
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
   Breakaway
 
   Pro-U, Book 1
 
    
 
   by
 
    
 
   ALI PARKER 
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
   Find Ali Parker
 
   www.aliparkerbooks.com
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Table of Contents
 
   Find Ali Parker
 
   Description
 
   Chapter 1
 
   Chapter 2
 
   Chapter 3
 
   Chapter 4
 
   Chapter 5
 
   Chapter 6
 
   Chapter 7
 
   Chapter 8
 
   Chapter 9
 
   Chapter 10
 
   Chapter 11
 
   Chapter 12
 
   Chapter 13
 
   Chapter 14
 
   Chapter 15
 
   Chapter 16
 
   Chapter 17
 
   Chapter 18
 
   Chapter 19
 
   Chapter 20
 
   Chapter 21
 
   Chapter 22
 
   Chapter 23
 
   Chapter 24
 
   Chapter 25
 
   Chapter 26
 
   Chapter 27
 
   Chapter 28
 
   Chapter 29
 
   Chapter 30
 
   Chapter 31
 
   Chapter 32
 
   Chapter 33
 
   Chapter 34
 
   Chapter 35
 
   Chapter 36
 
   Want more?
 
   About the Author
 
   Free books by Ali
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Description
 
    
 
   Lucas White is captain of the hockey team, and well deserving of the position. He's hard-hitting, rough and puts up with very little. He's kept to himself throughout his years at Providence University, but it's time to train the next man up in line for his position. His second on the Hockey team has a twin sister that catches everyone's eye and leaves most of the guys acting like idiots, but Lucas isn't interested. Girls are too needy, too catty and a pain in butt. Plain and simple. 
 
    
 
   Aubrey Moore's had her eye on the captain of the hockey team for the last few years since her brother, Jayce joined the team. He's known for being a complete jerk, but Aubrey's had the pleasure of seeing around the edges of his personality and wants to know him more. Now she just has to figure out how to help him breakaway from being so jaded and join her in the best adventure anyone could embark on -love.
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   Lizzy and Hunter have grown up together, but the decision to share an apartment their freshman year of college unlocks feelings they’ve always had, but never explored. Come enjoy this ‘coming of age’ novella. You don’t wanna miss out. 
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Chapter 1
 
   Aubrey
 
    
 
    
 
   "Get on your toes. Now." The soft tone of Professor McCraven's voice was only more of a reason to press to my toes as hard as I could. Pain shot through my feet and drove up my ankles and legs at a sickening rate. I ignored it. We all did. "Better. Lift and plié."
 
   A groan came from one of the girls beside me, and our instructor snapped her attention from the front of the large dance studio where she stood, ready to attack the weak at any moment. 
 
   "Is there a problem?" McCraven's perfectly manicured eyebrow lifted sharply. 
 
   As I expected, no one responded. Nor would I. Like the rest of our dance company at Providence University, I would go home and soak my feet, slather them with ointment and wrap them in bandages until our next practice. 
 
   "People only see the beauty you put forth, but they don't begin to understand the effort, the emotion, the pain that goes into dancing. Your elegant toe shoes hide the truth well, don't they?" The smirk tugging at her thin lips left my stomach sick. It always did. She was a masochist, and yet, I was in for the long haul. If I could just catch the right eye at a performance or gleam the right attention, then maybe I would be invited to try out for Juilliard School of Dance. It was highly unlikely as I was a little thicker than most of the beanpoles around me, but I wasn't going to stop dreaming, and working toward that dream. Not ever. 
 
   A whimper lifted up behind me. Oh shit...
 
   There were more rules in Janice McCraven's dance company than I could count, but the number one rule was that we were never - ever - to let anyone see us sweat. No fear, no tears, no weakness. It simply was the way she conducted our degree program as the Dean of Arts, and more specifically, the lead advisor for the Dance Program. 
 
   "I can't. I'm sorry. My shoes are new, and my toes are breaking." A petite girl with a tight blond braid running down her back moved out onto the floor and dropped to her butt as she worked frantically to get her pointe shoe off. 
 
   Whispers started among the twenty ballerinas holding the long wooden pole that lay between us as we'd lined up on either side of it forty-five minutes before. I couldn't help but glance over at the girl, my heart hurting in my chest as tears rolled down her face. 
 
   She knew good and damn well that by breaking the line she was in defiance of the first rule in the room. The pain dancing along my toes and wrapping up my ankles made me want to drop to my rear on the ground beside her, but I wouldn't shed a tear for any of them. It only seemed to make them stronger when they caught a scent of weakness. As a third-year student on the dance company, I'd seen some seriously messed-up shit during practice and on traveling events. There was no way I was going to be the center of ridicule any time soon. 
 
   The laugh that left Professor McCraven was vile, and it echoed through the room and almost seemed to linger. "What. Are. You. Doing?"
 
   "I'm sorry. Please. Really, I just can't stand on my toes any more today. These shoes are-"
 
   "Get out. Now." Her voice softened to the point of sounding like she cared, which was even more disturbing. Providence University was known for their dance program, and they had the perfect boogey man in place to ensure that everyone not worthy of the honor of being a part of it was weeded out. 
 
   "No, please. My parents would die if I-"
 
   "Get out." She turned back to the class and cleared her throat. "Lift and plié."
 
   I lifted as high as I could and forced myself into a mental state of getting the work done regardless of the physical fatigue that spiraled through my arms and legs. It was a game. A game that should have been more enjoyable, like softball was to my best friend Layla or cheerleading was to some of the girls who helped me keep the unruly hockey team together. 
 
   My mind darted off to my to-do list, which always seemed to bring in some semblance of comfort. I wasn't emotionally connected to anyone in the dance program, because it was simply easier that way. We weren't all going to make it to our senior season in the program, and most of the girls were far more concerned with how they looked than who they were. Not my kind of people in the slightest. 
 
   As Queen Bee, a stupid name assigned by the hockey team, of the Ice Queens, I was in charge of making sure their party time for the season was properly funded, their paraphernalia purchased, and their groupies were at every event. Why I let my twin brother, Jayce, muscle me into such a stupid position was beyond me, but it was fun most days of the week. Getting to see Lucas White made it well worth my time and attention. 
 
   Lucas White. Butterflies did their own 'lift and plié' in my stomach and up the cavity of my chest as tingles ran down my lower back. He had to be the most beautiful man I'd ever seen. To describe him as sexy or hot would be rather appropriate, and yet, he was far more than that. As the senior captain of the hockey team at Pro-U, he was mature, responsible and demanding as hell. 
 
   Wish he would demand me into his bedroom to take out his stress on my body. Just don't touch the feet. No feet. 
 
   A smirk tugged at my lips, but I forced the thought of Lucas away. And expression would only gain me the attention of the Nazi walking around the room, looking for blood to spill.
 
   "One at a time now. I want to check your positioning and your posture." A collective groan should have lifted in the room, but no one would ever think to utter a single word unless they were spoken to. Dance wasn't about expressing oneself, or at least not in the company of others. It was structure, elegance, a reminder of the refined nature of humanity. Or to them it was. To me, it was complete freedom to express my heart in ways that words wouldn't do justice. 
 
   Whether greatness ever came calling or not, I would open my own dance studio here in Providence, Rhode Island one day. My studio would be nothing like the stuffy, cold atmosphere of all the ones I'd haunted over my sixteen years of dancing. 
 
   "Excellent, Aubrey. Everyone but Aubrey, fall out." Her hand pressed into my lower back as the other rested just below my breasts. "Look at the way her back curves just so. Gather around me now."
 
   I took shallow breaths and remained focused on a painting that hung on the wall ahead of me. The dancers in it were wrapped up together in an embrace that spoke of love and lust all in the same moment. I let the beauty of it comfort me as I stood on display for everyone to ogle at. It was something I was getting rather used to. 
 
   "Her chin is lifted beautifully, her shoulders rounded, her fingers curved just so." The professor glanced around and moved back, releasing me. "Aubrey, lift and plié."
 
   I did as I was asked to do with supreme concentration to do it perfectly. Where I knew McCraven was impressed with my skill and level of detail on the dance floor, I also was well aware that she had no favorites. She didn't like anyone. 
 
   "Excellent. Even with her being a little bigger than I'd like and her breasts being ungodly large for a dancer... still beautiful posture and form." She clapped her hands and walked from the room. "Class dismissed."
 
   I dropped down off my toes and let out a ragged breath. Someone should have come up to pat me on the back and reassure me that I was perfectly fit and my boobs were a great asset, and yet, no one said a word to me. Three years of dancing beside most of the girls in the room, and not a word. 
 
   After gathering my stuff, I bypassed the locker room and walked out in the chilly late afternoon. My brother's smile caused me to return the gesture. I didn't need any of the bitches in the room behind me. I had my twin brother, my best friend and the hockey team to remind me that I was worthy of someone’s time and energy. 
 
   The dance building was on the far northern side of campus, and sat perched on a hill as if to draw attention to the fact that Providence had an outstanding program of top-notch performers at its beck and call, and it did. 
 
   "I saw you through the window over there. Was she being a bitch again?" Jayce stood up and reached for my backpack. 
 
   "No. Well, other than calling me a fat cow with big utters, no." I pushed him away. He was too good of a guy most days of the week. I couldn't figure out why in the world he wasn't dating, but it wasn't a conversation he would appreciate me bringing up again. No one would ever guess that under all his muscle and alpha male persona he was a sweetheart - a teddy bear - the occasional wuss.
 
   "A fat cow, hm? That's interesting. I wonder what she thinks about the other ninety percent of college kids walking around campus." He jogged to his side of his black mustang and unlocked the doors. "You are one of the skinniest girls I know." 
 
   I brushed my hands over my sides and cupped my hips as I lifted my eyebrow at him. "Other ninety percent? No. If you aren't in dance... you don't exist!"
 
   "Well, shit. Smack my ass and call me irrelevant." He got in and buckled up as I laughed at him. 
 
   "Where are we going? Is the party at the Ice House still on for tonight?" I reached up and turned the radio down as he started the car. 
 
   "Yeah. You ordered the kegs, right?" He pulled a protein bar from the side door and tossed it at me. "Open that and we can split it."
 
   "I didn't order them, but Dana did." I did as he asked and smiled as he growled. 
 
   "Dana? Well, I guess she’s better than any of the other Hockey Hussies in your group." He took half the bar and ate it greedily. 
 
   "My group?" I laughed and took a small bite, grimacing at the nastiness of it. "They belong to you guys. I just try to lead them from time to time."
 
   "Good luck with that job." He pulled up in front of my dorm and glanced out the front window. "You bringing Layla tonight?"
 
   "Of course, but why do you care?" I opened the door and stifled a chuckle that pressed against my teeth. He'd always had a slight crush on my best friend, but for some odd reason had never done anything about it. Even when she'd wanted him to in our teenage years. 
 
   "I don't care. I just figured that if you got sloppy drunk again that it would be nice to turn you over to someone I trust." He shrugged, but wouldn't look over at me. 
 
   "Oh, okay. How about this," I leaned down and pressed my hands to the seat, "turn me over to Lucas and just make sure I have an oxygen mask and a handful of condoms for the night."
 
   "What? Hell no." Jayce jerked his head toward me and pinned me with a hard stare. "No dating the hockey guys, and sure as fuck no sleeping with them. You might be head of the Ice Queens, but you aren't acting like one of them. Got it?"
 
   I rolled my eyes, moved back and closed the door without another word. He had nothing to worry about and he knew it. I respected myself a little too much to spread my legs for the guys on the team like my Ice Queen's did. 
 
   Now, if Lucas came a ‘calling... 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Lucas
 
    
 
    
 
   "William and Geoff, take center. Parks and Caleb, left winger. Jessie and Mark, right winger. I'll take goaltender. Don't fuck this up this time. Your only job is to work together to score on us." I pointed to Parks, Geoff and Jessie, who wore red jerseys to match mine. The other three guys were rookies, the new kids on the block. It had been a long fall season and where each of the newbies had great potential, none of them were ready for the playoffs. With only a few weeks in the spring season left, I was done getting my ass chewed off by Coach. Time to teach these idiots a few lessons. 
 
   "Oh, I'm gonna score on you. Take your lady too," William called after me, but I ignored him. The guy was far more fluff than he was worth most days of the week. Scary enough, he reminded me a lot of my older brother Bret. Cocky, funny as hell and headed for complete disaster. I wanted to save the kid, but it wasn't my place. I had my own demons to fight.
 
   "He doesn't have a lady, you fuck-tard. You know Lucas rolls solo." A chuckle resounded among the guys as I pulled on my mask and turned to face them. 
 
   I hit my mitts together and shook my head. "Stop worrying about my nuts and come at me."
 
   Geoff leaned over aggressively and dropped the puck. It was a sound I'd gotten used to hearing as it smacked against the ice and bounced. I'd been playing hockey since I was six years old. I didn't know another life, though I sure as hell wanted to. 
 
   The struggle between the players in front of me brought me calmness instead of the nervousness that should have filled me. I was at home on the ice and being great there was easy. It was everywhere else in life that was a struggle. 
 
   I prepared as they came close and clipped my knees together, blocking William’s first shot. "You play like a fucking girl."
 
   He turned around and pinned me with a mean stare. "Then get your old ass out here and stop guarding the hole. You have the easy job."
 
   I laughed and pulled off my mask as I moved toward him aggressively. He'd gotten too comfortable with stepping over the line, and I was done with it. 
 
   "Oh shit," Caleb yelled and threw down his stick and headed our way. I only had a few upperclassmen with me to keep things as focused as possible. The rest of the team would be wrapping up a long week and heading to the Ice House soon for our Friday night festivities. My second in command, Jayce Moore, would head that shit up. My focus was to break the cocky bastard in front of me. 
 
   "You talk a big game, Will." I tossed parts of my gear off to the side and met him with aggression as he wrapped his arms around me and tried like hell to knock me off my feet. A laugh bubbled up inside of me as I dug my skate into the ice and twisted hard, throwing the kid on his side. I moved down the ice and popped him in the face three times before Caleb pulled me back. 
 
   "All right. He gets the point." Caleb leaned around me as I panted, trying desperately to get air in my lungs. I was the old man on the team, and though I hated to admit it, I was only a few weeks out from leaving Providence and joining the pros - something I'd never wanted to do. The dream belonged to my father, and as a tribute to my older brother... I continued to live a life that belonged to someone else. 
 
   "Damn, Lucas. I was just kidding." He kicked at my foot, almost clipping my skate as he glared up at me with a busted lip. 
 
   "Stop dicking around out here, or you're off the team. Got me?" I leaned over him menacingly. "Now, get your pansy-ass up and let's go. You want a piece of me. Excellent. I'll teach you a few things, but try hard not to cry when you find more than your lip busted."
 
   The guys laughed, and Geoff helped the kid off the ground, which was more than I'd planned to do. The look on Will’s face as he positioned himself in front of me in the center of the rink was priceless. He was determined to show me up, as if that would gain him the respect of our teammates and garner him the attention he wanted from Coach Billows. 
 
   "Drop it," he growled at me. 
 
   A smile lifted my lips and I chuckled before dangling it in front of him. "Tell me which girl you have your eye on tonight. I'm going to make sure to call you in the room when I have her on her knees sucking on my cock."
 
   He tensed, and I couldn't help but love how much I had an effect on him. I wasn't the jerk I was playing to be, but the kid needed to learn to respect those of us above him on the team. One way or the other... I'd force that respect upon him. 
 
   "I heard he's after Jayce's fine-ass sister," someone mumbled behind us. 
 
   I dropped the puck and ignored the violent way my body reacted to the thought of Aubrey. There was no way in hell anyone was bedding her. Least of all me. She was too much woman for all of us. Even with me respecting her brother so much, there was no way I would defile her the way some of the Ice Queen's begged for us to. Those girls were whores, but Aubrey sat in a class all to herself. 
 
   I stole the puck and raced toward Caleb as he stood in the goalie box. My pulse spiked, not because of the physical exertion of kicking William’s ass without effort, but at the thought of getting to see our head Ice Queen later that night. Where I'd never in a million years ask her out, seeing her own the room with nothing more than a hard stare or sharp word left my cock hard and blood pumping. 
 
   Women were too much trouble, but some part of me wanted to break my own protective stance for Jayce Moore's twin sister. I still couldn't fathom how he talked her into running our support group. She wasn't at all the kind of girl who played groupie for a sweaty bunch of idiot guys, and yet, Jayce had her whooping our asses into shape. It was a damn shame that I was in my graduating year at Providence. I almost wanted to look into a master’s just to have more time to watch her blossom. 
 
   "Fuck!" William skated up next to me and closed his eyes. "Fine. You win. I hate you so damn much, but I love you too. Tell me how to get better, Lucas. I want to rule this place one day."
 
   "Good for you. Earn it, bitch." I pushed his chest and moved toward the edge of the ice to find Coach Billows waiting on me. "Coach."
 
   "Lucas. Good job this afternoon with these guys. Come talk to me." He turned and walked down the hall that led to his office. 
 
   I paused to take off my gear and shake hands with the other guys, promising to be at the party in a few hours just to shut them up. I hated the Ice House, and refused to stay there. It's where all shit went down. Only the wildest of the bunch lived there together in complete chaos. I went for parties and meetings, but that was about it. 
 
   "William's getting better. He's still emotionally a three year old, but I'm thinking I might take out my aggression on him and beat him every time he speaks this year." I glanced over at the coach and chuckled. 
 
   "We had to get Reggie to do that to your cocky ass too, remember?" He patted me on the back and opened the door to his office, letting me go in first. "Have a seat."
 
   I dropped down into a seat in front of his desk and leaned back. There was no reason to be concerned. I kept my nose clean for the most part. If something was messed up it was because one of the guys on my team messed it up.
 
   "I got a call from the head coach of the Washington Caps. He's an old friend of mine, so after shooting the shit a bit, he wanted to talk about players. One in particular." He sat down in his large leather chair and crossed his hands over his potbelly. His salt and pepper hair was thinning, and I had to think it was more to do with him having two teenage daughters at home rather than keeping up with us. 
 
   He expected me to have an emotional response to the idea of being drafted into the pros, but I didn't. It was my father's dream. My brother, Bret's, dream, but it wasn't mine. I was going, but only because it was the natural course of things to come. No reason to swim upstream. 
 
   "Oh yeah? Parks finally catch someone's eye?" I winked as he growled at me. 
 
   "You know they're all going to be looking at you. I want you to up your time in the weight room over the next two weeks. You need to be ready to take a beating at the Frozen Four, Lucas. They're going to come after us, and namely you, with a fucking vengeance. You're the best in the country. If they can take you out-"
 
   "Who's they?" I gave him a cheeky grin. Coach had to be one of my favorite people in the world. He was far more of a father figure to me than my own dad. Maybe it was because there was something in it for him, but either way - I loved the guy. 
 
   "All right smart ass." He turned and looked up on his wall of fame where pictures of my older brother still hung. "You need to make sure of one thing."
 
   "What's that, Coach?" 
 
   He turned back toward me and leaned forward. His expression softened. "That it's your dream to go to the pros. It can't be anyone else's dream. It's too hard. Too much is required of you."
 
   "I get that." I moved to the edge of my seat, ready to run from the conversation before it really began. "It's my dream. I'd be a dumb-ass to have any other dreams, right?"
 
   I stood and picked up my stuff from the floor beside his door. 
 
   "Not true, and you know it. Figure out who you are, Lucas. If not... they'll tell you who you should be."
 
   I nodded and walked out the door. It was a little late for the pep talk. They had already spoken, and I was exactly what they wanted me to be - a College All-American hockey icon. 
 
   "Awesome," I whispered sarcastically under my breath before walking out to find my bike. I needed the freedom it alone could offer. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Aubrey
 
    
 
   "There you are." Layla lifted her head as I walked into the doom room. She was laid out across the couch with her bare feet bouncing in the air as music blared from the T.V. 
 
   "Hey. You going to the party tonight?" I locked the door and moved over to sit down on my bed. The open-floor studio dorm room we shared was far too small for one woman to live in comfortably, much less two. 
 
   "Yeah, I guess." She sat up and ran her hands through her long blond hair. "How was practice?"
 
   I pulled off my sandals and lifted my legs so I could study my feet. My toes were black and blue with tears along the side from where I'd overdone it - again. 
 
   "It sucked. McCraven called me out in front of everyone, but what else is new?" I glanced over at my best friend, grateful that she'd been able to pull a few strings a few years back in getting us an upperclassman dorm together. Eighteen more months and we'd graduate and be on to a totally different life, but for now, we had each other. It was enough - more than enough most days. 
 
   "What kind of call you out?" She stood and lifted her arms to the ceiling before walking over to sit down on the edge of her bed. "Like the rude bullshit she pulls, or are you talking about when she makes an example of you because you're the best dancer this school's ever seen?"
 
   I rolled my eyes, dropped my feet and laid back as a long sigh left me. "I'm not sure my feet are going to hold up much more. She knows that we should be rotating through dance styles so that we don't fuck up our toes from our pointe shoes, and yet she's still weeding people out. It's survival of the fittest in there."
 
   "Crazy. I swear you guys have it worse off than the boys playing sports." She scooted up on her bed and laid on her side, propping herself up on her elbow. "Speaking of boys... is Lucas going to be at the Ice House tonight?"
 
   "No clue, nor do I care. The last time I tried to talk to him about upcoming events, he was in a shitty mood and blew me off. I think he forgets that without us raising money for their escapades, they would be playing cards and drinking water on Friday nights."
 
   "You don't mean that. You're just pissy that he's not offered up the ‘D’.” She laughed as I let out a yelp and threw my pillow at her. “We both know you’re in love with him.”
 
   "Are you fucking kidding me right now? I don't want his dick. He can keep it to himself." I rolled over, putting my back to her to hide the smile that was plastered across my face. We did both know good and damn well that I was in love with him and would trip over myself to see his dick. Pathetic. 
 
   "I heard it's a monster." She laughed and moved over to my bed, bouncing next to me and tickling my side. 
 
   I turned over and grabbed her, rolling and pinning her to the mattress as we laughed. 
 
   "And who would have seen Lucas White's dick beside the inside of his hand?" I dropped down next to her on the bed and laughed again. 
 
   "I think Lizzy is trying hard to get a peek at it. Should I tell her to back off of your man?" Layla turned to face me and brushed my long brown hair off my face. "He's the one for you, you know."
 
   "He's not my man, and he's not the one for me either. You're just a love-sick junkie with a dream." I turned to face her and closed my eyes, feeling the rightness that came with being around her. 
 
   "How can he not be the one? He's the only guy you've emotionally invested in over the last three years since getting here. He's definitely the one. And I've seen how he watches you when you're not paying attention."
 
   I opened my eyes and let out a snort. "Please. He's waiting to see if I'm going to roll down the stairs or twist my ankle like I did twice last year. I'm only a klutz around him." I rolled back over and stared at the ceiling as visions of the handsome hockey captain rolled through my mind's eye. "You remember when we decided to join the Ice Queens and he and I almost kissed at the Spring Bash our freshman year?"
 
   Warmth filled me at the memory of the event. Jayce had quickly busted up the moment, to which I would forever hate him for, but for a moment I thought maybe. Maybe turned into a whole lot of nos and nevers, but it was nice to dream. 
 
   "I do remember it well. You need to flirt with him. I swear the two of you are impossibly stiff around each other. I'm sure it's your name he moans when he masturbates at night." She rolled over the bed as I turned to tickle her again. 
 
   "You assume that's what he does. I'm sure he has a line of women waiting for him no matter how long he's been gone from their beds." I rolled over and sat up as my body ached for something that would never be. I hadn't been with a guy in over two years, namely because it didn't seem right. Lucas was the only man I wanted in my bed, which was a fruitless endeavor, but maybe Layla was right. I wasn't really trying anymore. It was pointless. The Ice Captain was his title, and it was fitting in more ways than one. 
 
   "Come on. Get up and get a shower. Let's braid your hair and let me do your makeup." She tugged at my legs. 
 
   "All right, but I'm not trying to win over anyone tonight. I'm coming home with you and that's it." I got up and tugged off my sweaty t-shirt as I walked toward the shower. 
 
   "And why would you think that I plan on coming home alone? Maybe I need a long night of moaning some guy’s name."  
 
   I turned as I opened the bathroom door. "If that's the case, find another room. I'm not listening to you fake another orgasm."
 
   She laughed loudly as I closed the door behind me and finished stripping. 
 
   I had a full weekend away from the dance company, and I planned on taking full advantage of it. I needed to catch up on some homework, figure out the details to a large biology project that was going to make or break my semester in that class, and catch up on Downton Abbey. 
 
   Dance would be the farthest thing from my mind, and it was a good thing - my feet were fucked up immensely from once again proving myself to McCraven. 
 
   After a long shower, I let Layla braid my hair and do my makeup as promised. I couldn't argue with the simple fact that the girl knew what she was doing. I looked far less like my twin brother and more like a girl who was almost dateable. Almost. 
 
   "Wear this." Layla walked out of the closet holding up a t-shirt dress that would barely cover my ass. 
 
   "Um, no. Jeans and a t-shirt will be fine." I rolled my eyes, plucked the dress out of her hands and tossed it at the T.V. "You wear it."
 
   "I'm wearing a dress tonight. I'm tired of lamenting over Seth. He's moved on. It's time for me to do the same."
 
   "I agree. He's an ass. I hope the next girl he dates smashes him into pieces." I pulled down a pair of skinny jeans and a white t-shirt. "You think I should wear a cardigan or a sweater?"
 
   "Sweater. What are you, ninety?" She stopped behind me in the small closet and pulled down a light grey Pro-U sweater. "This one. It makes your boobs look bigger."
 
   I laughed and grabbed it from her. "From what my dance professor said today, that's not a problem I have. I'm rather large for a dancer, and my boobs take center stage."
 
   "She's jealous," Layla huffed. "They all are. You're not skin and bones, and yet you're the best one on the team."
 
   "You're a little bias, my friend." I walked out into the living room area and pulled the sweater over my head before searching for some comfortable shoes. 
 
   "Wear your flip flops and let your feet breathe."
 
   "What? Hell no. Can you imagine if anyone saw how ugly my feet were?" I cringed at the thought. Especially if Lucas saw them. They were... disfigured, bloody, bruised. Ugh. Sick.  
 
   "Stop it. You're being a douche. No one would say anything to you. That would be like giving the hockey guys hell for a black eye or swollen knuckles. It's all part of the package, Aubrey."
 
   "Maybe, but I'd rather have a beat up guy than a beat up gal." I stopped by the mirror next to the kitchenette and checked my teeth. "You ready?"
 
   "Yeah. Is Jayce picking us up or are we walking?" She moved up beside me and put her arm over my shoulders. She'd decided on the light pink t-shirt dress, and to say she was rocking it would have been an understatement. 
 
   "He should be-"
 
   A knock resounded at the door and we both laughed. My brother was punctual if nothing else.
 
   "That's only one of the many things I like about your little brother." She smirked and grabbed her purse. 
 
   "Don't call him little. You know how he feels about that. He came out four minutes later."
 
   "And we should remind him of that." Layla opened the door and stopped in her tracks. 
 
   I glanced over her shoulder to find Jayce dressed up and looking like a million bucks. They liked each other far more than they would let on to anyone - including me. 
 
   Only a matter of time. I darted out into the hall around her in an effort to not break up the moment. They were too few and far between. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Lucas
 
    
 
    
 
   "Where is the beer?" William walked through the kitchen and stopped beside me with a big smile on his face. "Thanks for fucking with me today. I swear you're the only reason I'm going to make it on this team."
 
   "You got that right." I reached out and squeezed the side of his neck. "No drugs in the house tonight. I'm serious. Do it, and I'll do more than make you cry on the ice. Got it?"
 
   "Not even weed?" He lifted his eyebrow and gave me a silly smile. 
 
   "Nope. Nothing. We got a few weeks to hone in on what makes us great and exploit it. Boston College is going to come at us with might. I don't want to leave that game without smashing them so far into the ice that they remember why we're the champs." I released him as all the guys around us chanted and danced around like idiots. 
 
   "We're the champions. We always have been. We always will be." A cocky junior who helped run the Ice House in my absence started a conga line through the middle of the house as the music was turned up high.
 
   I walked toward the back door and slipped out into the early evening air. The sun was just starting to set in the distance, and the colors it spread across the expanse of the sky left me in awe. I breathed in deeply and walked around the side of the large white house the guys had so lovingly labeled the Ice House years ago when my own father was captain of the team. 
 
   "You waiting for a sign from heaven?" Aubrey's voice brought me from my thoughts and left a smile staining my face. 
 
   "Maybe you're the answer that I'm seeking." I turned and let my eyes move down the front of her. Her jeans hugged her narrow hips, and her grey Pro-U sweater snuggled in around her waist and left her tits looking huge. My cock twitched in my jeans just at the thought of seeing her naked, much less getting to touch the beauty. 
 
   "If it has to do with the way we're going to get all of these unruly Neanderthals to the car wash a week from tomorrow, then yes, I'm the answer that you seek." She reached up and brushed a few dark strands of hair from her pretty face. 
 
   "Hey brother." Jayce walked by and lifted his hand. I clasped it and gave him a quick side hug, but couldn't seem to take my eyes off his sister. 
 
   "Tell me how we're going to bend their will. Are we promising booze, women or weed?" I moved to stand next to a large oak tree in the side yard and leaned against it comfortably. 
 
   "Aubrey, I'm going in for a beer. You want one?" Layla waved at me, but kept her attention on Aubrey. She was a pretty girl too, but much too aggressive for my liking. She was a superstar on the women’s softball team, and mean as fuck on the field. Where I could appreciate that more than most guys, I wasn't interested in having a dominant woman in my bed. 
 
   My bed? I almost laughed out loud at the idea of taking anyone to bed with me. It'd been a while, and that was on purpose. Women were a handful, needy and childish most days of the week. Where I didn't think Aubrey fit that category at all, I still wasn't willing to chance anything. She was a good woman and deserved a good man. That wasn't me. 
 
   "I think honestly I just need to explain to them once again that without these fundraisers, they'd be on their own for the hotel fees and the gas it's going to take to get to Albany. It's not a cheap trip. We're already looking at having six people in a hotel room just to help cut the cost." She glanced toward the house and I got a quick peek at her profile. “I know it’s a lie, but they don’t know that. No one in that house knows that our fundraisers are just for the house parties, though maybe they should. I bet they’d all show up to make sure we had enough beer for the next Friday night event.”
 
   A growl lodged in my throat, and I remembered now why I rarely let myself get alone with her. She was perfect and I wanted to find the part of her that was broken and work to fix it. She was dangerous in that way. No one was as put together as her, and yet there had to be more to her. For three years I'd been fighting myself on pulling her close and digging deep to see who was beneath the mask she wore. It was a tight one, and fit her well, but no one was that good. Not even her. 
 
   "Hey." She took a few steps toward me and waved her hand in front of my face. "Did I lose you?"
 
   "Yep." I got up and walked past her. "Do what you need to do, Aubrey. The guys listen to you about as well as they listen to me."
 
   A huff filled the air behind me, and I couldn't help but smile. I loved her personality almost as much as her sexy little body. The other girls wore dresses and short skirts that showed half their ass, but Jayce's pretty sister kept herself covered up completely. All the guys in the house would have paid top dollar to see just a little bit of skin. Hell, half of them had gone to her dance company performances hoping that she'd have on a unitard or something provocative. 
 
   "Gather them up then." She bumped into the back of me as I stopped short and turned. 
 
   "Not now. We'll talk to them later." I reached over and yanked the notepad out of her hands. "Tonight isn't about organization and structure. It's about having a good time before the beer gets put away and the good times dry up. The next few weeks are rough. You know that."
 
   Her warm brown eyes searched my face as if looking for something that I alone could give. Desire raced through the center of me, and I forced myself not to reach out and touch the side of her face. It wouldn't take more than a moment of letting my guard down, and I'd have her pressed to the side of the house, her long shapely legs wrapped around my waist as she moaned into my ear. 
 
   She laughed. "You're so weird, Lucas White. One minute you're barking a command, and the next you’re staring into space, panting like you're lost in the throes of passion."
 
   I started to respond, but couldn't find enough air to say anything to her. I was the hardest, meanest bastard on the team, and yet this one woman could tear me down into a blubbering idiot if I wasn't careful. 
 
   "Exactly." She jerked the pad of paper from my hands and walked up the stairs to the house, leaving me standing there, looking up at the swell of her ass as she left me. 
 
   "God, some day, girl. Just for the night. Just one night." I pressed my fingers to my lips and used my other hand to press my erection down. 
 
   "Hey handsome." Lizzy walked up from around the other side of the house and pressed herself to my front. "How about a release? I swear it's been forever since any of us helped you relax."
 
   I glanced up at the house, wishing it was Aubrey who had offered herself to me, though it would do no good. There was no way in hell I was using our head Ice Queen for anything. She was nothing like the girls she led in the house. She stood alone outside of that whorish group and made all of us want to be better people. And for that... she was hands off for me, or any of the fuckers on my team. If Jayce hadn't made that clear enough, I sure as fuck had. 
 
   "Yeah, I need it." I gripped Lizzy's hand and walked up the stairs, not paying attention to anyone as I moved us through the crowded house to one of the back bedrooms. She was the ditsiest of the girls that served us, but sweet in her own way. Where we would never look down on our girls, most of the rest of the school did. Everyone was aware of their position next to us to take care of any and all of our needs, but we held them in high esteem. It was a wonder that Aubrey could escape the taint of being an Ice Queen. The idea of someone giving her hell over it left my ready to fight. 
 
   "What do you want tonight?" Lizzy reached for me the minute I closed the door. 
 
   "Just a release." I slid my hands up her thin arms and pressed down on her shoulders. "Suck me off."
 
   "Sure. Anything for you." She worked on my jeans, and I prayed like hell she would hurry. I hated casual sex, but like any other hot-blooded male in the house, I wasn't willing to fight my demons when pleasure came a ‘knocking. 
 
   "So big, Lucas." She tugged my underwear down and reached for my cock with both hands, stroking it a few times before leaning over and taking me in her mouth. 
 
   "Fuck." I moved back, half dragging her with me as I pressed my back to the wall behind me and closed my eyes. I needed her to be Aubrey if I was going to blow quickly. I would last all damn night otherwise and no one had the time or patience for that - least of all me. 
 
   She mumbled something as I slipped my hands into her hair and whispered for her to hush. 
 
   A groan left me as I held her head in place and worked myself in and out of her tight mouth in long, slow strokes, trying not to gag the girl too badly. 
 
   I could almost see Aubrey beneath me, her eyes focused on my face as her long hair danced around her shoulders. Her pink nipples budding out from below me left my heart racing in my chest, and my balls tingling with the need to blow. 
 
   I wanted her so fucking bad, and had for too damn long.
 
   No. It's not happening. Not ever.
 
   But I could help her with the guys being more supportive. I might not get what I wanted from her simply because I wouldn't allow myself, but she deserved my support fully. 
 
   Lizzy pulled back and worked me hard and fast with her hands as she licked and sucked at the head of my cock. I made the mistake of opening my eyes, which almost threw me completely out of the moment. 
 
   What was wrong with me? A beautiful blond on her knees in front of me, eating at my cock like she might otherwise starve, and I was trying to think through how to get the guys more responsive for Aubrey for the next car wash. 
 
   Thirty minutes later, I was teetering on the edge as I heard the sound of Aubrey's voice outside the door. "Lucas? Lucas?"
 
   That's all I needed. A groan left me as I bent my knees a little and drove into Lizzy's swollen mouth, coming hard as she drank me down. 
 
   I pulled out and knelt in front of her, pressing my forehead to hers as I panted softly. "God, I needed that. Thanks, Lizzy." 
 
   "Anytime, handsome." She kissed my cheek and got up, leaving me there on the floor with my dick hanging out, and regret racing through me in a way I couldn't remember feeling before. 
 
   "Lucas?" Aubrey called out again as the door opened behind me. 
 
   I stood up and pressed my hand to it, forcing it shut. "Just a second. I'll be right out."
 
   Fuck. She had to know, but the question was, did she care?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Aubrey
 
    
 
   Lizzy stumbled out into the hall from one of the bedrooms, and I reached for her, catching her as she laughed. She was high on something, but I wasn't laying bets that it was liquor or drugs. 
 
   "You okay?" I smiled down at her. I had no room to judge why she'd decided that being an Ice Queen in the truest sense was a good idea. I couldn't do it, but was almost glad that a few others did. God only knew where the guys would be, or what they would be up to otherwise. 
 
   "I'm great. Best I've been in a while." She moved out of my hold and walked down the hall toward the kitchen as several of the guys tugged at her for her attention. 
 
   I glanced over toward the door she'd just come out of as sickness rolled through the center of me. Surely Lucas wasn't behind fucked up door number one. He was known for keeping his distance from everyone, the girls in the house included. 
 
   "Lucas?" I called out again and pressed my hand to the partially opened door only to have it slam in my face. The sound of his voice as he responded left my heart breaking in my chest. It was him that Lizzy was with. But why?
 
   "Right." I turned on my heel and moved toward the living room, deciding to do what I always did when life pegged me with football-sized lemons. I gripped my authority tight and got up on the kitchen table. "Hey. Get over here. Now."
 
   "Uh oh. Momma’s upset. What did you do?" Jessie smiled up at me, his dark hair and Hispanic features leaving him odd man out at Providence. 
 
   "I need you to gather everyone. I'll make one announcement and let you guys be for the night, but I need help and Lucas is busy."
 
   "Lucas is busy?" William turned from beside Jessie and glanced up at me. "Well, you're the next best thing, Queen Bee. Tell us whatever you want, and we'll make it happen. Anything you want... I'll make it happen."
 
   I rolled my eyes as everyone gathered around me. "All right, listen up."
 
   Several of the guys walked into the kitchen area, tossing each other about and acting like fools, which only seemed to get the party going again. 
 
   Lucas' voice was deep and forced everyone to pay attention. "Shut the fuck up and stand still for ten minutes, or you can walk your ass to New York for the tourney. Got it?"
 
   A lot of heads bobbed up and down with a wave of depressed-sounding mumbles. I avoided his eyes as I focused on William instead. He was an easy target. 
 
   "We're going to have a car wash outside of Merskys on the northern side of campus one week from tomorrow. Get there around ten, and plan on wearing just your shorts for the guys and a bikini for the girls. We're selling sex with suds, people. It might look like a wholesome event, but we know better than that."
 
   Everyone erupted in laughter, and damn if I didn't lock eyes with Lucas. The neediness in his gaze tore through me followed by a burst of nausea. He'd fucked Lizzy five minutes before and now he was eying me like a starving man might his next meal. 
 
   Jayce climbed up on the table beside me. "All right ten a.m. outside of Merskys. Be there next Saturday, or Lucas and I will happily take you to the rink to skate laps until your feet fucking fall off."
 
   "He's right. Don't dick this up, or your spot on the bus and in the hotel room will be denied. You'll be on your own," Lucas barked at everyone before turning and walking out of the room. 
 
   "We good?" I glanced around as they cheered. Several of the guys up front reached for me and helped me down to the floor, William being front and center. 
 
   "Hey Aubrey. You look beautiful tonight." He smiled and released me as my feet touched the ground. "I wanna come watch you dance sometime. When’s your next performance?"
 
   "In a few weeks. I'll post the info here in the kitchen with all of the other events going on." I shrugged and moved past him, ignoring how incredibly cute he was. 
 
   William Clark was the newest addition to the team, and at nineteen years old, was one of the best players Providence had seen on the ice. Where Lucas was king, William would one day replace him and most certainly beat all his records, but the guy had a drug problem that everyone was aware of. Why they allowed him to still play on the team was beyond me. 
 
   "Hey. You good?" Layla moved up beside me and wrapped an arm around the back of my waist. 
 
   "Oh yeah. Why?" I looked her way as we walked toward the back of the house. 
 
   "Your neck is red, which means you're fighting tears or incredibly pissed. Which is it?"
 
   "Both?" I forced a laugh and grabbed a beer from the ice tub in the kitchen. 
 
   "Do I need to beat someone's ass?" She lifted her eyebrow and put her hand on her hip as my brother walked up to join us. 
 
   "What's going on?" Concern moved across his handsome face as he studied me. 
 
   "Nothing. Just living my normal fucked up, boring-ass life." I shrugged, handed him the notebook and popped the top on the beer before downing half of it. "I need to get laid. Any suggestions?"
 
   Four guys yelled 'me' behind us before Jayce whipped around and gave them what I had to assume was a scary-ass look. They all quieted down as Layla chuckled and my brother grimaced. 
 
   "Stop talking like that. You know these guys would be all over you like stink on shit. No teasing anyone. I'd hate to have to kill a mother fucker." He took my beer and finished it for me, leaving me and Layla standing there as he walked back into the living room with threats on his tongue. 
 
   I moved to the back door and let my eyes move along the yard until I found Lucas standing alone with his back to the house. His hands were clasped on top of his head, his chin lifted to the sky as if he were deep in thought. 
 
   The way his jeans hugged his perfect rear left my stomach tensing up. As disgusted as I was with him fucking Lizzy a few minutes ago. On some level I understood the need for a release of any kind all too well. He turned and glanced up at the house as if he knew I was watching him. 
 
   Letting out a short sigh, I opened the back door and walked down the stairs toward him. 
 
   "If you're going to give me shit-"
 
   "Shut up." I lifted my hand and continued my trek toward him. We didn't converse much outside of what needed to be done for the team, which was the safest route for both of us, but I could tell he was hurting. Somehow it left me affected, as much as I hated it. "What you do is your business. Just like the other guys."
 
   "That's true." He brushed his hand over his dark goatee and watched me with his piercing blue eyes. "What do you want, Aubrey?"
 
   "The information on the Frozen Four Tournament so that I can finish planning the trip." I slipped my hands into my pockets and glanced up at the dead trees and piles of darkened leaves that littered the ground. 
 
   "Really?" His voice grew soft, and I hated with a passion the way it drove me to take a step back. We were at a comfortable distance, and yet every cell in my body screamed for me to close the distance. Three years of watching him hurt from the sidelines and not knowing why. None of us knew. We just figured he was a haunted man by the choices in his past, but there had to be more to it. 
 
   "Really, what?" I threw a bit of attitude back at him and enjoyed immensely the way his sexy lips lifted in a smirk. 
 
   "Really, that's all you wanted was a schedule." He crossed his thick arms over his chest, drawing my eyes to race down his toned body to the bulge in his jeans. 
 
   I wanted a lot more than a schedule, but I'd never utter the truth until he did. It was a waiting game, and with him graduating in three months, it was one that was soon to be over. Fear at losing the greatest opportunity for passion swirled inside of me. 
 
   "Yeah, just the schedule." My words were far more sensual sounding than I'd planned. 
 
   His eyes widened a little, and he took a step toward me as my heart almost stopped. 
 
   Layla called from just behind me. "Hey, you wanna go grab ice with me? The guys are out."
 
   "Duty calls." I licked at my lips as I took one more look at him and turned to jog toward Layla. My pulse raced at the very idea of him touching me. I would most likely melt into a puddle of gooey warmth if he even tried. 
 
   "What's up with you? Your cheeks are red." Layla wrapped an arm over my shoulders and walked with me to the car. 
 
   "I want Lucas so bad it fucking hurts," I panted softly as we walked to Jayce's mustang. "Did my brother really give you the keys?"
 
   She smirked. "Um, yeah. I'm like another sister to him."
 
   "No, you're not." I reached for the keys and unlocked the car. "Don't say that to him either."
 
   "What are you talking about?" She laughed and got in the car as I looked over the top of the hood to see Lucas standing beside the house watching me. 
 
   "See something you like?"
 
   "You'd love to know, wouldn't you?" He didn't budge. 
 
   I stuck my tongue out at him and got in the car before sucking in a long breath through my nose. "God, I love him."
 
   "You do not." Layla popped me in the chest. "Stop saying that."
 
   "What? I do." I started the car and pulled out of the driveway, glad to find him gone when I looked up and threw the car in drive. "He's damaged goods. I just wish I understood why."
 
   "So you could fix it? I'm pretty sure whatever is up with Lucas is not a repairable type thing, sister. He's going to be that man forever. Clammed up, angry, tense."
 
   "Hot as sin." I hit the gas and pursed my lips as my body hummed at the idea of not fixing him and seeing where it took us both. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Lucas
 
    
 
    
 
   I headed out the night before as soon as Aubrey and Layla left to get ice. I'd come too close to reaching out and touched the side of her face, brushing my fingers through her hair, tasting her thick bottom lip. 
 
   After jogging a few miles around the track, I headed to the rink for our afternoon game. It was sure to bleed out all my aggression, but seeing her again was just going to start the cycle all over. 
 
   "Hey. Get your ass in here, White," Coach called from the center of the rink as I walked in. 
 
   "I still have an hour before the game, Coach. Shit," I mumbled and walked to the locker room to get suited up. I was playing forward as per usual until it was Jayce's turn to take my spot. 
 
   Aubrey's brother was a strong contender for my position as captain of the team, and he had a strong sense of where the puck was and where it was going on the ice. I'd pulled him under my wing the minute he got to Providence, and I was grateful for his strength and ability to play under extreme pressure now. He was the only guy on the ice that I could count on one hundred percent to bring home the win with me. 
 
   I dressed quickly as the guys around me dicked around, taking their time. I had to be at the forefront of everything, and apparently, that day I was running behind. 
 
   "Lucas." My father's voice surprised me a little as I walked out of the locker room and glanced up toward the stands. 
 
   "Hey, Dad." 
 
   "Your mother and I will be up there watching the game. Make sure you stay focused and drive to the left. This forward for the Huskies is a bastard and a half. He uses his left hip to keep his opponent-"
 
   "Dad. I've played against Southern Maine for three years now. I'm aware of-"
 
   "You don't have to be an ass. I was just trying to help." His eyes narrowed slightly. "If I recall, you got your ass handed to you last time you played against this team. Bret won every time he played."
 
   "All right. Thanks for the pep talk. Awesome seeing you." I turned and moved across the ice, honestly not caring if the bastard fell off the top and landed head first on the frozen floor below. He didn't give a shit about me. I wasn't Bret, and that was all that mattered. 
 
   "Hey. You ready for this?" Jayce met me in the middle of the rink, his eyes filled with excitement. 
 
   "Yep. Let's tear this shit up and move one more step closer as North Eastern champs. It's going to be a win for us today. I have no doubt." I nodded at my coach as the other players emptied onto the ice with us. 
 
   "Warm up. Get ready. Take no prisoners," Coach called from the side of the ice. 
 
   "Let’s do this." I skated toward the puck and pulled it easily from Parks before taking off down the center of the rink. We would play around for ten to twenty minutes and then give up half the ice for the Huskies to warm up too. 
 
   We worked up a good sweat and ran drills until Coach called us off the ice for announcements and beginning game festivities. The stands were packed, but I found my parents with ease. The grimace on my father’s face was only outdone by the sadness on my mother’s. Why they felt the need to come to my games was beyond me. There was nothing good that would come out of them being here. 
 
   My dad would be pissed over every wrong move I made, and my mom would cry three or four times during the game because it was me playing instead of Bret. 
 
   I swallowed my regrets and glanced around, looking for the Ice Queens and hoping to find Aubrey with them. She was sure to be sour at me for leaving the party before she got back, but she'd get over it. There wasn't anything between us but untapped lust. She and I both knew it. 
 
   "All right. And this afternoon from the heart of Rhode Island, we have starting senior and Captain of the Friars, Lucas White." The announcer’s voice boomed over the speakers as the crowd went wild. 
 
   "All right, kid. Show us what you got. There're lots of watching eyes in the stands if you know what I mean. Bust a nut. Someone else's." Coach patted me on the back and chuckled as I gave him a look and moved out onto the ice. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The game went far too fast for my liking, and we won by more than a few points, most of which I scored. I pulled Jayce aside as we headed to the locker room, both of us panting from the final showdown with Southern Maine's star player. 
 
   "Where's Aubrey? I was going to give her the information she wanted last night." I popped him in the shoulder. "She laying down on the job?"
 
   "Naw, something came up with her dance instructor. They had an event this weekend that the underclassmen were in charge of, but I guess a couple of them were popped for pills late last night, or early this morning really. She had to go fill in." He shrugged and moved back into the crowd. "Give me the stuff and I'll get it to her."
 
   "No, I wanted to talk to her for a minute." I moved in behind him as people patted my back and head like I was a fucking lap dog. "She's at the dance hall now?"
 
   "I think it's called a studio." He glanced back and laughed. "But yeah. She should be there."
 
   "All right, thanks man." I moved into the locker room and turned as Coach gave his quick spiel on us being the best and still striving to be better. He was a good speaker, but I'd heard it all ten times at least. 
 
   The guys all decided to head over to Merskys for a beer after the game, which was our usual choice. The burgers were good, and the waitresses were hot. 
 
   "You coming?" William stopped behind me at my locker and clamped his hands down on my shoulders tightly. 
 
   "Naw. I gotta take care of a few things. Don't get in trouble and keep your nose clean." I gave him a stern look over my shoulder. 
 
   "Never any fun, Lucas." He popped my butt and walked out with the rest of the crowd. I took a few minutes to look around the locker room as memories assaulted me. My time was running short and soon I'd be ejected out into the real world, which seemed far less appealing than the one I was currently thriving in. I'd seen my folks struggle with real shit, and though I'd seen plenty of it myself, I wasn't looking forward to entering the working world. 
 
   "But you're going to the pros." I grabbed my keys and let out a long sigh. "Aren't you excited? Fuck yeah, but only because you expect me to be."
 
   I walked to the parking lot quickly and got on my bike before anyone could accost me. My parents were waiting out front no doubt, but I couldn't take any more disapproving looks from them. I just didn't have it in me to respond kindly and keep walking. 
 
   A group of girls waved and bounced up and down on their feet as I started my bike and gave them a curt nod before pulling out. I'd go talk to Aubrey for a few minutes and then head to my apartment and veg on the couch for the rest of the night. I didn't need to celebrate every time we won. We always won. Even that was getting old. 
 
   The wind slammed against me as I made my way around to the other side of campus and parked the bike. It was almost exhilarating to fight against it and push as hard as I could. I pulled off my helmet and glanced up to see a single figure spinning in circles inside the dance building. The floor to ceiling windows that lined the whole building had to be a pain in the ass for the girls, but for anyone who wanted to admire them from afar, it was bliss. 
 
   Aubrey was lost to her dance as I walked up and stood in front of the glass. Her dark hair brushed the ground as she bent over and rolled her back until she was in a ball, balancing in a squat. She slid across the floor, and my breath caught in my chest. 
 
   "Beautiful," I whispered and slid my hands into the pockets of my jeans to keep from reaching out and touching the glass. 
 
   She rolled over and arched her back hard as her knees lifted. The position jutted out her breasts and left my lungs screaming for air. She almost looked as if she were making love to an unseen force. I didn't realize how sensual dance could be. Maybe it had nothing to do with the dance and everything to do with the woman. 
 
   She moved gracefully to her feet and cupped her face as her shoulders shook. 
 
   "Aw fuck. Is she crying?" I moved closer to the glass. She was laughing or crying. I turned and walked around the building to the front door as I pulled a rolled handful of papers from my back pocket. I needed a reason to be there, and the information she wanted for the upcoming tournament was good enough. 
 
   The door opened as I reached for it, and she plowed into me, yelping as I grabbed her. 
 
   "Hey. It's me. Sorry." I released her and moved back as the sweet smell of her perfume raced across my senses. "You okay?" 
 
   She wiped at her face and nodded. "Yeah. Just a bad day. That for me?"
 
   "Yeah. It's the information you wanted for the tournament." I handed it to her, forcing myself to take a step back. 
 
   "Awesome. The game go good?" She moved past me and walked outside as the smell of her shampoo brushed by me. 
 
   "Yeah. We missed you, but it was good. We won by ten points or so." I let my eyes drag down the back of her tight yoga pants. She had to be the finest woman on campus. Why was I so quick to reject the idea of spending the night with her?
 
   "That's great news." She held up the packet. "Thanks for this. See you around." She turned around and walked toward the center of campus. 
 
   See you around? Fuck... Go after her. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7
 
   Aubrey
 
    
 
    
 
   The day couldn't have been worse. Having Lucas see me cry was the cherry on the shit sundae. Some part of me wanted him to come after me, to chase me down and what?
 
   An ugly chuckle left me as I made my way through the center of campus. I took a quick glance back to see that I was alone. It was for the better anyway. I needed some time to process the ass-chewing I'd received after the event earlier that day. 
 
   If I wanted the lead in the summer traveling company, then I had to up my game. A lot. 
 
   I sat down on one of the many stone benches in front of the library and pressed my fingers to my eyes as my bag slid off my shoulder and hit the ground. I was putting in too many hours with dance as it was. To give more of myself to it seemed an impossible feat. 
 
   Bending over, I tugged my socks off and rubbed my feet carefully as I pressed my cheek to my knee. The image of McCraven up in my face, yelling and losing her shit rolled over me, causing a fresh wave of tears to blur my vision. 
 
    
 
   "Do you think this is a free ride? That those who try and give their best is the ticket to getting on it?" She pressed her chest to mine as I stood rigid in her office. 
 
   "No-"
 
   "Don't speak. Not a damn word. Your best isn't good enough, Aubrey. It's not even close. Katrina was good, and you would call her great." She poked me in the chest before moving closer and pressing her nose to mine. "You don't want it. I can see it in your eyes. You're going to settle and become something far less than you could. Bravo to you. Everyone expects that of you, you know. Society expects everyone to settle. Greatness is shunned. You are shunned."
 
   Was she calling me great? I had no clue. I was barely holding my composure together. Being affronted was something I was used to, thanks to her being in my face for the last three years, but before that it was always my mother. 
 
   How many times had she stood at the door to my room with her arms crossed and a look of disdain on her face? I wasn't great. I was barely good. 
 
   "I'll try harder," I whispered before pressing my teeth into my bottom lip and sucking in my stomach as tightly as I could.
 
   "Start by going on a diet. I'm going to start weighing you. You're at the edge of being too big for the lead part in anything." McCraven took a step back. Her blond hair was pulled tightly in a bun, her makeup spot on, her blue eyes driving into the deepest parts of my struggle. 
 
   "Of course." I didn't dare let out the breath I was holding. One more year was all I had to catch the eye of a major dance company. I'd gotten so caught up in trying to grab one of those highly coveted spots that my grades were suffering. 
 
   "Good. Now, go practice your pirouette piquée. You stumbled once today while showing those younger girls. That's not acceptable. This is a basic step that you should be capable of doing with your eyes closed. It's your weight. It's throwing you off balance."
 
    
 
    
 
   "It's my weight," I stated matter-of-fact. No wonder Lucas was good with working beside me on the needs of Ice Kings and yet not feeling any of the desire that I did. I could fool myself to think that something sat between us yesterday before I left the party, but it was a lie. A lie to comfort myself. He was being a typical guy. Flirt with the fat girl and make her feel wanted so you had access to her time and mental capacities for your team. "Smart guy."
 
   "Aubrey." 
 
   I glanced up at the sound of his voice. Had he heard me talking to myself? Shit. 
 
   "Hey." I reached down and picked up my bag, dropping it in my lap. 
 
   "What's going on?" He glanced around as if nervous that someone might see us together, or maybe my shitty sense of self-worth was assigning him attributes that didn't quite fit his character. He was stiff and unyielding, but there was a great guy around the edges of the asshole persona. 
 
   I looked around and went for sarcasm. "We're having a party. You wanna join us? All of us?"
 
   He shook his head and chuckled before turning and sitting down beside me. The musky tones of his cologne mixed with the scent of his soap filled my lungs, and I stifled the need to moan. He looked like heaven and smelled like lust. 
 
   "You always this welcoming?" He glanced down, and I tucked my feet under the bench as quickly as I could. "Good Lord. What happened to your feet?"
 
   I swatted at him as he reached down and pulled my legs up, resting them on the side of his as he cupped my feet carefully. Mortified wouldn't have covered it. 
 
   "Stop. Leave my feet alone, Lucas." I pushed at his shoulder and tried to move the ugliest part of me off the only guy I found in my dreams at night.
 
   He clamped one hand down on my shins and studied my feet. "Is this from dancing?"
 
   "Yes. It's hard on my feet." I let out a long sigh as my shoulders rounded. "It's hard on all of us. Your feet weren't meant to do some of the things we force them to do."
 
   "You need to put some ointment on them, Aubrey." He glanced back at me, his blue eyes filled with genuine concern. He glanced back down at my feet as he ran the soft pads of his fingertips over one of my many bruises. "Come back to the Ice House and we'll get you bandaged up."
 
   "No." I took a shaky breath as my heart contracted in my chest. "I'm good. Seriously."
 
   I finally got my legs free and worked to get my socks and shoes back on as my hands shook slightly. He was the only guy in the world that I wouldn't have wanted to see my feet. 
 
   Figures. 
 
   "Were you crying earlier because of the pain?" The softness in his voice was something new to me. I had to get the hell out of there. It was going to unravel me fast. I'd heard him yell at the team and bark out orders every day of the week for the last three years, but whatever he was doing now... it was a new side of him that I wouldn't survive. 
 
   "No." I stood. "It's nothing. Seriously. You don't have to feel obligated to check on me, Lucas. My brother already thinks you hung the moon."
 
   His face contorted. I'd offended him. "I'm not sure who you think I am, but my guess by your response is that whoever it may be, he's not that great of a guy."
 
   "Hey. I didn't mean it like that." I reached out and gripped his forearm. He tensed, and I did as well. "I'm fine. Really."
 
   "Good. Then let's grab something and talk through the tournament and the fundraiser coming up." He moved down and grabbed my bag before I could. "You want something to eat or just a coffee?"
 
   I'd love something to eat, but obviously I need to be dieting. 
 
   "Coffee is good." I reached out and snagged my bag from him. "How many points did Jayce score in the game?"
 
   "Three. Why?" He glanced over at me in a way that left me feeling exposed. 
 
   "We have a running bet. If he gets more than five, I buy him dinner. If he gets less, then he's paying." I wagged my eyebrows as I forced my facade to slide into place. "Looks like I get a free meal today."
 
   He chuckled and reached for the door to the coffee shop. "I like that. Seems like a good way to hold him accountable. Was it your idea or his?"
 
   "His, of course." I walked in and moved up to the counter as my heart fluttered in my chest. Three years of nothing more than business conversations with Lucas and over the last two days we'd made up for it. "I'll get this."
 
   "No way." He pulled his wallet from his back pocket and glanced up at the menu. "I'm starving. Are their sandwiches any good?"
 
   "Yeah. They're delicious." I forced myself to keep looking over the menu above us as he looked over at me, studying me. 
 
   "Let me get you one. You didn't eat at the event, did you?" The deep timbre of his voice danced along my exposed shoulders and left the air so hard to access. 
 
   "No, but I'm okay. I need to lose a few pounds anyway." I gave him a cheeky grin and moved up to order my coffee. 
 
   He scoffed and stepped up beside me. "We'll take two of those turkey clubs and some chips too."
 
   "Lucas." I gave him a look that said back off. 
 
   "Aubrey." He turned his strong gaze onto me and lifted his eyebrow, beckoning me to challenge him. 
 
   "Fine. Whatever." I shook my head and walked over to one of the two empty tables in the room. Everyone seemed to be watching him, but it was no wonder. He and his family had brought a lot of fame to the hockey program at Providence. There were pictures of his older brother, his dad, and several of his uncles up in the sports building showcasing their talents. 
 
   No wonder Jayce worships the guy. He's a god to all these people. 
 
   For some reason, that thought only made me feel worse.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Lucas
 
    
 
    
 
   I paid the guy at the front and couldn't help but notice the way he watched Aubrey. Hell, the way all the guys around me watched her. From her little comment about losing weight, she obviously had no clue just how perfect she was. I should have been the guy to tell her differently, but we were already skating on thin ice together. I could see it in her eyes. The way she watched me. As if she were waiting for me to step up and be something great for her. For all of them. 
 
   "Here's your receipt, Lucas." The guy smiled as he gave me the receipt and my change. 
 
   "Thanks man." I dropped all of it in his tip jar and turned to join Aubrey. I didn't know anyone in the small coffee shop, but they all seemed to know me. It wasn't anything new, and yet I hated it all the same.
 
   She lifted her chin a little and gave me a tight smile as I sat down across from her. I wanted to know with a passion why she was crying earlier, but I wasn't asking. If she wanted to tell me, then she would. Plain and simple. 
 
   "All right. So we have the supplies for the car wash, and I'll be working with some of the Ice Queens to make signs next week. I figure having everyone half naked will help." She leaned over and pulled the papers from her bag that I'd given her at the dance studio. "We should have music too. I can make a playlist."
 
   "You need to learn to delegate." I didn't mean for my words to sound like a command, but by the way her expression hardened, obviously they did. 
 
   "It's easier said than done. The other girls are far more concerned with getting their next high in whatever form it comes in." She lowered her eyes to study the paper below her. A long strand of dark hair slipped from the messy bun she had her hair in, and I didn't hesitate. 
 
   "And how do you get your highs?" I pinched the hair softly and tucked it behind her ear as she looked back up at me. The need in her eyes was enough to force me to let my guard down. 
 
   Three more months. Three more months of school and I was off to the pros. Tread lightly. 
 
   "I dance." She sat up as her shoulders stiffened. "It's enough of a release."
 
   "I get that. That's hockey to me, I guess, though it's not my sport of choice." Was I really going to open this can of worms?
 
   "No? I'm surprised to hear that." She picked up a pen from the table and lifted the list in front of her face. "So the hotel has the rooms booked, and you guys are good with staying six to a room?"
 
   Back to business. It seemed to be a safe place for her. The need to destroy her calm raced through me like a wildfire. It had been a few years since I'd wanted to do anything more than mutter a response or just get through another day. 
 
   "I'm not staying with anyone. Put us in a room together." I turned and took the food from the server as he walked up. I could feel her eyes on me, but it was all part of the game. The question was whether I was going to allow myself to play it. 
 
   My brother's voice brushed across my thoughts. "Avoid them at all costs. Bitches are manipulative as hell. You think you know someone, but you don't."
 
   The sad part was that he was right. I'd yet to meet a girl that wanted what was best for me or honestly gave a rat’s ass what that might even be. Maybe it was because all I'd dated was girls. Looking for an older woman seemed the key. Or not having one at all. Funny enough, the only woman I could see myself with was younger.
 
   "Can I get you guys anything else?" The server smiled and shifted his gaze to Aubrey. 
 
   "No, we're good." She smiled back and turned to face me. "We're not sharing a room. I'm pretty sure I snore."
 
   "And? I snore too." I picked up my sandwich and took a deep bite of it as I watched her. 
 
   "Yeah, well, I'm not like Lizzy. I'm not sleeping with you because you need a release." She gave me a stern look and picked up her sandwich. The girl was blistering hot and had balls as big as mine where confidence was concerned. 
 
   I laughed and licked at my lips to get the mustard off of them. "Is that what you think? That I want to share a room with you so you'll spread your legs for me?"
 
   The long column of her neck turned a muted pink, and the color rose up to paint her cheeks. I wanted to lean across the table and kiss her hard, letting her know quickly that if I wanted her beneath me, she would be. However, she wouldn't appreciate the forwardness simply because she was fighting a battle in her head. Something had happened earlier that day. I wanted to know what, more than I should have. 
 
   "I don't know. Let’s change the subject." She brushed her napkin over her mouth and glanced back down to the list. "Do you guys have enough-"
 
   "Aubrey. I don't want to talk about the team or the trip. I want to have lunch with you. We can be friends, right?" I tugged the paper away and dropped it on the floor beside me. 
 
   "Yeah. I mean, sure. We already are friends." She was flustered. Excellent. Time to dig a little. 
 
   "Well, as your friend, I'm telling you that I don't much like your comment earlier." I shoved half the sandwich in my mouth as she watched me closely. 
 
   "And what comment was that?" Her eyebrow rose sharply. 
 
   "The one about you needing to lose weight. You don't." I let my eyes move down to her chest and back up. "You're beautiful. The perfect size for a woman. I'm not sure who's telling you that shit, but don't hear it. And if it's you... then stop."
 
   She sat back and pursed her lips. She was pissed for sure. 
 
   I ignored her glare and continued to eat until my sandwich was gone. I didn't mind her taking out her anger on me. Someone needed to push through the Ice Queen's tough disposition, and though I'd stood aside over the years, it felt like now was my time. My turn to open her up. 
 
   A groan rose in me as the image of her arching the long line of her back tainted my thoughts, only this time she was naked, bare to me. I wanted so fucking badly to run my hand down the long line of her chest, over her stomach and bury my fingers in the soft wetness of her body. 
 
   "I'm not talking to you about this," she finally whispered. 
 
   "We don't need to talk about it." I picked up my bag of chips and nodded toward her lunch. "Eat. I know you're not used to anyone telling you anything, but you needed to hear that. Now, eat."
 
   "You don't know what it's like in the dance company, Lucas. On the ice you get to be who you want to be and that includes physically looking like a monster or being beanpole thin." She picked up her sandwich, and some part of me got off on the fact that she was willing to heed my words and do as I said. She was the perfect combination of strength and submission. 
 
   Walking out of the restaurant with a boner was going to prove to be fun. 
 
   "So, tell me then. I wanna know." I lifted the chip back up and tilted my head back. The door opened to my left and a group of girls called my name. I turned and nodded before putting my attention back on Aubrey. "And tell me whose ass I'm kicking for making you cry earlier."
 
   She snorted and shook her head. "No one’s ass."
 
   A smile lifted my lips. "You're just like Jayce. Difficult as hell to crack open."
 
   "Are you trying to crack me open?" Her voice lowered a little as she gave me a look I'd pay money to see in the bedroom. Every part of me woke up from the slumber I'd been in. I was in deep shit where this girl was concerned, but she wouldn't understand me, wouldn't accept that I'd settled into my brother's shoes to please my parents. She expected me to be something great just like the rest of the world did, and I hated the thought of disappointing her, because I would. 
 
   After the shine of the pros wore off, I'd get tired of pretending to love hockey. Hell, I was almost there now. And then what? 
 
   "Maybe." I winked at her as she slid the other half of her sandwich across the table. 
 
   "Eat that." She licked at her fingers, and my eyes followed her pretty pink tongue closely. How badly I wanted to feel it racing along my skin as she enjoyed herself with all I had to offer. 
 
   "You getting full?" I pulled it toward me and smirked. "Half a sandwich isn't nearly enough for a hard-working girl like you."
 
   "I'm full." She reached down and picked up the papers from the ground. "Aren't you in my Biology two class?"
 
   "Yeah. I think so." I worked on her sandwich and tried to think through how I was going to get us in the same room together for the trip. 
 
   Now who was being manipulative?
 
   "Have you started on the insect project we have coming up?" She brushed her fingers along the table as her expression softened. 
 
   "No. You want to partner up for it?" I grabbed my drink and emptied the cup without taking my eyes off of her. 
 
   "If you're up for it." She picked up her coffee and turned as another group of girls called out my name. "You're so damn popular. Do you get tired of it?"
 
   "Every minute of every day." I wiped my mouth on the napkin from my lap and shrugged. "People want to know you until they see what lies beneath. Then... not so much, hm?"
 
   She turned and tilted her head a little, stealing my heart in a way that fucked me up. "What lies beneath, Lucas?"
 
   I let the question lay between us without answering it. Honestly, because I wasn't sure how to. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Four Days Later
 
   Aubrey
 
    
 
    
 
   "So did he say he wanted to pair up with you?" Jayce held the door open to the science building for us. The smell of musty old animals and embalming fluid filled my nose, and I breathed in deeply. If dance didn't work out, I was so going to be a biologist. The study of life was something that left my heart racing. It had to be because my father was a professor of pre-med and included us in a lot of his field trips and experiments when we were younger. 
 
   "He said he would. I'm not sure about him wanting to. You never can tell with Lucas." I glanced over at my brother before walking down the busy hall toward class. 
 
   "He's a good guy. He's just got a lot of demons in his past." Jayce stopped beside the door to my classroom and tugged at my shoulder. "I'd really rather you not work with him, but it's your call, of course."
 
   "What? Why?" I crossed my arms over my chest as the need to defend Lucas rose up inside of me. 
 
   "Because. It's obvious that you have feelings for him, but he's not the kind of guy I want my sister with." 
 
   I started to blast into him as he lifted his hands and continued. 
 
   "I would never tell you what to do or who to date-"
 
   "Because it's none of your damned business," I barked out. 
 
   "Exactly, but Lucas is... I don't know. Damaged? Broken?" He let out a soft sigh and gripped my shoulders. "He's got some good in him, but with all the shit with his brother and stuff, he just isn't the guy for you."
 
   "What about his brother? So he was a great hockey player who won a bunch of championships. So what?" I pulled from Jayce's hold and moved toward the door. "I'm a big girl. I can figure this stuff out on my own."
 
   My brother rolled his eyes and turned to walk down the hall. What was the big deal with Lucas' older brother being great? Everyone had to live up to someone's expectations. Hell, my mother rode me like a champion steed about making a large dance company. Where I would be perfectly fine just opening a small studio and loving on a bunch of six year olds in pink tutus, my mother expected greatness. Whose parents didn't?
 
   I scanned the auditorium to try and find Lucas and finally spotted him. A group of girls were gathered around him. Surprise. Surprise. Funny enough, I couldn't remember seeing him with a single girl on his arm since I'd met him. 
 
   The crowd was thick as I made my way to the top of the auditorium and abandoned my seat near the front. It would give us time to talk about the project before class, or so I told myself that was the reason for wanting to be closer to him. 
 
   "Hey." I sat down in the seat next to him as the gaggle of women started to disperse. 
 
   "You couldn't have come three minutes earlier?" He gave me a cheeky grin that melted my insides. 
 
   "You tired of the groupies?" I smirked and reached up to let my hair down from the clip I'd haphazardly thrown it into earlier. 
 
   "I hate groupies. If you know me at all, you know that." His eyes moved over my face like he was looking for the answer to a question. 
 
   "So you're down with being my partner for this project? I love biology, but I'm not touching a damn bug." I shivered without effort. 
 
   He laughed. "Only if you'll book a room just for the two of us for the trip. I know we're tight on funds, but I'm not staying in a room with the guys. They'll be up all fucking night drinking and laughing, which is great, but the Frozen Four isn't a joke. It's the championship, and this is my senior year."
 
   "How about I put you in a room with Jayce? We can swing that." I pulled out my notebook as my stomach did cartwheels. Why in the world would Lucas White want to stay in a room with me? It was either extremely flattering or the very opposite of that. Maybe he knew without a doubt that he wouldn't be inclined to seduce a girl like me, and therefore we would be more than safe in a room together. 
 
   "No. Jayce needs to bond with the team. Next year is his year." He turned back to the front. "Put us in a room together, or find another partner for the insect project. And might I mention that mine is half done."
 
   I let out a short sigh and turned to the front as indecision raged deep inside of me. Staying in a room together might not affect him, but it was going to kill me. I couldn't even begin to imagine seeing him walk out of the shower with nothing but a towel on. Water running down the deep grooves of his muscular chest and abs. Fuck. Just seeing him at the car wash that upcoming weekend was going to make me weak in the knees. 
 
   Professor Timms walked to the front and clapped his hands. "Who can tell me how many appendages an arachnid has and what makes them different from the insect?"
 
   Hands shot up all over the place, as points were awarded for participation. 
 
   "They have ten," Lucas mumbled as he slumped down in his chair and watched the front of the room. 
 
   "I think it's eight," I whispered back. 
 
   "Yes, Mr. Maybeen. Tell us what wisdom you have in your wild mangy head of hair today." The professor smiled as the class chuckled. 
 
   "They have six legs." He stood and turned, bowing as the class clapped and laughed further. 
 
   "All right. Sit down please. He'll be here all week, ladies and gentlemen, but he's wrong. Anyone else?" The professor glanced down at my chair and back up to scan the room. "Aubrey. Did you decide that the view was better from way up there?"
 
   Being the teacher’s pet was for sure to get me called out, but I was willing to pay with humility seeing that my mother expected a 4.0 without fail. 
 
   The class turned as heat seared my chest and neck. "I'm trying to talk Lucas into partnering with me for the insect assignment so I can find the bugs and he can touch them."
 
   Everyone laughed as Professor Timms’ smile widened. "Seems like a noteworthy endeavor. Can you or Mr. White answer the question? I'll give you two points on your project to start out if you get it right."
 
   Eight had to be right, but Lucas said ten. I glanced over at him as a smirk lifted his lips. 
 
   "I can almost see your mind spinning with the possibility of two extra points."
 
   "Can we confer?" I glanced back down at the prof. 
 
   "Of course. Ten seconds. Let's count for them class." He laughed and the class started the countdown as I turned to face him, brushing my knee past his thigh. 
 
   "It's eight. They have eight legs," I whispered as I tried to think through the chapter I'd read a few days back. 
 
   "Right, but he didn't ask how many legs they had. He asked how many appendages. It's ten. The answer to what makes them different from insects is that they have eight legs and insects have six, but he's trying to trick you, or all of us really."
 
   "I don't know." I glanced back down as time ran out. I wanted to trust Lucas, but he wasn't known for being the smartest guy on the block. He was a jock and sports were his thing. Right?
 
   "All right, Miss Moore. Let's have it." Professor Timms crossed his arms over his chest and gave me a smile. 
 
   I spent one more second trying to decide if two points was worth forgoing to show Lucas that I supported his answer or not. Fuck it. 
 
   "We say ten. Arachnids have ten appendages and the thing that differentiates them from insects is that they have eight legs and insects have six." I let out a soft huff of air as I sunk back in my seat. I was waiting for the ridicule that was sure to come, though Professor Timms was always humorous about it. 
 
   "And who agrees with her and Mr. White?" 
 
   There wasn't a hand in the room that lifted. My stomach tightened and I glanced over at Lucas as he sat calm and unaffected. He didn't seem to have a care in the world. It was a silly question, but two points on a major project was a big-damn deal. 
 
   "Then you would all be wrong." The professor smiled at us. "You and Mr. White have two points for your project. Excellent care to detail."
 
   "It was all Lucas." I let out the breath I didn't know I was holding. 
 
   "I'm not surprised a bit." The older man turned and walked up on the stage. "All right class. Pull out your notes from Monday and let's go through this one more time seeing that Mr. White is the only one that would have gotten that one right on the upcoming exam."
 
   I turned to look at Lucas and found him grinning at me. So cocky. So hot. 
 
   "You bastard," I whispered and let out a soft laugh. "You're going to win this battle, aren't you?"
 
   "Which would that be?" 
 
   "The one where I need you to help me with this project, and you need me to shield you from attention and lust at the tournament." I turned back to the front a little breathless from the need to know the handsome guy beside me more intimately. 
 
   He leaned over and turned his face to the back of the room before whispering against the side of my hair. "I win every battle, but it's so much more fun to watch you submit than break you down. Let me stay in your room in New York."
 
   I turned a little, putting my face impossibly close to his. "You'll touch the bugs?"
 
   He laughed and pursed his lips, nodding. "I'll touch the bugs."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Lucas
 
    
 
    
 
   I wasn't sure if Jayce was waiting for me or Aubrey as we walked out of biology, so I did the prudent thing and nodded to acknowledge him and then turned to walk alone to practice. He caught up to me a few seconds later. 
 
   "Can't wait on anyone, bitch?" 
 
   "Your momma’s a bitch." I smiled, feeling like a million bucks over the agreement I'd made with Aubrey. She needed my help with the project, and I wanted the chance to get her alone in a hotel room at least once before I left to start life. If she didn't wanna fuck, I was good with that, but I planned on digging a little more into her in some manner of speaking. She was an interesting character, and I couldn't help but crave the emotional high she drove me toward each time we spoke. 
 
   "She actually is a bitch," Jayce laughed and pushed the door open for us. "What's up with you working with my sister on this Bio thing? You really think that's wise?"
 
   "Why wouldn't it be? It's just a school project, bro. I'm not trying anything on her. You know I wouldn't do that." I ran my hands through my spiky dark hair, hoping like hell that I could hold true to my promise. I wasn't sure what I was doing with Aubrey just yet, if anything. 
 
   "All right, but keep that promise. I know you're leaving for some distant place soon. I don't want her hurt. She already thinks a lot of you." He pointed in front of us and smirked. "Look at William. I swear that fucker wants to have his heart torn from his chest."
 
   "What?" I followed Jayce's focus to find William standing a little too close to Aubrey. "What the fuck is he doing?"
 
   Jayce grabbed my arm to stop me from walking over there. "Hey. Let him learn his lesson."
 
   "And what lesson is that?" I turned to my only friend and hovered over the top of him aggressively. "I don't want him near Aubrey. The fucker has a drug problem. Who knows what he's capable of?"
 
   "You sure you don't have feelings for my sister?" He put a hand in the center of my chest as his tone darkened a little. 
 
   "She's like a sister to me too, Jayce. I care about you, therefore, I care about her. William's a prick. A user. No way are we letting him talk to our head Ice Queen." I turned and started over there. 
 
   "Shit." Jayce moved up beside me. “Forget the Ice Queen crap. That idiot isn’t getting anywhere near my sister.”
 
   "Shit is right." I pulled at the back of his t-shirt as we walked by, forcing him to join us. "Leave her be. She's way out of your league, and if you're late to practice again, I'm going to have Lizzy tie you up and tease you until you pass out from blue balls."
 
   "Fuck, guys. I was almost there." William laughed as I stopped and turned around to wrap my hand around the top of his t-shirt. 
 
   Jayce pushed at my shoulder, knocking me a little off balance as he moved in front of William and gave the poor kid a good tongue lashing. Aubrey was off-limits for anyone on the team unless she chose to give one of them a chance, and even then... it was highly unlikely that Jayce wouldn't make the poor guy’s life hell. 
 
   He would make my life hell. I'm the guy. Right?
 
   "Okay. Fuck. I get it. Jeez." William jerked away from Jayce and stormed off in front of us mumbling about us being pricks or something of that nature. 
 
   "Why is that guy on the team again?" Jayce let out a sharp sigh and nodded toward the rink. "Let's go. Coach will have our balls if we're late too."
 
   "He's a great player, but still such an immature kid." I rolled my shoulders before lifting my hands toward the sky. I wanted to turn around and see Aubrey one more time, but Jayce would know what I was up to. No chance explaining that one. 
 
   "Hey!" Layla walked up and joined us, staying on my right where Jayce was on my left. 
 
   "Hey, Layla. What's up?" I glanced down at her, admiring how naturally pretty she was.
 
   "We were thinking that maybe one of the money-making events for the car wash could be a strip tease dance by you guys." She gave us a funny look. 
 
   Jayce responded for us. "Not only no, but hell no. We're not getting naked in public. Coach would hear about it, and we would probably go to jail."
 
   "Not naked. Jeez. Aubrey's in charge. She wouldn't allow that anyway." Layla worked to get something out of her backpack as we stopped in front of the rink. "You would wear these."
 
   She dangled a pair of light blue and silver Speedos in front of our faces as she grinned like a villain might. 
 
   "I won't fit in this." I grabbed them and held them up in front of Jayce's face. "You might, but I'm a man and you're still a boy."
 
   "Give me that." He grabbed it from me as Layla and I laughed. "I'm not wearing this. None of us are."
 
   "We're pretty sure we can raise a thousand dollars or more by simply putting that event on the flyers for the car wash." 
 
   She barely got her sentence out before Jayce nodded. "Yep. Put us down for it. Coach is always saying we need to get out of our comfort zones more anyway. This would be a good exercise for the guys. Lucas?"
 
   "I'll shake my ass for a thousand dollars. Just make sure you have security available. I'd hate to have to beat off a hundred women." I laughed and headed for the door, leaving the two lovebirds to figure out the details. They might both deny that something existed between the two of them, but the rest of us could tell just by being around them for more than ten minutes. Too bad they were clueless. 
 
   I walked into the chilly air around the rink and stopped to breathe in deeply. The day had gone much better than I'd expected, and the pressure to be anyone but me almost seemed muted for the time being. 
 
   "Hey son. How's it going? You wanna give the guys a pep talk about the upcoming game? It's going to be a make 'em or break 'em situation. I know you know that, but let’s make sure everyone else knows it as well." Coach patted the side of my upper arm before turning and walking back to his office. The dark circles under his eyes told me something wasn't right. 
 
   "Hey. What's up Coach? You okay?" I followed him into his office and closed the door behind me. "You look like shit."
 
   He laughed and dropped down into his large leather chair. "Yeah, I'm all right. I had a long talk with my staff this morning, and we're just trying to figure out what to do about a few issues that keep cropping up. Seems like any time you have large personalities to wrangle, you also get the rest of the shit that goes with it."
 
   "Such as?" I pressed my hands to the back of the chair in front of his desk and leaned forward. 
 
   "Drugs, women, rape, liquor, allegations of theft. You name it, and it seems like I'm always dealing with something." He shrugged. I couldn’t understand why he didn’t just coach the hockey team and leave the athletic director position to someone else. It seemed like nothing but a headache. 
 
   "Not with the hockey guys, I hope." Concern raced down the center of my chest. I was supposed to be in charge of the Friars, and any bullshit they pulled first came to me as a means of dealing with what we could as a team first. 
 
   "Not yet, but I'm sure it's coming soon." He reached out and moved a few papers around on his desk. "One of our best baseball players just popped positive for steroids, so he's off the team, and, of course, McMillian wants me to give up Jayce fully to him. I'm not doing that. I can't."
 
   "Jayce needs to make that decision himself." I stood and pressed my hands to my hips. "We aren't file cabinets that you guys can just shuffle the fuck around when you want to. You need to talk with him and see what he wants to do. It's his opportunity to choose."
 
   "No. It's really not, Lucas. Because of the scholarship money the school puts into you guys, and the grant funds we use for the athletics program, it's my department’s choice as to what opportunities you guys get and those that you don't." He shrugged and ran his hand through his hair. "It's the way things are done. Do me a favor though."
 
   "Yeah, sure." I deflated, thanks to the shitiness of the conversation. I hated the fact that most days of the week I was a puppet dancing at the end of my parents’ wishes and desires, but to hear that Jayce was headed there soon thanks to the bullshit rules of the University made my stomach hurt. 
 
   "Talk to Moore and see what he loves about each program. Find out what he wants without directly asking him and report back to me. I know you guys are close. I'll see what I can do." He gave me a tight smile and nodded toward the door. "Now, get out there and pull together that team of misfits to make sure we win another title. You're tied with both your brother and your father at this point. Let's tip the odds in your favor?"
 
   I glanced up to the wall behind him to see my last name splashed on too many trophies. He had no idea that I harbored extreme resentment toward both of them in different ways. 
 
   "Of course, Coach. We got this." I turned on my heel and walked down the long hall toward the locker room. The sound of laughter and roughing each other up reached me before I opened the door. I could almost remember being carefree like that when I was younger. 
 
   Almost. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
   Two Days Later
 
   Aubrey
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   "I can't do this again." Sara, one of the girls on the dance team, mumbled behind me as we lined up for another round of pirouette piquée. "My toes are going to break."
 
   I turned and glanced down at her shoes. "When is the last time you replaced your pointe shoes? They almost look too small."
 
   "I wasn't talking to you." Her voice was filled with disgust. 
 
   I glanced up, not quite sure what I'd done to offend her. It had been a few months since I'd tried to have a conversation with anyone in the room. They all seemed to run in the same crowd of elitist assholes on campus, and I wasn't welcomed in, which was fine. I had the hockey team and a few close friends. I didn't need them. 
 
   "Yeah. Turn around and go back to daydreaming about the next cock you're going to choke on. Disgusting." Megan, a blond senior behind Sara gave me a scathing look. 
 
   "Excuse me?" I stepped out of line and turned to face her. "What did you just say?"
 
   "Nothing. Get in line before you call attention to yourself," Sara grumbled under her breath as she visibly paled. 
 
   "She does that well." Megan gave me a knowing smiled that left my fist clenched and eyes narrowed. 
 
   "You don't know a fucking thing about me. How dare you-"
 
   "You're the head Ice Queen." Megan leaned up and showed the full row of her white pearly teeth in a shit-eating grin. "You've been seen with Lucas White a few too many times, and we all know that he doesn't date. We've tried. With that being the case-"
 
   "Ladies?" McCraven's voice was shrill, but I was far too lost to the anger building up inside of me. 
 
   "So you think that I'm sleeping with Lucas just because some of the other Ice Queens put out so easily?" I moved up to stand right in front of her. 
 
   She took a step back as her eyes widened and her back hit the bar behind us. "I'm just stating the obvious. It's not like he would be seen with a cow like you for another reason."
 
   That was it. I slapped her hard as tears blurred my vision. 
 
   "You don't know shit, you stuck up priss." 
 
   She screamed and knelt to the ground, overdoing it like they always did. 
 
   "Aubrey. To my office. Now." McCraven walked by as the rest of the classroom turned to watch us. 
 
   I followed the stiff-necked professor without saying a word. Tears ran a track down my cheeks, and some part of me wanted her to kick me off the squad, to toss me out of the program. I would have to face my mother's disapproval, but she would eventually get over it. It was headed my way in one form or the other no matter what. 
 
   "Sit." McCraven closed the door behind me and walked to her side of the desk, leaning over and pinning me with a hard stare. 
 
   I should have been nervous or sick with concern, but I wasn't. I was raging pissed and ready to walk back into the studio and punch the blond princess with far too much personality in the face. 
 
   "Look at me. Right at me. I want you to hear this loud and clear." She leaned over farther, and some part of me started to wilt. I was out. Without a doubt. 
 
   "You are by far the best dancer I have on this team. Everyone knows that, including Megan Smith. She and every other girl in that room are looking for a way to emotionally tear you down because there is nothing they can take from you where your talent is concerned. You feel the emotion of the music, and where I don't agree with the dance forms you enjoy most, I know that passion." She stood up and pressed her fingers to her chest. "I feel it myself every time I walk onto the wooden floor. It's home to me. It's home to you. Don't you dare ruin what you have by letting those catty bitches make you feel anything less than great. You are a great dancer. Don't forget it. No matter what they say. No matter what I ask of you. Now... clear up your tears and get back in there. We have a performance coming up, and you're going to win us the competition. I believe that. You should too."
 
   I sat in stunned silence as she squeezed my shoulder and walked out of her office, leaving me there panting softly. 
 
   Warmth flooded my soul, coating the anger and breaking me down faster than the lies I'd heard only moments before did. I needed to hear that she approved of me, as much as I hated that I needed it, I did. My mother never would, and no one else in my life understood my passion for dance, but McCraven did. She would push me until I broke, but only so that I could become stronger and better in the process. 
 
   "Shit." I stood and wiped at my tears before reaching for a Kleenex. I could do anything I put my mind to, including breaking down Lucas White enough to see the real side of him. "First things first." 
 
   I walked out of the office and took my spot quietly in line as if nothing had happened. 
 
   "Vicious bitch," Sara muttered from behind me. 
 
   Turning my face to the side, I smiled. "Don't forget it either."
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "Hey." Lucas was waiting for me just outside of the dance building after class, which was odd and yet exciting. 
 
   "Hi." I glanced around and smiled at Megan and Sara as they turned to look at us. I moved closer to him and brushed my hand down his cheek. "Those bitches called me a whore today because of our lovely reputations as Ice Queens. They said a guy like you would never really be intere-"
 
   I didn't get another word out as he pulled me in tightly and leaned down, pressing his lips to mine. 
 
   The world faded into nothingness, and though I only meant to make it look like he and I were more than friends with benefits, the emotion behind the kiss was enough to leave me awake all night, analyzing it. 
 
   He cupped the side of my face and tilted his head a little as his tongue brushed across my lips. 
 
   I groaned and ran my free hand around his side, memorizing the delicious tightness of his flexed back. 
 
   I started to move back, but he tightened his grip on the back of my head and pressed his tongue deep into my mouth. 
 
   A moan pulled from the deepest parts of me as I opened up and lifted onto my aching toes to take more of him in. The dark flavor of root beer and cinnamon rushed over my tongue as he lapped slowly at the inside of my mouth. My mind exploded at the possibilities of him taking full advantage of me and working that thick warm tongue over every hidden part of me. 
 
   He pulled back with glassy eyes and took a sharp breath. "Fuck. Forgive me. I just wanted to help."
 
   "Nope. You helped." I repositioned my backpack as one of my pointe shoes fell from it. We both went down for it and bumped heads - hard. 
 
   I fell back on my butt, laughing as he reached for me. 
 
   "Damn, Aubrey. I didn't mean for the kiss to knock you off your feet." He gripped my hands and pulled me up, tugging me a little too hard.
 
   I reached up and pressed my hands to his chest as I looked up at him with sincerity. "Thank you. Really. It was a shitty day."
 
   "I'm glad I could help." He touched the side of my face again as his eyes moved back down to my lips. "Let me take you to the game with me."
 
   "On your bike? Hell no." I moved back and took the shoe from him before turning to see half the girls from my dance company staring with open mouths. I couldn't help but taunt them. "I'm an Ice Queen, remember?"
 
   "She's my Ice Queen." Lucas moved in behind me and wrapped his arm around my waist before bending over and kissing the side of my neck as if we were far more than lovers. 
 
   Chills raced down my spine, and my pulse started to race to the point of almost feeling dizzy. The hard press of his erection against the curve of my rear drove a spike of lust to settle between my thighs. 
 
   I gave them a cheeky grin and pulled from him. "If you have another helmet, you can drive me over to my dorm so I can change. I'll walk to the game later. You guys have to be there far too early."
 
   "All right. Come on, Ballerina." He offered me his hand. 
 
   I slapped it like I would Jayce's and walked toward the bike. "The show’s over, and I'm officially turned on, so come on and stop teasing me."
 
   "Who said anything about teasing?" He smirked and walked to the bike, but paused beside it. "You look good in that pink thing. What's it called? A dance bathing suit?"
 
   I laughed. "No. It's called a leotard, and stop being good to me. I'm emotionally beat today. I don't need anything else."
 
   He got on the bike and offered his hand. "Got it. No more being nice."
 
   "Really?" I got on the bike and put on my helmet before wrapping my arms around his thick waist. I wanted to reach down and cup his package so damn bad, but it was just residual lust from him playing the part of the sexy boyfriend to fend off my naysayers. He didn't have feelings for me. He was Lucas White. He didn't have feelings for anyone. 
 
   "Really. Now, hush your pretty ass up and hold on tight."
 
   We both laughed as he pulled the bike out into the main lanes through the school. Somehow it felt like the ride would do me far more harm than it would good. I needed someone like him in my life. Too bad he was a closed book - not just to me, but to everyone around him. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
   Lucas
 
    
 
    
 
   I stopped the bike in front of her dorm and helped her off before pulling off my helmet. "You sure you don't want me to wait for you to change?"
 
   "No. Go ahead. Besides, I don't want to ruin your tough bad-boy appeal by making it look like you have a friend in the world." She gave me a cheeky grin and waved before turning and walking to her dorm. 
 
   The tight stretch of her leotard across the sexy swell of her ass left my heart racing. I couldn't remember wanting to hear another woman besides Aubrey cry out my name. I wasn't going to survive much longer without breaking the rules I held so tightly and at least testing the waters with her. Love was out, but lust... we both could use some lust in our lives. 
 
   "She's not that kind of girl. Get out of your head. Idiot." I pulled my helmet back on and drove toward the rink as the kiss replayed in my mind over and over. I was rock hard by the time I parked the bike and walked into the locker room. Thank God for my large duffel bag that I had pressed to the front of my joggers. Otherwise I'd be hearing about my condition for the rest of the evening, if not for the rest of the season. 
 
   "You're late." Jayce popped me in the chest as I walked to my locker and dropped my shit. 
 
   "Yeah. I had a short detour." I tugged my shirt off and worked to hide myself as best I could, which wasn't at all my style. I had to hope everyone was nervous enough not to notice anything but the internal bantering that was racing through all of our heads no doubt. 
 
   "All right. Gather up you punks." Coach got up on a bench and glanced around the room as we turned to face him. "White, get your ugly ass up here."
 
   "Yes, Sir, Coach." I stepped up and the bench wobbled a little, almost throwing coach off balance. The guys laughed as he and I smiled at one another. "You're getting fat, old man."
 
   "You too." He turned back to the guys and tapped his clipboard as he rattled off our starting positions. "And, of course, Lucas, you're our forward for this one."
 
   "All right, keep your head in the game and don't think for one minute that these bastards haven't studied the films of our games." I turned and let my eyes move across my teammates’ faces. Each of them had a story to tell, but much like me, they were just struggling with expectations and women troubles. "This is our moment. If you're a senior, raise your hand. We win for you tonight."
 
   Several of the guys raised their hands, and I locked eyes with each of them, knowing that our last home game was going to mean something - win or lose. 
 
   "Let's take these Boston College bitches out in high style tonight. We're not just winning. We're staining the ice with their loss. Got it?" I lifted my hand as the guys went nuts. Boston was our top rival, and would be the most difficult game we played all year, and yet the most rewarding. 
 
   I hopped down and let my eyes move across the group, looking for William and not finding him. My plan had been to give Will a bit of my own playing time for the evening just to get them acclimated to how Boston played dirty. They would need to understand the depths to which this opponent would go so when we faced them in the Frozen Four again, we would be stronger - better. 
 
   "You ready?" Jayce cupped my face. "Let's do this."
 
   "Where is Will?" I glanced around again as my stomach soured. The kid was riding on thin ice as it was. I was his mentor in the program, and though we had far more differences than things we could agree on, I was still in charge of his success.
 
   "He was in the bathroom. The little fucker is nervous." Jayce laughed, and I smiled before slipping through the crowd and walking to the bathroom area. I could hear him heaving while still a little way off. 
 
   "Hey bro. It's time to get out there. Pull it together." I banged on the door. 
 
   "I'm trying man. My stomach is just fucked up." 
 
   The door opened and he moved out, pushing past me and moving to the sink. 
 
   "What did you eat? Mark the shit off the list for next time. We need you fully ready-"
 
   "Hey. I don't need a fucking pep talk right now, all right? I smoked something this morning that's had my head in the toilet most of the day." He groaned as I jerked him back from the sink and held the front of his jersey tightly. 
 
   "I told you no more drugs." I searched for signs of him being high and found none. "You're going to find your ass ejected off the team, kid. We don't put up with potheads. I've already explained that."
 
   "Fuck you, Lucas. You don't understand what it's like to be me, all right? People expect shit in my family and if you don't-"
 
   "Shut the fuck up. You don't know nothing. Wash your face and get out there in ten minutes looking like you're ready to announce the Miss America Pageant. I better see smiles and waves galore, or consider yourself no longer a Friar." I poked him in the chest hard. The chance to let him have some playing time was out the window completely. We'd be lucky if coach didn't notice just how fucked up he was and kicking him out of the rink in front of everyone. There were far too many politics in college sports to let anything slide. 
 
   "Fuck you," he mumbled as I jogged from the room to catch up with my team. 
 
   The Ice Queens stood beside the players’ bench, giving out high fives and kisses as we made our way through. Aubrey was right beside Layla with a smile on her pretty face. Her dark hair was down and rested on her shoulders, framing her perfect face in a way that had my body aching for her. 
 
   "Do good and behave." She spoke the same words she had every game for the last three years. I was up last and gave her a tight smile as she looked up at me. "Do good and have fun."
 
   "No behaving?" I paused and let my eyes run down her face, quite aware that Layla was watching us like a hawk. 
 
   "I highly doubt you're going to behave, Lucas White. It's the final home game of your senior year." She pushed softly at my chest. "Move along, please."
 
   "I don't get a kiss for good luck?" I had to have a little bit of fun. The girl was whittling me down without even trying. Payback should be hell. 
 
   "Nope. Get out of here with that." She turned and started to gather forms and information as Layla shrugged. 
 
   "I'd offer, but she'd kill me in my sleep later." Layla laughed as Aubrey jerked back around with a loud gasp. 
 
   "Good to know." I winked at them both and moved to sit by Jayce, who had a hard look on his face. 
 
   "What's going on with you and my sister?" He pressed his shoulder against mine.
 
   "Nothing." I glanced over at him. "Yet. I keep telling myself that we're cool just being friends, but I don't know. I can't shake her."
 
   "What was that bullshit line you fed me yesterday that she was like a sister to you too?" He sat back and let out a long sigh. I felt for the guy. He cared a lot for Aubrey and would never find any of us good enough to date her. Hell, none of us were good enough. 
 
   "It was me trying to talk myself out of asking her out. I don't want a woman in my life. You know how I feel about them." I stood as the announcer started to call names and pulled my mask over my head. 
 
   "Yeah, so leave her alone then. She's not someone you're going to be able to take advantage of and walk away from, and if you do... I'll be waiting with a big fucking bat to beat your head in." Jayce's eyes shifted toward the ice. "What's Will doing? He's not up first is he?"
 
   I turned to see William skating across the ice with a big, cheesy-ass grin on his face. He waved as he moved toward us like he was in an old country parade and happened to be the main event. 
 
   "He's doing what I told him to. That kid’s going to be the death of me, but at least he's still trying." I reached out and pushed at his shoulder as he moved into the players’ area. "Sit down and behave."
 
   "I did as you told me. Give me some playing time tonight. Let me make everything up to you." His dark blue eyes moved across my face, pleading with me to give him one more shot. 
 
   "No. Sit down and shut the fuck up." I turned and moved to the opening. "Let's go guys. No fighting unless they start it."
 
   "What if they play clean tonight?" Jessie asked after moving up on my left. 
 
   "Then you need to start praying to the god of your choice, cause the apocalypse is headed our way. Clean isn't in their vocab." I moved out on the ice and caught the eyes of their star player. Hans Luden was a beast of a guy and one of the best hockey players in our division, but I would take his ass out like I did everyone else I played against. 
 
   One puck at a time. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13
 
   Aubrey
 
    
 
    
 
   "Stay still. Damn." I reached out and pressed a cotton ball soaked in peroxide against the nasty cut on the side of my brother's face. "Why didn't we just go to the hospital?"
 
   "Because. It's fine." He jerked away from me and growled low in his chest. "Just go out there and when Dad gets here, send him in. Shit."
 
   "Fine." I turned and walked out of the large bathroom that sat between his and my bedroom. My parents’ house was a good thirty-minute drive from campus, but for some reason, my mother wanted us there for dinner after the game and wouldn't take no for an answer. I walked down the hall to hear my parents arguing about something in the kitchen. 
 
   "Dad?" I called out, trying to give them the heads-up that I was walking in. "Can you check out the cut on Jayce's face? He got hit pretty hard in the fight at the end of the game."
 
   "Yes. Of course." My father's grimace slid from his strong features as a smile replaced the sour expression. "It's good to see you, baby girl. It's been a month. I don't like it."
 
   "I'm sorry." I slid into his arms and pressed my face to his chest, breathing in deeply and trying to let my nerves settle. I hated to see blood, and Jayce always seemed to take a good hit to the head at the games. It was a wonder that he wasn't missing teeth or didn't have nasty scars lining his face. 
 
   "It's just part of life." He kissed the top of my head and released me. "Help your mother with dinner and I'll patch the boy."
 
   I moved toward my mom as my chest constricted tightly. The last thing I wanted was to be left alone with her, but it was bound to happen now or later in the night. She wouldn't waste the opportunity to make herself feel better by making me feel like shit. 
 
   "Grab the carrots and onions from the fridge." She turned and put her hand on her hip. "I hate it when you wear those jerseys. They make you look bulky and fat. It's upsetting, Aubrey."
 
   "Sorry, Mom." I walked to the fridge and got out the items she wanted. She was the only person that could leave me feeling all of six years old again. "I didn't realize we were coming over here for dinner. Jayce just told me after the game."
 
   "You should always have an extra set of clothes in your car for situations like this," she snapped. 
 
   "Right." I put the vegetables down beside her and moved over to wash my hands at the sink. Lucas was going with the rest of the team over to Mersky's for a beer later that night, and I couldn't help but shoot up a short prayer that Jayce and I would get to join them. 
 
   Between the kiss and his teasing me just before the game started, I wanted to see him again. I needed to push into him a little to see what he was thinking in terms of us. I couldn't help but think that something was thawing inside of him. 
 
   "Tell me how your dance program is going. I talked to Janice a few weeks back, but she was very short with me. I swear that woman enjoys making people feel like they’re three inches tall. She'll get hers. It's coming. I have no doubt that the universe will swoop in and destroy what silly level of success she thinks she has." 
 
   "You spoke with McCraven?" I turned and dried my hands before moving up beside my mother. 
 
   "Of course I did. We pay a lot of money for you to train with her. I want to make sure she knows exactly what she's doing to get you into the American Dance Company." My mother shifted her head a little to look down her nose at me. "It's not like you update me regularly."
 
   "I'm not trying to get a spot on the American Dance Company, Mom. I'd like a ticket to Juilliard, but that's about it." I reached for the knife beside her as she reached over and gripped my wrist tightly. 
 
   "You're pushing as hard as you can to catch anyone and everyone's eye, correct? That was our agreement when you decided to pursue a silly degree in dance. I told you that I was fine with spending a chunk of my retirement on your dreams as long as you held up your part of the bargain." She glanced down at my arm. "You've gained weight."
 
   "Mom. Come on." I jerked my hand from her and picked up the knife. "I haven't gained weight. I'm on my period and retaining water."
 
   "Too much information." Jayce walked into the kitchen and stopped beside our mother, giving her a quick kiss on the cheek. 
 
   Her tone softened, leaving my stomach sick. "There's my baby. How was the game? Oh, Jayce. What did you do to your head?"
 
   "It's nothing, Mom." My brother reached over and grabbed a few carrot sticks from the chopping board before sticking out his tongue at me and moving to the table. 
 
   My mother followed him and fussed over him, which I knew from experience he hated. Good. Better to have her off my back and onto Jayce's. She favored him over me and made it known unabashed. 
 
   "There's my ballerina." My dad moved into the kitchen and smiled at me before taking my mother's spot on my left. "What are you making?"
 
   "No clue. I grabbed the veggies from the fridge and was waiting on instructions." I nodded toward the table. "The beloved child showed up though."
 
   "Aww... come on now, Aubrey. You know you're my favorite." He put his arm around my shoulder and kissed the side of my head. "Linda. What are we making in here?"
 
   "I need you to grill the chicken in the fridge. I was just chopping veggies to sauté for a side dish." She didn't even look our way. 
 
   "All right kiddo. You chop and I'll grill." He released me and moved back as he started to whistle something. I had no clue how he was in a good mood unless there was a side of my mother that only he'd witnessed. "Jayce. Come join me outside, son. I want to hear all about the game."
 
   "Sure, Dad." Jayce stopped back by and picked up a few more veggies. I stabbed him carefully with the tip of my knife and he overreacted as per usual. 
 
   "Aubrey. Be careful. You could have hurt him." My mother walked back into the kitchen and lifted her eyebrow at me. Her cream-colored blouse fit her perfectly, and she complimented it with a navy skirt and more jewelry than should have been legal. Her dark hair was pulled back in a low ponytail, and the lines around her dark ruby-red lips almost seemed accentuated. As if she'd been frowning more lately than usual. 
 
   "I was careful, Mom." I worked through the veggies as fast as I could. "I'm going outside to see if the boys need help."
 
   "Not yet." She moved over to the breakfast nook and sat down. "Come over here and let’s chat for a minute."
 
   "Okay," I mumbled and grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge. I needed a shot of tequila to get through a conversation alone with my mother, but that wasn't happening. 
 
   "Tell me about your dating life. You're one year from getting out of college, and I've yet to hear you mention a guy. Why? Are you a lesbian?" 
 
   Her words shocked me, though they shouldn't have. She was using the term with a high-level of disdain, and some part of me wanted to lie and go into intimate detail about how much I enjoyed other women, but I decided it was better to shoot straight with her. That would mean less time under her microscope if I could help it. 
 
   "No, Mom. I just haven't found the right guy. I'm very picky." I sat down beside her and opened the water bottle as the thought of Lucas brushed across my mind's eye. My mom would very much approve of someone like him. Strong and aggressive, handsome and rugged. That he was the captain of the hockey team would score him and me some serious points too. I just wasn't ready to make that verbal commitment to her or myself. Lucas was a wild card, and I wasn't betting my heart on him any time soon. 
 
   "Do you think maybe if you cut back on your carbs that you would drop a few pounds and feel more confident about dating? You know how you get when you're a little on the heavy side." She pressed her fingers into my arm and shook her head. "You are retaining water."
 
   "I'm sure losing weight would help. It's known as a confidence booster." I swallowed the ache that rose up inside of me over where the conversation was headed. She assumed that there wasn't a guy on campus that would hit on a lard-ass like me, and I was honestly in the best shape of my life at the moment. 
 
   "Then let's put together a menu and get you on the right foot. You can't feel good about yourself. Honestly." She awarded me with the only smile I was getting for the evening and got up. "I'll grab this new diet book I'm reading. Wait right here."
 
   "Sure," I whispered and waited until she was gone to get up and walk to the bathroom. I closed the door behind me and locked it before leaning over and studying myself in the mirror. Why was I happy with me, but no one else seemed to be? Was I delusional? 
 
   My phone buzzed and I pulled it out of my pocket and answered it as a hot ball of hate lodged in my throat. 
 
   "This is Aubrey."
 
   "Where are you? Or better yet... why aren't you at Mersky's?" Lucas.
 
   I turned and sighed softly. "I'm at my mom’s with Jayce. She's working hard to remind me that I suck while kissing his ass. It's a great time in the making."
 
   "Ouch. Sounds like my house, only it's my dad who works overtime reminding me that I'm not nearly as great as my older brother." The sound of his voice alone had the power to calm me down and pull me into a different state of mind. 
 
   "I haven't met your brother, though I've seen pictures of him in the athletics building. Are you guys close?" I pressed my butt to the sink and closed my eyes so that I could focus solely on him. 
 
   "We were. He died when I was fourteen. I guess I've been trying to replace the loss my family suffered by being everything they need me to be." 
 
   The sound of cheering burst through the phone, and I jerked it from my ear as my heart ached for Lucas. It was so much more clear now. 
 
   "I'm sorry Lucas. I didn't know that." 
 
   "Yeah, no one does. Hey, I'll talk to you tomorrow. Ignore your mother. If she's anything like my dad, she's just jealous. Suffer through it and get back up here to the people that truly appreciate you."
 
   "You being one of them?" I smiled and opened the bathroom door. I'd been gone too long and would catch heat for it for sure. 
 
   "My being at the front of the line. Later, Queen Bee."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
   Lucas
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I tugged at the laces on my shoes before standing up and starting to jog around the outdoor track at Providence. It was chilly as hell that morning, but I had on a t-shirt and a long sleeve shirt, shorts and wind pants. I needed to get some air and try to think through things. 
 
   Had I really told Aubrey about Bret the night before? And on the damn phone? How tacky. 
 
   Pushing myself, I picked up the pace and ran as my thoughts carried me far from the rocky path before me and onto the various choices I needed to make in the near future. Coach was good enough to tell me about the Washington Caps calling. It was a big deal and anyone in my position would have been falling over themselves to have such an opportunity, but it left me cold inside.
 
   Hockey had been my father's passion, and then Bret's. Whether my older brother had simply followed in my dad's footsteps or not was a question I would never get the answer to. He was gone and the rest of the story died with him that cold October night. 
 
   A shiver ran through me. Don't go there. Don't. 
 
   I couldn't help it. I never could seem to stop myself from diving back into the heart of the trauma. It'd almost been nine years and it still felt like yesterday. 
 
   Flashes of him lying on the floor, bleeding from the nose and mouth burst through my vision, and my breath caught in my chest as I moved over to the side of the track and placed my hands on my knees. A sob rose up inside of me like a violent wind. I choked it back down and shot up as a hand touched my back. 
 
   "Hey. You okay?" Aubrey. 
 
   "Hey. What are you doing here?" I glanced around. It was just the two of us.
 
   "I come out here all the time in the morning before class. It's one of the ways they say to condition your feet to be stronger. Run." She tilted her head a little to the side and studied me. "You don't look so good. You want me to take you to the clinic?"
 
   "And here I thought you quite enjoyed the way I looked." I let out a long sigh and ran my hands over my head. 
 
   "Stop it." She reached up and touched the side of my face. "You're warm."
 
   "You're hot, but don't tell your brother I told you that." I winked at her and moved back. "I'm good. You wanna jog a little with me?"
 
   "I guess." She moved up beside me, jogging slowly as she continued to study me. 
 
   I had to keep my eyes on the track in front of us. I didn't trust myself not to focus on her chest as it bounced due to the exertion of her feet hitting the pavement. Being a dick to her was the last thing on my list of things to accomplish in the short time I had left at Pro-U. 
 
   "You sure you don't need to-"
 
   "No. I was just having a flashback of the night my brother died. I think talking about it last night left me a little more raw than I expected." I shrugged. 
 
   "Can I ask how he died?" Her voice was small, as if she didn't want to dig, but couldn't seem to help herself. 
 
   "Yeah. Doesn't mean I'll tell." I gave her a cheeky grin and glanced over at her. Mistake. She was so far beyond beautiful with her long brown hair in a high ponytail and her face clear of makeup. The tight black pants and top she wore outlined every delicious curve of her perfect body and left me trying to think through how to skip the car wash and get her to come back to my place for a long romp in the sheets. 
 
   "No, it's okay. I just-"
 
   "I was kidding, Aubrey. Race me to the bleachers and I'll tell you the story if you win." I smirked as she took off. I'd let her win just because of the pure fact that I had the best view in the world with her in front of me. 
 
   She turned, breathless as she reached the bleachers. "You. You let me. Win." 
 
   I laughed and sat down beside her. "Of course I did. You're a hot girl with a tight pair of pants on. Run in front of me all day. Please?"
 
   "Ass." She popped me in the chest and smiled. The soft pants coming from her woke me up and left me wanting to drag her down into the wet grass with me. 
 
   "Yes. It's beautiful." I winked and turned to look out at the field. "Man, I haven't talked about Bret to anyone. Not ever."
 
   "Not even with Jayce." She scooted closer, pressing her shoulder against mine. Her nearness was a comfort I wanted to covet. 
 
   "He knows a little, but I don't know. Bret was everything to me. He was my hero, my older brother, you know?" I glanced over at her and smiled. "You sure you want to hear this? It's fucking depressing."
 
   She turned and pressed her lips to my shoulder, not kissing me, but it was just as intimate. She nodded and lifted her warm brown eyes up to lock on mine. I wanted to fall into her, to let her rescue me from the pain I kept locked up, but it was far too scary to consider such a love. One that could heal me. I wasn't sure I was ready to be healed. 
 
   I turned back toward the field, not able to look at her as she moved back. "It was almost nine years ago. Mom and dad were out of town on a business trip, and Bret was in charge of keeping up the house and watching me. As per usual, the idiot had a party that Friday. I was fourteen at the time and he was twenty-one. Everyone loved my brother. He had this old soul calmness about him, a lot like Jayce. He was so fucking smart and yet knew how to have a great time. The ladies thought he was it, and you've seen all the trophies here at school that belonged to him. He was just that guy, you know?" 
 
   She nodded and turned to face me. 
 
   "He dated all through high school, and even more in college, always bringing home another girl, but there was this one that seemed to have his heart. Lisa." I paused and pressed my teeth to my bottom lip. 
 
   "Lucas, we don't have to-"
 
   "Naw. I want to." I glanced over at her. "Just give me a minute here and there to pull myself back. It seems so damn real all over again when I think about it." 
 
   She ran her hand over my back in large circles, lulling me into a comfortable place where it was just me and her. 
 
   "So this Lisa chick was in and out of Bret's life from the time I could remember him bringing a girl home to the night he died. She was his heart, I guess, for lack of a better way of putting it. He just didn't know that she was sleeping with the whole damn hockey team. The Ice Queens started because of her." I glanced over at Aubrey and gave her a weak smile. "Anyway, my brother found out about her fucking around on him, and he got toked up and fucked a whole horde of girls. He was horrible for a while there, and I couldn't stand to be around him."
 
   I paused and tried to shake the idea that I could easily be that guy as well. No fucking way. Never. 
 
   "He and I had a long talk about women." I snorted. "My being fourteen and knowing so much, right. Anyway, he told me to steer clear of love. Lust was all right, but love would fuck me up. I hate to say that he was right. I've only loved a few times since then, but damn if I didn't end up back at the same spot I started at."
 
   "What happened to Bret?" Aubrey's voice was so soft that I had to glance over to make sure she'd spoken. 
 
   "He got into heavier drugs to escape the pain I guess. That night at the party, some of the guys were dicking around upstairs and taking turns sniffing heroin. I didn't know what it was then, just that I was going to be in deep shit with my dad when he found out we had a party while they were gone. I can remember it like it was yesterday." 
 
   I exhaled slowly as she moved in closer and wrapped me in a hug. The realization that I could so easily fall in love with someone like her slammed into me. Shit. Maybe I already was in love with her. Three years of watching her grow into the sexy, confident woman that she was now and never having said more than a handful of words to her. 
 
   "They all came running down the stairs, screaming as they raced out of the house. I took off up the stairs toward my brother's room, honestly, because the terror on their faces left me with no other choice. Something was wrong, you know?" My voice caught. 
 
   "Lucas. No more, okay?" She pressed a kiss to my shoulder and stood up. "Come on. I don't want you to relive this."
 
   I looked up at her, memorizing the soft curve of her lips. 
 
   "He was on the floor, curled up in a ball, seizing." Tears filled my eyes. "I scooped him up as best I could and tried to get him to respond, but he wouldn't. He was bleeding from every orifice on his face. I was only fourteen."
 
   "Fuck." She moved down to her knees in front of me and wedged herself between my thighs, pulling me into another hug. 
 
   I sunk into her and pressed my face to the side of her neck. "I should have called the ambulance, Aubrey. He would still be here if I did."
 
   "No. You don't know that." She brushed her hand over the back of my head as I closed my eyes and wrapped my arms around her. When was the last time I'd let anyone hold me? Never. 
 
   "Yeah, I do. My dad reminds me all the time. Both of us can't be wrong."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
   Aubrey
 
    
 
    
 
   I wasn't sure I was going to be able to recover from watching Lucas break down at the track an hour before, but he seemed like a different man now. 
 
   "Hey. Grab the hose. The water hose, not like the hoes." Jayce tossed a soapy sponge at me. 
 
   Water and soap went everywhere as I caught it. "You ass!"
 
   "You love it. You were the only one who wasn't wet." My brother smirked and jogged toward a group of oncoming cars. 
 
   "You're supposed to be in a bikini if I recall." Lucas moved up beside me and lifted his eyebrow. 
 
   "And you're supposed to be shirtless so we get more paying customers." I turned and tossed the sponge to Layla before giving the handsome captain of the hockey boys my attention. Seeing a softer side of him had me doubled over inside where he was concerned. There wasn't anything I wouldn't do to push whatever was happening between us. I was going to get a lot of opposition from my brother, and perhaps some from Lucas as well, but I was going to try. I had to. 
 
   "Ladies first." He glanced down toward my breasts as a couple of the hockey guys moved in behind him. 
 
   "No fucking way you're going to get Aubrey to undress for us." Jessie laughed loudly as Lucas turned and popped him in the chest. 
 
   "Get the fuck outta here. This is a private show," he growled and my insides liquefied. He turned back to me and licked at his lips. "Take it off. Slowly."
 
   "Right here?" Worry drove through me as I glanced around to see my brother waving his arms wildly, trying to get anyone and everyone's attention. 
 
   "Aubrey." Lucas' tone commanded my attention. 
 
   "Yeah, okay." I reached down and pulled at my t-shirt. 
 
   "Beautiful." He smiled sensually and pulled at his shirt, leaving his strong chest and abs on full display for me. The dark dusting of hair that ran into his swim trunks left my needy as hell for him. I wanted to see more. All of him. 
 
   "Get busy and stop fucking with me." I locked gazes with him. 
 
   He smirked. "So bossy. I hope you know I only put up with so much of that."
 
   "Before what?" We were moving toward a dangerous game. This wasn't just about lust. It couldn't be between us. I'd wanted him for far too long, and he was too broken to use me and move on. I could feel his desire for a deeper friendship or maybe a love affair as he let me hold him at the track. 
 
   "Before I take ownership and teach you a few lessons about alpha males." He winked and slipped his finger into the string that held my top up, tugging it a little. "This doesn't show nearly enough skin for me."
 
   I glanced around as a soft pulse ticked between my legs and danced along my nerve endings. "Something tells me that you'd be the first to throw a blanket over me if I were to wear anything more revealing."
 
   "This is true. Do good and behave today." He turned and walked back toward the group of guys washing cars. 
 
   "Damn, that is a fine-ass man, right there." Layla wrapped an arm around my shoulders and let out a girlie sigh. "When are we sleeping with him?"
 
   "We?" I laughed and worked on the button at the top of my shorts. "We're not doing anything."
 
   "By we, I mean you, of course. I get the details though." She moved back and wagged her eyebrows. 
 
   "I'm not sleeping with him." I tugged off my shorts and glanced over to find him watching me intently. "Okay, maybe I am. You think he would?"
 
   "Are you fucking kidding me right now? He totally would." She laughed and walked toward the street. "Get over there and boss everyone around. He likes dominant women."
 
   "How do you know?" I looked back at her with curiosity.
 
   "He's captain of the most aggressive, dominant alpha males on campus. He likes dominant women. He has to like that type, right?" She wagged her eyebrows. 
 
   “Not necessarily. Everything I know about Lucas says he wants a submissive woman in his life.” I shrugged. 
 
   "Put on a good show then?” She laughed and pointed to the road. “I'm going out here to show some tit. Make us some money. You know."
 
   "Get to it." I winked and picked up a few water hoses before joining the group. 
 
   Everyone was hard at work, which was a good thing. The sooner we got done, the quicker we could get back to the Ice House and pile up on the couch for a lazy Saturday afternoon. 
 
   "We need water over here. Come squirt us, Ice Queen." William's smile was contagious as I moved over to blast the car they were working on with water. "Man... you're so hot you could melt ice, Aubrey."
 
   I rolled my eyes. "What are you, ten years old?"
 
   He laughed and snatched the water hose from me. "Most days, yes."
 
   I screamed and ran toward another group as he blasted me with freezing cold water. I ducked behind one of the cars and glanced up to find myself next to Lucas. 
 
   "You need me to get him for you?" He reached over and brushed my hair out of my face. 
 
   I stood up and smiled. "Hell yes. Get him good."
 
   We all laughed as William screamed like a girl the minute Lucas came jogging around the corner of the car we were working on. 
 
   It was nice to have the attention of the scariest guy in sight. Funny enough, he was probably the most sensitive too. I was glad it was only me that knew it. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "Great job today, guys. Let's do this strip tease and get the hell out of here." I stood on a stack of buckets with Jayce holding me around the waist in case they toppled over and took me with them. "Line up and get ready for some fun."
 
   Someone hit the music, and I moved out of the way as Jayce and Lucas organized the rowdy group of guys they were in charge of leading most days of the week. Much to my surprise, the routine was completely choreographed. 
 
   I laughed until my sides hurt as I stood in the center of the Ice Queens. Half the school was there for the final showdown, and the whole damn parking lot erupted when Lucas walked from the center of the show and slowly worked his shirt and shorts off his sexy body. 
 
   Layla reached out and wrapped her arms around me, having far too much fun, but I was lost in the moment. I needed this strip tease to just be for me. 
 
   His eyes met mine as he rolled his hips and teased every woman with a pulse. He lifted his hand and crooked his finger, beckoning me to come out there with them. 
 
   "Me? What? No." I glanced around as the girls started whooping and hollering. "No!"
 
   "Everyone give a big round of applause to the woman that makes our world stay spinning." He gripped my hips and turned me toward the crowd as the music grew louder. All the boys moved out and started to hip thrust around me as I covered my eyes and screamed through my laughter. "Ewww stop it! Gross. Stop."
 
   "You're so damn cute." Lucas gripped me and pulled me over to the side as the crowd rushed the half-naked soapy hockey team. It was a party we wouldn't soon forget. None of us. 
 
   "Cute? This was not part of the show." I pressed my hands to his soft skin and slid them up to cup his neck as desire wrapped itself around me. “Damn you look good."
 
   "Yeah?" He ran his strong hands up my arms and massaged my shoulders. "Let's get the fuck outta here. Come back to my place with me?"
 
   "Don't you think we'll be missed at the Ice House?" Worry drove me to want to tuck tail and run. I needed to find out what he was after before I let my guard down completely. 
 
   "Yeah, we will. But I don't care." He moved back and gripped my hand in his. "Come on. Jayce and Layla will clean up. Let's get out of here."
 
   I stopped to pick up my clothes as he gathered his. The party might never make it back to the Ice House seeing that it was spilling out into the streets around the front of campus. I had no doubt that the cops would be called in soon, but they were used to us. No harm, no foul.
 
   Lucas tugged on his shorts and pulled his shirt over his head before getting on his bike. "You wanna grab something to eat, or are you okay with a sandwich back at my place?"
 
   "I'm good with anything you have." I put on my helmet and got on the back of the bike, grateful for a reason to snuggle up to the back of him. An evening alone with him sounded like bliss, and yet a torrent of emotions bubbled up inside of me, forcing me to consider if I was making the best decision for both of us. He had a lot of hang-ups over women, obviously, due to his brother's situation. 
 
   I never did get to ask if Bret's death was an accidental overdose, or if there was more to it. Something told me that I would find out soon enough. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "I know it's not much, but I can't cook to save my life." He handed me a plate with a homemade sandwich in the center of it and Cheetos surrounding it. 
 
   "It looks delicious." I picked it up and walked through his small apartment to the back door, which sat open. The patio was decked out with lights and had a two-person table and chairs in the center of it. 
 
   I sat down and took a few big bites of my sandwich as he walked out, balancing his and two beers. 
 
   "Take one of these for me." He extended his hand, and I took one of the beers and popped the top. I drank half of it before I came up for air. 
 
   "I didn't realize how thirsty I was." I took another swig and set the beer down as he moved up beside me. 
 
   "You did a great job today. Any clue on how much money you brought in?" He folded his sandwich in half and took it out in three big bites. Just watching him eat was a turn on for some reason. He was that kind of guy that didn't play around with anything, his food included. 
 
   "Probably two thousand dollars. That was the last figure I heard." I leaned back and nibbled at my dinner. "You getting half naked was the highlight of the event."
 
   "You might be a little bias, no?" He winked at me, and I couldn't help but laugh. "What?"
 
   "You. That's what." I let out a soft sigh. "I shouldn't be here. You know I've been hard-core crushing you for three years."
 
   "No, you haven't." He reached over and brushed his fingers over the top of my hand. "You're just being sweet since I opened up a little to you earlier."
 
   "Think what you want, big boy." I got up to grab us some napkins, but never made it to the door. 
 
   Lucas gripped my wrist and tugged me back, causing me to drop into his lap. 
 
   "I like to think that you were crushing me. Makes me feel better about thinking inappropriate thoughts about you in your dance thingie for the last three years."
 
   "It's a leo-"
 
   He pulled me down and pressed his lips to mine as his fingers worked into the back of my hair and gripped tightly. The sensation of being trapped in front of him caused my nipples to bud tightly and a groan to leave me. 
 
   His kiss was hungry, demanding. I pressed my tongue deep into his mouth and coaxed his tongue back with me. He groaned and slid his free hand up my legs before squeezing the top of my thigh and stopping. 
 
   He broke the kiss and pressed his forehead to mine as we both tried to catch our breath. He kissed me again roughly, taking everything I offered and demanding more of me. "I-"
 
   The buzzing of his phone caught us both off guard, and I stood up and moved back a little, trying to figure out what he was going to say. I what?
 
   "This better be good," he barked into the phone before pushing back his chair and shooting to his feet. "Fuck. All right. We'll be right there."
 
   "What's going on?" Fear drove through me at the thought of something being wrong with my brother. 
 
   "It's William. He's toked out of his mind. I swear that fucker is going to be the death of me." He walked toward the house, not giving me a second look. "Let's go."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
   Lucas
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jayce met us at the door the night before and took Aubrey and Layla home immediately. It was a good thing too, because seeing William lost to his drug-induced madness would have been too much for the pretty girl. 
 
   As much as I wanted to throw his ass all over the yard, I figured I would wait until the next morning to enact my punishment. After we finally got his ass to calm down, we put him in an empty bed, and I took on the duty of sitting next to him all night to make sure if he did have a bad reaction to what we all assumed was marijuana, then I could help make quick decisions. 
 
   I checked the clock for the last time around seven that morning and found the bastard still sleeping. After pulling myself up from the floor, I walked down the hall and made my way to the kitchen. A group of players and some of the Ice Queens were all snuggled together, most of them butt-naked on the floor in the living room. 
 
   I rolled my eyes in disgust and walked into the kitchen to find Jayce pacing the floor. 
 
   "Hey. There you are. Shit." He turned and brushed his hand down his face. 
 
   "What? Is something wrong with the girls?" My heart almost stopped in my chest. In all the years of training Jayce as my second in command, I'd never seen him look so damn upset. 
 
   "No. They're fine. Actually, Aubrey said for you to call her. Something about working on a biology project later today." He sighed and leaned back against the closest countertop. "Dude. That wasn't weed last night. We need to do something about William. Now."
 
   "All right. Let's wake up the rest of our leadership group and make some hard decisions." I moved toward the coffee pot. “Parks and Jessie are in the middle of that orgy, but Geoff is probably in his room. I'll grab him and you grab the others. Let's go out back beneath the big oak tree." I turned to work on getting a cup of liquid caffeine. I was getting too damn old to be up babysitting some idiot freshman all night. William was on his last straw with me. I'd have to see how the other guys felt, but I was pretty sure either way, the kid had one foot out the door. 
 
   "Why drugs?" I mumbled to myself and filled up a mug with coffee before jogging back upstairs and knocking on Geoff's door. "Get up, fucker. Leadership meeting."
 
   He groaned from behind the door and said something, but I'd already turned and headed back toward the kitchen by that time. He would come or we would make the decision without him. 
 
   "Did you stay here all night?" Parks turned and blinked a few times in an exaggerated manner, as if I were a part of a dream he couldn't shake. 
 
   "Yes, fucker. I did." I stopped behind them and turned my attention to Jayce. "You rule this one. It's going to be all yours in a few months."
 
   "Or so we think." He rolled his eyes and nodded toward the house as the door slammed behind me. "You managed to get the old man up? You get extra points."
 
   Geoff wasn't a day older than Jayce, but the poor guy was balding and had as many grey hairs as my sixty-year-old father. He blamed it on bad genetics. Said his father slept with a gypsy and he was the one wearing the curse for his old man's indiscretion. It was bullshit, but made for a fun Friday night story. 
 
   "All right. Here's the rub. William Tanner is a freshman in our camp, and he's been warned twice now about his drug problem. We need to make some decisions after the situation last night." Jayce was far more upset than he should have been over William once again getting ahold of a shitty strand of marijuana. 
 
   "And why don't you explain exactly what happened last night, just so the rest of these monkeys are clear what went down. Half of them were drunk off their asses by the time I got here." I brushed my fingers across my lips and moved over as Geoff shuffled up beside me. 
 
   "I was balls deep in Lizzy. Man, I love that girl. I'm gonna-"
 
   "Ask her to marry you," we all repeated in a sing-song voice. Geoff was forever in love with Lizzy, and yet, other than the occasional pity-fuck, she'd have nothing to do with him. 
 
   "Will sat out of the game yesterday because he was vomiting up his guts in the bathroom due to overdoing it the morning before." Jayce glanced over at me and let out a long sigh. "I know you think it was weed. I think the idiot took a hit of meth."
 
   "Meth?" My eyes widened. "Why do you think that?"
 
   Weed was one thing, but if the kid was getting into hard core drugs, then we had a serious situation on our hands. There was no way in hell I was getting popped for drugs on the team premises and having all of us going down, but on a more personal level - I wasn't holding another guy while he died in my arms. My brother was the one and only. 
 
   "I just do, Lucas. I think he took another hit after the game."
 
   "After I roughed him up?" I could feel the vein in the side of my head start to pound. Not only had the little shit given up a great opportunity to play against the best team in the country the day before, but God only knew what would have happened that night with me and Aubrey. I was ready to take her to my bed, and she sure as fuck seemed willing. Not that I could blabber that truth in front of her brother. He was going to kill me for sure. 
 
   "You didn't rough him up, but I think that should be our course of action." Jayce looked around the circle. "It's our call as to whether we turn him in to Coach Billows. We can take care of this ourselves, or we can let Coach deal with it, but you know they'll have a full investigation to cover their asses, and what else are they going to find?"
 
   "I would hope nothing." I balked. "Are you thinking someone else in the house is toking up too?"
 
   "Not that, but I'm pretty sure Noah slept with a girl and knocked her up. He's not willing to take ownership of the situation until the girl gets a test and all that shit, but we got skeletons. You know this shit. Just because you don't live here-"
 
   I held up my hand. Jayce was starting to unravel, and I could see why. I'd grown so cold toward the need for compassion toward the guys that I was pulling back. I didn't know all their shit, but maybe I needed to. Each one of them had a chance to fuck up the fact that we were going to the Frozen Four, and that was a big damn deal. I was looking for pro scouts to be there, not just for me, but for all of us graduating seniors. 
 
   "I'll deal with William, but this is under the notion that you guys want him to have another chance. Am I understanding that right?" I lifted my eyebrows and moved around the group, assessing the looks on each of my guys’ faces. 
 
   "Yes. I think he should have another chance." Jessie nodded. "He's under a shit-load of pressure from his old man, just like you are Lucas."
 
   "And what about his drug problem? I don't want be here when he overdoses and dies on the floor in the fucking kitchen," Parks butted in as his voice rose. 
 
   "That's the question, guys." I glanced around the circle. "Are the Friars going to take responsibility for cleaning this asshole up, or are we going to turn him over to Coach and get him some help?"
 
   "Let's try to help him ourselves. We turn him over, and we're ruining his chances of ever playing hockey here or anywhere really. I don't want that burden." Jayce stepped in closer to the circle. 
 
   "Right, so all in favor of helping him and not telling Coach." I raised my hand, though some part of me wanted to throw the kid out on his ass and rid myself of dealing with him. 
 
   "All those against it?" 
 
   Parks raised his hand and shook his head. "This is going to come back to bite us in the ass. It always does."
 
   "All right. I'll rough his ass up. Help me keep an eye on him from here on out." I turned and called back to Jayce. "Let's go, buddy. Time to learn how to ruin a man's dreams."
 
   Jayce jogged up beside me. "I'm headed to my mom's after this. I guess my sister is hoping you'll come too. We have a big-ass field behind the house where I caught all my bugs, though it's still cold out right now."
 
   "I'll ride out there with you if you'll take me home later." I glanced over at him, trying hard not to smile at the thought of seeing Aubrey.
 
   He reached the door before me and glanced back. "What's going on with you and Aubrey?"
 
   "Nothing yet." I popped him in the chest. "When I have a definitive answer to that, I'll let you know, all right?"
 
   "You better, bitch." He paused by the kitchen. "We using ice or cold water to wake Will up?"
 
   "Why not both?" I smiled and turned to jog up the stairs. "Get a bucket for us."
 
   "It would be my pleasure," he called after me as I walked down to Will’s room and opened the door. I had all the blinds pulled up and Metallica blaring on the radio by the time Jayce walked in, sloshing ice water all over the place. 
 
   I picked up a pillow and smacked Will over the head with it. "Time to get up Princess. We're running drills this morning. Or, you are."
 
   "Fuck you," he mumbled and turned over. 
 
   I laughed and glanced up at Jayce. "Hey, show Will here why this is called the Ice House."
 
   "Cause it's fucking chill in the morning and icy in the night." Jayce laughed as he dumped the cold water on Will. The poor kid came up out of the bed like his ass was on fire, and boy was he mad. Fighting mad. 
 
   Good. I gave him a beating to remember the event by. I would never forget the one time I got mine. I still had trouble sleeping soundly. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
   Aubrey
 
    
 
    
 
   The night before had been a total bust, and yet it was probably for the best. Me sleeping with Lucas before moving toward a committed relationship was a horrible idea. 
 
   I pressed the phone to my ear as I laid in my white, fluffy bed at my parents’ house. We were spending Sunday there, namely because I knew that Jayce had been successful in getting all the bugs for his Biology two project the year before out in the backyard. I prayed like hell that he could drag Lucas with him when he came out, but if not, it was time to be a good brother and help his older sister. 
 
   "You still there?" Layla sounded still half asleep. 
 
   "Yeah, I'm here. I'm sorry I didn't wake you up this morning. I should have brought you out here with me to suffer for the day." I yawned and rolled over to watch the window on the side of my bedroom. I could see the driveway from that vantage point and would know when Jayce was coming. 
 
   "I'm glad you didn't. Your mom isn't my favorite person in the whole world." She snickered. 
 
   "My mom's no one’s favorite person." I rolled onto my back and smiled as my eyes moved over the various posters of movie stars and half-naked athletes. She hated my decorating style, but she'd given up on all of it after my father berated her for being a bitch for the zillionth time when I was a teenage girl. Why he stayed with her was a complete mystery. 
 
   "So what happened with Lucas last night? Anything before Will’s dumb ass ruined it?" 
 
   "We just kissed, but I'm pretty sure things were about to start happening." I yawned and snuggled down deeper into my covers. "He's so damn beautiful, Layla. He's got layers to him that I didn't think a man could have."
 
   "Like clothing layers?" She snorted again. 
 
   "Why are you being so sassy? Did you get some last night? Did the bro finally let you be his hoe?" My turn to snicker. 
 
   "Fuck you, Aubrey. You know I'm not trying to see bro's ‘D’." 
 
   "Oh Lord. Forget I said anything. I can't talk about Jayce's stuff like that. He's my brother. I feel like I might barf actually." 
 
   "You started it. Keep on with the Lucas stuff. Tell me about his layers."
 
   "No. It's private, but yesterday was really eye opening." I sat up as a flash of color moved in my vision. Jayce's black mustang flew down the driveway toward the house. "Shit. I gotta go. They're here."
 
   "They?"
 
   "Yes. I'll call you later, and find another friend to talk about my brother with. I can't do it." I hung up and smiled at the look I knew was on her pretty face. I was her only friend, and she returned the favor. We'd be talking about my brother sooner or later, much like we'd be talking in detail about my first time with Lucas. 
 
   "There is a first time. There has to be." I got up and brushed my hair before checking my teeth and walking downstairs in my pajamas. My tank top and matching boy shorts were tight, and even though it would gross my brother out, letting Lucas get a good view of me half-dressed was all I was about for the next few minutes. 
 
   I walked into the kitchen and reached for the fridge, but didn't open it until I heard the back door open. I got the milk out and walked toward the cabinet as I heard Jayce's voice. 
 
   "I think it was a good call. I don't-"
 
   I turned as he and Lucas walked into the kitchen and let out a perfect yelp, pulling the milk in front of my breasts and forcing my eyes to widen. 
 
   "Hey, Aubrey." Lucas smiled as his eyes moved down the front of me. "Don't you look cute?"
 
   "Hey, man. Shit." Jayce popped him in the chest and turned to walk toward the living room. "I'm going to pretend I didn't see any of this."
 
   I laughed and moved to the counter to pour me a glass of milk, acting like I was completely innocent, but willing to own it. 
 
   "Me? Cute?" I glanced over my shoulder and gave Lucas a cheeky grin before yelled after my brother, "A call would have been nice."
 
   "I'm glad he didn't call." Lucas moved up beside me and pressed his fists to the countertop. "You sleep in this cute little thing?"
 
   He leaned over and sucked his bottom lip into his mouth. 
 
   "No, I sleep nude." I rolled my eyes and took a long drink of milk before giving him a cheeky grin. "I sleep in this. Did everything go okay last night?"
 
   "Yeah." His expression hardened a little. "Fucking Will. We're going to try and take care of things ourselves, but I don't know. Drugs are a hard thing to fight against, especially when the idiot doesn't think he needs help."
 
   "It's just weed, right?" I walked back to the fridge, knowing that he was following my every move. Where McCraven and my mother were concerned with my weight, I'd heard Lucas loud and clear a few days before. He liked how I looked, and even if I was a little on the heavy side for a dancer, I wasn't getting bogged down in the self-hate shit again. My mother kept me drinking that Kool-Aid far too long as a young girl trying to please the one person she looked up to - her. 
 
   Lucas caught me off-guard by moving in behind me. I turned and he was right there, looking down at me with a hint of lust in his gaze. 
 
   "You didn't do this," he motioned up and down my body, "to tease me this morning, right?"
 
   "Why would I do that? I mean, you didn't tease me last night and then leave me needy and aching all night long. You didn't kiss me like you wanted something far more from me than a friendship and then run off and force me to take care of myself." I tilted my head to the side as his smile stretched up his impossibly handsome face. "No, I didn't do this on purpose."
 
   "You little tease." He laughed and reached for me as my father rounded the corner. 
 
   "Aubrey?" His voice was filled with concern. 
 
   Lucas stepped in front of me as I stiffened. "Mr. Moore. Nice to meet you, Sir. I'm Lucas White. I'm training Jayce to take my place as-"
 
   "Captain of the Friars. Holy shit. Honey, come in here. It's Lucas White." My dad's attention turned as Lucas walked around to the other side of the kitchen and diverted him for me. 
 
   I raced up the stairs and changed into a pair of jeans and a sweater as warmth burned my chest. I needed to tell him that I was in love with him. He obviously had feelings for me. We could figure things out together as we took things slow. I was good with him going off to the pros and me catching up later. 
 
   "Slow your roll," I mumbled and pulled on a pair of socks and tennis shoes. I groaned at the ache in the bottom of my feet as I stood up and tried to get used to wearing anything on my feet without bandages. I'd been living in socks and sandals, which was a fashion nightmare that Layla wasn't soon to let me live down. 
 
   I walked back downstairs to my parents and Lucas talking by the back door. Jayce had officially disappeared to his room, no doubt. 
 
   "There you are." Lucas glanced over at me and smiled. "So can I get those small jars you said you might have, Mrs. Moore? We're going bug collecting today."
 
   "You're going bug collecting. I'm just going to stand off to the side and cheer you on." I picked up a coat near the back door and pulled it over my shoulders as my mom's eyebrow lifted sharply. She mouthed that Lucas was cute, and I nodded. Another great point to dating him would be to get my mom off my back. With a guy as hot as Lucas White on my arm, she wouldn't have anything negative to say to me, or not much. She was still my mom. She'd find something. 
 
   We walked down the stairs off the back porch my dad and Jayce spent the summer before building and waited for my dad to bring over some jars. 
 
   "You kids need anything else?" He pulled me into a side hug as he glanced down at me. 
 
   "Nope. We're good, Dad."
 
   "You staying for dinner, Lucas?" My dad sounded hopeful.
 
   "Um, yeah. Sure. I could use a good meal that doesn't consist of peanut butter and jelly." He smirked and glanced over at me. 
 
   "All right. Enough talk. We're killing daylight here." I grabbed the net from beside the house and walked out into the overgrown field with Lucas beside me. 
 
   "Your parents seem great." He glanced back toward the house. 
 
   "My dad's great. My mom's a soul-sucking vampire that looks like a pretty housewife to unsuspecting victims." I laughed and pointed toward a cluster of trees. "Let's go over there. I'm sure we can find quite a few of these nasty things."
 
   "My dad's a total asshole, and my mom cries all the time." He shrugged. "I'm thinking you got the better end of the deal. At least you have one parent you can rely on."
 
   "That does suck." I knelt by the large tree in front of us and turned to face him. "How is Will really?"
 
   "I don't know, Aubrey. He needs someone to take care of him for sure, but that's just not me. I'm leaving here in three months, and I'm not looking back."
 
   I stiffened at his words. Was he trying to get across some hidden message to me that he wasn't looking back for anyone, including me? Because I had at least another year at Pro-U, if not more. 
 
   "Right. I get that." I brushed my hand over the ground, and a few bugs flew into the air. I screamed and fell on my butt as he laughed and moved in, hopping around as he caught a few of them. I pressed my elbows to the cold ground below me and watched him until he turned and glanced down at me. 
 
   "Did I really leave you hot and bothered last night? I thought maybe I was the only one that suffered." He offered me his hand and smiled. "Tell me it isn't true."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
   Lucas
 
    
 
    
 
   "It isn't true." She gave me a cheeky grin and let me pull her off the ground. The image of her half-dressed in her momma’s kitchen raced through me. Her sleepwear consisted of a tight tank top that showed the full outline of her breasts and a tight pair of shorts that hugged her hips and then let the bottom curve of her ass dip out the bottom of them. I was sick with the need to throw her over my shoulder and drag her away like a fucking caveman. 
 
   This is why the other guys use the Ice Queens to their full advantage.
 
   "Liar." I winked at her and handed her the first jar of flies. "Let's look for a bee or maybe a butterfly."
 
   "You find the bee. I don't want to get stung." She shrugged and walked past me, looking too cute to mess with. The girl was going to be the death of me, and where indecision raged inside of me on talking to her about anything long-term, the short-term was definitely going to be up for discussion later that day. 
 
   My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out to find my father calling. 
 
   "Speak of the devil. It's my dad. I need to take this." I handed her the jar in my hand and turned, ignoring the concern on her pretty face. "Yeah. What's up?"
 
   "Lucas, it’s Dad. I was thinking last night that I'd really like for you to consider not playing in the homecoming scrimmage this weekend. I know you guys like to use that as a fun way to get ready for the Frozen Four, but son, the pro scouts are going to be watching you like a hawk. I could see you struggling in this last game."
 
   I let out a sharp sigh and shook my head. "I wasn't struggling at all. I'm good to play in the scrimmage, Dad. Besides, what would the guys think if their team captain didn't play in the homecoming game? Come on. We have this fight every year."
 
   "Yes, and every year you ignore my request. Your brother never played in this silly game because he knew what was at stake."
 
   "Yeah, and he let a woman break his heart and drag him to the center of hell," I barked into the phone. Why I had to go from calm to completely fucked up in a matter of minutes with my dad was beyond me. He was the only one in my life that could destroy my mood without lifting a finger to do it. 
 
   "Nice. Thank you for reminding me of the worst day of my life. Here I am trying to help you, and of course your only response is to throw a dagger at me. Perfect."
 
   I growled and glanced over my shoulder to find Aubrey looking toward the other side of the field. "I'm sorry, all right. I'll... I'll at least consider sitting out, though I'm not promising anything. These guys won't understand what I'm doing."
 
   "Then explain it. Maybe showing them that hockey isn't just a sport, but a true career path is something that will benefit them. You're their leader, Lucas. They look up to you. You don't have to attend every party or sleep with every girl."
 
   "I don't do any of those things. You know that." I locked my teeth together and closed my eyes. When would our relationship get to the point where choosing to pick up his call wasn't the hardest part of any given day. 
 
   "All right. Your mother says hi and that she wants you to come out to the house for dinner sometime. We don't live that far from the campus, and she can't remember the last time you actually sat down for a meal with us."
 
   "Christmas. Two years ago." I turned to face Aubrey and let my eyes run along the back of her legs and over her shapely butt. The pretty girl deserves someone so much better than me. I had nothing to offer but brokenness. Sex I could do, but commitment? No way. I'd already told her far more than I wanted to about Bret. I'd be crying in her arms over the shit soon if I wasn't careful. 
 
   "Right. So let’s set something up." It wasn't a request, but a command. My father didn't make requests. 
 
   "I'll call you when I get back to the house. I'm working on a biology project with my partner right now. That all right?" I started to walk back toward Aubrey as my dad mumbled 'yes' and we dropped the call. 
 
   She glanced my way and held up a jar with a small purple butterfly in it. "Look what I found."
 
   "Oh, wow." I took it from her and lifted it in the air. "Almost a shame to have to kill this little guy."
 
   "Hey. You okay?" Her expression softened me, pulling me back from the angst that my family always seemed to cause.
 
   "Yeah, I will be." I set the glass down and picked up an empty one. "I need to get to the gym in a little while, so I might skip out on dinner tonight. My dad leaves me itching to beat someone’s ass. The punching bags in the weight room have more indents from my fists than I care to disclose."
 
   She smiled and nodded. "No problem. I appreciate you coming out here to do this for the afternoon. Let's get a few more and then I'll get Jayce to take you back to campus. 
 
   I reached out and brushed the back of my fingers down her arm. "Let's talk about us for a few minutes before we get back to this."
 
   "All right." Her tone changed, as if she could sense that I was going to pull back. I hated myself for even thinking about it, but the woman in front of me was better than a few lusty nights. 
 
   "You know I'm headed to Washington most likely after this season." 
 
   "To the Caps? I didn't know that." A smile tugged at the side of her perfect mouth. "Did you already get the call? That's exciting!"
 
   The authenticity in her expression melted me, and I brushed my fingers over her shoulder again as my chest ached. 
 
   "It is, but nothing is set in stone just yet. They called Coach, but you know that old geezer can't keep shit to himself." I chuckled and took a step back as Jayce called to us from the house. 
 
   "You guys need something to drink?" He dropped his hands from his face and lifted them in a questioning stance. 
 
   "No. Thanks," I yelled back before looking at Aubrey. "I'm not willing to start something with you that I can't finish. I want to, but I can't be that kind of guy with you. You know what I mean?"
 
   She knelt down by the jars and looked up at me with need in her expression. "And why do you assume I'm asking for something long-term? Maybe I just want to mount the captain of the team and tell the world about how good he is in the sack."
 
   I laughed and shook my head. "You don't mean that."
 
   "Yeah, you're right." She stood up and slid her hands in her back pockets. "I don't know what I mean, to be honest. I'm attracted to you, and if you had another year here, I would push until you relented to me, but maybe that's a mistake."
 
   "It wouldn't take much." I turned and slid my fingers along the side of her face. "I just can't invest in something that isn't going to last. You have another year here. You know?"
 
   She pressed her hand to mine and turned, kissing my palm several times as my body woke up and screamed for me to move in and stop dicking around. So what if I had to leave in a few months. That was still a few months for us to work up to something incredible. 
 
   "I don't want to have this conversation." She smiled as tears filled her pretty brown eyes. "I was wrong thinking that I did. It's more fun to just be friends and let something happen between us if it does."
 
   "Do you want it to?" I moved in as Jayce cleared his throat and moved up beside us. 
 
   "Am I interrupting something?" He lifted an eyebrow and glanced between the two of us.
 
   "Aren't you always?" Aubrey moved back and wiped at her eyes as Jayce turned toward me and narrowed his eyes. 
 
   "What's going on?" 
 
   Shit.
 
   "I'm just tired, Jayce." Aubrey tugged at his t-shirt. "Go grab us a glass of lemonade and we'll finish this up. It's nothing that Lucas did."
 
   He continued to stare at me, and I wasn't willing to lie, but in all honesty, I wasn't sure why she was crying. I hadn't crushed anything we'd worked up to, nor had I really denied her. I'd only been honest with my concerns about where things seemed to be heading, which felt like a legitimate conversation. 
 
   "You sure?" Jayce turned back to her and stood there for a few more seconds as she reassured him. 
 
   I picked up another jar and moved over to a patch of small purple flowers that just seemed to poke up out of the ground. A bee buzzed around me, and I jerked the jar toward it, capturing it as it stung my fingers. "Fuck."
 
   "You all right?" Aubrey moved over and glanced down at me. 
 
   I turned to see Jayce walking back to the house, his posture showing his anger. 
 
   "I'm good. I hate to see your brother pissed at me, but I guess I had it coming." I stood up and handed her the jar before working to get the stinger out of my hand. "I'm not saying that I'm not incredibly attracted to you, or that I don't want to spend the next three months getting to know you, Aubrey. I'm just trying to be careful here."
 
   "I understand, but I'm a big girl. I don't need your protection."
 
   "What do you need then?" I couldn't help but ask.
 
   She pulled a piece of paper out of her back pocket and glanced down. "One black beetle and a flea or tic."
 
   I laughed and shook my head at her. She always seemed to have an out in difficult conversations. Maybe I should take a note from her book, or spiral as it were. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19
 
   Two Days Later
 
   Lucas
 
    
 
    
 
   I thought maybe taking a day off from being around her would be good for me, but it only seemed to leave me agitated and ready to buckle. I'd been fighting my whole life to be someone that Bret would be proud of, and here I was ready to drop my pretenses and let a woman, no, a girl, into my heart. She'd destroy me, just like Lisa destroyed my brother. We might look indestructible, but there was a tombstone at the grave just outside my dad's church that spoke otherwise. 
 
   I ran my fingers through my hair and walked into a meeting with my senior advisor and Coach Billows. It’d been scheduled for quite some time, but it seemed to have snuck up on me. Just like everything else was doing lately. 
 
   "There's the man of the hour." Dr. Dement stood up and extended his hand to me. "Come on in, Lucas. Have a seat, son."
 
   "Dr. Dement." I nodded at the portly older man and turned my attention to my mentor. "Coach."
 
   "Hey buddy. Have a seat. You want something to drink?" His eyes were filled with an odd pride he always seemed to feel around his players. It was one of the many reasons we played so hard for him. 
 
   "You got vodka?" I laughed and they joined me. 
 
   "No, but we should definitely think about making that a staple in some of these meetings. I think yours is going to be my favorite this year though." Dr. Dement squeezed my shoulder and smiled. "Your grades are looking great for your business degree and you played like the champ you are all season long. I wish we could clone you and just fill the campus with Jerry White's boys."
 
   "Don't tell my dad that. He's already got ego issues." I smirked, feeling rather uncomfortable. I was good with hearing that I was on the right path, but being doted on felt odd after having my dad browbeat me every chance he got. 
 
   "So the good news is that you're gonna graduate near the top of your class, and that puts you in the bottom category for the cum laude designation. Good job from an academic standpoint, Lucas." He squeezed my shoulder again and glanced over at coach as his smile reached his eyes. "Tell him the good part."
 
   "I told him some of it." Coach leaned back in his chair as his eyes got misty. "You know I'm proud of you, right? That in all my years of coaching, you're the closest thing I have to a favorite player."
 
   "Are you hitting on me?" I smiled and tried to calm the torrent of emotions that raced through me. I'd forgotten that graduating and getting on with life meant no more Coach Billows lifting me up and breaking me down, making me stronger and better and faster. It was a part of my college life that was going to be sorely missed. 
 
   "No, we'll leave that to all the ladies out there." Dr. Dement laughed loudly. "One of the cheerleaders for the football team mentioned that we should get shirts made up with your face on them so we can sell more merchandise at all the games."
 
   I rolled my eyes and turned back to coach. "Spill the news. What's up?"
 
   "You already know the pros are sending their scouts to the Frozen Four. They do that every year."
 
   "Yep." I nodded and clasped my hands over my stomach. 
 
   "The Washington Caps have you listed as the number one draft pick for the nation, so it's going to be fierce competition during this tournament to make you look like you're not worthy of that title. They've not announced that yet, but you and I both know that every coach in the tournament line up is having this same conversation with their star player."
 
   "But they're advising their boy to take our boy out. Right?" Dr. Dement leaned forward and pressed his thick arms to his thighs. 
 
   "That's right." Coach lifted his eyebrows a little. "You’re going to go places that most people could never even dream of going. Just get in the gym and on the track and get your body ready for what's coming. It's going to be ugly."
 
   "I get it." I wanted to feel excited about being the best, but I had more of a sense of relief. My father would be incredibly pleased and it would get him off my back for a little while, if nothing else. "I'll start working harder. We have Spring Break coming up and I'm not going anywhere. I'll just use that time to get stronger."
 
   "Good idea." Coach smiled. "Do you have any questions or concerns for us? Anything you need to know about graduation?"
 
   "Nope. I'm ready to move forward. I've been training Jayce Moore and trying hard to get William Tanner to behave. The kid's got a lot of talent, he's just a lot like my brother was. Wild as hell." I brushed my hands over the front of my shirt, hoping that coach would get my hidden message about the drug issue without me having to say too much. 
 
   "All right. Let me know what I can do to help. You guys take far too much on yourselves with these rookies." Coach popped the desk. "Let's go over your grades and then you can get out of here."
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   I walked out of the meeting and headed straight to the gym to work myself into a sweaty mess. The news from coach and Dr. Dement was all good, which I somewhat expected, but it felt like another step toward leaving Providence, which left me torn up inside. I couldn't stop thinking about Aubrey and how letting her any closer was a huge mistake that would bite both of us in the ass if we weren’t careful. Anger drove through the center of my stomach as indecision pulled me from one extreme to the other. 
 
   I needed to leave her be and let her find someone that would get to enjoy her senior year with her, which wasn't me. I would be all over the fucking country and my focus would be on my new team and trying to prove myself once again to a whole new group of coaches. 
 
   My phone buzzed and I picked it up to see Jayce calling. 
 
   "’Sup man?" I bent down and grabbed my towel from the floor to mop up my forehead while I had the chance. 
 
   "Dude, get over here when you can. We're at Mersky’s having a beer, and fucking Will is toked again. I swear, man. I can't deal with this shit anymore. I signed up to play hockey and lead these unruly fuckers on the ice, not in life. I'm not a father figure like you are and this bitch won't listen to me. He's put his hands on my sister more than once in the last two hours, and I'm about to break the front door with his face."
 
   "On Aubrey?" Every muscle in my body went ridged. 
 
   "Yes. I only have one sister, you meathead. Get over here and help me. Everyone’s drunk as shit." He let out a long sigh, and I felt for the guy, but he had some growing up to do too. A team wasn't just a team on the ice. It was a brotherhood, and that meant busting balls when necessary and having conversations that were hard and sucked like hell. It was all part of the deal. 
 
   "I'm headed that way. Get him in a corner and have Lizzy or one of the other Ice Queens sit on his lap to keep him still." I growled at the thought of him touching my girl. "It might be best if you guys take him home. I'm likely to kill him if he's upset your sister."
 
   "I get that. It's the reason I called, though I'm likely to kill you if you don't stop playing around and tell me what the fuck is up. You're like a brother to me, and someone better come clean soon," he barked in the phone at me. 
 
   "All right. I'll be there soon and we'll talk." I dropped the call and jogged toward the showers, washing up quickly and getting over to the bar. 
 
   I walked in to the sound of cheers and laughter. The place was packed from the front to the back with students enjoying the half-price Wednesday drafts and replays of our season on the ten T.V.s in the place. 
 
   "Hey. Where is he?" I stopped by Jayce and scanned the room for Aubrey, not finding her. 
 
   "Fuck." Jayce glanced around. "He was just here. He was sitting with Lizzy."
 
   I moved through the crowd and found Lizzy laughing with some other girls. I touched her elbow and smiled down at her as she turned and let out a soft holler. 
 
   "There you are! The Captain of the Friars, ladies and gents!" she announced and slid her arms up my chest. "We've been waiting on you. It's not a party without our leader."
 
   I wrapped my hands around her wrists and pulled her arms off me carefully. "Where is Will? I need to see him."
 
   "He's out back, smoking I think." She reached for me again. "Come back to the Ice House with me. I miss you."
 
   "Not right now." I moved through the crowd, still looking for Aubrey as I moved through the long corridor to the back exit. I hit the door hard and glanced to my left in time to see Aubrey slap William hard. 
 
   "I said no, asshole." She turned and walked toward me, her face a mask of indifference, but I could see hurt in her eyes. 
 
   "Hey. What the fuck is going on?" I grabbed her arm and pulled her back to me. 
 
   "Nothing. He's stoned and I was trying to help before Jayce tore his head off, but he's an asshole." She jerked her hand from me. "I'm going home."
 
   "You're waiting on me." I pulled her closer and gripped her chin softly, forcing her to look up at me. "Understand? I don't want you alone."
 
   "Fine. Whatever." She turned and walked toward the door and I moved toward William. The kid was bent over, laughing his ass off as if he'd just heard the funniest joke in the world. 
 
   I gripped him by the neck and jerked him up, lifting him off his feet as I pressed him to the wall behind him. "Tell me one good reason why I shouldn’t have you thrown off this team? I've warned you too many times. You're a fucking idiot to waste your talent."
 
   "You don't know shit, golden boy," he choked out and kicked at me. 
 
   I reached up and sucker punched him twice in the face as he cried out and dropped to the ground. 
 
   "Yep. I don't, but I know this. You're not a Friar anymore, Will. Good luck explaining your shit to Coach tomorrow." I turned and walked back to the pub, devastated that he was giving up. Where I enjoyed hockey and would take the lifestyle that came with it, Will coveted it. He loved it and had been busting his ass his whole life for a chance like I was getting with Washington. Now he was throwing it away - just like my brother did. 
 
   "Wait. Please. Please, Lucas. I'm sorry man. Really. Please." He rolled over and started to laugh uncontrollably again. 
 
   "Fuck you, dude." I walked back into the pub and found Jayce. "He's out back. Leave his ass there. I'll talk to Coach tomorrow about everything. I'm done."
 
   "You sure? That would be it for him, Lucas."
 
   "What else can we do? You couldn't even handle him yourself today." I glanced around again. "Where is Aubrey?"
 
   "Walking home. She's pissed." He tapped my chest. "Watch yourself around my sister."
 
   "Not now, Jayce." I pulled my keys from my pocket and looked around. "You good dealing with these other guys? I'm going to make sure your sister is all right."
 
   "All right, but I'm telling you... she's in a mood. Better to just leave her alone."
 
   "I can't." I nodded to him and turned, moving through the crowd as quickly as I could. I would catch up to her on my bike and take her for a ride. As long as we didn't end up at anyone's house, we'd be good. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 20
 
   Aubrey
 
    
 
    
 
   "Unbelievable," I grumbled under my breath as I glanced down at the torn strap to my top. William was an asshole that needed to be beaten to a pulp by someone, namely my brother. Why Jayce hadn't taken him out back and put a hurting on him was beyond me. "Because he was drunk too."
 
   The sound of a motorcycle behind me caused my heartbeat to quicken. Seeing Lucas hadn't helped the situation much seeing that I was on the edge of tears. William hadn't hurt me, but his pawing at me had gone from manageable to rough far too fast. 
 
   "Aubrey," Lucas called out above the roar of the motorcycle as he moved into the parking lot to my left. 
 
   I turned and let out a sigh. "What? I really don't think it's a good time right now. I just want to take a shower and crawl in my bed."
 
   He turned off the bike and got off of it, heading my way. "Come with me. Let me take you for a ride. It will calm you down. We can find someplace to grab a Coke and talk about what happened."
 
   The need to belong to him plummeted me, much harder than ever before. I turned and looked out across the campus as I worked on slowing my pulse and stifling the need to cry. I hated being emotional, and doing so in front of him was even worse. 
 
   "Did he hurt you?" Lucas’ voice was soft, but deep. Deadly. 
 
   "No," I whispered and turned back to him. "Tonight’s not a good night. I need to be by myself, all right?"
 
   "I don't like the sound of that." He slid his strong hands over my shoulders. "He did something that has you almost in tears, or did someone else upset you."
 
   The doors to the auditorium opened and people started to spill out of them and head our way. 
 
   "Shit. Was there an event tonight?" I glanced over at his bike. 
 
   "A play, I think. Come on. Let me get you out of here." He grabbed my hand and turned, not waiting to hear if I was in agreement or not. The fact that he was so damn direct left me wanting him more. He didn't have to ask for anything. He was confident enough to just take it. 
 
   Take me? Take me back to your place and make love to me.
 
   I got on the back of his bike and refused the helmet. "I don't want it. Just be careful. I want to feel the wind in my hair."
 
   "Crazy girl." He reattached it and pulled out onto a small side street as I wrapped my arms around him and pressed my cheek to his strong back. The thick muscles that ran on either side of his spine flexed as I ran my lips over them, wanting him so fucking bad that I was willing to give up and give in regardless of what I got in return. 
 
   The soft thumping of his heartbeat increased with mine as I slid my hands over his thighs, dragging my nails up until I cupped his package loosely. 
 
   He growled and turned the bike to the left, but I was lost to needing to feel him against me. I didn't care where he took me. 
 
   I should have never got on the bike.
 
   His hand cupped mine and worked to stroke his thick arousal through his jeans as we moved through the dark side streets of the campus. 
 
   The slow tick deep between my thighs was violent now, demanding me to throw caution to the wind and give him anything he wanted. It was the fucked up emotions of dealing with Will and trying to help my brother all at the same time. It was compounded with the devastation over my last conversation with him. He was struggling with whether to take a step toward a relationship with me, but tonight I didn't need a relationship. I needed pleasure. Release. 
 
   He stopped the bike and turned to me, taking in a shaky breath. "Be careful getting off."
 
   I nodded and got off as he parked the bike and turned it off. He took my hand and walked us toward his apartment without another word. 
 
   Fear and lust danced in the center of my stomach, swirling beautifully in a way I'd never experienced before. Soft pants left me as I tried to keep up with his pace. 
 
   He stopped by the door to his apartment and looked over at me with hunger in his eyes. "Fuck, you're so damn beautiful."
 
   His keys dropped, and he reached for me, pulling me in front of him and pressing me to the door as he consumed my mouth. His hands raced over my sides and cupped my butt, squeezing hard as he kissed his way down my neck. The strong press of his body against mine was almost too much, and I was drunk on the way it felt to be manhandled by an alpha like Lucas White. 
 
   "Inside. Get us inside." I ran my hands over his strong back and lifted one leg to wrap it around his hip. I needed to feel him pressed to my center, grinding against me as if he were frantic to bury himself inside of me. 
 
   "Yeah. Inside." He moved back up to my mouth and slid his hands up to my hips before stepping back. "Inside."
 
   I nodded and leaned down to get the keys only to have him run his fingers through my hair and grip it tightly. 
 
   "I need you," he whispered roughly as I moved into his arms for another long kiss. 
 
   "Just a minute." I pushed at his chest and turned to fumble with the keys myself. Every part of me was alive with desire for the sexy bastard behind me. I pressed the key in the lock as a groan ripped from my chest. He had moved up behind me and cupped my breasts as he bit and sucked at the side of my neck. 
 
   "Get us the fuck inside, Aubrey, or I'm taking you right here."
 
   "We're in." I pushed the door open and stumbled into the place. 
 
   He slammed the door behind him and pulled off his t-shirt before crashing into me and picking me up off my feet. 
 
   "Tell me to stop now. This is your only chance." He lifted me up and walked us to the bedroom, burying his face in the top of my blouse and kissing the tops of my breasts as I wrapped my legs around him. 
 
   "No. Don't stop. Please." 
 
   "Good girl." He licked up to my neck and moved to the bed, laying me down and reaching down to work on my jeans. "No one hurt you tonight, right?"
 
   "No. Shut the fuck up about it." I wiggled out of my jeans and worked on my top as he sunk down on his knees at the base of the bed and pressed his mouth over the wetness soaking my pink panties. 
 
   "You smell so damn good. Like you knew I was coming for you tonight." He jerked my panties to the side and lapped at my center before moving back and tugging my panties off. "Bend your knees and lay them open. Give me what I want."
 
   I cried out again as he leaned back over and pressed his mouth over my mound as his hands held my legs up and open wide for him. I sunk my fingers into his hair and rolled my hips to work against him in a slow rhythmic movement. 
 
   "I wanna taste you," I mumbled softly, trying to clear the dizziness that spun all around me. "Let me taste you too."
 
   He glanced up. "Now or in a minute, baby?"
 
   "Now." I moved up the bed and got on my knees as he stood up and worked on his jeans. 
 
   Reaching behind me, I unclasped my bra and watched in awe as he stripped down, leaving his beautiful body on full display for me. Never in a million years had I seen anything so delicious. His dark skin was smooth and tight over thick muscles that ran down his chest and bunched at his stomach. His cock was thick and stood proud, the tip glistening as if to taunt me further. 
 
   "Lay down." I pointed to the bed beside me and moved over as he crawled up slowly, watching me like a predator might his prey. 
 
   "I've been waiting for three years to see how you looked under your clothes. It was well worth the wait. Get up here and fuck me." He lay down and reached for me, gripping my legs and pulling me on top of him. I faced his feet with my breasts pressed to his stomach as he slid his hands up the back of my legs and cupped my ass. "So fucking hot, Aubrey."
 
   I cried out as he pulled me down and pressed his mouth back to the center of my need, licking and sucking like he was dying of thirst and I was the only thing capable of quenching him.
 
   His cock bounced subtly, and I ran my hand down the full length of it, thrilled by how thick it was. I leaned over and brushed my tongue down his shaft before gripping him tightly and taking as much as I could into my mouth. 
 
   His groan left me undulating my hips and rocking against him harder. Everything about him left me drowning with the need for carnality. 
 
   I worked him until he gripped my ass tightly and came up for air. 
 
   "Slow down. Slow down, baby." He moved back up and pressed his tongue to my center, flicking his tongue across my clit and sending me into orgasm. 
 
   I cried out as I pressed my mouth to him again and worked him hard. It only took a few minutes and he joined me in ecstasy. We continued to lick and suck at each other until I collapsed on top of him in a shaky mess. 
 
   "Damn, Aubrey. You're too much, baby." He ran his hands over my ass to pet my sex. "Your pussy's so beautiful, baby. I want more." 
 
   "No." I moved into a sitting position on his chest with my ass still facing him and glanced down at him. "No more of that."
 
   He chuckled and pulled me down beside him, snuggling up to my back and cupping my breasts. "You promise that Will didn't hurt you? I'll kill that mother fucker."
 
   I reached back and ran my hand over this thick thigh as the high started to subside. "I promise. He's just a lost soul."
 
   "I think I might be too." He leaned down and kissed up the long line of my neck. "Stay with me for a few more minutes and then I can take you home."
 
   "Yeah, okay." I tugged the covers up and settled down beside him as my body purred with pleasure. I wanted more, but maybe it was better that we'd stopped where we did. Feeling him inside of me was something I wasn't sure I could get over when he left. The fact that he didn't want me to sleep next to him nagged at me, but it was an insecurity that I could deal with later. I wasn't willing to ruin the moment over it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 21
 
   Aubrey
 
    
 
    
 
   "No you did not." Layla turned in her bed and let out a squeal as I laughed. 
 
   "We didn't fuck, well, not really. It was just oral sex." I licked at my lips and rolled over on my back, letting the memory of the night before swell inside of me. "I wanted to make love."
 
   "Wait. Make love or fuck? We're talking two totally different things." Layla got up and pushed at my shoulder before crawling under my covers with me. 
 
   I turned to face her and laughed again. "It was fucking I think, but we would make love good together too."
 
   "Like crazy tear-down-the-wallpaper fucking?" Her eyes widened and she giggled. 
 
   "Exactly. We made out for a good five minutes on the walkway in front of his door." I groaned and closed my eyes. "I'm so in love with him. He's going to destroy me, isn't he?"
 
   "No. He's not." She tugged at a wild strand of my hair, and I opened my eyes. "He's going to be the one. I told you this already."
 
   "Why doesn't it feel like something is beginning then? I feels more like the closure of a chapter than the beginning of a book." I rolled back onto my back. "He's leaving in three months, or sooner, if they can get him to Washington."
 
   "Why Washington?" She curled up against my side and moved her head to lay on my shoulder. 
 
   "The Caps want him." I pressed my cheek to her forehead and let out a shaky sigh. "I'm scared. I shouldn't have gone to his apartment with him, and yet I can't wait to go again."
 
   "I don't think you have anything to be scared about, Aubrey. You're over thinking this. Use your heart this time and not your head." She tapped my head and sat up as someone knocked at the door to our dorm room. "You expecting someone?"
 
   "No." I pulled the covers up to my neck and rolled back onto my side as I tried to work through my next steps with Lucas. Did I act casual as if nothing had happened the night before? Did I treat him like I would a boyfriend and slip into his arms the next time I saw him in public? Maybe just waiting for him to react would be better. It seemed the more prudent thing to do. 
 
   "Hey Layla." My brother's voice surprised me. 
 
   I sat up and turned toward the door, smiling at the way my brother watched Layla jog back to her bed and get under the covers. Seems I wasn't the only one with a hard-core crush. 
 
   "What's up?" I patted the bed beside me and scooted over. 
 
   He sat down on the edge of it and brushed his hand over his face. "Everything. Nothing. I'm just tired of drama bullshit to be honest."
 
   "You're in college, handsome. Bullshit drama is what we do best." Layla pulled her covers up and turned to face us from her bed. "Something in particular upsetting you?"
 
   "Several things, but the one I plan on figuring out today has to do with my sister." He turned his gaze back on me and patted my leg. "Get up and let’s go to breakfast. My treat. I need my counselor, and you're it."
 
   "Oh yeah?" I moved to the edge of the bed and nodded toward the door. "Wait out there unless you want another awkward moment like we had at mom's the other day."
 
   "Yes. Let's never do that again, all right?" He got up and walked to the door, pausing briefly to smile at Layla. "Enjoy your day."
 
   "You too, handsome." She waved and waited until he closed the door to jolt up. "I seriously would make sweet love to your brother, you know."
 
   "Stop it!" I picked up a couch cushion and chucked it at her. "I haven't eaten yet today, and I still want to vomit all over the place."
 
   "You know what I mean. He's so fucking hot." She dropped back in her bed and started to hump the mattress dramatically. 
 
   "You hate me. I know you do." I walked to the closet and changed into a t-shirt dress that was less revealing than the ones Layla usually wore. I pulled my hair into a ponytail and slipped on a pair of sandals, ignoring my internal warning to cover my feet. 
 
   "I love you. Both of you. Just in very, very different ways." She chucked the cushion back at me as I walked to the door. 
 
   "I'll bring you my leftover pancakes."
 
   "Yes! And get extra butter for me." She sat up and smiled. "And don't tell your brother about sucking Lucas off. He'll not appreciate that."
 
   I flipped her off and walked out into the hall to find my brother waiting for me. 
 
   "Layla okay with not coming this time?" He ran his fingers through his dark hair as he moved from the wall he was leaning against. 
 
   "Yeah. She's not ready to get dressed just yet. She has afternoon classes today anyway." I extended my hand. "Let me drive the 'stang?"
 
   "Yeah, sure." He dug the keys from his pocket and dropped them in my hand. 
 
   I looked up as we moved to our side of the car and took a good look at him as worry sprouted in my belly. The circles under his eyes were much darker than I'd seen in the last few weeks. Stress. My brother was always stressed about something. 
 
   I got into the car and started it before giving him my attention. "Talk. Something has you upset. What is it?"
 
   "I'm not upset really. Just concerned about a lot of things."
 
   "You always are, Jayce. You know you can't protect the entire world from living."
 
   "I'm not concerned about the world. I'm concerned about you." He reached over and tugged at my ponytail. "I know you're four minutes older, but I have this weird older brother thing inside of me that wants to make sure you never get hurt. Sue me, okay?"
 
   "And what would I gain by suing you? You got some money hidden away that I don't know about?" I smiled and pulled the car out of the parking lot. 
 
   "I wish. Let's go to Barney's for breakfast. I feel like pancakes."
 
   "Sounds good to me." I turned the heater on and slipped my sandals off as we sat at a red light in silence. "Why are you so worried about me?"
 
   "Because, Aubrey. I know Lucas White, and where he's one of the best guys here on campus, he's still a guy. He's got a shit ton of hang-ups from his brother’s suicide and he's leaving here in three months for the pros. That type of career means women are going to be throwing themselves at him. Do you really think-"
 
   "Suicide?" The air escaped from my lungs as my heart contracted in my chest. 
 
   "Yes. Suicide. The light is green. Go." 
 
   I hit the gas as I tried to process Lucas' story from a few days before. "I thought his brother OD'd."
 
   "He did, but it was on purpose. The Ice Queens are a result of his brother’s death, which is fucked up if you ask me."
 
   "Lucas mentioned that, but I didn't really understand how the two matched up." I turned into the parking lot of our favorite diner and parked the car. "Explain it to me please."
 
   "From what I heard, when Bret killed himself, it was over a stupid girl, and the guys on the team wanted to honor him, so they decided that none of them would date for the rest of the year. It was a 'fuck women' stance. Weird, I know." Jayce reached for the door and got out.
 
   I did as well and walked to the front of the car as a dark sadness settled over me. 
 
   "So instead of dating, they took applications for their own whore core or group of chicks that would put out for them and be groupies, I guess. As fucked up as that is, it stuck." Jayce opened the door and moved back. 
 
   I walked in and held up two fingers for the hostess. 
 
   "So part of Lucas not dating anyone has to do with that, and part of it is that he's just off up here." My brother tapped the side of his head. "You would be too if you had to hold me while I died violently in your arms. Hell, I'm traumatized by it, and I just know the stories."
 
   "Lucas doesn't seem off at all." I sat down across from my brother and tried hard to keep from being too defensive. "He told me a little about it, and of course it was hard to talk about, but off isn't the word I would use. Depressed? Sad? Devastated? Yes. Off? No."
 
   "It was nine years ago. The anniversary is coming up soon. I think the fact that he's living in his brother's shadow still after nine years is rather telling that something is off." He pulled the menu toward him. "I don't want you dating him."
 
   "I'm not dating him, but let’s get something straight, mister." I tugged the menu away and narrowed my eyes on him. "I'll date who the fuck I want to."
 
   "Did he tell you that he was the one that figured out it was a suicide? That his brother left him a note begging him not to fall in love because it would ruin him forever? Did he tell you that part or is that irrelevant to you guys?" The expression on my brother's face drove fear deep inside of me. "He's not going to love you. He won't let himself. Hear me right here and now. Lucas White is not the man for you, Aubrey. He's a lost soul. A loner. Okay?"
 
   I nodded as tears filled my eyes. I understood all too clearly now why he was so withdrawn, but there were still too many holes in the story to close the door on hope. 
 
   If Lucas really was a lost soul, then I could only come to one conclusion. 
 
   I would go and find him. Save him. Heal him and make him whole again. 
 
   Even if it meant getting lost myself. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 22
 
   Aubrey
 
    
 
    
 
   I spent the rest of the day with my brother, trying to work through everything else he was dealing with, which was far more than I thought. I half expected Lucas to call or text, but when he didn't, I just resigned myself to letting him have his space. 
 
   Layla was gone when I got home later that night, but the note on her pillow said that she was visiting with her older sister who was in town. I got the invite to join them, but I wasn't in the mood for company. Being with Jayce all day had worn me out, and the only person I wanted didn't seem to want me. 
 
   I fell asleep after running through a million scenarios of how Lucas and I could make things work. Love was worth the effort, and I knew I was in love, but had no clue if his feelings extended that far. Guys were a mystery best left uncovered most days of the week. 
 
   This one was multi-layered and wrapped in a pair of stone-washed jeans. I smiled at the thought of forgoing the mystery and just getting to what was under the denim. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "All right. We got the kegs for later tonight and snacks. Did you guys get that adult blow up done yet?" I turned around in the living room of the Ice House as most of the guys stood around me. Preparing for the homecoming party was a pain in the ass, and yet everyone was humming with positive energy because of it. 
 
   "It's all done, my queen." Jessie bowed low to the ground as everyone chuckled. 
 
   "Good. One of you will have to help man that blow up. I don't want us to pay for it getting fucked up. Okay?" I glanced around the room. Jayce and Lucas were already up at the rink, and it was time for everyone else to head out too.
 
   A resounding grumble filled the room and caused me to smile. 
 
   "Get out of here, and don't kill each other tonight." I laughed as they all ran past me toward the front door, most of them reaching up to high-five me or pop my butt. 
 
   Layla got up from the couch and stretched. "This party is going to be off the chain."
 
   "Yeah. It should be fun. Let's just hope that no one does anything stupid." I moved through the living room to the kitchen to check everything one more time. 
 
   "William is off the team now, right?" Layla stopped in the open door to the kitchen and leaned against the doorframe.
 
   "I think so. I'm not sure what's going on with him. Jayce was talking about it a little yesterday, but I didn't really ask about whether he was getting another chance or not." I turned and checked off the final items on my clipboard. 
 
   "He needs to be. Asshole." 
 
   "He's not that bad of a guy. He's just got a shit ton of pressure on him. You know his dad is running for the Senate, right?"
 
   "Really?"
 
   "Yes. Take my mom and multiply her by ten. That's his mom and dad. Both of them." I set the clipboard down and brushed my hands down the front of my jeans. "We ready to go?"
 
   "Yeah." She pulled out the keys to her car. "I'll drive."
 
   "Yeah, because I don't have a car," I laughed and followed her out. I had my reasons for not getting a car, but namely, the idea of having a way to run home to my parents every time my mother called was the main one. Without a mode of transportation, I was safe. Sort of. 
 
   "I didn't know Will had all that shit going on." She turned and waited on the porch beside the front door as I locked everything up. 
 
   "Most people don't. I know Jayce and Lucas do though, so hopefully they consider that before screwing him." I shrugged. "Or really, I guess he screwed himself. His drug problem has gotten out of hand. They might not kick him off the team, but they need to get him some help."
 
   "I wouldn't even begin to know where to start looking for something like that." She walked down the stairs beside me. "The softball team has a help hotline, and we can talk to our coaches about anything, but other than that... I don't know."
 
   "The dance program has the same, but I'm pretty sure they decided that putting McCraven as the Dean of the dance program that no one would even consider fucking up. Having to deal with her is far too much of a punishment."
 
   We laughed and got in the car to head up to the rink. The homecoming game was always laid back and a time for everyone to enjoy the night together. The hockey team would put on some funny skits and antics on the ice during half time, and the seniors would be recognized. My heart ached in my chest at the thought of hearing Lucas' name called with the others that would be leaving soon. 
 
   "Did you talk to Lucas yesterday?" Layla asked as we pulled up to the rink. 
 
   "No. I'm not sure what I would have said anyway. I'm still trying to figure out where we stand." I shrugged and parked the car. 
 
   "Well, you better stand somewhere, or I'll kick his ass." She unbuckled and gave me a stern look. 
 
   I laughed. "I thought you said I had nothing to worry about, that he was the one."
 
   "He should be the one, but you know how stupid guys are sometimes. Make sure you talk to him today or tonight at the party. Feel him out and see what's going on."
 
   "Maybe. I just want to enjoy the festivities as best I can." I got out of the car and walked toward the ice rink along with half the school. "It's going to be crazy in here tonight."
 
   "Aubrey! Layla!" 
 
   I turned to see Emily Campbell jogging toward us. A smile lifted my lips as she wrapped me in a tight hug. We'd been friends since our first dance class at six years old. Where I'd continued on with it, she decided to go a different route and picked up cheerleading. Between my schedule and hers, we rarely got to see each other anymore. 
 
   "Emily. Hey girl." I squeezed her and turned to see her boyfriend sauntering up. Ugh. Brody Jackson had to be one of the biggest assholes on campus. 
 
   "Hey pretty girl." He smiled at me and wagged his eyebrows. 
 
   I ignored him and turned back to Emily. "If you lose the baggage, you can sit with us tonight."
 
   She blushed and shook her head. "No, I'm good. Stop hating on my man."
 
   We laughed as she moved back over to Brody, wrapping her arms around his side as they walked into the rink together. He hadn't stopped checking me and Layla out, which was enough to make my skin crawl. 
 
   "How did such a great girl end up with such a douche-nozzle?" Layla elbowed me and pointed to the rink. "There're our boys."
 
   Jayce and Lucas raced around the rink, cutting across the ice and sending snow into the air. Neither of them seemed particularly happy to be doing it, but the night was young. They both had far too much on their minds and would hopefully loosen up. 
 
   I turned as Brody winked at me and kissed the side of Emily's head. "I didn't bring my wallet tonight, babe. You got this?"
 
   "Um, yeah. Sure." She dug in her purse as I rolled my eyes and turned back to Layla. 
 
   "I hate that fucker. We need to set Emily up with a good guy." 
 
   "Agreed. Me first though. You get Lucas and I get your brother." Layla looped her arm with mine as we moved up to the edge of the ice. 
 
   "Gross," I mumbled and waved at Jayce to come over. 
 
   He grabbed Lucas' arm and they both skated over, stopping in front of us. 
 
   "Everything ready for tonight?" Lucas asked as his eyes moved around my face. 
 
   "Of course it is. We double-checked everything and locked up out there." I wanted to reach out and touch the side of his face, to pull him down for a long kiss, but it shouldn't have been my action to take. It should have been his. 
 
   "Excellent. You girls enjoy the show." He winked at me and turned to skate off. 
 
   I wasn't sure what I was expecting from him, but my heart sank a little at not getting much of anything. 
 
   "You okay?" Jayce eyed me as Layla turned to greet another group of our friends. 
 
   "Yeah. I'm great. Just excited for you guys." My eyes moved out to watch Lucas for a few more seconds. "Is he okay?"
 
   "He's a little off today." Jayce turned around and let out a sigh. "Did you sleep together?"
 
   "What? That's none of your fucking business." I pushed at my brother's chest as anger burned up the inside of me. "I can't believe you even asked that."
 
   "I'm sorry. Shit. I'm just worried, Aubrey. He was in the gym for three hours this morning. He's been a dick all day, which isn't completely out of the norm, but he's got a big couple of weeks coming up. He needs to keep focused, or everything he's worked for is down the drain." Jayce turned back to me and shook his head. "Not that you're a distr-"
 
   "Fuck you." I turned and walked up the bleachers as my brother called to me from the rink. I dropped down next to Layla and pursed my lips to keep from crying. 
 
   "What was that about?" She wrapped her arm around my shoulder and shook her fist in the direction of my brother. 
 
   "I'm apparently a distraction for Lucas' future all of a sudden. I'm just trying to figure out who that message is coming from. My overprotective brother or Lucas."
 
   Where one was worse than the other, they both stung me all the same. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 23
 
   Lucas
 
    
 
    
 
   I couldn't concentrate worth shit during the whole game. The crowd had a blast thinking that I was putting on a show when the reality was that I needed to find a quiet place to get away from everyone. I missed most of my shots and busted my ass twice during the evening, but the guys saved me by playing it all off. 
 
   "Thank God that shit is over." Jayce moved past me in the hallway on the way to the locker room. "You better get your head together quick. That was fucking ridiculous."
 
   "I'm sorry man. I-"
 
   He whipped around on me and grabbed the front of my jersey. "You what? You fucked up? Yeah. You did."
 
   I pulled back from him and stood in stony silence. He was pissed over Will, hurt over Aubrey and furious with my lack of involvement lately. He was my best friend. Fuck, my only friend. I owed him more. 
 
   "Jayce." I moved into the locker room. 
 
   "Not now. Find me after I've had ten beers and we'll talk." He gave me a hard look and turned his back on me. 
 
   Had Aubrey told him about us getting together? Had she cried to him about the idea of us not getting together? What was I missing? It was driving me bat-shit crazy. I hadn't thought about much more than her over the last two days. The warm press of her big breasts against my stomach, her tongue lapping at my cock while I buried my face against her wet skin. 
 
   Fuck. I growled and jerked my locker open with force. I had to figure things out and fast. 
 
   "Party time, Ice King!" Jessie squeezed my shoulders from behind and jumped around. 
 
   "I'll meet you guys there, all right?" I glanced over my shoulder. "I need to make a quick stop off first."
 
   "Yeah, sure, dude." Jessie smiled and moved into the middle of the room, yelling and causing a ruckus. The rest of the guys joined him, but much like I expected, Jayce had his head tucked in his locker too. I needed to fix everything before the tournament. Hopefully with Spring Break being the next week I would have time to pull him aside and clean some shit up. 
 
   Lizzy slipped in front of me and pressed her back to my open locker. Her breasts rubbed against my chest as she gripped my hips and smiled. "You mine tonight?"
 
   "Probably not, pretty girl. I'm thinking about asking someone out here pretty soon." I touched her chin and smiled at her. She needed a good man too, but it wasn't me. The poor girl thought sex was the end all be all, but she probably had no clue how much pleasure came from being with someone you loved. Hell, I barely did either, but the passion between me and Aubrey told me that it would be explosive. 
 
   "Clean out your-" Aubrey stopped at the entrance to the locker room as she started to make an announcement and paused. 
 
   I realized I had Lizzy pressed to my locker and my hand on her face a moment too late. I jerked back like I'd been burnt. 
 
   "-lockers and make sure you bring home your dirty uniforms. We're washing this weekend before Spring Break. You don't do it now, you're on your own." She turned and walked out of the room without another glance my way. 
 
   "Fuck," I grumbled and tugged Lizzy out of the way. "Go on out there, Liz. I'll see you there, okay?"
 
   "Yeah, sure. You okay? Did I do something wrong?" Her voice softened. 
 
   "No. Not at all. Get a ride with Jessie and make sure the guys behave, okay?" I smiled at her as my heart shattered in my chest. Aubrey would assume the worst by what she saw, fuck, anyone would. 
 
   I threw my bag over my shoulder and moved out of the locker room. Jayce called my name, but I ignored him. I didn't have time for anything else but catching up to my girl and telling her that there was nothing between me and Lizzy. I growled at the thought of her seeing me come out of the back bedroom a week or so before after having Lizzy suck me off. I was in deep shit with this one, and it looked like more than it was. 
 
   "Aubrey?" I called to her and tried to move through the crowd of people, but couldn't find her anywhere. "Shit."
 
   Heading out to the house was my best bet for finding her. I just had to make a quick stop off at the cemetery, which was out of the way, but a necessity. It'd been nine years since he left me to fend for myself. Time to pay homage like I did every year that same day to his memory. 
 
   The need to text Aubrey to come with me played along my mind's eye, but I let it go. She didn't need any more of my baggage, of my shit. Hell, I didn't need it. Too bad I was stuck living my life and not someone else's. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   I crushed a yellow daisy between my fingers and glanced up at the moon as I stood above my brother’s grave. The night was quiet, and the breeze cool, which aided in calming my torrential mood. I had some things to fix with the people in my life that had come to matter most, but the idea of putting myself fully out there scared me to death. 
 
   "Maybe she's different," I whispered and closed my eyes. How many times had Bret warned me about dating a girl that had the possibility to drown me in need? Too many, and I was just a kid back then. I'd dated over the years, but never found someone that forced me to feel so fucking much. No one like Aubrey. And now after avoiding her for three years, I was diving in at the last moment? The make-it or break-it moment?
 
   The sound of footsteps behind me caused my heart to skip a beat. I glanced over my shoulder to see my mother walking up. I let out a painful sigh and turned back to Bret's headstone. 
 
   "Dad with you?" I mumbled as she moved up to my left. 
 
   "No. It's just me. We came this morning and put these flowers out, but your dad's locked up in his study. You know he has a really hard time with this." She crossed her arms over her chest and lifted her chin to the sky. 
 
   I glanced over at her, needing so badly to hear that I was enough, and yet I would never ask. My mother was nothing more than a shell thanks to my brother’s selfishness. I loved him with all my heart and fucking hated him in the same breath. He destroyed us. All of us. 
 
   I took a shaky breath and turned back to study his name, the date, the small inscription that he would be missed. 
 
   "I wish I could take it all away. You know?" Her voice was a sullen whisper, lifeless and monotone. 
 
   "Bret's death?" I brushed my hand by my nose as my eyes filled with tears. It was easy to be there alone and let myself go, but seeing my mother trying to hold it together and knowing how badly she was hurting... I wasn't going to leave unscathed. 
 
   "No, baby." She turned to look at me as tears rolled down her cheeks. "The pressure we've put on you. Bret made his decision to take his life that night. And after that, we took yours too. Can you ever forgive me, Luke?" 
 
   I nodded, but remained frozen in place. "Of course."
 
   "I haven't figured out how to live without him, but I think part of me dying that day left a gap between me and you." She turned to face me, and I reached over and took her hand into mine, squeezing it softly. "I don't want that anymore. I can't survive this life without knowing that you’re happy and whole again."
 
   I moved toward her as she opened her arms to me and pressed my face against her shoulder as she started to cry. I felt fourteen again. The funeral. The wailing and screaming. The lack of anyone to offer me comfort. No one even asked if I was all right or offered condolences. And they hadn't since. 
 
   "Please forgive me. Please," she whispered against the side of my neck as she shook. 
 
   I wrapped my arms around her and nodded, unable to get a word out. We stood there for a long time, holding each other, reconnecting and trying to make sense of what happened over the last nine years. It was thawing the numbness, the darkness that left both of us iced over. 
 
   "You okay?" She touched my face as we moved to stand in front of my bike. "I mean in general. Are you doing okay at school? With your decisions of what's coming next?"
 
   "I think the path’s already set." I shrugged and slipped my hands in my pockets. I was broken and exhausted. It was time to go home and sleep for a week. 
 
   "That's not true. You need to do whatever your heart pulls you toward."
 
   "And if that's not hockey?"
 
   "Then to hell with hockey. That's your father's dream. Your brother's dream. It doesn't have to be yours. You do whatever makes you happy, and I will be beyond proud of you."
 
   "And if what I want more than anything is a woman to love me for who I am? For all this messed up shit?" I lifted my arm toward Bret's grave. "What if I just want to bare it all and not be the rock for once?"
 
   "Then go find her, Lucas, and show her who you really are." My mom smiled and cupped my face. "Is it that cute girl that bosses everyone around at the games?"
 
   I laughed. "Long brown hair and a great smile?"
 
   "Yeah, that's her." My mom laughed and released me. "I love you."
 
   "I love you too." 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 24
 
   Aubrey
 
    
 
    
 
   I couldn't stop looking for him when we got back to the Ice House. Surely he would have come after me to explain whatever the hell it was that I saw between him and Lizzy in the locker room. But no. He was nowhere to be found. 
 
   "I don't know where he is." Jayce stopped beside me and sighed. "Let me text him."
 
   I reached out and gripped my brother's hand. "No. I'm fine. Honestly. Go grab a beer and have a good time tonight. It's the homecoming party, and we're going to have a good time. Period."
 
   "You sure?" His lip lifted in a smirk as Layla moved up beside us, bouncing around as the music blared above us. 
 
   "Yes. Layla, go force my brother to dance. He needs a break. Like, yesterday." I laughed and pushed at Jayce's chest. 
 
   "You don't have to ask me twice." Layla grabbed him and pulled him into the center of the room where the action was. 
 
   I knelt down as the brightness of motorcycle headlights filled up the living room. 
 
   Lucas. Thank God. 
 
   Somehow over the last hour of waiting on him, I'd come to the solid conclusion that Jayce was right. The Ice King was damaged goods, and I didn't care. We could work through anything if I could just find a way to whittle myself into his heart. Lizzy wasn't anything more than a friend to him, and I had to believe that what I saw between the two of them was Lizzy acting out in her ignorance of something starting between us. She would never hurt me or anyone for that matter. 
 
   Jessie walked through the front door and nodded at me. "Lucas is asking for you."
 
   "Sure." I finished my beer and tossed the bottle in the trash as I walked out the front door and down the stairs. 
 
   He was still sitting on his bike with his helmet on. He extended the other helmet to me, and I took it, putting it on and getting on the back of the bike without a word. He wanted to talk, or so I hoped he did. 
 
   I held on to his t-shirt loosely and tried to think through all the things I could say to convince him that we were good together and could figure out things as they came at us. I wasn't going to beg or sound as needy as I felt, but he needed to know that I wanted in - deep into his heart. 
 
   We stopped beside the track on the far side of campus, and got off the bike. He took my helmet and put it up with his before turning to me and extending his hand toward me. The sadness on his face tore me open, and I reached for him and moved up to his side without questioning anything just yet. 
 
   "My brother died nine years ago today." His voice was deep, but so soft. "I usually spend this night alone at his graveside and then go home to relive all that shit until I can't stand it anymore."
 
   "Do you want to go out there?" I stiffened as he stopped and turned to face me. I'd never get over how handsome he was. His blue eyes almost seemed otherworldly as he studied me closely. 
 
   "I already went, but the whole time I was there, I felt this odd comfort. This feeling that if I needed to know that someone cared, that someone was willing to come with me..." He paused as tears blurred my vision of him. 
 
   "That I would come?" I whispered and reached up to touch his face. His beard tickled my fingers as I caressed his cheek. "Because I would."
 
   "I know." He moved closer and slid his hands over my hips. "I realized that while I was standing out there tonight."
 
   "Did you go alone?" I had a million things I wanted to say, but I was holding back as best I could. 
 
   "Yeah, but my mom showed up." He sniffled and reached up to wipe at my tears. "It was good. We needed to clear the air between us. It's been a long fucking life since Bret died. Everyone sort of just shut off with him."
 
   "I can't imagine losing Jayce. I wouldn't survive it." I pressed my hands to his chest, wanting so badly to offer him anything to ease his pain. 
 
   "It's hard." He glanced around. "I need you to know that what you saw in the locker room was nothing. Lizzy-"
 
   "I figured that out on my own." I smiled and slid my hands up to his neck. "Are you sorry for what we did two nights ago?"
 
   "What?" His lips lifted in a cocky smirk. "Fuck no. I wish we would have kept going. I haven't stopped thinking about it since that night. Are you sorry?"
 
   "No." I pulled back a little and wiped my tears away. "I'm not sure how to explain all the craziness going on inside of me, but sorry isn't a word I would use for how I feel about us getting together."
 
   "I should have called you yesterday. I'm just struggling with my brother’s anniversary, getting the call from Washington, fending off my fucking dad and trying to deal with Will and Jayce."
 
   "Jayce has been extra emotional lately, right?" I tried to lighten the mood between us a little. 
 
   "Yeah. I know he's just worried about you, but I wish he would trust me a little. I have a lot of baggage, but I'm working through that shit, you know?" He moved over to the bleachers and motioned for me to join him. "Come here, baby."
 
   I sat down beside him and scooted closer as he wrapped his strong arm around my shoulders and turned to press his fingers to the bottom of my chin. 
 
   "If you'll give me a little bit of time, I'll work through all this shit." He leaned in and brushed his lips by mine. "Can you do that?"
 
   "I think so." I ran my hand over his thigh and leaned in for another kiss. It was soft and tentative. I pressed harder into it as he slipped his hand into my hair and tilted my face a little to deepen it. 
 
   The firm press of his tongue as it slid by mine made everything melt. His cologne filled my senses and caused me to moan. 
 
   "More," I whispered and shifted to his lap with his help. 
 
   "You sure?" he mumbled against my lips as I straddled him. 
 
   "Yes. I need you. I want all of you." I ran my hands over his neck and cupped his jawline as I made love to his mouth. 
 
   He pressed his hands against the muscles of my lower back and dragged them up slowly, forcing me to press my upper body against his. 
 
   "I want all of you too." He moved down and pressed his mouth over the top of my breast through my shirt, biting down softly. "Come back to my place with me."
 
   "Yeah." I moved back and let him help me up. Our cell phones went off in tandem, and we both groaned. Where there was a lot left to discuss between us, the night would be better spent moaning and grunting in the darkness together. He was emotionally beat from the situation with his brother, and I was physically needy for his touch. It was a match made in heaven for a long night of fucking. 
 
   I pulled my phone from my pocket. "Layla."
 
   "Jayce." He growled and picked up the call as he turned from me. 
 
   I lifted the phone to my ear. "Hey. What's up?"
 
   "Get back here. Now. Will’s here and things are going to shit, fast. Now." I'd never heard her sound so frightened before. 
 
   "Does he have a gun or something? What the fuck is going on?" I jogged toward the bike as Lucas grabbed my hand and pulled me with him. He was barking out instructions to Jayce as we went. 
 
   "No. He's unconscious. He came in ranting and raving, but had something like a fucking seizure, and now he's on the floor, passed out."
 
   "Shit. Is he breathing?" I got on the bike and gripped Lucas with one hand. 
 
   "Yes, but we need you guys. Is Lucas with you?"
 
   "We're on our way." I put the phone in my back pocket and wrapped my arms around the big guy in front of me. I hated the fact that he was about to walk into a shit storm that resembled the one that had ruined his life nine years before. 
 
   All I could do was hope that Will would wake up and we could work with Coach Billows to get him some help. The poor kid couldn't seem to get his shit together. I was grateful that Lucas hadn't turned out like him. There were almost too many resemblances to them in the pressure that they faced and their level of talent. 
 
   I hopped off the bike and raced toward the door to the Ice House with Lucas moving past me by the time I made it to the door. 
 
   "Where is he?" Lucas moved into the living room and forced the crowd back. He dropped down on his knees as I searched for Jayce. 
 
   "Did we call an ambulance?" I moved over beside my brother as a dark-haired guy I didn't know was leaning over the top of Will. I'd never seen anyone look so pale. 
 
   "No. Dejean is a pre-med student. He's checking Will out now." Jayce pressed his thumbnail to his teeth and shifted from foot to foot. My brother was close to losing it. 
 
   "He's not okay. Call the fucking ambulance." Lucas turned and glanced up at us with a wildness in his eyes that scared me. 
 
   "You know this means that he won't play again. Right?" Jayce pulled his phone from his back pocket and waited for Lucas to respond. 
 
   "Fucking call, Jayce. Hockey isn't worth possibly losing this fucker’s life over. Nothing is. Call them. Now." Lucas reached down about the time Will's eyes opened and he started to seize again. 
 
   "Shit." I backed up as Lucas pulled the guy in his lap and rocked him back and forth. 
 
   Jayce was screaming into the phone as the room turned into complete chaos. 
 
   I slid down the wall behind me until my butt hit the floor. A numbness rolled over me as I watched Lucas try and take care of Will. His words were hard to make out, but my heart broke as he glanced up at me and continued to chant against Will's forehead. 
 
   "It's okay, buddy. I gotcha. Stay with me. It's okay, buddy. I gotcha. Stay with me."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 25
 
   Lucas
 
    
 
    
 
   "You all right, man?" Jayce squeezed my shoulder the next morning as I sat in the waiting room at St. Matthews. I'd been the one to ride in the ambulance with Will when it finally showed up. I was in for a long day seeing that we were expecting his parents any minute. I was glad Jayce was there with me, and would have left if I thought he could handle the Tanners coming in soon. 
 
   No fucking way though. If the pressure on Will was comparable to me or worse, then we were waiting on one hell of a shit storm to hit. 
 
   "I'm good. Just tired." I brushed my hands down my face and let out a long sigh. "Take off a load, Jayce. You've been pacing the floor all night."
 
   "I know. I'm just scared. Will could have died last night." He dropped down in the seat next to me and leaned his head back. "We should have gone to Coach the last time. We made a shitty call, and we almost paid for it."
 
   "He's not out of the woods just yet." I moved to the edge of my seat and swallowed the lump in my throat. I couldn't stop reliving the night Bret died, almost as if it was him again in my arms the night before. 
 
   "Hey." He reached out and rubbed the top of my back. "I'm really proud of you. We all freaked the fuck out, and you were the only one with a legit reason to break down, but you didn't."
 
   "That's what being captain is all about, right?" I glanced over at him. "Speaking of... did Billows talk to you about the baseball situation? Any of you guys yet?"
 
   "Yeah. It's pretty fucked up. We're all a little numb by it." He crossed his arms over his chest and slumped down lower. "I know they need me to step up over there, but I'm not sure what to do yet. I can't be the captain of both teams. It doesn't work like that. I'm not looking at going to the pros. I'm looking at getting into medical school and following after my dad's career track. He's the happiest guy I know, at least about his job."
 
   "So then decide which sport brings you more happiness. Which you enjoy more." I lifted my arms to the ceiling and let out a loud yawn. "Go that route. Life's too short for anything else, and from what I could tell, your parents aren't riding you to live out their dreams."
 
   "No, they're riding my sister. At least, my mom is." He turned his head and lifted his eyebrow as I turned to face him. "Speaking of..."
 
   "Yeah. Speaking of is right. Let's get this shit out in the open and over with. I'm tired of feeling like you're going to tackle me every time I turn around. You're one of my only goddamn friends. Cut me some slack with Aubrey."
 
   "Jacob doesn't count as a friend, by the way." He gave me a smirk, which helped to ease the moment. Jacob Wright was a good friend to both of us, but the guy was a class-a dick when it came to sports and women. Jayce was right - Jacob didn't count, even though I'd known him most of my life. The only one that counted was right in front of me and didn't trust me an inch with his sister. Could I blame him?
 
   "I don't know what you want to hear." I let out a long, painful sigh. "I've been in love with Aubrey for three fucking years."
 
   "Then why the hell did you lie to me? Have I ever lied to you?" He stood up as his face flushed. 
 
   I put my hand against his chest as he moved toward me. "No, you haven't, but you have never had a reason to. Take one fucking second and think about this from my point of view, Jayce. You know where I come from. You know how I feel about women. I've been trying hard to avoid your sister since I met her, and I've done a damn good job of it." I pushed a little, but not enough to start the fight he seemed to want. 
 
   "Then what changed?" His eyes narrowed as he swatted my hand from the front of his chest. Why was he being so damn defensive? Had someone hurt Aubrey in the past and he blamed himself for it?
 
   "I changed. I'm tired of being lonely, okay? You want me to rip my chest open and show you all the shit?" I lifted my hands to the side. "You fuckers rely on me for everything and have I ever once let you down? Have I left you to deal with anything yourself?"
 
   "No." He deflated and pressed his hand to his mouth as he glanced down. "No, dude. I'm sorry. I know you don't need this shit right now after what happened last night. I just need closure on this thing with my sister. She doesn't need to be pulled through the ringer. She's a great girl, and my mom... fuck, my mom is so horrible to her."
 
   "Then talk to your mom about being a better parent. Don't shove me out of her life because you're scared that she's going to get hurt. That's the risk we both take, right? I could be the one hurt, or we could end up really fucking happy together, Jayce." I slipped my hands into my pockets. "I need some time this week to think through things. I have to decide if I'm going to move to Washington or give up on that part of my life completely."
 
   "The Caps?" His eyes widened. "Are you saying that the Caps called you to come join them?"
 
   "Not yet, but they told Coach that I was their number one pick." 
 
   His lips lifted in a smile as he wrapped me in a bear hug and lifted me off the ground. "What the fuck, dude? That's awesome. Why didn't you tell me?"
 
   "Because I don't know if I'm going." I pushed at him softly to get him to back up out of my personal space. "I need to work on things with my parents a little. It's time for us to move past the walls we've built up with each other. My dad..."
 
   I paused as my voice broke. 
 
   "Fuck, dude. I'm sorry." Jayce reached out and gripped the side of my neck. "I'm sorry for getting on you. Aubrey's a grown-ass woman."
 
   "No, it's good." I sniffled and wiped my hand by my nose. "I'm just tired and broken by all this shit. I need to figure things out. With my parents and where Aubrey is concerned. I've promised her nothing, but it's taken everything inside of me not to. This isn't a quick dive into lust for me. I've been falling for her since the night I met you both."
 
   Jayce chuckled and shook his head. "She broke her toes that night on the bleachers. She looked like shit."
 
   "Maybe to you." I ran my hand down my face. "I've never seen a more beautiful woman in my life."
 
   "Three years, man? You've been loving her for three years and you never said anything? Why? Because of that shit with Bret? You know that's not how life goes. Your brother had more problems than just women, Lucas. He was racing up the side of a cliff alone. That's hard shit to make it to the top and realize that no one is there with you." He patted my chest. "You're not Bret, Lucas. You're a good man with lots of people that love you and will forever. Take this time and figure shit out. Hell, hurry and help me figure my shit out."
 
   "I will buddy. Until then, just help me get through all this stuff, and take care of Aubrey when I can't, okay?" I extended my hand to him.
 
   He shook it and pulled me into another hug as a staunch-looking businessman and overdressed woman walked into the waiting room, looking around. 
 
   "Are you Lucas?" the woman asked as she turned her attention to Jayce. 
 
   "I am." I extended my hand to have her swat it away. 
 
   I jerked back as she slapped me hard in the face. 
 
   "Denise." Her husband pulled her back as she crumbled. "I'm sorry. She thinks the hockey program did this to William."
 
   "It did! You did this. Your stupid parties and hazing bullshit games." She tried to get to me, but her husband had a tight hold on her. 
 
   "Hey. You don't know what the hell-" Jayce stepped in front of me, but I jerked him back. 
 
   "Jayce. No." I turned to look at Will's parents. "I'm sorry for all Will's been through. I'm the only one that's stood beside him this year and encouraged him to be a better man. I'm the captain of the team, and I have no choice but to report him to the Dean and our head coach. Tell him I'm thinking about him when he wakes up."
 
   "If he wakes up!" she screamed as I turned and nudged Jayce to leave the waiting room with me. We didn't need to be there anymore. I'd keep tabs on Will through the attendant at the front desk and come see him the minute he came to. If he didn't, I'd drink myself sick and dive into the darkest depression of my life. Either way, I wasn't sitting there any longer. 
 
   "Unbelievable." Jayce glanced back as we walked out in the mid-Saturday afternoon. "Can you believe that lady? She blames us for Will being a total fuck up?"
 
   "Lower your voice, and hush about it. She's in pain. People do stupid shit when they're hurting. It’s her son in there." I gripped the back of his neck and walked out to the parking lot with him. "You got your ride here?"
 
   "Yeah." He pulled from me and gave one more scathing look back at the hospital. "Where am I taking you?"
 
   "To my place. You can crash there too if you need to. I gotta have a nap." I ran my fingers through my hair and walked to his car, got in and sunk down in the dark leather. 
 
   He got in and started the car before glancing over at me. "I'm good. I'll go back to my place to sleep. I can't sleep in anyone else's bed." 
 
   "That sucks for you." I smiled and pulled out my phone to call Aubrey. "I'm calling your sister. Don't embarrass me."
 
   "Please. You'll do that all yourself."
 
   "Fuck you," I mumbled as she picked up the phone. 
 
   "What?" Her voice was thick with hurt. 
 
   "Oh no, baby. I was talking to your brother. He's trying to be funny after I've had no sleep all damn night." I gave him a look as he shrugged. 
 
   "Oh, okay. Where are you? How is Will?" I couldn't tell by the sound of her voice if she'd slept either. 
 
   "He's still in a medically-induced coma. It's looking like he's going to be okay, but you never know with drugs." I yawned. 
 
   "You need sleep."
 
   "Yeah. Jayce is taking me back to my place for a nap. I'll find you when I get up, okay? We can grab something-"
 
   "I want to take a nap with you." Her voice grew faint as if she were shy or embarrassed to ask for some of my time. 
 
   "Yeah, okay. You want us to come get you?" I smiled as Jayce's eyes narrowed. 
 
   "No. I can walk over there."
 
   "What about your feet, baby?" 
 
   "I'm okay. This really smart, sexy guy told me to put ointment on them, so I did. They're looking better." 
 
   I smiled. "I'm going to kick his ass since you think he's sexy."
 
   We laughed and said our goodbyes as Jayce pulled up to my place. 
 
   "Try not to hurt her, okay?" He looked over at me and popped me in the chest. 
 
   I groaned and nodded. "Trust me this once, okay? I'm going to be completely open with her. I need Spring Break to think through things, and then I'll commit, or let her go."
 
   "All right. Get some rest, man. I trust you." He pursed his lips. 
 
   He didn't trust me, but it was okay. I wasn't sure I trusted myself either. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 26
 
   Aubrey
 
    
 
    
 
   I took the long way over to Lucas' house to give me time to think through a few things. I'd been up most of the night, pacing the floor with the rest of the team. When we realized that Lucas and Jayce weren't coming back around four that morning, we'd all gone our separate ways. 
 
   Layla and I watched old movies in our dorm room until the sun came up, each of us taking turns crying due to the intensity of the night before. I'd never seen someone almost die from an OD, and I never wanted to see it again. I couldn't fathom how torn up Lucas was. The irony of Will seizing on the floor in his arms on the anniversary of his brother's death was too much. 
 
   I wanted to wrap myself around him and offer him the world to ease his pain. 
 
   The walk did me good, and by the time I reached his place, I was a bit more calm, and extremely tired. I'd taken a chance asking if I could join him for a nap, but he'd been more than gracious about it, leaving me with hope that things were going to progress with us whether we wanted them to or not. 
 
   I knocked on the door once before he opened it and gave me a weak smile. He was in a pair of jeans and nothing else. His thick chest and strong shoulders stole my breath as I moved into the room and slid my hands over his skin before wrapping him in a hug. 
 
   "You okay, baby?" He cupped the back of my head and drew me in tightly with his other arm locked around my lower back. 
 
   I nodded as a fresh wave of tears filled my eyes. "I was just worried about you. That 
 
   you-"
 
   "Shhh... I'm okay. I did what I had to do. Life sucks sometimes, but it's all right. You helped me through Bret's anniversary, and your brother helped me with Will. Let's just hope the bastard wakes up. I'm not sure I could stand beside another grave of a friend." He tucked his face against the crook of my neck and breathed in deeply. "Come on. Let's snuggle up and get in a nap. We'll go catch a movie or something later."
 
   I nodded and moved back, feeling silly for crying. He reached up and brushed my tears away before leaning down and kissing me softly, tentatively. 
 
   "You all right?" he asked and brushed the tip of his nose up my jawline until his lips swept past my ear. "You hurting?"
 
   "No," I whispered as I ran my fingers over his shoulders, up to his neck and through his hair. "I was worried about you."
 
   "Don't be." He sucked my earlobe into his mouth and breathed a groan into my ear. "I'm going to get through this, and so are you. It's going to be okay."
 
   I pulled back and nodded before taking his hand and moving toward his bed. We stopped at the edge of it, and he tugged off his jeans and crawled up into the dark silk sheets. His black briefs were tight and left the outline of his erection front and center. 
 
   "Take off your clothes and come let me touch you." He put his hands behind his head and watched me intently. 
 
   I nodded and slipped out of my shoes, tugged my t-shirt over my head, undid my bra and slid my shorts over my hips. 
 
   "God, you're hot. Such a beautiful woman. Did you know that?" He reached for me as I moved into his arms and laid down on the bed beside him. 
 
   "What kind of question is that?" I smiled as he turned on his side and trapped me against him. 
 
   His eyes moved down to the swell of my breasts and he licked at his lips. "It's an honest question. I want you to know how beautiful I think you are. Inside and out."
 
   I smiled. "You're making me blush."
 
   "Mmm... good." He leaned down and licked at my lips. "I wanna make you do a lot more than blush."
 
   "Who's stopping you?" I slid my hand over his hip and ran my nails up the curve of his ass before sliding my hand down into his underwear and squeezing. 
 
   "Such a tease." He smiled and rolled over on top of me, propping himself up by his elbows as he brushed my hair from my face. "You're supposed to be here for a nap."
 
   "I'm not the one on top right now." I chuckled as he gave me a smile that would melt hearts. 
 
   "Are you saying that I'm at fault for what's about to go down?" He moved down and ran his hands over my breasts, pulling them together, and licked slowly at each of my nipples as I moaned. 
 
   "What's going down?" I ran my hands over his upper back, memorizing how good it felt to be beneath him. 
 
   "I'm going down." He sucked my nipple into his mouth and massaged my other breast slowly as I closed my eyes and reveled in his touch. "You're too good for me, Aubrey. Tell me to leave. Save yourself for a better man."
 
   "Shut up and make love to me." I pushed at his shoulders and opened my legs. 
 
   He chuckled and lifted my thighs and draped my legs over his shoulders, bringing my ass off the bed as he moved to his knees. His strong hands gripped my rear as he licked up the side of my panties and groaned. 
 
   My body flooded with wetness as my stomach tightened and electricity danced along my nerve endings. He pressed his nose to the center of me and breathed in deeply before turning his gaze on me. "Watch me taste you. Don't take your eyes off of me, okay?"
 
   "Okay," I mumbled before whimpering softly. 
 
   "Yeah. You need this." He gripped my panties and pulled them over my ass. He repositioned us to have him lying flat on his stomach between my legs, his strong hands on the insides of my thighs as he took his time with slow, deep licks. 
 
   I moaned and gripped the sheets as impatience drove through me. I needed to feel him inside of me, but unlike all the other men I'd ever known, he seemed to enjoy giving oral sex. I wasn't sure at the moment if it was a treat or a curse. 
 
   He laughed low in his chest and I glanced down the line of my body at him. 
 
   "What?" I panted. 
 
   "You. I love that you're just the same in bed as you are on the ice or at the Ice House." He flicked his tongue over my clit and dragged his fingers through my folds before pressing them into me. 
 
   I undulated my hips and pressed my teeth into my lip as I groaned out, "How?"
 
   "Impatient. Demanding. Hot as hell." He smiled and shook his head. "I'll give you what you want, but one day you're going to have to lay there and let me take my time with you."
 
   "Not today." I lifted my hips to take more of his thick fingers into me. 
 
   "No, baby. Not today." He leaned down and pressed his mouth to me as his fingers opened me up and pressed against my most sensitive places. 
 
   I arched my back and fire burst from my stomach and shot down my legs and up my chest. A scream left me, and he moaned against my skin, working me harder to keep me on the high. I rode it as everything melted but him. I couldn't access the concern or the pain or the fear that seemed to sit so heavy above us. I couldn't find anything but pleasure.
 
   "Enough," I groaned and pushed at his head. 
 
   "Turn over for me." He moved back and gripped my hips hard, jerking me to my left and forcing me on my stomach. "Right there. Stay there while I get a rubber."
 
   "Yeah," I mumbled and slid my hands down to cup myself as my pulse beat against my clit. "So good."
 
   "Not even close to what I can do to you." He moved up behind me and rubbed his cock down the curve of my ass slowly. "Lift your hips some, Aubrey."
 
   I pressed my forearms into the bed and arched my back as he hovered over the top of me and pressed into me a little. A groan left both of us, and I dropped my head down to rest against the bed. 
 
   "You know I care about you, right?" He moved back to his knees and tugged at my waist, pulling me up to my knees. 
 
   "Yes. Why?" I glanced back as he lifted up and pressed deep inside of me. 
 
   "I'm gonna fuck you like I don't. Just remember I do. A lot." He slid his hands up my back as I moaned deep in my chest at his words. "Tell me if it's too much."
 
   "More," I mumbled and moved back, taking more of him inside of me. 
 
   "That's my girl." He lifted up and slammed into me, rocking me forward with the power of his thrust. 
 
   "Fuck," I whined as he gripped my ass and started to thrust fast and hard. Pleasure like I'd never experienced before shut down my thoughts and dragged me into a pool of depravity where his greedy-ass hands and thick cock were all that mattered. 
 
   "You take me so good. You should see how fucking beautiful this is." He ran a hand up my back and gripped my shoulder hard as he continued to stroke himself with my body. "You're getting close, aren't you?"
 
   I whimpered as the air seemed so hard to breathe. I wanted to scream 'yes', but I couldn't seem to do anything but hold on to the sheets as his thrusts pushed me up the bed farther and farther. 
 
   He pressed himself deep inside of me and bucked a little as he released my ass and bent over the top of me, pressing his chest to my back as his hand took turns with my breasts. 
 
   "Come for me. Come hard." He brushed his lips over the top of my back before pressing his teeth into me and rocking against me harder. 
 
   A cry ripped from me as I pushed up to my hands and jerked forward, needing the friction of his thrusts again to take myself over the edge with intensity. He gave me every bit of what I was looking for and encouraged me with the most delicious promises. 
 
   I slid my hands out in front of me and pressed my cheek to the wet sheet beneath me as sweat raced down my back. 
 
   "How can I live without you after this? You've damned me haven't you, you wicked woman." He popped my ass softly, and I smiled, unable to help myself. 
 
   "You've not seen anything yet." I pressed back as he chuckled and worked himself into orgasm in several slow, deep thrusts. He stiffened as he groaned my name, and I took over our sex, lifting up and curving my spine to roll along his need with tight efficiency. 
 
   "Shit." He gripped my hips and jerked me back. "No more. No more."
 
   "More." I glanced over my shoulder and rocked against him as he growled low in his chest. "That makes me want to fuck harder, Lucas."
 
   "Note to self. Shit." He pulled out and rubbed his hands over my back before getting off the bed and disappearing into the bathroom. 
 
   I dropped down on the sheet and let out a content sigh. 
 
   "Here, baby." He handed me a cold, wet wash cloth and crawled up in bed next to me, pulling me to snuggle against his side when I was finished cleaning up. 
 
   "I like these kind of naps." I ran my hand over his sexy abs and kissed the side of his chest. 
 
   "Me too, but only when you're here." He turned toward me and wrapped me up tightly. "Don't go anywhere. I want to see you when we get up. Okay?"
 
   "Yeah. I'll try." I smirked as he nipped at my nose. I wanted to tell him how much I loved him. That I had loved him for so damn long, but I couldn't. Fear that he wouldn't say it back held me in captivity. 
 
   "Thank you for being there for me last night. For today." He leaned down and kissed me thoroughly, taking his time to taste me as his hands moved over my hair lovingly. 
 
   "Always," I whispered against his lips before tucking my head against his neck and drifting off to sleep. I could give him Spring Break week to figure things out. What was one more week in the scope of things?
 
   Nothing. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 27
 
   Four Days Later
 
   Lucas
 
    
 
    
 
   I didn't want to let her go to the beach with the rest of the Ice Queens, but they'd planned the trip almost a year ago. It was good for me to take some time to figure things out, though there really wasn't anything left to do but step up to the plate. I hadn't stopped thinking about her since she left Sunday afternoon. Making love to her Saturday night had been the most pleasurable night of my life. I'd fucked a good list of girls, but never made love to one. It was a connection, a healing of sorts that I didn't expect it to be. 
 
   "Get up to the line and let me see you bust your ass, or you pansies are going to be running drills until we pack for the fucking trip," Coach yelled from the players’ box as his face turned beet red. 
 
   "Come on guys. Stop dicking around and let's get in a good hour. All he wants is to see that we're going to fight for this championship. You know it reflects on his ability to coach us." I glanced around at my fellow players. 
 
   "Lucas! Are you talking shit over there?" Coach was in a serious mood. 
 
   I needed to tell him about this 'making love thing'. I smirked at the thought. 
 
   "Nope. I'm threatening lives over here, Coach. You'd be proud." I lifted my hockey stick and let out a loud grunt. 
 
   "All right. Let's do this." He blew his whistle and we took off. 
 
   I pushed myself as hard as I could and pulled ahead of the group with ease. I was going to miss the group of misfits around me, but I still had a few months to go. No need in getting sentimental just yet. 
 
   We reached the far side of the ice and I turned my skate, shooting shaved ice into the air before pushing off and sprinting back to the center. I positioned myself to take the lone hockey puck from the center of the rink as Jayce moved up on my left. The idea of him giving up hockey drove a stake of concern into the center of my chest and threw me off just enough for him to sweep in and steal the prize. 
 
   "Gotcha, White," he called over his shoulder as I moved in and slipped it out from under him, tripping him in the process. 
 
   "Not in my house, bitch," I yelled and spun to take the puck back down to the other end of the rink to score for the drill to end. The rest of the guys were racing toward me, and my pulse spiked as a smile lifted my lips. 
 
   Could I really give this up? The drive to be the best was because of my father and Bret, but the desire to play hard and bring my team the championship trophy was all me. Maybe it was a bit of both. Maybe I did still love the sport outside of the pressure to live someone else's dream. Was it my dream too?
 
   I didn't know. 
 
   With sheer determination and several sick-ass moves, I made it to the other end and scored. 
 
   Jayce pulled off his mask and skidded to a stop beside me. "Shit. I wanted to get you this time."
 
   "Never." I winked at him and turned to see coach talking to William. "Hey. Will’s here."
 
   "Thank God," Jayce muttered and moved with me as we skated over toward Will. 
 
   "Guys. Will wanted to come by and say something to you." Coach turned and put his hand on Will's back. 
 
   The kid looked like he'd aged ten years in the last few days. I'd gotten word Monday morning that he was going to make it, but I figured I would give him a few days before I searched him out and had a long 'big brother' talk with him.
 
   His eyes widened as we all surrounded him and dragged him out to the ice, patting his back and chanting his name. 
 
   "Stop. Stop!" He looked over at me as shame filled his expression. "Fuck. I messed everything up."
 
   "We all have at one time or the other." I reached out and patted the side of his cheek. "You joining us again?"
 
   "Not this season." Coach moved up and wrapped an arm around Will's shoulders. "Will's gonna get some help for his drug problem and if he can stay clean for the next six months, we're willing to consider - consider letting him come back to the team. Right, Will?"
 
   "Yeah. I'm sorry for everything." He turned back to me. "Dude, really. I'm such a fucking tool."
 
   "Shut up and suit up. Just because you can't play in the games doesn't mean we don't want the chance to beat your ass up on the ice." I smirked at him and jolted as he moved into my arms and hugged me tightly. 
 
   "I won't let you down, Lucas. I'll get better. I'll be the guy you were training me to be, okay?" he mumbled against my chest. 
 
   I pulled him back and shook my head. "Right, but this time it's for you. It's for the pussy you're going to score. The money you're going to make. The pucks you're going to take home and the teeth you're going to lose. This time it's for you."
 
   "Right. This time it's for me." The guys busted up in cheers and we jacked around until most of us had fallen on our asses. 
 
   Coach blew his whistle and rolled his eyes. "Get up, you pantie-wastes. We have a Frozen Four title to win. Last one to the line cleans the toilets and Jessie had Mexican food last night."
 
   "Shit..." I scrambled to my feet and leapt over several guys on my way back to the line. I'd been the last one far too many times my freshman and sophomore years. I knew better than to be anywhere near the toilets after taco day in the cafeteria. 
 
   We all turned to see Jessie trudging along slowly. He lifted his hand as we started laughing. 
 
   "Ha. Ha. I'll get the bathroom. Shit, I'm headed there anyway."
 
   We laughed harder. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "Let's go for a beer. Jacob's meeting us over there. We haven't seen the bastard in a month thanks to him preparing for the soccer season starting up right after they all get back from Spring Break." Jayce tossed me a puck he'd been holding. "I got that for you. For the game."
 
   I looked down at it and smiled. "Ice King 2016 - The One Man I Want Behind Me - Always."
 
   He snickered as I popped him in the chest and laughed. "You're sweet on me."
 
   "Yep. Don't tell Aubrey." He shook his head and pointed toward the far end of campus. "Let's drop our shit in the mustang and walk over to Mersky’s. Yeah?"
 
   "All right. Is anyone else coming?" I glanced behind me to see the rest of the guys all huddled around Will. 
 
   "No, I think they were talking about going out to the water and fishing off the beach for the evening. We can join them later if you're up for it."
 
   I nodded and moved up beside Jayce. "Have you heard from your sister?"
 
   "We texted a little yesterday. Have you not?" His eyebrow lifted sharply. 
 
   "No, but we decided a week apart for both of us to think through things really meant - a week apart."
 
   "How's that going for you?" He lifted an eyebrow and smirked. 
 
   "Fuck you too." I slipped my hands into my jeans pockets and let out a long breath. "I've been thinking a lot about going to the pros."
 
   "And?" He crossed his arms over his chest and yawned loudly. 
 
   I glanced over and gave him a look. "Old man."
 
   "I'm stressed about this fucking tournament. Old man yourself. You're about to go into the working world and start really living."
 
   "Yeah, whatever." I jogged up to the front door of Mersky’s and opened it for us. "I'm thinking that it might not be a bad thing to go to Washington and try it out. If I hate it, I'll just leave, right?"
 
   "I guess. I'm sure there's a contract involved." He walked past me as I popped him in the back of the head. 
 
   "I meant after the contract is up. Idiot." I moved to the side to see Jacob waving us over. Three girls stood around him in outfits that should be illegal in the late winter. The guy never seemed to be anywhere that he didn't have women swarming him. I almost felt sorry for him. 
 
   "Hey guys. This is Lacy, Margaret and Casey." He pointed to the girls and winked at Jayce. "This is-"
 
   "We know who they are." The redhead giggled and extended her hand to me. "Oh my God. You're so much hotter in person."
 
   "As opposed to?" I laughed and shook her hand before climbing into the booth. 
 
   "On T.V. or in all those great pinups of you around campus." The blond beside her gave me a sexy smile. 
 
   "Boys only tonight." Jayce climbed into the booth beside me and gave the girls a sad smile. "Maybe next time you girls can join us."
 
   "Yep." Jacob stood up and gave each of them a kiss before popping their asses and sending them on their way. He dropped down in the booth and gave us a cocky grin. "What a life."
 
   "Fuck that life. Girls are drama all the way." Jayce lifted his hand in the air to call the waitress over. "I want one that knows how to work me, treat me and slaps my ass when I get out of line."
 
   "I need about ten, but then again, I'm insatiable." Jacob shrugged and lifted his beer to his lips. His cockiness knew no bounds, but he was a good guy. 
 
   Jayce patted my chest and smiled over at Jacob. "Did you hear the good news about our boy here?"
 
   "It's not public yet." I glanced toward Jayce and back to Jacob. "Washington Caps have their eye on me."
 
   "Everyone does, Lucas. You're too humble for your own good." He reached out and tugged at the waitress' top as she stopped beside him and smiled. "Sammy, these are my good friends. Help me get them tanked so they pay the tab at the end of the night. Yeah?"
 
   "Are they single?" She leaned down and put her breasts next to Jacob's face as he smiled and leaned in to kiss the top of her tits.
 
   "Aw fuck." I turned around to Jayce and shook my head. "This guy, man. Where the fuck did we go wrong picking him as part of our friend group?"
 
   "Oh, I picked you guys. Get it straight." He pushed at my shoulder. "Get your beers. It's on me tonight for being the top pick at the fucking Frozen Four."
 
   "Oh shit." I leaned down as he got up in the booth and cupped his hands over his mouth, spilling the information to the whole damn place. 
 
   The waitress smiled and shook her head. "What are you having, handsome?"
 
   Jayce leaned across the front of the booth to get her attention. "Tequila. The whole damn bottle please."   
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 28
 
   Aubrey
 
    
 
    
 
   "Is it really Thursday already?" Layla turned her head and squinted as we lay on the beach in Florida together. 
 
   "Yes. I'm ready to go home," I groaned and pulled my magazine over my face. "I miss Lucas, and I want to see my brother."
 
   "I want to see your brother too." She laughed as I pushed sand onto her hand as it lay beside me. 
 
   "You know he's into you. Why don't you stop talking about it and just ask him out?" I pulled Cosmo off my face and sat up, trying to locate the rest of the girls with us. 
 
   "No. It would be too weird. I've known him since he wore pull-ups." She sat up beside me and dusted the sand off her hands. "Besides, he's out of my league if we're being for real."
 
   "What? That's dumb." I pressed my hands into the sand and lifted up. "Where is Lizzy and the other girls?"
 
   "Probably getting gang-banged together." She snorted as I turned to give her a look. 
 
   "They belong to the hockey guys. You know they don't sleep around outside of the group." I moved up to my knees and curved my hand over my eyes. "I hate the idea of them getting separated from us."
 
   "Why do you talk to her? You know she's in love with Lucas." 
 
   "No, she's not. She's in love with the idea of being in love. It's different." I dropped back down and tugged my bag into my lap to get my phone out. "She's a good person, Layla. You can't judge her because she sleeps around with the hockey guys."
 
   "Yeah. I can." Layla dropped back down as a large shadow covered both of us. 
 
   "Hi ladies. I'm Clint." A handsome blond with a sexy surfer's body knelt beside Layla and extended his hand to me. "I'm from LSU."
 
   "Nice to meet you." I shook his hand. "I'm Aubrey and this is Layla. We're from Providence University in Rhode Island."
 
   "Oh, nice. Some northern girls." His accent was as cute as he was. "We're having a big-ass party on the north shore tonight for Spring Break. Make sure you're there. A bunch of us are meeting up under the 'got beer' sign by Tallingers Bar. Come join us?"
 
   "Yeah. Maybe." I smiled and glanced down at Layla. "You up for a party?"
 
   "Is there hot guys and liquor?" She pulled off her shades and gave the Southern boy a smile that would surely have him looking for her later. 
 
   He chuckled and stood up. "There's anything you want, sweetheart."
 
   "See you there." I smiled up at him before dialing Lizzy's number and pulling the phone to my ear. 
 
   He walked to the next group of girls and started his spiel all over again. Spring Break was about the sun, liquor and getting laid. I didn't care much for any of them as the week dragged on. I was ready to get back to the cooler climate and my hot hockey captain. I couldn't help but fear the idea of him growing cold about us just over the few days that I was gone. It was silly, but it had been a long-ass time since I'd let myself hope for a love affair that was worth swooning over. Lucas White could very much provide that. 
 
   "Lizzy here!" The bubbly voice I'd come to care for pulled me from my thoughts. 
 
   "Where are you? I'm looking all around this beach, and I don't see you anywhere," I barked into the phone as concern raced across me again. 
 
   "Oh, hey, Aubrey. I'm in the hotel room. Teri wasn't feeling too good, so me and Dana brought her back for a cool shower and a nap. We're just hanging out talking." 
 
   I let out a sigh of relief. "Awesome. We'll head that way shortly then. Did she just get overheated or what?"
 
   "I guess. She seems to be doing better. You guys take your time, really." 
 
   "All right. See you soon." I dropped the call and got up. "Come on. Teri's not feeling too good, and I want to check on her. She was throwing up in the bathroom on Monday afternoon when we got here too. I'm not sure if she has a stomach bug or what."
 
   "Hmmm... I hope it's a stomach bug." Layla rolled onto her stomach and moved up to her knees. She groaned and pushed up to stand beside me. "I think I fucked up my knee in practice last week."
 
   "Speaking of practice. How's it going?" I leaned down and started to gather up our stuff. 
 
   "It's really good. We have a strong group of freshmen this year. It should be fun for sure. I'm looking forward to getting the season over with though."
 
   "What? Why?" I rolled up our towels and put them in the bag she had open for me. 
 
   "Because, being a junior with killer seniors on the team sucks. Our best player is Patricia Miles. She's a senior this year, thank God, but playing relief pitcher for her means I barely get playing time."
 
   "That does suck." I slipped my feet into my sandals as my phone buzzed in my bag. "I have to talk to McCraven when I get back. She wants me to try out for the lead in the spring performance, but I'm not sure I want it."
 
   "What? You're crazy. You're the-"
 
   "Best dancer they have. I know, but I hate focusing only on ballet all the damn time. My feet are killing me, and my passion is modern dance." I pulled my phone out and smiled. Lucas. Finally. 
 
   "That weird shit where you pretend you're a tree in the middle of a violent storm." She waved her arms wildly. "Go with it. Let your body tell the storm of devastation and-"
 
   "Shut it. Jeez. I'm getting this." I lifted my phone as she laughed and pushed at my shoulder. 
 
   "Hey." I answered the phone and reached over to push her back. 
 
   "Man, I'm glad you answered."
 
   "Why? Is something wrong?" My heart skipped a beat in my chest. We'd agreed to not talk for a week just to try to get our feelings in perspective so that when we did get back together we could make some sound decisions and move forward one way or the other. 
 
   "Not anymore." He let out a soft sigh that affected me more than it should. 
 
   "You're such a playboy."
 
   "Your playboy. Where are you? You alone?" 
 
   "I'm on the beach. Why?"
 
   "Cause. I was hoping to catch you alone." He chuckled as warmth rushed up my chest and covered my cheeks. 
 
   "You, Lucas White, are deplorable."
 
   "Horny and missing you. Not deplorable. Just a man with far too much imagination and time on his hands. The girl of my dreams hopped a plane after giving me the most delicious sex of my life. Forgive me for recreating the night over and over and-"
 
   "Stop. I'm with Layla. Shit." I turned from her probing glare and took a shaky breath. 
 
   "Get alone. Go into the bathroom." 
 
   "No. You're going to be the death of me." I laughed nervously. 
 
   "All right, but know that I can't stop thinking about you."
 
   "You just want me for my body." I nodded to Layla as she ran her hands over her boobs and down her sides, pretending to love on herself. I laughed. 
 
   "Nope. Your body is definitely of interest to me, but it's your mind, your will, your fierce determination that keeps me up at night. Not to mention the cute little way you snort when you're tickled about something, or the soft way you snore at night."
 
   I stopped on the other side of the road and pressed my fingers to my lips as gratefulness for him being the kind of man he was overwhelmed me. 
 
   "What?" Layla grabbed the phone as tears spilled over onto my cheeks. "What did you say to her?"
 
   I reached for the phone as I laughed through my tears. 
 
   Layla jerked back from me as her expression softened and tears filled her eyes too. "Awww... Lucas White. You're the best guy in the world. Clone yourself so I can have some sweet stuff in my ear too."
 
   I grabbed the phone and laughed. "She's corrupt and needs to be saved."
 
   He laughed. "I know just the guy for the job, but he's a nervous ninny. Always worrying about everyone and everything. My God. You should hear the way he goes on and on with his fucking threats over his sister. Ugh."
 
   I laughed again. "You're in a good mood."
 
   "I'm talking to you. Get your fine ass on a plane and come home to me." 
 
   I nodded and cupped the phone against my ear. "I'll be there on Saturday morning. We can hook up after I get through with dance practice."
 
   "Promise?" 
 
   "Of course. I have a million things to say to you anyway." I took Layla's hand that she extended to me and let her guide me back up to the hotel room. 
 
   "Are some of these things moans and grunts?" He laughed. 
 
   "It would seem that Layla isn't the only corrupt one around here."
 
   "Come save me?" His voice softened and desire filled every cell of my body. It wasn't just about lust, but about the type of love I thought maybe I could only find in my dreams. It was thrilling and scary as hell all in the same moment. 
 
   "I plan to. I'll see you this weekend."
 
   "All right, baby. Be safe and no drunken parties for my girl, right?"
 
   "Never." 
 
   We said our goodbyes, and I stopped outside of our hotel room and pressed my back to the wall as a long girlie sigh left me. "I'm so in love with him."
 
   "Did you tell him?" She pulled the room key out of her bag. 
 
   "No. I figure we'll talk about things and get the Frozen Four over with. If things are still going good, then I'll tell him after the tournament. Jayce said that his future is riding on the tournament outcome. I don't want to divert his attention."
 
   "Sister, it's a little too late for that." She smiled and pushed the door open. 
 
   "Hey." Lizzy walked up to greet us before we could make it into the room. "So, we have a problem."
 
   I groaned and glanced over at Layla. "What now?"
 
   "I thought maybe it was food poisoning or Teri overheating, but it's not."
 
   "What is it?" Layla reached out and touched the side of Lizzy's shoulder, surprising me a little with her softness. 
 
   "Yeah, she's pregnant."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 29
 
   Two Day Later
 
   Lucas
 
    
 
    
 
   "You sure this is a good idea?" Jacob leaned up from the backseat of Jayce's mustang and glanced over at me. 
 
   "Yeah. My mom and dad act like civil people when others are around. I'm not ready to go out there by myself yet." I shrugged and rolled my window down, needing some air. 
 
   "Everyone's parents do that." Jayce glanced over at me and turned onto the freeway just outside of campus. "The girls come back today. You glad?"
 
   "Fuck yes," I mumbled, feeling far more moody than I wanted to let on. Having the guys with me for the afternoon was the only way I would possibly leave my dad's house with a few scrapes and not completely bent over. 
 
   "You dating one of those girls, or just boning her?" Jacob tapped the seat in rhythm with the rock song playing from the radio. 
 
   "I'm thinking about dating Jayce's sister." I glanced back at him as he went rigid. 
 
   "Are you fucking kidding me? Aubrey White?" He leaned back up in the front seat, and Jayce backhanded him in the face playfully. 
 
   "Get out of here with that shit. Don't come near my sister." Jayce pulled the car off the freeway and headed to the ritzy side of town. My dad made more money than God and probably swam in it at night when no one was watching. 
 
   "She's like prime real estate." He laughed. "One of the hottest-"
 
   I jerked around and punched him in the thigh. "Lay off. Seriously. She's soon to be mine, and you know Jayce is sensitive about her."
 
   "Yeah, but the question is why?"
 
   "Why what?" I turned back around as we pulled up to the long circle drive at my parents’ house. 
 
   "Why are you so sensitive about her, Jayce? Something happen when you were younger? You're like over the top protective of her."
 
   Jayce put the car in park and let out a short sigh before shrugging. "I don't know. I just know how you guys treat women, and she's my damn sister. My twin. If she ever got hurt by one of you, it would ruin everything. I'd kill you."
 
   He turned his attention toward me as Jacob laughed loudly and popped me in the shoulder. 
 
   "Right, so make sure you heard that shit. It was directed at you." He got out of the car and walked toward the house like he owned it. 
 
   "Why did we bring him? Am I not enough for you?" Jayce smirked as we got out of the car. 
 
   "He's a good diversion. My father loves hockey, but soccer is a close second. He talks about Jacob like he did Bret." I glanced over at Jayce and wagged my eyebrows. "We're feeding him to the shark."
 
   "Excellent. I think everyone would be thrilled to hear that." He moved up beside me as I shoved Jacob out of the way and opened the door to the three-story mansion. 
 
   "Mom. Dad. I'm here. I have some friends with me." I nodded toward the kitchen as my mother called out to us. "Behave, and no mentioning my brother. Got it?"
 
   "Duh, dumb ass. We know." Jacob rolled his eyes and elbowed Jayce. 
 
   I couldn't help but smile at the guy. Some girl was going to get him by the balls one day and change everything for him. I only prayed that I could be there when she had him emotionally pinned to the ground, gasping for air. 
 
   "Hi boys." My mom actually had color in her face for the first time in years. 
 
   "Hey Mom." I walked over to her and kissed her cheek as she worked on sandwich stuff in the kitchen. 
 
   "Hi Mrs. White." Jayce moved up and gave my mom a quick hug before stealing a piece of cheese. 
 
   "Mom, you remember Jacob Wright? He's the-"
 
   "Captain of the soccer team and a gold medalist for the Olympics. Wow." My dad rounded the corner and stuck his hand out toward Jacob. "What an honor to meet such a great athlete."
 
   "Thanks, Sir." Jacob shook his hand and gave us a side glare as a chuckle lodged in my throat. He was going to get me back good, but it was worth it. 
 
   "Come in here and let me show you all my trophies. Let's see if you have Lucas' old man beat on accomplishments on the field." He put an arm around Jacob and walked with him back into the hall. 
 
   "Well, that worked." Jayce smiled as my mom shook her head. 
 
   "Is that poor boy supposed to be cannon fodder?" She pointed to the plate. "Grab one and make you a sandwich. I have all of your favorites and some extra stuff just in case."
 
   I picked up a thinly sliced strip of cucumber and flapped it around. "Mom. Who eats cucumber on their sandwich?" 
 
   She glanced back from the open fridge and smiled. "The English do. I wasn't sure who you were bringing."
 
   I laughed and made a large sandwich before walking to the table and sitting down. Jayce took the seat on my right, and my mother set two sodas in front of us and took the seat to my left. 
 
   "How are you?" She smiled and reached out, brushing her fingers over my forearm. The look in her face told me that she'd come a long way in her healing process. Where I knew our time together a week or so back at Bret's grave did us both good, I was still scared as hell that it wouldn't stick. That we would both crawl back in our shells and life would go on as it had for as long as I could remember. 
 
   Looks like I was wrong.
 
   "I'm good. We're leaving on Thursday for the Frozen Four." I turned as my dad walked back in and gripped the back of Jayce's chair. 
 
   "The Frozen Four. Man, those were good times." He walked into the kitchen where Jacob was already working on a sandwich. "Have you been in the gym this week? On the track? You know Coach Billows is going to ride your ass if you don't get to it."
 
   I would usually have responded with a snarky comment, but the need to do so wasn't there. I felt... calm. Peaceful for the first time in nine years. 
 
   "Yeah, I got in there this week. It was good." I licked at my fingers as Jayce nudged me in the side. 
 
   "Tell them your good news." He nodded toward my mom. 
 
   Jacob sat down across from us and laughed. "Yeah. Wait though. I wanna see your dad's face."
 
   "What good news?" My mom dropped her hands in her lap as her eyes widened a little. "Carl, get in here. Lucas has news."
 
   "Yeah, yeah." My dad walked in and took the seat across from me. He picked up his sandwich and lifted an eyebrow at me. "Spill, kid."
 
   "It's not set in stone just yet, but Coach said that Washington has me as their top pick for the draft." I glanced over at my mom as she let out a holler and started to bounce in her seat. 
 
   "Wow. That's a big deal, Lucas." She reached over and pulled me into an awkward hug. 
 
   I chuckled and moved back to my seat to see my dad sitting in stunned silence. 
 
   "Um, Dad? Did you hear me?" Of all things I knew my dad wanted in his lifetime, this was one of them. For one of us to go pro. 
 
   His lip lifted in a sad smile as he nodded. "Yeah. Can I talk to you for a minute?"
 
   "Sure." I stood up as my stomach twisted into knots. I avoided my friends’ worried stares and grabbed the other half of my sandwich as I followed him into the den. I licked at my fingers after taking the thing out in three bites. I needed the moment to be casual between us. I wasn't ready for the pressure he was going to apply, or the ass chewing I might possibly receive for not calling him with the news sooner. 
 
   He turned and sat on the edge of his large cherry-wood desk. "Take a seat, Lucas."
 
   "Yes, Sir." I sat down and tried to relax, but no position felt comfortable.
 
   "Your mom and I talked a lot this last week about everything." He glanced down at his shoes and let out a tight huff. "About Bret and you too."
 
   "All right." I crossed my arms over my chest, not knowing what the fuck to expect from the man in front of me. He'd been my hero up until Bret's death, but when my brother died, everything changed. He was harder on me than anyone else, mean, condescending and controlling. 
 
   He glanced up and smiled. "I'm really proud of you. Let me get that out first."
 
   "Awesome. I was hoping you would be." I shrugged as if it didn't mean much to me. 
 
   "I am. I wanted to play for the Caps so fucking bad when I was your age." He stood up and ran his fingers through his hair. "I just wasn't good enough. I couldn't skate as fast as you, or hit as hard as you can. I wasn't the captain either. My focus was more on girls and half-assing my time on the ice."
 
   "Really?" I sat up and moved to the edge of my seat. I was shocked by my dad's confession. I didn't know much about his time on the ice. My brother did, but I was kept in the dark about everything. 
 
   "Yeah." He smirked. "Your mom saved me from myself. She always has."
 
   "She's a good woman." 
 
   "The best." He turned his attention back to me. "I need you to know that if you decide that you don't want this opportunity... I'm good with it. This is your life. Your one life, Lucas. Live it how you feel will bring you the most pleasure and fulfillment. I have. Your mom is working on it. Your brother didn't get that, but you do. Don't live for us anymore, all right, son?"
 
   It was my turn to sit in stunned silence. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 30
 
   Aubrey
 
    
 
    
 
   "I don't understand why you have to go up to the studio today." Layla gave me an exasperated look as we all worked to get our luggage into her truck outside the airport. 
 
   "Because the try-outs for the spring production are coming up." I shrugged, not too concerned with having to spend a little bit of the day dancing. I hadn't done much of anything all week at the beach. It would feel good to get moving again. 
 
   "Why so damn late? It's mid-March. When is the event?" Teri tossed her bag on top of mine and pulled at her long blond hair. 
 
   My heart broke every time I looked at her, but I hid it as best I could. Being pregnant and knowing who the father was as a junior in college was hard enough, but she'd slept with just about everyone on the team. Well, hopefully not everyone. 
 
   I was going to have to pull my brother and Lucas aside to see if they'd been with her. Nausea rolled through my stomach at the thought of it being either of them. It would change all of our lives. Sadly enough, someone's life was about to change for sure. 
 
   "It's May twenty-fifth. They never give us much time for this one, and from what I understand, it's on purpose. It's one of those events where you either have your shit together because you've busted your ass over the six weeks you have to pull the production together, or you're out next year. It's our final exam." I closed the trunk and walked to the passenger's side of the car. "I'm used to it at this point."
 
   "Are you dancing the lead part?" Layla asked before getting in the car and buckling up. "Or do you know that yet?"
 
   "I haven't tried out yet. That's what's coming up." I popped her in the arm softly. "Stay with me here."
 
   "Yeah, sorry. I slept like shit last night." She shrugged and pulled out into traffic. "I'm worried about Teri and the guys."
 
   "Teri is worried about Teri." Teri stuck her head in the front seat and gave us a weary smile. 
 
   "We'll figure it out together." I turned and ran my hand over her forearm. "Any idea whose it might be? Who have you slept with in the last month?"
 
   "Who hasn't she slept with?" Lizzy laughed, but the sound fell flat. "Yeah, sorry. Too soon?"
 
   I rolled my eyes and turned my attention on Teri. She was pretty enough to be a model, and where Lizzy was ditsy, Teri was just slutty. 
 
   "Jessie and Parks mostly. I was with William twice." She pressed her hands to her face. "Maybe I should just get rid of it."
 
   "I think before you make any decisions at all, you need to have the guys take a paternity test." I squeezed her arm. "Lean back and rest. We'll work through it."
 
   "Okay. You're right. No sudden moves." She laid back and Lizzy wrapped her in a hug. 
 
   Dana, the fifth Ice Queen on our trip, kept her eyes on the window beside her. She was the only one of the bunch that didn't look like she belonged in the group. She slept around just like the rest of them in the backseat and back at home, but she had a short bob-cut and glasses. She looked like a teacher's pet might. 
 
    
 
   "Dana, you okay?" I reached back and patted her leg. 
 
   "Hm? Yeah. I mean, no, I'm not okay." She shrugged and brushed her hair from her face. "I'm not going to keep sleeping around with the guys. I'm out. I'll tell everyone when I get home. I can't end up pregnant. My dad would kill me, and he's all I have. It's not happening."
 
   "You don't know-" Lizzy started, but I turned and cut her off. 
 
   "I think that's a great idea. The guys need to start looking for girlfriends and stop relying on you guys." I turned and pinned Lizzy with a hard stare. "Besides, you deserve boyfriends that take care of you in more than just physical ways."
 
   "She's right. You're all great girls. There are loads of great guys that want relationships." Layla readjusted the rearview mirror to see them better. "And sex when love’s involved is so much better."
 
   "Word." I glanced back and lifted my eyebrow. "Just something to think about."
 
   I couldn't help but think Layla and I either offended everyone in the car, or gave them some valuable advice to chew on, because they didn't utter another word all the way back to campus. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "Is there a reason why you didn't haunt this dance studio once this week?" McCraven turned from the ballet bar and pinned me with a hard stare. 
 
   "I was in Florida, which I know I told you about. I e-mailed you, wrote a note on your board and texted the information." I dropped my bag beside the door and lifted to my toes to move across the floor toward her. We weren't allowed to walk in the studio. Nazi orders. 
 
   "Dare I ask if you did anything at all over the week?" She lifted to her toes and stretched her arms in the air, resembling the perfect rendition of what everyone thought a ballerina looked like. 
 
   "No. Don't ask. Please." I moved up to the bar and began my stretches. "I'm going to work extra hard this week, but I won't be here starting on Thursday again." 
 
   "Thursday? Did I approve you going out of town again?" Her voice hardened. 
 
   "Yes. At the beginning of the semester, I told you that the Frozen Four tournament would be Thursday through Saturday of this coming week."
 
   "Well, I rescind. The try-outs are Saturday afternoon, and you have too much work to do in order to be ready. I'm willing to spend Wednesday working with you on your try-out piece, as I know I've made myself clear that I want you to take the lead on this production. Everyone who's anyone will be there." She shrugged and lifted her leg high in the air before bending backward and sweeping the ground. 
 
   Beautiful. I hated her most days of the week, but I wanted her talent more than anything. How someone so beautiful could be so damn ugly all the time was beyond me. 
 
   "I'm leaving on Thursday. I'm the head of the Ice-"
 
   "No. You're not, and that's final." She turned her light blue eyes toward me as her lips drew into a tight line. 
 
   "Yes, I am. I don't want to disrespect you or this program, but I'm not stepping down at the last minute on a major commitment I have to the hockey team. It's not happening."
 
   "And you would give up your spot and your solo at the front of the spring production for these Neanderthals?" 
 
   "No. I'm not doing this for them. I'm doing it to fulfill a commitment. That means something to me." I wasn't sure where my swell of confidence had come from in front of her, but I was sure to have my ass handed to me any minute. 
 
   "And you're not going to change your mind?" 
 
   I moved to the far end of the room and kept my calm as best as I could. Lifting my arms, I started to spin across the room in a perfect line, stopping at the end to hop in the air and then dip down to sweep the floor, combining modern dance and ballet. 
 
   "No. I want this part, but I'm more than a dancer." I moved back across the room, performing my pirouette piquée flawlessly. 
 
   "How are your feet?" She glanced down at my pointe shoes and back up toward my face as her expression softened. 
 
   "Good. The captain of the hockey team taught me a few tricks that I wish I would have known when I first started dancing. They've almost healed up completely." I lifted to my toes again. 
 
   "Interesting. I'd say that means you aren't working hard enough, but you know that." She turned to the mirror and studied herself as she lifted her leg high into the air again and leaned forward. 
 
   "Is anyone else joining us?" I moved down to begin squatting positions. 
 
   "No. This is a private session for you." She lifted an arm in the air. "Your mother called a week or so ago. Did you know that?"
 
   "She told me. She's rather disappointed in me in more ways than one." I lowered my eyes, not wanting to see the approval that my staunch ballet instructor had for my mother pushing me in whatever manner necessary. 
 
   "She's trying to live her dreams through you." McCraven's voice was far too caring for my liking. "We both are."
 
   "What?" I glanced up and walked toward the bar to stand beside her. "This isn't your dream?"
 
   "Heavens no." She dropped down to stand flat-footed beside me. "I was supposed to be a world famous ballerina."
 
   "And why aren't you? You're the most talented dancer I've ever seen." Something inside of me started to melt. Was I really standing here with the wicked witch of the west while she turned into the good witch?
 
   "I was dating a basketball player at the time, and he told me that he loved me." She shrugged and turned back toward the mirror. "My daughter was the result of the union between us. Come to find out, he loved a lot of ballerinas."
 
   Her laugh was bitter, and I couldn't help but reach out and touch her shoulder. 
 
   "I'm sorry." 
 
   "It's all part of the past now, but don't make the same mistakes I did." She turned to me and smiled sadly. "If you want to run to the top, then don't let anything hold you back, Aubrey. Not a man or his wild ways or an education that will land you a job you never wanted. This is your time to do what fuels your passion. You just need to figure out what that is."
 
   I nodded and turned to face the bars. "You're right. I do need to figure it out."
 
   "Well, for now... let's break your feet in again. Shall we?" She smiled and I chuckled. 
 
   "Sure, why not."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 31
 
   Lucas
 
    
 
    
 
   I sat outside the dance studio on campus after leaving my parents and grabbing my bike. The conversation with my dad was something I was going to have to take time to process. Just because he'd given me a little bit of wiggle room didn't really mean anything had changed. He was likely to go back to being the overbearing asshole that made me feel two feet tall any minute, but I'd take a break in the tension anytime I could get it. 
 
   Aubrey spun around the floor as I watched her through the glass from the parking lot. Breathtaking wouldn’t begin to describe her. 
 
   The light pink unitard she wore clung to her, but for the first time since meeting her, I didn't find myself staring at her ass, or thinking about her tits. She looked innocent, beautiful, precious. Her dark hair lifted into the air as she leaned over and pulled her arm through a large circular motion before bending backward and rolling up. 
 
   My heart was racing in my chest as I watched her lose herself in the moment. 
 
   How the fuck was I going to leave in three months for the pros and leave her here? To ask her to come with me would mean asking her to transfer schools and leaving all her friends and her family. Jayce would kill me if Layla didn't get to me first.
 
   "Some people call this stalking, you know?" Will walked up beside me and crossed his arms over his chest. "I mean, I can see why you do it, but I'd be careful if I were you."
 
   I chuckled and extended my hand to him. "William Tanner. How's it going, man?"
 
   "It's better." He glanced down at me. "A lot better."
 
   "Good. You been staying clean?" I glanced back over to Aubrey and let her steal my heart all over again. I wouldn't ask her to leave with me. I'd stay with her, or see if she wanted to give a long-distance relationship a go. We'd figure it out, or become best friends until one of us couldn't take another night without the other. I felt like I might be the first to crack. 
 
   "That I am. I need to find another focus for a while, but I think I'll be all right. My dad's just as big a hockey fan, and between him and my over-the-top mother, I just felt like if I didn't race to the top as fast as I could that they would disown me."
 
   "I doubt that. Parents are stupid sometimes though they mean well." I turned to face him and got off my bike. 
 
   "No, they did disown me, but it feels good. I have scholarship money in academics. I'll focus there until I figure out which sport I love most. Then, I'll beg my way back into the good graces of someone." He shrugged, looking more free than I could remember seeing him before. 
 
   "Wow. You know I have an apartment if you need a place to stay, right?" I slipped my hands in my pockets and glanced back to see Aubrey walking out of the building. "Aubrey. Over here!"
 
   "I appreciate that. I'm in the dorm for now, so I'm good. I'll touch base with you after the tournament." He patted my arm. "See you around, Lucas. Thanks for everything, man."
 
   I turned and put my attention back on him. "You bet. I'll always be here for you." He was a good kid, just needed to find his way. Hell, we all did. 
 
   "Was that Will?" Aubrey stopped beside me and turned toward Will as her hair blew in the wind. 
 
   "Get over here." I reached out and grabbed her wrist, pulling her to me and sliding my hands into her hair before leaning down and pressing my lips tightly to hers. 
 
   She opened up and I took full advantage to slide my tongue past hers, groaning at the delicious flavor of her as it raced across my taste buds. 
 
   "I guess you missed me?" She smiled and pressed her forehead against mine. 
 
   "Every part of you." I brushed my thumbs over her cheeks. "You know our project is due Monday. You want to find a place to get it done?"
 
   "Yes, and then we're going to snuggle up and watch a movie. That sound okay?" She leaned against me and locked her arms around my neck. 
 
   "Sounds really good. Did you have fun?" I leaned down and kissed her a few times, stealing her words as she tried to speak them. 
 
   She pushed at my chest and laughed, lighting up my insides with the sound. "We had a good time, but it was too long away from you guys. Girls are catty bitches most days of the week."
 
   "Amen. I'm glad I found the one that isn't." I pulled her close again and leaned down for a long kiss as I slid my hands down her outer thighs and moved to cup her butt. "Does movie mean the same thing that nap meant the other day?"
 
   "You're incorrigible." She nipped at my lips and moved back to grab the helmet on the back of my bike.
 
   "That's a big word for a meathead like me." I moved in to help her with the straps as my pulse spiked. She had to be the most incredible creature I'd ever known. There wasn't a part of her I didn't want to explore. "Where are we going?"
 
   "It's Saturday night, so Mersky’s is going to be nuts." She moved back as I got on the bike and offered her a hand. "How about Jenzies? They have good burgers and aren't too busy because they're a little ways from here."
 
   "Sounds good. Let's grab the project from my place and go over there to get it done." I turned back and started the bike as she slid her hands around my waist and cupped my dick. I growled softly and smiled at the sound of her laughter. Yeah... a long-distance relationship wasn't going to work. One of us would have to give up our plans. Just for a year. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "How do you spell it?" She leaned over the booth and wrote out the names of our bugs above the pinned carcass of each. 
 
   I ran my hand over her back and down her rear. Her pink skirt lifted as I dragged my hand back up the side of her leg, and I couldn't help but squeeze her ass once more. "I like this unitard thing. It's like an acceptable bathing suit. And this skirt is so tiny."
 
   "Hey. Pay attention to the project." She glanced over her shoulder and smiled at me. "Let's get this done and we can spend some time together."
 
   "Good. I need a nap." I laughed and moved up to help her wrap things up fast. "Did you hear about Will?"
 
   "Yeah. Layla told me everything. I guess she talked to Jessie while we were on Spring Break." She dropped down in the seat next to me as the burgers were placed in front of us. 
 
   "Is she into Jessie?" I reached for the ketchup and squirted some into her burger basket before putting it in my own. 
 
   "No. She's into my brother, but I think it would be sorta weird. You know?" She started to eat. 
 
   I reached over and brushed her hair back off her shoulder before moving in to kiss the side of her neck and tug her closer to me. "Why is that weird?"
 
   "Because. I've known Layla most of my life, which means Jayce has too. It's always been the three of us. It would be like dating your sister." She pulled away and picked up her burger again. "Or maybe not. I don't know."
 
   "You know that most male-female relationships have a love affair somewhere in them." I took a swig of my soda. 
 
   "What do you mean?" She turned and pulled her leg into the booth with us, resting her knee on my leg. 
 
   I reached down and ran my fingers over her skin softly. "Either Layla or Jayce is in love. One party to the relationship is always infatuated with the friendship becoming more."
 
   "I don't think that's true. Look at me and Jessie, or me and Jacob Wright. We're just friends. Period."
 
   "No, both of those guys are totally into you. Fuck, everyone is into you." I smiled and turned back to my food. 
 
   "Lies. All lies." She snagged a fry as I playfully swatted at her. "Did you hear about Teri?"
 
   "What about Teri?" I glanced over at her. 
 
   "She's pregnant. We have to figure out who's the father. It's not you, right?" Her voice lost its volume as if she really believed it could be me.
 
   "No. Fuck no." I sat back and wiped my mouth. "That's horrible news. Is she all right?"
 
   "She's doing okay, but you know how it is when you're in shock." Aubrey shrugged and reached for my hand. "What if it was me? What if it was us?"
 
   I turned and touched the side of her face. "Then we'd get married and love the hell out of that baby. It'd be insanely spoiled and never have to do a damn thing it didn't want to."
 
   "Good," she whispered and lifted up to press her soft lips against mine. 
 
   "Speaking of you and me... we need to talk." I brushed my nose by hers. "We both have some decisions to make."
 
   "Not until after the tournament. Okay?" She searched my eyes, and the need in hers left me nodding my head though I didn't want to. I needed closure on where we were going and what we were doing. I was the one that asked for the week alone to think, and I had thought it through. Had she come to a different conclusion than me?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 32
 
   Aubrey
 
    
 
    
 
   "Do you like old movies?" I knelt on the floor in front of Lucas' T.V. as nervousness rolled through me. He wasn't lying about us having to make decisions, but they seemed too big to bring up. We hadn't even decided to formally date, and yet we both knew that a move like that would only lead to the loss of something great when he left for Washington in three months. We didn't have time to casually date and see where things led. We needed to commit to each other, or walk away. 
 
   A sadness I couldn't ever remember experiencing welled up deep inside of me, and I turned back to his DVD collection and swallowed the lump in my throat. I needed to tell him that I loved him. 
 
   "I like anything you do. Seriously. I'm a movie whore. I'll watch anything," he called from the kitchen. 
 
   "Is that because you plan on making out instead of watching the movie?"
 
   "Duh. Have you seen how hot my girlfriend is?" He walked back into the living room and sat down with a bucket of popcorn in one hand and two beers in the other. 
 
   "Your girlfriend? Have I met her?" I hid the teenager response that danced through my head. 
 
   His girlfriend? Did he really just call me his girlfriend? I need to call Layla - like now!
 
   "If you haven't you need to." He moved the beers to the table beside the couch and shifted the popcorn to the cushion beside him as I crawled toward him slowly. "She's unbelievably intelligent. She's got an A in Biology two honors."
 
   "You do too." I moved a little bit closer as he licked at his lips. 
 
   "She's a ballerina. You know how hot that is? They wear these little pink tutu things that you can see through." He lifted his eyebrow and gave me a funny smile. "See through!"
 
   I laughed and moved up to snuggle in between his thighs. "You don't own a tutu?"
 
   "Nope, but I want one." He reached down and touched the side of my face. "She's a leader among everyone I know. She keeps the rowdiest, nasty bunch of idiots on campus in line all the time, and she's really pretty cool about their antics and shit."
 
   "Sounds like she's a tough cookie." I slid my hands up his thighs and brushed my thumbs over the large bulge that rested between his legs. 
 
   "Yeah, but she melts when you kiss just beneath her ear." He gripped my upper arms and tugged me up to have my breasts rest on his lower stomach as he leaned down and nipped at the soft skin beneath my ear. 
 
   "We're not going to make it through a movie, are we?" I cupped the side of his face and pressed myself tightly to the front of him, loving how good it felt to be held by such a strong man. 
 
   "I'm not sure." He turned his face toward mine and kissed me softly. "One more thing about her."
 
   "Tell me." My breath caught in my chest. I needed him to tell me that he was in love with me. I was too scared to tell him first. It was a trap of sorts, one that he wouldn't try and get out of, and then what? He would let his hockey contract with Washington fade into oblivion just because of the guilt he felt at knowing that I'd fallen in love with him? How did that make me any better than his parents?
 
   "She hates touching bugs." He nipped at my lips and moved back. "Get up here and tell me how your dance appointment with the bitch went."
 
   I let out a grumble and got up on the couch next to him, snuggling against his side. "Hand me the popcorn first."
 
   "Here, but don't eat the kernels at the bottom. I love those." He handed me the bucket only to pull it back teasingly. 
 
   "She was open about her own life. It was... weird. Refreshing." I shrugged and picked up a handful of popcorn. "She wanted to make a large dance company, but got pregnant by some basketball player."
 
   "Yeah. She's Natasha Kelly's mom." Lucas glanced over at me and smiled. "The point guard for the Friars?"
 
   "No fucking way. Are you serious right now?" I moved back a little. I knew Natasha from having English together our freshman year and watching her move her way up as the most petite spitfire basketball player on our basketball team. "She looks nothing like McCraven. Wait. Why are their last names different?"
 
   "Because when her parents divorced, her mom went back to her maiden name." He reached across me and grabbed a handful of popcorn, taking special attention to brush his arm by my breasts. My nipples responded like they had a mind of their own. 
 
   "Wow. I didn't know that." I snuggled back against him. "We had a good talk today, but I think it was because I stood my ground."
 
   "Oh yeah? On what?"
 
   "The try-outs for the spring production are on Saturday this coming week."
 
   "What? You're supposed to be with us in New York." His reaction was somewhat telling. Maybe he did expect me to give up my dreams to follow his, but did he even know what he wanted in life?
 
   "I know that." I popped him in the chest and moved up to the edge of the couch as I ran my hands through my hair. "I told her that I would get there as soon as I could. The tournament starts on Thursday night, so I should be able to fly back earlier. If not, then I gave up my chance for this year."
 
   "You did?" He moved up and slid his hand up my back. "Why? Not for me, I hope."
 
   I glanced over at him. "Would you ask me to do that for you?"
 
   "Never." He brushed my hair off my shoulder and leaned in, kissing me a few times. His dark hair and trimmed beard had him looking like the alpha male that he was. I wanted to feel his skin against mine, to see him hovering above me as he took care of all my wants and needs for the night. 
 
   "I wouldn't ask it of you either." I turned to kiss him again. 
 
   He tugged me into his lap and ran his strong fingers up my back to the back of my neck as he made love to my mouth. 
 
   "I'd stay here if you wanted me to," he whispered against my lips before tugging at my unitard. "How does one get this thing off? I mean... if he were trying?"
 
   "Who's trying? This 'one' character?" I chuckled and got up. 
 
   "Such a funny girl tonight." He reached up and pulled it off my shoulders slowly. "I missed you like crazy. Did you know that?"
 
   "I hoped you did." I reached out and ran my fingers through his short hair as he moved up and licked at my breasts. 
 
   He continued to pull my outfit off slowly, taking his time to lick and kiss in each spot he exposed. I let out a shaky breath and ran my nails over his shoulders as I held back my adoration. I wanted to tell him so badly. 
 
   "You kill me every time with how incredibly sexy you are." He ran his hands back up my thighs and over my hips and up to cup my breasts. He leaned in and pressed a few kisses to my mound before licking at it. 
 
   "Where are your condoms?" I turned and walked toward the bedroom completely nude and feeling like a million bucks. My mother and McCraven could hop off. If the incredibly hot guy in the other room thought I was beautiful, then that was enough for me. 
 
   "In the nightstand beside the bed." 
 
   I grabbed a few and walked back into the living room to find him kicking off his jeans.
 
   "Come here." He reached for me and pulled me back down into his lap. "I'll put one on in a minute. I wanna feel you against me first."
 
   "God I needed you." I straddled him and pressed my breasts tightly to his chest as I rolled my hips, sliding the softest parts of myself against his thick erection. 
 
   He gripped my ass and leaned in to bathe my neck and chest in kisses. "Not as much as I needed you, but it's okay. Hopefully one day you'll crave me the way I crave you."
 
   "Please..." I pressed my hands to his shoulders and lifted up a little as he repositioned to fill me up. 
 
   Lucas' hands tightened on my hips as he looked up and smiled at me. "You know I would give it all up for you, right?" I pressed down and let out a groan as he closed his eyes and jerked his head back. "Fuck."
 
   "I would never ask you to." I ran my hands up to cup his neck and started to work him as he held on tightly to me. The passion in his words combined with the firm grip of his hands all over me throughout the night left me without a doubt that we were meant to be together. One of us would have to relent sooner than later. Either that, or we might go mad. 
 
   "Come for me, Aubrey." He cupped my chin tightly and pulled my face down to his as he kissed me hard and lifted his hips to pound into me from below. 
 
   I moaned and held on to his thick shoulders, enjoying every moment of having him against me. 
 
   "I'm so close," I whimpered as he gripped my hips and jerked upward, pulling me off of him. 
 
   He reached for the condoms beside us. He worked on over his swollen shaft and reached for me. "Come here, baby. Turn around and press your back to my chest. Lean against me." 
 
   I put my back to him and let him help to lower me back into position as I took him inside of me and started to rock my hips forward. 
 
   "That's it." He licked my ear as his fingers sunk into the wet curls between my thighs and lit me on fire. "Work me good, Aubrey. Only you get this big cock."
 
   That’s all I needed to hear. 
 
   I screamed his name as the room exploded in my mind and pleasure took its tight hold on me.
 
   Never once did he let up until we were both completely sated and wrapped around each other on the couch for the night.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 33
 
   Four Days Later
 
   Lucas
 
    
 
    
 
   "Let's go. We have two and a half hours on the bus and I want time for us to settle into the hotel before we need to get over to the rink and warm up. Make sure you have all of your shit. We're not turning around, and no one is overnighting you a jersey." I stood at the front door of the Ice House in front of my fellow players, the Ice Queens, and a few other groupies that were joining us for the trip. 
 
   "Is there a shitter on the bus?" Jessie lifted his hand as everyone cracked up laughing. 
 
   "Yes, you. If you need to shit, do it now in the house, and no Mexican food." I smirked. "Load up and make it quick."
 
   We'd rented a small charter to take us to New York instead of risking someone breaking down or not making it there. It wasn't our first rodeo and surprisingly enough, the last few years we'd barely squeaked by with enough players because of a freak accident or someone getting pulled over and put in jail for weed or an open container of liquor. 
 
   "You ready for this? Last one, champ." Coach Billows patted my back as I glanced over toward the bus where Aubrey was helping the players make sure they had their stuff. 
 
   "I am." I nodded. "I wasn't sure how I would feel about this one, but I feel good."
 
   "And you've thought about what you're going to do when Washington calls you?" He lifted his eyebrow and stepped in front of me. "It's not like everyone on this team is going to get an opportunity like this. You'd do us mighty proud."
 
   "I know, and I'm pretty sure I'm going to take it. I’ve just got one last hurdle to get over. I'm just not sure how to approach it." I let out a short sigh and patted coach's arm. "Let's go. Make sure you sit near the front. You know the guys act like shit in the back of the bus."
 
   "What if I want to act like shit?" He smirked as I rolled my eyes. 
 
   "Not you too."
 
   "Lucas. You got the extra pucks and sticks, just in case? And the pads that I had stacked up beside the locker room earlier this morning?" Jayce was a hot mess, running around, trying to make sure everything was perfect. He'd soon learn that nothing ever turned out like we wanted it to. I was surprised that he hadn't learned it yet. 
 
   "Yep. I got it. Getcha ass on the bus and stop worrying." I pointed to the bus as he gave me a stern look. 
 
   "First aid kit?" 
 
   "They have one there, Jayce, and several medics on standby." I picked up my large duffel bag and jogged down the stairs, stopping by him. "It's going to be great. Go get a seat on the bus and leave the rest up to me. Next year is your year."
 
   "Speaking of," he turned and pulled at my arm as we walked to the bus together, "I'm going to do both."
 
   "Both what?" I moved toward Aubrey and put my arm over her shoulder before leaning down and kissing the top of her head. 
 
   The guys made catcalls from the windows above us and received a finger from me. 
 
   "Both hockey and baseball." He shrugged. "I figure that someone will step up in one of those places over the spring or maybe by the fall, and then I could pull back and just be captain of one or the other."
 
   "And Coach was good with this?" I glanced down at Aubrey and patted her butt. "Get on the bus. I'll check everything."
 
   She nodded and moved up on the bus as my eyes followed her. 
 
   Jayce popped me in the chest. "He's fine with it. Stop staring at my damn sister in front of me."
 
   "I love your sister." I turned and patted the side of his face. "Don't tell her, but I'm pretty sure I'm going to give up Washington and stay here with you guys."
 
   "What?" He gripped the front of my shirt. "No. She would hate that. She wouldn't want to be the reason you gave up your future. Your dreams."
 
   "But are they my dreams, or are they my father’s? My brother’s?" I winked at him and gripped the handle just inside the bus. "I don't know yet, but I need to figure that out."
 
   "Just talk to her, Lucas. She's going to be fine with a year apart, and you guys can visit each other if you're really that into her." He moved up behind me, bumping into me as I stopped and glanced down at him. 
 
   "I'm not 'into her’. I love her. She's going to be my wife in a few years from now. Your ass is going to be stuck with me forever." I glanced up and smiled as she waved from the back of the bus. "Now I just need to get us through the next year."
 
   "It'll work out, Lucas. I'll help in any way I can." He pushed at my back. "Get your ugly ass on the bus."
 
   "Ugly? You wish." I popped up my t-shirt and wagged my eyebrows. "Who's the finest mother fucker on this bus?"
 
   "You are!" everyone yelled and popped me in the back and stomach as I walked by. 
 
   "Yep. I make you ugly mother fuckers look real good." I dropped down next to Aubrey and pulled her close to me. "Actually... you are."
 
   "You're so silly. It's nice to see you happy."
 
   "I'm always happy around you, baby." I kissed the side of her face. "Now, pull it out and let’s get started."
 
   "Pull it out?" Her words were slow as she lifted her eyebrow as if worried. 
 
   "Your clipboard. I know you have a million questions and even more instructions." I slid my hand over her thigh and kissed her neck a few times. "Remember all the years before this when I used to sit with you under the pretense of wanting to go over all this shit?"
 
   She yelped and pulled back, popping me in the chest with her clipboard and laughing loudly. "You weren't interested in all the hard work and pre-planning I did?"
 
   "What? Yes." I gave her a silly frown. "No. I was interested in you."
 
   She laughed. "All right. I guess I'll take it. Now, get over here and let’s go over the instructions and details for tonight’s game."
 
   "Then can we make out?" I leaned toward her and licked at her ear. 
 
   "Hey! I'm fucking right here." Jayce kicked at my foot. "Keep that shit on lockdown."
 
   Someone turned their music up loud, and the whole damn bus started shaking as the guys danced in their seats and we pulled away from campus. For the first time in all my years of playing for the championship, I wasn't worried or stressed. I was excited. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "All right. Sixteen teams. We're going up against the best in the Northeast. Be on guard and look for the ankle-benders. They're easiest to take out. Usually your winger will be this guy. Keep his ass busy no matter what team we're playing, and we'll have a little bit of breathing room for Lucas." Coach held out a clipboard as he ran through the positions we would each take for the first game that night. 
 
   The stands were packed, and the girls were sitting just above our players’ bench with their faces painted in our colors. To say they had fun getting ready would have been a mild understatement. I honestly couldn't wait to get Aubrey in the shower and help her clean up. 
 
   Head in the game. Keep your head in the game.
 
   "Lucas. Where are you? We need you here," Coach barked at me as he turned his face toward me. "You're playing forward for as long as you can tonight. I need you in the later half of this tournament, so you let us know when you're beat and I'll send Jayce in, all right?"
 
   "Yep. Got it." I glanced over at Jayce as he handed me the black paint. "You ready? You all ready?"
 
   "Yeah!" everyone yelled in tandem.
 
   "On three. For the Friars. For Providence. For us." I put my hand in the air as we gathered around the coach tightly. "One - Two - Three."
 
   "Break!"
 
   We moved back and into the players’ box to get ready for the game. I worked to get a strip of black paint under each of my eyes and popped my mouthpiece in. 
 
   "No mercy out there. Let's come out strong and kick this first team's ass. All right?" Coach handed me a bottle of water. "I want them scared shitless of us - of you. Got it?"
 
   "One hundred percent." I bumped my head against his and put the rest of my gear on before skating out on the ice as they called my name. The rest of my team moved in behind me and pride swelled in my chest. 
 
   One more round. One more tournament. One more college victory. 
 
   "Go Friars!" the girls yelled from behind us, and I glanced back to see Aubrey and Layla hopping up and down, holding a sign with all of our names on it. 
 
   I lifted my hand to my lips, kissed it and threw it toward her. I love you, baby.
 
   She pretended to grab it and gobble it up. 
 
   "Let's go." Jessie smacked my ass on the way to the far side of the ice. 
 
   "Let's do this." I moved to the center and positioned myself for the face-off. The ugly mother fucker across from me was missing a few teeth and had a shiner that looked rather fresh. 
 
   "I'm gonna eat your ass for lunch," he growled and spit on the ice. 
 
   "You’re gonna have to ask my girlfriend for permission to do that. She's the only one allowed near my pretty ass." I smirked as the referee dropped the puck and I took off. The poor bastard didn't know what hit him. My guys kept the rest of the team away from me with force, and the first point was ours. 
 
   I glanced up just before our first intermission and pressed my skate to the right to stop me. "Shit. Fight."
 
   Geoff grabbed my jersey and pulled as we threw off our gloves and helmets as we moved quickly to the fray. 
 
   "You shouldn't have been cherry picking, you asshole." One of the players from the other team pushed Jessie hard. "You keep loafing and I'm going to stamp your ass into the ice."
 
   "No you ain't, bitch." I got in the first punch, and it got ugly from there. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter 34
 
   Aubrey
 
    
 
    
 
   "I need to try and get some of this paint off my face." I stood in the bathroom, trying to scrape some of the paint off my face from the night before. We'd won the first game and gotten shit-faced at the hotel bar, which wasn't part of the plan, but with Lucas relaxed, everyone seemed to be following suit. 
 
   "Start up the shower and let me know when the water's warm. I'll help you get it off, baby," Lucas called from the bedroom where he was laid out still half asleep. 
 
   I almost lamented not getting to enjoy the big fluffy bed together the night before, but we both needed the fun more than the sex. I huffed and walked back into the room, stopping short so I could look at him. 
 
   He looked like a god laid up on the starch-white sheets. His dark skin and large muscles left my stomach contracting. He glanced over at me as a smirk tugged at the side of his perfect mouth. 
 
   "Whatchu looking at, baby?" He reached out and motioned for me to come closer. 
 
   I had on a tank top and a pair of boy shorts. Going closer wasn't in anyone's best interest. 
 
   "I'm looking at you, you handsome beast." I turned and walked back into the bathroom to check the shower. "You coming?"
 
   "Yeah." He walked in a few minutes later and pulled off his undies before getting into the shower. 
 
   I let my eyes follow him, memorizing how incredibly sexy he was. "You want me to give you a few minutes alone in there?"
 
   "Hell no. Get in here." He poked his head out of the shower and smiled at me. "We gotta get down to breakfast in twenty minutes or so."
 
   "All right." I grabbed a wash-towel and pulled off my clothes before getting in from the back and moving toward him. I pressed my chest to his back and wrapped my arms around his waist. "You did great last night. I'm not sure if you heard me tell you that with all the commotion around us."
 
   He chuckled and took my hands, sliding them down his tight stomach to his erection. "We all did good. It was fun. I forget sometimes that I actually love this sport."
 
   "And you’re good at it." I kissed his back as I ran my nails through the thick black hair that framed his package. "Get the soap and lather us up."
 
   "What do you think about me going to Washington for the Caps, Aubrey? I need to know your thoughts on it, baby." He slid his hands over mine and coated us both in slick soap as he worked it all over his chest and stomach.
 
   He turned and I reached down to stroke him a few times as he touched the side of my face and moved in for a long kiss. 
 
   "I think it's a great opportunity." I kissed him again and ran my hands over his stomach to cup him again. 
 
   He moved over and picked up the towel. "Let me get this paint off of you."
 
   We turned until I was tucked under the spray and he carefully scrubbed the paint from my face, taking time and care not to hurt me. 
 
   "A year apart would suck." He brushed the rag down my nose as he pressed his teeth into his lip and groaned. "Slow down with your hand or I'm gonna come."
 
   "Good. Come for me." I gripped tighter and took my time with him, enjoying the deep pants that left him as his eyes grew glossy. 
 
   He pressed his back to the shower wall and groaned again. I moved forward and continued to work him as I licked and sucked down the side of his chest, making sure to graze his nipple with my teeth. 
 
   "Fuck, baby." He gripped my head and pulled me up to press his lips to mine as he came. 
 
   I drank him in, listening to the sound of his pleasure, tasting the musky need on his tongue, feeling every inch of him as he grew thicker. 
 
   "A year apart is only a year." I pressed myself to the front of him and ran my hands over his hips to grip his ass. "What's a year in the scope of forever?"
 
   "This is true." He ran his hands up my sides and cupped my breasts. "Turn around and let me fuck you a little."
 
   "Not now." I smiled and kissed him one more time. "Later. I don't want us to be late. Let's try and set an example at this tournament like you do at all of them. I'm not going to be labeled as the downfall of your career." 
 
   He laughed and moved up behind me as I washed my face and turned to wash my hair. His hands were everywhere, and I didn't think I was going to be able to get out of the shower without succumbing to whatever he wanted of me. 
 
   "A year feels like a really long time right now." He kissed the side of my neck and reached around me to turn the water off. "We have two games today. After we're done, let's, me and you, get away from everyone and go to dinner. I want to figure this stuff out. I need to."
 
   "You sure? I feel like maybe we should wait until after the tournament. I don't want anything to affect you." I pressed my cheek to his chest and wrapped him in a tight hug. 
 
   "Are you breaking up with me?" He kissed the top of my head softly. 
 
   "Are we going out?" I laughed and looked up at him. 
 
   "Yes. We're going out. You better not be jacking off any other guy in a shower." He lifted his eyebrow at me. "You're not really an Ice Queen are you? I thought you were just wearing the badge and faking it all these years."
 
   "I'm as fake as they get." I laughed and moved out of the shower, grabbing a towel and leaving him to clean up from our fun. 
 
   Dinner would be good. It would give us the chance to figure at least a few things out. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The guys won the first game they played against the second team in our division, but everyone was showing signs of weariness. We'd been in three fights and had been warned multiple times to be careful of excessive clipping. 
 
   "You're skating on thin ice. Stop playing dirty and play smart," Coach Billows yelled at the guys and lifted his hands in the air. "Fucking fight when you want to, but don't play dirty. We're not from the slums. We do things the right way, like gentlemen. Get out there and play the game I've trained you to play. You got me?"
 
   Everyone mumbled their response and filed into the locker room. 
 
   I handed coach a bottle of Gatorade and squeezed his shoulders. "What else can I get you? We have an hour between games today. You need a sandwich or snack?"
 
   "No, but thank you, dear." He gave me a weary smile. "I need you to go in there and slap those idiots around. We won that last game by two points. Two points!"
 
   "We should have smoked that team." I glanced over to the other side of the rink. "We're the automatic bid. We should crush all these teams in our division."
 
   "Yes. Thank you." He rolled his eyes and waved his arms dramatically. "Finally. A woman who understands hockey. Are you married?"
 
   I laughed. "No, but you're not at all my type. You still have all of your teeth."
 
   He smirked. "All right. Let's make sure the water tank is filled in there, and I'll go check to see if anyone needs to be patched up."
 
   "All right." I turned to go as a tall older man called for Coach Billows. 
 
   I moved into the players’ bench area and started to clean up as the two men talked loudly behind me. They'd known each other for a long time from what I could tell. 
 
   "So I was thinking maybe we would take you and Lucas to dinner tonight if you're both up for it. If not, we can wait until tomorrow after you guys win this whole fucking thing, but I figured you might want to celebrate with your team then."
 
   "Let's go tonight. Lucas would be thrilled to get to meet you in person, Charlie. It's a rare treat that you guys send down your top dog." Coach laughed loudly and the two of them moved from pleasantries into talking about the good old days when they played hockey together. 
 
   I walked past and turned only to see if I could make out who the guy was. I didn't know him by his appearance, but the logo on his shirt made it all too clear. 
 
   Charlie was 'the Charles Donahue' - General Manager of the Washington Capitals. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Lucas found me after the last game with blood running down the side of his face, and sweat staining his whole uniform. 
 
   "We did it." He picked me up at the edge of the rink and spun me around. "Did you see that great play by Geoff? Fuck, that was amazing. He's never played like that."
 
   "You all did great." I pulled a rag from my back pocket and blotted his head. "Let me see this."
 
   "It's good, baby. Really." He moved back and hugged Jayce as he moved up. "We did it, dude. Tomorrow is the big game. We're in the Frozen Four!"
 
   "You knew we would be, you cocky bitch." Jayce pushed at Lucas, who returned the push. 
 
   I laughed and leaned against the railing, watching the two men I loved most grow closer. 
 
   "Lucas." Coach moved past me, touching my shoulder for balance as he did. 
 
   I offered him a hand and then moved over to rest my chin on my clasped hands. 
 
   "We need to have dinner with Charlie Donahue tonight. He's here to see you." Coach laughed at Lucas, and Jayce wrapped him in a bear hug and picked the poor guy off the ground. 
 
   "Awww... I wish I could but-"
 
   "Go. You need to go and get the details. Go. I'll have dinner with my brother or Layla. You and I will have lots of dinners," I butted in. 
 
   He skated over to me and lifted up to his toes to kiss me. "Come with me. You need to ask your questions too."
 
   "No. This is your moment. Go have it and come snuggle me up when you get done."
 
   His lips turned down into a cute frown. "You sure?"
 
   "Positive. I'm so proud of you, baby." I kissed him once more. "Now, go shower and have fun at dinner."
 
   "All right. Wait up for me. Okay?"
 
   "Promise." I smiled and turned to find the girls waiting for me. Lucas needed to hear all the details about what the Capitals were offering. Only then could he make a good choice - the right decision. 
 
   “Aubrey. Can I talk to you for a minute?” Lizzy bounced up to stand in front of me. 
 
   A smile lifted my lips. “You bet. What’s going on? Everything okay?” 
 
   “Yeah, I just wanted to tell you that Lucas and I are cool. I mean, he’s a really great guy, but you two are perfect for each other. I just didn’t want you to think that I was trying to move in on him.” She shrugged and gave me a shy smile. “He’s just one of the guys, you know?” 
 
   “I do. I should have told you that we were starting to date. We’ve just been so busy, and trying to figure out if we’re together or not is a chore.” I gave her a silly look. “I trust you completely.” 
 
   “Good.” She let out a sigh and pulled me into a hug. “Lucas is great, but I can’t live without you.” 
 
   I smiled and patted her back. “I feel the same about you, Lizzy. You’ll find your Lucas one day too.” 
 
   “Man, I hope so. Does he have a brother?” She laughed and moved back. 
 
   I didn’t answer her question. It was too depressing to think about.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 35
 
   Lucas
 
    
 
   My mind was spinning with the possibilities of what the future could look like as I stumbled back to the room exhausted just after midnight. I'd meant to get back to Aubrey earlier, but Coach and Charlie were too damn much fun. They had more confidence in me than I had in myself – keeping me out so damn late.
 
   I fumbled my key at the door, and took damn near forever to get inside. My girl was curled up on her side, sleeping soundly when I walked in. 
 
   "I wish you were up." I walked toward the bed and brushed her hair back. "I want to tell you everything. I'm going to make a shit-ton of money for us, and you don't ever have to work a day in your life, if you don't want to. I'll provide everything you need. All of it."
 
   I moved down to my knees and wrapped my arms around her, pressing my face to the sweet curve of her neck and breathing in. 
 
   "Lucas?" she whispered and rolled over toward me. "I was getting worried."
 
   Her sleepy tone left my heart on fire for her. 
 
   "I'm right here, baby. Let me change and I'll come hold you, okay?" I kissed her a few times as she pawed at me with her eyes closed.
 
   "I tried to wait up. I wanted to-"
 
   "Shhhh." I touched her lips. "Stretch out and I'll be right here."
 
   She rolled back over and made a cute noise as I got up and stripped out of my clothes. I turned off all the lights and crawled into bed behind her, wrapping myself around her warm body as tightly as I could. 
 
   "You awake?" I brushed my lips by her ear. 
 
   "Mmhmm," she mumbled. 
 
   I smiled and slid my hands over her taut flesh up to cup her breasts. My cock hardened to the point of throbbing, but she was tired, and we'd been fucking a lot lately. She needed to know that where her body left me drooling and bent over, she was so much more than the physical. She was everything I wanted in my life. I could easily see her as my wife, the mother to my kids, the warmth that I rested against each day no matter what life threw our way. 
 
   "Come with me to Washington, or tell me to stay with you in Providence. I can't be without you. I need you, Aubrey." I brushed my lips down the side of her neck. "I love you."
 
   She mumbled something and snuggled back against me before letting out a soft snore.
 
   I laughed and curled up tighter, forcing myself to save the conversation for when she was awake. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "What time is the game?" Aubrey's shoulders were drawn back with tension as she sat across from me at the breakfast table. 
 
   The other players were gathered around the buffet table, piling their plates high as we sat at a table for two so we could spend some time just the two of us. 
 
   "It's at four this afternoon." I let out a short sigh. "I know you need to get home. What time is the next flight out of here?"
 
   "I'm going to rent a car. I need to be home by three to make sure I make it to the audition at four." She let out a sigh that hurt my heart to hear. "I don't want to go. I want to see you win the championship."
 
   "We'll record it. I don't want you to miss your try-out."
 
   "No. I'm not going. Fuck it." She pressed her fingers to her eyes and took a shaky breath. "I've been waiting all damn year to see this."
 
   "Baby, listen to me... you've done a great job with this team and all these groupies that follow us everywhere. Today is about you too. You need to get this part for you. Not to prove anything to McCraven or your mom, but to remind you of the insane amount of talent you have. I've watched you dance when you thought no one was watching." I reached across the table and tugged her hand down as a few tears came with it. "You're so beautiful and free. Don't give that up for anything."
 
   "I don't want to miss your win." She pulled her napkin out of her lap and wiped at her face angrily. 
 
   "And I don't want to miss yours, but you can watch mine tomorrow night while you're sitting in my lap naked on my couch." I lifted my eyebrow as she laughed through her tears. "Take Layla with you and get back to Providence. I want to sit at the front of the spring production and see you front and center where you belong. Don't give that up for anyone."
 
   "Okay," she mumbled and picked up her juice as her hand shook. "How was the meeting last night? Did you agree to their terms?"
 
   I laughed and shook my head. "Have we talked about it?"
 
   "No. I don't think so." She looked genuinely confused. "Did we?"
 
   "No, baby. I just meant that, of course, I didn't agree to anything or sign anything. You and I haven't talked about things yet. I got the information and we can look it over and make some decisions."
 
   "Lucas. This is your decision. I don't-"
 
   "Woman. I've told you for the last time that I want you in my life. We'll work through the details of this next year, but enough with trying to make me look at this like a single man. I'm not, nor do I want to be." I reached over and brushed my thumb over her lip. "Come here and make out with me a little before you leave."
 
   "Right here, in the restaurant?" She got up and moved over to my side of the table, melting me. Even while questioning if it was the right thing to do, she did it because I asked her to. We would figure out the future. I had no worries about it anymore. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "This is it. We're tied and we have one minute on the fucking clock." I glanced around at my guys. 
 
   Geoff coughed and blood dripped from his lip. "I gotta sit down. I think I broke a rib in that last hit."
 
   I moved off the ice with him and pointed to Jayce. "Coach. Let him come in."
 
   "We need a winger, not a forward." Coach glanced around and looked back at me. 
 
   "I'll wing. Let Jayce play forward." I nodded and motioned for Jayce to join us. "Come on, Moore. It's your time to shine."
 
   "No. It's your time to shine." Coach pulled my jersey hard and pressed his forehead to mine. "This is the last fucking play of your senior year. You can't give this up."
 
   "Why not? I already know who I am. Jayce needs to figure it out, doesn't he?" I bumped my head against coach’s and moved back. "Jayce, you're center. Get ready for the breakaway."
 
   "What?" Jayce's eyes grew wide. "No, man. This is it. This is the game play."
 
   "Yeah, buddy, and it's yours." I popped him on the shoulder with my stick and moved over to play left winger as the announcer's voice blasted over the stadium. 
 
   "Now there's something you don't see every day. Senior Captain Lucas White, number twenty-three is giving up the game play to his junior protege. That's the true sign of a leader there folks. Keep that name handy in your list of up and coming guys for the NHL. This kid is going places."
 
   I smiled over at Jayce as he called my name. "Focus. Take the win and focus."
 
   The guy in front of me laughed, and I turned and tilted my head to the side a little. "Hey. I know you. I fucked your sister last year at this tournament. Is she here today?"
 
   I looked up at the stands as if searching for something. 
 
   "Fuck you, asshole," he growled loudly and tackled me, losing fifteen seconds on the clock and gaining himself a trip to the penalty box. 
 
   "Let's go." The new opponent lowered himself in front of me and smiled. "Nice what you did for that kid over there."
 
   "Someone did it for me once too. Ready to get your balls handed to you?" I winked at him as the biscuit hit the ice and we took off. I pushed my guy hard and forced him against the wall. 
 
   "Go, Moore. Go, kid!" Coach was screaming from the sidelines and the fans were going wild as I put my shoulder into my guy and turned in time to see Jayce break away. 
 
   "Come on, Jayce. Top left corner," I mumbled and pushed my guy one more time as Jayce positioned himself for the win. He lifted his stick and smacked the puck with force I'd yet to see him use. It went in and the stands went wild. 
 
   We raced toward him and wrapped him in a circle tightly as we jumped around. 
 
   "And there you have it, ladies and gentlemen. For the fourth year in a row, Lucas White has led his team to a victory! Coach Billows has to be beyond proud of this kid and all the kids that played like warriors beside him. The Providence Friars are our 2016 National Champions!"
 
   The noise around us was almost deafening. I tried to get everyone to hoist Jayce up on their shoulders, but Jayce overpowered me and muscled me up instead. They chanted my name, and I lifted my arms in the air and glanced around, missing the only person in the world I wanted to impress. 
 
   Aubrey. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 36
 
   Aubrey
 
    
 
    
 
   "You ready?" Layla brushed her hands over my hair as her eyes moved around my face, inspecting me one last time. 
 
   "Absolutely." I smiled. "Make sure you keep your phone on you. The guys will finish up while we’re here and you know I can’t have my phone. I want to know if they won." I let out a slow breath and leaned over, stretching one more time. 
 
   "You sure about the dance routine you chose?" She held up a thumb drive that I'd given her earlier. "I could easily give them this one..." She lifted a different one and smiled. "It has that beautiful Mozart piece on it that's just classic ballet. You know McCraven is going to give you hell over this one." She shook the first drive at me. 
 
   I laughed. "I don't care. I'm not a classical ballerina, Layla. If they don't like what I have to offer, then they can choose someone else to perform the solo and take the lead. If I've learned one thing over the last few months, it's that I have to be myself."
 
   She put the second thumb drive back in her pocket and nodded. "I'm proud of you, either way."
 
   "Good. I'm glad you're here with me." I reached out and pulled her into a hug. "Oh, did you get to talk to Teri at all? Did she find out anything?"
 
   "Yeah. It's Geoff's baby. He's going to help her raise it and they're going on their first date next week." Layla blushed. "It's so fucking cute it almost melts my heart. Almost."
 
   "You're such a cynic." I turned as the curtains closed and the girl before me jogged off the stage. 
 
   "Break a leg, or don't or, I don't know. Do good. I love you." She touched my face. "I'll be right up front where I always am."
 
   I nodded and turned as Professor McCraven moved toward me. "Are you ready?"
 
   "Yes, ma'am." I nodded and lifted my chin a little. 
 
   "There are four judges in the audience. Most of them enjoy modern dance far more than classical ballet, but I assume you knew that?" She gave me a sideways glance that said she already had me figured out.
 
   I laughed softy. "Did you know that I was mixing the two?"
 
   "Of course I did." She shook her head and rolled her eyes. "I know you well enough to know that you're not one to follow the rules for more than a few moments at a time."
 
   "Well, thank you for not kicking me out of the audition."
 
   "Why in the world would I do that?" she scoffed. "You're my best dancer, now, get out there and show them what we're both capable of."
 
   I nodded and moved past her and walked to the center of the stage to get into position. My feet were doing much better, but there was one difficult move I had to do in the middle of the performance that would push me to my limit. It was too beautiful not to try though. 
 
   The curtain lifted and I bent down as I listened for the soft violin that started my piece. I thought of Lucas and the struggle he seemed to be winning where his brother's death was concerned as the music started. Some part of me knew that I needed to focus on the next move in my routine, but I'd never been strict in dance. In all other areas of my life, yes, but in my routines? Never. 
 
   The music pushed me from one side of the floor to the other and I gave myself over to it. The fear of losing Lucas drove me to dip deeper and jump higher, as if my willingness to give myself over to the moment would save us. 
 
   I positioned myself to spin from one side of the stage to the other and pretended as if my brother were on the other end, holding out his hands and laughing like he'd been doing since we were kids. He was always my focal point when I'd tried directional spins as a young dancer. He jacked me up far more than he helped, but he was there nevertheless, and he always would be. 
 
   A smile lifted my lips and I moved into the last sequence and faced the crowd for the giant finish. Layla's eyes were filled with tears and the smile on her face gave me comfort. I lifted on my toes and gave it my all as the music swelled to impossible heights. I loved Lucas White, but I loved dancing as well. There would need to be a compromise between us somehow, but there would be. I had no doubt. 
 
   I dropped to the floor dramatically as the music ended and the students in the auditorium went wild. I stayed there, panting softly until the curtain closed. 
 
   "Bravo. That was magnificent!" McCraven moved up and wrapped me in a hug. "I couldn't have done it better myself, Aubrey. Beautiful. Just beautiful."
 
   It meant a lot to hear it from her, but it didn't mean the world. The fact that I was proud of myself did. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "If we could have all of the dancers on stage please. We'll be announcing parts for the spring production." McCraven clapped her hands and looked down her nose at all of us as she stood on the edge of the stage. 
 
   "That means me." I glanced over at Layla and smiled. We'd been sitting there for three hours, trying to get through the rest of the performers. Some had done just as good, if not better, than me, so my confidence had waned over the evening. 
 
   I moved into line with the other dancers in the company and walked up the stairs. We filed onto the stage, and I avoided standing too close to any of them. They all knew I was an Ice Queen, or Queen Bee as the boys called me, and had unfortunately assessed that I was nothing more than a whore. It was sad, but not enough to sway me to change anything. It was an unfair assessment - a judgment that didn't fit me, and yet I would stand beside Lizzy or Teri through anything they had in their future without flinching. I belonged to both worlds. 
 
   "Let's start with supporting roles." McCraven worked her way down the clipboard until she came to the lead role. "And now, for our lead role and solo in the spring production of Cats."
 
   The crowd buzzed, and my stomach tightened. I glanced down to find the front row full of beat up hockey boys and Ice Queens. Lucas was in the middle of all of them, his eyes locked on me, his smile loving and sexy. 
 
   "Congratulations to Aubrey Moore." McCraven turned and winked at me. "I knew she could do it."
 
   The place erupted as I moved down off the stage and into the arms of my friends. We laughed and jumped around like the rowdy bunch of idiots we were. 
 
   "Good job, baby." Lucas pulled me to the side and leaned down to steal my breath with a kiss. I pressed into it and wrapped my arms tightly around him. 
 
   "Did you win?" I moved out of his arms and into my brother's as Jayce reached for me. 
 
   "We did. Well, Jayce did." Lucas smiled and patted my brother on the back. 
 
   "What?" I glanced up at Jayce. 
 
   "Yeah, your boyfriend here decided to give me the winning shot." My brother’s smile widened. "He's a good guy. I guess you can date him if you want."
 
   "Too late." I moved back toward Lucas and snuggled in against his chest. "Can we go celebrate all of this?"
 
   "Yep. Lizzy already called Mersky’s and they have a table set aside for all of us. Do what you need to do and let's go." Jayce moved over toward Layla as I glanced up at Lucas. 
 
   "Are you happy with the way the game went?" I lifted to my toes and brushed my nose along his. 
 
   "Yeah, but there was one thing missing." He kissed me softly a few times as he brushed my hair back. "And I realized today that it was the most important thing in my life."
 
   "Oh yeah? Tell me what it was." I kissed him again as butterflies danced in my stomach. 
 
   "You." He cupped my face and smiled. "We need to decide what we're doing this next year while you're finishing up school. Either you're transferring to Washington, or I'm telling the Caps no." He kissed me again. 
 
   "Or we're going to make this work from a distance because your dreams and my dreams are equally important." I ran my hands up his back. "I think we like each other enough to try the long-distance thing out. I'm not going anywhere, and you're not either."
 
   He smiled and tilted his head to the side a little. "I do like you a lot, but it's so much more than that. I want you in my life for as long as I'm living it. I need to find healing beside you and grow into the man you need me to be. I want to be a daddy to our kids and a good man to you as my woman." 
 
   Tears blurred my vision as I choked on a soft sob. "Does this mean that you'll always be the one to touch the bugs?" 
 
   He laughed as tears filled his eyes too. "Yes, baby. I'll always be the one to touch the bugs, and anything else you need me to do. I love you with all of me, and I have since the moment I saw you at the Spring Bash your freshman year. Remember you tried to kiss me that night? Such a hooker."
 
   I scoffed and moved back. "I didn't try to kiss you. You tried to kiss me!"
 
   "Right. I'd almost forgotten." He laughed and pulled me in tight. "Tell me you love me too."
 
   "I do. I love you so much." I lifted up and pressed myself to him, losing my concerns in the strength of his arms. 
 
   We'd figure things out like we always did. 
 
   Together.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Want more?
 
   Offside is the next story from the Pro-U Series
 
   Pick up your presale copy today!
 
   (Buy on presale and get exclusive content (Deleted Scenes from Breakaway - Lucas & Aubrey). This will only be available in the presale copy of Offside as a thank you for purchasing the preorder.)
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   Jacob Wright is president of the largest fraternity on campus, and he’s known as a lady killer, and a bit of a slut. He wears his badges proud and never leaves anyone with the pretense that he’s something he’s not. Having to balance working at his father’s restaurant with school and soccer has become almost impossible, but there’s a new reason for wanting to show up – Emily. 

Emily Campbell has heard all about Jacob Wright and his unruly ways. There’s not too many girls on campus that don’t wish for a night in his bed, but Emily can’t imagine why. He’s impossibly sexy, but that only goes so far. After taking a job at the local pizza parlor on campus, she realizes that she’s going to get a large dose of the frat boy and his wild ways. 

Jacob might think that Emily is willing to play his game, but she’s going to throw out a flag and call it like she sees it – Offside.
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   Ali would love to give you a FREE Novella for joining her Insider Group. 
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   Lizzy and Hunter have grown up together, but the decision to share an apartment their freshman year of college unlocks feelings they’ve always had, but never explored. Come enjoy this ‘coming of age’ novella. You don’t wanna miss out. 
 
    
 
   The insiders group gets updates on new releases, contests and upcoming events related to Ali’s writing. We’d never spam you. Fake ham is just gross and its hell to get out of your hair too. Not that we’d know. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

About the Author
 
    
 
   Ali Parker is a full-time contemporary romance writer who is looking to flood the market this year with lots of great, quick reads. She loves coffee, watching a great movie and handing out with her hubs. By hanging out, she means making out. Hanging out is for those little creepy elves at Christmas. No tight green stockings for her. 
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   Up All Night Long (FREE)
 
    
 
   Please pick up Ali’s Up All Night Long for a glimpse into her current series. It contains all of her FREE book ones, some stand-alone and some the start of a new series, but enter at your own risk… you’re likely to be up all night long.
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