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      Diana

      I fell for a hockey player.

      How could I not?

      And, despite my best efforts, the world found out every juicy detail.
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      Diana

      We’re two minutes into the first game of the season and we’re down a goal.

      This is not where I want my team to be.

      But it’s part of hockey.

      It’s not all breakaways and top-shelf goals.

      Sometimes…it’s fucking up early and clawing our way back.

      Tonight, that fuck-up is on me.

      I’m the head coach—it all comes down to me.

      My job, my choices, my…

      Fuckups.

      Sighing softly, I start to tear my eyes from the jumbotron overhead, from the replay of the shitshow that just happened on the ice. It’s changed to a video of the Eagles’ mascot—which is, no surprise, an Eagle—striding down a hallway near the luxury suites overhead.

      He’s probably going to go torture the team’s owner, Jean-Michel Dubois. The notoriously grumpy billionaire is in attendance tonight, and the last time Wings, the mascot, invaded his box, he glared the overgrown bird into submission before escorting him from the room. Meanwhile, his unofficially adopted daughter, Rory, stole the mascot’s T-shirt gun so she and his bio daughter, Chrissy, could shoot the prizes into the stands.

      The crowd loved it.

      Mostly because Jean-Michel is grumpy and has little patience for bullshit.

      But also because the grump aside, Jean-Michel is a known softie, especially for the women in his life.

      So I have a feeling the T-shirt cannon thing is going to become a regular event.

      Only as I start to focus back on the ice, the commercial break winding down, the players from both teams slowly moving to their positions at center ice, I realize it’s not merch giveaways that are going to happen tonight.

      It’s heartbreak.

      Because right there on a forty-by-thirty foot screen for all to see⁠—

      (Or maybe just me).

      There’s a couple in an alcove.

      A couple canoodling in that alcove.

      And I recognize the tattoo on the man’s arm, which is currently looped around a curvy brunette whose face I can’t see, his hand splayed, fingers wide as they cup…well, those curves.

      I don’t have an ass, not like that.

      Not even if I did a million squats would I have an ass like that⁠—

      But that’s not the point.

      Jason’s hand is on the woman’s ass and as I follow the swirling lines of my fiancé’s tattoo up his arm, losing them beneath the sleeve of his tee…

      My stomach sinks further.

      Because the man who is supposed to be mine and mine alone is kissing the woman in his arms like he’s going to devour her whole.

      He’s never kissed me like that. Not even during our most heated moments.

      Never.

      But he’s doing it tonight with another woman—during the highest point in my career.

      I’m coaching my first NHL game, and I’ve busted my ass for fucking years to get here.

      And my fiancé is sucking some random woman’s face.

      In the same building I’m coaching.

      With twenty-thousand plus people in attendance and who knows how many millions watching at home on TV.

      Pain ripples through me, and it’s all I can do to stay standing.

      He’s cheating on me here.

      Now.

      The whistle trills, and I jerk my gaze back to the ice, focus coiling through my insides, frosting over the hurt, but not doing anything for the pure, unadulterated fury filling every cell, every muscle fiber.

      It’s, unfortunately, not a new feeling for me.

      Not just with Jason—but with the other men in my life too.

      So, I do what I always do.

      The only thing I’ve ever been able to do.

      I channel it.

      Then I reinforce it with the knowledge that in four-ish hour the asshole who hurt me this way is going to be out of my life.

      Forever.
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        * * *

      

      Four-ish hours later

      

      “You could give me some grace!” Jason cries, trailing me through the house. “I moved out here for you and I’ve had a hard time making friends.”

      That freezes me in place for a second.

      But only a second.

      Because the idiotic statement sparks my fury, lighting the fuse, sending it smoldering toward explosion.

      And it’s nearly one in the morning.

      The game took three and a half hours and my job doesn’t just end when the buzzer rings. There are interviews to give and debriefs to have with my coaching staff, plans to be made for the upcoming games and analyzing what went wrong and right. I need to touch base with specific players who need the one-on-one contact and the training staff to make sure I know the state of the roster’s health.

      And I have my own work, my own processes and preparations to make.

      It takes time, and I’m exhausted.

      Though, at least we pulled out the win in a shootout that had the crowd on their feet and the commentators breaking down the replay of Rhodes’ filthy move on the other team’s goalie over and over again in high definition.

      I should be focused on that.

      Should be focused on the fact that my first NHL game ended in a win, that I’m living my dream, finally at the peak of my career after grinding for years and years, and…

      Instead, I’m shoving my fiancé’s belongings into a suitcase all while thinking I should have used a trash bag instead.

      And he’s bitching about how it’s hard to make friends.

      As a grown fucking man.

      I grind my teeth together.

      Because, fuck, I don’t have the patience for this, the time for this, the emotional bandwidth for dealing with his shit.

      Not when I’m so damned…

      Hurt.

      That word ricochets through my insides like a bullet, wounding, sending blood spurting, and…

      I’m tired.

      So damned tired.

      I shove the last of his clothes inside the suitcase, lean heavily on the hard plastic shell so I can wrestle the zipper closed. That accomplished, I drop it on the floor and straighten, turning toward Jason, who quickly rearranges his expression from outraged to hangdog.

      And that right there is confirmation enough.

      If I wasn’t already done, that would have been the straw that broke the camel’s back.

      I could deal with the toilet seat being left up, the crumbs on the kitchen counter. I could look past the dirty socks on the floor and the fact that he’s never done a single load of laundry since we moved in together.

      I could put up with the whining that I work too much and the annoyance that I’ve dared to interrupt his gaming time when I’m home.

      I could even pretend to not be bothered by the fact that he’s never once bought me flowers.

      But that—his wounded expression after I saw him kissing someone else on the fucking jumbotron and doing it with a passion I’ve never experienced—on top of the rest of it?

      No.

      Just. Fucking. No.

      I grab the handle of the suitcase and start hauling it down the stairs.

      “Baby—”

      Through the kitchen.

      “Diana, sweetheart⁠—”

      I snag his keys from the hook and unlock the door to the garage, still carrying the damned bag.

      “Honey—”

      I jab at the button to send the metal door rolling up then march into the garage, throwing the suitcase in the back seat of his car then hopping in the driver’s side.

      The engine rumbles to life.

      I reverse out onto the driveway.

      Park.

      “Baby,” he says as I pop open the door.

      “Goodbye, Jason.”

      “Diana—”

      “We’re done. Just go.” I turn away, but I don’t make it more than a couple of steps before he snags my arm, yanking me roughly to a stop, spinning me to face him.

      “I decide when we’re done,” he says, a look in his eyes I’ve never seen before.

      It’s dark, cold, not anything like the somewhat dopey golden retriever I thought I’d been dating.

      I shiver, a thread of fear winding through my middle. “Let me go,” I order quietly.

      He bends so his face is in mine, fingers tightening until the point of pain⁠—

      “Everything okay out here?”

      We jump, and relief cascades through me at the sound of my neighbor’s voice. Ernest is eighty if he’s a day, but right now he’s shuffling toward us, a bag in one hand, his phone in his other.

      “Everything’s fine,” Jason snaps.

      But the distraction of Ernest is enough that I’m able to extricate myself from Jason’s hold.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” I say to my neighbor, keeping a watchful eye on—and distance from—Jason as I move over to Ernest. “I picked up that jar of jelly for you”—not a lie, but it’s also something that can wait for a time when it’s not one in the freaking morning—“want to come in and get it?”

      His shrewd gaze tells me he knows exactly what I’m doing, but I’m still relieved when he nods. “Yes, that would be great, missy. I’d love to have some on my toast in the morning.”

      Jason takes a step toward us. “I⁠—”

      “You were leaving, right?” Ernest asks—or rather orders—as he takes my arm. “Don’t let an old man keep you.” He starts walking, leading me through the garage, pausing at the front and hitting the button to send the door rolling down, waiting for it to fully shut before he turns to me and says on a sigh,

      “You’re going to have a problem with that one, Dee.”

      And unfortunately, over the next weeks, I discover…

      He’s not wrong.
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      Hudson

      I stare at the tablet, the drawings on the screen, willing my brain to comprehend them.

      It’s hockey—something I’ve done nearly my entire fucking life.

      From the moment I could walk, my dad strapped skates on my feet, shoved a stick in my hand, and locked me out of the house so I had nowhere to go except for the frozen rink in the back yard.

      So, this shouldn’t be complicated.

      It should be instinctual.

      But as much as I stare at the symbols on the screen—at the mix of Xs and Os interspersed with arrows on a drawing of the rink—I can’t get them to sit still.

      Can’t get them to make sense.

      This is always the worst part for me.

      If I can play it out or if I can watch my teammates do it, then I get it—often in one take.

      But attempting to learn it like this? On a piece of paper or tablet, the contents turning into a swirling mass of shapes and arrows, my brain too fucking slow, too fucking dumb to process it⁠—

      No.

      It doesn’t stick.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, tossing the tablet aside and rubbing my hands over my face, resisting the urge to slap some sense into myself.

      That hasn’t ever worked.

      And maybe it’s pathetic that I’ve tried this same shit in the first place.

      But it’s the start of the season, everyone is picking up the new system, the changes the coaching staff have put in place.

      No one seems to be struggling like I am.

      So, why can’t I fucking get this?

      Groaning, I jump up to my feet, leaving the tablet and papers where they are—though I do glare at them as I go into the kitchen and grab a beer from the fridge. I twist off the top, toss it into the trash, and take a long pull.

      But it doesn’t ease the burn inside me.

      Doesn’t soothe the ache of frustration.

      Not even when I drain the last of the dregs from the bottle.

      I drop the empty into the recycle bin—because I may not be able to get the fucking system to make sense in my big dumb brain, but at least I care about the environment—then move down the hall and into my home gym.

      To do the one thing I’m good at.

      Lift heavy shit.

      Get bigger.

      Get stronger.

      So I can be better on the ice.

      I load plates on the barbell, lift it onto my shoulders.

      And I start squatting.

      But even as sweat breaks out on my skin and my quads cry out for mercy, I don’t stop.

      I can’t.

      Because this is the only thing I’m good at.

      The only thing I’ve got.

      And sooner or later, I won’t be strong enough or big enough.

      Sooner or later everyone will see through me.

      And then I’ll lose everything.
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        * * *

      

      “Christ,” I mutter as I sink onto the step, chest heaving after having chased Rome up and down the aisles of the practice facility’s stairs.

      Our captain is a psychopath.

      But he’s not wrong that this shit is a killer workout.

      Though, he calls it a warmup.

      See? Psychopath.

      Likely because he got into the habit of running the stairs at his old team, the San Francisco Gold, and doing beside a woman who moves like liquid lightning. Brit Plantain was the first female player in the league and though she’s rumored to finally be retiring (for good, this time) at the end of this season, she is still incredibly talented.

      Of course, she’s also responsible for this special brand of hell coming to my team.

      So, I might need to give her a piece of my mind the next time I see her.

      “Christ is right,” King says as he collapses next to me. “Why did we think this was a good idea to do before practice?”

      “Because,” Cam says dropping down next to us, his next words all but gasped out, “that one”—a nod at Rome who’s so used to this shit that he’s already finished, caught his breath, and is currently smirking at us as he stretches—“is insane.”

      “Also known as in shape,” Rome jokes, his smile nonplussed as he bends his leg behind him and grabs his ankle, stretching out his quad.

      Hell.

      My quads.

      They’re toast.

      After the workout yesterday and the run today…I’m going to be hobbling my ass into bed tonight.

      If I make it through practice, that is.

      My stomach starts churning at the thought, all those Xs and Os and arrows swirling through my head like one of those really obscure abstract pieces of art dumbass rich people buy.

      Unfortunately, they don’t swirl into anything that makes sense.

      “Are we getting beers after practice?” Rome asks.

      “Isn’t Chrissy like eight million years pregnant?” Cam teases, pushing up to his feet with a grunt and starting his own stretching routine. “I’m surprised she lets you out of the house.”

      Rome rolls his eyes—likely because he’s beyond done with being teased about knocking up the owner’s daughter.

      But hockey is about seventy percent skill and thirty percent giving each other shit, so he’s not going to be in for a reprieve from the teasing any time soon.

      Especially because he knocked up the owner’s daughter.

      I grin, having sufficiently caught my breath enough to push up to my feet, and start stretching my own legs.

      But my grin fades almost as quickly.

      Because…how much shit will I be in for if the guys find out I can’t even read a fucking tablet screen?

      “Come on, fuckers,” Rome grumbles as he turns for the locker room, calling over his shoulder, “It’s almost time for practice.”

      A practice I’m not prepared for.

      Fuck.

      “The man is a sadist,” King mutters, groaning as he gets to his feet.

      “You’re just trying to distract us from the fact that you and Rory were caught naked the other day, so you’re well on your own way to trying to knock up the owner’s other daughter,” Cam says.

      My brows fly up in surprise.

      But worse—for him, anyway—King blushes.

      “Dude,” I say under my breath, shaking my head, knowing there’s no preventing it now.

      Because the guys see King’s pink cheeks…and the shit-giving commences.

      Apparently, he and Rory were caught naked in a supply closet.

      Yes, literally.

      So yeah, King gets shit all the way to the locker room…and it doesn’t stop while we get dressed or even as we make our way onto the ice for practice.

      Nor as practice commences.

      Lucky for me, the guys are so focused on King—and Rome—and the fact they’re dating the daughters of our grumpy, billionaire owner, that me muddling through the drills and struggling with the plays and generally failing all around doesn’t hit their radar.

      I’m safe. For now.

      But when I get off the ice and head for the locker room, I see her.

      Diana Connors.

      The new head coach of the Eagles, Diana Connors.

      The first female head coach in the league.

      And the object of my fantasies since she first showed up at training camp.

      Unusually, she’s in street clothes, having not joined us on the rink for practice—she hasn’t missed a team event, not since that first day she was on the payroll.

      I tense, expecting her to comment on the shitshow of my performance out there.

      But though her eyes catch mine for a moment, she doesn’t stop me and tell me I’m a failure and to get my ass out of here (not like our old coach would have done, not like my dad would have done). Instead, she nods, murmurs a soft “Hey” that I feel in my dick, and stops Rome as he steps off the ice.

      “Can I borrow you for a second?”

      God, her voice.

      I fucking love her voice.

      I hear it in my dreams sometimes.

      My dick twitches, and I ignore my pulse of jealousy as I watch my friend disappear down the hall with her.

      There’s nothing down that road except disaster.

      Same as the disaster barreling toward me if I don’t get my shit together and memorize the plays, the changes to the team’s system.

      That’s why I promise to grab a beer with the guys another time and go home instead.

      It’s why I pull out the tablet.

      And it’s why I force myself to keep staring at it even when the arrows and Xs and Os keep swimming on the screen.
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      Diana

      “I told you I was going to stop by the store tomorrow.”

      I smile at the grumpy tone as I carry the bag of groceries into Ernest’s house, bending to kiss him on the cheek. “And I told you it’s the least I can do after the other night.”

      Ernest sighs, shakes his head. “That fiancé of yours is going to give you trouble, missy.”

      “Ex-fiancé,” I mutter.

      “Thank God for that,” he says shutting the door behind me and following me down the hall. “But still, trouble.”

      Unfortunately, he’s not wrong.

      Jason has been blowing up my phone—to the tune of several hundred calls and texts.

      Why is this my life?

      Only…nope.

      I’m not allowing the cheating manchild to drag me down, and I’m not going to let his bullshit infiltrate my life.

      Instead, I’m keeping a record of his crazy. I’ve verified that he doesn’t have any legal tenet rights because he wasn’t living in my house long enough (and, seriously, thank fuck he dragged his heels for so long to make the move and saved me one headache at least). And I changed the locks and all the codes on the keypad entry systems.

      I’m good.

      Work is good. Like usual, it’s keeping me busy, but it’s also keeping my mind off the fact that Jason…is Jason.

      And the fact that—arguably worse—I put up with him for as long as I did.

      If I had any girlfriends, I would have told them to dump his ass.

      Yet…I stayed and put up with it and⁠—

      Now I’m here.

      Alone and with a hole inside me when I should be on top of the world.

      “How’s that team of yours looking?” Ernest asks, thankfully

      “The boys are doing great.”

      We have a few things that need tweaking, a few players that are struggling, but we’re six and two, and that’s a hell of a start. Of course there are seventy-four games left in the season—not counting playoffs—so we have a long way to go.

      But we’re getting there with the mood in the locker room—though Pat Franklin is still a blight on the roster.

      My biggest problem is figuring out how to mitigate him and Duncan and Kane.

      The team is locked into contracts and their attitudes are well-known through the league, so moving them is challenging. Most especially Pat, who’s the worst of the bunch and has what basically amounts to a no-trade clause because any of the teams on the list of six he was allowed to name in his contract won’t touch him with a ten-foot pole.

      Then there’s Hudson.

      Who isn’t a troublesome player by nature—he works hard and hangs with what I mentally consider (even though I know this isn’t the right coaching move) the Good Crew.

      But he isn’t adapting well to my tenure as head coach.

      Not that he’s disrespectful or misogynistic.

      He just…isn’t doing well.

      And I haven’t figured out the correct levers to pull to motivate him.

      “Just set ’em there, missy,” Ernest says, nodding at the counter and I realize I’m standing there, thinking about the guys…and still holding the groceries. “I’ll put them away later.”

      Right.

      Enough.

      I’m leaving all of the Jason and work thoughts behind, focusing on the fact that my neighbor is sweet and widowed and saved me from what would have no doubt been an unpleasant altercation.

      “Nope,” I tell him. “I’ll put some of them away now and the rest,” I add, raising my volume when he starts to protest, “I’ll use to cook you something yummy. And not frozen.”

      Because he survives on frozen TV dinners.

      Which are fine—hell, every once in a while I crave a Hot Pocket.

      But it’s not the same as sitting across the table from someone, having a nice conversation, and eating a home-cooked meal.

      “Diana—”

      “We’re eating together,” I say firmly.

      “You’re not wasting your night with an old man.”

      “I’m not wasting my night with any man,” I tell him. “I’m having a nice meal with my friend.”

      “Missy—”

      Giving up on words, I nudge him over to a chair at the worn wooden table and pull out a bottle of grape soda—his favorite. “Sit.” I pass over the bottle. “Drink.” I turn back to the bags. “And tell me what’s happening with your grandkids while I cook.” The only topic that can distract a stubborn old man from what he wants.

      He scowls.

      But only for a moment.

      Because, as I mentioned, he loves talking about his grandkids.

      I put away the perishables aside from what I’m going to use for the fish and veggies—give the man something healthy and something green. Well…and something tasty.

      “Is that rocky road ice cream I see?” he asks, pausing in the description of his kindergarten grandson’s first time at show and tell—when he showed and told the class about his collection of crayons.

      Yup.

      Crayons.

      All one hundred and sixty-two of them.

      Because he and the class had counted.

      My lips twitch—both at the crayon counting and Ernest’s laser-eyed focus of the tub of ice cream. “It’s vanilla,” I say (though I take note of the rocky road thing for later), “and I’m using it for the root beer floats we’re having for dessert.”

      His face lights up.

      I smile, go back to chopping veggies and prepping the fish. “Now tell me about what’s happening with Donovan.”

      “Oh you know,” he says, leaning back in the chair and crossing one leg over the other, “he’s himself—breaking hearts and preparing to take over the world.”

      “As all three year olds do.”

      “Exactly.”

      I set the fish in the pan, the butter sizzling as it begins to cook then season the green beans and toss them in too.

      Garlic and butter, salt and pepper and lemon.

      Nothing earth-shattering.

      Ernest can’t handle anything with too much seasoning but that doesn’t mean it won’t be delicious. It’ll just be…Midwest spicy.

      Grinning, I flip the fish, stir the green beans, and slice the loaf of freshly baked bread into thick hunks I coat liberally with butter.

      By the time I’ve put a few on both of our plates, it’s time to take off the fish and veg, so I load those up too and then carry the food over to Ernest, along with forks, knives, and napkins.

      “…we’ll meet in San Diego and take the crew to the zoo and wild animal park,” he’s saying, lifting one of the paper napkins I set on the table and tucking it into the neck of his shirt.

      Amused, I bite the inside of my cheek then figure, what the hell, and tuck mine in too.

      At least with a makeshift bib, I’ll keep my shirt clean.

      We chat as we make our way through our food and then, later, the floats, but eventually, Ernest starts flagging. So even though I’m reluctant to end the night and go back to my sad, empty life with the potential of my annoying cheating ex showing up and knocking on my door to harass me, I still finish up the dishes and say goodnight.

      Then I walk home.

      Go upstairs.

      I fill my bathtub with the hottest water I can stand.

      As I soak, I pull up that night’s hockey highlights on my tablet and focus on gleaning every bit of information I can use for the Eagles.

      And I do it at such a volume that I can’t hear the doorbell going again and again.

      Or the pounding on the door.
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      Hudson

      The crowd groans, and I curse, knowing that I need to get my shit together.

      That I have to.

      But it’s the same rejoinder that I’ve told myself over the last couple of weeks.

      Get it together.

      Calm down and focus.

      Just keep your head down and push on and it will all come together.

      Except, spoiler alert, it’s not coming together.

      And every single fuckup continues to stack on top of the previous one so that I’m clenching my stick tighter and I’m getting more and more tense with each play, each practice, each game.

      Until…

      I do shit like I just did.

      Coughing the puck up.

      Now the Sierra have a breakaway with Lake Jordan—underwear model, face of a big vodka brand, and all-around pain in the ass—leading the charge.

      “Fuck,” I hiss, digging in my edges, sprinting forward, giving chase even though I don’t have any hope of catching up, not in time to stop that first shot, anyway.

      But I don’t stop chasing.

      I can’t—not on this one simple fucking thing I can do: the backcheck.

      I tear over the blue line, the red line, the opposite blue line, skating hard into our defensive zone. As expected, I don’t make it anywhere near in time to stop the first shot.

      Or the second.

      But I manage to tie up the trailing forward’s stick in time for Rhodes to get back and scoop up the puck, clearing it out enough for me to haul my sorry ass off the ice.

      Coach Dee glances at me as I haul myself over the boards, and I’m not surprised in the least when my ice time is significantly reduced for the rest of the game. I’m a fucking liability and even though my fuckup didn’t directly lead to a goal—tonight—that doesn’t mean I should be back out there putting the team’s lead at risk.

      Hell, part of me is starting to think that I don’t deserve to be back out there at all.

      And Christ, how pathetic is it that these thoughts are winding their way through my mind, clinging to my confidence, dragging it down and just generally fucking with my head?

      Too goddamned pathetic.

      I need to focus.

      I need⁠—

      “Huddy,” Coach Dee calls and I jump, head whipping in her direction.

      Her gaze locks on mine and my heart skips a beat at the intensity in her green eyes.

      “Ready?”

      I hope the fuck so.

      But I keep that thought in my head and just nod at her.

      She nods back. “With King and Cam, yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      The whistle trills and we hop on the ice, skate down to the opposite end of the ice, into the offensive zone. Where I should, theoretically, be less of a liability.

      Except, that worked so well earlier, didn’t it?

      “Hey,” Cam mutters, pausing in front of me, his eyes full of concern as they search mine. “Easy, yeah? Just do it exactly like we practiced the other day.”

      Practice.

      Christ.

      Because that’s been going as well as the games.

      But I nod instead of saying that.

      “Just drive to the net,” he murmurs. “King will do the rest.”

      Great.

      Like I’m a fucking baby.

      I shove that down, nod again, and watch as he peels off for the face-off dot, King lining up on the far side of the ice.

      I find the hashmarks, take my position, and brace myself for the contact that’s going to come at puck drop.

      The whistle trills.

      I clench my teeth together, grinding them tightly against my mouth guard, ignoring the bolt of pain in my jaw as I get ready for the drop.

      Before that can happen, the fucker from the other team I’m standing next to slashes me, and I bite back a curse, the sting burning through my hands.

      But I ignore that too.

      And focus.

      King nods at me.

      Cam settles his stick on the ice.

      And…

      The puck drops.

      I shove forward, thankful that all my extra time in the weight room of late means I can do at least one thing right—knocking the asshole on the other team to the ice.

      That done, I don’t stop moving, just keep skating, keep grinding, keep battling my way to the net and parking my ass in front of the goalie. I get shoved and punched, slashed and crosschecked, but I just dig in and don’t allow myself to be moved.

      At least I have size to my advantage.

      And it’s something that Cam uses when he wins the puck back to King, who tips it to our defenseman at the blue line and then cuts hard to the corner, drawing the center on the other team with him.

      This gives King—and Rhodes, the other D at the line—some space to move, to get into a better position to receive a pass, to draw the other team toward them and free up lanes to the net.

      It all happens in a matter of seconds, and because I’m not thinking about it too intensely, not worried about doing anything except keeping my ass out of the crease and in front of the goalie…and not getting beaned in the ass by a shot.

      Well, the ass shot would be tolerable if it deflected off me and into the goal.

      Or off my ass and to one of my teammates for them to put in.

      Either way would work for me.

      But that’s not what happens.

      Cam cuts behind the net, scooping up a hard pass that Rhodes sends from the point, corralling it on the blade of his stick then flicking it over to King who slides in behind me at the back door.

      But the puck doesn’t make it there.

      The goalie gets a piece of it and the puck ricochets up, faster than my eye can track, certainly faster than I can react as it flies toward my face.

      “Fuck,” I hiss as pain explodes across my cheek, followed quickly by a gush of warm liquid.

      Of blood.

      It drips onto my jersey, onto my gloves, onto the ice.

      Onto…the puck.

      I react instinctively, shoving my stick at it and…missing.

      Missing so fucking badly that I lose my balance, that the sudden change in direction has me breaking free of the hold the defenseman has on me.

      I fall forward, my stick in front of me, and it’s pure fucking luck that the blade just barely glances off the puck, sending it skittering, changing its direction, touching it just enough that when the goalie lunges to the side, trying to cover it, to get a whistle and stoppage in play…it slips between his legs and crawls, oh so slowly, over the goal line and into the net.

      It’s not pretty. It’s a fucking mess.

      But it happens before the play is called dead because of the blood.

      And the review on the play calls it a good goal.

      So the crowd roars and my teammates—except Pat and Duncan and Kane—give me a chorus of “Fuck yeahs!” and a plethora of fistbumps.

      I’m smiling—I make sure of that—as I accept the congratulations, the nods of approval from the coaches.

      But I don’t really feel that goal, don’t really feel the high from scoring, same as I don’t really feel the towel the trainer presses against my cheeks or the stitches they give me back in the training suite before I go back out to the game.

      Because it was another fuckup.

      And I know that I may have bought myself a little more time.

      But eventually, the fuckups going to catch up with me.

      Eventually, everyone is going to find out.

      And eventually…

      It’s all going to be over.
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      Diana

      “Dee, baby—”

      I grind my teeth together and wish—God, do I wish—that the morning hadn’t brought me to the team’s practice facility but the arena.

      At least at the arena, there’s a security guard and a fenced-in parking lot.

      At least at the arena, I don’t have to deal with Jason’s shit.

      Reaching into the back seat, I snag my backpack and straighten.

      Unfortunately, that brings me in contact with Jason’s body.

      Because he’s come even closer.

      And he’s big. He’s strong. Not to mention, he smells great.

      Something that makes me hate myself a little.

      I have a type. I know I do.

      But I’m not a slender woman—I’m full of compact strength and want someone big enough and strong enough to hold me without breaking a sweat…or their back.

      The smelling good part is just…

      Adult humaning.

      Something that Jason struggles with in a multitude of other ways.

      Like washing his dishes or throwing in a load of laundry or—you know—keeping his fucking hands and lips and dick to himself at my place of work.

      But he’s got the smelling good thing down pat.

      He steadies me, hands wrapping around the tops of my shoulders.

      “Don’t,” I snap, brushing him off.

      Yeah, he’s big and strong and smells good.

      But he also kissed another woman in the back hallways of what amounts to my office while I was
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