new colleagues
to know that and to give her half a chance. “We might have gotten
off on the wrong foot, but I’m really hoping we can get past
it.”

Cassie smiled, but it seemed more polite than
genuine. “I’m sure you will.”

Riley offered her most charming smile in return. Not
a challenge exactly but maybe a little. “I mean, it looks like
we’ll be spending quite a bit of time together, so we might as well
get along, right?”

“Right.”

Okay, this wasn’t getting her anywhere. Time to
change tactics. “I hear you’re the resident expert on how the
office runs. I hope you’ll tell me everything I need to know.”

The change in topics seemed to help Cassie relax.
She showed Riley the supply and break rooms, walked her through the
quirks of the copier and fax machine, and offered to order whatever
she needed to get her office situated. By all accounts, Cassie was
competent, warm, and easy to work with. Reserved, maybe, but not
set on disliking her. “Is there anything else you need right
now?”

“Other than some fairy dust for Brooke, I think I’m
good.”

Maybe she shouldn’t have made the joke, but Cassie
snickered. She took that as a good sign. Cassie looked away, but
her eyes came back to Riley’s quickly enough. “I’m at extension
two-two-three if you need anything.”

Riley offered another smile. She already liked
Cassie and really wanted the feeling to be mutual. “You’ve already
been a lifesaver. I’m sure I’ll come running for help before too
long.”

Cassie blushed, an entirely different kind of blush
from the first time. Not that she was looking to collect crushes,
but she couldn’t help the flash of satisfaction at winning her
over, even a little, on her first day. Yes, it boded well for her
settling into her new office. Even more, it was much more in line
with the reaction she was used to getting from people, women or
otherwise.

She took some time arranging her office and setting
up the standard-issue laptop. She set out photos and the handful of
personal items she’d brought with her and hung her diploma and a
couple of certificates on the wall. It might not feel homey, but
she didn’t anticipate spending all that much time in it. She liked
being on the go and meeting clients where they were comfortable. It
suited her personality but also served her well in terms of landing
and keeping more clients than anyone else at her previous
broker.

She launched the MLS and pulled up the listings
currently attached to her new office. She’d scoped them out before,
but now that she’d met folks, she wanted to get a feel for each
agent’s niche as well as the number of listings they had in their
portfolios. Without hesitating, she pulled up Brooke’s listings
first.

She might be a bitch, but she was clearly good at
her job. She had more listings than any other agent, and they were
diverse, both in terms of geography and price point. Riley
respected the range more than the number. She’d always believed
people with modest homes deserved a great agent as much as those
with million-dollar listings.

She worked her way through the rest of the search
results, making notes on who seemed to have a territory or a
property type. By the time she finished, it was clear that she and
Brooke had the most similar styles. Who’d have guessed she and her
reticent teammate would have such a thing in common? Maybe there
was hope for them after all.


Chapter Four

For the first time in as long as she could remember,
Brooke dreaded going to derby practice. The fact that she was
dreading it made her even angrier than she’d been when she learned
Riley was now a member of her team. And part of her office.

She shoved equipment into her bag, swearing under
her breath and feeling stupid for doing so. It didn’t help that
Riley was so damned opinionated. She seemed to have an idea about
everything—new maneuvers, new drills, new ways of writing listings.
Riley was an insidious force that had infiltrated every aspect of
her life. Like the Facebook and Google ads she’d suffered through
for weeks after accidentally searching camo instead of camis.

There was also the matter of her dreams. More than
once, Riley had made an appearance. And they weren’t work dreams.
Or derby ones. She shuddered at the memory of one particularly
vivid encounter her subconscious had cooked up that involved being
alone with Riley in the office after hours, the conference table,
and her skirt bunched up around her hips.

Angry and now turned on, she drove to the rink the
team used for practice. After parking, she cut the engine and sat
for a moment. It didn’t take long for the temperature to creep into
uncomfortable territory. Still, she closed her eyes and took a deep
breath. She needed to pull it together.

The knock on her window just about sent her out of
her skin. Of course, it was Riley staring through the glass with a
stupid grin on her face. Ugh. Could things get any worse?

She opened her door and made to get out only to
realize she’d not unbuckled her seatbelt. She did so clumsily,
grabbed her bag, and got out. Only the strap of the bag got caught
on the gearshift, and she almost wiped out when it jerked her
backward.

Apparently, asking if things could get worse ensured
they did.

“You okay?”

“I’m fine.” Mortified but fine.

Riley chuckled. “I’ve had those days, where I can’t
get out of my own way.”

Even if it was true, Brooke resented the assertion.
It took everything in her not to growl as they walked into the
rink.

Half a dozen people were already there, lacing up
skates or doing laps. Everyone greeted her and Riley together. Yes,
they’d walked in at the same time, but it made it seem like they’d
come together or worse, were a couple. At the very least, it made
them seem like equals. Even though Brooke had spent the better part
of two years building friendships with her teammates, and Riley had
strolled in less than a month ago. She was not amused.

She lagged back a step to see where Riley went to
set down her things and get ready so she could sit somewhere else.
She waited for Riley to start laps so she could position herself
opposite her on the rink. It was probably stupid to engage in such
an elaborate dance of avoidance, but if she had any chance of not
exploding before the end of the night, she needed to keep contact
to a minimum.

When Tracy called everyone together to start
practice, Brooke moved to the far side of the group. Hits gave her
some side eye, but didn’t say anything. They started as usual,
warm-up drills and some basic walls. Brooke and the other jammers
took turns with each group of blockers, working on their own skills
while giving the blockers something to defend against.

She wormed her way through or around two groups, but
when she came to the third—the one with Riley skating anchor—she
found herself foiled. To her credit, Riley didn’t taunt her, which
was standard practice to help mimic a real bout. After two attempts
to squeak through the inside, she tried a more direct approach,
shoving her shoulder right into the middle of the wall.

She’d touched Riley before, obviously. It was
impossible to practice and not press up against everyone on the
team at some point. But this, intentionally pushing her body into
Riley’s, was different. It didn’t help that they were face-to-face.
The contact was electric, sending pulses of heat and something else
radiating through her.

Her brain screamed at her to back off, to escape.
But she’d been bending over backward avoiding Riley, and it hadn’t
helped a damn bit. She gritted her teeth and lunged, throwing every
ounce of strength and frustration and unwanted attraction against
the wall.

Rum Run Her Over stumbled and went down to her
knees. The flash of guilt should have been enough to shame her, but
it didn’t. She ran ahead, looking to put as much distance between
herself and Riley as possible.

Tracy’s whistle signaled the end of the drill. The
shrill sound snapped her back to her senses, and she realized what
she’d done. She doubled back to where Riley was hauling Rum to her
feet. “Sorry.”

Rum laughed. “It’s all good. I’m fine. But damn,
girl. What’s got into you tonight?”

Brooke shook her head and forced a laugh. “The
devil, apparently. You sure you’re okay?”

She nodded. “Oh, yeah. That said, you try that again
and you won’t get through.”

Rum and Riley exchanged high fives. Brooke skated to
the bench to regroup. She needed to get a grip, or she was going to
hurt someone. Or herself.

Tracy whistled to have one of the walls reset. Riley
raised her hand to get Tracy’s attention. “When I was with the
Queens, we did an alternating arm lock, and it seemed to hold
better. Distributed the force more evenly.”

Brooke’s jaw clenched, and her own hand went up.
“Maybe we shouldn’t be changing things we do that already
work.”

“Maybe we should take pointers
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