
  
    [image: Getting Bodied]
  


  
    
      Getting Bodied

      
        Hamilton Steelhawks

        Book 5

      

    

    
      
        A C Sheppard

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: A C Sheppard]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Getting Bodied is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

      Copyright © 2025 by A C Sheppard

      Primary Logo Artist: Sempiternal

      Secondary Logo and Cover Designer: Patrisha Badalo of Art Muse Graphic Designs

      

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Hamilton Steelhawks Roster

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Getting Hammered Sneak Peek

      

      
        Free Read

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hamilton Steelhawks Roster

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Max Ducharme (#13) Dirty Charmer

        Jayden “Killer” Kelly (A) (#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

        Drake Hammersmith (#18) Getting Hammered

        Ryan “Rocky” Rocque (#19) Getting Rocked

        Chase “Chaser” Barrett (#26) Getting Chased

        Raphael “Biz” Bisson

        Jordan Dougherty

        Lukas Gustavsson

        Corey Jennings

        Dmitri “Kovy” Kovalenko (#30)

        Alex Labrie

        Logan “Sauce” Marinaro (A)

        Jan Novotni

        Alexei Petrov

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        @HamiltonSteelhawks Check out our guys enjoying the end of summer while helping raise money for a good cause.

        @SHSlut Love myself some hot guys in shorts

      

      

      Stockwood, Ontario, early September

      Maisie Kelly put her foot against the pitching rubber and breathed in. Runners at first and third, winning run at the plate. Two out. Full count. A single pitch might decide the outcome—either way.

      The softball twisted under her grip until her fingers found the seams. Just like that.

      She eyed the batter forty-three feet away. Tall and broad-shouldered with reddish-blond hair that curled under a red Steelhawks cap. Like any hockey player, possessed of freakish hand-eye coordination, which only meant she had to place the ball in the exact location, low and inside.

      “Swing, batter, batter, batter, no batter!” The rapid staccato taunt from her sister at first base stretched Maisie’s lips. Time to end this.

      She rocketed into her motion, arm muscles screaming, hand sling-shotting back. The ball whipped toward the plate.

      Under the shade of his black-brimmed cap, the batter’s eyes rounded. He stepped into the pitch and sent the bat whooshing through the air. The ball thumped into the catcher’s mitt.

      “Strike three!”

      Maisie let the full broadness of her grin break out, as she jogged toward the dugout. From her left, a dark-haired blur thunked into her, and Rachel’s arms circled her in an embrace. “You did it, sis!”

      Maisie may have chased off a few demons after months of work to get back into shape, but that didn’t matter here. They’d done it. Her hastily assembled girls’ team had defied the odds. They’d beaten the pros. Sure, a hockey team, but when that team included your brother, you were happy to kick his ass.

      No one could claim the Kellys weren’t competitive.

      An absolute wall nearly knocked her over. Her older brother Jayden pulled her into a sweaty hug, toppling her ball cap from her head. On purpose, without a doubt.

      To prove that point, he scrubbed a fist into her scalp. “Good game, Maise.”

      He didn’t know the full implication of his statement, but she wasn’t about to tell him. “You too.”

      The psh-psh-psh of the camera shutter intruded on her conscience. Great. Now she was going to be all over the team’s social media, red-faced and frizzy-haired. At least, they’d already gotten the official pictures with her family and the Steelhawks posing with an enormous cardboard check made out to the Stockwood hospital out of the way before the game. Thank God for that small favor.

      She plucked her cap from the ground and plunked it back on her head before exchanging “good games” and handshakes with the rest of the Steelhawks. Until she got to the end of the line and came face-to-face with one who didn’t immediately thrust out a hand. Maybe he still wasn’t over his final at bat, where she ended the game.

      A pair of hazel eyes scrutinized her from head to foot, until she suppressed an urge to shift on her cleats. Heat rushed up the back of her neck.

      “How do you do it?” he said after what felt like a full nine innings.

      Another teammate—he’d removed his ball cap to reveal a truly spectacular cinnamon colored mullet complete with racing stripes shaved into the sides—shoved his buddy. “Looking for more abuse, Presto? Like you didn’t strike out enough times today?”

      Presto. Stupid hockey nicknames. No way was she calling him that, but all she could remember of his real last name was something long and Italian. Presto hardly applied to that thin nose and even features, a face that was pleasing enough under a week’s growth of reddish beard.

      “Get fucked, Rocky,” he replied.

      “I’d love to, trust me.”

      “Let me clarify. Fuck off somewhere else.” Then he turned his attention back to Maisie. “How do you do it? I want to know.” For some God-forsaken reason he wasn’t acting like a typical member of her brother’s team and taking the piss. The way he was looking her up and down…

      Christ, Maisie, it’s not like he’s interested. She wasn’t the type of girl men flirted with. A pro hockey player? Forget it. “Do what?”

      “Pitch like that. How many strike-outs did you put up today?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      Twelve. She’d struck out twelve professional athletes today over seven innings, but in her experience, most guys didn’t like girls who showed them up, especially when it came to sports. So she settled for the lie.

      “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      Oh, she remembered him all right. The previous summer, the team had come into the family pub to film a promotional feature about her brother, and this guy, this Presto, had decided to fuck around. She’d been manning the kitchen when his order came through. “Mr. Surprise-Me? How could I forget?”

      “Thank fuck. I thought I was losing my touch.” He made a show of rubbing his belly. Or what would have been his belly, because his abs were completely flat. Probably ripped, as well. “To this day, the best burger I ever had.”

      Pride bloomed in her chest. She’d sacrificed her lunch for his surprise—a combination of ingredients she’d been dying to try. At least he appreciated it. But that didn’t mean she was going to turn all gooey over his compliment.

      Another shrug. “Glad you liked it.”

      He took a step closer. “I still like surprises, you know.”

      Was… was that actual flirting? “Listen, Mr.… I’m not calling you Presto, okay?”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s stupid.” They called her brother Killer, after all, but at least that one made sense. On the ice, her brother was big and mean and delivered vicious cross-checks whenever he could get away with it. “Are you supposed to be a magician or something?”

      “Maybe I have magic hands.” God, it sounded like a pick-up line but… No, he was probably just fucking around. Again. She’d lived with her older brother long enough to know pranks ranked high on a hockey player’s scale of amusements. “You could call me Magic Mike. No one else does.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “Hard no.”

      “Maise, you coming?” Rachel stood a few feet away, her gaze darting between Maisie and… Michael. If she was going to call him anything, it would be his proper name.

      “Gotta go.”

      “We’re all going back to the pub for a few beers,” Rachel added with a nod in Michael’s direction. “You in?”

      Michael grinned. “Hundred percent. A thousand, even.”

      Maisie held her tongue until she’d gotten into the passenger seat of Rachel’s car and they’d pulled out of the parking lot. “Stop smirking.”

      Rachel paid extra careful attention to the traffic in front of them, but the corner of her mouth twitched. “I’m not smirking.”

      “Yes, you are, and I don’t like it.”

      “Then maybe you should tell me what’s going on.”

      “Nothing.” Damn it, there went the corner of Rachel’s mouth again. “I told you to stop.”

      “Nothing. Sure.” Rachel drew that last word out as long as humanly possible.

      “Do you remember who that was?”

      “From when the team was filming last summer? Yeah.”

      “Then you remember he likes to fuck around.”

      Rachel glanced over, and damn it, she was still grinning. “Interesting choice of words.”

      “Christ, will you stop?”

      “No.”

      Maisie narrowed her eyes. “Look, he and his buddies had a good laugh at my expense.”

      Not the first time she’d been the object of a cruel joke, either. They might be grown-ass men, but they clearly hadn’t evolved since high school. Typical dude-bro bullshit. Something she’d learned about through bitter experience.

      Rachel nodded, but her facial expression hadn’t changed. She looked way too self-satisfied. “Uh huh. Right.”

      “Well, they did,” Maisie pressed on. “He plays straight man for that other one. That Rocky guy. Fucking idiots. Anyway, if they didn’t play hockey, they could take that act on the road.”

      Rachel’s lips stretched even wider.

      “Stop it.” Rach was lucky they normally got along so well, because Maisie’s palm tingled with an urge to smack someone. Hard enough to wipe any silly expressions off that someone’s face. She settled for a fake punch.

      “Do you want me to lose control of the car?”

      “Oh please.”

      Rachel rubbed her shoulder for good measure. “Did you ever hear that line about protesting too much?”

      “I am not⁠—”

      “Yes, you are.” She flipped on her turn signal, in preparation of leaving the main drag through Stockwood. “Anyway, I think you should play along and see if something happens.”

      “Oh, here we go.” Maisie rolled her gaze toward the sunroof. “Ever since you pushed Jayden in Cait’s direction, you think you can set everyone up.”

      “He didn’t need that big a push.”

      No, because Cait was blonde and gorgeous and curvy. And a total sweetheart and unpretentious, who’d overcome a lot of crap in her life. She’d just gotten back from spending a year in Paris as an au pair. She might as well change her name to Mary Freaking Poppins. No wonder Jayden had just slipped a diamond ring on her finger.

      “God, he’s been disgustingly mushy ever since they got back from France. If he doesn’t watch out, his teammates are going to change his nickname to Kitten next season.”

      “Stop changing the subject.” Rachel made a left—away from the usual route to the pub. “We’re going by my place and getting changed. Ben’s meeting me later, so we’ll have it to ourselves. We can get you into the shower and fix your hair. Start thinking about what you’re going to wear.”

      “My clothes are at the house,” Maisie pointed out. “You know, Mum and Dad’s.”

      “I’ll lend you something.”

      “If you think I’m letting you dress me up in some slinky outfit and too much makeup, think again. I don’t have time for that shit. And I sure as hell don’t have time for that type of guy.”

      “What type of guy? You don’t even know Presto.”

      Christ, that name. “Rach, he’s a hockey player. That’s all I need to know. If he wants to hit it and quit it, he can find someone else.”

      “Our brother is a hockey player.” Rachel pulled her attention from the road for a second to glance over. “You just pointed out how he’s all mushy over his fiancée.”

      Maisie wrinkled her nose. “Look, no one is happier than me that Jay-Jay found someone willing to put up with him, but that just proves my point. After they’re done partying and screwing around, they always end up with the same kind of girl. A girl like Cait, not a girl like me.”

      Because what Maisie saw when she looked in the mirror was a feminine version of her older brother. Tall, broad shoulders, large bones. Imposing. Not heavy so much, but big.

      Big like a moose. She shoved that memory back into its compartment in her brain and slammed the door.

      Rachel shook her head. “Well, for fuck’s sake then, show them what they’re missing.”
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        * * *

      

      Michael Prestifilippo took a long pull on his beer, the taste of hops and varied malts strong on his tongue before the cold liquid hit his throat. Amsterdam Boneshaker. Normally, he was one for trying something new, but since last summer he’d made this IPA his brand when he could get it. Support your local craft brewery and all that. In any case, this brew hit the perfect balance of bitterness, and he always went for something full-flavored with a strong bite.

      He eyed the entrance to Kelly’s. Maisie hadn’t shown yet. Maybe she wouldn’t. And if not, he could knock back a few with his teammates. With September already on them, training camp loomed in three weeks. It was beyond time to get serious if he wanted to try for a spot on the third line. Damn rookies always pushing meant he couldn’t take it easy like most veteran players. Like every year, he expected a fight on his hands to avoid a trade or waivers.

      But for tonight, at least, he might as well try to kick back.

      He pushed off the bar and shouldered a path through the crowd, stopping for a second to sign some guy’s shirt. It was an open secret around Stockwood that fans could run into Steelhawks players at Kelly’s. With so many of them in town—though they were missing the top line and the starting goalie—for a charity event over Labor Day weekend, the pub was buzzing.

      No surprise the owner, Steelhawks defenseman Jayden Kelly, wore a smile tonight. Well, that and he had one arm around his fiancée’s waist. A large diamond glittered on Cait’s finger.

      Michael exchanged greetings with her, lifting her hand to get a better look at the rock. “Nice. Someone has good taste.” Then he bumped fists with Jayden. “Like what you’ve done with the place.”

      Jayden made a show of looking around. “We haven’t changed that much.”

      His old jerseys still adorned the walls, and a huge, flat-screen TV took up space behind the bar, but subtle nods to the Hamilton hockey team had replaced the bright green and shamrocks. Red, black, and silver accents stood out against the old hardwood.

      Jayden nudged Cait with his hip. “She wouldn’t let me get rid of the pool tables.”

      Two spots of pink bloomed on her cheeks. “Stop it.” Clearly it was an inside joke because she changed the subject. “Menu’s new, courtesy of Maisie. Have you seen it?”

      Michael plucked a card from a nearby table. “Cute. Naming the fish and chips after Gilly.” But then another item caught his attention. Presto Burger. “Wait, is that mine?”

      He read the description. Pesto rosso, caramelized onions, mushrooms, and brie. It was.

      “I think Maisie’s pretty proud of that creation.” Cait was watching him carefully.

      “She should be.”

      “Did you know she gave you her lunch?”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, she was going to make that for herself.”

      “Wow, really?” Michael downed the rest of his beer. He might need it for this next part, but after what Cait had just revealed, he was going to have to go through with it. Turning to Jayden, he said, “Theoretical question for you.”

      “Shoot.”

      “Let’s say—in theory—one of the guys asked your sister out. Would you have a problem with that?” Better get it over with since Jayden was the biggest player on the team. Michael could hold his own in a fight, but taking on Jayden would be drawing way above his weight class.

      Jayden’s brows shot toward his hairline. “Depends on who. Are we talking Rocky? Because he’s an automatic no-go.”

      “Let’s say it’s not Rocky.”

      “Then it depends on the sister.” Jayden scrutinized him through narrowed eyes. “Two are underage, Rachel is taken, so that only leaves Maisie.”

      “Yeah, and?”

      He chuckled. “It’s not me you need to worry about. She’ll take you down if she’s not interested.”

      That reply should have brought relief, but somehow it only made matters worse. “I guess I could have figured that out.”

      “Just one thing.” Jayden punched Michael’s shoulder, perhaps a little harder than necessary. “If anything happens, no bragging. I don’t want to think about any of my sisters in that context.”

      “Not my style, man, you know that. I know when to clam up, especially in the room.”

      “You’d better start now, both of you.” Cait raised her hand to wave. “Over here!”

      Michael glanced toward the entrance. Maisie and Rachel were making their way through the crowd.

      He blinked. Holy fuck, that was Maisie? Damn, she looked good.

      Last summer, her no-bullshit attitude had piqued his interest. Her clear blue eyes had blazed when she shut down Rocky’s comments. Then Michael’s teasing lunch order had sent her back to the kitchen half pissed off and half determined to take up the challenge, which she had—brilliantly. He could still taste the way the flavors exploded in his mouth.

      And after watching her pitch seven innings this afternoon, he wanted to get to know her better. You sure as hell didn’t meet a girl like her every day.

      But now want was fast turning into a need. Her hair tumbled over her shoulders in waves, the darkness a perfect contrast to flawless skin. And her top... Black fabric hugged her frame and crossed over the delicate swell of her breasts to loop into a bow at her side, baring a sliver of toned skin right above her jeans.

      Yeah, with a body like that, she gave as good as she got on the field. And in bed? He only topped her by maybe three inches—barefoot or in those bright pink Chucks made no difference. She’d probably put him through the wringer and make him beg for more.

      Get your mind out of the gutter, you maniac. Killer’s right there, and she still hasn’t given you the time of day.

      Her blue eyes met his, and her lips flattened. Yeah, he was going to have to work his ass off for this. Given who her brother was, he couldn’t coast on being a pro hockey player, but he preferred it that way. High risk, high reward.

      He tapped his empty bottle. “Anyone want a refill? Ladies, what are you drinking?”

      “Rum and coke, please,” Rachel said.

      Maisie looked away, hand on her hip. “Bud Light.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow. With all the craft offerings on the menu, she had to be shitting him. Anyone with her taste wouldn’t settle for mass-produced horse piss. “Really?”

      “Whatever you’re having then.”

      When he returned with the drinks, Jayden was chatting with his dad, while Mrs. Kelly and Rachel buzzed around Cait excitedly. As he passed Rachel her glass, the words “venue” and “summer wedding” cut through their chatter. Which left Maisie standing next to them, hands shoved in her jeans pockets, gaze darting toward the swinging doors to the back.

      He handed over her beer. “Not a fan of wedding plans?”

      Maisie snorted and took a sip. “They just got engaged like a week ago. Leave it to Mum to go off the deep end. Now that she and Dad working fewer hours, she’s got too much time on her hands.”

      “Is that a bad thing to have?”

      “I wouldn’t know. I have all the hours I can handle in the kitchen.” She nodded toward Jayden. “You know my idiot brother actually ordered the rest of the staff not to let me in there tonight. He thinks I need to enjoy myself.”

      He clinked his bottle with hers. “I’ll have to thank him later, then.”

      Her blue eyes narrowed. Gauging him. Like she was trying to work out if he was shitting her. At least she didn’t stalk off or cross her arms. Progress. Time to make a move before Jayden or Rocky or one of the other guys butted in.

      “Cait showed me the new menu.” He smiled. “Very nice. Though I don’t remember agreeing lend my name to a burger, no matter how delicious it was.”

      The corner of her mouth lifted. “You took out a trademark on your nickname?”

      “Still, I think we should discuss this. Over dinner, for example. Maybe you can introduce me to the food scene.”

      This time, she snort-laughed. “Food scene? In Stockwood?”

      “I’m always up for trying something new.”

      “Right. It’s thriving, let me tell you. The Tim Horton’s here only uses the best imported blueberries and fair-trade cocoa powder.”

      “I’d be down for Timmie’s. At least, you know exactly what you’re getting.”

      Her fingers fluttered over her beer bottle. “I guess there’s that Italian place… They’re pretty good.” Her gaze softened into something that hinted at teasing. “It’s a little place in a strip mall. Take-out only. I don’t know if it’s up to your standards.”

      “Only one way to find out.”
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      The Kelly house, the next day

      Maisie scowled at the TV screen and applied her chef’s knife to a pile of onion. Her arm muscles groaned in protest from yesterday’s abuse on the pitching mound, but that was just too fucking bad. These veggies weren’t going to chop themselves, and it could be worse. She could be prepping an entire evening’s worth of food at the pub.

      The swinging door that led to the dining area opened. Her younger sister Quinn’s face appeared at the jamb. She wore her dark hair in a pixie cut with longer ends that hung like tendrils across her forehead and over her ears. “Mum said to see if you needed help.”

      “Almost done. But you can hate-watch with me if you want,” Maisie added with a nod at the muted cooking show.

      “Anything to escape wedding central out there.” Like the rest of the family, Quinn was happy about the engagement, but Maisie couldn’t blame her for wanting to take the preparations in small doses. They had months of this ahead of them.

      “That bad?”

      “They’ve all got their phones out looking at bridesmaid dresses. Cait was telling them all about the wedding they went to where this former figure skater designed everything.”

      Oh God, that could only mean… “Sequins?”

      “I didn’t see any sequins. What they were considering was pink.” Quinn held her arms out. “And poofy.”

      As if to punctuate that statement, a peal of high-pitched ooooohs echoed from the living room. When Maisie had retreated to the kitchen to start supper, she’d left Mum, Cait, and Rachel with their heads together over plans. It sounded like youngest Kelly sister Harper had joined them.

      Pink and poofy. That was almost worse than sparkly. All Maisie needed was something that would make her look even bigger.

      And she probably shouldn’t assume she’d be a bridesmaid, but when the groom was your brother. When your older sister was the bride’s BFF. When your parents had basically become Cait’s adoptive mum and dad a year ago. Yeah, chances were good Maisie would find herself standing in at the front of a church next summer, towering over everyone in heels, in a dress that made her look like a poofy, pink elephant.

      Maisie lifted the lid on a pot to check on the beans and rice, wafting the scents of cumin and chili powder toward her nose. She added a touch of cayenne before going on. “You think Cait would agree to me wearing white?”

      “No way.”

      “I mean my chef’s whites.” Not that she’d earned them yet. Not really. You needed culinary school for that. And culinary school cost more money than she had. Plus, she was needed at Kelly’s. “I’ll make the groom’s cake if she wants. Hell, I’ll make the fussiest canapes she can come up with, enough for five hundred guests.”

      “You can try, but I don’t know if you’ll win this one.” Quinn nodded at the TV screen. “You never did hear back, did you?”

      Maisie pressed her lips together and reached for an avocado. “Just as well. Look.” She picked up a knife and sliced the fruit in half. “You can just tell who they’ve picked to win.”

      On the show, a female contestant in a short, form-fitting skirt and stilettos leaned over to check on something in the oven while the camera lingered on her ass.

      Yeah, Range Rage might be the latest hit in a spate of amateur cooking competition shows, but it was totally fixed. On every episode, this contestant named Lexi flirted with the camera in tight clothes, tiny skirts and high heels. She claimed a past as an exotic dancer, but naturally she had a dream of owning her own gastro-pub. Too bad her knife skills made Maisie fear she’d witness those perfectly manicured fingers being severed at least once an episode.

      Maisie just might have had Quinn help her film a secret audition tape at the beginning of the summer, but so far she hadn’t sent it—a fact she was keeping to herself. It was one thing to have a shot at winning, but another to be on camera with everyone looking at her.

      “If I got on there,” she went on, “I’d just be one of the scrubs who got eliminated over something stupid.” Because week after week, she’d watch the halfway competent cooks go down while Lexi pranced her way toward the final.

      “You don’t know that.”

      “You think they’d keep me around?” She concentrated on mashing the avocado pulp with lemon juice. “Imagine that hot-shot Michelin-starred chef judge throwing my plate across the stage.”

      One corner of Quinn’s mouth twitched. “Yeah, I see it now. You’d probably body slam him.”

      On the kitchen table, a buzzing sound came from Maisie’s phone.

      “Want me to get that?” Quinn asked.

      Maisie added chopped tomato to her guacamole. “Sure, thanks.”

      Quinn went over to retrieve the device. A glance at the screen made her eyes go round. “Who the hell is Magic Mike?”

      Oh shit. He didn’t. Last night at the pub, she’d handed Michael her phone to he could add himself to her contacts, but she hadn’t looked at exactly how he’d entered his name.

      Heat rushing up the back of her neck, Maisie grabbed her cell. On the lock screen, a text appeared.

      
        
          
            
              
        We still on tomorrow?

      

      

      

      

      

      Quinn narrowed her eyes. “Do you have a date?”

      Maisie cast about for something to occupy her hands, but beyond sauteing the chicken and warming the tortillas, supper was just about ready. “Maybe.”

      “Come on, spill. Who is that?”

      “One of Jay-Jay’s teammates.” If she said it fast enough, she might not feel so… odd about it.

      “You have a date with a hockey player?”

      Maisie put down her knife to glare at her sister. “You don’t have to sound so surprised.”

      Quinn stared right back. “You could sound more stoked. Have you seen those guys?”

      “They’re hard to miss.” She paused because her throat tightened. “But so am I.”

      “Oh stop. Positive change can feel scary at first simply because you’re not used to it.” Quinn had landed herself in considerable trouble last year and was working through the issues that had led to it. Which made her annoyingly fond of quoting her therapist. “Anyway, it’s one date.”

      “Look, can you grate some cheese for me or something?”

      “Sure thing.” Quinn grabbed the phone from her, and danced across the kitchen. “Right after I reply to Magic Mike.”
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        * * *

      

      Skating around the net, Michael picked up a loose puck and dangled toward the high slot. A quick brake sent out a spray of snow. His wrist shot bounced off the goalie’s pads, but he was ready. He lifted the rebound high blocker side with enough force to shake the netting.

      “Tabarnak!” Gilly’s curse echoed off the glass of the Steelhawks practice arena. Reaching for his bottle, he lifted his mask and squirted a jet of water into his mouth.

      Michael got it. Back in Bantam AAA—hell, even in juniors—that kind of move had been his bread and butter, good for thirty goals. It had earned him his nickname. But at the highest level of pro hockey, netminders didn’t spit out juicy rebounds, or at least they weren’t supposed to.

      But Gilly had been doing it all morning.

      Michael pushed off toward the net. “Want another shot?”

      A final one, because the other players who had gathered this morning to ramp up their training in anticipation of camp had already either hit the showers or the gym by now.

      Gilly eyed him. “To have you toss me a muffin just so I can feel good about saving one? No fucking way.”

      “Better to let in all the bananas before they count.”

      “Yeah, whatever.” Gilly grabbed his stick and headed toward the bench.

      Shit. Something was eating at him. It had to be, though it might only be the looming season. The Steelhawks had gone out in the second round of the playoffs last June, and expectations were high. Which meant they had to get off to a good start this year. Gilly had to be on his game. They all did.

      Not only that, the goalie was on the last year of his contract. If he wanted to be paid, he had to perform. Michael knew all about that. His longest deal after entry-level had been his most recent—two years at just over league minimum. Normally, every year was a contract year, which only meant the pressure was on all the time. It also made for stressful trade deadlines.

      Because he might have been the star of his team when he was a teenager, but in this league, he was pure depth.

      He caught up to Gilly in the dressing room and clapped him on the shoulder. “Hey, man, if you need to shoot the shit, maybe do some yoga or reach a higher plane of existence, I’m here.”

      “I know.” Gilly ripped off an arm pad and tossed it on his bench. “It’s just... I’m having a hard time getting out of my head right now. I already did a session this morning with Colby. It didn’t help. Thanks, though.”

      “Whenever you’re ready.”

      Michael sat on the bench in front of his stall and loosened his skate laces, but instead of undressing right away, he reached for his phone. Maybe Maisie had replied to his most recent text.

      He opened their conversation.

      
        
          
            
              
        We still on tomorrow?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Oh yeah we’re so on...
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        Ignore that. My sister is a brat.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        That’s disappointing.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        How about I meet you at Gastronomia? It’s in a shopping plaza on Dundas by the Stockwood LCBO. 6:30? There’s this place by the river we can have a picnic, but it’ll get dark.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m not afraid of the dark.

      

      

      

      

      

      She hadn’t replied to the latest message. He was thinking of something he might add to provoke a response when Gilly spoke up.

      “Hey, you spent a couple weeks in Finland this summer.” He held out his phone open to the team group chat. “Do you know what this means?”

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes-man: Vittu mitä paskaa.

      

      

      

      

      

      Why the hell was Jesse Makinen texting the team in Finnish? Michael was pretty sure everyone knew what vittu meant by now, but the rest of it? “I think it means fuck this shit.”

      “Why would he say that?”

      God only knew. The first-line power forward wasn’t even back in North America yet.

      From his own phone, Michael added a message to the chat.

      
        
          
            
              
        Presto: What’s up, man?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes-man: It hasn’t been announced yet, but I’m being traded.

      

      

      

      

      

      The message felt like a stream of cold water shooting down his spine. Oh shit. Just what he needed. A reminder they were all expendable. Even a top-six player.

      At least it wasn’t you.

      Michael shoved the thought aside. Not the time. And next time, it could be him. Because depth guys were even more expendable.

      Still, it sucked. He’d had a good time bumming around Tampere for a couple of weeks, staying in Jesse’s guest room, trying new things, vibing with nature and getting into the Finnish mind-set. Saunas and coffee being considered essentials to life. The concept that the woods and everything in them belonged to everyone.

      The broader ideas behind sisu. In other words, tapping into your grit and determination by taking cold showers or hiking alone in the forest, phone off, so you could really push the limits of your mind and not just your body.

      
        
          
            
              
        Presto: Where are they sending you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes-man: FUCKING WINNIPEG.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jesus Christ. From bad to worse. Though at least he’d get to play with a couple of his countrymen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Presto: Tough break, man.

      

      

      

      

      

      What else could he say to that? When you weren’t a big enough deal—or your agent didn’t see fit to negotiate for it—that your contract included no-trade lists and no-movement clauses, it was part of the life. Hockey players were assets, no more, no less. And if a team could get something back for you, they’d pull the trigger.

      God, no one knew who was coming back the other way yet. Might be picks or prospects but it might be more than one player. Might even be depth. Which meant Michael was going to have to work twice as hard if he wanted to keep his place on the team.

      Instead of heading straight for the showers, Michael hit the weights for a while and then did ten kilometers on the stationary bike, fueled by the mantra that he’d do everything in his power to avoid being a healthy scratch this year.

      The training facilities were empty by the time he grabbed a protein shake and headed back to his place. He unlocked the door, and it swung open to reveal a collection of non-descript furniture and bare walls. The backpack he’d toted around all summer still lay in a corner, half-empty, next to his red and black hockey bag. A white Ikea table was strewn with compostable takeout containers from Door Dash.

      The French called it a pied-à-terre. Literally a foot on the ground. One foot. Because you never had time to set the other one down. And he didn’t. In the off-season, he enjoyed travel too much, bumming around wherever impulse took him next. And during the season? Well, life had just slapped him in the face with another reminder of why putting down roots was a bad idea.

      In his pocket, his phone buzzed. Maisie had finally replied to his text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Don’t get your hopes up. What if I decide to run for it as soon as I’m done eating?

      

      

      

      

      

      He smiled. Was she actually starting to flirt back? This was promising.

      
        
          
            
              
        I bet you could outrun me on those long legs without even breaking a sweat.

      

      

      

      

      

      He almost added gorgeous, but maybe he was misinterpreting. Text messages didn’t convey tone, after all. He was better off sticking to his rule of thumb—ask himself what Rocky would say and do the opposite.

      
        
          
            
              
        You planning on chasing me then?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Depends. Will you let me catch you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I guess you’ll have to wait and see.

      

      

      

      

      

      Yeah, definitely flirty. Better be ready for anything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        @hockey101 a body check is a defensive move where a player attempts to separate an opponent from the puck by hitting the carrier with force using his upper body. Players may tell each other to "get bodied" as a more family friendly alternative to "get f**ked.”

      

      

      Stockwood, early evening the next day

      Oh God, are you fucking kidding me?

      Maisie froze in her tracks a few feet away from the counter. Maybe the pre-date jitters were messing with her mind. Shaggy brown hair, pointed chin, a lanky frame... Five years older, but that was definitely Zach.

      If she’d known she was about to run into her ex, she would have taken her time picking out a bottle of wine at the LCBO. But then if she’d known he was working at Gastronomia, she would have suggested Michael meet her somewhere else.

      “Maisie.” His eyes widened just enough for her to catch. “How’ve you been?”

      She settled for a nod and pretended to study the menu board behind him. “Zach.”

      Goddamn it. She hadn’t even realized he was back in Stockwood. Like a lot of her high school classmates, he’d taken off for the city the moment the ink on his diploma had dried. She’d spotted him tagged in social media posts around the greater Toronto area until he’d thankfully dropped off her radar altogether.

      “Didn’t know you worked here,” she added to fill the silence.

      “Just started.”

      Of course. Here he was working a shift no one else wanted—closing on Labor Day. Like any new employee he’d drawn the shitty hours. At least, if he wanted a wait-staff job, he was smart enough to avoid applying at Kelly’s.

      His gaze settled on her chest, and she resisted the urge to cross her arms. Rachel had talked her into wearing a padded bra under the silky drape of her vee-neck tee-shirt, and he was no doubt comparing in his mind. If he came out with some crap like You look good, so help her God...

      But then he probably wouldn’t, based on the things she’d overheard five years ago.

      “Did you want to order?”

      “I’m meeting someone.”

      She remained staunchly at the back of the storefront by the shelves of imported grocery items, shifting her weight from one foot to the other while Zach swiped at the counter with a cleaning rag. This should have gone another way—with him feeling out of place. She’d been the one to dump his sorry ass, after all.

      The front door swung open, accompanied by a momentary woosh of traffic outside and a puff of warm, late-summer air. Michael walked in, dressed in a polo shirt tight enough to highlight the bulk of his shoulders. His cargo shorts hugged thigh muscles honed through hours of skating. “Hey Maisie. Sorry I’m late.”

      Maisie’s throat went dry, and her fingers tightened around the bottle she’d picked up next door. In the next moment, he eclipsed everything else, as he leaned in to brush his lips across her cheek. His stubble left a tingle on her skin.

      A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. Maybe this was going to turn out okay. “I’ll forgive you.”

      “Good then.” He approached the counter, and she followed. “What do you recommend?”

      Though she’d never had anything bad here, she always tended to get the same thing. “I like the smoked salmon farfalle.”

      Michael considered the menu board before asking, “What kind of tomatoes do you use in the marinara?”

      Zach’s eyes widened the way they had when Maisie had first come in. “Uh… I’m not sure.”

      “Well, are they fresh?” Michael insisted.

      “I think so. I’m sorry, I haven’t been working here very long.”

      “What about the parmesan? Do you know where it’s from?”

      “I can find out. Be right back.”

      While Zach disappeared into what must have been the kitchen, Maisie elbowed Michael. Not that she minded watching her ex get grilled, but she’d also been on the receiving end of guys who treated restaurant staff like crap just to impress a date. “What happened to laid-back Mr. Surprise Me?”

      “Sorry. I’m just trying to get a handle on what to expect here. I mean…” He gestured at the shelves that lined the walls. “They have all these herbed olive oils and authentic balsamic vinegar, and I haven’t seen that brand of biscotti since my last trip to Italy. They have the good espresso.” He grabbed a package off the shelf and placed it on the counter. “Do their jarred sauces live up to the real thing?”

      “I didn’t realize you took your food so seriously.” And maybe she should take that as an extra compliment when he raved about her burgers.

      “When it comes to Italian cuisine, I can’t help it. I grew up on my nonna’s cooking.”

      “Wow.” You didn’t have to be Italian to know that nonnas were a universal gold standard when it came to food. “I don’t know if you’ll beat that. Even though whenever I’ve come here, everything’s been fresh. They definitely don’t use canned tomatoes in the marinara.”

      “Point taken.” His mouth curled into a half-smile. “I’ll give him a break.”

      A few moments later, Zach re-emerged from the back. “Sir, I’m happy to inform you that the marinara was made this morning from all fresh tomatoes—since we can still get them at their peak this time of year. We do have to resort to freezing, so if you come in January, say, you’d might find the product a little different. All our cheese is imported from Italy.”

      Michael nodded. “Thank you. I’ll try the potato gnocchi. And throw in an antipasto platter. Maise?”

      At Maise, Zach’s left brow hiked a little higher.

      “The salmon farfalle is fine. And two chocolate orange cannoli. I know they make them to order,” she added before Michael could intervene.

      Zach disappeared again, presumably to help prepare their food.

      Michael eyed her LCBO bag. “What did you get?”

      Maisie bit her lip. Given how exacting he’d been over their supper, the wine she’d picked out might not suit his taste. “Valpolicella?”

      He took the bottle out and inspected the label. “Nice choice.”

      “Hope so.”

      He pressed his lips together. “Didn’t you say something about a picnic?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Can we get away with drinking that in the park? What if the cops come around?”

      “Oh.” A wash of heat crept up the back of her neck. “I didn’t think about that.”

      “So.” He took a step closer until he filled her field of vision. His knee bumped hers in a kind of flirty nudge. “Do I take that to mean you do so many illegal things you don’t even stop to think?”

      Damn it, her cheeks had to be bright red. “No.”

      “Too bad. You got my hopes up for a second. I don’t mind getting into the right sort of trouble.” Then he added, “Did your brother say anything about me?”

      What the… “I didn’t ask, and he didn’t volunteer. But⁠—”

      “I need to be careful, you know. Can’t end up with the wrong kind of publicity.”

      “Oh, right.” She should have figured out as much. She suspected Jayden and his teammates committed all kinds of shenanigans in the off-season. That huge bash they went to every summer was pretty notorious, but they all made sure no one said anything afterward. What happened at the lake house stayed at the lake house. In fact, Michael probably partook of whatever illicit activities went on there himself. “My parents are working tonight. So’s Rachel, and my younger sisters are making the most of the final couple of days before school starts. We could eat out on the back deck, and it would be like a picnic.”

      He grinned. “Sounds like a plan.”

      God, was he going to take that as an invitation? Girls probably jumped into bed with him all the time. Her pulse ticked into higher gear, because she wasn’t sure how far she was prepared to take things herself. If things heated up later, she just might be tempted.

      She’d always had a thing for lighter-haired guys, and Michael’s version of blond carried red with it, that colored his stubble. The roguish tilt to his smile had led her to think he was messing with her, but she was starting to think it was just his demeanor. His hazel eyes glinted with inquisitiveness and interest.

      Interest in her, if she could bring herself to believe it. But maybe she should. Maybe she should see where this led.

      Ahem. Zach had returned with their food. Michael stepped to the cash to pay, slipping an extra twenty into the tip jar.

      “Wow, thanks,” Zach said, “but you don’t have to…”

      Michael shrugged one shoulder. “I was a pain in the ass. Don’t worry about it.”

      “Have… Have I seen you somewhere before?”

      “Maybe.”

      Zach’s gaze slid to Maisie, and she could almost see the wheels turning in his brain. He might not know Michael’s name, but he definitely knew what her brother did for a living. And it wasn’t a huge leap to take in Michael’s build and figure it out.

      But she definitely didn’t like the way Zach was sizing her up. If she could read his mind, he might well be thinking there was no way one of Jayden’s teammates would date someone like her.

      She slipped her hand into Michael’s elbow, and he smiled back. “We good? Let’s go.”

      That’s right, you moron, we are going on a date. Zach could take his scepticism and shove it up his ass.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Bright tomato flavor burst onto Michael’s tongue, the perfect balance of acidity with just enough sweetness to keep it from crossing the line. The slight bite of garlic and onion. Salt from the parmesan chips… It wasn’t Nonna’s, but damn it was close.

      “Oh man.”

      Maisie raised her brows. On their arrival, she’d taken the time to plate their food and arranged the antipasto neatly on a tray before pulling proper wine glasses from the china cabinet. Now they were sitting
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