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      I’m the new guy on the team, and I’m struggling to earn my teammates’ respect and forgiveness for the dirt I’ve slung at the Sockeyes in the past.

      I played my entire life with my twin brother by my side, even in the pros. Now I’ve been traded to the Sockeyes, and my brother has been selected in the expansion draft by the Portland Icehawks.

      I’m facing the unthinkable, competing against my brother in a game where only one of us emerges as the ultimate winner. And that’s not my only problem. I’ve developed a huge crush on one of my teammates’ sisters, and he’s not taking kindly to my interest in her, especially since he and I have butted heads in the past.

      She’s not interested in me, but I’m not able to walk away. There’s something special about her, and I have to find a way to convince her that there’s also something special about me, even if her brother hates my guts.

    

  


  
    
      To my readers who’ve been with me since the first Sockeyes book and possibly before. I thank you for your continued support. You mean the world to me.

    

  


  
    
      Shootout marks the nineteenth novel in my Seattle Sockeyes world. Yes, there will be a number twenty. I embarked on this hockey romance journey with my novella Crashing the Boards, which was originally published in Seduced by the Game, a charity anthology for cancer in March of 2014.

      When I started, I was a huge Seattle sports fan at the time but knew very little about hockey. I had a good understanding of professional sports, lives of athletes, and locker room dynamics. I did my best to portray hockey accurately thanks to Google, my many hockey fanatic friends, and knowledge from attending Seattle Thunderbird games.

      Over the years I’ve learned to love hockey, and I’m a proud Kraken season ticket holder. Thanks to the Kraken, I’m pretty comfortable with my current hockey knowledge.

      I want to thank everyone who’s been on this dream-come-true journey with me. Here’s to many more years of adventures in the world of pro sports be it hockey, football, or baseball.
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        ~~Jessie~~

      

      

      

      Using my key card, I entered the Seattle Sockeyes’ inner sanctum. Tomorrow I’d start my new job as a player development coach in their youth program.

      This job was a dream come true and the culmination of a lifetime of work grinding away to break into the coaching ranks of a male-dominated sport. I know it wasn’t as if I were coaching in the NHL, but it was a stepping-stone, and I was only twenty-eight with big aspirations.

      Tonight, I’d calm my nerves the way I always did—by skating. Skating wasn’t just my livelihood but my life. My everything. Especially since Rick and I broke up a year ago or took a break, as he called it. That was the problem, though. A break implied we’d stay in touch, but we didn’t. I’d forced myself to move on. Leaving Minnesota for Seattle was my first step toward that goal, even though I’d left my heart behind.

      Sockeye training camp hadn’t begun yet, and the place was deserted, including the pro rink. The other two rinks in the facility were currently hosting open skates or games, leaving this one as the most viable option. Besides, I loved skating on professional ice. There was just something different about it. Not that the ice in the other two rinks wasn’t fantastic, but this rink was special. Everything was done meticulously to make sure the team had the perfect playing surface.

      Even better, I’d have it all to myself, as this rink wasn’t in use tonight. I slipped into the guest locker room, finding it as empty as the rest of the area.

      I sat down on the nearest bench and pulled on the figure skates I’d rented. I preferred hockey skates, but I hadn’t brought mine to the facility today as I hadn’t planned on skating. When I’d gone to the rental booth, all they had left in my size were these figure skates.

      Once I was laced up, I trudged through the hallway to the rink entrance. The second my skates hit the ice, all my earlier troubles and concerns melted away. The hypnotic swish-swish of my skates became my world.

      I leisurely made a couple circuits around the rink, getting a feel for these unfamiliar blades and how they meshed with the ice. I sprinted the length of the rink and executed a hockey stop. My skates didn’t dig into the ice as I was accustomed to, and I flailed my arms to keep my balance, reminding myself they weren’t designed for quick starts and stops. I’d make do. I wasn’t going to play hockey in them.

      After a few more large circles, I’d gotten acquainted with my skates. The magic I always felt on the ice began. I was in my zone, completely at one with the ice. Loose and relaxed, I skated along the boards and picked up speed with each lap until my legs strained and my heart pumped. On the verge of being gassed, I pushed harder to get more out of my body.

      My legs threatened to collapse underneath me, and my heart pounded so hard I heard it with my own ears. I leaned down, hands on my knees, and glided until my lungs stopped screaming for more air and the beating against my rib cage lessened.

      A strange feeling came over me, like a shiver down my spine or someone blowing on my neck. I glanced around but didn’t see anyone. Still, I had this feeling I was being watched. The rink was dim as I’d only turned on one bank of lights, and the bleachers on either side were shrouded in darkness.

      I chastised myself for being concerned. A security guy or a janitor had probably entered to see who was using this space. I had every right to be here as a member of the coaching staff. If the organization hadn’t wanted me in this part of the building, my key card wouldn’t have allowed access.

      I abandoned my circle and skated along the boards, searching the bleachers for an interloper. Once I explained who I was, I hoped they’d leave me alone. I didn’t have to wonder for long. A man walked out of the shadows and stepped onto the ice. He wore hockey skates and workout gear, no pads. I blinked a few times and squinted to get a better look at him.

      This was no security guard or janitor. He had an air of superiority and arrogance, not to mention the muscled body of a professional athlete was clearly visible as he wore workout clothes rather than hockey gear.

      He looked familiar, and his name came rushing to me. Anyone who followed hockey would recognize this guy. I’d read about his recent trade to the Sockeyes. One of the bad boys of the league and a premier forward.

      Banks Slater scowled as he purposely skated toward me. Annoyance was etched on that handsome face, though I had no idea what he had to be annoyed about.

      Of course, no recognition shone in his eyes. Despite all my hockey accolades, medals, and awards, he had no clue who I was. Hockey was still a man’s world, after all. His cluelessness broiled in my gut, drawing out more anger and indignation. Being disregarded because of my gender was nothing new to me. Shit, I’d been dealing with it since childhood when I’d opted for hockey skates instead of figure skates, much to my mother’s absolute dismay. She’d been a competitive figure skater and a good one, even making one Olympic team. My dad, on the other hand, had been a professional hockey player, just as my grandfather had been, along with an uncle. Instead of being excited his daughter had chosen hockey over figure skating, he’d discouraged my choice at first. After all, he had two boys who were following in his footsteps. He didn’t need a mere girl to muddy the waters. After a while, he determined I wasn’t going to give up, and he grudgingly accepted my determination to be a hockey player, even if he didn’t agree I’d made the best decision. As he was so fond of saying, it’s very difficult for a woman to make a good living in hockey. I didn’t need him to remind me.

      “Who are you?” Slater demanded as if he owned the place. His entitlement rankled me. If I’d been a guy skating in this arena, I doubted he’d question why I was there.

      “None of your fucking business,” I shot back, knowing I was taking his remarks too personally, but when had that ever stopped me?

      His scowl deepened, and I laughed, amused by his indignation.

      “What’s the matter? Don’t like sharing your rink with a girl?”

      His expression softened slightly, and he shook his head. “That has nothing to do with it. This is the Sockeyes practice rink, and you’re obviously a figure skater.”

      “What makes you think that?” I perched my hands on my hips and stuck out my chin.

      He glared pointedly at my white skates, which I’d forgotten I was wearing.

      “Oh, I borrowed these. They aren’t mine. I prefer hockey skates.” I waited for recognition to dawn on him. Nothing. Absolutely nothing.

      He snorted as if not believing me. “Sure. Whatever.”

      I bristled like a cat attempting to intimidate a dog. “What does that mean?”

      “Do you have permission to be in this rink?” he demanded with too much self-righteous irritation.

      “Do you?” I shot back, refusing to bow down. Guys often blamed me for being prickly, and I was when it came to the lack of respect afforded to women’s hockey players. I had little tolerance for men who thought they were superior to women. This guy obviously did.

      He ignored my question and stared longingly at the ice. “When are you going to be done?”

      “When I’m done,” I shot back. Slater brought out my snippiness without even trying. I’d heard enough about him and his dirty hits, especially the one that landed a Sockeyes star forward on the injury list and brought about my brother’s three-game suspension. The Sockeyes didn’t make it out of the second round with the loss of two top players. Banks Slater wasn’t welcome in these parts, yet through some weird twist of fate, he was now on this team.

      “This is my ice, not yours.” His dark eyes narrowed to menacing slits, or that’s how I interpreted his expression. The guy was wearing what appeared to be his most intimidating game face. I rolled my eyes. He thought I was a “lowly” figure skater and he could bully me. He had a lot to learn.

      “Funny, I don’t see your name on this rink.”

      “I’m a Sockeye. You clearly are not.” He glared pointedly at my white skates and waved. “Bye-bye.”

      I balked, instinctively rebelling against his attitude of male superiority. I’d gotten enough of that throughout my life. I’d often been a better player than most men, but I’d been relegated to the women’s teams or a lower line over a less-talented male player. His brand of bullshit brought out the worst in me.

      “If you want me off the ice, make me leave,” I challenged him, knowing as a competitive hockey player, he wouldn’t back down from a challenge.

      “I could do that. What do you propose?” He perused my body with a sexy smirk. I had a flash of him heaving me over his shoulder and dumping me unceremoniously over the boards.

      I mulled over my options in my head and kept coming back to demonstrating to this asshole how dangerous it is to judge a book by its cover.

      “Tell you what, hockey boy.” I emphasized the boy and was rewarded with an even deeper scowl. “I challenge you to a shootout from the blue line. Ten shots in ten seconds. Most shots in the least amount of time wins. The loser leaves the rink.” He wouldn’t expect me to come close to keeping pace, so for my part, challenging him would be a win-win for me and a win or lose face for him.

      Slater was known for his clever backhanded shots and his lethal wrist shot, but I had a few tricks of my own, including, in my opinion, a better slap shot and pinpoint accuracy when it came to finding the net. I hadn’t been the top scorer at the Winter Games for nothing.

      But if I lost…

      He snorted and rocked on his skates. His chest vibrated with barely controlled laughter.

      “Are you afraid?” I poked at the bear, knowing he’d react exactly how I wanted him to react.

      “No, but I can’t understand why you’d want to humiliate yourself like that.”

      “I guess I’m a glutton for punishment.”

      “So all I get when I win is you leaving my rink?” His naughty little survey of my body in my formfitting workout gear seemed to consider me the prize.

      No effing way.

      “That’s all you get,” I snarled and drew a chuckle out of him. I was at enough of a disadvantage in these figure skates, and I wasn’t betting more than that.

      “Who’s going to time us? We need a neutral party,” he said, dropping the sexual innuendos.

      We both glanced around, expecting someone to come out of the woodwork. Of course, no one did.

      I shrugged.

      “I hope you know what you’re getting yourself into.”

      “I hope you do,” I shot back, and he snorted, only adding fuel to my fire.

      Slater pulled his phone from his pocket and texted someone. A few seconds later, he glanced up. “Geneva will be here in a few minutes to time us.”

      “Geneva?”

      “One of the equipment staff. She’s working overtime tonight in preparation for the start of training camp.”

      “Good. Gives you time to warm up.” I started to skate away before his next words stopped me.

      “Don’t you want a few pucks to practice with? You know, those little round rubber disks you can hit with a stick?”

      I grimaced. I didn’t have a stick, either, a fact that wasn’t lost on him. What had I been thinking, challenging an NHL player to a shootout while wearing figure skates and without my own stick?

      He chuckled, threw some pucks onto the ice, and handed me a stick. It was too long for my height, but I’d make do.

      I hefted it in my hands and clumsily dribbled a puck toward the net, losing track of it multiple times, letting my opponent believe I didn’t know how to play. He watched for a moment and smirked before turning to the other net and ignoring me.

      For the next few minutes, I kept my back to that infuriating man and did my worst shooting and moving the puck. The few times I glanced his way, I caught him watching me with a satisfied grin on his dangerously handsome face.

      Eventually Geneva showed up. She stood at the boards, glancing from one to the other of us with a question in her eyes. “I’m here. Make it quick—I have work to do.”

      “This figure skater here invited me to a shootout. Ten shots in ten seconds.” Banks’s voice dripped with disdain.

      Geneva turned her attention to me and did a double take. A slow, sly smile crossed her face, and she winked at me. She knew who I was. The arrogant bastard might not recognize me, but his equipment manager did.

      “Jessie, you want to go first?” She called me by my first name, but Slater didn’t catch on.

      “No, I like the pressure of knowing what I’m competing against.” I leaned on my stick and smirked at Slater. He glowered at me and squared his shoulders. Looking from me to Geneva and back with suspicion. He knew something was up. Geneva stepped onto the ice and placed ten pucks several feet apart on the blue line.

      She turned to Slater. “Okay, Slate, stand over there. Don’t start until I say so.”

      “Prepare to be impressed.” He flashed me a cocky grin, and I answered with my own version.

      Unfortunately, I was impressed. He skated at the speed of light, slapping each puck in rhythm to his stride. In nine-point-one seconds, he’d put eight out of ten pucks in the net. He blew on his knuckles, swiped them across his chest, and turned toward an invisible audience. He bent low, taking a bow, not once, but multiple times in different directions as if he’d been playing to a sold-out crowd of tens of thousands. He was too much.

      “Oh my god,” Geneva whispered loud enough for me to hear. I suppressed a giggle. She stared down at my skates. “I’d find you some hockey skates, but you have pretty small feet. How about a better stick?”

      Gratefully, I told her what stick I usually used, and she returned with a passable substitute.

      “Thank you,” I said gratefully.

      “Go get ’em, sister.”

      “What the fuck?” Slater grumbled. “You’re supposed to be neutral.”

      I cast a brilliant smile in his direction, feeling a bit cocky myself.

      “I would be if the playing field were even. She’s under a handicap with those skates and a strange stick,” Geneva said with a degree of smugness.

      “Her handicap goes way beyond skates and a stick.” He chortled with laughter and both of us glared at him. He had the decency to sober quickly.

      Geneva placed the pucks on the blue line and backed away. “Ready?”

      I eyed the pucks, formulating a plan, even though instinct and training would take over with my first stride. Digging in, I burst forward. Those stupid figure skates weren’t as fast as my hockey skates, but I made the best of them. I missed my first shot and closed my ears to Slater’s hoots of laughter. I nailed the next seven, which shut him up. One more, and we’d be tied in the number of shots in the net. I was pretty sure I was a fraction of a second faster. Feeling cocky and confident, I swung my stick in my hardest slap shot yet, surprised I hadn’t broken it. The puck streaked toward the net and hit the crossbar with a resounding ping before glancing off.

      Geneva smiled apologetically at me. “Seven shots in nine seconds. You win, Slate.”

      For a split second, Slater gaped at me. He knew we’d pulled a fast one on him. Then he shook his head and powered forward, came down on one knee, stick raised in the air, in his usual celly. Bursting to his feet, he skated circles around us with his hands fisted over his head.

      “Conceited prick,” I mumbled, drawing a snicker from Geneva.

      He skated to us, stopping at the last minute and spraying ice all over our legs. Grinning like the poor winner he was, he tapped his lips. “How about a kiss to congratulate the winner?”

      I debated smacking him across that smug face of his but resisted.

      “How about a fat lip?” Furious, I stomped off the ice, no easy feat in skates, not caring I was a sore loser. His laughter followed me. I pushed open the guest locker room and slammed it for effect. That asshole. What an arrogant, obnoxious asshole. Just the type I despised who thought he was the best thing to happen to hockey since the Zamboni.

      I stripped out of my sweaty clothes and pulled a fluffy white towel from the rack near the showers. I was exhausted, but anger still vibrated through me. The nerve of that insufferable dickhead.

      Still muttering expletives to describe Slater, I walked across the immaculate expanse of tile flooring, hung the towel, and cranked on the water. As soon as steam filled the room, I stepped under the hot spray and let the water wash over my body. Closing my eyes, I cleared my head and reined in my temper. The last thing I needed was to let a guy like that get under my skin. I knew better, and I was more disappointed in myself than in him. He behaved as expected. I, on the other hand, had let frustration and anger get the best of me.

      I heard a noise, like the click of a door, and opened my eyes. Movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention. I whirled around and screamed when I saw a shadowy figure standing in the doorway of the shower room. The intruder moved into the intense light. Banks Slater stood there with a towel slung over his shoulder and nothing else covering his body. His mouth dropped open in surprise. He didn’t move, just stared.

      I shut off the water. Dripping wet, I looked for my towel, realizing it hung on a hook behind him.

      Fuck.

      

      
        
        ~~Banks~~

      

      

      All I wanted tonight was to be left alone to wallow in my self-pity. A month ago, I’d been traded to a team whose players despised me. They blamed me for that hit I put on their star forward during the second round of the playoffs last season. It’d been a clean hit, even though many in the hockey world called it dirty. My part in a bench-clearing brawl in that same game didn’t help either, especially when another topliner of theirs got suspended.

      I’d never imagined myself in this situation. Loyalty in professional sports was a myth I’d bought into. I’d assumed as good as I was, I’d always have control over my future.

      Not so.

      Tomorrow I’d practice with my new team and tolerate the glares. Tonight had been all about skating for the pure joy of it, getting back to my roots, reminding myself why I did this. I’d reinvigorate my love for the game and clear my mind of my worries, ready to start fresh tomorrow.

      Only I hadn’t counted on someone else being in here this late at night.

      I may pretend to be a dick, but I’m not really a dick. I’m also not into self-examination, so I can’t explain why I turn to dickism in moments of stress, discomfort, or insecurity.

      I’m a twin. Growing up, I was the naughty troublemaker, and Braden was the perfect, good twin. I never planned for things to turn out that way; they just did. In a family with five kids, we were always vying for our parents’ attention. Braden earned their praise by doing everything right, while I attracted trouble even when I didn’t mean to. Negative attention was better than no attention, and I got plenty of negative attention.

      Once I was left alone, I skated for less than five minutes, but my heart wasn’t in it. The entire disruption by that figure skater ruined my mood. Figure skater? Shit, she might’ve been wearing the right skates for figure skating, but her wicked slap shot had come close to defeating me. She knew how to play hockey, and not just recreationally. The woman had moves and skated better than many of the guys I knew.

      Who the hell was she?

      I pondered the answer to this question as I headed to the Sockeyes locker room, only to find a sign on the shower room stating it was closed for cleaning. No problem. The guest locker room would do the job just fine. Grabbing my street clothes and shoes, I reversed direction to the end of the hallway where the guest locker room door was. Pushing it open, I entered and laid my stuff on a bench.

      I chuckled to myself as I stripped out of my clothes and grabbed a clean towel from a stack. Slinging it over my shoulder, I headed for the showers, relishing the thought of hot water running down my sweaty skin and purging my earlier frustrations. That woman, whoever the fuck she was, had annoyed the hell out of me and, even more disturbing, intrigued me. She was actually kind of attractive. Geneva had known who she was. She’d called her Jessie.

      Deep down lurked my inner nice guy, buried under my bluster and hardheadedness. I felt a twinge of guilt for being such a jerk to her, but she shouldn’t have been skating in the pro rink. I didn’t know who the fuck had given her access; maybe that was a common practice with this team.

      Smug with self-righteous indignation, I pushed open the door into the shower area. I’d taken a few steps before the sound of running water stopped me in my tracks. I wasn’t alone.

      Standing under a showerhead stood Jessie. She had her back to me, and I froze, unable to move. That bad-boy part of me couldn’t stop itself from appreciating her curves and that incredible ass. I’d never seen such a fine ass on a woman before, but she had it going on in spades. My horndog self emerged with enthusiasm, and my dick, which had zero conscience or modesty, rose to the occasion, literally.

      The door swung shut behind me with a resounding thud. Jessie spun around. The shock on her face brought out my wicked bad boy. She gasped and let out an ear-splitting scream. That was enough to kick my self-preservation instincts into action. I scrambled backward, slipping on the wet tile and slamming into the door. A second later, I was sprawled on the floor with my towel underneath me.

      I lay on the floor, paralyzed by indecision. My inclination was to get to my feet and apologize profusely while backing out the door, even though that wouldn’t be in keeping with my asshole rep. I scrambled to stand and ungracefully landed on my ass once again.

      Jessie was yelling at me, but none of her words made sense in my discombobulated state. She stepped toward me, having to reach over my body to grab her towel.

      The horndog in me couldn’t take his eyes off her delectable body, while the decent guy buried inside was mortified. My gaze traveled upward as she stood a few feet from me, unable to get out the door since I was blocking it.

      She fumbled with the towel in an attempt to cover herself. The frontal view rivaled the rear view, and that was saying a hell of a lot. My gaze slid up that body, unable to unsee what I was seeing, including her incredible rack, narrow waist, and her shapely, muscular thighs. Fuck, but she was exquisite. I’d been dating model types for so long I’d forgotten how delicious a real woman’s body was. This one kept herself in extremely good shape, as an athlete would.

      I briefly wondered who the hell she was.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” she spat at me, and I slowly lifted my gaze to her face. She hugged herself in an attempt at modesty I found endearing.

      I sat up, afraid to attempt standing and possibly suffering more humiliation in the process. She grabbed for the door, planning to push me out of the way, but the slippery floor won once again. She went one way, and her towel went the other. She landed on top of me with a screech of surprise. Our naked bodies intertwined as she struggled to free herself. But the unforgiving floor countered her every move.

      “Is everything okay in here?” Geneva peered in the doorway. Her eyes grew wide, and she backed up, stammering as she did so. “Oh, I’m so sorry. So sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt anything.”

      “You aren’t. This asshole—” Before Jessie could finish her sentence, Geneva had literally run out the door. The message was clear. She thought she’d interrupted a fucking session in the guest locker room showers.

      Jessie cussed like a hockey player, calling me all sorts of colorful names, a few I’d never heard before. I’d give her points for creativity. “Let me go, you fucking asshole.”

      “I’m not holding on to you,” I said in my defense. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. Let me help you up.” A stupid thing to say since I hadn’t had success standing on my own. Her wet chest slid across mine, and I gulped. Damn, but I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to get up. She felt incredible, and my fingers itched to grab a handful of her ass and pull her closer.

      Jessie read my mind and scurried on all fours away from me, giving me a delectable view, which I appreciated more than a decent human being should’ve. But who said I was decent?

      She was still cursing. Our little liaison had obviously ended.

      I grasped the door handle and hauled myself to my feet. Scooping up both towels, I held one out to her. She snatched it from my fingers and wrapped it around her body. I’m not ashamed to say I was disappointed to lose the view.

      “Don’t you have your own locker room?” she spat with impressive venom.

      “I do. I, uh, yeah. I do, but the shower is closed for cleaning.” I stuttered and stammered like my thirteen-year-old self after approaching the hottest girl in school.

      “If you value your dick, you’ll move out of my way right now or else.” She punctuated her threat with a wicked glance down at my now-erect cock. Misinterpreting her meaning, it twitched in response.

      “Or else?” I repeated dumbly. My usual glib tongue had deserted me.

      She made a snipping motion with her fingers. I shuddered and gingerly shuffled out of the way.

      She pushed past me, head held high, and strode into the locker room. I debated on following her but decided not to push my luck. I suspected she might make good on her threat, and I liked my dick right where it was.

      With a sigh and relieved my humiliation was over, I dropped my towel on a bench and turned on the shower, making it colder than desired just to calm myself down. I’d probably get called into HR tomorrow for sexual harassment.

      As the cold water shocked my system back to a semblance of normalcy, I reclaimed control of my head and cringed inwardly. Now that I had my wits about me, I needed to apologize more profusely. I might be a bad-boy asshole, but I wasn’t one to treat women as objects or take advantage of situations like this.

      Toweling off and wrapping the towel around my waist to cover up certain parts, I ventured into the locker room, rehearsing in my head what to say to her.

      She was gone, and I had no idea where, but I had to find her. Not because I might get in trouble if she repeated this story with her own personal slant, but because I needed to grovel for her forgiveness.

      Dressing as quickly as possible, I jogged down the hall to the parking garage entrance and yanked open the heavy metal door so hard it slammed into the concrete wall. I was just in time to see red taillights disappear into the darkness.

      Fuck.

      I stood on the concrete and wondered what to do next. If only Braden were around. He’d tell me what to do, but he had his own problems. We’d grown apart since he’d been taken by the Portland Icehawks in the expansion draft earlier in the year.

      I was in a new town with a new team. I had a negative history with most of these guys, and they would be hard to win over. Whoever Jessie was, she had connections with the Sockeyes, or she wouldn’t have been skating all by herself in the Sockeye rink.

      I might be in deeper shit than I imagined.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            COLD RECEPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Jessie~~

      

      

      I sat down in the staff conference room at the Sockeyes Hockey Athletic Center, fondly known as the SHAC. It was far from a shack. In fact, it’d been built for the team eight years ago when they’d been purchased by billionaire Ethan Parker and moved from Florida to Seattle. The facility housed three rinks: one was part of the Sockeyes’ practice facility, and the other two encompassed a skating complex designed to promote hockey and figure skating in the Seattle area.

      My mostly sleepless night had been inundated with images of a naked hockey player writhing on top of me with his impressive hard-on rubbing against my private parts. I couldn’t stop thinking about how he felt, all hard muscles wrapped up in a gorgeous example of male beauty.

      I had to stop reliving last night and face my first day at my brand-new job. Despite being sleep-deprived, I had butterflies flapping around in my stomach.

      Now was not the time to fret about Banks. I relegated him to a remote area of my brain. I had enough to deal with right now. I’d track down Geneva and explain later. And Banks, well, I hoped I never saw the man again but doubted I’d be that lucky.

      I glanced around at the faces, all male; not one of them looked at me. Up until today, the one area women hadn’t infiltrated within Seattle Sockeyes management was the youth hockey program. I was chosen to be the first woman selected as a player development coach within that system.

      “Welcome,” said Pete Stevens, the director of the Sockeyes Youth Hockey Program. I’d done my homework on my colleagues. Stevens was in his fifties, and he’d played college hockey back in his twenties. His expertise proved to be in coaching, and he coached multiple junior teams that made the playoffs or won it all. Now he devoted his time to developing younger players and working with the most talented children the area had to offer.

      The small group quieted and focused on Pete.

      “I hope you’re ready for another fantastic season of youth hockey. Our summer camps had waiting lists despite adding more sessions, and our fall programs are looking to be as popular.”

      The men nodded and murmured their agreement. I managed a stiff smile, the most I could do considering the frostiness in the room.

      “Sadly, Kyle retired this summer after seven years with our organization. He’ll be greatly missed.”

      More murmurs of agreement.

      Pete’s gaze swung to where I was seated. “But we’re very fortunate to have Jessica Wilder joining our staff as a player development coach. If you’re not aware of Jessica’s credentials, she comes to us after a successful assistant coaching stint at the University of Minnesota. Prior to that, she played on the first line of the Women’s D1 Collegiate championship team. She’s an Olympic gold medalist and holds several scoring records in women’s college hockey. We’re thrilled to have her. She’ll be a great addition to our team.”

      The words he spoke were welcoming and flattering, yet his tone betrayed his real feelings. He wasn’t happy about my hiring. I’d known that from the day I’d been offered the job, as I’d been forewarned by a friend who was a former staff member that these guys would be a tough group to win over. Pete had made it clear I wasn’t his first choice, but he’d been overridden by Lauren Schneider-Parker, wife of the owner and director of player development.

      Pete’s speech garnered a smattering of unenthusiastic responses.

      “And she’s also the sister of Sockeyes defenseman Jason Wilder.”

      That got their attention. I felt their eyes on me. I dug my fingernails into my palm. I’d asked Stevens not to mention my brother. I didn’t want his status with the team to influence my success here. Too late for that. Stevens had disrespected my request and given these guys the one bit of information I’d prefer they didn’t have.

      “Jessie, this is Mike Millard,” Pete continued.

      “Nice to have you on board. I’m so busy with the premier boys, it’s great to have help with the girls and not-so-talented boys,” said Mike. His tone indicated anything but. I bristled. His insinuation that girls were substandard to his male hockey players struck
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