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      I’ve been a backup goalie my entire professional career. I’ve bounced around from team to team, never staying anywhere long enough to feel at home. When I join the Sockeyes and their starter is injured for the season, I finally have a chance to prove I belong in the league.

      My career might be on an upward trajectory, but my personal life is in the dumps. I’ve become increasingly close to a teammate’s estranged and emotionally abused wife, Inga Chowoski, rescuing her from situation after situation, causing friction on the team and disrupting my normally quiet existence.

      As I resist my growing attraction to the sweet, shy Inga, I have to wonder, who’s going to rescue me from myself?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            MIXED UP

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Vick~~

      

      

      As a backup hockey goalie, my opportunities arise from the misfortunes of others, namely our starting goalie. It sucks, but that’s the way it is.

      Brick contorts his body in a way that’s next to impossible and makes an unbelievable save as the horn signaling the end of the second period sounds. He goes down hard, writhing on the ice and in obvious extreme pain. The entire bench stands and groans, including me. Instead of filing off the ice to the locker room, we wait.

      The training staff runs to Brick. After several tense minutes, he gets to his feet, held up by a trainer on each side of him. He hobbles down the tunnel, and the team follows. Coach is in the hallway consulting with the goalie coach and head trainer. His expression is grim. This isn’t good for Brick.

      He motions me aside. “You’re going in for the final period.”

      I nod. I expected as much. Brick’s injury didn’t look like one that would have a miraculous recovery.

      Twenty minutes later, we’re in the hallway waiting to take the ice. As I walk past a reporter, I hear him saying to the camera, “Vick Marshall is replacing Martin Bricker for the third. Vick is one of the few goalies of color in the league, and we love seeing him get his chance while we hope Bricker has a speedy recovery. Vick, can you say a few words about promoting diversity in the league?”

      I grimace and ignore the mic he thrusts in my face. Up until now, my role with every team has been as their token diverse player, a role I didn’t ask for nor do I embrace.

      I’m a mixed-race hockey player. In fact, so mixed that I’m mixed up myself as to which part of my heritage to identify with. As a result, I feel as if I don’t fit anywhere.

      The league loves using me to illustrate how diverse they are when they aren’t diverse at all. Defending my various cultures isn’t why I’m here. I’m here to play hockey, and that’s it. My job is to win this hockey game.

      We’re up two to zero. I haven’t played in weeks. I’m rusty and not warmed up. I don my helmet and head for the net. My teammates call out words of encouragement because what else are they supposed to do? I’m no fool. I catch their worried expressions as I take the ice. I’ve never been consistent enough to be a starter, and everyone is aware of my shortcomings, including tonight’s opponent.

      I’m as ready as I’m going to be with minimal warm-up time, and the teams take their places for the face-off. The Vancouver captain wins the face-off. A winger gets the puck, turns, and shoots. My timing is a split second off, and the puck sails over my shoulder and into the back of the net. The lamp lights, and the hometown crowd goes silent.

      From this point forward, things turn to shit. Within a minute, Vancouver ties the game.

      My shaky confidence shatters. My teammates try too hard to cover for me, and nothing is working. They’re frustrated. I’m frustrated. We lose our composure as a team. Penalties stack up against us. Wild initiates a fight in which he ends up the loser, which never happens.

      The final buzzer finds us losing to the worst team in the division, two to four.

      We blew a two-goal lead, and I blame myself for letting in four goals in the third period. My ability to see the puck was crap, and our defense was zero help. Regardless, I’m ultimately responsible for letting those goals in.

      The guys are supportive and trying to bolster my shattered confidence, but I’m not buying their positivity. I shower, dress, and head for the door with my tail tucked between my legs. Banks joins me as we exit the locker room. I share a condo with him and Brogan, though we rarely see Banks. He’s always with his girlfriend.

      Jessie, Banks’s better half, waits in the hallway with another woman I don’t recognize. My eyes narrow when I notice she’s wearing a Drager Chowoski jersey, which labels her as one of Chow’s harem. Despite being married, Chow has girlfriends in every town we visit. Only this one doesn’t act like any of the other women I’ve seen hanging all over him. They’re bold, ballsy, and confident. This poor thing ducks her head and hides her face behind a curtain of long glossy brown hair the color of caramel.

      “Banks, this is Inga Chowoski, Drager’s wife.” Jessie smiles encouragingly at Inga.

      Banks’s eyes widen. He’s thinking the same thing I am. This sweet, shy, and tiny woman cannot be mixed up with that asshole. Chow is a savvy veteran defenseman but an asshole and not a team player. Most of us tolerate him and his antics because we have no choice. He’s a teammate, and we don’t get to choose our teammates. That’s above and beyond our job description.

      “Inga, this is our goalie, Vick.”

      She peers through her strands of hair before lifting her head and setting her jaw, as if mustering her courage. “Nice to meet you. I’m waiting for Drager to give me a ride home.” Her voice is too quiet; I barely hear her. I wonder briefly why she feels the need to explain why she’s there.

      Banks and I exchange a panicked look. One of us has to tell her, and I’m guessing she’s heard this story before.

      “He’s already gone,” I say uncomfortably. Drager had strutted off with the rookies a few minutes prior, which means the dick deserted his wife and left her to fend for herself. I dislike him even more now, which I hadn’t thought possible.

      “But he was supposed to give me a ride.” Inga’s eyes fill with tears. Well, this is awkward.

      I shift from one foot to the other while Banks stares at the wall. Jessie pats Inga’s arm sympathetically. We’re doing a piss-poor job comforting her. In our defense, she caught us off guard, and we barely know her. Drager doesn’t invite her to games, as far as I can tell.

      An uncomfortable silence is broken only by Inga’s sniffles.

      “I’ll give you a ride home.” I blurt out the offer without thinking, surprising myself. I’m a guy who keeps his nose down and out of trouble. I get along with my teammates because I don’t make waves. Something like this will definitely make waves with Drager. He’s smarmy and insincere, and he won’t appreciate my interference. I don’t need to invite drama into my life. Being thrust into the starting goalie position is drama enough for me. But too late for regrets now. I’ll drive her safely home, and that’ll be that.

      “Thank you.” She casts a shy smile my way.

      “You’re welcome.” I tilt my head toward the elevator. She follows me as I walk over there. Even when I slow down, she stays a step or two behind me. Does Chow make her walk behind him like that? My blood boils at the thought.

      We approach my car, and I open the passenger door. She hesitates before getting in. I shut the door and walk to the other side. Before opening my door, I take a deep breath, then take my seat behind the wheel.

      “Where to?” I ask.

      She gives me an address that’s about twenty minutes away when traffic is good. This late at night shouldn’t be an issue. I drive in uncomfortable silence for several minutes. Finally, she clears her throat.

      “It’s very kind of you to give me a ride. I hope it’s not too far out of your way.” I glance at her in the glow of the dashboard light. She really is pretty, with a cute little body and expressive eyes. Of course, I wouldn’t expect Chow to marry a woman who’s anything but, though this shy little thing doesn’t seem like his type.

      “Right on my way,” I lie, not wanting her to feel any worse than she already does.

      “I’m sorry.” She chokes back a sob that tears at my heart.

      “Sorry? For what?” I resist the urge to touch her. That’d be stupid.

      “Inconveniencing you. Drager probably forgot I was at the game. I rarely go.”

      “I’m sure that’s what happened.” I almost choke on the words. How could any man forget his wife is present at a game he’s playing in?

      I pull down a long driveway. Trees line each side as I navigate the winding gravel road. A secluded one-story home comes into view, and I’m surprised how modest it is. I expect Chow to have some huge mansion to show off his money. Perhaps he doesn’t feel the need to waste money on a house he never invites anyone to. Surely he doesn’t bring his girlfriends to the same house his wife lives in. Yet I wouldn’t put it past him.

      Inga glances at me and then at the house with a mixture of dread and fear in her eyes, which disturbs me. I follow her gaze to the dark, gloomy exterior. I’d be reluctant to go in there myself. I put the car into park and turn toward her. She doesn’t look my way, almost as if she’s in a trance. This is odd behavior, and I don’t know what to make of it.

      “Inga, are you okay?”

      “I forgot to leave a light on.” She doesn’t take her eyes off the house. I detect a slight tremble in the hand that’s gripping the dashboard, but I can’t be certain of what I’m seeing as it’s dark with very little outside lighting.

      “Do you want me to go inside and check the house?” I’m treading on dangerous ground. This is not the way to stay uninvolved. Drager is a teammate, and being alone with his wife in their house is such a bad idea.

      “Not really.”

      That non answer doesn’t sit well with me. “What does that mean?”

      She bursts into tears and buries her face in her hands. I freeze. Like most men, I’m clueless around crying women. I don’t know what to do or what to say. I was raised by a single father and have two brothers—one older, one younger. I didn’t have a lot of exposure to women in my household growing up.

      This can’t be about her fear of a possible intruder, can it?

      I pat her arm, but the gesture is inadequate and causes her to cry harder. “Inga, what can I do to alleviate your concerns?” My question sounds too formal.

      “Nothing. No one can do anything.” Somehow I doubt she’s referring to her fear of a stranger lurking in her house.

      “This is truly none of my business, but are things okay?” In my black-and-white world, dumping the guy seems the best solution. Chow doesn’t love her enough to be faithful, so why not end it?

      “They’re fine.” She lifts her tearstained face and meets my gaze.

      “Are you sure? You can talk to me.”

      She doesn’t answer.

      “Inga?” I nudge.

      “I need to get in the house.” She reaches for the car door and shoves it open. Before I can react, she’s running across her lawn. I jump out and follow her to the front porch.

      “Inga.”

      Something in her eyes grabs hold of me. I put my hands on her shoulders and turn her to face me. She winces as if I’m going to hit her or something. I loosen my grip, not wanting to alarm her. She behaves as if she’s been manhandled before. That doesn’t mean Drager touches her. It might’ve been someone prior to him. I’m making excuses because I don’t want to believe my teammate is abusing his wife, though isn’t his infidelity a form of abuse?

      With shaking hands, she digs in her purse and pulls out a key ring.

      “Thank you for the ride.”

      “Let me give you my number in case you ever need anything.” Another dumb move on my part, but I can’t help myself. Inga can’t have too many friends in Seattle. Drager has only been on the team for a few months, and I’m guessing he keeps a tight rein on her.

      “As a friend,” I clarify, in case she thinks I’m expecting to get something in return for my kindness. “What’s your number, and I’ll text you so you have mine?”

      She hesitates, and I see the indecision in those deep blue eyes. I smile encouragingly. “If Drager finds out… He’s the jealous type,” she rushes to explain.

      “List me under a different name, like Sally or something.”

      I draw a laugh from her, which I suspect is rare. “Okay.”

      She unlocks the door and opens it. I catch a glimpse of an immaculate entry and living room that are so perfect, they’re impersonal.

      “Sure you don’t want me to check the house?” I wait, feeling woefully inadequate and uncertain.

      “No. Everything is fine.” Inga steps inside the door, punches in a security code, and pauses, pivoting to face me.

      “Let me give you my number just in case.” I try again and pull up my contacts with my finger poised. Inga reluctantly recites her number, and I punch it into my phone, immediately texting her so she has my deets.

      “Thank you.”

      She doesn’t give me a chance to answer but shuts the door. A second later I hear the click of a lock. I stare at the door for a few seconds before trudging to my car. Tonight’s game has already left me feeling like shit. Seeing Inga’s fear and misery adds icing to this crappy cake. I pride myself on my instincts, and they’re telling me something is very wrong here. Yet after tonight’s performance, I’d best be concentrating on my own problems before insinuating myself into somewhere I’m not welcome.

      Regardless, the look of despair on Inga’s face haunts me and won’t be that easy to brush aside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            NOT GOING BACK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Inga~~

      

      

      I shut the door, lean against it, and squeeze my eyes shut. Emotions swirl in my brain, and uncertainty clouds my judgment.

      I’m not afraid of a stranger hiding in my house. I’m afraid of my husband. Vick doesn’t need to know that. In fact, Vick cannot know that. No one can. It’s my secret, and I’m keeping it. I’m not sure why, other than I’m embarrassed to be in this situation, and I fear what might happen if anyone finds out. Drager’s career would be ruined. He’d be hell-bent on revenge, and I’d be the target of his fury. I might be living a miserable life, but at least it’s a life.

      I slink to the front window and peek through the closed curtain. My heart is beating so hard I feel the rapid pulsing in every cell of my body. Vick was so nice to me. I’d forgotten what it’s like to be around a man who treats a woman with respect. I also know if Drager were to drive down that driveway right now, there’d be hell to pay. We weren’t doing anything wrong, but he won’t care.

      As I watch, Vick walks with slumped shoulders to his car, a modest SUV, unlike my husband’s flashy sports car. Another thing I like about Vick. He’s understated and modest.

      Sympathy squeezes my gut. He had a disastrous game tonight, and I hate to see someone hurting as he obviously is. To add to his misery, he had to deal with me and my cryptic, odd responses to his questions. Hopefully he believes me, as I don’t want to cause problems between Drager and him.

      But my life is far from great.

      In the beginning things were so different. I met Drager over four years ago. I played goalie for a women’s college hockey team in the same town where he played minor league hockey. He was attentive and loving. We were hot and heavy almost immediately. I ignored the warnings of my family and jumped in with both feet. When the season started, he was called up. I found out I was pregnant. He wasn’t thrilled, but we had a quickie Vegas wedding anyway. I should’ve recognized that glaring red flag, but I didn’t.

      When we moved to Boston, everything went downhill from there. I lost the baby, and Drager started showing his true colors. We moved a lot as he never lasted long on any team. He makes sure I’m isolated and has driven off all my family and few friends. Or maybe I’ve driven them off, because he disapproves of anyone who doesn’t worship him.

      And here I am. A shell of my former self. Every time I gather the courage to leave, he puts on the charm and wins me back.

      I’m a spineless doormat, and I hate myself for it, yet I can’t seem to extricate myself.

      I refocus my attention on Vick’s taillights as they disappear around a curve in our long driveway. My heart sinks. I’m alone again.

      Mr. Bubbles, my ten-year-old tabby, rubs against my legs. I pick him up and cuddle him.

      “At least we have each other, right Bub?”

      He answers with loud purring. I carry him to the bedroom and place him on the bed. I pull on a prim nightgown that Drager hates, knowing I’ll pay for my small act of defiance later. I crawl between the covers and reach for the book hidden in a nightstand drawer. It’s a romance novel by one of my favorite authors, Kelly Jamieson. I settle into my fantasy world to forget about my real life for a short while.

      An hour later, with Mr. Bubbles curled up on the pillow next to my head, I hear the garage door open. I shoot to my feet, grab Mr. Bubbles, and deposit him safely in the spare bedroom. Drager hates it when he finds the cat in bed with me. I shove my book under the mattress. He also hates that I read romance novels, saying it’s an insult to his manhood, whatever that means.

      I climb back in bed, worried about my nightgown choice, but it’s too late to change now. I hear his heavy, uneven footsteps in the hallway. I brace myself. He’s drunk, which makes him meaner than usual.

      Through squinted eyes, I see Drager’s silhouette in the doorway. He’s swaying unsteadily. I shut my eyes and pretend to be asleep. I hear him step closer. A second later he rips the covers off me and grabs my arm to pull me off the bed. I fall to my knees, but he yanks me to my feet.

      “What the fuck is this?” he bellows and jabs a finger into my chest.

      “I’m cold, and this nightgown is warm.” My voice shakes as I prepare myself for what usually comes next.

      “I told you I hate that thing. When the fuck will you ever listen? Are you stupid?” He shoves me against the wall, grabs the neck of my nightgown in his big hands, and rips it all the way down. He throws me on the bed and straddles me.

      “I’m sorry,” I whimper. I hate the person I’ve become, but I don’t know how to find my old self.

      “Not sorry enough. Where’s that fucking cat of yours? I’ll show you sorry.”

      “No, don’t touch Mr. Bubbles.” Tears stream down my cheeks. His threat sends waves of fear through me. He means it, and I know he does. He’s threatened a lot of things over the years, but he’s only threatened to hurt my cat if I leave him. This is different, and he’s taken things up a notch. The cruel sneer and smug expression warn me that he means it this time.

      “Then show me how sorry you are.” He doesn’t give me time to respond. He tears off my panties and attempts to penetrate me, but he’s too drunk to get an erection. This scenario has played out too many times. He’ll blame me and take his frustrations out on me.

      Only tonight I’m lucky. After muttering something unintelligible, but definitely not flattering, he rolls to one side and passes out. I watch him warily as he snores loudly. When he’s like this, you can’t wake him.

      I’m torn. I want out, but I’m scared. He’ll hunt me down if I leave, and I don’t know how far he’ll go if I dare to defy him. I tried to leave once, and he found me. He beat me so badly, I wasn’t able to get out of bed for days. But Drager is smart. He never leaves a mark where people can see it, and so far he hasn’t done enough damage to take me to the hospital. He warned me if I ever pulled that shit again, they’d never find my body. I believe him.

      He doesn’t love me. I’m a possession, nothing more, nothing less, and Drager doesn’t give up his possessions.

      If I walk out this door tonight, I may be signing my death warrant. If I stay, I’m signing Mr. Bubbles’s death warrant. I’ve known for a long time that he’ll eventually use my beloved cat against me. Mr. Bubbles is all I have. I can’t lose him.

      Tomorrow is New Year’s Eve. On New Year’s Day, the team flies back east for a weeklong road trip. Drager will be nursing the mother of all hangovers after welcoming in the new year. He won’t have the opportunity to hunt me down. I’ll have a head start on him before he gets back.

      Time to take a stand and change my life.

      I’m out of here.

      I grab two suitcases and cram as much in them as I can. Next, Mr. Bubbles is wrangled into his cat carrier. Through it all, Drager sleeps like the dead.

      I lug everything to the garage. I have a small compact SUV. Drager monitors my mileage closely, but I don’t care this time. I find the tin can tucked behind some power tools my husband never uses. In fact, I doubt he knows the first thing about them. Inside is a wad of cash I’ve been hoarding for a few years. I hope it’s enough, but at this point, it has to be enough.

      Once the suitcases and Mr. Bubbles are loaded, I open the garage door and back out, shutting it behind me. I brake in front of the house and wait for a few seconds, having second thoughts. Mr. Bubbles’s plaintive meow jars me back to reality. Drager will kill my cat if I stay. I know he will.

      I accelerate down the driveway and onto the main road. Aimlessly, I drive without any idea of where I’m going. I have Vick’s number, though I don’t dare involve him. He’s Drager’s teammate and has enough on his plate without adding this nightmare.

      The only other person I know is Jessie, and I don’t know her well. She lives in a condo with her brother, Jason Wilder, one of Drager’s teammates. I’m not sure if they have room. I won’t know until I try.

      I slide into a parking space outside an all-night diner and text her. As soon as I hit Send, I regret what I’ve done. It’s three a.m., and she’s essentially a stranger, but I can’t take it back now. If her brother Jason is close to Drager, this could be disastrous.

      Me: I’ve left Drager. Can I stay with you tonight?

      I’m surprised when the response is immediate.

      Jessie: Absolutely.

      She follows up with her address.

      Me: I feel weird asking you, but I don’t know where else to go.

      Jessie: Don’t feel weird. Get your butt over here.

      Me: Will Jason care?

      Jessie: Nope. I’ve already texted him. He’s fine with it.

      Me: One more thing, I have a cat.

      Jessie: I love cats.

      Me: On my way.

      I enter her address in my phone’s GPS, and I’m back on the road in record time.

      The burden of living with Drager these past few years is lifted, and I feel free for the first time in forever. I’m doing this. And I’m not going back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            FORGET ABOUT HER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Vick~~

      

      

      On New Year’s Day, the team plane is in the air, jetting toward Chicago the first leg of our road trip.

      Drager is working the room, or more precisely the plane, yet something is off. I watch him chat up Ice, the team captain, to the point of being smarmy. Ice is polite, leaving me to wonder if he senses a shift also. Drager is the consummate politician around the teammates and coaches, but I find him insincere, or maybe I feel that way because I disliked him the first time I met him.

      I study Drager closely, trying to figure out what’s different today.

      I’m the only one who seems to notice the underlying current of anger flowing through him. He covers it well, but I’m finally seeing through his façade. Chow is one of those guys who acts like your new best friend, but when you turn your back, he stabs you with a knife.

      As far as I know, very few of my teammates share my assessment of the guy, though most don’t approve of his womanizing since he’s married, but he won’t be the first or last hockey player who’s unfaithful to his wife, especially on road trips.

      I’m a quiet guy with an uncanny talent for seeing a person for who they really are, probably because I do more observing than talking. As a goalie, I’ve honed those skills along with my ability to correctly read a person’s intentions. I pride myself on being a good judge of character. I haven’t liked Drager since that first day he walked into the locker room—call it a hunch, intuition, sixth sense, whatever you want, but I seem to have it in spades.

      Whatever’s going on I hope he didn’t take it out on Inga. Her fear had been disturbing. I have a nagging suspicion she’s protecting Drager, but I don’t know the details, and it’s only a feeling I have with no facts to back it up.

      Banks slides into the seat next to me. His gaze follows Chow, who’s laughing boisterously to the point of overdoing it at a joke Wild has told. The joke isn’t that funny.

      “What’s wrong with him? He’s going overboard,” I say to Banks, not really expecting an answer.

      Banks glances slyly at Drager and back to me. He seems amused.

      “You know something?”

      “Yeah. So does Wild.”

      “What would Wild possibly know?” Jason “Wild” Wilder isn’t in the Chow fan club, as far as I can tell. I doubt they’d be baring their souls to each other.

      “I can’t tell you here.”

      I nod, but I’m dying of curiosity. My mind churns over the possibilities. Maybe the dick got one of his girlfriends pregnant. Maybe he’s on the trading block. Maybe Inga cut off his dick. He’d deserve it.

      I dismissed the last possibility, even though I’d love to see it, as would the rest of the team. None of us like his cheating, but our disapproval doesn’t stop him. Women love a bad boy in theory, though probably not so much if they have to live with him.

      My thoughts drift once again to Inga. Try as I might, I can’t banish the memory of the fear and sadness I saw in her eyes. Chow did that to her with his cheating and God only knows what else. I’ve never been much of a fighter, even on the ice, but just once I’d get great satisfaction out of giving Chow a bloody nose.

      Banks launches into a story he read on a social media site about a cougar befriending a cat, and I half listen. Traffic is light in Chicago, maybe because it’s New Year’s Day. We arrive at the hotel in record time.

      I’m one of the first off the bus, with Banks on my heels. The young guys are making plans to party tonight, but I’m not interested. I notice Chow has joined the group heading to the bar across the street. He’s a partier and probably hangs out more with his teammates than I do.

      All I want is dinner, a couple beers, and to call it a night.

      Wild catches up with Banks and me. We make plans to meet in the hotel bar in a half hour. I waste no time. After putting my luggage in my room, I’m already halfway through my first beer when they arrive.

      My friends take their chairs, and I signal the bartender for a round. I tilt back my head and guzzle the remaining beer. I’m usually a light drinker, but tonight I might make an exception. It is the first day of a new year, after all. Once we’re settled in, I ask the question that’s been burning a hole in my brain for at least an hour.

      “Okay, spill it, boys. What’s going on with Chow?”

      Wild and Banks exchange glances. I narrow my gaze and give them my goalie glare.

      “Inga left him,” Wild says. He’s trying hard not to smile.

      “She left him? Like moved out? For good?” Giddiness flows through me. I shouldn’t feel so happy, but I do—for Inga. I don’t give a shit about Chowoski.

      Banks lifted a shoulder in response. “I hope so, but only time will tell.”

      “How do you guys know this?” I’m hurt that Inga didn’t call me for help, even though I don’t have a right to be. I’d only met her that one night when I gave her a ride home. Why would she trust me with something like this?

      “She’s staying at our condo right now.”

      “Does Chow know this?” I find it hard to fathom that he does, because if he did, he’d be beating the hell out of Wild—or trying to. I’d put my money on Wild any day of the week.

      “No. He doesn’t know where she is, and I plan on keeping her location a secret as long as I can. Jessie’s taking her to get a protective order on Monday.”

      “I see.” My gut rolls with unexplainable emotions. I barely know this woman, so why am I upset and worried? “I didn’t know Jessie and she were friends.”

      “They aren’t good friends, but Inga doesn’t have anyone else. The bastard has cut her off from all friends and family.”

      I fist my hands and imagine once again how good it’d feel to beat the shit out of Chow. The asshole is bringing out a violent side of me I’ve never seen before. Or maybe it’s Inga bringing out those caveman protective instincts that have long lain dormant.

      “What happened to make her finally cut ties with him?” I tread carefully, knowing if I sound too interested I’ll arouse their suspicions, and there’s nothing to be suspicious about. I gave Inga a ride home and feel sorry for her. That’s all.

      “He threatened to kill her cat. He’s threatened before, but this time she felt he meant it.” Wild’s face clouds with fury.

      “What the fuck?” I sit back in my chair and grip my beer so tightly the bottle should break.

      “I’m going to kill that fucker.” Wild slams his hand on the table, startling Banks and me. His eyes take on a feral gleam he usually reserves for guys he’s about to slam against the boards.

      “Get in line,” I growl.

      “He knows that cat is all she has in the world, and he uses it for leverage,” Banks adds.

      “Not all she has. Not anymore. She has Jessie, you, and me.” Wild smirks now, as if he’s looking forward to giving Chow what he deserves.

      “And me,” I blurt, even though I should stay quiet. I’m still unreasonably bent out of shape that she didn’t reach out to me, but I shrug it off.

      My teammates narrow their gazes and study me closely. Only then do I realize I’ve made a crucial error by showing I care too much.

      “What happened last night when you took her home?” Wild asks.

      “Nothing. We talked. That’s all. She’s a nice girl, and she deserves better than an unfaithful jerk.”

      Banks raises a brow, and Wild purses his lips as if trying to keep his mouth shut.

      “Nothing happened. I don’t mess with married women or my teammates’ WAGs.” I cringe at how defensive I sound.

      Wild bursts into laughter, and Banks is right there with them. I scowl and cross my arms over my chest. My two buddies sober after a few minutes. They’re suspicious, and I’m acting like a guy with something to hide, which I don’t have anything to hide.

      “It’s a good thing you don’t. We’re going for the Cup this year, and everyone needs to be on board and playing like a team.” Wild gives me the same stern look my dad used to when I’d been bad.

      I pivot the conversation to something safe like hockey, and the guys forget about Inga, but I don’t. My mind continually drifts back to her. Is she okay? Is Chow going to move on and forget about her, or will he harass her? And my biggest question is, why do I care beyond being a decent human being who doesn’t like to see others hurt?

      As if on cue, Drager stumbles into the bar with his arms around two scantily clad and heavily made-up women. Someone growls, and I don’t realize it’s me until I notice the strange looks I’m getting from Banks and Wild.

      “He’s not exactly pining for his wife,” Banks says dryly but with an edge of anger.

      Before Wild or I have a chance to respond, Drager weaves his way toward our table, using the women as crutches. By his glassy eyes and flushed face, I can tell he’s wasted. Two of our rookies, Felix and Yuri, along with Rex, join us. Brogan, who I share a condo with back in Seattle, rounds out the group.

      Drager pulls out a chair and sits down with a thud. His dates sit on either side. I’m bristling and still itching for a fight with this guy. Drager magnanimously orders a round for the table.

      “Are you three old enough to drink legally?” Wild sweeps his gaze from Felix to Yuri to Rex.

      “Of course we are,” Felix snarls, not liking the insinuation that he’s too young. I’ve been around this kid a time or two. He’s the nicest guy until he has too much whiskey, which appears to be the case tonight.

      Yuri only grins. No one is certain how much English he understands.

      “We’re all twenty-one,” Rex adds, somewhat amiably.

      “How’d we get so lucky?” Banks mutters for only my ears.

      “Fuck if I know.”

      “Don’t you guys have a club to invade or something? This place isn’t your speed.” Wild had to yell to be heard over our now-raucous collection of hockey players.

      “We did, but we didn’t want you old guys to feel left out.” Drager’s grin made my entire body tense with the desire to do damage to his pretty face.

      “Fuck you,” I say. The rookies’ eyes grow big, and they glance from Drager to me and back again.

      “What’s your problem?” Drager pins me with one of his death stares, but I’m immune.

      “You’re my problem,” I shoot back.

      The two women with Drager suck in deep breaths and watch us warily. They
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