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      This dangerous hockey star wants to win it all… including the one woman who refuses to be claimed. Only problem? He’s hiding something that could destroy them both.

      

      CAUTION: This is not your usual hockey love story. If you’re looking for clean reputations, tidy pasts, and safe emotional choices, this isn’t the book for you. It’s better that you know that upfront.

      
        
        I don’t fall in love. I fixate.

      

        

      
        On the ice, I’m lethal.

        Off it, I’m one mistake away from losing my shot at the NHL.

      

        

      
        My reputation? Volatile.

        My temper? Legendary.

        One more screw-up and scouts stop calling.

      

        

      
        So the university assigns me a handler.

      

        

      
        Kai Vega.

      

        

      
        Sharp mind. Sharper mouth. Walks into a room like she owns it and looks at me like I’m something she refuses to fear.

      

        

      
        She’s supposed to fix my image.

        Instead, she becomes the only thing I can’t stop thinking about.

      

        

      
        The way she challenges me.

        The way she doesn’t flinch.

        The way she stands in front of me like she has no idea what it means to tempt a man like me.

      

        

      
        I don’t do casual.

        I don’t share.

        And when I decide I want something, I don’t walk away.

      

        

      
        But there are parts of my life she doesn’t know about.

        History that didn’t disappear.

        Mistakes that still breathe.

        A past that can surface at any moment and drag us both under.

      

        

      
        If the truth hits the light, everything burns.

      

        

      
        My future.

        Her trust.

        Whatever this thing between us is becoming.

      

        

      
        Kai thinks she can handle me.

        She can’t.

        Not when my past decides to remind us both who I used to be.

      

        

      
        And if I don’t get ahead of it…

        I won’t just break her heart.

        I’ll prove she was right about me all along.

      

        

      
        Tropes: Enemies to lovers. Forced proximity. Obsessive hockey hero. High heat. Secrets that don’t stay buried.
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      There’s this moment, right around midnight at the Ice House, when the music gets low, the lights go hazy, and you can see exactly where you stand.

      My teammate and best friend, Neo, is in the corner, back pressed to the wall, arms around Violet. She’s smiling up at him like he personally invented gravity. I get it. If I was into guys, Neo would definitely be on my short list. He’s got an effortless kind of charisma that all the girls on campus seem to fall for.

      And then there’s my other teammate, Shane. This fucker’s got Kennedy pulled into his lap, feeding her something that used to be pizza, and she’s loving every bite of it like he hand-tossed that shit for her.

      A new guy on the team, Claude, is spinning a Budweiser can like it’s a fidget toy, trying to impress one of the puck bunnies—Gia.

      And me?

      I’m standing in the middle of it all—crowded, surrounded, but somehow still alone.

      “Look at you,” Gia teases, poking my ribs with her coffin-shaped, sparkly fingernail. “The last single Mafia man.”

      “By choice, sweetheart,” I drawl, flashing a grin that usually makes girls wet between their legs. “Some of us aren’t ready to turn in our jerseys just yet.”

      She giggles, leans closer, and I can practically hear the expectation in the way she breathes. Like she thinks she’s getting a taste of me tonight. She isn’t.

      Now, I don’t have anything against Gia or any puck bunny. Shoot, a few of them got me through hell week during my freshman year, but I can spot at least three dudes who Gia’s been with in this room alone. I’m not saying the two of us haven’t had our fun over the years, but I’m not interested in wifing up used goods, no offense to Claude. Based on the longing look on his face, I’m pretty sure he feels a lot differently about her than I do.

      I take a long sip of my beer and scan the room again. These parties used to be so much fun, but lately they’ve felt like nothing more than a waste of time. I’d probably have more fun jerking off in my dorm room.

      Wait, what the hell is wrong with me?

      It can’t be jealousy. Hell, no. I’m not jealous of Neo and Violet’s saccharin-sweet “forever and always” fairytale or Shane and Kennedy’s tragic stepbrother romance.

      I’m just…aware. Aware that something in me is shifting. Like all this loud, wild energy I’ve thrived on since freshman year has started to taste a little stale.

      But as soon as I’ve decided to chalk the night up as a wash…I see her.

      Standing across the room in a tight black blazer, arms crossed, expression flat like she’s assessing a crime scene. She’s not dancing. Not drinking. Not smiling.

      And she’s definitely not impressed.

      Something in me flicks on, low and electric. I don’t know her name. Never seen her around the team. She’s not one of the usual puck bunnies or groupies who show up hoping to leave wearing someone else’s hoodie.

      She’s…different.

      Like if confidence and contempt had a baby and dressed it in business casual.

      I shift toward her, blowing off whatever Gia’s saying.

      “Keep an eye on Claude for me, Gia,” I tell her. I think she responds with a simple okay, but I don't hear shit.

      The girl across the room locks eyes with me, tilts her head slightly, and then, without warning, rolls those sharp, dark eyes.

      Rolls them.

      At me.

      And my dick gets hard.

      Not even a minute later, she’s gone. Slipped through the side door like she was never there.

      “Yo.” Claude slides up beside me, eyes still on Gia. “You see that girl who just bailed? Kinda hot. Kinda scary. Does she work for admin or something?”

      “I don’t know who the fuck that was,” I murmur.

      But I want to.
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        * * *

      

      Monday hits me like a slap to the face. Probably because over the weekend, I may have partied a little too hard, but that's nothing new.

      I show up twenty minutes late to a required media seminar because, like any self-respecting athlete, I hate media coaching. I’m here to win hockey games, not learn how to play nice in front of a camera. Coach said the training was mandatory, but I doubt he meant on-time mandatory.

      I stroll into Sol Pueblo, the seminar hall, black coffee in one hand, sunglasses still on because the sun doesn’t know how to mind its business in fucking Vegas.

      The room is full of VCU athletes, mostly hockey and basketball players. Neo’s sitting up front like the overachieving bastard he is. Shane’s leaning against the back wall, texting someone—no doubt it's Kennedy.

      And at the podium?

      I shit you not.

      It’s her.

      Same girl from the party. Different outfit, same lethal vibe. She’s in a button-up shirt, high-waisted pants, hair pulled back and twisted into a long braid that looks like it could double as a whip. She doesn’t even blink when she sees me walk in late.

      “Ah, Mr. Morelli,” she says, her voice smooth and clipped like glass over gravel. “So glad you could join us.”

      My smile reaches all the way inside of my boxer shorts when she says my name. I would love to hear her say it again under completely different circumstances.

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” I grin.

      She cocks a brow, unimpressed. “Fantastic. Everyone, meet Bass Morelli, Valencia’s own penalty box prince. If you need tips on brand mismanagement, I’m sure he’ll offer private lessons.”

      Laughter erupts. Even Shane snorts. Traitor.

      I take a seat next to Claude, who whispers, “Dude, that's the same bunny from the party. Why is she roasting you?”

      I hope it's because she secretly wants my body.

      "She's not a bunny," I correct Claude.

      My new obsession clicks through a slide, and suddenly my personal Instagram feed fills the screen. Half-naked selfies, shirtless locker room videos, and a clip of me giving the finger to a ref during the last home game.

      Claude emits a low, “Oh, shit,” under his breath.

      “This,” she says, pointing with a laser like she’s teaching forensic science, “is what not to do when building a public-facing athlete brand.”

      I grin wide, but my jaw’s tight.

      Kai. That’s her name. I catch it when someone calls her “Ms. Vega” during Q&A. Kai Vega. Sounds like a Marvel villain. Looks like one, too, but in the best fucking way possible.

      Small waist.

      Curvy hips.

      Full lips.

      Sun-blessed skin.

      And a juicy fat ass.

      The Morelli cryptonite and the very reason why my mother divorced my father. The men in my family have a wandering eye for the perfect ass.

      After the session, I catch her packing up. I saunter over, trying hard to be casually cool when she just embarrassed the fuck out of me. “So, Vega. We’re off to a rough start, or do you just hate a fun guy?”

      She doesn’t look up. “You’re not my type.”

      I laugh. “Was that supposed to hurt my feelings?”

      She glances at me then, sharp as a slap. “Only if you have any.”

      Damn.

      She shoulders her bag and walks off again. No flirty smile. No giggle. No backward glance.

      What in the actual fuck?

      Fun police sergeant Kai Vega singled me specifically out today, but it’s not because she’s interested in me; that’s for damn sure.

      I don’t know whether to be pissed or intrigued.

      Unfortunately for my dumb ass, it's probably both.
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      “You’re not my type.”

      That one sentence echoes in my head over and over because it sounds like some obscure foreign language. 

      Not her type? 

      Hell, I’m everybody’s type.

      She said it like she was brushing lint off her blazer, then walked away without a backward glance.

      And maybe it’s the silence afterward that makes it worse. The way the hallway buzzes with my teammates filing out and nobody seems to notice that I’m still standing there, hand halfway in my hoodie pocket, staring at the halogen ceiling light like it personally offended me.

      It’s not that she said it.

      It’s that she meant that shit.

      Just…wow.

      I don’t follow girls.

      I don’t chase.

      I’ve never had to.

      But I trail Kai Vega out of Sol Pueblo like a man possessed, full of defiant swagger, until we’re outside in the breezeway. She’s walking fast, laptop clutched in one hand, bag slung tight across her fuck-me-fast body like she’s gearing up for battle.

      She doesn’t turn when I say her name the first time.

      “Kai.”

      Still walking.

      “Kai Vega.”

      She stops just before the corner, shoulders tight. “Don’t call me by my government name like we’re friends.”

      I catch up and lean against the wall, cool as ice. At least I hope I’m coming off that way.

      “I was just gonna say—I wasn’t done talking.”

      She turns to face me, eyes flashing. “But I was.”

      I feel an odd tingle in my lower back, and I shift my body to compensate for the sensation.

      “Why single me out in front of everyone today?”

      “Because you walked in late, disrespected the time I put into that presentation, and made the session about your ego instead of the content.”

      I raise a brow. “You get your degree in dramatics or just minored in overreacting?”

      “Overreacting?” Her laugh is short. Dry. “That’s funny, coming from the guy who wants to fight anyone who even looks at you wrong. You'd better be careful with that. You’re not in the pros yet, and college athletics values skill, not bullies.”

      I step a little closer, instinct taking over even when I know I shouldn’t. “Are you always this high-strung, or is it just around me?”

      She doesn’t back down. Her chin lifts. “It’s just around entitled athletes who think being popular makes them powerful.”

      Boom.

      There it is.

      I stare at her, and she just stares back—steady, sharp, unfazed.

      “Is that why you couldn’t keep your eyes off of me the other night?” I challenge.

      Her nose flairs for just a moment and I think I’ve found a chink in her armor.

      “What other night?”

      “You were at the Ice House. Don’t pretend like you didn’t see me.”

      “I didn’t notice if you were there,” she adds casually, like the nail in the coffin. “Like I said before, I’m not interested in guys like you.”

      “Guys like me,” I parrot back her words incredulously.

      “In case you’re unaware, Mr. Morelli, your reputation on this campus precedes you. And it’s not a good one.”

      Mr. Morelli? 

      What is this chick, an old woman stuck in a dangerously hot body? It’s like Freaky Friday in real life.

      “You don’t even know me.”

      “Let’s not play those games,” she snaps. “I’m a senior just like you, and I’ve been around long enough to know exactly who you are.”

      “Is that right? Then who am I?” 

      It’s a dangerous question to ask, and I usually don’t give a shit what anyone thinks of me, but a part of me wants to understand who she thinks I am. I’m used to women wanting me, fighting for me, or at worst thinking I’m an adorable misfit, but this immediate disdain? I’m not used to this shit.

      “You flirt with anything that moves, you fight any guy who challenges you, and you walk into every room like it owes you applause.”

      For a second, I don’t know what to say. Because damn, that shit she just said hits me hard like a kick to my balls. If she wasn’t so damn fuckable looking, I’d have a real problem with this girl.

      But I rally.

      “I love that you’ve been doing extensive research on me during your time at VCU. It means you’re highly interested.”

      “No,” she says quietly. “There was no research necessary on my part because you have a brand problem as clear as day. Everyone on this campus and probably beyond knows exactly what you stand for, and it ain’t much.”

      The way she says it—flat, factual, a little too practiced—tells me a lot. And maybe that’s what really crawls under my skin.

      She’s not just brushing me off.

      She’s already decided who I am.

      I don't normally call women out of their names but what a raging bitch.

      “Damn, Kai Vega,” I smirk, even though it feels thin. “You always throw punches like that with a straight face, or am I special?”

      Her expression doesn’t change. “You’re not special. You’re a cautionary tale.”

      And just like that, she turns and walks away from me a-fucking-gain.

      Leaving me standing here with the wind catching the tail of her double-breasted blazer, and something in my chest tight enough to punch through.

      By the time I get back to the Ice House, I’ve replayed the scene in my head five times and still can’t decide if I hate this girl or am in total love with her ruthless mouth. No one has ever talked to me like that.

      “She’s got claws,” I mutter to Shane, dropping onto the couch.

      Shane doesn’t look up from his phone. “Who, Vega?”

      “You know her?”

      “Not really. Kennedy does. Said she’s got standards and a brain like a buzzsaw.”

      “Standards my ass.”

      He chuckles. “You don’t usually sound this salty about a girl.”

      “I’ve never met a girl like her,” I say through a harsh breath.

      “Aww, man, don’t take what happened today so personally. I think Vega’s been assigned to scrutinize all of us this semester to prepare us for the pros.”

      “It’s not about the assignment,” I mutter. “It’s about her attitude.”

      She’s already made a decision about me.

      And it ain’t a good one.

      ***

      Nevada is always steaming hot this time of year, but after the sun sets, I like to get a run in most nights to clear my head. 

      After my run tonight, I step inside the Ice House to some delicious smells. I think…roasted chicken cooked by a few puck bunnies who like to make themselves useful, including Gia.

      “Just finished your run?” she asks, batting a pair of what look like oversized fake eyelashes at me.

      “Yep.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “I could eat.”

      “Then let me get you a plate, sexy.”

      A year ago, I would have devoured this meal and then devoured Gia’s pussy afterwards, but things change. I’m not saying I’m anything like those lovesick bastards, Neo and Shane, but I’m beginning to understand them. At some point, this puck bunny shit is going to get old.

      Or maybe it already is.

      “Hey, you’re in the School of Communications, right?” I ask Gia.

      “I am.” She smiles, probably misinterpreting my asking the question as interest. 

      “Do you know a Kai Vega?”

      “I know of her.” Gia’s face drops. “She’s a year ahead of me.”

      “What do you know about her?”

      Gia clunks down a plate of juicy baked chicken thighs with some stir-fried veggies in front of me.

      “Bon appétit,” she says dryly.

      “Thanks,” I tell her and move on to my questions, or rather, my one question. “What’s her deal?” 

      “What’s her deal?” Gia places a hand on her hip. “That’s what you want to know?”

      “Yeah.”

      Gia sighs in annoyance. “Then go stalk her socials like a normal person, Bass.”

      ***

      This is some sad shit.

      Coach called to let me know that I’m on deck as the first one-on-one with Kai tomorrow, and it sent me into a mini panic. Now, I find myself lying across my bed, scrolling through my phone like a teenage girl on an investigative mission.

      I find her.

      Of course, it’s my luck that her profile is set to private.

      @kai.analytical

      Bio: Know your value. Then add tax.

      Damn, I’m screwed. And not in the good way.
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      I don’t like being objectified.

      Or underestimated.

      And definitely not disrespected.

      Especially by a head case with admittedly great hair, but the emotional depth of a bowl of Jello.

      Hockey asshole, Bass Morelli, sauntered into my media seminar twenty minutes late, sunglasses on, coffee in hand, with all the swagger of a guy who’s never faced a real consequence in his life. 

      He cracked a joke under his breath, interrupted my presentation twice, and smirked through the entire Q&A like he was watching his favorite sitcom.

      He didn’t care that I was there to help them.

      He made it clear he didn’t take me—or the process—seriously.

      And honestly? That pissed me off more than I want to admit.

      This work-study assistantship I have is part of my capstone project in VCU’s Strategic Communication program. I’m one of three undergrad seniors selected to assist with athlete brand management and public media training for the university. In my department, this assignment is a big deal. 

      The only unfortunate part is that I had no say in what athletes we were assigned. Rodney Jay (I have no idea why everyone calls him by his first and middle name) got the basketball team. Jack was assigned to the baseball team. And I was given the hockey team. VCU’s infamous Valencia Ice Mafia—Coach Dixon’s legacy players who skate like gods and act like frat idiots with helmets.

      A part of me wonders if I was given the hockey team by the department as a challenge or worse…as a set-up to fail. I know that’s horrible to say, but I was the only female candidate selected for this work-study project, and I revealed on my application that I didn’t know much about hockey. I’m a Philadelphia-born Boriqua who grew up in a baseball-loving family.

      While my parents have always held me to a high academic standard, the outside world has never expected much from a first-generation college student like me, which is why I’ve had to prove myself my entire academic career. 

      That’s how I’ve found myself here.

      I’m building a thesis on how college athletes construct brand identities in the pressure cooker of competitive sports and social media. These hockey boys are now my case studies. And Bass Morelli may prove to be my most difficult one.

      “Pound cake or brownies?” my bestie Sue calls from the kitchen.

      “Both,” I say automatically, collapsing onto the couch with a groan.

      She appears a minute later with a pretty blue-flowered plate piled with slices of warm pound cake and two brownies the size of my palm. She’s dressed in a classic VCU hoodie-and-legging combo, and there’s a streak of flour on her cheek and in her hair.

      “I’m absolutely that bitch,” she declares, flopping down beside me. "Since I got home from class, I wrote half of my paper, painted my toenails, and still had time to make these from scratch. Where is my VCU husband? He's missing out."

      “Agreed,” I chuckle. Sue and I are always joking about how the higher male-to-female ratio at VCU does not reflect our love lives. We'll be graduating soon and we still haven't met any serious  “You are that bitch.”

      “One day, I’ll open a bakery. Maybe call it ‘Sticky Situations.’ What do you think?”

      I smile despite my mood, taking a bite of the pound cake first. “I think this cake is dangerously good, and I want to marry it.”

      Sue presses a hand to her chest. “That might be the most romantic thing anyone’s ever said about my Nana’s pound cake. It’s flattered.”

      She grabs a red gummy bear from the sleeve of her hoodie—seriously, how did that get there?—and pops it into her mouth. Her dark eyes scan my face as I chew.

      “So. The seminar. You gonna tell me why you looked like you wanted to strangle someone with a lanyard when you got home?”

      I sigh, sinking further into the couch. “He was late. Loud. Disrespectful.”

      “He? That sounds like every jock on this campus. Who are you talking about?”

      “That arrogant hockey asshole Bass Morelli walked in my presentation like he was doing us a favor by showing up. And of course, he knew he had the room the second he smirked.”

      “Yeah, that’s classic Ice Mafia behavior,” Sue offers. “They have a reputation for a reason. And that one in particular likes to fight.”

      “Honestly, I don’t understand it. He’s not just a violent idiot. He’s smart, too. Quick. Observant. He could’ve led the discussion if he wanted to. But he sat in the back making snide comments and staring me down like he knew the color of the panties I was wearing.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “You’re wearing underwear today?”

      “Funny.”

      “I’m just saying,” Sue snorts. “You tend to go commando when wearing your power suits.”

      “You’re way off topic as usual,” I huff. I love Sue like a sister, but sometimes she drives me crazy.

      “Sorry, I just never met a girl who has something against a pair of good ole’ granny panties like you do. My old school southern mama would kill me if I went commando. You know— the whole what if I get in a car accident thing.”

      “Then the doctor would see your bare ass! Who the hell cares? The point of my story is that if that guy spent half as much energy on protecting his brand as he does on pretending like he doesn’t give a fuck about anything, he’d probably have a killer NIL deal by now.”

      “I thought NIL deals were only for the basketball and football guys.”

      “No, they’re for all college athletes. There’s a female gymnast in Louisiana making 4 million dollars.”

      “No, shit!”

      “Part of making those college NIL deals sweeter or their pro contracts even better when they graduate is how marketable they are. It’s a no brainer that they have to be good athletes but if your brand is strong—you can make money long past your time in your sport.”

      “I see why you were selected for this assistantship now.” She gobbles another gummy bear. “You know your shit.”

      I groan and swipe a brownie from the plate, ripping off a corner and letting the chocolate calm my pulse. Bass’s voice is still ringing in my ears—sarcastic, low, edged with something I don’t want to define.

      “He doesn’t take this seriously,” I say. “He doesn’t take me seriously.”

      “But you’re there for all of the players, not just him.”

      “I realize that, but I can’t afford to have another disruptive day like I did today.”

      Sue shifts beside me, her teasing expression softening. “Because of the thesis?”

      “Because of everything.” I tap the screen of my laptop, which still displays Bass’s messy IG profile. “This isn’t just about a grade. It’s my portfolio, my recommendations, my chance to show real consulting work with a high-profile athletic program. If I want a shot at graduate fellowships or sports media internships after graduation, this is my proof.”

      She nods, and I know she gets it. Sue and I don’t always chase the same dreams—she’s more passionate about boutique hospitality, small businesses, or community-driven events—but she knows what it means to be working for more than a diploma. We’ve been friends and roommates since freshman year, and while we’re from very different backgrounds, she knows me better than anyone. She knows what it means to need everything to count.

      “What’s the plan for tomorrow?” she asks, reaching for her own brownie.

      “Well, I think the coach is definitely testing me.”

      “Him too? Why?”

      “Bass is my first one-on-one consultation.”

      “Good gravy,” Sue sighs.

      “I know, girl, but it’s fine," I assure her. "I’ll run through the standard baseline assessment—verbal strategy, brand perception, social media behavior. Ask a few questions, then see what he does with silence.”

      “Bet he hates silence.”

      “Exactly.” I grin, but it’s a tired one. “He thrives on reaction. I’m going to give him none.”

      Sue leans back, chewing thoughtfully. “Is it weird that I’m kind of excited for this?”

      “You’re not the one who has to sit across from him while he tries to charm his way out of taking this seriously.”

      “Was he charming? Be careful. I heard he sleeps with anything wet and warm.”

      “I bet he does, but I would never,” I say in an exaggerated Philadelphia accent.

      I roll my eyes for effect, but I can’t deny it—Bass is attractive. Objectively speaking, he’s built like a comic book hero and moves like he knows it. But the second he opens his mouth? Disaster. A walking, talking, smirking, beautiful disaster.

      But God knows that if I can make even the slightest progress with him, my professor will be super impressed, and I will have aced my assignment.

      Tomorrow, the real work begins.

      “And Kai–”

      “Yeah?”

      “Wear the red suit I like.”

      “Why that one?”

      “You know why. Bass might exude a certain power when he walks into a room, but so do you, girl. Wear that suit and I guarantee you'll shut him the hell up for once.”

      I grin to myself. Sue is the epitome of the "hype your bestie up" philosophy, but honestly--I really needed that today.

      "Red suit it is," I agree with her.

      "Oh, and one more thing." She shoves another piece of brownie in her mouth.

      "Yeah?"

      "Go commando."
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