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      CJ Morgan plays by one rule: never get serious.

      As the Maple Creek Thunder’s fun-loving goalie, CJ is the king of jokes, locker room dares, and viral moments. He keeps things light, loose, and uncomplicated—both on the ice and off. But when a reckless bet lands him in hot water with management, he’s forced to clean up his act. His punishment? Community service at the local youth center, where his reputation means nothing and the staff sees right through his charm.

      Especially Olivia Walker.

      Olivia doesn’t have time for cocky athletes—no matter how annoyingly good-looking they are. She’s too busy trying to keep the center afloat and protect the kids who rely on it. But CJ’s not what she expected. Beneath the swagger is a man who’s kind, protective, and unexpectedly great with the teens.

      When the Thunder need a good PR move, CJ suggests a fundraiser—and ropes Olivia into being his fake date for a publicity campaign. It’s just for show. Just a game.

      Until the lines blur. The smiles stop feeling fake. And the goalie who never gambled on love might be playing for keeps.

      A spicy, emotional, fake-dating hockey romance with a charming goalie, a guarded heroine, found family vibes, and one bet that changes everything.
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      CJ

      

      The thing about bets is that they always sound like a good idea in the moment.

      Especially when you’re me.

      CJ Morgan. Goalie for the Maple Creek Thunder. King of the crease. Patron saint of pranks and poor decisions.

      I live for the thrill, the laugh, the cheer, the roar from the guys when I pull something stupid but glorious. My philosophy has always been simple: keep it light. Don’t get too serious, because serious means pressure, pressure means expectations, and expectations? They crush you.

      But today… today, I might’ve gone a little too far.

      “A hundred bucks says you can’t chug it,” Ryder challenges, sliding the protein shake across the locker room bench toward me.

      The smell hits me before the bottle even stops rolling. Milk, old bananas, what looks like Pop Rocks, and—what the hell?—maybe tuna? Someone’s blended a nightmare.

      I eye it, my grin already forming. “That’s it? A hundred bucks?”

      Ryder smirks. “And bragging rights.”

      I tip my head toward Logan Carter, our oh-so-broody captain, who’s pulling his jersey over his head like he’s allergic to fun. “What do you think, Cap? Worth the risk?”

      He doesn’t even look at me. “Don’t.”

      Which, obviously, makes me want to do it more.

      Declan Hayes chuckles from his spot, lacing up his skates. “You’re going to regret it.”

      “Regret?” I grin wider. “Never heard of her.”

      The guys hoot as I snatch the bottle, pop the lid, and down the whole thing in one go. It’s warm, lumpy, and tastes like death on a summer sidewalk. I gag halfway through, my eyes watering, but I finish it, slamming the bottle down like I just won the Stanley Cup.

      “Boom,” I declare, arms spread wide. “Pay up, Mercer.”

      Jake Mercer, our rookie forward, looks both impressed and horrified. “You’re insane.”

      “Insanely awesome,” I correct. “And you all doubted me.”

      CJ: 1, Sanity: 0.

      The locker room erupts with laughter, half of them cheering, half of them dry-heaving in sympathy.

      And then, because the universe loves me, our coach walks in.

      The laughter dies faster than a bad Tinder date.

      Coach Pearson stops dead in the doorway, his eyes narrowing as he takes in the scene. Me standing triumphant with an empty bottle of what can only be described as biological warfare, and the guys trying not to choke on their amusement.

      His gaze zeroes in on me. “Morgan.”

      I grin, like that’s going to help. “Hey, Coach. Just… uh… working on my endurance?”

      The silence is deafening.

      Logan groans, pinching the bridge of his nose like he’s got a migraine.

      Coach’s jaw ticks. “My office. Now.”

      I groan as I do as he orders.

      His office smells like leather, sweat, and disappointment. I flop into the chair across from his desk, trying for casual charm.

      “Look, before you say anything, I’d like to point out that technically, I won.”

      Pearson stares at me. “Do you think this is funny?”

      “Well… kind of.”

      “It’s not.” He leans forward, his voice sharp. “After last year’s scandal, this team is hanging by a thread. Management is breathing down my neck, sponsors are watching our every move, and you decide to act like a frat boy on camera?”

      “On camera?” I blink.

      He swivels his monitor around.

      Oh, hell.

      There I am in glorious high-definition, courtesy of someone’s phone. The video already has thousands of views on social media. Comments are rolling in: Thunder’s goalie losing his mind, Maple Creek milk challenge, and my personal favorite, goalies are built different.

      “Okay,” I say slowly, “in my defense, that was not supposed to go online.”

      Pearson’s glare could melt ice. “In your defense, you’re an idiot.”

      “Harsh.”

      He doesn’t flinch. “You’re lucky management didn’t suspend you. Instead, they’ve decided on a different kind of punishment.”

      I sit up a little straighter. “Punishment? Like… running laps? Extra drills? Please don’t say kale smoothies.”

      “Community service.”

      I blink, my mind stalling for a beat. “Come again?”

      “You’ll be working at the Maple Creek Youth Center for the next two months. Three days a week. No exceptions.”

      “You’re kidding,” I gape at him.

      “Do I look like I’m kidding?”

      “Honestly? Sometimes. You’ve got that deadpan thing going on.”

      His stare hardens. “One more word and I’ll make it four days a week.”

      I snap my mouth shut. Community service. At a youth center. I mean… how bad could it be?

      I find out the next afternoon when I show up at the Youth Center in my Thunder hoodie, backward cap, and with my most charming grin. Turns out, the youth center is not impressed with CJ Morgan, NHL goalie extraordinaire.

      The place is a converted brick gym with posters of smiling kids and motivational quotes peeling off the walls.

      The woman waiting for me in the lobby is not smiling. “Cameron Morgan?” she asks, clipboard in hand.

      I wince. “CJ, actually. No one calls me Cameron.”

      Her eyes flick up. Sharp, assessing, unimpressed. “Right. I’m Jada. Follow me.”

      I do as she says, debating whether to make eye contact as I follow her down to an office. The sign on the door says Olivia Walker, Director. I’m guessing this is who I’ll be reporting to.

      Better make a good first impression, I think, taking a deep breath and stepping into the room.

      And just like that, the breath I just took freezes in my lungs.

      Because Olivia Walker is… not what I expected.

      She’s gorgeous in a no-nonsense, buttoned-up kind of way. Dark hair pulled into a sleek ponytail, a fitted sweater that does things to my concentration, and eyes that look like they could cut through steel.

      “Good luck,” Jada mumbles before she heads out.

      I nod distractedly, staring at her boss like an idiot.

      When Olivia looks up at me, I’m struck by a thought.

      Maybe this punishment isn’t going to be as easy as I thought, but damn if it isn’t about to get interesting.
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      Olivia

      There’s a trick to keeping a place like the Maple Creek Youth Center running when the roof leaks, the budget is a perpetual dare, and the county accountant keeps reminding you that “passion is not a funding source.”

      It’s not magic. It’s triage.

      You learn to spot the bleeding and stop it quickly, even if the bandage is duct tape and a prayer. You learn what can wait and what can’t. You learn that smiling at donors requires the same muscles as gritting your teeth at a city council meeting.

      And you definitely learn not to get distracted by athletes with movie-star smiles and a talent for trouble.

      “Olivia?” Jada sticks her head into my office and lifts her eyebrows toward the lobby. “He’s here. And he’s hot,” she whispers conspiratorially.

      Of course he is.

      I close the spreadsheet I’ve been wrestling with for an hour—the one that somehow insists our utilities bill is a hydra that grows two new line items every time I cut one—and take a breath. I remind myself that this is temporary. A week, maybe two, and the Thunder Team will remember they’re a professional team, not a frat house, and they’ll stop sending me assignments disguised as men.

      “Send him in,” I say.

      He doesn’t wait to be sent. CJ Morgan saunters into my office like he owns it, grin turned up to eleven, Thunder hoodie unzipped over a T-shirt that reads I STOP PUCKS (AND HEARTS). The backward cap is navy, the jawline is annoyingly symmetrical, and the eyes are the reckless blue of a summer storm. He is every warning label I’ve learned to heed since I was nineteen and thought potential could pay rent.

      And yet I’m instantly drawn to him.

      I clear my throat, shaking my head slightly at the wayward thought.

      “Afternoon, Director Walker,” he says, bracing a forearm on my doorframe.

      “It’s morning,” I tell him drily.

      “Right.” He flops into the chair across from my desk and grins like he’s immune to consequence. It’s an expression I recognize from some of the teenagers who show up here for the first time, all swagger and jokes, because it’s easier than admitting you’re scared.

      What does he have to be scared about?

      No! Don’t show interest in him. He’s here to volunteer, and we need to stay focused on the center.

      “First things first,” I say, sliding a clipboard across to him. “We’re a mandatory reporter site. You’ll read and sign our policies. Phones stay away when you’re working with the kids. No posting, no filming, no going live. If you see something unsafe, tell a staff member before you try to fix it yourself. We do not need a lawsuit because you decided to be Spider-Man.”

      “That’s slander, I’m clearly more of a Deadpool,” he says, picking up the pen. Then, at my expression, he sobers. “Understood.”

      “Three days a week, after school until close. You’ll assist wherever we need. And you’ll be on time.”

      “I’m very punctual,” he says, signing.

      “Your coach disagreed.”

      That earns me the ghost of a wince. Good. A pulse of accountability under the grin.

      I stand. “Let’s get you introduced.”

      The gym is loud, almost deafeningly so. Laughter ricochets off cinderblock walls; a ball thuds against the rim; the ping of an ancient foosball table sounds like a wind-up toy wheezing its last breath. On one side, two tutors coax fractions out of seventh graders who look personally betrayed by math. In the corner, a pair of sisters hunch over a laptop, arguing about whether their coding project should feature a pink background or a glittery pink one.

      “Hey, Miss O!” Malik calls, dribbling a basketball so fast it’s a blur. “We got next?”

      “You’ve had next twice,” I say, and his friends hoot because fairness is a currency here, and I try to keep it stable. “Give the little ones a turn.”
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