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      Although this story is a contemporary romance, it takes place in a slightly alternate universe. Thus, the top-level professional hockey league has a somewhat different make-up. There are no teams in Las Vegas or Arizona. Canada, on the other hand has gained some new teams, one in Quebec City, Quebec (which to be honest should never have moved) and one in Hamilton, Ontario.

      

      Also, team rosters may not quite line up with current ones.

      

      We have also decided to rid the world of COVID, because who needs a global pandemic when you can have hockey romance?

      

      The story is set, by and large, in the city of Hamilton, Ontario, which is located at the western tip of Lake Ontario. It is located about an hour’s drive away from both Toronto and Buffalo, NY, making those two teams natural rivals.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hamilton Steelhawks Roster

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Max “Douchebag” Ducharme (#13) Dirty Charmer

        Jayden “Killer” Kelly (#17) Dirty Lover

        Colby “Top Cheddar/Ched” Shelton (#10) Dirty Heartbreaker

        Jamie “Eddie” Edwards (C) (#6) Puck Around and Find Out

        Laurent “Gilly” Gill (#1) Dirty Puck Buddies

        Michael “Presto” Prestifillippo (#55) Getting Bodied

        Ryan “Rocky” Rocque (#19) Getting Rocked

        Chase “Chaser” Barrett (#26) Getting Chased

        Raphael “Biz” Bisson

        Jordan Dougherty 

        Lukas Gustavsson

        Corey Jennings (A)

        Dmitri “Kovy” Kovalenko (#30)

        Alex Labrie

        Jesse “Yes-Man” Makinen

        Logan “Sauce” Marinaro (A)

        Jan Novotni

        Alexei Petrov
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        @HawksGirl22 Incoming: another hot season with the boys #GoHawksGo Is it me or does Ducharme getting rough with @ToddCowan make him even sexier?

      

      

      

      Hamilton Steelhawks’ practice arena, late September

      With a wave to the waiting Zamboni driver, Max Ducharme unleashed a final wrist shot at the empty net before heading toward the bench. A twist of his hips, and he stopped, the last woosh from his blades echoing through the empty arena. Snow sprayed over an ad for a local pizza joint.

      First on the ice, last off—that was the work ethic his coaches and, before that, his dad had instilled in him since the first time he’d laced up a pair of skates.

      Although he opened the gate and headed for the tunnel, he could have stayed out there another hour. Nothing fired him up more than an intense intra-squad scrimmage—unless it was the prospect of the Hamilton Steelhawks facing their long-time rivals in Buffalo for the season’s first exhibition game.

      In two days, he’d stand at center ice, dressed in his white away jersey, a silver-stitched hawk emblazoned on his chest, awaiting the opening faceoff. With any luck, half of the packed arena might have made the hour or so journey across the border. Dressed in their red and black Steelhawks colors they’d shout, “Go, Hawks go!” and try to drown out the home team’s fans.

      But if all he heard were boos, that would only fuel his strides as he ducked through the opposition from end to end. Chirps from the crowd would only add an extra punch to his body checks. He’d only be better prepared for the same match-up on opening night.

      Until then, he still had a summer’s worth of rust to shake off before the grind of the upcoming season.

      In the dressing room, he pulled off his red practice jersey before sitting on the bench to tug at his skate laces. Time to lose the pads and hockey pants in favor of a pair of shorts and tee-shirt. After his post-practice stretches, he just might do ten miles on the stationary bike.

      In front of the next stall, Laurent Gill pushed his fingers through his short dark hair before bending to unbuckle his goalie pads. “Tabarnak.” He used his favorite French swearword, before continuing in accented English. “I had a shut-out going until you came along.”

      Max grinned. The shot, wired high on the blocker side from the slot, had been near perfect. “Scoring, it’s what I do.”

      Gilly narrowed a pair of blue-green eyes. “Yeah, we know all about your scoring.”

      “I wasn’t talking about last night. Someone had to bring you down, Gilly.”

      “Do it to UPL next time, eh?” UPL, better known as Ukko-Pekka Luukkonen, was one of Buffalo’s goalies. No doubt, Gilly wanted proof the up-and-coming Finn wasn’t ready for the show yet. But then Gilly would rather challenge for the top save percentage in the league.

      “At least three times, for sure, but that’s not for two nights. You just need to worry about Thompson and Skinner.”

      “Thompson and Skinner,” grunted Jayden Kelly—also known as Killer, both for his tendency to cross-check the shit out of everyone and the effect his baby blue eyes had on Hawks fans—from the bench on Max’s other side. The big defenseman tossed his gloves onto the shelf before swiping a lock of dark, sweaty hair out of his face. “Buncha wimps.”

      Gilly scratched his meticulously trimmed dark brown beard. Somehow, he managed to make it look like exactly three days’ growth. “Thompson’s not that soft, and they’ve got this rookie coming in. What’s his name?”

      “You mean Trevor Reyes?” said Max. “No guarantee he makes the team.”

      “I don’t know.” Jayden stepped into a pair of red shorts bearing the Hawk logo on the left leg. “He’s supposed to be good.”

      “He hasn’t seen what this league can do to you,” Max countered. “Anyway, they’ll all be playing golf by May. We’ll still be in it for the Cup.”

      “Playing golf, extended vacations, wheeling.”

      Gilly snorted. “Like girls want them when they can have me.”

      “Or any of us.” Jayden paused and pointed at Max. “Hey, almost forgot, Coach wants to see you.”

      Max straightened his spine. He hadn’t given Coach Reed a reason to get on his case. Yet. “What’s he want?”

      Jayden shrugged his massive shoulders. “Don’t know. He just said to send the douchebag to the office.”

      Max grabbed his sweaty practice jersey and whipped it in the defenseman’s face. His teammates’ laughter followed him into the passage to the small office where Coach Marty Reed usually spent time after practice mapping out Xs and Os on his white board and tinkering with his forward line combinations.

      But instead of the Steelhawks’ hard-nosed coach, someone even more hard-nosed sat behind the battered desk. A dark-skinned woman contemplated him from behind a pair of heavy-rimmed glasses. Shawntelle Alexander had broken barriers in her day, first as a Black woman sports journalist in the unapologetically white, male sport of professional hockey, but now as the newly appointed Vice President of Communications for the Hamilton Steelhawks.

      Max knew from their previous interactions when Shawntelle was part of media scrums that she didn’t take shit from anyone, not her colleagues, not the players, and most especially not him. Now she sat, attired for her new position in a conservative charcoal suit and white blouse, her hair slicked back, tapping a Waterman pen against perfectly manicured nails. She didn’t merely mean business, she meant fucking business.

      And she meant to start with him.

      “Have a seat, Max.” She gestured to a forgotten wooden chair across from the desk. “How are you today?”

      Suddenly conscious that he hadn’t yet showered, Max obeyed her unvoiced order. “Can’t wait to start the season.” Nothing like giving the pat answer. That’s what sports journalists expected. Newly appointed VPs, on the other hand…

      “Glad to hear it.” Although she left her statement there, she may as well have added, I hope you’re still feeling that way when I’m done with you. “I want to show you something.”

      She set aside her pen and pulled an iPad from her handbag. With a few deft movements of her fingers, she called up a video. Max watched his face flicker onto the screen. He sat at a table behind a microphone, the Steelhawks’ logo, a silver hawk with outstretched wings bearing a hockey stick in its talons, scattered across a panel at his back.

      “This is yesterday’s press availability,” she added needlessly.

      Max had already recognized as much.

      “Why I thought streaming press availabilities over the Internet rather than just letting everyone into the dressing room was a good idea, I’ll never know,” she muttered. “It’s all over social media.”

      Shit. Max kept his gaze steady, although he wanted to squirm. Something about this encounter felt like he was back in high school—and sent to the principal’s office. “I don’t check my accounts during the season.”

      “Smart, but you’ll want to see this.”

      He didn’t really need to. “I was there,” he grated.

      He hated press availabilities. Most players did. They learned from an early age to skate their way through them by giving cliched responses about getting the pucks in deep and working hard, and when the team was losing by saying the answer was in the room. But yesterday, Max had deviated from the script.

      Because a stupid reporter had decided to ask him about his dad.

      On the screen, the scene played itself out. “You led the team in penalty minutes last season,” came the canned voice from over the speaker. “When your dad played, he often led the league in penalties. Do you intend to be a player like he was? Do you think there’s a place for goons in today’s league?”

      Max’s on-screen self stiffened. His lips clearly formed the word fuck. “Do you want to rephrase that? Because it sounds like you’re calling my dad a goon.”

      “You mean he wasn’t?” The follow-up dripped with fake innocence. Rewatching it now set Max’s jaw on edge.

      “Show some respect. He was an enforcer, and that means putting the team’s needs in front of his. It’s the hardest job in the league. Or would you even know that?”

      “Why are you getting pissy, Max?” More fake niceties that set Max’s teeth grinding.

      “I’m not pissy. I’m telling you how it is. But I guess you’ll write whatever you want. Why bother asking me, you already know everything.”

      “Is there something you’d rather I ask about?” God, what was this guy’s problem all of a sudden? Todd Cowan worked for the local paper, so this wasn’t his first time covering the Steelhawks. Max had certainly run into him in previous media availabilities, but it was as if he suddenly had to scratch at this particular itch until it bled.

      “Maybe wonder how hard someone has to punch another guy before their nose breaks, I don’t know.” Yeah, and that would draw blood—his if Shawntelle had anything to say about it. Max had crossed a line, and maybe that had been the entire point.

      “Is that a threat?”

      “Of course, it isn’t.”

      Thankfully, the video cut off there. In any case, his session had come to a halt at that point. “Fucking journalists,” Max muttered.

      Shawntelle’s lips quirked in a suppressed smile. “Hey, watch it.”

      “It isn’t fair when you can say what you want about me. When you can take my words and use them to frame the story you want.”

      “They can only use what you give them. Yesterday, you gave Todd Cowan too much. He knows where to probe now.”

      “You can always stop making me do media availability.”

      Shawntelle shook her head. “You know better. They ask for you. You’re a good story, son of a former player, and a notorious one at that. If I stopped making you available, you’d only look like you have something to hide.” She paused. “Look, Cowan is a little shit. No one likes him, and that only makes matters worse. I’m going to have to release a statement on your behalf.”

      “Fuck.”

      “I have no choice here. This is a bad look. There’s a hashtag. It’s trending.” She didn’t have to tell Max what that meant. A reporter wanting to get noticed in a bigger way only needed to go viral.

      He pushed his fingers through his short, curly hair. Christ, what a mess. “I got emotional. It’s who I am. It’s part of my game.”

      “I think we all know that, as many penalties as you put up. But you need to rein it in in front of the media. Especially Cowan. He’s trying to move up to a national gig, and it looks like he’s made you this month’s target.” She leaned across the desk. “I want to help you with this.”

      Max stretched out his legs and drummed his fingers on his thighs. “Just ban Cowan from press availabilities. Problem solved.”

      “You know it doesn’t work that way. He’ll just bitch on social media, and we’ll still look bad. I want to give you a tool to change the narrative, something you can pivot to when reporters ask you about things you’d rather not discuss.”

      God, he knew this. He’d known it since he played junior. He could have handled yesterday’s questions in a hundred different ways, but that asshole had blindsided him. And now Cowan knew just which buttons to push next time. “Too late.”

      “Maybe not. I have an opportunity for you.”

      Shit, he’d been in such a good mood earlier, but it was gone now. Poof. “Opportunity?”

      “There’s a program here in Hamilton. It targets kids who wouldn’t have a chance otherwise and puts them into sports. As of this season, the Steelhawks are helping to fund them, but I’d like to have a more visible face on the community outreach.”

      “And I’m the face?”

      “You have to admit you’re photogenic.” Photogenic. Not for a hockey player, but photogenic in general.

      “That’s what I get for having all my teeth.” But it was more than having all his teeth. It came from taking after his mum. He’d inherited her light hair, blue eyes, and cheekbones that would make a model seethe with jealousy. Despite his efforts to get his face smashed in every few games, none of his opponents had managed to even break his nose. More often than not, he was the one doing the smashing.

      “So you want me to autograph jerseys and hand them out?” Max added. “I can do that.”

      “You can. So could anyone on the team for that matter.”

      “Invite us all, then. It would be a big media event, like when we visit the sick kids at Christmas.”

      “I had something of a more personal engagement on your part in mind. The program involves all manner of sports, but naturally, we’d like to see you on the ice, working with the kids.”

      Max leaned back in his seat. “So let me get this straight. You want me to give skating lessons.”

      A smile broadened across Shawntelle’s face. “Pretty much. Though you won’t be working alone. The program has already hired an instructor. She will be taking the class solo on the weeks you can’t make it because, of course, we’ll have to work around the team’s schedule. My assistant will contact you with the details later today.”

      Obviously, that was that. Shawntelle wasn’t about to give him any further say in the matter. Instead, he was going to be stuck in a rink with a bunch of kids and some forty-something soccer-mom type.

      He pushed his chair back, and stood.

      “Oh, and Max… Don’t give the media anything bad to say about you. Stay out of trouble.”
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        @HamiltonCommunity Excited to have Max Ducharme from the #Steelhawks visit us today and teach the kids some hockey moves! Get your blades ready!

      

      

      

      Hamilton community center, three days later

      Addie Holtz hunched inside her red and white warm-up jacket and shivered. A pristine sheet of ice beckoned with the promise of a chance to warm up, but not yet. The head of the community sports program had told her to expect some help today. Help in the form of a representative of the Steelhawks hockey team. That might lend some excitement to her upcoming lessons, but most likely it was some assistant coach or equipment guy.

      No matter, she’d seen some videos on YouTube where figure skaters taught hockey players how to do arabesques and simple jumps. It might be fun for some of the less-sure-on-their blades kids to see some older man flailing his way through a few choreographic moves.

      If the man came back for more lessons, maybe they could turn the tables, and Addie could learn how to shoot the puck. That would make some of the hockey-mad kids happy.

      Inside her pocket, Addie’s phone vibrated. Pulling it out, she saw a waving emoji on the screen. Her friend Gabby was still competing, trying to earn a spot on the national team.

      Addie swiped open the text message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Gabby: Want some gossip from the Autumn Classic?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Addie: Always. Am I going to have to come see you skate tonight?

      

      

      

      

      

      The moment she hit send, a pang of regret hit her. The competition was less than a half hour’s drive down the highway in Oakville, but did she really want to go to an arena where some spectator might recognize her? Where someone might remember?

      The Autumn Classic was hardly the same as a Grand Prix event, but die-hard fans flocked to the smaller venues, especially at the beginning of the season. If the wrong person snapped a pic with their cell phone, Addie would be all over social media within minutes. She might know better than to look for herself online, but she still didn’t want to make herself the object of gossip.

      
        
          
            
              
        Gabby: If you come, heads up. Charlie’s here. With a new partner.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her hands went cold. That decided it. It might be fun to get together with her old skating buddies, but Charlie was a no-go.

      Although the flashing ellipses on her screen indicated Gabby was preparing another message, Addie put her phone away.

      Well, shit. People would talk about her whether she showed up at the competition or not. But did she really want to run into her former pairs partner when he’d teamed up with someone else? And that didn’t even take into account other, deeper entanglements.

      She shoved that thought aside.

      Where was the guy from the Steelhawks, anyway? Probably taking his time, because the community rink was hardly the kind of state-of-the art facility he was used to. Scuffed boards, worn mats to protect sharpened skate blades, uncomfortable plastic seats filling the stands on one side, the faint scent of Zamboni exhaust—her current reality. Still, he needed to get here soon, because the kids were about to start showing up.

      Her phone vibrated again. Crap. Despite herself, she pulled it out to read the latest message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Gabby: They practiced right after me this morning. This is their program.

      

      

      

      

      

      She’d attached a video. Charlie’s familiar face filled the opening frame, his posture as precise as always. Chin up, shoulders relaxed—Addie could almost hear their old coach’s corrections. With his shaggy light-brown hair, narrow face, and almost sharp nose, some people said he could have passed for a pop singer, but Addie had never seen it. That was what happened when you passed the majority of your formative years with a person, watching his gradual maturation day by day, a slow evolution from child to man.

      Curiosity made her finger itch. She shouldn’t watch this video. She shouldn’t care. But… well, what if he fell? What if he screwed up a triple toe loop? That might make the pain of facing him worth it. And if she could watch this video and not freak out, wouldn’t it prove she was over everything that had happened?

      Maybe she could get together with the old gang, after all.

      Her finger trembled as she touched the screen. The view panned back to Charlie and his partner in their opening pose. This was going to be a full run-through then. She squinted at the partner, tiny with short, dark hair. Where, among all the high-level skaters in Canada, had he found her? A question Gabby would have to answer, because Addie couldn’t even set a name to that face.

      Then the music started, synthesized notes from the love theme to some 1980s action movie, and each note burrowed into Addie like a bell tolling at a funeral. No. No, no, no.

      Of all the choices…

      But it couldn’t be the same program. They moved, one turn, another accompanied by a sweeping arm gesture before heading into the jump sequence—triple loop, double toe, half loop, double salchow. Bang, bang, and bang, in perfect, effortless synchronization.

      Perfect the way only Addie and Charlie had been.

      And with her head, Addie followed each step—even that goddamned triple loop that she’d nearly broken an ankle learning for him—because she knew what move they were about to make.

      Bile burned the back of her throat, and her eyes began to sting. Damn it. Fingers shaking harder now, she paused the video before Charlie and his new partner could skate into the next element. The last thing she needed was to see this new girl to succeed where she had failed.

      How dare he recycle this program and choreography? How dare he do this to her? This was supposed to have been their signature piece, and theirs alone, the one that would take them to the Winter Games. The one that might even place them on the podium if they turned both those double jumps to triples. No one besides their coach and choreographer had even seen it.

      Until now.

      But that was before disaster had struck, before Charlie had ended their partnership, leaving her skating career and her feelings in a jumble of wreckage. That should have been the end, but life—no, Charlie—had reserved one final dagger. This was complete and utter betrayal.

      Somehow, she managed to send a final text off to Gabby.

      
        
          
            
              
        Gotta go, time for my class, ttyl.

      

      

      

      

      

      She shoved her phone back into her pocket before she could give into the urge to hurl it across the ice. A new cell was definitely not in her budget.

      Breathe, Addie. Center. In her competition days, she’d learned how to quash her nerves before skating out in front of a crowd and judges, but for some reason, in this moment, those calming techniques were failing her. She looked up at the too-bright arena lights and blinked. Hard. She had to get herself under control before the kids showed up. Before—

      “Hello?”

      The unfamiliar voice nearly made her jump out of her skin. She turned. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m looking for an Addison Holtz.”

      “You’ve found her. Most people call me Addie.”

      “Max Ducharme.” A hand extended, he strode forward, his gait lurching from the need to walk on skate blades. Hockey skates. Naturally.

      And it wasn’t just the skates that gave away his profession. His red and black hockey jersey may have been cut to wear over equipment, but it didn’t hide a pair of broad shoulders. Blue eyes twinkled beneath the fade style cut that failed to rein his rebellious sandy-brown curls, and that set of cheekbones looked to be as sharp as her skate blades.

      Definitely not a coach. To judge by his age, she was getting a player, although his name meant nothing to her. An actual contracted pro player who probably made millions was taking time out of his no-doubt busy schedule to help with the kids.

      Her mouth went dry, and she fumbled for her water bottle.

      He had no right to be this attractive. As she’d risen in the ranks of competitive skating, she’d often competed with local hockey teams for ice time, sponsors, and most especially funding, without even taking into account the snide comments. Charlie had borne the brunt of the insinuations about his sexual orientation, but the memory still rankled.

      Taking those feelings out on someone she’d just met was hardly fair. In any case, she was no longer competing—not with the hockey establishment and not even with other skaters.

      He shook her hand with a firm grip that caused her breath to hitch the tiniest bit.

      Damn it, she had to rein in her emotions.

      This reaction had to be the lingering effects of seeing Charlie with a new partner. It couldn’t possibly have anything to do with this man who looked strong enough to bear her weight in a lift, as long as he knew the proper technique.

      “You’re from the Steelhawks?” A stupid question when the silver hawk in the center of his chest was staring right at her.

      “Yep.”

      Thank God he didn’t laugh, although his smile revealed a full set of very white, very straight teeth. If someone asked Addie to imagine a hockey player, Max was the last image she’d conjure up. Sure, he filled out that jersey, even without gear, but he wasn’t a hulking brute. A foot taller than she was, definitely, but a lot of people were. And the soft-looking denim of his faded jeans… had to be custom cut to fight those thighs. If anything, those powerful muscles looked built for explosive bursts of speed.

      She reached down to pull the guards off her skate blades, before draping her warm-up jacket over the boards and gliding onto the ice. A few rockers would get her blood pumping and shake off the chill of the arena. “I thought we could—”

      Max was still standing by the boards, his mouth halfway open and his nostrils flared.

      Damn, she hadn’t given her attire a second thought. Her old sleeveless black catsuit was designed to show off her lines for the coach to correct them when necessary. She had to admit it fit her more snugly than it used to, but Max would just have to deal with it.

      “Are you coming? The kids will be here soon, and we should go over what I’d planned.”

      He closed his mouth and chugged forward onto the ice like a sprinter blasting out of the starting blocks, almost in defiance of Addie’s grace. He did a lap of the rink, and she caught sight of DUCHARME stretching from shoulder to shoulder atop a giant number 13.

      Her legs burned with a desire to join him, if only to show him she could skate that fast, because she could, and she would look a lot better doing it. Not that he would care. To him, skating was a means to an end; it wasn’t an art in and of itself.

      He came to a stop, nearly spraying her with snow. “So what are we learning today?” With one leg, his skate blade traced a half circle on the ice. “C-cuts?”

      “Nope.” She let a grin stretch her lips. At the same time, she threw her arms to the side, pushed off, raising her free leg until her skate was head-high. “Arabesques. Spirals.”

      A wicked urge rose in her to push the envelope. If he could show off his speed, she could perhaps scare him a bit. So she leaned even further until her hand touched the ice and the toe of her free leg pointed directly at the overhead lights.

      “Holy sh—”

      She righted herself, the movement slow and controlled, although she wanted to pop up. “Better not finish that thought around the kids.”

      The chatter of young voices was already filtering from over by the boards.

      His face melted into the very picture of feigned innocence. The expression had probably gotten him out of trouble hundreds of times before. “I was going to say holy Scheifele.”

      “What’s a shife-lee?”

      “Scheifele, as in Mark. He plays for Winnipeg.”

      She might have known. “I don’t follow hockey. At all.”

      He turned and waved an arm toward the gate, where the first of her class were taking a few wobbly steps onto the ice. “I bet some of them do.”

      As if to prove his point, a voice echoed over the group. “Oh my God, it’s the douchebag.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The d-word had a predictable result over the group of kids. An outburst of giggles echoed toward the rafters. Max bit back his own bark of laughter.

      Just as well, because with an efficient push, Addie zeroed in on the instigator. “Riley!”

      But maybe he wouldn’t mind if she pinned him with her dark stare. With her pointed chin and turned-up nose, her face was almost aggressively cute. Pixie-like, even when she meant business. And she clearly meant business now.

      A boy of maybe nine with brown skin and a mop of dark curls peeking from beneath a bicycle helmet stared back with a defiance Max could only admire.

      He skated between Addie and the kid. “It’s okay. That’s what my teammates call me. The best fans know all the players’ nicknames.”

      Riley stared up at Max with round, dark eyes. The kid’s expression probably looked like that on Christmas morning before he dived into a pile of presents. “Yeah.”

      “The rule here,” Addie said, “is we treat each other with respect. That’s not a respectful name.”

      That depended on context, but Max knew better than to point that out. He’d prefer his teammates call him a douchebag good-naturedly, rather than something stupid and girly like Maximum Charm. Back in junior, he’d clocked the opposing player who had tried to make that one stick. “Better just call me Max, bud.”

      “Really?” Now the kid looked like he’d opened the biggest box to find a brand-new PlayStation.

      Addie pushed back to address the class. “This is Max. He’s here to help us learn to skate.” She glanced over, clearly expecting him to add his two cents.

      “I won’t be here every Sunday. I’ve got games and road trips, but when the schedule allows…”

      Riley was practically bouncing off the ice in his scuffed skates. “Does that mean we’re doing hockey?”

      “Do you want to answer that, Addie?”

      “Not today.” Groans from the kids met that pronouncement. “Another time, though, when Max is here…”

      “Aw jeeze.” Riley crossed his arms, all his defiance back. “But Max just said he’s not going to be here all the time.”

      “I actually think we can do some hockey now,” Max said. “Even if we don’t have any sticks or pucks.” Addie opened her mouth no doubt to protest, so he hurried on. “It’ll only take a second. What’s most important in hockey?”

      “Scoring!” shouted one girl.

      “Winning!” cried another.

      “Being tough,” said Riley.

      Addie’s full lips curved upward. “Skating?”

      Max couldn’t help but return the grin. “Nope. It’s teamwork. Your team doesn’t work together you’re not going to win… anything. And the coach is part of the team. Today, Addie’s the coach, so let’s listen to the game plan.”

      He nodded to Addie, and she nodded back, her dark brown eyes sending a clear message: okay, so maybe you’re all right. If he was, he’d had no idea until now. Mostly, he only wanted to see what she’d planned for these kids. Especially if she was going to do that move again, the one where she leaned over and touched the ice, her legs in a full split.

      What she did next was almost as good. Bending double, she pressed her fingers to the insteps of one girl’s skates, before moving on to another student and another. That ass, though. Without a doubt, skating developed glutes, but somehow Addie had attained near perfection.

      Not that the rest of her was unsightly by any means. Although her length of dark hair restrained in a tight ponytail could go. All he wanted was to see it unbound and flowing free, a length of black silk that matched his pillowcases. Yeah, his bedroom would be the perfect place to discover if her enthusiasm matched her flexibility.

      A tug at his hand made him shake off this train of thought. Thank God, because Max couldn’t imagine a more inappropriate place for where his mind was headed than a rink full of kids.

      Riley stared up at him. “Check my laces?”

      “Sure, bud.” He crouched and made sure the kid’s skates were tightened properly. “You’re good to go.”

      “Everybody ready?” Addie called. “Line up.”

      Ten or twelve boys and girls, dressed in sweatshirts and jeans, wobbled toward the blue line. Their skates were just as scuffed as Riley’s, with numbers painted on the heels. Rentals. Shawntelle’s voice echoed through Max’s mind. These kids didn’t have access to sports otherwise—meaning their parents couldn’t afford luxuries like custom skates and private lessons, things Max himself had grown up with. Things he had taken for granted, until now.

      “Opening pose,” Addie prompted, standing with one foot facing front, the other perpendicular behind it, and both arms extended to the sides. “Now glide.”

      She skated backward, while the kids stumbled forward. At the red line, she called, “Snowplow.” And once everyone had stopped, she added, “Lemons.”

      The hell? Max watched as she curved her blades in and out, leaving a tracing on the ice not unlike the citrus fruit.

      “Are you going to join us, Max?”

      Busted. Busted standing by the boards and watching. Letting his gaze trace Addie’s lines if he were completely honest.

      A girl whose long red braid clashed with her pink helmet tried to look over her shoulder and promptly landed on her rear. If he’d been in a game, his burst of speed would have sent him on a clean breakaway. Instead, he reached the girl’s side in seconds and stood her on her feet.

      “Everyone, what’s he doing wrong?”

      He snapped his gaze to Addie, who watched him with a particular spark in her eye. Damn, but she was enjoying this a bit too much.

      “He’s not holding his arms out,” said Riley.

      “He’s not keeping his chin up.” That from the little redhead.

      “Gee, thanks,” muttered Max, “and after I helped you.”

      She showed him a gap-toothed grin.

      In a moment, Addie appeared beside him. “We can’t neglect our posture. Now come on.” Circling behind him, she raised his arms. “Shoulders back. Now chin. Now glide.”

      What choice did he have, but to listen to the coach? Especially after the speech he’d given the kids. The good PR the team milked from this had fucking well better be worth feeling this stupid.

      “Well done.” She sounded far too cheery.

      He suppressed an urge to put his hands over his head like a ballerina. “You’re not going to tell me to point my toes?”

      “If you lift a foot off the ice, I just might.” Thankfully, she turned back to the class. “Now let’s try that again.”

      Riley sidled up to him. “Again? We did the same thing last week.”

      Yeah, and the kid had done okay with the opening moves, hadn’t he? He wanted more, but the weaker skaters weren’t ready to move on from the easy stuff yet.

      “Has she shown you how to go backward yet?”

      “No.”

      “You saw her do it just now. She did those, whatcha call it, lemons? Only push back.”

      Max demonstrated, Riley, his nose scrunched up, gave it a shot.

      “That’s it. Push out, in, out, you got it, bud. I’ll take you on my team playing defense any time.” He paused. “You do have to practice, though. If you want success, you have to put in the work even if it seems boring. Even in hockey you go over the basic stuff until you can do it without thinking. Your muscles have to learn what to do without your brain telling them.”

      The loud slap of hands clapping snapped Max’s attention back to center ice. “Okay, everyone.” Addie was glaring in Max and Riley’s general direction. “Pay attention.”

      Max nudged the kid. “We might be in trouble. Do you think she’ll keep us after class?”

      “Let’s try something different,” Addie went on. “Why don’t we have everyone go one by one and show us all what you can do?”

      Max had a feeling he knew where this was headed. She was going to make him do something that involved pointing his toes.

      Each kid stepped up, tripping over toe picks, attempting lemons, coming to awkward stops. Addie made a fuss over everyone, praising good form, and letting them start over when they fell. When Riley’s turn came, he glided into the center face-off circle in three strides and snowplowed to a halt, before taking a few shaky steps backward that ended up flowing into actual skating strides.

      “Beauty, Riley!” Max yelled.

      Addie applauded the effort. “Oh, impressive. Great job. Now let’s see what your private instructor can do.”

      Riley’s ease at picking up a new skill had reminded him of his childhood studying the likes of Sidney Crosby on TV. Max had managed to pick up a trick or two before his coaches could teach him, and one move in particular struck him as fairly figure skatey.

      He hoped.

      A few backward cross cuts brought him up to speed, and then he turned his right foot out so the blades were facing in opposite directions as his skate blades etched an arc into the ice.

      “And that, class,” Addie said, “is called a spread eagle.”

      Max pulled himself out of the position and skated to a stop in front of her. “It has a name?”

      “It most certainly does, but you need to sell it. Remember your posture.” Once again, she positioned his arms. Her fingers left little circles of warmth on his wrists in their passing.

      “I usually have a stick in my hands when I do that.”

      “But you don’t have one now. So try again.”

      He fucking well wasn’t going to do that again. Instead, he built up speed until he’d skated around the net-free goal crease, ending with a fist pump while crouching low to the ice. Grinning, he goaded, “Tell me what that was.”

      “An attempt at a shoot-the-duck?”

      His goal celebration actually had a name?

      “This is how you do it.”

      She took off backward once more, giving him a chance to appreciate the cut-out in the back of her outfit and the view it afforded of the groove that delineated her spine, like a lane heading straight toward those sweet, sweet ass cheeks. With a sudden turn, she bent her knee until she was sliding on one blade, her butt low on her heels, and her other leg stuck out parallel to the ice surface, toe clearly pointed. God, what a thigh-burner that must be.

      “No way you’re going to get me to do that.”

      In a single, fluid motion, she straightened, arching her back and throwing out her arms, just to rub it in. “How about this?”

      A single push sent her along a curve toward the group. Head up, shoulders back, she raised a leg until she caught her ankle, the opposite arm outstretched. Come over here those splayed fingers seemed to call to him. An invitation.

      He shifted his weight from one skate to the other in a vain attempt to loosen his suddenly tight jeans. Any activity he wanted to join her for at this point would likely melt the ice, and it was most definitely not appropriate with an audience watching.

      Without warning, that lovely line crumpled. Max had blown an edge during a game often enough to recognize what had happened—only he was never holding his back leg.

      “See,” he began attempting to remain calm, even as he strode toward her, “everyone fa—”

      Although she got her feet underneath her to right herself, Addie’s knees wobbled. She’d saved herself before clipping her chin. While she emphasized prettifying her skating, even Max could see she was absolutely solid on her blades. Until now.

      He reached her, wrapped his fingers around her upper arm. Supple muscle flexed beneath his grip, but that only served to emphasize her apparent weakness. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.” But she wasn’t, not really. Her lips quivered, and she stared across the rink at nothing with glassy eyes. He’d seen this kind of expression on the faces of guys who had just slammed head-first onto the ice after taking a high hit.

      Which made no sense at all.

      “Are you sure? I think you need the quiet room.”

      “I’ll be okay.” Her words came with much more force this time, enough to nearly convince him.

      Max pulled her to her feet, then looked up to find about a dozen round-eyed kids staring. “Sorry, guys, I think this lesson is over.” It was probably about time for it to be finished anyway. “See you in a week.” The team had a small road trip coming up, but they’d be back by next Sunday. To Addie, he said, “You don’t look okay to me.”

      “It’ll go away.” As if to prove her point, she set a hand against his chest and pushed off. Solid now, in control, she followed the kids to the boards and slid her arms into a red and white warm-up jacket. As her wrists disappeared into the sleeves, he caught sight of a tattoo just beneath her hand, too tiny to make out, but large enough to intrigue.

      “So it’s not the first time this has happened.”

      She caught his gaze, her eyes obsidian-like. “You’re not my doctor or my mother.”

      “Can I at least give you a ride home?” Shit, she probably thought he was trying to pick her up. Under other circumstances, maybe he would, but this was different. With any luck, his face betrayed concern and not some baser feeling.

      “I’ll be fine,” she insisted.

      Did she want to play tough? She had no idea who she was dealing with. “Give me your phone.”

      Eyes narrowed, she turned her face to one side, but something in his tone must have convinced her, because she reached into her pocket, pulled out the device, and swiped in her passcode before handing it to him.

      He poked at the contacts icon and added his number. “Text me to let me know you got home okay.”

      Her skeptical smile carried an undertone of sarcasm. “Sure… Mum.”
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