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        March

      

      

      “And I know you all recognize this guy! It’s everyone’s favorite power forward—Bast Durand!”

      “Jesus, what are we? Chopped liver?” Reid nudged his brother—everyone’s favorite power forward—as the kids on the Lurie Children’s oncology ward cheered on.

      Bast grinned at Reid. “Jealousy is a good look on you, bro. That green tinge gives your skin an olive glow.”

      “Hilarious.” Reid barely cracked a smile but then that was par for the course.

      Never were brothers more different. Two years younger than Reid, twenty-six year old Bast was generally the optimistic, sunny Durand while Reid was the characteristic definition of a grump. He had reason to be, given how Bast’s father, Hall of Famer Henri Durand—Bast’s bio-dad and Reid’s stepfather—had pitted them against each other as rivals from an early age. Bast liked to think they’d risen above that, and now that they lived in the same city at last, they were finally becoming friends.

      Who would’ve believed it after the events this past December? The great cross-town rivalry between Chicago’s hockey franchises was lately embodied by two Canadian brothers who notoriously did not get along—a narrative that was only twenty-three percent true. The press liked to create their own fairytales. Whatever it took to get clicks.

      Reid had come on board the Chicago Rebels roster last year and what a year it had been. Rescued a dog, fell for a girl, nabbed a three-year contract after years of being the fucking new guy with several other teams. On the other side of town, Bast had been steady with the Hawks until last December when he broke his wrist during a clash with Reid on the ice.

      The press had loved that.

      Their dad, not so much.

      Three months later, Bast’s wrist was on the mend, and his appointment with the Hawks’ PT this afternoon was going to tell him what he needed to hear: he would be well enough for the playoffs.

      But first there was the PR stuff, a fun way to fill his time during his rehab. He was especially enjoying the mix of players from both Chicago teams. It never hurt to remind the Rebels that Bast Durand was still a star, even when injured.

      “Hey, Bast, we’d love a pic of you and Cecy.” Emily, the Hawks’ PR lead, motioned for him to get closer to a little girl in a wooly hat playing with a cuddly toy, a gray rat-bird thing wearing a Rebels jersey. Not even his team! Still, he could be magnanimous.

      No one was more magnanimous than Bast Durand.

      “Hey, Cecy!” He took a seat beside her on the pink rubber mat and pointed at the toy. “I had no idea they made the jerseys that small. Who’s this?”

      “This is Rowdy.”

      Right, Rowdy Rebel, the Rebels’ mascot. Whoever had come up with the design for this thing must have been having an off day. Maybe he’d had a fender bender on the way to work or spilled coffee on his laptop or someone stole his lunch from the staff breakroom fridge. Or maybe all three. Because as mascots went, this was probably the worst one in the league. At least the Hawks’ mascot looked like a bird of prey. This thing seemed to have skipped several steps in the evolutionary chain. Was it a fox or a cat? Maybe a duck?

      Cecy pushed the Rowdy toy into his face, close enough for him to see its beady eyes and ugly whiskers. “Want to kiss her?”

      “Course I do!” He landed a smacker on Rowdy’s rodent-like head. “So, Cecy, who’s your favorite player?”

      “Smooth, Durand, real smooth.” That comment came from Theo Kershaw, D-Man with the Rebels.

      Bast grinned. “Just makin’ conversation, Kershaw.”

      “I like Hudson Grey,” Cecy said because kids rarely kowtowed to the egos of big-shot hockey players. “But he’s not here.”

      “Nah, but you know something? He’s missing out big time.”

      She put her ear to Rowdy’s mouth—beak?—and listened. With a diffident glance up at him, she said, “Rowdy thinks you’re pretty good.”

      “You’re one of her favorites,” an older voice chimed in. An elderly grandma type had taken a seat beside Cecy.

      “Who? Rowdy’s or Cecy’s?”

      Grandma winked, the cheeky minx. “Cecy loves hockey and is crazy about the Hawks and the Rebels.”

      “Oh, yeah? That’s pretty rare, Cecy. Most people stick to the one team.”

      He took a closer look. She couldn’t have been more than ten—though the way cancer ravaged these kids’ little bodies had the unnerving effect of making them look both younger and older. “That’s a cool hat. Where I come from we call that a toque.”

      The hat was in the Hawks’ red and purple and was probably the worst example of a knitted cap he’d ever seen, all crooked with uneven chevrons. But it looked warm on top of Cecy’s hairless head and was probably made by her grandmother.

      Confirming his suspicion, Gran had a big smile on her face as she held another toque in her outstretched hands. “I made one for you.”

      “Love. It.” And he did, despite the dodgy design. The heart that had gone into this made him smile. “Are you Cecy’s mom? Or maybe her sister?”

      The woman giggled. “You are a cheeky one, aren’t you? I’m this one’s grammie and probably your biggest fan, Bast Durand.”

      “Only probably?”

      “Okay, absolutely.” Another girlish giggle as he pulled the hat on. “I’m Gwen by the way.” She blinked as PR Emily snapped a photo.

      “Great to meet you, Gwen. Hey, Ems, get one of me and Cecy wearing our hats, created by Gwen the Knitmeister.” He leaned in close and placed an arm around her frail body. Pulling on the little one’s toque bobble, he earned a shy grin.

      Gwen placed her hand on Bast’s arm and gently squeezed. “You’re such a nice guy, Bast. I just knew you would be in person.”

      That’s what people said about him, and he enjoyed living up to their expectations. He was the peacekeeper, the bon vivant, everyone’s friend and no-one’s enemy, not even his so-called rivals here. He caught Reid’s smirk, but he didn’t care.

      The last three months had been rough—though he was careful to keep that to himself. Reid didn’t need to feel any more guilty than he already did. Sure Bast had missed the regular season and the Olympics, but he’d managed to smile his way through. No point in complaining, not when he was this close to wiping the slate clean.

      He was on his way back.

      Playoffs, here I come.
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        This Diamond’s Got It Rough!

      

      

      
        
        
        Kent Gallagher’s trajectory continues to descend at an alarming rate with the latest news from the Denver Diamonds org about the left winger’s demotion to the AHL affiliate. Of course you’ll recall that Gallagher was scratched from several Diamonds games in January, and that was before the three-game suspension following his arrest at Blistering Moe’s in downtown Denver. These days, it seems the Minnesota native is better at getting trashed and punching teammates than dressing for games. Sources say Gallagher is still heartsore over his broken engagement to Pepper Calhoun, but those same sources remain cagey as to whether Dustin Marsh was punched because of his rumored dalliance with Gallagher’s ex or for another reason entirely. Pepper has yet to make a statement supporting or denying the allegations or explaining her part in Gallagher’s downward spiral. But you know that if and when she does, you’ll hear it first on the Dish.

        BENTON KOVAX, THE DENVER DISH

      

      

      

      Tabloid-famous Pepper Calhoun inhaled a calming breath, decided that didn’t quite cut it, and tossed her phone on the sofa. How was the madness only becoming more, well, mad? That people were still parsing her days with Kent and looking for reasons to blame her for his mistakes was crazy. Yet here they were.

      Explaining her part in Gallagher’s downward spiral?

      She shouldn’t have to explain a thing. People broke up every day. Fact. Sometimes one person was more to blame, sometimes it took two to tango. Fact. The things she could say … but wouldn’t because she was classier than that.

      Pepper had never considered herself classy, but she did consider herself loyal. Blabbing about her breakup with Kent would only make things worse, and sure enough, he was apologetic whenever the press put her name in their ridiculous, trash-filled mouths.

      On cue, a message from the man himself came in, though she had to admit the follow-up texts to each tabloid accusation against Pepper seemed to be taking longer and longer as time went on. In the early post-breakup days, she could rely on receiving that apology before she even had a chance to read the thing for which he was sorry. Now, almost two months after she’d broken up with him—or broken his spirit, depending on which rag you read—Kent’s check-ins were rolling in later and later. Case in point: this “article” was published three whole days ago.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kent

      

      
        Hey Pep, I’m guessing you saw the Denver Dish piece. Or maybe not! It might be better for your sanity if you ignored it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Pepper

      

      
        Sure did. Hard to miss when Connor insists on sending it on. That’s my brother, stirrer-in-chief!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kent

      

      
        Damn, I’ve told him to ignore it. As should you. They’re just looking for a reaction, which I won’t be giving them. I’m sorry you’re still caught up in this. I’ve told the Diamonds’ PR to be more definitive about your part in all this.

      

      

      

      

      

      Had he? Because she saw little to no evidence that she was under his protection. Still, she knew this was a tough couple of weeks for him, so she was prepared to cut him some slack.

      
        
          
            
              
        Pepper

      

      
        Don’t worry about it. I’ll survive! How are things with your new team?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kent

      

      
        It sucks, Pep. I know it’s my fault I’m in this position. I should have listened to you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kent

      

      
        …

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kent

      

      
        I really appreciate you having my back.

      

      

      

      

      

      Even if it meant her back was oozing from all the knife wounds she’d sustained, with the entire hockey world blaming her for Kent’s misfortune. She dug her nails into her palms, fighting for inner serenity. Stay classy. When they go low and all that.

      
        
          
            
              
        Pepper

      

      
        Have you made up with Dustin?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kent

      

      
        Yeah, we’re buddies again. Just alcohol and bad decisions. Listen, I gotta go—practice. Let me know if you hear any more trash talk. I’ll set the PR dogs on them!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Pepper

      

      
        Sure. Have a good practice!

      

      

      

      

      

      Off he went, secure in the knowledge he’d done his duty by checking in on the woman who knew all his dirty little secrets and had somehow convinced herself that keeping them at the expense of her reputation was justified.

      He hadn’t even asked about her latest interview. Not that there was much to tell.

      Pepper Calhoun? That’s an unusual name … ah, right. That Pepper Calhoun.

      End scene.

      Invariably, that was the script for her last three interviews, and she assumed it would be the same for the next three. Of course, the one for the Growing Minds Daycare Center had lasted a little longer. She actually got a tour of the facilities with their bright pastels and cute drawings of families and pets and purple trees while the interviewer pumped her for information about her personal life. A lot of, “Oh you’re back in Chicago with your dad. We’re all such huge fans of the Chicago Rebels, and we love Coach Calhoun! He must adore having you around.”

      Well, you’d have to ask him, but he would probably only sigh deeply and say, “Family’s a blessing.”

      Another text came in, this time from her friend Bridget.

      
        
          
            
              
        Heading to Bridgeport for dinner with the fam this evening. You want in?

      

      

      

      

      

      If there was anything worse than suffering the questions of potential employers, it was suffering the questions of Bridget’s big Irish family over corned beef and cabbage, the usual Sunday meal at the Shaughnessys’. They were a lovely, rambunctious lot but awfully nosy.

      
        
          
            
              
        Pepper

      

      
        Said I’d eat dinner with Dad. Could meet you after?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Bridget

      

      
        Perfect! I could use you as my excuse to bail before Grandma Eileen force-feeds me a fifth cup of tea and a slice of fruitcake. That shit’s dense enough to stop a door! Jimmy’s Tap at 7?

      

      

      

      

      

      Ugh, a sports bar. She didn’t even need to text that reaction because Bridget was already weighing in with a counter-argument.

      
        
          
            
              
        Bridget

      

      
        Time to get over yourself, girl! No one will recognize you, not when you look like a completely different person these days. Stop being a hermit!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Pepper

      

      
        Okay, but this is just us, right? No making eyes at some South Side jabroni who only knows how to talk in hockey stats.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Bridget

      

      
        I promise.

      

      

      

      

      

      But she added a wink emoji, so all bets were probably off.

      Pepper would have gone anyway. She needed cheering, and even if it was in the middle of a crowd of hockey bros, at least she would feel like she was part of something again.
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      The only thing worse than watching a hockey game where your team was losing was watching a hockey game in which you should be playing when your team was losing.

      Bast eyed the screen above the bar at Jimmy’s Tap on Chicago’s South Side and tried his best to conceal his disgust at the Hawks’ performance. One thing he appreciated about Jimmy’s, apart from the three-dollar Pabsts for weekday happy hours, was the gloom. Dark enough that you didn’t notice how sticky the surfaces were unless you fingertipped them—inadvisable—but more important, dark enough that a usually recognizable star hockey player might travel incognito.

      Hey ho, the beard and toque were also doing a top-notch job.

      Per his latest text, Reid was running late, which was code for “I’m banging my gorgeous girl.” Bast tried not to be put out. After all, his brother was happy now whereas before Kennedy and their cute little mutt Bucky arrived on the scene, he’d been one miserable fucker.

      A bit like how Bast felt right now. The news he’d received yesterday was not good.

      He was going to need surgery on his wrist.

      The Hawks’ ortho had told him it wasn’t healing as well as it should be. Maybe, in his eagerness to get back out on the ice, he’d gone overboard with his training. Surely an extra thirty minutes with a few wrist flexions and extensions shouldn’t have been so catastrophic. Yet here he was, with the possibility he might not be back at all.

      The org had been previously supportive but were waiting for the injury update before they entered into contract negotiations. Now? He was damn sure his current overlords were going to dump him. After all he’d done for them, the team was willing to give him up with the flick of a wrist—or wrist fracture.

      The numbers for wrist injuries aren’t good, Bast. Statistically it makes more sense to give you up and get the better draft pick.

      Asshole management, always looking for the new and shiny.

      He re-focused on the screen again. Right now his boys were on the wrong end of two and zip, and they still thought they could do without him. Sure, he might be useless this minute, but it wouldn’t always be this way. He’d be back to form soon.

      If he said it enough times, it might come true.

      A few minutes into his visit, he was still riding under the radar. He rarely went this long without a fan coming up to ask him about the Hawks’ Cup win four years ago or his goal-scoring streak from a couple of seasons back. Lately those queries had gone by the wayside, only to be replaced by more bothersome ones like: How’s the wrist, man?

      Well, I thought it was better, but maybe I was trying to convince myself that I’m not a washed-up loser after all.

      His phone buzzed with a text from Reid.

      
        
          
            
              
        Twenty minutes out.

      

      

      

      

      

      He shot back a quick response.

      
        
          
            
              
        Bast

      

      
        If you need extra time to kiss your girl goodbye …

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Reid

      

      
        She’s trying to kick me out the door. Won’t be long.

      

      

      

      

      

      Before he could react to that, another text came in, this time from his agent, Kit Mallinson.

      
        
          
            
              
        Got a second?

      

      

      

      

      

      He’d been waiting for this. Dialing Kit, he headed outside to get some privacy. “Hey, what’s up?”

      “Just had a chat with Fitz over at the Rebels. He’d like to talk to you, sooner than later.”

      Fitz, as in Hale Fitzpatrick, the Rebels’ newer GM. He’d been sniffing around for a while but Bast had been putting him off, not ready to make a move. Now all that had changed.

      “But my contract isn’t up until July.”

      “And you know in your heart they won’t renew. You’re essentially a free agent in all but name, and if you want to stay in Chicago—which I know is important to you—then having the Rebels in your back pocket would be the way to go.”

      Kit had said Bast might have other offers, but he hadn’t sounded all that hopeful. Wrist injuries, man. So tricky.

      “Does he know about the likelihood of surgery?”

      “Yeah. Didn’t faze him, but the Rebels are gamblers. Always have been. This would be either the most forward-thinking move of the modern hockey era or a huge mistake they’ll never recover from.”

      Let it be the former because his agent was right about one thing: Bast loved Chicago and wanted to stay here. The on-ice clash with his brother might have broken his wrist, but it started them on the road to fixing their relationship. It had been a childhood dream to play with Reid instead of against him. If his damn wrist would only cooperate, this season they could create magic together on the same team.

      “Set up the meet. Can’t hurt to hear what they have to say.”

      “Will do.”

      Bast hung up and took a moment to let the March chill awaken his senses after the bar’s heat, but really he needed the time to assure himself all was not lost. That he still had something to offer. This was good. Moving forward with his career and not letting the bastards beat him down.

      Only this wasn’t how it was supposed to go. He should be getting the full support of his current org, not having to make nice with the top brass of a different one. He flexed his wrist, like that could convince him he was in good enough shape for this fight. It felt good, but apparently not good enough for the Hawks. And then because he was feeling unusually masochistic, he checked Marina’s Insta.

      A bikini pic, of course, Marina by a pool with Brian Costa, a linebacker with the Packers, her mouth in that sexy pout he knew so well. The hashtags were typical of her usual posts. #PostSeasonRelaxation #Poollife #Balilife #Islandlife #fuckthis

      Okay, not the last one. Marina would never. She was incredibly conscious of what it took to be the perfect WAG. The designer duds, the toned body, the carefully curated images. They had dated for a few months off and on last year, took a break and were back together just before his injury. He had hoped she’d see him through that, but by January—only a month after he was decked—she had given up. He was too sad-faced in her pictures, too “real,” completely harshing the vibe she was trying to create. By the time the Superbowl rolled around, she had found another guy who better suited her image.

      A winner.

      (Okay, not completely, but Costa had graduated to the most popular sporting event in the country, and while the Packers didn’t win, he had remained injury-free. Much more in tune with Marina’s narrative.)

      Annoyed with himself, Bast closed the app and snatched another cold influx of air. He was almost tempted not to return to the bar, to tell Reid he’d decided to head home to wallow. Watching a game he couldn’t play, surrounded by the fans who would normally adore him when at his peak, chatting with the man who had caused the injury in the first place, seemed like a special kind of purgatory. A punishment for how easy he’d had it until now. The press liked to compare his road to Reid’s, always pointing out that he hadn’t had to fight to get to his position. Not like the elder Durand who had struggled every step of the way. These days that kind of underdog backstory held more appeal.

      Just thinking that put a stopper in Bast’s self-pity outpour. If he went home now because he was #sadface about his ex and not being ready for primetime on the ice, then what did that say about him? Besides Reid deserved every piece of good fortune coming his way. He had worked his ass off to get there and Bast’s injury was an accident. Shit happened.

      His thoughts strayed to Cecy, the little girl with cancer. How fair was it that this beautiful soul had to suffer like that? Not fair at all. Yet here he was whining about a delay getting back to the sport he loved more than anything. Because that was all it was: a temporary setback. Life went the fuck on, and Bast needed to remember he was in a blessed position.

      Another team wanted to talk to him—how lucky was he to still be in the conversation?

      He headed back inside and retook his seat, just in time to see Smithy, the Hawks’ left winger, send a wicked drive that whizzed past the wrong side of the pipes. A collective groan went up in the bar, the crowd operating as one roiling beast in pain.

      Except for the woman beside him.

      She hadn’t been there before he left to call Kit. He would have noticed this raven-haired beauty, but in his five-minute absence, she had settled in and ordered a Rolling Rock. Not only that, but an empty shot glass sat sentry beside the green bottle.

      With sleek, dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, a stubborn tilt to her chin, and rosy cheeks, she looked like Snow White on a bender.

      A touch presumptive? Perhaps. That shot glass could have been left over from a previous customer, only that conclusion was laid to waste when she raised it in the direction of the bartender and immediately got it refilled with Patron. This woman meant business.

      The TV screen didn’t interest her. Bast Durand didn’t interest her, which was interesting in itself. Usually you’d take, at least, a cursory glance at whoever sat down beside you. Guess the beard n’ beanie disguise was working just fine.

      Something that was confirmed when she turned to him with a blank, slightly unfocused stare and said, “That seat’s taken.”

      There was a challenging set to her chin, like she expected trouble but a shot of tequila would see her right. Because she’d spoken to him, he took that as permission to look his fill. Even sitting, he could tell she was possessed of amazing curves, shapely hips, and a nice rack, though it was covered by a University of Denver hoodie. He couldn’t see her ass, but he suspected it was as hot as the rest of her.

      “Sure is,” he said in response to her comment about the seat’s current ownership.

      “No, I mean by my friend.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Who?”

      Oh boy. “Your friend?”

      “Why do you assume it’s a female friend?”

      “Fifty-fifty guess.”

      She corkscrewed a finger in the air. “Typical.”

      “What is?”

      “Your assumption that there are only two genders. Fifty-fifty guess.” Her voice went deeper on that last phrase, an impression of him, he supposed.

      “One in three odds, then.”

      She twitched her nose. Damn cute, even if it signified disapproval of his hasty take on gender identity.

      “It’s a woman.” She picked up her Rolling Rock, readied to take a draft, then changed her mind. “My friend is a woman and that’s her seat.”

      He nodded slowly and took an eye at the screen. Another miss, another crowd-swollen groan.

      “But she’s not here.”

      She sighed. “Not yet. But you have to leave when she arrives. That’s the deal.”

      He smiled, figuring there was no need to argue the fact he’d been sitting here first. They had a deal.

      “Fair enough.”

      She fixed him with an inscrutable look through eyes an unusual shade of golden-hazel, and big, like a children’s book illustration. Did she recognize him or—his pulse rate picked up—did she not? Which would be better. Much better.

      “Why so sad?”

      That surprised him. “You think I’m sad?”

      She pointed at his mouth. “Looks like one of those paper-over-the-cracks smiles.” Followed by a lazy wave at the TV screen. “Is it because of these losers?”

      These losers, his teammates. That, and so much more.

      “No one likes to see their team on the wrong end of that kind of score line.”

      She snorted. Clearly, she wasn’t on board with that sentiment.

      “Did you ever think that it might be because of your hat?”

      “My hat?”

      “No one else here is wearing one, which makes you the odd one out. Or maybe you’re having a bad hair day. I get it. Truly.” She gave a general motion of her hand at her own, to his mind, perfect, hair.

      He wanted to laugh, but she seemed so serious about his funny hat, his bad hair, or both. “I’m always cold. Hence the headwear.”

      “Tough to be you.”

      “The stories I could tell.”

      She chuckled, a raspy sound that went straight to his dick. It had been a while, so he was extra-susceptible to sexy chuckles with just the right amount of gravel.

      But there was something else about that chuckle. Something strangely familiar. Her eyes, too …

      “It’s a good-looking hat,” she said before he had a chance to examine this weird sensation of déjà vu. “Your grandma knit it?”

      An insult, perhaps, but he had her there.

      “Someone’s grandma did. A sick little girl gave it to me as a gift.”

      She studied him again, checking his story out with a lie-detecting cast to her expression. He must have passed the test because she nodded. “Cool. You’re a saint.”

      True enough, it wasn’t the best crafted of hats, but Granny Gwen had given it to him and that meant something. Especially when he wasn’t feeling a lot of love.

      The crowd let out a loud groan. Winnipeg had scored again, so now the home team was down by three. He shook his head.

      “Sucks to be a Hawks fan right now,” she said just as the bartender slid another Rolling Rock across the bar. Her second to add to the shots.

      She offered a twenty, but he held up his hand to the bartender.

      “Add that to my tab.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “Why not?”

      She blew out a breath, which caught a stray dark curl near her forehead and gave it a half-hearted lift. “Because …” The moment was held suspended. “I’m not here to be picked up by some jabroni.”

      That would normally be enough to deflate his dick, but instead it pulsed, inspired by the challenge she presented. “Is that the only reason I’d buy you a beer?”

      She waved her hands, taking in the entire bar. “Trying to think of any other.”

      “You must be an incredibly suspicious type or severely lacking in imagination because I can think of at least three.”

      For his efforts, he was rewarded with an inordinately cute kick to the corner of her lips. The charm was finally penetrating and the success sent an endorphin rush barreling through him.

      “Oh yeah? Hit me.”

      Reason #1: I’d like to talk to the one person in this bar who seems to have no clue who I am.

      Instead he went with, “First, you put me in my place about my gender assumptions. Much appreciated.”

      “True, true,” she murmured, with what sounded like a tipsy pride.

      “Two, you said nice things about my hat”—though she hadn’t really—“which me and my hat really appreciate. And three …”

      He tried to think of something else, wishing he didn’t have to. He was Bast Fucking Durand after all. Never in his life had a woman considered not accepting his offer to buy her a drink in a bar. He would’ve liked to say this need to convince her was refreshing, but after his recent funk, he was eager for a win.

      Maybe he should introduce himself. Take the easy way out. She might not care who he was, but letting her know could be the boost he needed. Yet something in him longed for the stretch to his charm muscles, one he hadn’t had to confront since he’d made his name as a star athlete at U Mass seven years ago.

      While he searched for a third reason, she spoke. “I suppose you could be trying to make sure Rolling Rock stays in business? It’s not the most popular of beers. Kind of past its heyday.”

      “Exactly!” He flourished his hand to make his—or her—point, then let loose a grin.

      She returned one of her own, and wow, little firecrackers went off in his chest. The gravity of before was replaced with a sunshine that warmed him through.

      “Thanks for helping me out there,” he said, inclining his head slightly. Something floral tickled his senses, and the closer he got the more that feeling of familiarity came back to him. But he would remember if he’d met her. A woman like this would stay lodged in his consciousness for sure.

      “Looked like you could do with the assist.” She took a sip of her beer, eyeing him over the neck of the bottle.

      He leaned on the bar, his laundry list of troubles no longer on his mind.

      They had been replaced by the perfect distraction.
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      Pepper had noticed him the moment he sat down beside her. Sooner than that. He’d been outside the bar on the phone in hushed tones, tall, bearded, and broad-shouldered. Impossible to miss.

      Once she found an empty duo of seats, she should have placed her purse on the stool beside her, but she’d been anxious to get her order in while she had the bartender’s attention. Anxious to smooth out her jagged insides after her exchange with Kent earlier and the ultimatum from her father.

      You can’t get a job? Then take the one I give you.

      By the time her drinking buddy had sat down, she was a shot to the good, the warmth in her body making her brave. She would usually never tell someone that an empty seat was taken, not if she hadn’t employed proactive steps to secure it. That was the unwritten code—claim it with property, not expect that people would be mind-readers.

      The moment it came out of her mouth—“that seat’s taken”—she wondered if it sounded rude. She was a polite person, as a rule. It was one of the tenets she taught her kids, that and kindness.

      Or had taught them in distant months past. Before her association with Kent blackballed her from doing anything meaningful with her life. Now her father wanted her to take a job that was, frankly, a joke.

      When this stranger sat beside her, something in her reared up. Maybe it was the tequila. Maybe she wanted to be rude. Maybe she needed to assert herself after so long of doing the opposite.

      That was before she realized who he was.

      Because there was no doubt that this was Bastian Durand—and right now, in this bar, he appeared to be hiding that fact from the world.

      Little wisps of dark hair, pushed flat by his headwear, curled along his high cheekbones. He had a perfectly-square jaw—or she imagined so as it was covered by a rather lustrous beard. The bluest eyes she had ever seen stared back at her, tropical beach blue, forging a connection that was likely all in her imagination.

      Removing all doubt that her tequila goggles were playing tricks on her, a wrist brace peeked out from the cuff of his jacket, a reminder of the season-ending injury he’d sustained in a game back in December.

      He didn’t seem to recognize her. Not that she was all that famous, but she’d had a short spurt of painful attention that had left her damaged. She’d worn her hair differently then. Blond because Kent liked it that way, and now she was back to her natural brunette. So in a way, she was also incognito, a bit like Bastian who hadn’t been assaulted by a single fan in the time she’d been here.

      She should leave, tell Bridget that she’d meet her somewhere else because this situation had trouble written all over it. Yet she felt a pull here, something drawing her closer to him, even if the sensible part of her preferred to label it as stubbornly sticking to the spot.

      A few minutes enjoying that charming mouth wouldn’t hurt. After the last few months, didn’t she deserve a little fun? She was twenty-two years old, a college dropout, sleeping in her old childhood bedroom. She hated that version of herself, so tonight she would be someone else. Flirty and carefree, at least until Bridget showed her face.

      Still, it would be easier to pull off if she played dumb about his identity. Time to establish some ground rules.

      “I hate hockey, by the way.”

      He narrowed his eyes, like she had told an off-color joke. “You hate … hockey?”

      “Yeah, I just thought I should put that out there in case you wanted to use it as—” She waved, searching for words the tequila made unreachable.

      “Conversation fodder?”

      “Uh huh. Gotta find different fuel for this, Mister.”

      “Okay.” He nodded, looking a touch whiplashed by the prospect of a hockey-free chat.

      Oh, she enjoyed how that felt, the silly victory in it. She bit back her smile, eager to see where he went next.

      “Well, I’m sort of a fan,” he said, with one eye on the screen above the bar. Several competing emotions danced over his face as he puzzled out how to make progress without the inherent advantages of the Bastian Durand mythos. “But we don’t have to talk about that. Let’s talk about you.”

      No, thanks. “You first. What do you do?”

      “What do I do?” As if it was the strangest question in the world. She’d caught him on the back foot, so now she waited for him to give up and spill the beans.

      I’m Bast Durand, power forward with the Hawks, the team that’s playing on that screen right now. Winner of the Stanley Cup, twice-winner of the Hart Memorial Trophy. Hey, I could go on.

      “Yeah, how do you earn a crust? Pay for food and shelter?”

      “It’s, uh, kind of boring.”

      Interesting. “Can’t be that boring.”

      “Super boring. I give advice on retirement funds.”

      “Oh, right, that is boring.” She couldn’t help her giggle, though it was tempered slightly by a flicked glance at his braced wrist. Maybe he’d weighed the benefits of being Bast Durand against the annoyance of being asked about the one thing keeping him from what he loved, and decided, today I give advice on retirement funds.

      Maybe, like her, he was trying on a different mask. She wasn’t planning on being all that truthful either.

      “But important work,” she affirmed with a hand on his arm. She wasn’t sure why, but she had an irresistible urge to touch him. Make sure he was real.

      Or okay.

      “Everyone needs that kind of advice.”

      “Yeah, super important.” He smiled, evidently relieved that they’d overcome that hump. There was also a touch of, did I really get away with that? So cute. “Let me guess what you do. You don’t like hockey, so I’m going to say nothing to do with sports.”

      “That leaves quite a lot.”

      “Something in the beauty industry. Or law enforcement. Or maybe you cook.”

      She laughed, though it was tinged with sadness for the career she’d had to abandon. “We could be here all night.”

      “I wouldn’t mind,” he said, which was either a glib line or shockingly honest.

      Rather than overthink it, she offered up the first thing that came into her head. “Right now, I tend bar.”

      “And you hang out in bars on your night off.”

      “Always looking for inspiration. How are other tenders cutting up limes these days? Quarters? Eighths? Against-the-grain thirds?” She held up her hands, hoping the gesture could somehow convey the meaning of fractions. The tequila was lighting up her veins.

      He chuckled. “Right, I can see how you’d want to keep your finger on the pulse. So why the hockey hate?”

      “Most hockey players and fans are jerks, I find.”

      “Kind of harsh.”

      About ten feet away, a couple of guys reached for each other across a table, wrestled for long enough to spill a drink before they were separated and forced to hug it out. One of them started crying. Fifteen seconds of idiocy in three acts.

      “Did you plan that?” he asked in amazement.

      “Didn’t need to.” An ex-fiancé, a hockey-mad brother, and a father who lived and breathed it had informed her worldview. “But I don’t follow hockey all that closely.” An image of Kent tried to ruin the vibe, and she desperately pushed it deep.

      “You okay?” He moved in closer. “You looked like you had a flurry there.”

      “A flurry?”

      “Yeah, like a bad memory manifesting.”

      We’ve got a sharp one here. “Something like that.”

      He held her gaze and after an age, said, “Flurry be gone.” Like he was an old-timey magician.

      “Flurry be gone,” she repeated, as if the mantra could help. Silly, but strangely it did. Like together they could wish away all the bad things.

      Instead of making her happy, it touched her with sadness. If he wasn’t who he was and she wasn’t who she was … No point even thinking it. Which meant she needed to exit this situation immediately.

      Before she could come up with a departing line, he spoke again. “So, in about three minutes, my brother’s going to arrive.”

      That settled it. “Okay.”

      “And it’s going to be different. I can’t say why right now, but it will be. So I wondered if you’d give me your number now so we can remember how good it was before it all changed.”

      He had no idea just how much. Would Reid recognize her? The elder Durand brother had played with the Denver Diamonds for almost a year. But when she had moved in those circles, he hadn’t been very social. She couldn’t recall a single instance of Reid at a Diamonds’ team party or an after-game meet-up.

      She couldn’t risk it.

      Number exchange was out. Flirt time was over. There was no future here, she’d had her fun, and it was time to wrap this up.

      “I hardly know you,” she hedged, pulling herself to a half-stand. It brought her closer to him, so much so her breasts brushed against his chest.

      He leaned in, maintaining the bodily contact. Her nipples popped hard against her hoodie. “You don’t know me at all, but admit it, you want to.”

      She laughed to cover up the yearning. She did. A little too much, which was the sign that she had to call time on this moment of madness.

      Her phone vibrated on the bar.
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      “I really should be going.”

      “I thought you were meeting someone.”

      “I-I was. But that’s all changed.”

      He held her gaze for a charged beat, then took out his phone. “Maybe we could meet up later.”

      “So you can talk about hockey?”

      He smirked. “There won’t be much talking, sweetheart, hockey or otherwise.”

      That should have signaled him as a Grade-A dick, but she admired his confidence and his irrepressible charm. Being the subject of his attention, his effort to woo her, was exhilarating. Only she remembered how quickly that feeling could fade, how the darkness could easily swallow up the light.

      She needed to let him down gently. He’d made a valiant play and couldn’t be faulted for failing.

      But first, or last, she allowed herself one more moment of indulgence. That clean, male scent; those charm-stoked blues; the facial hair she wanted to run her fingers through. Those lips she imagined pressed against hers and other more intimate parts of her body.

      In return, his gaze catalogued her features. He might be questioning where he’d seen her before.

      “I have to leave.” She moved past him, all too conscious of his hard body, teasing mouth, and curiosity about why she was playing so hard to get.

      “But I don’t know your name, Cinderella.”

      “And I don’t know yours, Prince Charming.”

      Challenge issued. He could lie, like he had about his job, or he could fess up.

      She watched as his mind churned with the weight of indecision. He was wondering if telling her who he was would make a difference.

      But she had the advantage. Knowing it would make all the difference in the world, she held a finger to his lips. “Let’s not. You’ll thank me later.”

      His eyes went dark. “Not sure I will.”

      He didn’t realize the favor she was doing him. “Bye, it was nice to meet you.”

      But as she tried to leave, someone pushed her from behind, back into his orbit. A universe bitch move, telling them this moment was far from over. Bast’s hand landed on her hip, steadying her, and that heated touch was the best thing to happen to her in months.

      Yes, so pathetic.

      “Hi,” he said, his eyes twinkling, as if he’d planned the whole thing.

      “Hi,” she murmured back. She felt sluggish, dazed by his sensual aura.

      People weren’t this overwhelming in real life, surely. “So, about that number,” he said. “Because it seems you’re still here and that’s got to mean something.”

      “Only that it’s crowded with all these hockey idiots.”

      Another challenge. If he could accept her blatant contempt of his profession, maybe …

      Maybe what? Maybe nothing. So far, no harm had been done. Just a drink purchased, some light-hearted banter exchanged, pulse rate spiked. Neither of them would remember it in the morning.

      “Well, this hockey idiot would like to learn more about the error of his ways. You seem like the kind of girl who could teach me where I’ve been going wrong all this time.”

      “Let’s start with you calling me a girl.”

      His brow crimped. “Have I screwed up on the gender identity business again?”

      “No, I mean that I’m a woman.”

      A thoroughly disarming head tilt was his answer. “That you are. Tell me what else I need to know.”

      That I’m the last person you need in your life right now, just as you’re the last person I need in mine.

      Yet she wanted to bathe in his brightness a little longer. It came out of nowhere, a blinding flash of inspiration and daring.

      “Could I ask a favor?”

      “Anything,” he whispered.

      “Could I … touch your beard?”

      He didn’t even look surprised. He merely nodded, like her request had taken away his power to speak, so she reached up and allowed herself this one little luxury before he came to his senses. A feel-up of his jaw, her fingers shaping that strong curve, her thumb close to his lips.

      The longer she indulged this, the harder it would be to break away.

      One more second. Five. At twenty, she dropped her hand, marveling at how, for the briefest moment, this one connection felt like truth.

      He was breathing heavily. “Tell me that’s not worth pursuing.”

      “I can’t.” Tell you that. Neither could she stay another second longer. This was his career she was trying to protect.

      “Pepper!”

      Damn. Bridget waved like she was directing an airplane on a runway and began making her way slowly through the crowd. The last thing Pepper needed was to have her friend, who was a bit of a star-fucker, recognize Bast.

      “Sorry, that’s my friend.” One step back.

      “Wait.” He frowned, recalibrated. The dreamy expression had fallen right off his face. “Is that your name? Pepper?”

      “I really should go.”

      He mouthed her name, her somewhat unusual name, and snapped his gaze to her.

      Here it comes.
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