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      BASH

      Blood splatters across the Plexiglass from Miller’s split lip, and I shove his face against it, keeping him pinned to the boards with my hips. It’s not my fault the fucker lost his helmet and opened himself up to an ass-kicking he deserves. After what he did to King on that last play, he needs a serious reminder never to touch our tendy.

      The crowd roars, the sound reverberating through the arena at an almost deafening level. My ears ring, the noise only causing my blood to pump harder, my anger to rise more.

      Miller twists and shoves back his body, trying to buck me off him. I swing, and my fist connects with the side of his head. He roars, pushes off the boards, and manages to get enough space between us to free himself from my hold.

      Rage flares through my veins as he skates toward me, tugging off his gloves. Mine are long gone somewhere on the ice where I tossed them before I took him down.

      The second he’s close enough, my strike lands on his face. The crack of his nose breaking doesn’t give me any pause. Not after the way he’s been pushing for a confrontation all night.

      I swing again and hit his jaw this time. His head whips back, sending blood from his mouth and nose flying through the air and splattering across the ice.

      He recovers a second later and responds with a shot to my jaw. Pain spreads through the side of my face.

      Motherfucker!

      That sharp bite of pain acts as gasoline on the already blazing inferno inside of me, and I unleash on him.

      Shot after shot.

      Blow after blow.

      I rain my aggression down on him until he’s on his back on the ice, and I’m straddling him, my bare hands covered in his blood.

      Someone grabs me from behind and tugs on my shoulder. It’s nothing but a fruitless attempt to pull me off and away from him.

      They shouldn’t bother.

      It’s futile.

      When I’m in Bash mode, there’s no stopping me. And this douchebag has been asking for it all game. It was only a matter of time before it was going to come to blows. Every chance he got, he was taking cheap shots on one of us, and the fucking refs seem to be blind to it tonight. But you touch King, you dare lay a fucking finger on our goalie, and you will suffer the consequences.

      I pull my arm back for another blow, but a set of hands grabs my wrist and a forearm wraps around my neck and jerks me backward. The familiar black and silver of our team’s jersey flashes in my peripheral vision—the only reason I don’t swing at them, too.

      “Bash! Stop!” Larsson’s voice comes from directly behind me. He tightens his hold on my neck for emphasis. “It’s fucking over.”

      Whoever was holding my arm releases it, and a ref skates between me and where Miller still lies on the ice, bloodied and whining like the fucking pussy he is.

      He loves to dish it out but can’t take it without turning into a blubbering baby.

      It’s part of the game, asshole. Grow the fuck up.

      Larsson releases me, and I glance back at him. “The asshole fucking deserved it. He’s been up my ass all game, and he hit King.” Another cheap shot when the ref wasn’t looking, so he got away with it.

      It was time someone taught him a fucking lesson.

      Miller climbs to his feet, pressing a hand over the gush of blood from his nose. His dark, hard eyes find mine, and he sneers and skates right past the useless ref toward me.

      Ready for a second round, dickwad? BRING IT!

      I skate toward him, but strong arms pull me back, and his teammates grab him before we can reach each other. We both struggle against the holds, but neither team is letting us go.

      “Bash, man, chill.”

      “Lars”—I thrash but can’t manage to free myself—“let me go.”

      He shakes his head. “It’s not worth it, and you don’t have any more free passes, dude.”

      The words instantly chill the anger burning through my blood.

      Shit. He’s right.

      I look over to the bench and into the stone-cold eyes of Coach Spencer.

      Fuck.

      I’ve been skating on thin ice with him and the GM all season. Every penalty is another mark against me, and every suspension might as well be another step out the fucking door.

      They warned me they weren’t going to put up with much more after what happened last season. That they couldn’t risk having me on the team going into the second half of this season when we’re so close to making it to the playoffs. They said my attitude and the constant penalties were a hindrance to the team, and no matter how well I played, no matter how many goals I scored and assists I racked up, I couldn’t make up for it.

      Five damn years busting my ass for this team, helping them make it to the top of the Central Division every single damn season, All-Star Team five times, voted fan favorite three times, and this is how they repay me. By making threats to trade me if I don’t fall in line like a good little boy.

      It was so condescending and insulting. I should have told them to go fuck themselves and asked to be traded, but Chicago has become my home. These guys are my friends, my family. I don’t want to get shipped off to some shit team somewhere, so I promised I’d be “good.”

      I swore up and down I’d reel myself in.

      It was a fucking lie.

      And they knew it.

      Bash Fury doesn’t have an off switch. Even now, my hands fist and open at my sides, ready for more. But it’s over. In more ways than one. No way I’ll be staying on the Warhawks with what just happened. This is exactly the excuse they need to get rid of me.

      The ref skates over to make the announcement. “Number 71. Ten-minute penalty for fighting and a game misconduct.”

      Motherfucker.

      I glare at Miller as I skate off the ice, but I don’t bother looking at anyone in the stands or at our bench again.

      It’s pointless.

      They hired me to play the game, and I’m fucking playing. Just because I don’t do it like the rest of these pussies doesn’t mean I should be repeatedly punished for it.

      Fucking bullshit.

      I already know where this is heading. And it isn’t anywhere good.

      What team is gonna pick up my contract on trade after this? Probably one with no hope of ever making it anywhere in the playoffs.

      My chance at the Stanley Cup just went down the drain along with my career—and this time, the guy deserved it. But I’ll still pay the price.

      I storm down the tunnel to the locker room. Every muscle in my body vibrates with the adrenaline from the fight and the rage of knowing the consequences of what I just did.

      “This is such fucking bullshit.”

      I tear off my helmet and chuck it across the room. It slams against the wall of lockers and ricochets back.

      This is fucking hockey, not touch football. Violence is part of the game and asshats like Miller need to know they can’t play like that, touch our fucking tendy, and expect no response.

      What the fuck is going on with these snowflakes?

      The wrath building inside me has reached a boiling point. What just went down on the ice was only the tip of the iceberg. I march over to my next target—the water cooler. I grab it and toss it across the room. It smashes into one of the lockers and explodes, water drenching my teammates’ personal items and soaking the floor.

      “What the hell is going…” Louie, our assistant equipment manager, freezes in the doorway and takes in my handiwork. “Shit.”

      “Get the fuck out of here.” My screamed order echoes through the space, reverberating in my ears. “Now!”

      He nods and backs away slowly. The man knows better than to get in my way when I’m like this. It isn’t the first time he’s seen it, but there’s no doubt it will be the last.

      This will be my last game as a Warhawk.

      I flip one of the benches and then drop onto the one across from it and lower my face into my trembling, bloodied hands.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      This is it. The end of my career.

      What team is going to take me now?
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      GREER

      “No. Absolutely not.” I try to keep the anger and mild panic out of my words as much as possible, but I fail miserably. Each syllable vibrates with incredulous disdain and borders on wildly inappropriate, considering who I’m sitting across from.

      I shouldn’t have snapped, but it’s just…I can’t wrap my head around what he told me.

      This cannot be happening.

      Fate wouldn’t drop such a massive turd on me like this, not when things have been going so well. As far as I can remember, I haven’t done anything that would draw the ire of karma to make her demand retribution like this. Although, speaking to the man who is, for all intents and purposes, my boss like that probably hasn’t put me on the top of anyone’s “nice” list.

      It was kind of bitchy.

      Borderline cunty, if I’m being honest.

      But I couldn’t help it.

      I’ve always worn my heart on my sleeve, and even though I should act more deferential and professional right now, this is absolute insanity that calls for something less appropriate.

      The man must have totally lost his marbles to be considering this. I would wonder if maybe dementia hit, but Bob seems very clear of mind. At least, he certainly reacts to my snarled response appropriately—with a giant frown and a deeply furrowed brow.

      He sighs, a deep, labored sound, and leans forward in his chair to rest his forearms on his desk between us. “Look, Greer, I understand your position, but—”

      “But nothing.” I cut him off without even caring how rude it is anymore. I don’t have the patience for placations from a man who made me certain promises to get me here. “When you hired me as head coach, you told me I would have control of my team. Full control. And I’m telling you right now, I don’t want a dirty player like Bash Fury wearing a Scorpions’ jersey or taking the ice under my watch.”

      Bob offers me a look that could either be condescending or sympathetic—maybe both. Soft, droopy lids hang low over pale-blue eyes surrounded by wrinkles that show his age. He may not be quite up in the years where we need to worry about his mental faculties, but Bob Harmon has been around the block a few times.

      More than a few.

      He’s smart. He was a great coach, and now he’s an amazing GM. One of the best, even though this is only his first year. But he’s also under a lot of pressure to make the Scorpions successful in their inaugural season. The weight of those expectations practically crushes me, so I can only imagine what that feels like bearing down on his shoulders.

      He holds up his hands. “I understand your position, but it’s a done deal. Sebastian Fury’s suspension is up today, and the trade is complete. He will be here by practice tomorrow. And he’ll be your new first line right winger.”

      Son of a bitch.

      That wasn’t a request.

      That was a statement of fact.

      A done deal.

      He went ahead and took Bash without my knowledge. No amount of arguing about what I want can change Bob’s mind now. But maybe, just maybe, I can appeal to his desire for success for this team instead of my personal feelings. Maybe there’s a chance we can get rid of Bash before the trade deadline in a few days.

      “What happened to me being able to control my own team?”

      Complete control is the only way we’ll continue winning. I can’t have players who go off at the drop of a glove and spend more time in the penalty box or suspended than on the ice. We’ll spend half the game killing off his penalties, and Marty and I will constantly be rearranging the lines while he’s serving his time on suspension.

      The man who has helped me bring this team this far rises to his feet behind his desk and slowly lumbers around to sit on the edge in front of me. “On the ice, you make the calls, but as GM, I’m the one who makes the big decisions for the team. That’s the way it is for every NHL team in the league. You just need to make it work with Mr. Fury.”

      Make it work? What a fucking joke.

      Bob is setting the team up for failure by bringing on a guy like Bash Fury. He may be one of the best wingers in the league, but he’s also the biggest liability we could have on the Scorpions right now.

      An expansion team in a position to make the playoffs in its first year.

      Unheard of.

      One coached by a woman.

      That sure as hell has never happened before since I’m the first in the league.

      We’re making history on two fronts.

      Which means all eyes are on me.

      Everyone’s waiting for me to fail so they can point the finger and say, “See, women shouldn’t be coaching men in this sport.”

      There’s no doubt I’m a test case, and Bob put a lot of faith in me by bringing me on. He took a massive risk. There were any number of male coaches, with far more experience in the NHL, who would have leaped at the chance to coach this expansion team in Vegas. But he came to me. He sought me out for this position and talked me up to the media. He lifted me up to head coach after only a year as an NHL assistant coach because he knew what I was capable of.

      It never would have happened if we hadn’t already worked together so much. He knows me better than just about anyone. After three Olympics coaching me, then bringing me on to help coach the men in Pyeongchang during the last games, we’ve worked together so much that Bob is basically a second father figure.

      That makes times like this frustrating because I don’t want to insult the man who has almost single-handedly brought me to where I am today. But he doesn’t seem to see the big problem here.

      I’ve already stuck it to the naysayers and demonstrated I know what the hell I’m doing. We’re sitting at number three in the division, with only two months left until the playoffs.

      We’re in shape to do something unheard of—make it to the Stanley Cup Playoffs in our inaugural season—which is precisely why today’s news has me so rattled.

      We’re a well-oiled machine. We’ve worked out all the kinks that happen when a team is cobbled together from leftover players no one wanted to protect, many of whom have never played together before. We’re plowing through our opponents left and right. And now, a giant wrench like Bash Fury is being thrown into the mix.

      I sigh and rub my hands over my face, not even caring if I smear the remnants of my eye makeup and end up looking like a crack-whore raccoon. I’m not trying to impress anyone here. “And what about when he starts up with his usual crap, Bob? The penalties. The suspensions.” I raise an eyebrow. “What then?”

      He shrugs nonchalantly. “Then we deal with it. Bash knows the Scorpions are taking a big risk picking him up after he just had his third suspension this season. My hope is that he’ll calm down a bit, but to be honest, part of the reason I brought him on is how passionately he plays the game.”

      I snort-laugh. “Passionately? What he does isn’t passion. The man is out of control. He’s going to hurt somebody really badly one of these days.”

      And people seeing I have no control over him will only hurt me. It will be the proof the haters need to say I don’t belong, that the guys don’t respect me to captain this ship.

      Bob shifts to his feet. “We can only hope that doesn’t happen.”

      Hope. I’m resting the remainder of my fucking season on hope?

      I blow out an annoyed breath and stand.

      He reaches out and places a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “Try not to worry so much, Greer. From what I hear, he’s not all that bad of a guy, actually.”

      Yeah, right. Not that bad of a guy.

      That’s what everyone said about Sean, and he ended up cheating on me with a cocktail waitress while I was away in Pyeongchang for the Olympics.

      Sebastian Fury is nothing but a problem to be solved.

      And I know how to handle him.

      He just needs to know who’s boss. Then, he’ll fall in line.
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      GREER

      The asshole is late.

      His first day as a Scorpion, and he can’t even make it to practice on time.

      This does not bode well.

      But I can’t say I’m surprised. Everything I’ve heard about Bash up to this point has led me to believe he’s not going to last long on my team. Bob may think he controls everything, but he can’t force me to put Bash on the ice. And if my players don’t come to practice, they don’t play. It’s a simple rule. One I’ve enforced before and won’t hesitate to again.

      Everyone else managed to get here on time, and Bob said Bash was flying in last night, so there’s no excuse for his tardiness. This is deliberate and exactly the type of behavior Bash Fury is famous for.

      His arrogance is almost as well-known as his lineage. Being the son of a Hall of Famer like Mike Fury gives Bash that extra “glow” of celebrity even if he weren’t an outstanding forward in his own right. But arrogance and skill aren’t enough to get what you want on my team—you have to play by the rules.

      No practice. No play.

      As simple as that.

      I’ll plan to move forward with the current first line. Lebedev, Hayes, and McCormick are one of the best forward combos in the league this year, and breaking them up was going to cause problems. Lebedev has an ego almost as big as Bash’s, and it was sure to cause a fight if I moved him to open the way for Fury. At least now, I have a little more time to assess the line-ups, knowing Bash won’t be hitting the ice tomorrow.

      I watch the guys move through their drills…a little too sluggishly for my liking. It may only be practice, but I like to keep my players sharp and ensure they keep up the energy they need in the game. I clap to get their attention. “Let’s go, guys. Strong forecheck. Move your feet. Win the race to the puck. Let’s go.”

      My voice carries out across the ice, and the guys push harder and faster.

      If Bash were here, I’d be trying to work him in to see how he fits on the first line—most likely in the position currently occupied by Lebedev at right winger—but the arrogant bastard can’t even deign to grace us with his presence, so he’s being relegated off first for the foreseeable future when he does get put into the line-up. I don’t care what Bob has to say about that. He can fire me if he disagrees.

      We run the drill over and over, like the efficient team I know we are. There’s a reason I’ve managed to bring this group this far in such a short amount of time. I don’t tolerate any crap, and these guys know how to play together. They all know they’re good, but they don’t let it go to their heads. Even Lebedev manages to reel it in when necessary.

      I’m not so sure Bash would fit in with them even if he were here.

      “Hey, Coach.” Hayes skates over to me. “What—” He looks over my shoulder, and his eyes widen slightly. “Well, look who finally decided to grace us with his presence.”

      There’s only one person he can be talking about. Only one member of the team is missing this morning. And everyone is very aware of his absence.

      Bash.

      I turn toward the tunnel to the locker room. Bash makes his way up, and even walking in skates and pads, he still manages to swagger like he owns the place.

      Conceited son of a bitch…

      I glance at my watch. An hour past the start of practice. I clench my jaw to bite back the angry words I have about him being late. Tearing into him in front of the entire team is unnecessary. It’s better saved for a private conversation—one I would have been having with him whether he was late for practice or not. One about what I expect from him when he’s on my team.

      He runs a hand back through his thick, dark-blond hair, then shakes it before pulling on his helmet.

      Christ…

      It really is too bad he’s such a cocky asshole because one thing I can’t deny about Bash Fury is he is hot. The kind of dirty hot that gives you dreams that have you waking up panting with your hand between your legs.

      His soft whiskey eyes lock with mine, and he flashes me a grin and winks.

      Fucking winks.

      He reaches down and adjusts his cup before he jumps out onto the ice and skates straight over to Mac while pulling on his gloves. One of the reasons Bob wanted Bash so much is because Mac played with Bash on the Warhawks before coming to the Scorpions this year. They played well together there, and there’s every reason the two of them will fall right back into that rhythm again here in Vegas.

      They embrace like old friends, and the other guys on the team skate over to greet him. He didn’t even have the decency to come to introduce himself to me…his coach.

      Such a douchenozzle.

      Anger heats my skin even in the chilled air of the rink. It crawls up my neck and over my cheeks in what is undoubtedly a red flush. I clench my fists at my sides.

      Damn my pale complexion.

      It makes hiding my reactions to things all that more difficult.

      The asshole skates straight over to Lebedev and says something that has my current first line right winger straightening his spine and fisting his hands in his gloves. They get chest to chest, but, thankfully, neither takes a shot.

      Fucking Bash…

      Already starting shit and he’s only been here two minutes. He needs to fall in line, but I’m not going to go off on him in front of the guys. He’s just trying to establish he’s top dog.

      Well, he’s in for a mighty rude awakening if he thinks that’s the way it’s going to be on the Scorpions. There’s only room for one alpha, and it’s me.

      Lebedev skates over to the bench in a huff and throws his stick against the boards. Our equipment manager, Steve, takes care of the discarded stick without a word, then glances at Lebedev with sympathy. Even Steve feels for him.

      Poor guy.

      He already knows he’s been replaced, but Bash is going to have to earn that spot. If he can’t keep himself in check and under control, I’m not putting a liability on the ice. Not when we’re this close to making the playoffs. Not when I’m this close to having the most successful first season expansion team in history. Not when I’m the first female coach on top of that.

      There’s too much at stake and too many people counting on me to let this arrogant bastard ruin my plans with his ego.
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      BASH

      Coach Greer Waterson is pissed. Maybe the wink and crotch grab were a bit much, but damn, her anger brings a sexy red blush to her cheeks.

      I wonder if it’s the same one that appears when she’s coming?

      A grin tugs at my lips.

      That’s definitely something I want to see.

      That woman is a force of nature. Even years ago, when she was just a college student playing on the Olympics team, I couldn’t keep my eyes off her when she was on the ice. She played with relentless focus and passion. A passion I would love to experience directed at me…were we in different positions. Mostly horizontal. But I’d take her vertically, too, against the glass, against a locker, anywhere I could.

      As it stands, hitting on my new coach is probably not the brightest idea.

      I’m quite literally at the end of the road where my playing career is concerned. If this doesn’t work out, I may not have another chance at the Cup.

      But if I had to be traded somewhere, the Scorpions are probably the best team it could have been. I should count my blessings I’m on the ice at all and be happy I’m with her. Another hot-headed, testosterone-fueled old school coach would have just been another inevitable trade, but her…I can handle her.

      I’ve never met a woman I couldn’t manage with a grin and some sweet-talking, and Greer will be no different.

      God willing.

      It’s time to stake my claim here. And I’ve already made that first move with Greer and my competition. Lebedev stands off to the side, eyeing me with fury burning in his gaze. He had to know my coming meant he was going to lose his first-line position.

      Sorry, dude. Time’s up!

      I skate over to him and flash him a grin. “Hit the bench.”

      He growls and puffs out his chest as he skates right up next to me. “Fuck you, Bash. You couldn’t even bother to come to practice on time, and now I’m just supposed to hand over my position?”

      “They’re paying me a fuckload more than they’re paying you to play this position. You really think they’re going to put me on the second or third line? Let the big boys play.”

      I wait for the swing, but it doesn’t come. He has more restraint than most of the assholes on the ice these days, or maybe he’s just smart enough to know I’m right and there’s no point in fighting it.

      Save that anger for the ice.

      He scowls at me, then skates over toward the bench, throwing his stick. Coach glares at me from across the ice. Her cool-green eyes match the temperature of the rink, sending a slight shiver through me.

      She had to have seen the entire exchange.

      Good.

      She needs to know where I belong on this team. Bob promised me the first line position wouldn’t go to anyone else, and I expect that to be true. No one is going to keep me from what I earned. And I earned this spot with hard fucking years of work.

      I wait for her to approach me, to say or do something to acknowledge my presence and what just went down, but instead, she sucks in a deep breath and glances around the ice.

      “What are you all just standing around for? Let’s go.”

      A tiny smile pulls at the corner of my lips. She’s not fighting it, either. She knows exactly where I belong. It’s going to make this a lot easier for both of us if she just accepts who is in control here. And it’s the one scoring all the goals.

      For now, it’s time to work with my new teammates. Things with Coach Waterson can be dealt with off the ice.

      She hammers us with drills for almost two hours without letting up. Mac and I fall right back into the groove we had in Chicago, and Hayes, Kasinski, and Grey all seem to be with the program. Lebedev is another matter entirely. The dude has an attitude problem, but just like with Coach, it will work itself out eventually…like when I take the ice tomorrow night first instead of him.

      When Greer finally ends practice, I’m more than ready to head back to the hotel and crash. The late-night flight knocked more out of me than I thought, and relaxing and settling into my new digs sounds like absolute bliss.

      I make my way off the ice and down the tunnel toward the locker room.

      Mac steps up next to me and smacks my shoulder. “Hey, man, I’m happy you’re here.”

      I smirk at him. “I’m glad someone is.”

      He chuckles, but all humor drains from his face. I follow his line of vision to find Coach standing halfway down the tunnel, her arms crossed over her ample chest, a scowl on her perfect bow lips, and angry heat radiating from her green eyes.

      We approach her, and her hand shoots out. She presses it into the center of my chest firmly. “A word, Mr. Fury?”

      I stare down at her, my skates giving me an even greater height advantage. “What do you need, Coach?”

      She lets the rest of the guys walk past us before she shifts fully in front of me and glowers up. “We need to have a little chat.”

      “Oh, really?” I do my best to appear clueless and innocent. “About what?”

      It doesn’t work, given the way her lips twist into a sneer. “About your attitude. You come late to my practice, you don’t play. You pull any of the shit that you did back in Chicago, you don’t play.” She closes the distance between us, her breasts almost brushing my jersey, and pushes her finger harder into my chest. “I don’t allow dirty players on my team. Don’t for a second think I’m going to let you walk all over me and do whatever you want.”

      Every word she says drips with disdain that should probably have my balls shriveling up to hide, but instead, my cock twitches and heat spreads through my chest where her finger rests, despite the pads between us.

      Coach has some fucking balls. I’ll give her that.

      She has to be a total badass to have played the way she did. Her impressive stats when she was on the Olympic team and in college mean she probably could’ve played better in the NHL than half the guys here. If they were going to give any woman a chance to coach us, I’m glad it’s her. She’s earned it.

      But what she hasn’t earned is the right to talk down to me like I’m a piece of shit stuck to her shoe. I’m an All-Star player with a multi-million-dollar contract, not some rookie she can intimidate.

      I grin down at her. “Let’s get one thing clear, Coach. The Scorpions are paying me $9 million to be here this year alone. They’re paying you…what? Not even a million?”

      She flinches slightly and jerks her hand from my chest, so I push in even closer to her. Close enough that I can feel the heat radiating off her and see her fists shaking with rage at her sides.

      “I was brought here to do what I do, and I’m going to do what I do best. Win games. Just try to keep me off the ice and see what happens to your job. Whose side do you think they’re going to choose if it comes down to the two of us, sweetheart?”

      I shift to the right and move past her down the tunnel without a glance back. She doesn’t come after me. She doesn’t shout some retort.

      Hopefully, she got the message.
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      GREER

      “That bastard did what?” Jill shakes her head, her black bob swinging at her chin. “You can’t be serious.”

      I swallow a big cooling gulp of my wine and set it back on the table to take a second to compose myself before I talk about it anymore. Even thinking about my confrontation with Bash today and what he said to me before he sauntered off gets my blood boiling so hot, I feel like I might explode and send shrapnel across the restaurant.

      Though, now that I’ve told Jill all the dirty details, I don’t feel the rush of relief that I thought I would at unloading. Instead, more pent-up rage has worked its way into the knots in my shoulders.

      How fucking dare he speak to me like that?

      I’m his coach, for fuck’s sake.

      He needs to show me some damn respect, even if he does make almost ten times what I do a year. I’m still the one in charge—at least, as much as Bob lets me be.

      I’m the coach. He’s just the dirty player. I’m the authority in this professional relationship. And he just walked all over me like he wasn’t wearing blades that sliced up my pride and left me standing there bleeding.

      Jill watches me from across the table, anger and concern etched on her soft features.

      “Yes.” I take a deep breath. “He actually said that to me and then he pushed past me like I wasn’t even there on his way back to the locker room.”

      “What a fucking dick.”

      “No shit.”

      “It’s too bad he’s hotter than hell.” She shakes her head and takes her wine glass in her hand, releasing a little sigh. “Such a fucking waste.”

      She sips at her pinot grigio, and I bark out a laugh that has the people at the surrounding tables glaring at me.

      Oops.

      I never was very good at biting my tongue or keeping my mouth under control. It’s gotten me into a lot of trouble in the past. But it also means I stand up for myself like I tried to do this morning with Bash. So far, he’s the only one who has managed to render me speechless.

      Bash fucking Fury.

      Already the bane of my existence and he hasn’t even been here twenty-four hours.

      I twirl my glass between my fingers, that damn cocky grin of his playing in my mind. “I don’t think he’s that hot.”

      Jill chuckles and shakes her head. She tilts her glass toward me. “You’re a fucking liar. He’s exactly your type. Tall. Broad shoulders. Tattoos everywhere. Flowing locks. Lips that are sinful and begging to be kissed. And that grin…giiiiirrlllllll, even on television, it’s panty-melting. If he weren’t Bash Fury, you would be all over that.”

      Shit.

      She’s not wrong. Not wrong at all.

      Sometimes, I hate that the bitch can see right through me so damn well, but because of being almost inseparable in middle school and high school, we know each other nearly as well as we know ourselves. The fact that she moved to Vegas a few years ago and would be here was the ultimate icing on the cake of being offered this job. But it’s times like these when she’s joking around and taunting me with her knowledge of my deepest desires, that I want to kick her under the table.

      Admitting out loud that Bash is exactly the type of guy I’ve gravitated toward during my adult lifetime would sting almost as much as his words did today.

      But he is sooooo my type.

      Strong. Athletic. Not afraid to have an opinion or challenge me.

      It’s irrelevant, though. When I took my first job as an assistant coach under Bob, I swore off ever dating a hockey player again. Plus, he’s not just any player. He plays for my team. That makes him doubly off-limits…

      And somehow that makes him even more appealing.

      Why the hell is that?

      The old saying, “You always want what you can’t have,” flashes through my head. That’s all it is. Some strange desire to prove my dominance to that man who I know I can’t touch.

      I stare through the almost-clear wine in my glass and lament my choice in men. “Why am I always attracted to assholes?”

      Jill snorts and sips her wine. “Because you want to fix them. You see a tiny bit of good in someone and latch onto that and use it as a reason to ignore all the bad.”

      Shit. I absolutely do that.

      She nods as if she knows I’m mentally admitting she’s right. “Bash Fury is no different, Greer. You hate him now, but you’ll get to know him and figure out he’s not such a bad guy. You can’t help but see the good in people. That’s not a bad thing, hon. You just have to make sure you don’t open yourself up to those people who only have a tiny bit of good. The rest is the part that ends up hurting you in the end.”

      I sigh and lean back in my chair, the active chatter of the restaurant around us helping to drown out the voice in my head that keeps insisting there must be something redeeming in that man. “I don’t need to worry about that with Bash Fury, Jill. He’s an arrogant prick. He doesn’t have a redeeming bone in his body.”

      Jill waggles her eyebrows. “It isn’t his redeeming bone I’m worried about. It’s the supposedly massive one between his legs. I’ve seen that look in your eyes before, girl. You want to jump that man.”

      I jerk upright. “I do not. I wouldn’t go near that thing with a ten-foot pole.”

      She grins. “Methinks you doth protest too much.”

      “Oh, shut up.” I wave a hand at her. “Knock it off with the smarty-pants literary bullshit. I’m not getting involved with Bash Fury. I can guaranfuckingtee that. All I’m doing is making sure he stays in line.”

      “And just how do you plan on doing that?”

      However I have to…

      I chew my lip and consider my options.

      Bash is right about one thing…if I try to bench him without reason, Bob will come down on me. But if he keeps up his usual shit on the ice, that will give me a legitimate excuse I can argue to the boss about why he’s not out on the first line. The first penalty he gets, I can make sure he spends the rest of the night riding the wood instead of on his skates.

      He won’t like it, but it will be a necessary return fire. He started this with his shot across the bow this morning. All I’m doing is staking my claim and ensuring he understands the way the Scorpions run. He may have been able to get away with his bullshit on the Warhawks, but that won’t fly here.

      That sexy, infuriating man needs to learn his place, and it’s not at the head of this team.

      “I’m going to do what I’ve always done, Jill. I’m going to stand my ground and show my authority the moment he steps out of line.”

      It’s what I did when I assisted Bob in coaching the men’s Olympic team and during my one year as an assistant coach in the NHL…and it’s what I will do here. Just because I have tits instead of balls doesn’t mean I’ll tuck my tail and run at the first threat.

      Bash Fury doesn’t scare me. Not one fucking bit.

      He’s just a man. One controlled by testosterone and ego.

      Both need to be put in check.
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      BASH

      The fluffy, white towel brushes softly against my wet skin.

      Like fucking Heaven.

      I didn’t need a second shower after practice, but from the moment I dropped off my bags here last night—or I guess, technically, early this morning—and saw the bathroom in this place, I knew I was going to be spending a lot of time in there.

      Wall-to-wall jets and a waterfall showerhead were just too much to pass up. Even if I already cleaned up at the practice facility. I also needed to relieve a little of the tension that had built up during my confrontation with Greer today.

      I could have taken care of business in the locker room showers, but I don’t need my new teammates thinking I’m some sort of sick perv who whacks off all the time on the first day.

      The shower here did just fine and allowed me to find that release I needed so badly while visions of that pink flush spreading over Greer Waterson’s cleavage and across her cheeks danced in my head.

      I run the towel over my hair and chest to get the majority of the water off, then wander out into the bedroom and living room area of my hotel suite.

      This place really is fucking incredible.

      When I heard they were trading me to the Scorpions, I definitely wasn’t thrilled to have to fly across the country to join an expansion team—even one with a great record—but the team putting me up at a place like this helps ease some of the adjustment pain. And my five-game suspension after what I did to Miller gave me time to get some of my shit together, more time than most players get when they’re traded.

      I’ll eventually have to find a permanent place here, a condo or something, but for now, my home away from home is pretty fucking sweet.

      If I had to be traded, at least it was to one of the poshest places I could’ve ended up. Fucking five stars on the Strip. Only the best of the best for Bash Fury…

      As it should be.

      I let the towel drop to the floor and sprawl out on the king-size bed. The soft mattress might as well be a cloud underneath my naked skin. I’ll sleep like a baby tonight, but for now, I grab the remote and flip through channels until I land on Lethal Weapon. Chuckling to myself, I relax against the headboard, letting the chilly air in the room dry the last of the moisture from my body.

      A fucking classic if there ever was one. And exactly what I need to top off my night.

      The massive flat-screen’s crystal-clear picture flickers in front of me, and surround sound speakers immerse me in the explosions and gunfire in the movie.

      I could get used to this life.

      Maid service. Room service. Perfect location. Even the flashing lights of the Strip coming in through the floor-to-ceiling windows that make up one wall of the room can’t distract from my relaxation.

      As far as first days go, I’ve had worse. Coach was certainly pretty pissed off after our little chat in the tunnel, but she’ll get over it if she knows what’s good for the team.

      And I have no doubt she does.

      She has an impressive résumé. Three-time All-American in college. Three Olympic medals—one bronze and two silver. Assistant coach for the men’s team that won gold in Pyeongchang…

      The woman knows her hockey. It was only a matter of time before they gave the head coaching position to someone without a dick. I’m glad it was her, but I hadn’t anticipated her giving me quite so much shit right off the bat. She certainly isn’t a push-over. I may have underestimated Coach Greer Waterson. This head-to-head battle may go on longer than I could have anticipated before one of us finally breaks.

      And I don’t intend for it to be me.

      Though she seems determined to stand her ground.

      Still, the way her skin flushed…

      Christ…

      My phone ringing on the nightstand pulls me away from another fantasy about bending Coach over the boards at the bench and against the glass and fucking her senseless.

      I glance at the screen and grin as I swipe, instantly eviscerating those images from my head. “How’s my favorite little sister doing?”

      Rachel chuckles, and is, no doubt, rolling her pale-green eyes at me. “Your only sister is doing great. I was just calling to see how my favorite brother did on his first day with the Scorpions.”

      “Favorite brother? Does Jameson know that he’s been demoted?”

      We laugh at that because we both know she tells him he’s the favorite, even though it’s always been me. He can think whatever he wants. We don’t want to damage his fragile ego.

      “So,” she sing-songs, “tell me about your first day with the new coach. How was it?”

      I lean back against the headboard again and stare up at the ceiling. “She was pretty much what I expected.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yeah. Strong-willed. You’d have to be as a female coach in the league. And to play the way she did.”

      Rachel hums. “True. It’s one of the
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