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            Puck Bunny Promotions

          

          Up to date bunny to wife announcements

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Puck bunnies all over the country are crying themselves to sleep tonight as another pair of eligible skates has left the ice.

      

        

      
        We have it from reliable sources that another puck bunny has been promoted. Celeste Dupree has been linked with several players over the years, but it seems she’s made her final choice and snagged herself the New York Knights hot shot Branton Lattimer.

      

        

      
        Pictures shared with us show a beaming bride, and the smile on Celeste’s face clearly shows she’s thrilled to be on the arm of her man.

      

        

      
        We here at Puck Bunny Promotions have to admit we’re shocked by the union. We didn’t see this one coming. And from what we hear, neither did anyone else.

      

        

      
        And it seems the new Mr. & Mrs. Lattimer aren’t just celebrating their nuptials. We’re told by our sources that they’re expecting the arrival of Baby Lattimer in early spring.

      

        

      
        Guess our happy couple didn’t wait for their wedding night.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Off the Ice

          

          Inside the lives of your favorite NHL players

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In what’s being called a tragic accident, New York Knights right winger, Branton Lattimer, has lost his wife and newborn daughter.

      

        

      
        Details are sketchy, but our sources say the pair were involved in some kind of fall at the family home resulting in multiple injuries for both.

      

        

      
        We were unable to get comment from either Lattimer or his agent, nor the Knights org.

      

        

      
        We’ll be sure to update you as more information becomes available on this devastating event.
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      “Are you sure about this?”

      My eyes focus on Dad. “Yes.”

      “Still think you’re an idiot,” Landon mutters.

      “Nobody asked for your opinion, Landon.”

      My brother visibly cringes at the sound of Mom’s voice. She isn’t on the screen, hasn’t shown her face on this video call with the men I respect most when it comes to hockey, but I knew she wouldn’t be far away.

      She never is from Dad, or he her. They say it’s because they spent so much time apart when he played in the NHL and the years coaching after that.

      “If you’re sure, then tell me what you need.”

      Dad’s question has my gaze moving from my brother back to him. Despite this being a video call with six people on the screen, I know my dad is looking right at me, his eyes boring into mine, hunting for any weakness or uncertainty.

      I also see trust, pride, and a little concern. All of it stems from his knowledge of me. He knows.

      Knows I wouldn’t go into this without one hundred percent confidence in my ability to achieve my objective.

      Knows if I wasn’t sure, I wouldn’t willingly put myself in a position to be hurt again.

      Knows that’s exactly what I’m doing.

      Branton Lattimer has the power to hurt me.

      Hell, he already has.

      But none of that matters. It’s in the past, and now, in the present, I’m all about building a future.

      And that future means I have to face the one man I swore I wouldn’t get close to again.

      Not that he’s shown any sign of letting either of us be close. He’s done everything in his power to push me out of his life—everyone he used to be close to out of his life.

      Sighing, I rub a hand on my forehead and think about what it is I need from Dad right now.

      Nothing comes to mind.

      Hell, I don’t even know if Bran will talk to me, never mind listen to our offer.

      “I’m good for now. We’re flying out tomorrow to go see him.”

      “We?” Sutton asks.

      My eyes flick to my older brother; he’s been quiet until now. Our oldest brother, Mason, has been tightlipped as well and I wonder if it’s because they don’t approve of my decision to be the one from the Rogues org to talk to Bran. I can put their minds at ease if it is.

      “Yeah, we. Oakley, Walker, and me.”

      “I assume you’re referring to Walker Alcott, Oakley’s fiancé,” Dad asks.

      “Husband.”

      “What?”

      “Since when?”

      “What the hell?”

      I laugh at the boys’ reactions. It breaks the tension, and my body relaxes as I lean back in my chair. “They got married a couple of days ago. Just them, Oakley’s Pa, and Micky, the little boy Walker’s cousin left him guardian of.”

      “I heard about that.” Mom’s face crowds out Dad’s, her concern clearly etched around her eyes, in her gaze, in the lopsided frown I remember from my childhood. “Is he okay? Micky? Does he need anything? Do they need anything? You tell Oakley to call me if they need help. Walker too. For anything at all.”

      I smile at her. “I will.” Mom hums as if she knows neither of them is likely to reach out before moving out of frame again. “I promise I’ll pass on your message and remind them regularly,” I reassure in the hope of appeasing her.

      Although I won’t be surprised if she sends a care package or even turns up, my dad in tow, to offer her help in person. She’s loved Oakley like a second daughter since she and I became unlikely best friends when we were young.

      “Is Alcott going as Oakley’s husband or…”

      Rolling my lips between my teeth, I’m the one keeping quiet now. I hope Sutton lets the question drop.

      There’s been speculation in the press, but the Rogues org hasn’t made an official announcement about Walker’s employment as head coach.

      Hell, there’s still chatter about his injuries and retirement. And his relationship with Oakley.

      “Right. Well, when are you heading up this way?” Dad asks, clearly knowing I won’t be saying a word on the subject of Walker. “Any chance you can squeeze in a quick visit to your old man?”

      It’ll be more than a quick visit if we—I—can convince Bran to sign with the Rogues but I don’t want to jinx anything by making plans yet. “Can I let you know?”

      “Of course. The door is always open,” Mom says, her head slipping into frame beside Dad’s again.

      “Okay, thanks.” Over the top of my monitor, I see Oakley appear in the doorway of my office; she taps her wrist reminding me we need to get moving, before disappearing. “All right, I gotta go.”

      After a chorus of goodbyes from my brothers, and an I love you from both my parents, I’m left staring at Mason. He’s my oldest brother and he’s taken that title seriously my whole life. He hasn’t been a second father but at times he’s skated close to that line.

      “You were quiet,” I say, hoping he wasn’t that way so he could blast me about my choices now.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I said I was, didn’t I?”

      “Yes, but you’ve never let Dad see your fears. Those you reserved for me or Mom.”

      True. But then being the only girl in the middle of a pack of boys—and yes, I refer to my brothers as a pack—in a hockey family, fear is something I’ve strived to hide. “Fear is a healthy motivator.”

      “It’s also a crippling emotion and a survival instinct and⁠—”

      “Okay, okay.” I hold up a hand. “I get it.”

      “Well? Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is that from a coach’s perspective or a girlfriend’s?”

      “We never dated.” Not for lack of wanting on either side. Or at least I didn’t believe it was one sided.

      “No? Then what would you call what you two were?”

      A sigh slips free, and I rub my forehead again. “I don’t know. Best friends?”

      “And yet you heard he was married through the media?”

      “Mason. No one knew he was marrying her until it broke on Puck Bunny Promotions.” Fuck, I hate that blog.

      “Fine.” He holds up both hands. “I’ll leave it alone. For now.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. If he hurts you like that again, I’ll cut his balls off.”

      “You don’t think he’s suffered enough?”

      My brother’s face scrunches with pain and sorrow and regret. “No one should suffer like that.”

      “Agreed. Now I really have to go. Give my love to Cash when you see him.”

      “Will do. Call me after you get things sorted with Branton. I’ve got a lead on a goalie for you. If you’re interested.”

      I straighten, my interest definitely engaged. “Yeah?”

      “He’s young, or he was, he’d be twenty-one now, still young I guess. I don’t know the full story yet but I’m getting it because I’ve seen him on the ice. Then and now.”

      “Give me his name, his details? I’ll get Nat to look into him.”

      “Not yet. Get this thing with Branton squared away first.”

      Scowling at my brother, I hope my death glare will change his mind but all I get is a laugh followed by I love you before he disappears from my screen leaving mine the only face left.

      I can’t stop the growl of frustration dealing with my family has rumbling in my chest.

      “Mason has a goalie for us?”

      I look up to find Nat standing in my doorway, Oakley behind her. Nodding I say, “Not that he’s sharing.”

      “Hmm…” Nat doesn’t say anything else. But the frown on her face tells me my brother will be receiving a call from her in the near future. She’s not one to sit around and wait and I have to grin at the thought of how that call might go. Oh, to be a fly on the wall…

      “C’mon, let’s go,” Oakley says. “Walker and Micky are waiting with their gear to check out the practice rink.”

      Pushing back my chair, I stand and move around my desk. Scooping up my own bag of gear and slipping it over my shoulder, I make my way over to them and bring up the elephant in the room.  “Cami coming?”

      Nat scoffs like I’m an idiot for asking and Oakley laughs, though there’s no humor in it.

      “Right. That’s a no.”

      Oakley shrugs. She’s getting better at letting Cami keep her distance. I understand why she wants her here—involved with the Rogues—and I understand why Cami doesn’t want to be.

      She’ll come around, I know she will. Once the team is here, once we start playing in the league. I’d put my gold medals down on the fact she’ll be as deeply entangled in the Rogues as the rest of us once the arena is finished and the staff and players start wandering the corridors, skating on the ice. Speaking of…

      I slip my arm through Oakley’s, drag her to catch up to Nat and loop my other arm through hers. “This is it, ladies, everything we’ve been working toward is right at our fingertips.”

      “Not everything yet, but we’re close.” Rolling my eyes at Nat, I poke my tongue out at her. “Oh, very mature.”

      “Stop raining on my parade,” I say.

      “I’m being realistic.”

      I halt our movement, yanking them both back a little as I do. “I’ll give you realistic. We own a hockey team. In the national league. The men’s league.”

      Smiles curve both their mouths.

      “Damn straight we do.”

      Spinning around, our arms and feet get tangled and when the three of us finally right ourselves I don’t know which one of us is more shocked.

      “You came.” Oakley’s words are filled with disbelief, but her face shows the relief the sight of our fourth partner delivers.

      “We get to see the finished practice rink today, right?” There’s a little insecurity in Cami’s voice and I launch forward and pull her into a hug.

      “Yes! We do. It’s the first piece other than the original apartment block and these offices we can actually use. I’m so excited to get out there and see how it feels under my blades.” Letting go, I link our arms and turn to the others. “All right, ladies, let’s go see what four kick-ass women have achieved.”
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      “Laura!”

      I’m on the lake.

      “Laura!”

      It’s always the lake.

      I know I shouldn’t be out here but I’m chasing Laura. She’s just up ahead and I know it’s not safe.

      “Laura!”

      Neither of us should be here. It’s thin ice I’m skating on and it won’t hold my weight for long but every time I reach out, my fingertips barely brush Laura’s clothes before she pulls away again.

      “Laura!”

      It’s always the same. No matter how fast I skate, how hard I push, it’s never enough.

      “Laura!” My shout comes out more of a whisper. The sound raw and raspy. My voice hoarse from calling her name over and over.

      It’s always like this too, she never stops, is always just out of reach.

      I need to push harder, get closer but my thighs ache, my muscles screaming from exertion.

      My right leg gives under me, my foot breaking through…

      Crashing through the ice into the cold water shocks the shit out of me and yanks me from the nightmare, except the water dripping off my head and running down my back is all too real and not a figment of my subconscious mind.

      “Jesus fucking Christ!” I swipe a hand over my face and blink at the woman standing in front of me. “Who the hell are you?”

      “Your savior or your worst nightmare.”

      “Huh?” Am I still asleep? Still dreaming? Drops of water fly around as I shake my head in an effort to clear my confusion—or wake my damn ass up! “What?” The word comes out a croak, pain lashing my ravaged throat.

      “Your savior or your worst nightmare. You choose.”

      I don’t have time to make sense of her words before Walker Alcott, the captain of my hockey team—no, no longer mine—stands beside her.

      “Bran.”

      “Cap? What the hell?” I have to be asleep. There’s no way he’s here. In Gannon’s house…

      “When did you eat last?” Walker asks, his hand stretched out toward me.

      “Eh… Dunno.” My mind still in a fog from the nightmare, I reach out, grip his hand for a quick shake. He feels real enough, but then all my nightmares are life-like. “What time is it?” I ask, my voice still a rough grumble.

      “Almost midday.”

      My gaze swings back to the woman who’s still a mystery. “What day?”

      She sucks in a breath, and I can tell she’s not happy about the way this conversation is going. Or maybe it’s the subject. My obvious confusion.

      Good for her. I don’t want to be having this conversation either. Or have either of them here in my living nightmare, my personal banishment.

      With a clenched jaw she grinds out, “Thursday.”

      “Huh.” I glance around the room, my eyes landing on the coffee table, the upright bottle in the middle of it. “Not even a bottle,” I mutter.

      So much for wiping my mind clean and missing today all together.

      “How are you doing, Bran?” Walker asks, concern lacing his words, and I look up to find him staring at the bottle of scotch with its inch of amber liquid in the bottom.

      I have to laugh. They think I’m a drunk. Fair, considering. Still…

      “You think I’m drunk all the time?” I shake my head as I pull my shirt off and slap my abs. “Do these look like I live on alcohol?”

      Walker smiles at me and for some reason I want to punch it right off his face even though he appears pleased by my declaration.

      “Wanna put those to good use?” he asks.

      I raise an eyebrow and shove down the anger boiling to the surface. “Doing?”

      “Playing.”

      “Ha! Like any team is going to want me after what I did.” I hate what I did. Would take it back—all of it—if I could.

      “The Rogues want you.” The woman’s words are like a whip, snapping at me and yanking my attention back to her. “We need someone with your skills and experience to guide us to the finals.”

      “Who the hell are the Rogues?” This conversation is getting more confusing by the second.

      Fuck. I must still be asleep. Maybe the scotch I drank in the hope of wiping my memory—of avoiding today—is giving me weird dreams. Hallucinations. Nightmares.

      No, the nightmares are of my own making.

      “The new national league franchise.” Walker claps me on the shoulder. “I want you on my team.”

      “You’re playing for them? When did you leave New York?” I don’t keep up with the world outside of my self-imposed exile and I don’t know what shocks me more, Walker leaving the Knights—where he’s been his entire NHL career—for another team or him standing in my living room.

      “When Blanchett slammed me into the boards and left me unable to play at a professional level.”

      “Wait. You’re not playing? Then how the hell would I be on your team?”

      “I’m coaching. Head coach.”

      Head coach? Holy shit! Walker Alcott is coaching an NHL team? From what he says, a brand spanking new team who wants me…

      I look at the woman beside my old captain. “And who the hell are you? The general manager?”

      “No. That’s Natalie Redding. I’m the team owner and this”—she waves a hand behind me—“is our assistant coach, Blake Watts.”

      I spin so fast I stumble, air rushing from my lungs as my heart jerks in my chest, slams against my ribcage. “Blake.” Her name is an agonized groan as it leaves my throat.

      My gaze locks with hers and I lose myself in her quicksilver eyes, every emotion, every thought, every memory comes rushing, an avalanche of sensation I struggle to hold in.

      “I…” My body moves a step without thought. “Blake.” Her name is a plea on my tongue, the weight of all that I’m feeling coating each letter. Weighing them down with regret—with longing.

      “Bran.”

      Her voice…

      My name…

      The sight of her…

      It’s too much.

      All of it.

      Everything from the last few years bursts through my muscles and sends me across the room. I have her in my arms. My face pressed against the cool skin of her neck. And for the first time in years, my anguish and sorrow flow out of me.

      I have no control, no hope of stopping the flood of emotion pouring out as I pull her harder against me. Hold her tighter than I should.

      She’s murmuring in my ear, I can’t make out a single word, but it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters but the comfort of her arms and the sound of her voice, the heat of her body and the scent of her skin.

      I have no idea how long I stand there sobbing into her neck, no idea why the sight of her broke through the barriers I’ve held in place for so long. Too long.

      After months and months and months of feeling alone, of feeling raw and wild, the chaos that my life has been settles.

      It settles in a way I don’t understand. In a way I know can only be a brief reprieve. But I’ll take it.

      I’ll take this moment and breathe it in, take the comfort and care I’ve been holding at arm’s length since the day my life changed, since the moment my whole world fell apart.

      I don’t know how she does it, but I find myself in my bedroom, being lowered to my bed. The sheets are still rumpled from where I crawled out of them late last night—the early hours of this morning—in search of the oblivion sleep can’t bring me.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      Her words have me reaching out, my hands grasping, grabbing her shirt and gripping tight. “Don’t go.” I can hear the desperation in my voice, but it guts me to think of her leaving.

      She can’t leave me too.

      “I’m not leaving, Bran. I just need to tell Oakley and Walker I’m staying with you so they can go.”

      I nod my head as her hand sweeps over my hair, urges me down on the pillow. “Okay.”

      “Lie back down. Close your eyes, go to sleep. Just rest if you can’t. I’ll be here when you get up, Bran.”

      I don’t know if it’s her touch or her words—the conviction in them—that has me closing my eyes and slipping into that drowsy space between consciousness and sleep.

      I listen to her breathe, feel the heat of her next to me.

      She’s here. Finally here after all this time and everyone else I love is gone.

      The last thing I register is the scent of her in my nose and the warmth of her hand against my skin.
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      When I reach the bedroom door I glance over my shoulder at a slumbering Bran and wonder how long it will last.

      If I read him right, as well as the evidence in the living room, he hasn’t consumed more than three quarters of a bottle. Not enough to be worried about unless we’re talking hangovers.

      Finding the house empty, I head to the front door and see Oakley and Walker in the driveway. I assume she’s pumping Walker for any information he might know about my relationship with Bran.

      Years ago, I kept her, Nat, and Cami in the dark about how close Bran and I had gotten. And when he got married, I saw no reason to enlighten them.

      Especially when I knew they’d only worry about me and in all likelihood, smother me in their love and concern. Not that there’s anything wrong with that but at the time I wasn’t ready to expose the wounds Bran getting married had given me.

      When the news he’d snuck off and married Celeste—that they were expecting a baby—had broken, I’d been more confused than angry. Although anger should have won out.

      He’d gone and done the very things that had kept us from crossing the line of friendship to lovers.

      The things neither of us had wanted yet.

      The things we’d talked about having in the future—together.

      Giving myself a mental slap, I pull myself out of my head and focus on now. “Oakley.”

      Two sets of concerned eyes turn toward me but it’s Oakley who speaks.

      “Yeah.”

      Her gaze bores into mine like she can read my mind, like if she looks hard enough she can find the answers to the questions I know she has.

      “I’m staying. Give me a few days and I’ll let you know if we need to keep looking or if Bran is joining us.”

      “You’re staying here?”

      I see her concern, those questions that must be burning her tongue, but I can’t take the time to explain. “For now.”

      “Should I worry about you? What that was about?”

      Shaking my head, I give her a small smile. “No. We’re good. I’m good.”

      “I don’t want to leave if⁠—”

      “I’ll be fine. Bran isn’t who the media made him out to be.” I know I’m going on past behavior, that him up and marrying Celeste and shutting me out proved what I knew to be a lie, but I didn’t accept it then, I can’t accept now. I’ve known him for years, since the scrawny six-year-old turned up at our house and began training with my dad like the rest of us.

      “No one ever is,” Oakley says, pulling in a deep breath. If anyone knows about the bullshit often printed in the media, it’s her. “Okay, keep me posted. If I don’t hear from you in…three days, I’m coming back.”

      “You won’t have to. Promise.” I won’t need to worry about her coming back at that deadline. I’ll be in touch before that, and I’m determined to be at my parents’ place—with Bran—by then anyway.

      Coming up the steps she pulls me into a tight hug and whispers, “Call for anything, doesn’t have to be about the Rogues.”

      “Thanks. Safe trip home.” When I pull away, I wave to Walker and call out, “See you later, Cap.”

      “Cap?” Oakley asks.

      I’m smiling now. My first real smile since we found Bran on the floor and my heart dropped from my chest to join him. “It’s what Bran called him. I forgot he was captain of the Knights. See you both later.”

      I slip back inside and close the door. I know they have questions, especially Oakley, and probably want to stick around and help, but this needs to be only me and Bran for now. We need to know—okay, I need to know—that we can pull some of the remnants of our previous friendship together before either of us can decide if we’re able to work together, and we can’t do that with others around.

      A quick check on Bran shows he’s still sleeping in what appears to be peaceful slumber, although I’m not sure anyone who’s been through what he has can ever find peace.

      Leaving him to his post-breakdown nap, I close the bedroom door except for a few inches, and explore the rest of the house.

      There’s one more bedroom, barely big enough for the bed in it but at least it’s not a twin. A small functional bathroom across the hall has no wet towels or toiletries so I assume there’s a second one off Bran’s room. The living room and dining are one space with the wall that faces the trees behind the house made up of windows.

      From out front, the house looks rundown and possibly inhabitable, but inside…

      Inside is a revelation.

      Gannon Byrd must have fixed the place up for his grandmother after he made the NHL. As I look around, I see little touches that wouldn’t have come from him or Bran. They have to be left over from the woman who lived in this house her entire life, raised Gannon in from the time he was four.

      Heading for the kitchen, I grab a roll of paper towels and go back to clean up the mess Oakley made.

      I can’t say I agree with her method, but she certainly got Bran’s attention.

      Something I haven’t been able to do in years.

      Maybe now, with both of us stuck here, he’ll have to talk to me. Have to let me in.

      The crushing embrace he gave me before he broke down says there’s a crack in his armor that wasn’t there before. And all I need is a thin break, just enough to wiggle in and find my old friend.

      I’d ignored Corbin’s and Landon’s words when they told me he wasn’t the same man, now and when he’d first cut me out of his life. I understood the need to change our friendship after he had a wife but the complete severing of it in such an abrupt way didn’t seem like Bran at all.

      I hate to point fingers and I know I hold a small amount of jealousy toward Celeste, but how could I not?

      She got what we’d talked about. What we’d decided to wait for.

      God! I let him talk me into waiting until⁠—

      “Blake?”

      The anguished cry has me dropping the roll of towels and running in the direction of the bedrooms only to collide with Bran as he bursts into the hall. Bouncing off his hard chest, I crash into the wall and would have landed on the floor if he didn’t have lightning quick, hockey-honed reflexes.

      “Sorry.”

      “Not your fault. I was rushing.” Something I need to put a stop to. I might want him for the team, might want to try to rekindle our friendship, but I can’t let myself be consumed by him and his needs no matter how much I want to make him feel better.

      “I thought you were a dream.” His hands tighten on my upper arms, his eyes searching mine. “Are you really assistant coach for the new NHL team?”

      “Baton Rouge Rogues. We’re the Rogues.”

      The grin he gives me does crazy things to my belly. It’s swooping and twisting and I know I’m fucked.

      There’s no way I can stop my old feelings from resurfacing—for the hurts that have festered for years from oozing out to taint what is now.

      “The Rogues, huh? So what, Walker is Captain Rogue?”

      “Oh my god! That’s it!” Pulling from his grip I race back to where I left my bag. Searching inside, I grab my phone and fire off a quick text to the girls.

      
        
          
            
              
        Team mascot. Captain Rogue. Pirate.
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        Love it!
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        That fits perfectly!
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        Good job, Blake.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wasn’t me. Bran came up with it. I’ll explain later. Gotta get back to securing our hot shot.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      “I’ve missed that smile.”

      Bran’s voice has my head snapping up. His words may say he’s happy to see me but the frown on his face doesn’t. “That’s not a good thing?”

      “What? No. Missing you is not a good thing. It’s horrible. Gut scraping.”

      “Then why wouldn’t you answer my calls? Why did you cut me off—” I throw up a hand. “You know what, I don’t want to get into that right now. I haven’t eaten since the plane. What have you got in the way of food?”

      I don’t give him a chance to argue when I brush past him and head for the kitchen. Seeing him again is dragging up things I thought I’d be okay handling. Except I don’t think I am. And while I still think securing him for the team is the right thing, I’m rethinking my idea that I’m the right person to convince him.

      “If the offer is real, I’ll take it.”

      I spin around to find Bran right behind me.

      So close.

      Too close.

      Taking a step back, my butt bumps up against the kitchen counter. “What?”

      “If the offer to play for the team, the Rogues, is real. I’ll take it. Do you have a contract here?”

      “Don’t you want to know the deal? Talk it over with your agent?”

      “He dropped me.”

      “Oh.”

      “Are you the assistant coach. Is Walker head?”

      I nod. “Yes, to both.”

      “Then it’s three yeses. I want on your team. When do we start?”

      “Bran, you should…” What am I doing? Am I going to talk him out of what we want? “Before you agree, I’ve got a condition. I want to head home and do some training with you.”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “We stay here. For the next week. We stay here and clear the stuff between us before we go anywhere else.”

      “And if I say no to doing that?” Is he trying to blackmail me with his agreement to join the Rogues?

      “I’ll sign a contract after you give me the week.” He steps closer and everything in me wants to retreat but I’ve got nowhere to go.

      “Bran.”

      “Please. Give me the week.” He swallows hard, rakes a hand through his hair. “It’ll take me that long to explain everything.”

      “I don’t need to know⁠—”

      “You do. Most might not, but you, yeah, you deserve to know. You deserve everything and once I’ve explained things, if you can still bear to look at me, I’ll join your team and play the hardest I’ve ever played. I’ll do it for you because I owe you.”

      “You owe me noth⁠—”

      “Everything. I owe you everything.”
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