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      “Baldwin, get in here!”

      Chelsea Baldwin jumped as the sound of her boss’s voice reverberated through the office. She exchanged a quick, irritated glance with her co-worker, Rita Sorenson, before getting up and hurrying into the managing editor’s office.

      Even after working for the Sin City Observer for four months, Teddy Morris still made her nervous. With his perpetually ruddy cheeks, beer belly, and stereotypical cigarette hanging out of his mouth, he looked like a middle-aged throwback to the 1970s. The readers always perched on the edge of his nose were missing today, though, and his bloodshot eyes were surprisingly sharp.

      “What’s up?” she asked, hoping she didn’t look as nervous as she felt.

      “You’re going to the Sidewinders game tonight. It’s the first home game of the season, and we need someone there.”

      “I don’t know anything about hockey,” she protested.

      He looked up in annoyance. “You forget how to do research?”

      She blinked. “It’s after two, so I’ve only got a few hours before—”

      “Then you should get to it. Your name’s at Will Call. If you have any problems, the head of media relations over there is Lana Carmichael. I’ve emailed you her contact information.”

      Chelsea wanted to protest but figured there was no point, so she nodded at him before going back to her desk.

      “What happened?” Rita stage whispered.

      “I’m covering the Sidewinders game tonight.”

      Rita looked surprised and—disappointed? Chelsea wasn’t sure what to make of the strange look in her eyes. “Damn, girl, you’re moving up quick.”

      “You call covering a sport I know nothing about moving up?”

      “The Sidewinders are the only professional sports team in Vegas. They’ve already won a championship, and almost every game is sold out. Press passes to the games are hot commodities.”

      Chelsea frowned. “Well, I’ve got less than three hours to get up to speed with enough info not to make a fool of myself. Shit, will I actually be in the locker room?”

      “Marv used to.” Marv Gaston was the sports writer at the paper, but after his heart attack over the summer, he was on medical leave until further notice.

      “Great.” Chelsea was already pulling up the internet and searching for information on the team.

      This was the Sidewinders’ sixth season. They had a Stanley Cup championship under their belt and had been to the playoffs four out of five seasons. The team had the second-highest attendance record in the NHL and according to their website, their youth hockey program was now one of the busiest in the U.S. The website was full of pictures of the players out and about in the community, doing charity events, fan events, and even visiting local schools to promote anti-bullying campaigns. They were active in a lot more than hockey, and she wondered if this was true for all the teams in the NHL. The other teams weren’t her problem, though, and she continued clicking on link after link to gather as much information as possible.

      It was going to be a busy afternoon, and it didn’t look like there would be enough time to stop home to change clothes. Not that she had any idea what journalists wore to interview professional athletes in the locker room after a game. Were the guys even dressed? They had to be, right?

      She hung her head and took a deep breath. She could do this—she would do this. Writing was all she’d ever wanted to do, and she’d fallen in love with journalism while working at both her high school and college newspapers. Though working at the Observer was a drag sometimes, it was a paying job in her field. Granted, she had to live at home because the pay was so bad, but it was giving her the experience she wouldn’t get waiting tables. Besides, this was a new adventure, right?

      Right?

      Yes, definitely.

      Well, probably.

      

      Nate Calloway rested his elbows on his thighs and took a few slow, deep breaths. This was it. The start of everything he’d been working for since he was six years old. His first professional hockey game. It was a little surreal but scary and exciting and about four hundred other emotions that were playing bumper cars in his brain. He’d been fine until about two minutes ago when he realized it was almost time to skate out onto the ice for the warm-up.

      He’d done this hundreds of times. Hell, he’d even done it with his new team, the Las Vegas Sidewinders, during the pre-season. This wasn’t pre-season, though. Tonight was the real deal, on national television, with tons of focus on the rookie. Him. He was the rookie. No longer the star player for his university in Boston, he was starting over here in Las Vegas. He had to prove himself like he never had before, and though he’d obviously done well enough during training camp and the pre-season to make the roster, that could change at any time. And it all started tonight.

      Shit, he was going to hurl. He got up, looking around wildly, wondering if he had time to get to the bathroom before it was time to go.

      “Easy, kid.” Cody Armstrong’s calm, steady gaze found Nate’s and he put a hand on his shoulder. “There’s nothing new out there—you’ve done this a thousand times.”

      “Yeah. I know.” Nate gave the team captain a weary smile. “It kind of hit me all at once.”

      “Pretend it’s still pre-season. You earned your place on the team, so don’t let all the other shit get into your head. Turn off the noise. Find your zen, whether it’s some sort of meditation or your favorite vacation spot or a song—find that space and stay there until the game starts and then your training will take over.”

      “Thanks.” Nate blew out a breath, hoping he wasn’t making an ass of himself in front of his new teammates.

      “You ready?” Toli Petrov, one of the alternate captains and a team veteran, joined them in the back of the room.

      “Opening night jitters,” Cody said with a grin. “He’ll be fine.”

      “It happens to all of us,” Toli said in his slightly accented English. “My first NHL game, I was eighteen and barely spoke any English so be grateful you’re in your own country and know the language.”

      Nate laughed. “You got me there.”

      “Let’s do this.” Cody let out a low whistle to indicate it was time to go, and Nate fell to the back of the line as the guys filtered out into the hallway leading to the tunnel that would take them to the ice.

      With Cody’s advice in the back of his mind, he focused on the night his college team had won the Frozen Four competition, how he’d scored the winning goal and the excitement of being one of the very best at that level. If he could stay in the zone that way, everything was going to be okay.

      By the time Nate skated off the ice and headed back to the locker room, he wasn’t just calmer, he was pumped on adrenaline. It felt good to have won his first game as a Sidewinder, and though he still had a lot to learn, there had been a cohesiveness on the ice that was natural considering the newness of it all.

      “You okay?” Cody was beside him.

      Nate flashed a grin. “Way better than before. Thanks.”

      “We all get nerves at first. Next game, you won’t even think about it.”

      Nate nodded, filing into the locker room and sinking down on the bench. He closed his eyes, let out a breath and allowed himself to relax for the first time all day. He’d woken up with butterflies in his stomach. He hadn’t been able to nap in the afternoon, which was his usual routine on game days, and his stomach had revolted against all attempts to eat. It occurred to him he was now starving and he sat up, leaning over to unlace his skates. The quicker he got out of here, the sooner he’d get some food.

      “Press is coming in,” Cody said to him. “You ready?”

      “I’m good.” Dealing with the media was old hat to him, even though it would most likely be a little more intense at the NHL level. He’d done it the last four years as a star player for his college team, and he hoped to be as popular with the media here as he’d been in Boston. He’d attended boarding schools and college in New England for nearly a decade now, so his Texas accent was mostly gone, but the press seemed to eat it up whenever he let it out so he used it when he needed to. His teammates hadn’t heard it yet and his plan was to keep it that way.

      The usual suspects filtered into the room, and he leaned back, waiting and watching as the veteran players like Cody, Toli, and Dom Gianni were immediately approached. Cody was holding court with a couple of middle-aged reporters Nate recognized off the bat. They were the big leagues as far as sports journalists went and he’d seen them around. There was only one female in the group, an older woman who was all business, with her phone up in the air as she fired questions at Toli. There was a handful of younger guys, probably in their mid-twenties, doing their best to keep up with the seasoned journalists as they attempted to ask questions by talking over their more experienced counterparts. Looking in from the outside, it was kind of amusing, and Nate found himself entertained by their shenanigans as they tried to outdo each other.

      As the group of writers formed a semi-circle around Cody, pushing to get closer, Nate noticed a young woman he hadn’t seen before. She was standing farther back, her phone clutched in her hand so tightly her knuckles were white. She looked a lot younger than the rest of the journalists in the room, and her shaking hands belied her inexperience. Nate felt bad for her as she tried to move forward but was perpetually pushed back.

      “Watch the logo!” One of the veterans motioned with his head.

      The young woman nearly jumped out of her skin and quickly moved the tip of her shoe off the Sidewinders’ logo, which was designed on the carpet in the room. It was supposedly bad luck to step on it so everyone was always careful to avoid it, though it was inevitable sometimes when there was a mass of people like there was now.

      Standing off to the side, in the back of the group, the young journalist was just a foot or so away from Nate, and he couldn’t help but notice her long legs. She seemed fairly tall, maybe five-feet-six or seven, and she wore white capris and a bright yellow top of some kind with a denim jacket over it. She had cute white sandals on her feet, and he wondered if she’d been cold watching the game. It was still a million degrees outside, so he understood why she’d dressed that way, but it was chilly inside the arena.

      One of the men standing in front of her stepped on her foot, and she yanked it away, stepping back to regain her balance and unwittingly winding up on the logo—again. Nate reached out his hand, gently tugging on the bottom of her jacket. She didn’t notice at first, so he did it again, and she glanced down at him in confusion. He motioned to her foot using just his eyes, and she looked down in horror, instantly moving closer to him to avoid the offending logo. He gave her a small wink, and she grimaced, mouthing, “Sorry.”

      He chuckled and whispered, “I didn’t see anything.”

      She smiled for the first time, and his heart nearly stopped. Holy crap, she had the bluest eyes he’d ever seen and her pretty smile lit up her whole face. The color of her shirt somehow brought sunshine into an otherwise bland room. He hadn’t really seen her until now and was suddenly acutely aware of how close she was, as if she was his own personal ray of sunshine.

      At this point, she’d given up trying to force her way forward and was now standing still, her cell phone in the air to record as much of Cody’s interview as possible. Another journalist stepped back, his foot coming down on hers for the second time just as one of the younger guys pushed his way through the crowd to get closer. The woman let out a tiny yelp of pain, tried valiantly to move out of the way but lost her balance and toppled right into Nate’s lap.
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      Chelsea wasn’t sure what was worse: the pain in her foot or the humiliation of landing on the lap of one of the Sidewinders. His arms closed around her instinctively, steadying her as their eyes met. She wanted to apologize but as she stared into his pale blue eyes, she momentarily forgot who he was, where they were, or why she was here. He gave her a slow, sexy wink and very gently set her on her feet, and he stood as well. Without saying anything, he guided her forward until she was close to the front, a faint smile on his face when everyone made way for him. The older female journalist immediately turned, sticking her phone in his face.

      “Nate, how was your first NHL regular season game? You had an assist, what did that feel like?”

      Nate answered easily, obviously prepared for questions like this. The team captain, whose name she suddenly couldn’t remember, moved to the side and let Nate take over. She stared up at the tall, shirtless hockey player and tried to keep her eyes focused on his face instead of his beautiful torso. He was scary, but in a totally different way than she’d been expecting. She’d thought hockey players would be big, toothless and hairy—she wasn’t sure why—and she’d been fantastically wrong, especially with this guy. She’d done enough research to know his name was Nate Calloway, but his profile picture didn’t do him justice. He was gorgeous, with light brown hair, light blue eyes, a strong chin…and that body. It was enough to make a girl think things she shouldn’t, especially not in a professional situation.

      She watched in fascination, taking in the timbre of his voice—was that a slight Southern accent?—and the way he made eye contact with everyone he spoke to. He was beautifully sexy. There was no other way to describe him. As unprofessional as it may have been, landing in his lap had been the most exciting thing to happen to her in months. Maybe more.

      When the journalists finally started to disburse, she couldn’t resist approaching him one last time.

      “I, um, thank you,” she said softly. “I appreciate you keeping me off the logo and saving me from myself.”

      “First time in a pro locker room?” he asked with a smile.

      “First time doing anything with sports at all,” she admitted. “My editor thought pushing me out of my comfort zone would make me a better journalist. I think all it’s done is terrify me.”

      “Aw, don’t be terrified. We’re not so bad.”

      “You’ve been very kind.” Their eyes met again and her heart literally skipped a beat. It was as if he felt it too because his eyes traveled down her body and back up again, slowly and without shame, almost daring her to say something.

      “I’m Nate,” he said after a moment.

      She flushed, giving him a shy smile. “Chelsea Baldwin.”

      “Nice to meet you, Chelsea.” He shook her hand. “I hope we see you around again.”

      “I think I’ll be covering the games until our regular sports writer gets back from medical leave.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      There was that look again. If there was such a thing as a guy undressing you with his eyes, this was it. Strangely enough, it wasn’t creepy. The memory of the way his muscular thighs and strong arms felt around her made her a little weak-kneed even now. However, she couldn’t think of any way to prolong the conversation. He seemed to sense it too when she didn’t say anything, and he gently squeezed her forearm as he turned away.

      “Take care, Chelsea.”

      “Bye, Nate.” She made sure not to look back as she exited the locker room and headed out to her car.

      

      Nate had to force himself to stop looking at her and turn away. If he hadn’t, he might have done something stupid like ask her for her phone number. He didn’t know what had come over him. She was gorgeous. When she’d landed in his lap, it had been a good thing they’d been in a room full of people. It was rare for a woman to affect him like that, but she had, and he had enough going on right now. The last thing he needed was to get involved with a sports writer his first week on the job.

      “You really shouldn’t flirt with the press.” Nate’s teammate, Tore Brekken, gave him a nudge as they changed in the dressing room.

      “Huh?” Nate looked up guiltily, trying to keep his face neutral.

      “She was cute, but the last thing you need is to hook up with someone in the press corps. It’s not good for her career and a break-up could be ultra-bad for yours.”

      “It’s not like that,” Nate protested. “She was getting pushed out of the way and stepped on by everyone, and I felt bad for her. That’s all.”

      Tore laughed. “Dude, I was born in the morning…but not this morning. I saw the way you looked at her. And I admit, I did a double-take myself, but no good can come of hooking up with a journalist. Trust me.”

      “Who’s hooking up with a journalist?” Another teammate, Zaan Hagen, fell into step beside them as they walked down the hallway toward the exit to the players’ parking lot.

      “No one,” Nate said quickly, giving Tore a dirty look.

      “The cute blonde?” Zaan asked. “I’ve never seen her before. She must be new.”

      “Exactly,” Nate said. “Her hands were shaking so bad she could barely hold her phone. I felt bad for her. She was cute, but it’s not like I asked for her number or anything.”

      “Uh huh.” Tore and Zaan chuckled.

      “You guys are a pain in the ass,” Nate said, shaking his head.

      “Welcome to Vegas,” Tore shot back with a grin.

      “Want to go get a drink?” Zaan asked, pulling out his keys. “Practice isn’t until eleven tomorrow.”

      “I’m in.” Tore nodded.

      Nate hesitated. He’d gotten to know Zaan and Tore during training camp and the pre-season, and they were good guys, but he didn’t want to start the season partying too hard. He’d done plenty of that in college and now he needed to focus on hockey.

      “We’re not staying out too late,” Zaan said as if he could read his mind. “I know what you’re thinking, being a rookie and all, but we won’t let you get into trouble.”

      “Speak for yourself.” Tore grinned. “Trouble is my middle name.”

      “Don’t listen to him,” Zaan murmured as Tore got into his Ferrari and roared out of the parking lot.

      “How does he know where we’re going?” Nate asked, looking in the direction their friend had gone.

      “We always go to the same place,” Zaan replied. “And don’t worry, just give me a signal that you’re ready to go, and I’ll be the one to bail so you don’t look like you’re punking out on him.”

      Nate smiled. “Thanks. I don’t want to do anything to fuck this up, you know?”

      “I totally get it. And Tore does too, he’s just busting your balls because he can.”

      “Figures.”

      “But be prepared. Once you’ve had a beer or two, he’s going to ask you about that journalist at least four hundred times.”

      “Nothing happened!” Nate protested, but Zaan was already in his truck, yelling out the name of the bar.
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      Chelsea stared at her computer screen, watching replays from the Sidewinders game. She had a story to write, albeit a short one, and she wasn’t even sure where to start. She’d read dozens of stories the paper’s sports writers had written in the past, but this was her first, and she didn’t want it to be like theirs. She wanted to stand out, even though sports wasn’t her thing. This was her first job as a full-time journalist, and she wasn’t going to fail, no matter what her jerk of an editor threw at her.

      “Chelsea?” Her mother’s voice on the other side of the door startled her.

      “Come in,” she called absently.

      “Are you hungry, honey?” Nora Baldwin peeked inside.

      “I ate at the arena, Mom. But thanks.”

      “What are you writing?”

      “A story about the game tonight.”

      Her mother wrinkled her nose. “I didn’t think you knew anything about hockey?”

      “I don’t, but this is my assignment, so my job is to figure it out.”

      “All right, then I’ll leave you be. Goodnight.”

      “Goodnight, Mom.” Chelsea stared at the screen again and bit her lip as she typed in Nate’s name. His profile came up on the Sidewinders’ website. He looked terrible in his picture, nothing like he did in person. She went back to the search engine, clicking on the ‘images’ tab. There he was. That was the hunky guy she’d met earlier tonight. His profile had said he was six-feet-three, two hundred pounds, and twenty-three years old. She already knew what he looked like, but she didn’t know anything about him as a hockey player. Clicking back to the search engine, she found all kinds of information about his college career, including that he’d been a big star during an event called the Frozen Four. Chelsea then got lost reading about the college hockey championship.

      Before she knew it, several hours had passed, and she knew more about Nate Calloway’s hockey career than she’d intended. She also was a lot more familiar with the Sidewinders and their rise to popularity both in Las Vegas and around the country. No one had expected a hockey team in the desert to be successful, but they’d won a championship in their second year and made it to the playoffs more often than not. Fans clamored to meet the team at practices and before and after games and popularity hadn’t waned even with rising ticket prices.

      Resting her head in her hands, she was thoughtful for a while, trying to formulate the right words for a story that had initially felt like a punishment. Meeting Nate had changed her outlook about hockey, but it hadn’t made the assignment itself any easier. As a native of Las Vegas, hockey hadn’t been on her radar growing up. She’d followed a little football and baseball, but hockey might as well have been square dancing on the moon.

      Inspiration hit her in the form of a picture she found on an image site the paper used for photos when their own photographers hadn’t been able to get one. In this case, the photographer probably had plenty of on-ice photos, but this one of Nate was special. According to the site, it had been taken six months ago, just after winning the Frozen Four Championship. He was good-looking and masculine. His eyes were slits amidst a head thrown back in laughter. Sheer joy at winning? Life? Something else? She didn’t know, but it epitomized the man she’d met earlier in a way she couldn’t explain, and her fingers flew over the keyboard as she worked. She was conscientious about her writing in general, but this story was different, and she was going to make sure it was better than her others.

      She’d complained about having to cover local school board meetings, the openings of two retail stores, and a big flower expo that had been in town. All of those had been boring, and she’d practically written the articles in her sleep. She was grateful to have gotten a job with a small, local newspaper right out of college, but the work was dull and the pay was terrible. Everyone had to start somewhere. Chelsea was lucky to be able to live at home, but she was already thinking about taking a second job. If she could freelance, it might be easier, but there was a lot of competition to cover entertainment and that was her passion. Music and movies were her main interests so that was the goal. She’d write about widgets and doorknobs if it got her closer to her dream. Hopefully, mastering this hockey writing stuff was the first step in that direction.

      [image: ]

      She stopped in the office at the newspaper the next day to see if there was anything in her mailbox and to check in with Teddy. He waved at her as soon as he saw her, and she hurried in his direction, hoping her article from last night’s game was okay.

      “Nice job on the hockey story,” Teddy said as she entered his office. “I liked the twist of covering the game through the eyes of a native who didn’t know anything about the sport before we got a team. And the focus on Nate Calloway was good stuff—it might even get women interested in the game.”

      She blinked. “Thank you.”

      “So there’s an event coming up, something about high heels and hockey or some damn thing. You’re gonna cover it. When I find the info, I’ll email it to you.”

      “Do you know when it is?” she asked.

      “No idea. Maybe this weekend? Or next? The money goes to charity and you get a tour of the arena, a talk with some of the players, and then a hockey lesson on the ice with the team.”

      “A h-hockey lesson?” She stared at him. “Ted, I can’t even ice skate.”

      “You don’t have to.” He waved a hand. “It’s about getting women to pay attention, get their husbands and boyfriends to buy tickets. I don’t really care, but it’s a big deal, and it’s for charity, so we need to cover it. We’re focusing on the community involvement aspect and after what you wrote yesterday, you’re the perfect person for the job. I’ll get you the details later today, and in the meantime, there’s a school board meeting tonight at six.”

      Chelsea sighed.

      

      Nate got to the arena Friday afternoon just before five, psyched for the upcoming game. Slinging his bag over his shoulder, he walked down the hallway toward the dressing room, calling out to Zaan.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey.” Zaan turned with a smile, waiting for Nate to catch up. “What’s up?”

      “Not a lot. You?”

      “Same.”

      “There you are!” Tore was jogging toward them, waving some papers in his hand. “The man of the hour. I think that pretty little journalist has a crush on you.”

      “What?” Nate asked in confusion.

      “The blonde who stepped on the logo,” Tore reminded him, shaking what appeared to be a newspaper in his face.

      Nate snatched it from his hands in irritation.

      “Page four,” Ian Campbell called out. “It’s pretty epic.”

      Nate swallowed, hoping his face wasn’t as red as it felt. He turned to page four and found Chelsea’s article, “Sidewinders 101: NHL Hockey for Natives.”

      He skimmed the article, praying it wasn’t too bad, and was pleasantly surprised. It was thoughtful, insightful, and well-written. She commented on her inexperience in an NHL locker room, made fun of herself for stepping on the logo, and waxed poetic about what a nice guy Nate Calloway was and how he saved her from herself despite being a college superstar on the verge of taking the league by storm. That might have been a slight exaggeration, but he smiled anyway.

      The biggest surprise was the picture she’d chosen. It was one he personally loved, and it struck a chord in him that she’d used that one for her article. It was taken just after winning the championship last spring, and he’d been about as happy as a man had a right to be, laughing and celebrating with his friends and teammates. It had been an epic moment, one he would never forget, and she’d somehow managed to find it and used it to capture the essence of her first professional hockey experience.

      What the hell did that even mean?

      “She definitely likes you,” Tore said, folding his arms across his chest.

      “What’s not to like?” Nate laughed it off. “I’m awesome.”

      “Always good to make a friend in the press,” Cody said, joining the conversation and glancing at the article over Nate’s shoulder. “Just be careful.”

      Nate scowled. “Jesus, I was nice to a woman who was having a rough time in what turned out to be her first sports assignment. That’s all it was, guys. Just because she was cute doesn’t mean—”

      “Aha!” Tore interrupted. “You thought she was cute.”

      “Your mom’s cute too,” Nate grunted. “But I’m not hooking up with her either.”

      “You’d be a cool stepdad.” Tore cracked up, as did the others, and Nate took the deflection as an opportunity to surreptitiously tuck the newspaper away to read again later.

      He was flattered Chelsea had spoken so highly of him. From what he’d read, she’d taken the time to research his college career and his performance during the pre-season with the Sidewinders. He’d had one good game during the pre-season but nothing special now that the regular season had started. He was currently on the third line, so he didn’t get as much playing time as he was used to so it had been harder to find his rhythm. Hopefully, last night’s performance was the beginning of good things for him.

      “Don’t let them get under your skin,” Zaan said to him as they changed.

      “No biggie.” Nate knew his teammates were just having a little fun at his expense, and it didn’t bother him in the least. They were good guys, and he liked everyone on the team so far. He tended to keep his friendships superficial but wanted to change that now that he was settling somewhere. There was always a chance he’d get traded, but he wouldn’t live his life worrying about that. Not after all he’d been through. He’d come out the other side of a tragedy, and it was time to start living, no matter how daunting it was to think about forging friendships with other men.
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      The next few games went well for him, scoring a couple of goals and notching a few more assists. Afterward, he’d scanned the press for Chelsea, but she wasn’t there and the pang of disappointment was almost palpable. Damn. He’d hoped she’d be back, no matter what he’d told the guys, but there was no sign of her, and he didn’t know the other journalists well enough to know if anyone else from her paper had come in her place.

      They were leaving on a road trip in the morning, so he begged off when Zaan asked him to go out. He went home and settled in front of the TV, wondering if it was too late to call his friend Whitney Sommers, who lived in Alaska. He texted her instead, asking if she was still up and grinning when she immediately called him.

      “Hey!” Her friendly voice made him smile.

      “How’s it going?” he asked.

      “Good. I saw you on TV earlier—you looked great.”

      “Thanks. It’s been kind of crazy, a lot of adjustments both on and off the ice, but I love it.”

      “Your teammates are cool?”

      “Yeah. Really good guys. No complaints.”

      “So what’s going on?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You didn’t text me asking if I was still awake at midnight your time the night before a road trip to say hi and tell me everything is peachy.”

      He snorted out a laugh. “Just a little lonely, I guess. Nothing’s wrong, but it takes time to get to know people and you know how I am about that.”

      “I do, but you’re doing okay, aren’t you? Did you find a therapist?”

      He sighed. “No, not yet. It’s hard to start over with someone new, you know? I was with my old one for more than four years.”

      “As long as you’re doing okay. How’s everything else?”

      “Are you asking about my sex life, Ms. Nosy-Pants?”

      She laughed. “No, but if there’s been something happening in that department, I’d love to hear about it since there’s a big fat zero happening on my end. My hymen is probably starting to grow back.”

      “It’s your own fault.” He chuckled. “There’s supposedly two hundred men to every woman in Alaska.”

      “It’s not quite that extreme, but I’m taking care of newborn twins—ain’t nobody got time for that.”

      “And I’m busy starting my hockey career with a new team, in a new city. So we’re even.”

      “You’re a healthy, twenty-three-year-old professional athlete—you need to make the time.”

      “Look who’s talking,” he challenged.

      “I’m hiding from a stalker, remember? I have way more reasons not to date than you.”

      “Totally different things.”

      “I know, but how long are you going to wait? I mean, it’s time, Nate.”

      “I’ve waited this long, so there’s no rush. If I wanted to just get it over with, hookers are legal in some parts of Nevada.”

      “Are you going to wait for marriage?”

      “No. But I was thinking I’d wait until I find someone I care about. Considering my history, I’d like my first time to be with someone I’m in love with.”

      “That’s awesome in theory, but you’re not going to fall in love if you don’t go out on any dates.”

      He sighed.

      “I’ll happily offer myself up if it’ll help you get it over with,” she said gently.

      He smiled, though she couldn’t see it. “Ah, Whit, you’re a good friend. You know I love you—but that wouldn’t be fair to either of us. It might mess up our friendship, and that’s way more important to me than getting laid.”

      “I just don’t want you to let your past ruin your future, hon,” she said softly.

      “I know, and I promise I’m not. I’m waiting for it to feel right.”

      “Again, you’re not going to feel anything if you don’t go out with anyone.”

      “I will when you do,” he said, hoping to get her to change the subject.

      “Then I guess we’re both going to die horny and alone,” she said dramatically.

      He laughed. The each had a quirky sense of humor that synced well together, and it was one of many reasons she was one of his best friends.

      They hung up after talking for a little while longer and he dragged himself to bed. Whitney was a good friend from Boston, though neither of them lived there anymore, and he missed her. She was the only one who knew his secret about sex. Or the lack thereof. His reasons were complicated but had nothing to do with religion or his sexuality, he’d just gotten to a point where finding the opportunity to do it had become more stressful than it was worth. In his head anyway.

      He’d started to get uncomfortable with the situation during his senior year of college, and there was a solid dose of good old-fashioned nervousness now that he played in the NHL. The idea of anyone finding out was mortifying. He coped by ignoring it, and that was exactly what he had to do tonight. Tomorrow was the beginning of a relatively long road trip. The team would be heading to Chicago, St. Louis, Nashville, and Dallas, so he forced himself to turn off his brain and try to get some sleep. His sex life wasn’t going anywhere. Not in the near future anyway.

      

      Chelsea was so tired of school board meetings and high school sports events, she was beyond ready for the Lady Sidewinders Hockey & High Heels event. She couldn’t skate but she’d done her homework on hockey, so she was ready for whatever they threw at her. The information she’d received didn’t specify which players would be involved, yet something she could only call woman’s intuition told her Nate would be there. She had no illusions about anything happening between them because she didn’t have a lot of time to date. However, he was the first guy in ages who’d made her heart beat a little faster. There was no harm in a little innocent flirting and fantasizing, right?

      After extensive internet research, Chelsea narrowed the single guys down to Nate, which made her happier than it should have, Tore Brekken, Dax O’Day, and Ian Campbell. They were the only ones she couldn’t link to a wife or live-in girlfriend. A couple of the guys seemed to be in limbo, with girlfriends they weren’t that serious with, but it was hard to tell from articles and gossip sites. She’d surmised that they would line up more single guys for an event full of women, but a few others would undoubtedly have to be there as well since she’d discovered the event was extremely popular. It had sold out the last two years within minutes, which was another reason the paper had asked for a press pass so one of the staff writers could cover the experience in person.

      “Have fun tonight!” Rita called out to her.

      She worked from home most of the time but was in and out of the offices several times a week to attend staff meetings, check her mail, and keep up with everything. It was a vibrant, busy office and though the competition was fiercer than she’d been expecting at a small, local paper, she enjoyed the energy.

      “I’ll try,” she replied with a grin. “I’m going to make a fool of myself on the ice, but the rest should be fun.”

      “If I was single, I’d be falling on purpose just so some hockey hunk could catch me.” Rita was in her forties, a married mother of three, and she wiggled her eyebrows lasciviously.

      Chelsea laughed. “I have to be a professional,” she protested.

      “Professional, Faux-pressional. With the peanuts we make here, perks like hockey hunks are the only thing that makes it worthwhile.” She paused. “You’re at the beginning of your career, though, so I guess you have to be careful. But for real, you can still enjoy yourself. I used to go to stuff like this back in the day, and it’s usually a blast. I got a bass lesson from Gene Simmons once and—”

      “Who?”

      Rita sighed. “From Kiss?”

      “Is that a band?”

      Rita shook her head. “Yeah, you should Google them. Okay, the kids are expecting dinner, and I still have to go to the grocery store. If you don’t come in tomorrow, text me and let me know how it was.”

      “Will do.”

      “What time do you want to get going?” Floyd Reuben, the photographer who was going with her to take pictures of the evening’s shenanigans, asked Chelsea.

      “It doesn’t start until seven, so I figured we could leave here at a quarter til. It’ll give me time to finish the story on the high school homecoming game I covered last night.”

      He grimaced. “Better you than me.”

      Sinking down at her desk, Chelsea worked for the next hour or so, finishing up the story and emailing it to her editor. Floyd was wandering around somewhere, so she took her bag to the restroom to change and fix her makeup. She’d brought tight black jeans and a pretty top that covered her arms but showed a little skin with the cold shoulder style. Pictures from previous years showed women in heels, so they obviously brought socks and sneakers or something for the on-ice portion of the evening and she stuffed the ones she wore in her bag, replacing them with high-heel black sandals.

      Staring in the mirror, she freshened up her foundation, bronzer, and eyeliner. A few swipes from her mascara wand added depth to her deep blue eyes and a dab of pink gloss on her lips finished the look. Her hair was down and loose, but she pulled a strand on one side, twisted it, and clipped it back. She did the same thing on the other side and cocked her head appraisingly. The look was cute, but nowhere near as sophisticated as the women she’d seen modeling it in the magazine. That wasn’t who she was, though; she was a pretty simple girl who didn’t do sexy or sophisticated. That kind of thing made her a little uncomfortable, mostly because she didn’t know anyone like that and models and movie stars on TV didn’t seem real most of the time.

      “Chelsea!” Floyd knocked on the door to the bathroom loudly, startling her.

      “Coming,” she called out. She dumped her things in her bag and stepped into the hallway.

      “You look nice,” Floyd said amiably.

      “Thank you.” She followed him outside.

      “Meet you there,” he said, waving.
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