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        They say, ‘the worst feeling is loving someone who doesn’t love you in return, but for me the worst feeling is loving someone who also loves you yet you can’t be together.
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Chapter 1


          

          
            Extreme makeover

          

        

      

    

    
      Alek

      

      I climbed out of my Lamborghini in the players’ parking lot of the LA NHL facility. The California breeze lifting my cap was cool in January. At least to me. After spending my entire hockey career in Florida, Texas, Nevada and SoCal, my blood was thin. Still, beat the hell out of places like Edmonton and Winnipeg.

      The hat twisted around, loose on my head. I'd need to adjust it now that I'd shaved off my hair. I ran a hand over my newly smooth jaw. I was regretting the extreme makeover, but the anger that inspired it was still burning in my core.

      I checked the cars in the lot, a growl threatening when I saw Weasel's Ferrari. Fucking double-crosser. I shut the car door, careful not to slam it, and stalked to the players’ entrance, ready for my close-up. The haircut made a statement, and everyone on the team would find out what had really happened in our game last night.

      I pushed open the door to the locker room, where at least half the roster players were already assembled, changing for practice, shooting the shit, making plans. My stall mates weren't there yet, so I had space on each side. I pulled off my hat, threw it on the top shelf. Hung up my jacket and stashed my shoes. Slowly, the noise level dropped. I reached for the hem of my T-shirt and pulled it over my head. My full sleeves were on display, but that wasn’t what attracted attention.

      "What the fuck? Is that you, Denny?" team captain Marty asked.

      I turned around, every guy’s stare on my smooth head and jaw. I crossed my arms. "What's the problem?"

      "Your hair. What happened to your hair?"

      Last night, when we’d left after the game, my hair fell to my shoulders. I often had to tie it back to keep it from falling in my face. Not now. The full beard was also gone.

      I shrugged. "I lost a bet."

      Marty’s eyes bugged. "Who…what the hell?"

      I turned my head until my glare was pinned on Weasel. "Someone bet that I couldn't get away with an illegal stick last night."

      The guys were quiet again for a moment, since the resulting penalty had led to our loss.

      "That's why you had that stick?" Marty sounded pissed.

      I nodded, gaze still focused on Weasel. "It was supposed to be just the first couple of shifts. Everyone knows that none of the coaches risk stopping the game to ask for measurements." If a coach was wrong, they'd be assessed a delay of game penalty.

      "But you got caught, dumbass."

      I looked at Beano, Weasel’s best friend. "Because the guy who bet me told San Jose what was going on."

      I heard the sucked-in breaths. For a teammate to deliberately give up a power play? That shocked them. Some of these guys believed their teammates were all loyal. News flash—they weren’t. Everyone was out for themselves.

      Marty frowned. "Why did you bother shaving, then? It wasn't a fair bet."

      "Because I don't cheat. Or weasel out of consequences. I follow through. Some of the guys in this room are not to be trusted." I was pissed that I’d forgotten that, thanks to tequila and a misguided belief that I had friends.

      Everyone’s eyes were focused on Weasel. "Fuck you, Denny," he spat.

      "What the fuck, Weasel? Why would you do that?" Marty was almost as pissed as I was.

      Weasel turned to the others, all watching him in shock or anger or disappointment. "He slept with my sister!"

      This? Again?

      "I told you, I didn't know who she was," I growled. “You didn’t mention that she was visiting and joining us at the bar. You buggered off with some jersey chaser so how the hell was I supposed to know she was related to you?”

      Two months ago, I’d been out at a club with Weasel and Beano. With the two of them nowhere to be found, I’d been approached by a woman wearing a short, sexy dress and enough makeup that no one could see a resemblance to my teammate. She’d been all over me, wanting sex, and I'd obliged. If I’d known who she was, I wouldn’t have touched her, but I didn’t ask for ID.

      Weasel pointed at me with a shaking finger. "You don't mess with a teammate's sister!"

      “I DIDN’T KNOW!” I yelled, frustrated that he refused to listen. "Maybe you should tell your teammates who she is. Or, what the hell, tell your sister not to mess with us. She wanted it."

      Weasel lunged for me. I loosened my arms, ready to vent my anger with my fists, but Beano pulled him back.

      Marty, wearing most of his gear, stepped between us. "For fuck's sake, the two of you. That stunt cost us a goal. Denny, apologize. And Weasel, let it go."

      I’d apologized to Weasel before, and I wasn’t doing it again. It obviously didn’t take, though he’d pretended everything was okay. "What am I supposed to apologize for? Do I have to ask every bunny I come across if she's related to Weasel?"

      Some of the guys muttered. The fuckboys, the ones who didn't ask questions if they found someone willing, were on my side. The ones with female siblings supported Weasel.

      Yeah, teams really were just one big happy family.

      The assistant coach came in through the door, and, noticing the tension in the room, narrowed his eyes. "Better not be late, men. And Denny, manager wants to see you."

      My teammates turned to me, curious about this unexpected summons. Weasel had a smirk on his face, so maybe this wasn't so unexpected. Had he been sitting on his anger, pretending things were fine and just waiting for the right moment?

      "Now?" Coach was out for a couple of days with a family situation, so our assistant should be the one calling me out. The team manager didn’t normally deal with the players directly. He nodded, so I shrugged and pulled my shirt back on.

      This was my third year in LA, my longest stay with a team so far. Weasel had been signed at the start of this season on a one-year deal. I wasn't all rah-rah kumbaya with my teammates, but Weasel and I had gotten along. Neither of us had family in the area, and we liked scoring with the puck bunnies. We hung out together on the road, since we were looking for the same things. I'd thought he was as close to a friend as I had on the team.

      I should have known better. That dare, which he’d made into a bet—whether I could get away with our second line center's stick for a shift—meant he'd been planning to mess things up for me the whole time. Fuck him.

      This was just one example of why I didn't buy into the whole “team is family” bullshit some coaches liked to spew. At the end of the day, we were coworkers, often competing for the same job. The only family the team resembled was one of those fucked-up ones that sent people into therapy.

      I had time to consider possibilities as I took the elevator up to the management offices. My contract expired in a few months, at the end of the season. If this was about a new contract offer, I'd have heard from my agent. I was the top scorer on the team, so they weren't sending me down to the farm team. By a process of elimination, it must be a trade.

      I'd been playing in warm states since I started in the league. I hoped I wasn't being sent to Edmonton. They had a good team, but the weather…

      The GM's executive assistant, a woman about my age of thirty, who I suspected was having an affair with her boss, smiled at me when I entered the executive suite. She was pretty—hell, LA was full of beautiful people who'd come looking for a chance to make it in film or television. Actors took up most of the paparazzi attention, so there was less for athletes. And even then, basketball, football and baseball absorbed most of that space. Playing hockey here didn't get a lot of attention. Which was great—it gave us leeway to have fun.

      "You can go on in." Her eyes ran up and down my body, lingering suggestively at my groin, then she smiled and turned back to her computer. Nice to be appreciated but I wasn't going to touch anyone management was banging.

      The office was big, with expensive carpet and furniture, and a window looking down into the arena where the teams played. We weren't playing tonight, so the ice was covered by flooring for the basketball team. Behind a desk, close enough to the window to watch what was going on below, was the team’s general manager. He wore a bespoke suit, his face tanned and his hair perfectly cut. He smiled politely, but his eyes were cold. Definitely a trade.

      Fuck Weasel. And fuck me for believing him.

      "Have a seat, Alek."

      I sat down in one of the chairs in front of his desk, letting my legs spread and my arms relax. Never let them see you sweat.

      "I won't waste your time. You've been traded."

      I nodded.

      His eyes narrowed. "Your coach complains that you're not a team player."

      As if that’s why they’d signed me. "I was hired to score goals. And I do."

      "This last stunt, with the illegal stick⁠—"

      No, I was not taking the blame for that. "One of your 'team' players was the instigator on that. He dared me to do it, and then told San Jose so I'd be caught."

      His jaw clenched.

      I ran a hand over my shaved head. "This was the price for getting a penalty and losing the bet. I might not be a team player, but at least I'm honest."

      I wasn’t sure why I bothered explaining myself. The trade was a done deal. Nothing I said would change anything. I was just so tired of taking the blame for other people’s bad behavior.

      He shoved my comments aside and focused on selling what he’d done. "Actually, this trade should work for you. A team with a good chance of making the playoffs."

      "Sounds like a nice change." I showed my teeth in an imitation of a smile. LA had only made the playoffs once while I was here and had been eliminated in the first round. He didn't like that, but I had no reason to kiss his ass anymore.

      He leaned back in his chair, fiddling with a pen he’d picked up from his desk. "One of the two final teams from the last playoffs."

      Minnesota and Toronto. And fuck, if it was Minnesota, he be saying the champions. Toronto was among the last teams I'd want to play on. Cold and Canada. Fuck, fuck, fuckity fuck. I kept my face impassive.

      "You're going back to Canada. The Toronto Blaze."

      It wasn’t hard to connect the dots. Their first line winger had gone down last month. They’d been struggling this year but had finally started to turn things around. Seemed their team management hadn't given up on the season yet.

      He picked up a folder and slid it across the desk. "Here's the information on your flight, hotel, etc. We're keeping it quiet till Coach is back, so don't post on social media or speak to the press until we release the news. Angelina is forwarding everything to your email as well. She'll arrange to get your things packed and sent on."

      I stood. He didn't offer to shake my hand.

      I turned and prepared for life in Canada. Again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            There's a trade?

          

        

      

    

    
      Jess

      

      I came to the Top Shelf tonight because of the PAC. I’d planned to join them at the bar after the hockey game, since I needed to get caught up on my book club reading and I only went to games occasionally.

      When it was time to go, I’d been tempted to cancel, because it had been an epically bad day and I didn’t feel like being social. I wanted to huddle up in my bedroom and shut my brain off. I was partway through this month’s reading selection, but tonight I’d take a thriller. Or maybe a paranormal romance. Something as far away from my regular life as possible.

      But the PAC—Player Adjacent Club—was different. This was a group of women who were connected to hockey players, but not the usual WAGs. They’d become my closest friends in the city. For them, I'd bundle up against the cold Toronto January winds and trudge to the bar with my happy face on.

      The players the club referred to were hockey players on the Toronto Blaze, one of two NHL teams in the city. I was adjacent because my twin brother played on the team, not my romantic partner. Justin and I shared a condo and spent as much time together as wives and girlfriends did, but sisters weren't usually considered as important to a player. Except for the PAC.

      The PAC was new—it had started earlier this season when two of the players’ girlfriends, Jayna and Callie, had invited Katie, studying post-graduate math, to join them as nontraditional WAGs. They’d thought she was dating Ducky, one of the team’s top forwards, but at that point they were only friends. I appreciated their loyalty, since I was the only non-girlfriend in the group now. Plus, they were terrific women.

      I'd moved to Toronto after Justin was traded here. He'd been through a lot in New York before the trade, and I’d just finished my degree at Simon Fraser University in British Columbia. After his sacrifices for the family, totally unappreciated by our parents, I wanted to provide him support. My twin was a social turtle, even more so after all that had happened, and I’d intended to coax him out of his shell.

      Five years later, we were still roommates, his social life consisted of me and his teammates, and he still spent most of his time in that shell. I sometimes wondered if I was helping him or enabling him, but I couldn’t discuss it with anyone because I couldn't share his secrets. Last fall, when the team was in the finals, I'd hoped that winning the Cup would maybe give him the boost he needed to become the guy he used to be. But the Blaze lost. The team, including Justin, still wasn't over that.

      Problem for the future—I had enough for today. I climbed up the steps from the subway and huddled into my coat as I walked toward the bar.

      Once I stepped inside, into the warmth and out of the biting wind, I found Katie and Ducky sitting at the back, at the tables the players normally occupied

      Ducky had injured his knee last month, needing surgery. He wouldn't be playing again this season. He insisted that made him player adjacent and qualified him for the club. Somehow we'd swallowed that argument and let him hang out with us. Sometimes.

      I stopped at the bar to ask for a glass of wine, and checked the time. We had an hour or so before the game ended and the rest of the team would show up. Then the bar would be packed and we’d have steady table service. I brought my wine over and sat by Katie. "Hey, you two. How was class?" She'd been teaching tonight, which was why she hadn’t attended the game in person.

      She rolled her eyes. "Don’t ask. I get it—it's a general requirement course and these kids aren't math majors. But they should suck it up and not take it out on me."

      Ducky tightened his arm around her shoulders.

      "You didn't go to the game?" I asked him.

      He looked down at the table, where underneath his leg was in a brace. "It's hard."

      I nodded in sympathy. It wasn’t just the crutches. Ducky had been our top scorer before he was injured. Watching the team struggle while he felt guilty that he wasn't helping had to be tough. I was the same with my twin, when he was suffering and I could only watch.

      Before I had a chance to share about my shitty day, Jayna and Callie arrived. Callie sat across from me. Katie was a little younger, but Callie was about my age, with bright red hair and freckles. She was dating Cooper, captain of the team.

      Jayna was dating Braydon Mitchell, the team backup goalie, but she never forgot she was a player herself. She’d had to retire from playing because of a knee injury, and I wondered how tough it was for her to see Ducky and be reminded of what had happened. It was probably the same for Ducky to see her, wondering if that was his future.

      Tonight, Callie and Jayna were tied up with work commitments that kept them late, so none of us had been at the game. I liked hockey, but I didn’t go very often since I preferred that most of the people I met didn’t realize my brother was a hockey player for the Blaze. Too often then I was no longer a person, just a conduit to him.

      There was the usual bustle of finding seats and ordering drinks. We hadn’t seen each other for a while, so there was lots to catch up on. Callie was debating whether she wanted to stay at her firm or accept an offer from a competitor. Jayna was busy with her new responsibilities, not sure if it was time to take on extra staff. Katie was excited about finally making progress in her research project now that she wasn't tied to a misogynistic advisor.

      I didn’t say much. Today I'd gotten word that my favorite client had passed away. I had a lot of senior clients, so it wasn't shocking, but it still hurt. More than I’d expected. That news, coming on top of a couple of meetings that should have been emails and some criticisms about my low-risk investment strategies for my clients, had combined to make it a miserable day.

      Ducky and Jayna’s glances flicked over to the TV, where the Blaze game was playing. I didn’t have to look to know the Blaze weren’t winning—their expressions gave it away. I wasn’t the only one struggling tonight.

      Justin wasn’t going to be happy. None of the team would be.

      “Jess, what’s up with you? You’re quiet tonight.”

      I mustered up a smile for Katie. “Work was, well, work. Then I found out at the end of the day that Mrs. Garvin died this week.” Before they could ask, I explained. “She was my favorite client. You know how sometimes you just click with someone? It was like that, even though we were decades apart in age.”

      “Sorry to hear that, Jess.” Katie had heard me talk about Mrs. Garvin.

      I huffed. “And now her son will inherit everything. I’ve never met him, but from what she hinted, that won’t be enjoyable. She didn’t quite say it, but I think he’s an asshole.”

      Mrs. Garvin and I had shared a lot. It had been nice to talk to someone who knew who my brother was but didn't care. Thankfully, Johnson was a common last name, and most people didn't realize that my twin was the player known as JJ.

      Jayna and Ducky gasped, then raised their hands, big smiles on their faces. I turned around to check the TV and saw a replay of a goal—Cooper assisting Deek. While we were talking the Blaze had managed to break the tie, so if they could hold on to this lead, they'd have a win.

      The noise level at the bar dropped as almost every patron, and most of the staff, were glued to the screen for the last three minutes of play. Petrov blocked everything thrown at the Blaze goal, and the final buzzer rang.

      The mood in the bar lightened. The Blaze had been struggling all season, but after winning a hard-fought game against Minnesota, the team that’d beaten them for the Stanley Cup, they had finally shaken off the finals loss. They’d started winning games, but Ducky’s injury had been a blow to the offense.

      Every win counted as they tried to make it into the playoffs again. They’d been pulling through, but I wasn’t sure they could keep this up without their top scorer. At least tonight everyone was happy.

      When the players finally started to wander into the bar later, they had that cocky swagger from a win. They headed to the tables where we were already settled in. I scooched my chair down to one end, Katie and Ducky to my left as the men gathered in the seats, smiling and relieved. Everything was good, problems set aside until tomorrow. Justin was stressed about a possible trade if management concluded that the season was a write-off and they decided to sell off some of their assets—players—to rebuild for the future. I was sure he wasn’t the only one.

      Justin wasn't good at making friends, and it would unsettle him to be traded. And me—would I follow him again? Try to find a job in a new city? Would I be able to if he was traded to a US team?

      I shoved the worry aside and smiled at my twin. He looked at my glass of wine—second of the night—and raised a brow. I shook my head. I didn't need any more. He passed on down the table to a free chair near Cooper. They were linemates, and Cooper was Justin’s closest friend. He got along with Callie, and the four of us hung out together on free nights. I wished Justin could also find someone…but that was a touchy subject.

      “Hey, Jess.” Daniel Astrom, aka Fitch, sat across from us, in the seat Callie vacated when Cooper arrived.

      Fitch was new to the team, traded in over the summer. He’d roomed with Ducky initially, but bought a condo in our building earlier this month and had just moved in. He and Justin carpooled today, and it looked like the two of them would be friends as well. I was beyond thrilled that Justin had someone single, divorced and his age to hang out with, but it was another reason to worry about a trade.

      “Do you need a lift back when we’re done here?”

      I was pretty sure the clear liquid in Daniel’s glass was club soda, not vodka. Compared to some of the players on the team, he was mature. “That would be great.”

      Katie and Josh were whispering, staring at his phone. I missed what they said, but Daniel heard something. "Who's traded?"

      My stomach flip-flopped. Anything but that.

      Royster leaned over. "There's a trade?"

      "Shit, anyone got a message from their agent?"

      I shot a glance at Justin. He reached for his phone.

      Ducky yelled. "I did!"

      "No, Ducky! We need you next season!"

      He shook his head. "It's not me." That wasn't reassuring.

      "Who is it?"

      "I don't have any names. Allen says there's a trade, for a playoff rental. A goal scorer. That's all I know."

      Allen was Ducky’s agent, and very well connected. If he said it, it was probably true.

      "We could use someone to take your place till you're back, Ducky," Royster said.

      Conversation jumped from potential trade acquisitions to who might be leaving the team. I kept my eyes on Justin till he set his phone down and shrugged. Not reassuring. If they were trading for a forward, were they willing to give up someone on defense, someone like Justin?

      "I've got it!" yelled Crash. "Novak and Olsson for LA's Alek Denbrowski."

      The noise of the bar faded and returned in waves as the name hit me. Denbrowski.

      No. Way. Not him. Not here.

      "Are you fucking kidding me?" Justin swore, standing up and almost knocking his chair over. He winced at everyone staring at him in shock and turned away. "I'm hitting up the head."

      He stalked off, but he wasn't coming back.

      "You okay, Jess?" Katie asked.

      I couldn't answer. I wasn't okay, but I also wasn't explaining. Not now. I needed space, quiet, and a chance to figure out how badly this was going to fuck up life for Justin and me.

      I wanted to scream or hit something. “What a shitty day. Sorry to ruin the night."

      I fled for the bathroom, escaping from the questions I’d have to answer. Later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            I’ll do my best

          

        

      

    

    
      Alek

      

      Canada was fucking cold.

      I’d flown on a direct flight into Toronto, first class, losing three hours thanks to the time difference. I wasn’t recognized by anyone, probably because of the drastic image change. I’d had hair down to my shoulders since my first season in the NHL and grew the beard not long after. Now, my head felt weird and I kept running my hand over my chin, not used to the smoothness. I hadn’t had my hair this short since…high school, maybe? My grade nine photos might have shown me with a short cut, but not shaved like this. I shouldn’t have done it. I liked the flow and the versatility it provided. Fucking Weasel.

      We landed after dark. Shockingly, the teams had managed to keep the trade news quiet. Walking through Pearson Airport, TV screens flashed news headlines but none of them were about the Toronto Blaze. I’d been through here before with the LA team—no longer my team—and hockey news got top billing. I made it to customs before I was recognized. The agent’s eyes went wide but she didn’t ask anything personal. Still, this meant the clock was ticking—the news would be out soon.

      My leather jacket, the heaviest one I owned, wasn’t enough to keep the bitter wind from biting as I stepped out of the airport to catch a cab to the downtown hotel the team was putting me up at. Thanks to the hair and lack of trade news, I managed without any recognition at all. It was freaky. In LA, no one cared much, but whenever we’d played in Toronto I was always recognized.

      I’d played with guys who’d been traded in from Canadian markets, and they talked about how they were under the microscope up here in ways they weren’t in the southern states. Just playing for the Blaze should get me attention in Toronto. And that was without the other stuff.

      I checked into a reserved room in a different hotel from where the visiting teams stayed. The team had sprung for a suite, which was nice. I had no idea how long I’d be here. The way they were playing, the season could be over in less than three months, when the playoffs started. But if I provided the scoring the Blaze had been lacking, and the rest of the team played like they had last year, taking it all the way to the finals would keep me here through June. I’d never been on a team that went that far. In any case, with my contract expiring June thirtieth, I wasn’t staying here long-term. There was no need to buy a place. But the thought of living in the hotel for a possible five months was depressing.

      I unpacked the things I’d brought with me—toiletries and the warmest clothes I had. The Blaze were playing a game tonight, and then were off until the day after tomorrow. The teams would have arranged to get my gear shipped through, hopefully for morning skate, but it should definitely be here for the next game day. I pulled out my phone and opened Angelina’s email. She’d sent a list of rental agents I might want to consider, so I was clicking through their websites when there was a knock on the door.

      I checked the time. I hadn’t bothered turning on the game, but the Blaze would be playing the third period so no one from the team would be visiting. I hadn’t ordered room service or extra pillows. That left one strong contender.

      I stood and crossed to the door. A glance through the peephole confirmed my guess. I opened the door.

      Agent Miller of the Ontario Provincial Police was standing in the hallway in a rumpled suit, hands in his pockets.

      “What a surprise,” I greeted him.

      “Mr. Denbrowski.”

      “Agent Miller. You might as well come in.”

      I stood back, letting him lead the way to the sitting room. He looked around the room, decorated in upscale hotel style, and nodded. “Nice.”

      I shrugged and resumed my seat on the couch. Miller walked over to the bedroom, looking around, opening the door to the bathroom.

      “No one hiding here,” I assured him.

      He returned and settled in a chair. “I had to look. Just to say I did.”

      “How did you know I was in town? The teams haven’t announced the trade yet.”

      “Your passport is flagged. Someone should have talked to you at Pearson, but anyway, I got the information you were here. I called your agent, and he explained why you were in the country.”

      I was a Canadian. Born in Toronto. But for the last ten years I’d only been in the country when my teams played here. Every time that happened, I had this same sit-down with law enforcement. Royal Canadian Mounted Police when it was a western team, Sûreté du Québec in Montreal.

      “I’m stuck here for a while.”

      He looked out through the window, showing the lights of condos and hotels in the city. “Going to make things easier for the RCMP and the Quebec guys.”

      “How so?”

      “You won’t be coming through customs. They won’t have to talk to you when the Blaze are playing other Canadian teams. You’ll see more of me though.”

      Every time the Blaze came back from an American away game. At least Miller wasn’t bad, compared to some. I think he was almost sorry for me. “Let’s get it done, then.” I waited for him.

      He pulled a notebook out of his pocket. “When did you last hear from your parents?”

      “Ten years ago, more or less. Before they took off.” Two days before, to be exact.

      “And your sister?”

      “The same.”

      He looked up. “She’s turning eighteen soon. As an adult, she might want to reach out to you.”

      She was eighteen now? Shit. My memories were of an eight-year-old. I wouldn’t recognize her, probably. “Not sure she’d know how to find me, since I’ve been moving around.”

      He nodded and ticked something on his notepad. “Has anyone approached you on their behalf?”

      “No.”

      “Have you tried to make contact with them?”

      “No.”

      “Have you come across any information that could help us apprehend them?”

      “No.” I wasn’t sure what I’d do with that if I did find any, but I’d never been tested. My family had vanished as completely as if they’d been abducted.

      He sighed and shoved his notebook in his pocket again. He gave me a sympathetic glance. “We know where they are. There’s no extradition, so we can’t do anything about it, but if you were curious…”

      I shook my head in a jerk. “I don’t want to know.” They’d ripped off a lot of people in a Ponzi scheme and fled the country, leaving me to answer questions. Why the hell would I want to know where they’d gone?

      He stared at me for a moment. “You being here—that’s going to stir some people up.”

      There was a reason I’d never signed with a Canadian team. “It wasn’t my choice to come back.”

      He shoved to his feet. “If the press or some of the victims get out of line, let me know. I’ll see what I can do.”

      That was decent of him. But after ten years, he might even believe I knew nothing. I’d never known, not until the news was everywhere.

      I followed him to the small entryway. He opened the door and paused to look at me again. “The team needs you, with Ducky out. Might make your last name popular up here.”

      I wasn’t taking on the burden of the whole team. Hockey was my job. I was good at it and I made money playing it, but I didn’t expect more of the sport than that.

      “I’ll do my best,” I told him.

      He nodded and wandered down the hall to the elevators. Once he was gone, I closed the door and pulled in a long breath.

      I should be used to these visits. After so many years, they were just a formality. Some of the officers who talked to me, especially in the beginning, had been bristling with suspicion. I was sure someone, somewhere, kept track of my calls and my online presence, such as it was. I didn’t do social media, not anymore. Too many people wanted to use me, to vent their anger, or to recover what they’d lost. I changed phone numbers every few months and lived in buildings with security.

      My parents had victimized Canadians, so in the US, the interest was minimal. But coming back here? I’d have to find someplace else to stay than the hotel. It was too easy for someone to gain access.

      I still had a few hours, maybe till morning, before the trade was announced and those wronged people discovered I was in Toronto, where many of them lived. I picked up my jacket, insufficient as it was, and put my room key in my pocket. After a moment of consideration, I left my phone behind.

      While I still could, I wanted to drink in anonymity. Enjoy the closest thing I would have to freedom for months. I’d need to find a bar without a television though. The trade news was coming out soon. I was surprised it wasn’t out now.
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      I almost ran back to the bathrooms at the Top Shelf. There was an exit, leading into an alley. I'd have bet all the money I had that Justin left that way.

      The hallway was quiet, with no lineups for the restrooms. I pushed the exit door and checked the sidewalk outside. It had started to snow. I stepped out and drew my coat tighter around me, the January wind trying to find its way through my clothes. There was a dusting of white on the pavement, little enough that if it had been warmer, it would have melted on contact with the ground. Justin's boot prints led to the main sidewalk where they were lost in other tracks and additional snow.

      What was I supposed to do? He might have gone home to the condo. He might have found another bar, though that was less likely. The players on the team were too well known, and he wouldn't want to talk about the trade with anyone. Knowing my twin, he would walk, possibly for hours, venting his anger and frustration physically until he was tired.

      I sighed, debating options, before turning toward our place. I'd check the bars on the next couple of blocks, just in case. If I didn't find him, I would call a ride to go home and wait for him. He had to show up sometime.

      The snow fell more thickly. I shivered. I hadn't dressed for a hike in Toronto in January. Our condo wasn't far from a subway stop, and I’d assumed we would get a ride back. Then again, I’d assumed we were done with the Denbrowskis messing up our lives.

      I passed a couple of noisy bars. One had a big television with the Canadian Sports Network on, pictures of Alek Denbrowski and the traded Blaze players on the screen. Denny had long hair and a full beard, like some kind of mountain man or lumberjack. A good-looking one. I wrenched my gaze away. His appearance didn’t matter. Handsome or plain, wearing rags or an expensive suit like Cooper would change nothing. What his family had done to mine, and how this was still affecting us was the important thing. Denny, in Toronto, was going to mess up our family dynamics badly. Technically not his fault, but the name was enough to twist my stomach in knots.

      I kept walking, telling myself to find the nearest subway stop or call up Lyft and go home. But going home meant dealing with Justin, and most tryingly, our parents, once they heard. Being cold was better than that.

      I shivered. I'd have to either go home or warm up somewhere else because my toes and fingers were starting to tingle.

      Someone stepped out of a smaller bar, warm air releasing onto the sidewalk. I checked inside. There wasn't a lot of noise. Dark paneling, gold lights fairly dim, and no televisions. No talking heads discussing the trade for Denbrowski. No hockey jerseys anywhere that I could see.

      Maybe Justin had found this place. I could stop for a minute. Warm up. Postpone going home a little longer.

      Once inside, I took in a lungful of warm air. Notes of whiskey, wet wool, and cologne. Whatever music was playing was muted, and only low-voiced conversations could be heard. No sign of my twin though.

      I was tired. Tired of being the person my family needed. So tired of managing the four of us and the stress that involved. As soon as word of this trade spread, I'd hear from our parents. Justin would stop talking. I'd have to handle the three of them, and I had my own problems. The prospect felt overwhelming.

      I decided to take an hour and prioritize my own shit.

      I braced my shoulders and headed to the back where a few barstools were empty. I didn’t want to sit at a table on my own because company was the last thing I wanted. I unbuttoned my coat, pulled off my gloves and boosted myself up on a stool. When the bartender, an older woman with brown hair pulled back in a ponytail, came over, I asked for bourbon on the rocks. She didn't react, just got to work and soon the glass was in front of me.

      I stared at the dark liquid surrounding a large cube of ice. It was pretty. I wrapped a hand around it, lifting it up. "To you, Mrs. Garvin." Then I took a swallow.

      I almost choked on the burn. Whoa. I was not a whiskey drinker, though my client was. Had been. Despite her cancer diagnosis, she was a strong woman. She’d been widowed for twenty years and thrived on her own. She had a sharp mind and loved bourbon. Hearing she'd died hurt. Yes, she'd only been a client, but we'd connected. I'd helped her when she knew she didn't have long to live, making sure her finances were set up the way she wanted them.

      Ordering the bourbon for her seemed like a fitting tribute. But now I had a glass of bourbon to deal with. I swirled it around, hoping the melting ice cube would dilute it enough to make it drinkable.

      Two glasses of wine, a mouthful of bourbon, a walk in the cold, and the warm room swept over me. I slumped onto my elbows on the bar. My phone buzzed but I ignored it. Parents, brother, whoever. I didn't want to deal right now.

      "Are you drinking that or watching it?"

      Was that question for me? I twisted on my stool to see the speaker and almost fell off. While I'd been looking for the secrets of the universe in a glass of bourbon, a very attractive man had taken the seat beside me.

      He was around my age and looked tall, even sitting on a stool. He was wearing a T-shirt under a leather jacket, not nearly warm enough for this cold night. His dark hair was buzzed to his skull, but he was lucky enough to look good that way. He was clean-shaven, but his head and jaw were pale, as if he'd gotten the cut after he'd been on vacation.

      The shirt and jacket were stretched over a muscled chest and well-developed arms. At work, the men I saw were business types. They might run or play tennis or go to the gym, but they weren't built like the guys on Justin's team. This guy resembled the hockey players.

      Oh shit. I ran through my mental rolodex. No, none of the Toronto players from either team looked like this guy.

      I shrugged. "Mostly watching."

      He cocked his head. "Not a fan of—" He reached a hand over and picked up my glass, bringing it up to his nose. "Bourbon?"

      “Someone I knew died today. This was what she liked to drink."

      He set the glass down. "I'm sorry for your loss. A relation?"

      "No, a client. But we became…friends, I think." I didn’t have many of those.

      He lifted his hand to get the bartender's attention. "Another bourbon, please." He turned back to me. "What was her name?"

      Warmth spread inside me. This stranger was taking enough of an interest in my problem to join me in remembering someone he'd never met. It didn't hurt that he was good-looking as well. "Mrs. Garvin."

      When his glass of bourbon arrived, he held it up. I lifted mine and touched the glasses together.

      "Mrs. Garvin," I repeated. The bourbon went down better this time.

      "So why is a pretty woman sitting alone in a bar to remember her friend?"

      I did my best not to react to the pretty comment. "It's been a day. I've got other problems to face, and, well…" I looked around the bar, slightly noisier now but still full of people I didn't know. "I'm avoiding them."

      "Avoiding people, problems, or both?"

      As if on cue, my phone buzzed again. "Both."

      He lifted his glass again. "Sounds a lot like my day. To avoidance."

      "To avoidance." The bourbon was smooth this time. My drinking buddy finished most of his in one long swallow. I pulled my glance away when I realized I was staring at him, his Adam’s apple bobbing, his neck as strong and appealing as the rest of him.

      Perhaps that was enough bourbon for me.

      I focused on my neighbor again. "How long will you be able to avoid real life?"

      He let out a long breath. "Tomorrow is going to be a shit show."

      I thought of my mother, and the messages that were probably piling up in my voicemail. Justin, who was who knew where. "Same."

      The man's long fingers swiveled his glass on the bar. "Are you local?"

      "Not originally, but I've lived in Toronto for five years now. You?"

      "I haven't been here for ten years except for flying visits."

      I looked at his jaw and hairline again. "You look like you've just come back from vacation." His eyebrows raised. I waved my hand at his head. "You have a tan, except for where your beard would be, and if your hair was longer."

      Why was I commenting on his appearance? It was more personal than was appropriate with a stranger in a bar. I should have just watched Mrs. Garvin’s drink.

      He grinned. "I lost a bet. I'll have to decide if I want to grow the hair again. What do you think?"

      I reached a hand to run down his jawline. How strong was that bourbon? "I'm not sure." His eyes met mine, heat pooling between us. I snatched my hand back. "Sorry."

      "Don't be." His voice was low, and it sent shivers down my spine.

      What was going on here? Was it the alcohol? Because this guy was doing things to me that my previous boyfriends hadn’t, and we’d barely touched. This must be the chemistry I'd heard about. Heard about, read about, but missed previously, and damn.

      "I'm going to make a suggestion." His voice was low, still giving me goose bumps. I hoped his suggestion involved us together.

      "Okay." Was that my voice, all breathy?

      “First, how much have you had to drink?”

      “Over four hours, two glasses of wine and some of that bourbon.” I touched my nose with my finger. “I’m not drunk. I know what I’m doing.”

      He touched his own nose. “I’ve only had the bourbon. I just flew in today, and my hotel is around the corner. We could avoid our problems together. Naked."

      My nipples pebbled and my thighs clenched while my mind filled with images of the two of us, naked in bed. I cast another glance at the bourbon glass. Could it be the reason I was acting totally out of character?

      Right now I just didn’t have the willpower to be the responsible one. Because I was going to say yes. Whatever this chemistry was between the two of us? I wanted it. For one night, I’d shove my responsibilities aside.

      I wasn't completely reckless. I made sure the locate my phone that I shared with my brother was on. His was off, but just in case someone had to look for me tomorrow, this would give them a starting point. I thought of asking the guy for his name, but decided why bother? I wasn’t going to see him again.

      He threw some money down on the bar then held up my coat for me. As we began to weave our way out of the bar, I asked, "Do you not have a coat? A winter coat?"

      He shrugged. "We're not going far."

      That clinched it. He was a grown man, and not my problem. Tonight could be about me. He could freeze, grow out his hair, do whatever and it didn’t matter. As long as he gave me an orgasm or two.

      “Lead the way.”
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