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      DECEMBER 31ST, 2008 – NEW YORK TIMES

      Detroit’s 4-0 victory against the Chicago Blackhawks was overshadowed by tragedy last night. Toward the end of the third period, star center for the Detroit Red Wings, James Jacoby, attacked Blackhawks defenseman Cole Turner on the ice in a fight. Jacoby and Turner have clashed on the ice before, their rivalry well known, but they have never fought to the degree of what fans witnessed last night.

      The violent fight resulted in one of the worst injuries the sport of hockey has ever seen. It is unclear what started the fight, but after a series of heavy blows by Turner, Jacoby struck Turner down with one punch, then stepped on his back with the blade of his skate, leaving the Blackhawks once-fearless defenseman Turner helpless. Turner was removed from the rink by emergency medical staff on a stretcher after it was clear he could not move on his own.

      An official statement from the Blackhawks this morning reported that Turner suffered a severe lumbar spinal injury and will likely never walk again. Jacoby has been suspended from all future games, his future in the NHL uncertain…
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      LATE NOVEMBER

      Sierra Maddox lifted up her shirt to survey the purple mottling on her torso. The bright, fluorescent light above the hotel mirror highlighted the sinister blotches forming on her sides. She twisted to see if she felt any pain in her back—an indication of how much internal bruising might be there—but as she moved, the pain blinded her, and she dropped her shirt. Eyes shut, she leaned against the hotel mirror, the cool glass a relief against her sweaty forehead.

      She was in pain, she was banged up, but she smiled anyway. They’d won tonight. It might matter later that the other team had been specifically gunning for her, had seemed to want to crush her into the ice at every opportunity, but right now, in the solitude of her motel room, she could breathe out relief and joy at the night: she had taken the hits, she’d gotten up, kept skating, and scored. Every ache, every bruise, was worth that.

      A knock at her door pulled her out of her private celebration and back to reality. Wincing as she moved away from the mirror, she stood on tiptoe to look through the peephole.

      Her breath caught. She could only blink stupidly at who was on the other side of her door.

      It was him.

      Greyson Turner.

      Team Captain, prolific penalty box occupant, and gorgeous hockey god … who had also deemed himself her mortal enemy and made it abundantly clear he did not want her on his team. No matter how good she was, no matter how qualified … and no matter how in her dreams, he was the dark, delicious man who desired her, and left her aching and hungry for his kisses.

      She would never know if the reality matched her imagination because Greyson despised her. He had every right to. The chasm between them was something she could never cross.

      “Maddox, open the door,” Greyson growled, just loud enough for her to hear. And oh god, his voice was deep, rough in that sexy way that made her shiver.

      Her hand hesitated on the door. She didn’t have to talk to him, didn’t have to let him boss her around.

      “I know you’re in there, Maddox.”

      She was trapped. It wasn’t like she could pretend she wasn’t here.

      Drawing in a deep breath, she opened the door, looked up at him silhouetted against the night sky, and her breath caught in her throat. He was so tall, towering over her, a cloak of intensity about his broad shoulders that seemed to magnify his presence that much more.

      “Are you going to let me in?” His dark blue eyes pierced her heart, and his sensual mouth pressed into a grim line.

      “Why?” she challenged him.

      He didn’t respond, just continued to gaze at her with those fathomless eyes.

      Mute, she stepped back and let him into her room. When he closed the door behind him, his hawk-like gaze swept the room, briefly pausing on her gear bag sitting on a nearby chair. He turned back to face her. Flushing, she knew he’d caught her staring at him, but she couldn’t help it. He looked damned good in blue jeans and boots, and the black shirt he wore clung lovingly to his body. His muscled arms flexed as he fisted and unfisted his hands at his sides. His dark hair fell rakishly into his eyes as he examined her now.

      “What are you really doing here?” she demanded. Their bus was scheduled to leave early the next morning, and he should be in bed asleep.

      “Tonight was rough… I needed to make sure you were okay,” he finally said, and she didn’t miss the hint of misbelief in his own voice.

      “Why? It was just a game. Sure, it was rough, but everyone was getting tossed around, not just me.” When he didn’t answer her, she continued. “I assume you’ve checked on everyone else too?”

      It didn’t make sense for him to single her out. Hell, the Quinn twins both had black eyes and concussions. Everyone had gotten beat up tonight.

      His brooding gaze didn’t waver, and he didn’t say anything, but that stupidly gorgeous face of his somehow said so much more. He thought she was weak, that she’d been hurt worse than everyone else. That pissed her off. Women had higher pain tolerances than men, and she wasn’t going to let him believe she wasn’t tough. She was tough.

      “I’m fine,” she insisted. It wasn’t the first time she had been bruised after a game. It was just that these bruises were bigger. It didn’t mean that she couldn’t handle it.

      “You sure? Because they were targeting you, Maddox. You took more hits tonight than any other player on the team, even me.”

      “I’m fine,” she lied. “You came and checked on me. You did your captainly duty. Now you can go.” She turned toward the door, intending to open it for him so he could leave. But something pinched her ribs and a wince betrayed her. His eyes narrowed on her face.

      “Fine, huh?” He moved toward her with a lethal grace that made her flatten against the wall as he cornered her. It wasn’t because she was afraid of him. She wasn’t… but she was afraid of what he made her feel. She was afraid she’d do something stupid because of all those dreams she had about him all the time. Her body and mind were in a constant war, half of her wanting to step closer, the other knowing she needed to retreat. Even now, she couldn’t look away from those blue eyes, eyes that if they ever held affection for her… would be too much to resist. Right now, those eyes were full of mystery, as unreadable as a northern sea at midnight.

      “Lift your shirt.” His voice was low, gruff, and the sound of it scraped against her skin.

      “No. Greyson, I⁠—”

      “Let me see, Sierra” he ordered again. Before she could think twice, she obeyed that gravelly command. Or maybe it was because he’d called her Sierra and said it more softly than the gruff way he said Maddox.

      She frowned at him. “You said my name.”

      “I say your name all the time.”

      Sierra shook her head. “You call me Maddox, not Sierra.”

      He held her gaze, not flinching from the question.

      “Let me see, Sierra,” he repeated.

      Gingerly lifting the shirt up halfway, she turned a little to show him the bruises forming along her ribs and lower back.

      “See? Fine. You can go now.”

      Greyson didn’t say anything for a long moment then one hand lifted, his strong fingers tenderly tracing her bruises. A breath hissed out of her before she could swallow it down.

      She hadn’t thought him capable of such tenderness. He’d only ever shown raw strength and a fiery rage that warned her to stay away, or she’d get burned.

      “You want me to call the team doctor?” he asked, his voice softer, smoother than she’d ever heard it before.

      “No. You can’t. It’s just bruises. I’m not about to let you make me look weak in front of the team, or even the team doctor, got it?”

      “It’s not weak to be treated for injuries,” he said with a look of true concern.

      Sierra tried to push her shirt back down, but his hand curled around an area that had turned black and blue on her waist. His touch burned sweetly in a way that made her skin hum with a forbidden thrill.

      “Greyson,” she whispered. It was supposed to be a warning… to both of them, but it came out as a plea instead.

      “Hmm?” His eyes were downcast, looking at his hand on her waist, then his gaze slowly tracked up her body. She suddenly felt very vulnerable in a way she never had before. His eyes stopped on her mouth, and she gazed up at him as the room heated, the air charging with an invisible storm.

      “Does this hurt?” Greyson’s voice was low as he continued to touch her.

      She shook her head, lost in the way his gaze softened on her. How many nights had she longed for this? To see the softer side of her dark hockey god?

      “Are you hurting?” she asked him, her voice matching his in softness.

      “No,” he said, but his tone held a hint of pain she couldn’t place.

      He lifted his other hand up to the back of her head, fisting a hand in her hair and holding her captive as he pressed her against the wall with his body. Somehow he managed to do this without hurting her. For a tall, muscled man, he was incredibly… gentle with her.

      Her mind screamed a protest… but her body melted willingly, submissively, against his.

      Then he kissed her. Those lips she had fantasized about so often were now claiming hers, the kiss soft, exploring, a melding of mouths that turned her into liquid in his arms.

      The world fell away as she surrendered to that kiss… to his caress, to the man who hated her. But there was no hate in this kiss. It was half-agony, half-ecstasy. Everything a kiss should be. Sierra felt like she was in an empty rink with a quiet arena, where she had the freedom of skating just for herself. His lips spun a dream that she clung to with everything inside of her. She’d always been too afraid to let anyone into her head and her heart this deep. But Greyson had breached her walls, with all the stealth of the best sniper on the ice. He would score again and again in her heart if she didn’t find a way to keep him out.

      He pulled away, breaking apart that moon spun dream of his kiss. The tingling that rippled through her body, and the warmth of her kissed lips made her feel a little dizzy, but sanity was quickly coming back.

      “What did you do that for?” she asked as she raised trembling fingers to her kiss-swollen lips.

      The softness in his gaze hardened again as he jerked back, dropping his hands from her body as though he’d come to his senses, just as she knew he would.

      A Turner would never kiss a Jacoby. They were mortal enemies on the ice and off.

      “Hell if I know.” Greyson was breathing hard as if he was struggling to control himself.

      Then he looked at her mouth again, his hands once more slowly returning to her waist and her hair as if he couldn’t seem to stop himself. Sierra touched him back, her palm sliding beneath his shirt to find his hot, hard, smooth skin.

      I’m just as helpless as he is… only I know what I want… him. And I know I can’t have him… but if I just had another moment to touch him, to feel him… would it be enough?

      “Fuck…” He growled and briefly closed his eyes.

      When those storm-filled eyes fixed on her again, she saw the danger she knew too well, the warning to stay away from him. His hands however, spoke a different language. A caress of seduction with a touch of temptation lured her closer, and drove her to desperation to take more, beg for more from him.

      “This doesn’t change anything,” he rasped an instant before his mouth caught hers far more roughly, wildly this time. His tongue swept in between her lips and his hips rolled against her own, letting her feel the hard bulge of his cock digging into her belly as he pinned her against the wall. Their bodies coming together against the hard wall hurt, but somehow added to the heightened sensations rushing through her, overwhelming her with excitement.

      Greyson was wrong. This changed everything. There was no going back for her. She stepped into the darkness with him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      OCTOBER - ONE MONTH EARLIER

      The only place Sierra Maddox truly felt herself was on the ice, especially when it was empty and the arena was silent except for the scrape of her skates. There were no fans shouting, no other players trying to take the puck from her, and the past—which so often rose up to choke her in moments when she had the least amount of control—simply faded.

      The rest of the world fell away into a quiet, soft, darkness. She was free on the pearlescent ice. Her body, her mind, and her spirit were all her own. What happened now was on her terms, and in her control.

      She skated around the edge of the rink, gripping her hockey stick as she shot around the back of the goal and toward a dozen pucks she’d tossed across the ice in various places earlier. Skating toward a puck that was sitting idly about ten feet away from the crease that marked the goalie’s territory, she scooped the puck with the blade of her stick and whipped it into the goal at lightning speed. It was a move she’d been practicing for weeks, and her coach had been impressed with the results.

      If there was one great talent aside from Sierra’s ability to skate at a breakneck pace, it was her ability to come up with seemingly impossible-to-repeat tricks and master them in a month. Sierra wasn’t the only one with skills though. Her team, the South Carolina Sand Sharks, an up-and-coming PHWL team, was fast earning a reputation for a wide range of incredible female athletic talent.

      She made another six passes, attacking the pucks she’d dropped earlier at various points on the ice. Then she maneuvered herself into the position to shoot around the back of the goal to whip the puck into the net. Grinning, she let herself skate freely around the rink again two more times, enjoying the feel of just flying. Another trick mastered. She couldn’t wait to show her coach.

      “Maddox!” A shout drew her attention to one of the team benches.

      She skated toward the two people she saw standing there. Pulling off her helmet, she stopped just in front of the team bench and faced her coach. The Sand Sharks coach, Melinda Alcott, was dressed in an expensive-looking tan suit and heels. She even wore makeup. That was either a good thing or a very bad thing. Normally, Melinda sported jeans and a polo shirt on non-game days.

      The man beside her hadn’t immediately caught Sierra’s attention, but she glanced his way now and did a double take. It was Bob Crews, the general manager for the Tulsa Twisters, an ECHL team in Oklahoma. Even though Sierra had spent the last three years on a PWHL or professional women’s hockey league team, she knew enough about the coaches and the general managers of the better teams in the various men’s leagues.

      “Sierra, this is Bob Crews, GM and owner of the Tulsa Twisters,” Melinda said.

      Bob smiled warmly at her and extended a hand over the boards to her. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Maddox,” he said.

      A little starstruck, she removed her gloves, tucking them under one arm as she shook Bob’s hand. Bob Crews had been a great NHL player in his day, and had retired, buying his own team in the minor leagues. He was well-respected, and, what mattered more to her, he was well-spoken of by many former players.

      “Hi, Mr. Crews, it’s nice to meet you,” she said, glancing between him and Melinda, waiting for whatever they wanted to say to her. She had no idea why a coach for a men’s ECHL team would be in South Carolina.

      “Why don’t you come into the locker room with us?” Melinda said. “We have something to discuss with you.”

      A black pit of dread suddenly formed in her gut, but Sierra tried to stay positive. It had to be something good or else Bob Crews wouldn’t be here, right? Her stats last year had been the best in the PWHL, and even though she’d played only one game this season, she was on track to do as well, if not better, than last year.

      She skated to the entrance of the tunnel that led to her team’s locker room to meet Melinda and Bob. When she got inside, Melinda gestured for her to sit on her bench in front of her equipment stall.

      “Sierra, Mr. Crews has an incredible offer to make you. I want you to listen to what he has to say. I’ve spoken to our GM, and if you want to do this, we’ll let you,” Melinda said.

      Sierra picked up a towel and wiped the sweat from her face and waited for Bob to speak. She couldn’t imagine what Crews would offer, but maybe it would be a good thing.

      “Ms. Maddox, we want you to come play for us on the Tulsa Twisters for a season,” Bob said.

      For a moment, Sierra couldn’t process what he had said. Had he just asked her to come play on an all-male ECHL team? That wasn’t possible. Only a few women had ever been players on ECHL teams and they had been goaltenders. No one had ever been out on the ice in the middle of the action where it was more dangerous.

      “But I’m not a goalie,” Sierra blurted.

      Bob’s dark brows rose, and he glanced at Melinda before clearing his throat. “Yes, I know. That’s what makes this offer unique, Ms. Maddox. I want you to be one of our forward centers for the season.”

      The center was her current position, the primary forward who was expected to score goals, almost like the quarterback in football. It was a key position. There was no way Crews was offering her that on a men’s team.

      She’d spent her whole life fighting for recognition as a female athlete and didn’t trust anyone to just give her an opportunity like this. He had to be doing this for a public relations move, or something. Maybe he’d put her on the third line, seeing a little less action with less expectation for her to score. A token female player for media attention. If that was the case, she didn’t want to consider it. She’d worked too hard to get to where she was in the PWHL.

      “You want me on the third or fourth line?”

      “Er, no, first line. Our current first line center, Zane Ewing, had a bad injury last week. The doctors say it will take multiple surgeries to fix his arm. It will be at least a year before we will know if he’ll be able to play again. The situation has left us with a unique opportunity to look for new talent.”

      A breath left Sierra’s lungs in a rush. Bob Crews wanted her to play first-line center on a male minor league team. It was every female hockey player’s dream and nightmare.

      She didn’t know what to think, let alone say.

      Crews smiled encouragingly at her, as if somehow understanding that he’d shocked her into silence.

      “We’re ready to double your current salary, matching the men on our the first-line positions, and Melinda has assured me you’ll be welcomed back to the Sand Sharks at any time with no questions asked. We see this as an amazing opportunity for women’s hockey players to gain more national attention, and we thought you would be the one to ask. Your record speaks for itself.”

      Sierra had broken the PWHL record for single goals last year with eighteen goals and nineteen assists for a total of thirty-seven points. It had gotten a decent amount of attention from people in the hockey world. She didn’t care about the attention for herself, but she knew that it would bring incredible attention to women playing hockey. It could help the PWHL.

      “Look you don’t have to decide today… but I need to know your decision by the end of the week. We’d love to have you on the team.” Crews held out a business card, and Sierra took it staring at the black, gold, and white logo of a tornado on a shield with two hockey sticks crossing behind it.

      The Tulsa Twisters…

      It was a team notorious for epic wins and epic losses. She knew the team roster well, too well. That black knot in her stomach returned, making her feel sick, but she swallowed down the nausea. Her body had known long before her mind what Crews was going to offer her.

      Forget the roster, think about the team itself. They have an insane amount of talent, but it’s clear they just can’t find a flow… could I fix that?

      It was possible. When she’d joined the Sand Sharks, they’d started winning, really winning, because she excelled at learning her teammates’ skills and playing to the team’s strengths. Melinda had told her she had a knack for reading body language on the ice in a way no one else did. But no matter how good she was, no matter how much she wanted to take this chance, there was no avoiding the hard truth. There was one massive reason she could never join the Twisters, and she couldn’t let Crews leave without asking.

      She met the GM’s gaze.

      “Mr. Crews, you know who my father was, don’t you?” she asked.

      The general manager’s brown eyes darkened slightly. “Yes. When I called last week, Melinda and your GM told me who you were. They thought it was in my best interest to warn me about your father. But I was already aware of your background and have been watching your career since high school.”

      Since high school? How could he have known? Her mother had changed their names, they’d left her father’s past behind them… until now.

      Sierra’s chest tightened so much it almost hurt to breathe. It had been fun for a minute to pretend she could take his offer and show the world what a woman could really do on the ice. But the truth still remained.

      She could never join the Twisters.

      “As much as I would love to consider your offer, we both know that James Jacoby’s daughter can’t play on the same team as Cole Turner’s son.”

      There… she’d said it. Crews could choose what to do with it. She started to return his business card to him, but he refused to take it. Crews dragged a hand through his dark salt-and-pepper hair, letting out a world-weary sigh.

      “What happened eighteen years ago with your father and Cole Turner… that was an unspeakable tragedy.” His tone was soft, honest. “I actually knew your father. We were good friends. He was one of the best players the world has ever seen. I watched him play live in the 2006 Olympics in Italy. He’s the only reason we crushed the Russians that year to get gold.” Bob smiled ruefully.

      Sierra remembered hearing tales about that game growing up. Her father had been a legend.

      Had been… now he was a painful memory, one that created a bone deep ache in her chest because she couldn’t get him back, couldn’t have a life with her father in it. He was dead and had been for seventeen years. His incredible hockey legacy had perished with him on a lonely dark road when his car had crashed into a tree a year after that game against Cole Turner.

      “Your father was one of the two best skaters I’ve ever seen,” his tone turned wistful. “When I watch you on the ice… I see Jacoby in every move.” Crews’s gaze held hers. “The only other player in the world who skated as well as your father was Cole Turner. His son moves exactly like his father on the ice: the power, the speed, the precision. Can you imagine what a team would be like if it had both a Jacoby and a Turner on the same side?” His eyes were bright with excitement. “That team would be unstoppable.”

      Unstoppable.

      That word had never really held any meaning to Sierra. She didn’t play hockey to win. She played because she loved the game. It was the only time she ever felt alive… She could forget that her father had died when she was only seven years old. Playing hockey brought him back to life.

      “If you and Turner played together… don’t you think it would send a hell of a statement to the world? You could remind people who your fathers were before that last game.”

      It was a low blow to say something like that, to make her think she could restore her father’s good name in the world of hockey, but it was starting to work.

      Sierra stared at his business card, her eyes tracing the gray and white whorl shape of the tornado. Tornadoes were deadly, chaotic, destructive. If she was insane enough to agree, she’d be stepping into a tornado, putting her career, her sanity, and maybe even her life at risk. Cole Turner’s son, Greyson Turner, the Twisters’ current team captain, was a brutal, aggressive defenseman, and she would be a helpless fly caught in his web.

      Am I really this stupid to even consider this?

      Swallowing back a lump in her throat, she spoke to Crews.

      “The season’s already started. I can’t imagine the team would accept me hopping in like that. I haven’t trained with them, let alone gotten to know them.” Being in sync with one’s team was vital for a hockey player. Without knowing her team members in and out, she’d never be able to fit in and work well with them.

      Training camp was critical for new players. It was the time when a player learned how the rest of her team skated, how they approached the game, how their assists worked and the general rhythm of the entire team together.

      Melinda cut into the conversation, her voice earnest in a way she rarely ever sounded. “You’re an incredible player, Sierra. You’ll fit in fast enough. Do you want to make excuses or do you want to change the world for female athletes everywhere and make history?”

      Sierra slanted a gaze at her coach. “You don’t have to play the girl power card, Coach. I know what this means. I really do.”

      She knew that it would be a historical event, one that could create massive change, not just in hockey but in all sports, maybe even beyond sports, for girls and women everywhere.

      “Just get back to me by Friday,” Crews said. “You’ve got my private cell on that card.”

      The Twisters’ GM turned to leave, and Sierra stood up, facing her equipment stall. The first thing her eyes found was the framed photo of her and her father skating on the ice when she was barely five years old.

      James Jacoby was bent over at the waist, skating backward as he held onto Sierra’s little mitten-covered hands, pulling her along on her tiny skates. Her father’s face was glowing and the tiny version of Sierra was giggling. The golden memory was forever captured by her mother in a picture that Sierra kissed before every game. It was her good luck charm. She knew the inscription on the back that her father had written by heart: “Sierra Jacoby’s first skate lesson. Future NHL player in the making.”

      She blinked rapidly as tears suddenly blurred her vision. Whirling around, she called for Bob Crews to stop. The GM and Melinda both turned to face her.

      “Does Greyson Turner know you’re talking to me?” she asked him.

      Bob shook his head. “I’ll only tell him if you agree to play with us. The number one rule on my team is that it’s my team. What I say goes. If Greyson won’t agree to that, well, he knows the consequences. I’ve traded players before who refuse to take my orders.”

      Sierra’s lips parted in shock. “You would trade him just to prove a point?”

      Crews half-grinned. “I’m hoping I won’t have to. Turner needs to learn that it’s my team and if he plays nice, we might actually start winning more often. If that happens… he can finally get our affiliate teams in the AHL and NHL to take him seriously.” Bob chuckled. “You know, you aren’t the only one living under the shadow of their father’s career.”

      Sierra briefly shut her eyes, trying to calm the sudden frantic pounding of her heart. Could she do this? When she opened her eyes, she picked up the photo of her father, staring at his handsome face.

      “Here she comes… Sierra Jacoby for the winning goal.” Her father’s cheering, half a dream, half a memory from that long-ago day on the ice, echoed in her head. She looked up from the photo to see Crews and Melinda watching her silently.

      “I’ll do it,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “You will?” Crews clapped his hands together.

      “Yeah,” she said. “I’ll do it.”

      Crews threw his hand out again to her, grasping hers and pumping it with excitement.

      “Excellent! I’ll make all the arrangements. We’ll cover your moving expenses. I own a lovely apartment building not far from the ice center where we play half of our home games. You’ll get a fully furnished apartment, utilities and internet covered in addition to your salary. I’ll send your agent all the details.”

      “I don’t have an agent,” Sierra said.

      “We’ll get you one,” Melinda put a hand on her shoulder and gave her a small nod of encouragement. “Bob, send me the contracts. I’ll have her repped by tonight and the contracts negotiated and signed.”

      It all happened so fast. Sierra was being hugged by Melinda, and then the Twister GM and Melinda left the locker room. She sank down onto the bench by her stall again, still holding the picture of her and her father.

      The weight of her decision settled over her shoulders, heavy… immense.

      She was leaving her team…leaving a place she’d come to see as her home to cross half the United States to join an ECHL team in a position no woman ever had before. It wasn’t the NHL, but to her, it was the same thing.

      “I did it, Dad…” she whispered. “I just wish you were here to see it…” She bit her lip as a wave of longing hit, knocking the breath from her lungs.

      What she would have given in that moment to see her dad one more time, to hug him, to feel safe in his big arms and to tell him about this… She wanted that so badly that her eyes blurred with tears, and she had to take a moment to steady her breathing or else she’d start to cry. Really cry.

      When she’d gotten control of herself, she removed her practice jersey and her shoulder pads and then she stared at the jersey she held in her lap. She brushed her fingertips over the last name on the back.

      Maddox. Not Jacoby.

      After her father died, her mother had legally changed their names back to her mother’s maiden name, Maddox, because living as the widow of the NHL’s most hated player, who had almost killed another man during a fight on the ice had been a nightmare. Her mother had wanted to move on, to forget James Jacoby had ever been a part of her life. She had remarried and had kids with her new husband, but Sierra hadn’t been able to fully let go of the past. She was always going to be James Jacoby’s daughter, even if she played under her mother’s name.

      Maybe Bob Crews was right. What if she and Greyson Turner could play together? What if they played so well that the NHL would finally have to take them both seriously?

      It was dangerous. It was lunacy. She was going to do it.

      “Tulsa Twisters… here I come,” Sierra said as she placed her gear in her bag and started to undress.

      If she was going to skate right into a tornado, she might as well enjoy the ride and embrace the absolute chaos of what came next. She just prayed that Greyson Turner wouldn’t body slam her into the boards so hard that she went backward in time. That was going to be the hardest part: surviving Turner and a locker room of men who were no doubt going to hate her just because she was a woman and on their turf.

      A half-hysterical laugh bubbled out of her.

      “You are James Jacoby’s daughter. You can handle anything.”

      She dug her cell phone out of her bag and dialed one of her teammates, Zoey Banks. Zoey was the team captain of the Sand Sharks and one of Sierra’s best friends since they had played together in college.

      “Sup, girly?” Zoey laughed as she answered.

      “You got time for a pizza?” Sierra asked.

      “You say pizza and I’m there,” Zoey said and hopped off the phone.

      An hour later, Sierra stepped into her favorite pizza place in Beaufort. Zoey was in a booth, a half-cheese and half-pepperoni pizza already on the table.

      “Hey!” Zoey slipped out of the booth and hugged her.

      Zoey was one of those gorgeous women with muscles, curves and height. She looked like she could hit the runways in Milan any time she wanted. Sierra was only five foot four to Zoey’s five foot nine, and even though she had the same curves and muscles as Zoey, she had nowhere near the same confidence to show them off.

      With dark blonde hair and electric blue eyes, Zoey never failed to catch the eyes of every guy in the room. Not that Zoey cared though. Hockey was Zoey’s life. She didn’t date. Sierra hadn’t dated much either. Practice took up a lot of time, and their weekends were full of games. Most men she’d dated hadn’t liked coming in second to her sport.

      “Sit. Eat. Talk,” her team captain commanded.

      With a laugh, Sierra sat down in the booth opposite her and loaded a plate with cheese pizza. After several bites, she finally confessed to Zoey about meeting Bob Crews and accepting the offer to play for the Twisters.

      “Please don’t hate me,” Sierra said.

      “Why would I hate you?” Zoey asked, her brows knitting in confusion.

      “Because it means leaving the Sharks, leaving you and the others,” Sierra suddenly stopped eating and pushed her plate away as she struggled with a rush of emotions. “It means leaving my friends,” she hadn’t really let herself think about that until now.

      Zoey reached across the table and grasped her hand. “Hey, you aren’t leaving us. It’s just for a season, right? Melinda said you’d come back so the way I see it… we’re sharing you with those boys,” Zoey said.

      “How do you always know how to make me feel better?” Sierra asked, as she pulled her plate back toward her and took another bite of pizza.

      “Because I’m a genius and, according to the team therapist, I’m also super empathetic. So eat up, girl. We need to pull some game tapes of the Twisters tonight. We have homework.” Zoey loaded her plate with more pizza and then gasped. “Holy shit… I just remembered Greyson Turner is on the Twisters. Mr. Penalty King of the minor league.”

      Her look of dawning horror was about how Sierra had felt earlier when she had to point that out to Bob Crews.

      “I know,” Sierra said miserably.

      Zoey mastered her features, hiding the horror to look pensive now. “We can make this work,” she said. When Zoey said “we,” it clinched Sierra’s heart. She didn’t know what she would do without Zoey.

      “Oh my god… what about the locker rooms? Are you going to have to see them all naked?”

      Sierra couldn’t stop the laugh that burst out of her. “I’m sure they’ll let me get ready somewhere else. That way I can avoid all the naked men.”

      Zoey picked several pieces of her pepperoni off her slice with a fork and ate them one by one. “So, Greyson Turner,” her captain said, her gaze still thoughtful. “You ever see him play before?”

      “Yes. I’ve seen a few Twister games on TV,” Sierra said. She didn’t mention that she’d followed his career and known about him almost her entire life. Their lives orbited hockey, but they both did everything to stay away from each other.

      “He’s really good, almost as good as you,” Zoey winked at her. “Also, he’s fucking gorgeous. It’s too bad.”

      He was gorgeous. Sierra knew that. She wasn’t blind. The man was six foot four with dark hair long enough for a woman to run her hands through, and he had the most incredible blue eyes that seemed to penetrate straight through the TV whenever he gave post-game interviews. He had a chiseled jaw and a straight nose.

      Greyson Turner was the poster boy for a handsome hockey player. But it wasn’t just that, there was an added intensity to him that other players didn’t have. Maybe it was because he’d gone through something awful as a child, watching his father get hurt during that game, just like she had.

      “I mean… it’s a pity you couldn’t sleep with him, just once.” Zoey popped another pepperoni into her mouth. “He’s too hot not to want to take him for at least one ride.”

      “Sleep with a man that hates me?” Sierra flinched.

      “Hate sex can be crazy hot and super intense. It might be what you both need to get past what happened with your dads and move on, you know?”

      Sierra played with her fork. “Sleeping with a teammate is a no go for me. It’s probably in some rulebook somewhere.” And the thought of sleeping with Greyson… it sent a wild flush of ice through her body followed by the most intense, scorching heat imaginable. Maybe she had fantasized a time or two about kissing him, but she couldn’t admit that to anyone, not even to Zoey.

      “In an all-male league? No, they definitely wouldn’t have thought to put that in the rulebook.” Zoey chuckled. “But they may have to amend it once you join the Twisters.”

      “I think it’s best if I just focus on the game. That’s going to be hard enough.”

      “So, when do you leave?” Zoey asked her thoughtfully, changing the subject.

      “I guess this week? God, it’s so fast, isn’t it?” She’d been living in South Carolina for three years, and the thought of just up and leaving made her heart throb with pain.

      “It is,” Zoey said. “That means we have to have a party after practice tomorrow night.”

      “I don’t need a party.” Sierra insisted.

      “You might not, but our team does. You’re still one of us, even if you go to play with the boys. We don’t want you to forget that, okay?”

      “I will never forget.” Her throat constricted as she tried to smile back at her team captain… her best friend.

      Sierra had found a home in the PWHL, and it had been a dream to play professional hockey, but she’d be leaving her home of the last three years and her friends who’d become like sisters to her.

      “Don’t get scared on me now, Maddox. You’ve got this,” Zoey said with a confidence Sierra envied. “You’re going to make those boys trip over their twigs, and you’ll be showing every little girl that she’s just as good as any boy.”

      Zoey was right. Of course she was.

      “For womankind,” Zoey said as she raised her pizza slice at a salute.

      “For womankind,” Sierra agreed.

      And for my dad…
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      “Grey, the GM wants to see you.”

      Greyson Turner, defenseman and team captain of the Tulsa Twisters hockey team, looked up from where he’d been re-wrapping gold tape around the blade of his hockey stick.

      Colter Briggs, his friend and teammate, was leaning against the door in his bulky goalie gear, his face giving nothing away. Greyson wasn’t used to being called into the General Manager’s office, but since his friend Zane Ewing had been injured, Greyson had expected to hear the news of Zane’s replacement soon.

      “Did he say why?” he asked, already returning to his task, the gold tape flashing in the overhead lights.

      Colter—Colt to his friends, which as far as Grey could tell, was everyone the native Tulsan ever met—shrugged carelessly.

      “Nope,” he flung wavy hair out of his gray eyes and continued, “Just that he and the coach needed to talk to our star defenseman, not me, the lowly goalie messenger boy.” Colt grinned, softening his teasing.

      Greyson glanced around the empty locker room. Everyone but he and Colt were already out on the ice. He’d been visiting with the team doctor about the first line center’s injuries but hadn’t thought he’d be running this late for practice. Fuck.

      “Thanks,” he set a stick on the bench and stood. He wasn’t even dressed yet in his pads or practice jersey but if the coaches and the GM wanted to see him, he was glad he wouldn’t be hobbling around on skates.

      He left the locker room and walked down the hall to the private elevator that headed up to the suite of offices above the arena. When he reached the GM’s closed door, he knocked.

      “Come on in,” the GM called.

      Greyson nudged the door open and slipped inside. He had the weirdest feeling of being back in high school when he’d been called to the principal for some shit he did or didn’t do and was about to catch hell for it.

      Bob Crews, the Twister’s GM, was sitting in a black, leather swivel chair that Greyson told Colt looked like Dr. Evil’s chair, but Bob was the farthest thing from a supervillain as a man could get. Crews had played pro hockey for twenty years before buying his own team. He knew the sport intimately, loved it, and respected the players just as much.

      “Have a seat, Greyson,” Bob said.

      Standing on either side of the GM were the Twister’s coach, Matt Williams, and the assistant coach, Viktor Volkov. Williams and Volkov looked tense. Bob was still smiling though, so Greyson couldn’t get a read on what kind of meeting this was. They had their first game of the season two days ago, a game that they had lost by one goal… and they had lost one of their players to a bad injury. Greyson’s friend, Zane Ewing, the center forward on their first line had been smashed so hard into the boards by defensemen from the other team that his arm had been practically shattered. Team morale was lower than ever, and the season had only just started. As the team captain, that was on Greyson to fix.

      He eased into the leather chair facing Bob’s desk.

      “This hasn’t been announced to anyone, but we found a replacement for Ewing while he’s having surgery on his arm. As team captain you deserve to hear the news first.”

      “You already had tryouts for a new center?”

      Greyson hadn’t wanted Ewing replaced, but he couldn’t deny that he’d had his eye on some incredible college players in the last year that might fit well on the team. He just wished Bob had come to him for his opinion so he could have helped.

      “We skipped tryouts. I’ve been watching this particular player for a while. They’ve got stats and cooperative gameplay. A creative player too.”

      “Okay, when does he start?”

      “Tomorrow,” Bob said, and then he picked up a hockey puck sitting on his desk. The puck had a notch cut into the center of it, allowing Bob to put business cards in it as a stand. He turned it over a few times, staring at the team logo while Greyson watched him. They weren’t done talking. That was clear from Bob’s quiet contemplation.

      “Greyson, I need you to hear me out on this. Can you do that?” the GM asked.

      Fuck, this is going to be bad. An uneasy feeling tiptoed through his gut, twisting its way deeper with invisible fingers.

      “We recruited the player from a PWHL team.”

      “PWHL? You mean a woman?”

      Well, it was an unexpected move, and Greyson didn’t hate the idea, not exactly. The women’s league had been making incredible strides in the last few years to increase the popularity of the sport, and he couldn’t deny the success of the US women’s hockey team. But there was one thing that happened in men’s games that didn’t happen in the PWHL: the fights.

      That was the one reason that made Greyson want to say no to a woman on the team. He had plenty of reasons as captain to be hesitant, to be responsible for a woman on his team. Practices got rough, there’d be hostile male players on the opposing team and definitely hazing if she joined this one. Greyson didn’t want to see an opposing player knock a woman’s teeth out. He didn’t believe in hitting women under any circumstances, not even in a hockey match, but not all men held that view. Which meant any female player on their team would be in constant danger.

      “I don’t know coach, it’s awfully rough on the ice. I can’t protect a woman the entire game.” He’d be responsible for her even more than any man on his team.

      “She’s aware of the risks, Greyson. You’ll treat her like any other player, protect her the same as any man on the team, got it?”

      He didn’t immediately agree. His gut told him he didn’t want a woman anywhere near the ice because the brutality was too much. Even though he’d been given direct orders to treat her like any other player, it didn’t sit right with him that she’d very likely get hurt. Other players would gun for her and he couldn’t be everywhere all the time. There was no way to guarantee this woman’s safety.

      “Greyson,” Bob spoke his name, prompting him to… very reluctantly agree.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “It’s just for the season,” the GM added with a relaxed, confidant smile. “We figured the publicity would be a good way to attract interest in the team. Hell, you might catch some looks from the affiliate scouts.”

      At this Greyson sat up a little straighter. There was nothing he wanted more than a second chance, and he needed it, badly. Their NHL and AHL affiliates had only come to see him one time, his first year on the Twisters, which was five years ago. He’d gotten into an ugly brawl and the scouts had left after the first period. That had wrecked him. Greyson wasn’t a fool. He knew what people said about him; he saw the articles and the online comments.

      “Greyson, the bruiser, just like his father. Deadly on the ice.”

      If only they knew the truth. Greyson hated fights. He hated how quickly things on the ice turned to fists, and now he was the one everyone expected to jump in and finish the fight at every cost to himself.

      “Listen, Greyson,” Bob said, an unnatural hesitation in his voice. “I want this to work, but that means being honest with you.”

      Coach Williams shifted restlessly on his feet beside Bob. Greyson glanced between the two coaches and then back at Bob. They were all holding something back from him.

      “What is it? Just tell me.”

      Bob set down the puck on his desk and met his gaze. “The new center is Sierra Maddox.”

      The second Greyson registered the name, his ears started ringing.

      Sierra Maddox, of the South Carolina Sand Sharks.

      “I assume you know who she is?” Bob asked, his eyes fixed on Greyson, who suddenly couldn’t breathe.

      Scream… punch a wall… just fucking move!

      But he couldn’t. He was frozen.

      “Greyson?”

      His tongue felt like it was glued to the roof of his mouth, but he forced himself to speak.

      “I know who she is,” he finally admitted, his voice hoarse as if he’d been screaming for hours.

      He knew her. There was no way he wouldn’t know the name of the child of the hockey player who had almost killed his father and stolen his own future in the NHL. It didn’t matter that her name had changed from Jacoby to Maddox after her father died seventeen years ago.

      A Jacoby was still a Jacoby.

      “I spoke to her about… this situation with you. She’s willing to give it a try. I told her that you wouldn’t treat her any differently than the others.” Bob watched him carefully.

      Greyson’s ears were still ringing as he stood up. He was going to throw up.

      Stay cool, for fuck’s sake.

      Something must have shone in his eyes, some feverous light or blinding rage, because the GM pushed his chair back and stood, facing Greyson down across his desk.

      “You know my rules, Greyson. My team, my decision. She stays for the season. Whatever you need to do to play fair and be a good teammate, you’ll do it, or I’ll call the GM at the Billy Goats and trade you.”

      Sucking in a breath, the air filling his lungs, Greyson stared at Bob. The man had treated him well, almost like a son at times, and now he was threatening to just throw him away to another league team, one with a truly crappy record? The betrayal he felt in that moment was so deeply profound and agonizing that he didn’t know what to do, let alone what to say.

      “I’ll tell you what I told Maddox. You two are some of the best players I’ve ever seen. Can you imagine what it would be like to play together? Greyson, if those affiliate scouts see you play side by side with Jacoby’s kid, they’ll see what I’ve always seen in you, that you’re an incredible player and not just a brute enforcer. They’ll see past the body checking and look at your stats and how much of a team player you are. She could be your way into the AHL or NHL. Isn’t that worth a chance?”

      “He’s right, Greyson,” Coach Williams said, his voice full of a reluctant acceptance that made Greyson certain he wasn’t going to win this fight. “You’ll look different out there if you show a nice side to Maddox. Everyone knows how hard that would be, and you’d come away looking like a king.”

      Volkov, the assistant coach, nodded. “You will look like a saint, Greyson,” he said in that Russian accent that Colt had often joked had made him sound like a KGB hitman. But Volkov was smart, and he wouldn’t bullshit anyone.

      “Breathe, Greyson,” Volkov said. “You are turning the color of beets.”

      Forcing another breath into his lungs, Greyson braced himself with his hands on the back of the chair he’d been sitting in moments ago.

      “Bob…” he began. “Her father almost killed mine. That’s not okay, dammit, and now you want me to braid her fucking hair and invite her over for a goddamn tea party?”

      There was an uncomfortable beat of silence as the GM and his two coaches stared at him.

      Volkov snorted, breaking the silence. “No, we want you to play hockey, and win.”

      Greyson shot the Russian a glare.

      “Volkov,” Bob warned softly.

      “What? He is being a fool,” Volkov growled. “On the ice you… play nice. Off the ice… you can hate this woman all you want. Ice equals nice. Got it?”

      “Volkov’s right,” Williams said. “You don’t have to be friends with her. Just play the game you are meant to play, not the slam people into the boards game. Take this as a chance to change your image, and those scouts will be beating down Bob’s door to take you up the ladder.”

      It took Greyson a long moment to calm down. When he did, he could see where they were coming from. It would look good. There was no denying the positive optics, but could he actually do it? And what the hell was he going to tell his parents? His dad?

      “Do I get any vote in this?” he asked Bob.

      The GM’s hard stare was answer enough.

      “The contracts were signed this morning. She’s flying out tonight and will be at practice tomorrow. The first couple of games we’ll go easy on her, let her get used to team dynamics. Then we’ll put her out there and see what happens. Okay?”

      It was the politest “you’re fucked” he’d ever gotten, and he’d have to take it. He nodded mutely then he turned but halted at the door. “When do you tell the rest of the team?”

      “After practice tonight,” Bob said. “We wanted you to hear first, which is your right as the captain.”

      “And so I wouldn’t trash the locker room?”

      Bob suddenly laughed. “You aren’t that kind of guy, but yes, we thought a one-on-one chance to clear the air was best.”

      Greyson couldn’t help but catalog all the glass awards on a nearby bookshelf. It would have felt so good to smash the hell out of those, but Bob was right. He wasn’t that guy, no matter what people thought.

      “Go and get ready for practice,” Bob said.

      As he left the GM’s office, the conversation replayed in his head. He’d never stood a chance of changing Bob’s mind, that was clear. It was either accept the situation, or face his career truly ending by getting traded. He punched the elevator button and stepped inside. The second the doors closed, he nearly slammed his fist into the control panel. But at the last second, he stopped. This violence… it wasn’t him, it had never been him. But he’d carried it because it was the only way he could stop the pain of his family’s reality hitting him.

      Every single time his father came to a game, he had to be wheeled in. He couldn’t sit close to the ice because there wasn’t an easy way to get him out of his wheelchair and into the stands. So he had to watch from the team family suites. Greyson’s mother bore it all with a smile, living as her husband’s caretaker, but it was a weight she shouldn’t have to carry. All because James Jacoby lost his temper, had snapped and gone too far in a fight and tried to kill his father.

      And now I have to skate alongside his daughter.

      Fate had a twisted sense of humor.

      Lowering his hand, he leaned against the grey steel doors, pressing his forehead to the cold metal.

      A moment later the elevator door opened, and he breathed in the empty air of the hallway.

      Fuck… He was going to survive this. Somehow. Even if it almost killed him.

      Greyson stepped back into the locker room. The faint buzz in his head was fading a little, but his hands were shaking with adrenaline as he put his on gear and skates. When he joined the team on the ice, he saw Colt by one goal, doing his stretches. Their older goalie, Alexei, one of the Russians on the team, was already on the opposite goal, catching pucks flying at him as players took turns shooting at the net.

      Zane Ewing, the Twister’s injured first line center sat in the team box, wearing his practice jersey and blue jeans, but no skates or pads.

      “Hey man,” Greyson called as he skated up to the bench.

      Zane’s right arm was in a massive cast, and he was watching their team wistfully. “Hey,” Zane said as Greyson stopped by him.

      “You okay?” he asked Zane. They’d skated together for the last five years, and he could tell his friend wasn’t okay.

      “Fine,” Zane said, his tone glum. “Fucking sucks, you know?”

      “I know,” Greyson said.

      He didn’t mention Sierra Maddox, couldn’t bear to, but it made him sick to see his friend sidelined with an injury and getting replaced with someone that Greyson could barely stomach. He forced himself to focus on his friend and what would help Zane.

      “You mind watching tonight? You know the team as well as I do, and you see different stuff from the sidelines.” He hoped Zane would agree. It would give him something to do to keep his mind off his arm.

      “Sure,” Zane said.

      “Thanks. Pressure’s on without you as my first center.”  Greyson couldn’t linger any longer, so he skated back to take his place in the shooting drills.

      The team was great at drills, the camaraderie was always there, but Greyson couldn’t figure out why they lost that cohesion when they hit game time. He’d been with the Twisters for five years, and the team had some incredible wins under its belt, but they never pulled it together to make the playoffs to compete for the Kelly Cup.

      When the coaches came down, Greyson took his orders for the drills and then broke players off by their lines to work on puck passing and goal shooting as well as face-off practice. He was thankful for the distraction of practice, but when it was over, and Williams had everyone pile into the locker room, he knew their coach was going to drop the bomb on the team.

      Williams cleared his throat. “Since we lost Zane last week,” he began, making eye contact with Greyson first, “we’ve recruited a new player. Mr. Crews is excited about this opportunity. They have been breaking records in the past year for goals and assists. Their puck handling skill is the best I’ve seen in years, and besides Greyson here, maybe one of the fastest, controlled skaters on the ice in decades. I expect everyone on the team to act respectfully about this.”

      “Jesus, coach, who is it?” one of the other players demanded.

      Williams met Greyson’s eyes.

      Unable to bear the weight of his coach’s gaze, Greyson casually turned to face his stall, slowly packing up his gear and changing into clean clothes. He’d shower at home tonight because he didn’t want to stick around for the impending shitstorm.

      “We’re taking on a player from the PWHL,” Williams said.

      There was a beat of silence then someone snickered, but the snicker died quickly.

      “You laugh at a female player and that reflects on you,” Williams said. “Do I need to remind you that the women’s hockey team in the Olympics has medaled every single Olympics since 1998, when they were first allowed to play? Can’t say the same about our men’s team,” Williams said. “So put away that misogynistic bullshit. It will not happen in my locker room or on my ice, clear?”

      Another heavy silence.

      “I don’t mind sharing the ice with a woman,” Colt volunteered with a grin.

      “You can’t sleep with this one, Colt,” someone joked.

      “Shut up,” Colt was the team’s charmer, and puck bunnies went crazy for him. Probably because Colt liked women. Greyson knew from experience that a lot of men didn’t like women. They just wanted to fuck them and walk away. Greyson was like Colt. He actually did like women. They were funny, smart and cute, even when they were angry. And if it had been anyone but Sierra Maddox, he might have been interested to see a woman test her skills on an all-male team in an all-male league.

      “She’ll be here tomorrow for practice. We need to get her settled in and make her comfortable with the team,” Williams continued on as if Colt and the others weren’t still bickering softly in the corner of the locker room.

      “Wait, who the hell is this chick? What’s her name?” Forrest Baker asked. He was Greyson’s other defenseman on the first line. He was a hard hitter but a fair guy.

      “Her name is Sierra Maddox,” Greyson said.

      Boom, Greyson thought darkly. Bomb dropped.

      “What… the… fuck?” Zane spoke up. “Coach, this isn’t fucking funny.”

      “No, it really isn’t, Zane. It’s quite serious,” Williams said.

      Greyson shut his eyes, holding his breath, trying hard not to just burn down the locker room with his rage.

      “So let me get this straight. You replace me with a girl, and not just any girl, but James Jacoby’s daughter? Fuck you, Williams,” Zane said, slapping his good hand against a wall and storming out of the locker room.

      There was a soft shuffling, a turning of heads, and Greyson knew everyone was looking at him, waiting to see what he would do.

      “NHL… NHL,” he murmured to himself as he opened his eyes and turned around to face his teammates.

      I’m the captain. They have to know how I’ll react. I better do my damn job.

      He met the gaze of every player one by one before he spoke.

      “Maddox is on the team. That’s it. She’s a Twister now, just like each of you. Treat her accordingly. Got it?” Bile rose in his throat as he said it, but Williams gave him a subtle nod of approval.

      “But Grey, your dad, man,” Theo Quinn, one of the forwards on the first line, said. He and his twin brother, Cam, were both watching him.

      “I’m fine with it,” he said, somehow finding a calm
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