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To all the women who were warned, silenced, and dismissed, yet still persisted


You miss 100 percent of the shots you don’t take.

—Wayne Gretzky, NHL Hall of Famer

I am not throwing away my shot.

—Hamilton: An American Musical



PROLOGUE
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She needed a drink.

And while Violet Vasquez wasn’t big on boozing before five, she figured that now might be as good a time as any to start. Neither was she big on signs, but the one that had caught her attention had to be the universe telling her something.

The bar, called the Empty Net, had two hockey sticks crossed like cutlasses over the door.

Yeah, someone was screwing with her, she thought as she exited the cab on the main drag in Riverbrook, thirty miles north of downtown Chicago—and she had an idea who. But she wasn’t one to back down from a challenge. Day drinking would commence in three, two, one . . .

Pulling the heavy oak door open, Violet walked out of the sun and into a bar fight.

On closer inspection, this was pretty tame as bar fights went. It had the makings of a doozy, though, because at the center of it was a hulk. A long-haired, bearded, fuck-with-me-if-you-don’t-want-to-live behemoth. Three guys with a death wish and/or shit for brains surrounded him, all but begging to be crushed.

One of them was right up in his face, his spittle-flecked lips working soundlessly, his fists clenched at his sides. Another had the hulk boxed in on the shorter end of the L-shaped bar with a pool cue in his hand. And number three? This joker was clearly the spokesman, and right now he was getting something off his chest.

“You’re a lowlife, St. James,” the leader spat out. “You haven’t had a good season in years. You got some nerve showing your face around here.”

St. James—which was sort of ironic, because this guy looked like he rode with the devil instead of the angels—didn’t defend himself. Just held himself taut, ready.

“Better not be any trouble,” a female voice called out. The bartender. Violet, familiar with the undercurrents of drunk drama from her nights tending bar at Rusty’s Biker Emporium in Reno, recognized the thread of concern in her voice. She was staffing the place alone in the middle of the afternoon. Maybe they had security at night, but right now this woman was helpless to break up a fight with anything but diplomacy.

“There’ll be no trouble,” the hulk said, and though he was responding to the bartender, the message was for the Three Stooges in front of him. There was also something odd about his voice: deep, resonant, and . . . Irish?

As the guy with the pool cue moved closer, the bartender caught Violet’s eye, her expression one of mild panic. Violet shook her head slightly. She trusted that the hulk had this under control, that he could defuse the situation.

“You don’t want to do that,” he said to Pool Cue.

“I’m calling the police,” the bartender said.

Nope. Not helping.

“No police” was the hulk’s response, but he said it like pole-is. Now Violet heard it more clearly—she’d watched enough Outlander episodes to recognize a Scottish accent.

No sooner had he affirmed that the law was not needed than the idiots surrounding him burst into action. Clenched Fists raised his right hand, only to have the Scot react with lightning speed and cover it with one king-sized paw. At the same time, he grabbed the cue from the other guy’s hand, smashed it against the bar, and held the splinter-topped weapon to Pool Cue’s throat. Crushing a fist with one hand, threatening a jugular with another, he stared directly at the guy who had been mouthing off.

And raised a very expressive eyebrow.

Violet’s entire body tingled and her heart thrashed about. Oh, the Scot was something else.

The lynch mob spokesman backed up, hands raised. “Got it. We’re just talking.”

“Go talk over there.” A chin jerk from the Scot indicated another part of the bar. Rather charitably, to Violet’s mind, he released the raised fist, then placed the shattered cue on the bar. The bar fight that had never quite started expired with a whimper as the men slunk away to lick their wounds.

Violet took a look at her surroundings. For early afternoon, the bar was surprisingly busy, with a few people playing darts and a couple of guys at a pool table. The TV screens blasted a hockey game, though it was mid-September and out of season—she knew that much. But the entertainment shouldn’t have been all that surprising, given the bar’s proximity to the arena of the local NHL franchise, the Chicago Rebels.

The team she now owned.

Violet stepped forward and picked up the other half of the cue. Carefully, she placed it with its soul mate on the bar.

The Scot didn’t acknowledge that, as if he hadn’t even noticed her, which was generally impossible because on a noticeability scale of one to ten, Violet usually landed at nine. But not today, because for this visit to Chicagoland, she’d gone conservative and changed her hair from magenta streaks to its original dark and dull brown. Damn her conforming hair color!

Mr. Surly took a seat and caught the eye of the bartender, who walked over, looking like she was this close to having a coronary.

“You okay?”

The Scot turned slightly, and Violet realized that the bartender was speaking to her.

“Oh, fine. Chivas rocks, please.” She climbed onto a bar stool beside the Scot, who was frowning in a most attractive manner.

“Plenty of seats elsewhere,” he muttered.

Oh, you old romantic you!

The barfly gods were shining on her, because at that moment, Violet’s Chivas appeared. Extra tip for you, barkeep.

“Yeah, but my drink is right here.”

Evidently unable to fault that logic, he spoke to the bartender. “My usual, Tina.”

“Are you sure—?”

He cut off her question with a glare. “It’s your funeral,” she finished.

“Nicely handled,” Violet said when Tina was out of earshot. “What’s their problem, anyway?”

“Me.”

“I got that.” She imagined this guy would be a whole lot of problems, at least 75 percent of them sexy. “Why specifically did they want to rearrange your pretty face?”

He turned, eyes narrowing on her. “You don’t recognize this pretty face?”

She looked more closely—not a chore in the slightest. She supposed he did look a little familiar, kind of like if Jason Momoa and Gerard Butler had gotten down and dirty and sweated out a big-shouldered beast-child.

While her body’s tingles moved south, she reassessed the situation. Sports bar with hockey on TV, proximity to the Rebels arena, expectation of being recognized.

He must be one of the players.

She played dumb. “You owe them money?”

“Owe them something. Or they think I do.”

Tina placed a shot of Johnnie Walker before the Scot and, with a hmph, moved off. Interesting.

Violet took a sip of her Chivas. The Scot had yet to lift his whisky. They sat in semicomfortable silence for a few moments while Violet thought this through.

The past eighteen months had been the road trip to hell, but Violet had made the return journey and now she tended to look at things from a different angle. “The Year of the V,” she’d been calling her adjusted outlook. She was determined to try new things, step up and be counted, find out who Violet Vasquez was, for want of a less vomit-inducing phrase. Fear had a way of closing a person off, making the world a small and lonely place.

Fear could go fuck itself.

The next time she had sex would be the first time since the surgery, since she’d woken up bound like The Mummy, with new breasts to replace the diseased ones. A quickie in a bar restroom with a hot stranger would be the perfect way to jump back on the horse. Clothes would stay on, scars would stay hidden . . . the Scot would be strong enough to lift her against a wall and slide right in.

Then she’d be on a plane back to Reno, her pleasurable memories the best souvenir.

Before she could turn on her rusty wiles, the stranger spoke. “You disagreed with Tina. About calling the cops.”

She liked it better when he called them the pole-is. But the notion that he had been aware of her silent objection even while he had other things going on was a pleasant surprise.

“I’ve worked in bars, most of them not as nice as this one. The threat of cops, in my experience, usually escalates an already bad situation.”

He studied her now, as if she had suddenly said something worth listening to. Those tingles started again, her body reflooding with sexual awareness. She was unable to look away, and it seemed he was in the same boat. Something charged, hot, and melty zinged between them. Her nerves were no longer tingling. Now they were shrieking.

“Whatever you’re thinking,” he murmured, “it’s a bad idea.”

Blood heated her cheeks. Was she so obvious? She picked up her drink and took a gulp. When she looked up again, he appeared closer. More dangerous.

“Season’s about to begin so you thought you’d come in here and bag yourself a player?”

Now wait a second, who the fuck did this guy think he was? So maybe the idea of gracing him with the pleasure of giving her an orgasm had crossed her mind for a foolish moment, but what kind of asshole said that? As if she were some sex-crazed hockey groupie.

“Yep, that’s exactly what I thought.” And then she winked.

He laughed, and the sound gave her heart a hug. Still got it, Vasquez. The bartender shot them a glance, then peered curiously at Violet, Laugh Maker.

The Scot turned serious again, his blue-eyed gaze flicking to the untouched shot of whisky. “Go on home, lass, before you get hurt.”

“By you?” She snorted. “I don’t think you could hurt anyone.” She’d seen how he handled those idiots. He could have done some real damage, but he chose to restrain himself. It would be fascinating to see him lose control.

He inhaled a weary breath. “That’s where you’re wrong. I have a tendency to destroy everything I touch.” He raised his gaze to her, and what she saw there shocked her. A pain she recognized.

“I’m tougher than I look,” she said, not quite willing to let this go, though common sense told her she should probably run back to Nevada as fast as her combat boots could carry her.

He stood. Loomed was more accurate, all six feet two inches of him, yet there was something both aggressive and tentative in his stance. Color flagged his cheekbones. Fire rimmed his eyes. Her own greedy gaze was drawn to his thick forearms, then continued on a trail down to his two clenched fists.

Was he angry? No. Or at least, not with her . . . oh, God.

He was using every ounce of his self-control trying not to touch her.

She had never wanted someone to lose a battle with his demons so much.

“You driving?” he managed in a harsh whisper.

“I came in a cab.”

“Good. Make sure you go home in one.” With his strong accent, it came out sounding like guut. He threw down a twenty and left without a backward glance, his shot of whisky still untouched on the bar.

The bartender—Tina—came over, her expression one of disapproval mixed with pity that Violet had been rejected. Not that Violet really saw it that way. What had happened between her and the Scot was far more thought provoking.

“Want that?” Tina asked, nodding at the shot glass.

“Nah. I don’t drink swill.”

Tina laughed appreciatively, picked up the glass, and poured the shot into the sink.

“So, who’s been warming this bar stool beside me for the past ten minutes?”

“You really don’t know him?”

Violet shook her head. “I’m new in town.”

“That was Bren St. James, current captain of the Chicago Rebels, the local hockey team. Though whether he’ll be captain for much longer is open to speculation.”

No need to ask for details, because Tina was in full flight now.

“He showed up to one of the last games of the regular season drunk, and the way he’d been playing all year, it was clearly not the first time. Most people think he should’ve been cut long before that, and some people”—she jerked her chin in the direction of the troublemakers from earlier, who were now back to playing pool like nothing had happened—“think he needs to be taught a lesson. Folks are pretty crazy about hockey around here, and when your team is suffering through its longest-ever championship drought, it makes the fans loco. The players, too.”

Sports people. Fucking nutjobs, the lot of them. Before Violet could inquire further, the bar’s phone rang and Tina went to answer it while Violet was left to ponder Bren St. James, the grumpy Scot shrouded in mystery. A man with demons that needed soothing and sating. O captain! My captain!

The Year of the V had just become a lot more interesting.



ONE

[image: Image]

Eight months later . . .

Bren sank his ass into one of those low-slung leather chairs specifically designed to make a man feel small. The last time he’d sat in this office he had left with orders to dry out or get out. Miraculously, he’d escaped with his job, if not with his dignity. Now he was back on a different mission of mercy.

The man he’d faced the last time was no longer in charge. Clifford Chase had finally choked on his own bile, and Bren didn’t miss him. Harsh as it sounded, Cliff’s death was the best thing that could’ve happened to the team, because in the eight months since he’d bought the farm, the Rebels had gone from zeroes to heroes.

This was largely due to the woman before him.

Harper Chase—all five feet one and a half inches of her—would probably not agree with Bren, but she was more like her father than she’d care to admit. A complete hard-ass, but unlike him, she had a gooey center, which was now on display.

“Bren, we’re going to do everything in our power to support you and your family. Now, how are the girls doing? This must be a shock for them.”

“Aye.” Bren rubbed his beard—a play-off beard because the Rebels were in the postseason for the first time in fifteen years—and thought about how much he wanted to share with his boss. But he and Harper went way back, and now wasn’t the time for reticence, not when his ex-wife had screwed him over again.

“They’ve wanted to live with me for a while. It’s just that the circumstances are not exactly ideal.”

“I know you’ve missed them . . .” Harper said, leaving the rest unspoken.

What she probably wanted to say was, I know you’ve missed them, but your ex-wife chose the worst fucking time to have a meltdown in the granola aisle at Whole Foods and then check herself into a clinic for a “rest.”

“The worst fucking time” being two days before the start of round one of the play-offs.

In Dallas.

Against the top-seeded team in the Western Conference.

“What about your in-laws?” Harper asked.

Bren’s stomach churned at the mention of those vultures. Two days ago he’d received a call from Drew Cassidy, his ex-wife’s current boyfriend. Kendra needed “space”—though the online pictures of the place where she was staying definitely put it in on the “spa” end of the spectrum—and had called her parents to care for the kids. Drew might be the guy who banged Bren’s ex-wife while she was not-ex, but he wasn’t a complete asshole.

“They’re your kids, man, and I figure you should know. Kendra didn’t want me to call you. She just wanted to let her parents handle it, but it doesn’t seem right.”

No, it did not.

Three hours later, Bren was in Atlanta and in a face-off with his in-laws, the Gordons, who had chartered a jet from LA to get there.

To steal his fucking kids.

“This is what Kendra wants, Brendan, and as the girls’ primary caregiver in the divorce, her wishes should be obeyed. Caitriona and Franky are coming to LA with us.”

Bren could have gone ballistic. Every cell in his body itched to. But that would’ve scared his girls and given grist to the Gordons’ mill. Instead he’d called his lawyer, explained the situation, and then calmly told his in-laws what was going to happen.

The girls would live with him until Kendra was better.

The Gordons could visit, but not for a month, until the girls had settled in.

If they wanted to make a fuss, they’d better load up their guns, because Bren would never back down.

“Not an option,” Bren now told Harper. “And you know I don’t have any family nearby.” His parents were long gone, and his stepmother in Winnipeg wouldn’t be interested. Besides, the idea of sending his kids away was like stripping his skin to the bone. They’d lived with their mom for the last year and now he had them again. Shitty circumstances, but he had them.

This time, he wasn’t letting go.

“We can arrange something through a service,” Harper continued. “Nannies shouldn’t be hard to find.”

“I suppose,” Bren said doubtfully. He’d need more than a nanny. How about a housekeeper? On top of that, a tutor would come in extra handy because there were two months left in the school year, and he’d had to pull them as soon as he heard what happened. So three different positions right there, because he doubted Mary Poppins actually existed.

“We’ll all chip in and help, Bren,” Harper said with a cheer that was starting to piss him off. “Until you find someone, they can stay with me during away games.”

His head snapped back. “Harper, I can’t let you do that.”

Harper sat in the other leather armchair beside Bren, hands clasped in her lap, her petite stature making her sink even farther.

“We go back a long way, you and I,” she said quietly.

“Aye, we do.” He’d started with the Rebels feeder team in Rockford before his call-up to the majors eleven years ago. He’d had chances to leave, but he stuck around through the bad times and worse. One of them was finding Harper in the Rebels locker room, her lip bloody, another player looming over her and shaking out his fist. That bastard didn’t remain on the Rebels much longer. Left a couple of teeth behind, too.

Harper might think Bren’s defense of her created an obligation between them, but not as far as Bren was concerned. She had repaid him handsomely last year. Instead of canning his ass when he showed up for a game drunk, she’d persuaded her father to give him another chance as long as he entered rehab.

He’d spent the past eleven months acting like a monk. No booze, no fighting, no sex.

Christ, he missed sex.

“You don’t owe me this, Harper. I’ll figure something out.”

“What? We need you in Dallas when the team flies out tomorrow.”

“The girls can travel with me.”

“They’re nine and eleven, Bren. You can’t be dragging them all over the country. They need stability and we need you playing to the best of your ability and not worrying about who’s looking after them. We’ll work on hiring professional help, but for this first round of the play-offs, you’re going to have to let us help you. The WAGs are on the case. Me, Addison, Isobel, and—”

“Not Violet.”

He almost spat out her name, immediately regretting how much it revealed about his state of mind. What he didn’t regret? How his mouth felt when shaping the word: Vi-o-let. It had a musical quality that had always appealed to him. Pity its owner was far too appealing.

Harper looked understandably taken aback. “Well, she’s not a wife or girlfriend, but I’m sure she’d help out if asked. In fact, given that she doesn’t have an official role in the organization—or an actual job—she could prove useful.”

He snorted. What was wrong with him? Usually as stoic as they came, he found it near impossible to control himself whenever the youngest daughter of Clifford Chase was mentioned. Or came within earshot. Or was near enough to touch and taste and—

“She’s sort of . . . flighty,” he said, trying to sound reasonable, when his thoughts on Violet were anything but. “A party girl. This wouldn’t interest her.”

Caitriona and Franky had endured far too much insecurity, most of which was Bren’s fault. They didn’t need an unreliable slip of a girl like Violet who laughed too hard, flirted too much, and did an admirable job of getting under Bren’s skin.

He wasn’t fool enough to deny his attraction to her, but then he’d always been drawn to wild women, like his ex. And look how that turned out.

“My lawyer thinks I have a good chance at full custody, but I have to do this right. Dot the i’s and cross the t’s. Keep my head down and my nose clean.” He let her infer the rest. He refused to give Kendra any extra ammunition, and that started with ensuring that his daughters’ child-care arrangements were handled professionally.

Harper patted his arm as if his Violet objections were the most natural thing in the world. He felt a little guilty at painting her in a bad light, and even more so now that Harper seemed to readily understand.

“We’ll figure it out, Bren. Let the girls stay at Chase Manor while you go to Dallas for the first two games. I’ll work with an agency to set up some interviews for a more permanent position. I can even arrange to have someone open up your house and get it ready for the girls.”

The house. He hadn’t even thought about that. While his daughters usually stayed with him in his rented apartment when they came to visit once a month, they had all once lived together in the house on the lake. Being back on their old stomping ground might help them adjust to the big changes.

“That’d be great, Harper.”

She squeezed his arm. “We old-timers have to stick together, Bren. It’s also what family does. And the Rebels are family.”
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Violet had never been a fan of kids.

Okay, not exactly true. She wasn’t a fan of the small, wrinkled, poopy ones. Ankle biters fared much better in her eyes when they developed personalities.

So, faced with the sight of two kids in the Rebels front office suite—girls of an indeterminate age because Violet could never guess these things—she was curious, because personality radiated from them. She’d seen St. James’s daughters once before from a distance. Now, close up, she tried to determine if they looked like him. Both dark haired, one had a snooty air to her, while the other rocked a nerdy look with glasses. They sat in the chairs outside Dante’s office, eyes glued to an iPad and a book respectively, looking a little lost.

Behind her, a deep voice rumbled, “They don’t bite, y’know.”

She turned to take in the hotness that was Dante Moretti, general manager of the Rebels. “Can you guarantee that?”

Dante shrugged one broad shoulder encased in a dove-gray designer suit. “These ones? No. I only have experience with a couple of mouthy Brooklyn chicks who would sell their souls for Taylor Swift tickets.”

Violet laughed softly. “Your nieces sound adorable.”

Perhaps sensing she was being studied, the girl who looked older—ten? fourteen?—squinted in suspicion at Violet. Reminded that she sported purple-streaked hair and was dressed in a denim mini that showcased her tattooed thighs, Violet offered a smile to affirm she was one of the good ones. Unimpressed Child returned to her tablet.

“You here to see Harper?” Dante asked.

“Yeah, we were going to do lunch.”

“She’s in my office with St. James.”

Violet figured as much. She jerked her chin and walked down the corridor a ways so they were out of earshot.

“What’s going on?”

Dante looked over his shoulder, his lake-blue eyes troubled. “The girls will be staying with their father for a while. Mom’s checked in to some facility for a rest.”

Code: rehab. Shit, the mom as well? Those poor kids couldn’t catch a break.

Dante went on. “Harper’s giving him the spiel about how we’ve got his back, et cetera. Expect the Bat-Signal any minute now to get everyone on a baby-sitting roster.”

That sounded like her oldest sister. Harper was a fixer, the kind of person who liked to run people’s lives like a pro hockey team, which had worked peachy while she was trying to ignore her own needs.

Dante was eyeing her speculatively. “What?” she asked.

“So, what exactly do you do around here, Vasquez?”

Despite the affection she heard in the question, she bristled. So maybe she knew jack about hockey, unlike Harper and their sister Isobel. As in Isobel Chase, NCAA champion, Olympic silver medalist, and celebrated coach. Violet had only stuck around because dearest Dad’s last will and testament required that all three sisters manage the team jointly, or it would be sold off. The team also had to make the play-offs—and now they had. Achievement unlocked, and her cut of the pie was definitely worth more now than when she’d first arrived.

To be honest, Violet didn’t have any good reason for remaining in Chicago much longer. Her sisters would buy her out as soon as she asked. With that kind of money, she could travel. Get a college degree. Visit her mom in Puerto Rico. Anything.

And the way Dante was looking at her, she just might get cracking on that plan sooner rather than later.

“I mooch off the Chase family name. What do you do, Moretti?”

He smiled. So pretty. “Any good with kids?”

Nopeity-nope-nope. “You put those kids under my care and they’ll be pierced and tatted by the end of the week.”

“As long as it’s a Rebels tat, I don’t have a problem with that.”

“Like you said, there’ll be plenty of WAGs dying to help out. Hell, you could flash a Nanny Wanted sign on the arena scoreboard and have them lining up around the block for a chance to polish Highlander’s peen.”

“Hmm” was all Dante had to say about that.

Before Violet could protest further, the door to his office opened and out came the man himself, wearing a tee with Scotland vs. Everyone emblazoned across his vast chest. Bren St. James, captain of the Rebels, aka Saint aka Highlander aka Nessie. Though only Violet called him that last one, and man-on-fire did it piss him off. His brutally handsome face would transform into a scowl that was probably the hottest thing Violet had ever seen.

So she’d say it again. Nessie.

Super scowl. Wet panties.

Today was no different. His midnight-blue eyes clashed with her green ones and she didn’t even have to open her mouth. Holy lip bite. The scowl was already activated on sight and Violet’s lady parts were already damp. The fact that this guy totally despised her was a bonus that revved her engine from zero to sixty in seconds flat. When they finally got it on, the sex would be spectacular.

Ha-ha, very funny, Vasquez. That would so not be happening. The Grumpster blew it that first day they met in the Empty Net.

“Dad!” The shorter girl with the glasses hopped up and hugged St. James as if it had been months since she’d seen him, instead of the hour max he’d spent in that meeting. “We have to get home to Gretzky. He doesn’t do well alone.”

The Scot’s growly demeanor melted as he wrapped his big arms around his daughter. Meanwhile, more melting was happening in Violet’s immediate vicinity, points south. Oh yeah. This guy would have zero problems finding child care.

“Franky, the dog is fine. I leave him alone all the time.”

“Better he’s alone so we don’t have to smell his farts,” said Tall Diva without even looking up from her tablet. Violet would bet her share of the Rebels this one took after her mom.

As soon as the thought formed, Violet mentally berated herself. She had no idea what St. James’s ex was like. The woman was probably a saint for putting up with this brood monster for years before he finally hit rehab on orders from team management. Yet Violet couldn’t help thinking there was more to Bren St. James beyond the bullet points splashed all over sports websites during his meltdown last year: Washed-up alcoholic. Bad husband. Rotten father.

Harper appeared behind the Scot, petite, blond, and perfectly put together.

“Hey, girls, so what do you say to a sleepover at my place?” she asked. “I have so much ice cream that I really need help getting through it.”

Violet gave Dante a sidelong glance. “Are you kidding?”

“Probably practicing for when Remy knocks her up,” Dante said under his breath, and Violet laughed.

The laugh focused St. James’s attention on her. Or rather refocused it, because he’d definitely spotted her when he exited the office.

Time for her daily fun. “Nessie! How goes it?”

He inhaled deeply and ran a hand through his overlong dark hair, his irritation obvious. Ignoring her as usual, he addressed his girls. “So, you know the play-offs start the day after tomorrow? I have to go out of town for a few days, and you’re going to stay with Harper.”

The youngest girl—Franky—frowned but quickly adjusted it to a smile, first at her dad, then at Harper. Either a people pleaser or a master manipulator, she was one to watch.

“Caitriona?” St. James spoke to the older girl, still riveted to her iPad. “That okay with you?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Nope,” her father said, and his matter-of-fact manner made Violet laugh, then immediately stifle it when she felt Dante’s gaze zero in on her. “I’ll bring them over tomorrow morning before the bus leaves for the airport,” Bren said to Harper. “Thanks again.”

“Not a problem. Looking forward to it.” And then to the girls, “Bring your appetites, ladies!”

With protective hands on his daughters’ shoulders, Bren walked them toward the suite’s exit, which meant he had to pass by Violet and Dante.

“What, no introductions, Nessie?”

Franky peered up at her. “Why does she call you that, Dad?”

“Because she’s a bit cracked in the head, love.”

Violet laughed again—a little too hard, if the weird looks Harper and Dante threw her way were any indication.

So, here was the deal: Violet found it virtually impossible to act like a sane female around St. James. There was something about his grumpy, beastly exterior that made her itch to provoke a reaction, and as the sullen Scot went out of his way not to talk to her, she could tell he was desperate to do it. Or maybe she hoped he was. Her efforts to provoke him couldn’t be all for nothing, could they?

For the past few months, she’d been in a faux friends-with-bennies situation with Cade “Alamo” Burnett, a gay Rebels player in need of cover, which gave Violet the perfect opportunity to needle the team’s captain. Whenever Bren was in earshot, Violet would laugh heartily at Cade’s jokes, causing the hottie Texan to roll his eyes dramatically and grind out, I’m not that funny. Her response? Flutter her fingers on Cade’s chest, bat her eyelashes vehemently, and giggle-gasp, I know! with an extrabig laugh to punctuate it. But Cade no longer needed her help since announcing to the world that he liked boys in general and Dante in particular. His secret was public and so, in a way, was hers.

Outed as a fraud who got her kicks from cock teasing an irascible, alcoholic Scotsman. For shame, Vasquez.

Violet tilted her head at Bren’s youngest daughter. “You ever heard of the Loch Ness Monster?”

Franky nodded solemnly.

“That’s why we call him Nessie. Because he’s Scottish. Mysterious. Mythical.”

“And a monster,” the girl added, still solemn.

Oh dear, that wasn’t Violet’s intention at all. “Well, I wouldn’t go that far.”

Before she could assure the girl that her father wasn’t really a monster, Franky broke into a huge grin that knocked the whole room sideways with its power. She peered owl-like at her father.

“Just kidding, Dad. You’re not a monster, and you’re definitely not mythical.”

St. James appeared spectacularly resigned. “Sure I am. My skills are legendary.” Seeming to realize that could be taken a number of ways, he reddened and added, “On the ice.” He caught Violet’s eye, his expression lovingly murderous at being drawn into this weird conversation.

Violet smiled evilly in return. “I meant the fictitious interpretation of mythical versus the one that implies you’re a legend, Nessie. Let’s not go overboard, ’kay?”

Was that a kick to the corner of his mouth? It was so hard to tell with that beard of awesome.

The older girl rolled her eyes. “Dad, we should go.”

“Aye, we should.” He turned to Harper. “Thanks again. I’ll see you soon.”

Franky smiled at Violet as she walked by. “I like your hair.”

“Hey, thanks. I like your glasses.”

With St. James and his brood gone, Dante split a glance between Violet and Harper before finally settling on the woman in charge. There was a fair bit of twinkling going on in those Italian blues.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

Before her sister could respond, Violet jumped in. “Uh, I’m not baby-sitting. I’ve got too much going on. Redecorating the cottage. Working on my tan. Improv and flamenco classes.”

“You’d be doing us a huge favor,” Dante said.

“Actually,” Harper said with a tight smile, “we won’t need your help, Vi. I’ve got it all under control.”

Violet tensed, realizing she’d protested too much. No way did she want people thinking she wasn’t a team player. Although she pretty much refused to have anything to do with the business of running the team—and she spent most of her days taking fun classes and shopping—she knew the meaning of real work. After busting her balls for so long and going through a serious medical situation, the past few months had been the ultimate breather. Getting closer to the half sisters she’d never known up until eight months ago had been an unexpected bonus—not that she’d ever tell them. They weren’t really that kind of family.

“I don’t mind helping out. If you need me to drive them somewhere or supervise playdates . . .” She had no idea what kids that age needed. “Call on me.”

Harper squeezed Violet’s arm and Vi sensed—oh, God—pity in the gesture. “Sure, we know where to find you. Now, let’s grab lunch.”



TWO
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First Round Play-Offs, Game One

Chicago Rebels at Dallas Steers

A captain’s band meant something. Responsibility, leadership, rock-solid strength. Bren had always thought he had these traits in spades.

Even when he was drinking a bottle of whiskey a day.

Even when his wife was fucking an NFL wide receiver.

Even when his problems started to sneak up on him, affecting his play.

Because even when all that shit was going down, he had his girls, his beautiful daughters for whom he would skate through fire. If someone told him he had to surrender his band to spend more time with them, he’d rip it off without question. If Coach Calhoun said he couldn’t play in the finals and be a good father at the same time, there would be no contest. While Bren was a natural skater, he was a born father.

Fancy sentiments, for sure. They meant sweet fuck all without action.

His girls didn’t like him much right now. Well, Franky liked him fine, but then she was an eternal optimist. Caitriona wanted to believe. He saw it in her eyes, that quick spark of hope that would dull because he’d let her down. Chosen his love of the bottle over his love for her.

At the ripe old age of thirty-one, he had a second chance: the play-offs and his girls. Twelve years in this business and his first time in the postseason. Possibly his last time. He’d stayed in Chicago for Kendra, who liked living there until she didn’t. Now he was damaged goods and no team but the Rebels would have him.

Sitting on the visitors’ bench in the Dallas Steers FedEx Arena, Bren tried to focus on the game. One goal apiece, middle of the third. It might have been his imagination, but this level seemed faster, like moving from junior league to the farm team, from the minors to the NHL. Each new grade put you against bigger guys, faster skaters, blink-and-you-miss-it plays. The Rebels had played Dallas before, so it shouldn’t be different. Yet it was.

Desperation tinged the air. It was a best-of-seven series and it felt like everything was riding on this first game.

“You’re in, Highlander,” Coach shouted to be heard above the crowd noise. But he needn’t have bothered, because Bren would have heard a whisper if it told him it was his turn. This was what he lived for.

Remy came off and touched his arm, like a passing of the baton. They were both centers, so they rarely played on the same line unless Coach wanted to mix things up. No one experimented during the play-offs, so when Bren was on, Remy was off.

“Allons-y,” the Cajun said. Let’s go. All those French-isms used to annoy Bren—Remy used to annoy Bren—but not anymore. Remy was the reason the team had found its way back in the past eight months. The man stepped up when Bren couldn’t, and the chatty charmer had become one of his closest friends.

Bren skated on, assessing everyone’s position, figuring out the dynamic. Every team, game, and play had a different one. This minute, Callaghan was on the right, Petrov on his left. Bren was the traffic cop, making sure every pass got to where it needed to go. Block, intercept, push, retreat—it was all part of his repertoire and the reason people in the know considered him underrated. Solid and steady, never flashy. The wingers scored more, but that was as it should be. He wasn’t one for the spotlight.

Where Bren excelled was in the face-off. He had a 58.6 percent record going into this game, and no way in hell was he letting that stat slip. After two minutes on the ice, they had the chance of a five-on-four power play, their best shot at pulling ahead.

Bren won the face-off and passed to Petrov, who took the puck and stuck with it down the line like it was Velcroed to his blade. Holstadt, one of the Dallas defenders, cross-checked him but didn’t get called for a minor, probably because Petrov managed to get the puck back into Rebels possession.

Back onto Bren’s blade.

In the attacking zone, Bren studied the placement of everyone. Some nights his mind operated with the vision of an overhead drone. God’s view. This was one of those nights. He drew geometric lines in his head between each player, figuring out who would benefit most from his pass. Needing to think three moves ahead, he held the puck for an extra half second before flicking it behind him to Petrov and praying the Russian was paying attention. With a side step to reveal the opening, Bren moved and watched with satisfaction as Vadim slapped the shot and bulged the twine.

The goal-scoring buzzer was the sweetest sound imaginable. Well, almost as sweet as his girls’ giggles.
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“Hello, I’m Bren and I’m an alcoholic.”

“Hi, Bren,” a chorus of strangers’ voices sang back at him.

The beauty of AA was that no matter what city you were in or the time of day, there was usually a meeting happening nearby. Dallas was no different. The Rebels had won the first game of the series last night, but that didn’t stop the gnawing ache that threatened to eat Bren from the inside out. The team might be his brothers, but these strangers were his tribe.

Another day, another musty church basement. Damn, he could create a handy-dandy travel guide for church basements across North America.

Seattle: damp, smells of fish, excellent coffee.

Nashville: strains of country trickling in from the bar on the corner. Irony of meeting location noted.

Dallas: plentiful beef jerky and donuts. The same haunted faces as any other AA group.

Standing up and sharing was something Bren hadn’t done much of since the earliest meetings after he exited rehab. Back then, it was a way to prove he was taking the process seriously. Now he was more likely to load up on caffeine, sit back, and listen. Chronically shy as a child, he’d used alcohol as a crutch and a way to connect with his equally reticent father, and without that lubricant, the talking refused to come easy to him. But today, he needed to be heard in an environment where no one judged.

He inhaled a shaky breath. “Last night, I took a step toward something that could amount to a career high if it all goes as planned.” Getting specific wasn’t necessary; sharing in AA was all about emoting. “Basically, I won something and if I keep on winning, it would mean the world to me, my team, a lot of people who care about what I do. For years, I’ve been used to losing. Losing suits the alcoholic. Losing suits me. When I lose, I have an excuse to drink. No one questions drinks downed in self-consolation.”

A few in the group nodded in recognition.

“Things are looking up for me, though. My daughters are back in my life. My career is on an upswing. I’m not dating yet—still inside my year. Not that I’m counting down the days or anything.”

Everyone chuckled at that. AA guidelines recommended a twelve-month break from relationships, and Bren had been using it as some sort of benchmark for when his life truly would be back on track. Follow the rules. You do you.

He’d woken up earlier at the team hotel with his usual morning wood, and instead of tapping into his mental spank bank of images, he’d gone for a run. Been a while since he’d done that. Usually, his time at the gym and on the ice kept him fit, but he’d forgotten the satisfaction of pounding the pavement, Slipknot screaming in his ears, sweat rolling off his body. He’d run a lot after rehab because it was either that, drink, or fuck.

Two of the three were now off the menu.

One year, four months, a week, and three days—that’s how long since he’d been inside a woman. Given that his divorce was finalized nine months ago while he was in rehab, he guessed he should be grateful that he hadn’t added infidelity to his list of sins. The last woman he slept with was his wife, which was miraculous, considering how much of his spare time was spent wasted, bellied up to bars, with women crawling all over him. Some kernel of decency deep inside him had prevented him from going full-grade assholic and cheating on Kendra.

Don’t worry, man, you have a million other sins to atone for.

A saucy grin lighting up sparkling green eyes flashed through his brain. Whenever he thought of sex—and these days, that was nonstop—it was invariably Violet’s face he saw. Violet’s body he imagined beneath his. Violet’s moans he heard in his fevered fantasies.

He shook his head, recalling his current purpose. “So yeah, it’s all good for now. My girls, my job, my band of brothers. I’ve been so used to losing I’d forgotten how good it feels to be on an upward trajectory. And, well, it fucking terrifies me.”

More nods now. The tribe understood fear of all stripes: of failure, but mostly of success, because it left you waiting for the other shoe to drop. If he’d been talking this out with Remy or someone on the team, they’d be interjecting at this point, fobbing him off with the usual platitudes. But not in AA. “No cross talk, no interruptions” was one of the rules.

“No one in my life before I got clean would’ve ever questioned me knocking back one or ten when my team lost. Just as no one questioned it when we won. My life was a perfect setup to cover my alcoholism. It still is. I don’t have a nine-to-five job. I’m on the road constantly in the company of hard-drinking men, most of them younger than me with sky-high tolerance and whip-fast metabolisms. I lose, I drink. I win, I drink.”

“Drank,” someone called out. Against the rules, but Bren didn’t mind, because he needed to hear that. He nodded at the weathered-looking guy in the third row who had spoken.

“Drank.” Bren affirmed the past tense with a half smile. “Every day I struggle to stay sober. It’s been almost eleven months of cultivating new habits. The habit of self-respect and of fatherhood. The habit of drinking Coke without Jack. The habit of teamwork and pride in a job well done. I hope that eventually it’ll include the habit of being a good enough man for a woman. I hope also to acquire the habit of success—and appreciation for it. I live in hope, I suppose.”

He arced his gaze over the group, few of whom knew and none of whom cared that he was a pro athlete in the first round of a Stanley Cup run. Well, the guy in the Dallas Steers jersey sneering at him from the front row might care because his team had gotten their asses handed to them last night. Sorry not sorry, brother. AA cared nothing for wealth, status, the sins that had stained your life to this point. The only requirement for membership was a desire to stop drinking—and a high tolerance for musty church basements.

“Thanks for listening.” Bren took a seat to the soundtrack of thanks, Bren, knocked back a mouthful of godawful coffee, and settled in for the next speaker.



THREE

[image: Image]

Maldito, she was out of coffee.

Definitely a first world problem, because Violet happened to live on the grounds of Chase Manor. Not in Chase Manor itself—heaven forbid—but in the coach house at the end of the drive near the main entrance. Like where the horses were desaddled or something in olden times. That was the kind of life her sisters had growing up, a life Violet couldn’t relate to at all.
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