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        Max Ducharme (#13) Dirty Charmer

        Jayden “Killer” Kelly (A) (#17) Dirty Lover

        Colby “Top Cheddar/Ched” Shelton (#10) Dirty Heartbreaker

        Jamie “Eddie” Edwards (C) (#6) Puck Around and Find Out
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        Corey Jennings

        Dmitri “Kovy” Kovalenko (#30)
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        @ToddCowan Hearing rumblings of an incoming trade between Hamilton and Winnipeg. Watch this space.

      

      

      Hamilton Steelhawks head office, early September

      From her first day on the job, Chloé Taylor-Wallingford learned she couldn’t put so much as her pinkie toe out of line. In fact, if side-eyes could kill, her boss possessed a death ray.

      Chloé got it, though. She really did. When your dad owned a hockey team and you landed a job in the front office, a lot of people were going to look at you funny and think your qualifications began and ended with your last name. Narrowed eyes, whispers behind your back—Chloé could deal with that.

      Because in the end, she would show them she was competent, that her four years of university majoring in communications, extracurricular achievements, and extensive résumé weren’t fluff. Even if it meant doing twice the work because no one would quite believe in her otherwise.

      With her mouse, she scrolled down the computer screen, double checking a series of scheduled posts for the team’s social media. A reminder for fans to buy ticket packages, a feel-good video about Max Ducharme’s off-ice work with local kids, players taking part in a charity softball tournament, others working out in the gym…

      Everything looked good. No misspellings or typos. Upbeat copy, sharp graphics. All of it designed to increase fan engagement and stoke their excitement for the upcoming season.

      She added a final post with the countdown to opening night. Just about six weeks from now.

      Perfect. Ms. Alexander, her boss, couldn’t possibly find fault with any of this, though she’d surely try. And the moment she discovered a nit, she’d pick it raw and bloody.

      The rapid click of sensible heels on the tile floor presaged said boss’s entrance. “I need to see you in my office. Now.”

      No good morning. No how are you doing? Strict business, but that was okay. Shawntelle Alexander had two decades of work experience and battled more than most to make it as a Black woman in sports journalism. She could teach Chloé a lot.

      So Chloé would deal, and if her dad asked her how things were going at work, the answer would always be fine.

      “Yes, Ms. Alexander.” She pushed back her chair, and straightened, smoothing down her pencil skirt and straightening her jacket. She grabbed a pen and notepad off her desk before following her boss down the corridor past team photos of years past. Year after year of Steelhawks, sitting stiffly in their gear, captains and alternates in the front, goalies on either end, game faces and piercing glares to a man. Winning was serious business around here.

      She marched into Ms. Alexander’s office and took a seat facing a broad, spare workspace. A computer monitor in one corner, wireless keyboard, a phone, a holder with pens and pencils, but mostly a bare expanse of oak. Ms. Alexander rested her elbows on the desk and contemplated Chloé over a pair of severe, dark-rimmed glasses.

      Professionalism. That was the cardinal rule around here. Ms. Alexander had made that point clear when she was interviewing Chloé. “You’re here to do a job as my assistant,” she’d said. “Not to slack off and not to snag yourself a player. You will dress and act the part.”

      Not that Chloé had any intention in taking this position beyond proving herself and gaining experience. She didn’t need to work in the front office if she wanted to meet players—which she didn’t. Still, she’d made a point of showing up in the morning in a sober-shaded businesslike suit, crisp blouse buttoned to the neck, her blonde hair knotted in a bun. Subtle makeup, understated jewelry. Perfectly polished and tasteful. Definitely not the kind of get-up that would get a second glance from any of the guys on the team.

      Because she knew what hockey players were like. They were her coworkers in a sense, but they might as well be from a completely different planet.

      She laid her pen and paper on the desk before folding her hands in her lap. “I’ve reviewed all the posts for the week. It’s all ready to go.” Might as well dive in before Ms. Alexander could ask. “I’ve done a write-up for the website for the charity softball game in Stockwood featuring Jayden Kelly and some of the others. Oh, and I’ve updated the media guide.”

      “Good, good.” Ms. Alexander’s hands moved to her keyboard, fingers clicking on the keys. The monitor flashed to life, the colors on the screen reflected in the lenses of her glasses. “Though you’ll have to redo the media guide.”

      Oh, here it came. Some idiotic mistake or other. “I’m sorry. Did I do something⁠—”

      “It’s nothing on you. The GM is finalizing a trade. As soon as it goes through, you’ll need to be ready with an announcement and an update to the team website. But that’s not what I called you in to discuss.”

      “Oh?”

      “I need your help with some brainstorming.”

      Chloé sat back in her seat. This was new. So far, nothing about Ms. Alexander hinted she was the least bit impressed with Chloé’s mind. “Whatever you need.”

      Because if Chloé had learned anything about getting along in the world, it was the need to please. Every time.

      “I’d like to go over the way we’ve been marketing the team, noting what works and what doesn’t.”

      “And you want my input?” She had, after all, only been on the job a couple of weeks. Not even a season’s worth of experience.

      “I’d like the perspective of someone in your demographic.”

      Right. White, female, mid-twenties, only… “I’m not what you’d call a hockey fan.”

      “That doesn’t matter. You’ve had time to view the analytics on our various platforms, and you can certainly tell me what works for you, personally, and what doesn’t. In fact…” Ms. Alexander lowered her glasses. “As someone who doesn’t follow hockey, you’re just who we’d like to target. How do we get someone like you interested?”

      You can’t. She held that reply in. She’d never paid attention to sports, and most especially not hockey. It was nothing but a bunch of sweaty guys with foul mouths and fouler manners ramming into each other. Not her thing at all, even if her dad did own the team. If she couldn’t get out of attending a game, she was happy to remain at the bar at the back of the family box and chat with one VIP or another.

      Chloé picked up her pad and pen. “Okay, then. Let’s grow the game.”

      “First off, let’s list what works and what doesn’t. It may sound simplistic, but believe me, some people in this building think But we’ve been doing it forever constitutes a sound argument. In this day and age, if we get roasted online for whatever we’re posting, we’re not doing our job right.”

      Though Ms. Alexander had warned Chloé about reading comments in detail, she still had to peek at them to assess the general reaction. For that matter, her boss must have, as well.

      Chloé drew a line down the center of her pad. In and out. Old-school of her, perhaps, but scribbling notes longhand sometimes went faster than typing on a phone. “So, what are we putting in these two columns?”

      “I’m tempted to get rid of those videos where the players ask each other silly questions, or guess-the-object type content. First of all, they look awkward as hell doing them. Secondly, I’ve never been able to tell who they were aimed at. Kids? Parents? Stat nerds? No one will miss them.”

      Chloé had to agree. She’d gone through the promotional videos since her hire, and some of them fell on the definite cringe side of the line. “Got it. What else?”

      “As much as I hate to bring it up, I have to consider post-game interviews.”

      “Wow, really?” Ms. Alexander, after all, had come to her position as VP Communications via a career in sports journalism.

      “I don’t mean to axe the interviews altogether, because the reporters demand them,” her boss explained. “Do you think broadcasting them live on our social media really adds anything for the fans? The players mostly spit out cliches about playing the full sixty minutes and giving a hundred and ten percent. Most fans could probably answer the interview questions themselves.”

      “From what I’ve seen, certain accounts like to post quotes, and they seem to get engagement. It keeps the fans talking.”

      “True, true.” Ms. Alexander’s nails clicked on her desktop. “All right. You’ve convinced me. We’ll continue streaming the media availabilities.”

      Chloé added post-game interviews to the in column. “Still, we need to come up with some fresher content. What should we add?”

      “You tell me. What generates the most engagement?”

      “More things like you did last year. Stuff that makes the fans feel like they’re getting to know the players. Those videos you made of Jamie Edwards and Jayden Kelly balancing their off seasons with family commitments. Those were good and generated positive feedback.”

      Ms. Alexander nodded. “Anything else?”

      “Stories that play up the human-interest side. We got good engagement through Max Ducharme’s work with the kids at the community center.” Chloé made a note before going on. “We still do. I’ve got an update scheduled to go up on our accounts and website. With the new season about to start, I imagine he’ll put in an appearance or two?”

      Her boss tapped her nails on the desk. “From what I’ve heard, his wife is planning on continuing her involvement in the program. And Max is still mentoring one of the kids from his first season there. I think he’s in U13 this year.”

      Chloé tapped her pen on her pad. “What if we looked into sending a bunch of the players to help the team practice? It would be a boost for the kids and a boost for our public engagement.”

      “Right. Make a note to contact Max asking which team Riley’s on this year. That’s Riley Maddox.”

      Chloé scribbled down the information. “That’s more human-interest content.”

      Ms. Alexander studied a point over Chloé’s shoulder. “This is all good for the parents among our fans, but I want to reach younger demographics. Teens and young adults. It’s not enough to have our admins post funny TikTok videos. We could wipe the dust off of Hamish, make him more present on social media with tongue-in-cheek posts.”

      Hamish, the team mascot, was a giant silvery-feathered hawk in a hockey jersey. “Wouldn’t it look like we were copying the Philadelphia mascot too much? Besides, Hamish is nowhere near weird and scary enough to pull that off. He’s too lovable.”

      Ms. Alexander let out a little snort, and the trace of a smile passed over her lips. “No, you’re right about that. That big, orange whatever-it-is, is one of a kind and no one can do that shtick better than he can. Leave Hamish to cuddle the kids.” She paused for a moment. “How about renewing our merch? Limited editions, original designs, stuff like that. A few weeks ago, Laurent Gill posted a picture on social media with a tee-shirt designed by a friend of his, and that got a lot of positive comments. I asked for the artist’s number, so you should call her and ask if she’d been open to selling us the rights to the design.”

      “Right. On it.” Chloé uncrossed and recrossed her legs. “What about female fans?”

      Again, that sharp, over-the-glasses stare. “What about them?”

      Wasn’t that the entire reason they were having this discussion? Not that Chloé was a fan, per se. Still, she was straight, and she had eyes, and she’d just spent the last two weeks updating head shots and posting videos of the Hawks in the gym. “Well… I mean, we have some good-looking guys on the team. Maybe work that angle a little harder? If you read the comments under Jayden Kelly’s off-season video, it’s pretty clear what some fans liked about it.”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      Chloé had looked up what some of the other teams were doing. Just in the name of research, of course, but it was impossible to stay completely detached. “Maybe a video where they show off their tattoos and explain the meaning behind them? Other teams have done that with views off the charts.”

      “Well, that won’t inflate their egos at all.” Ms. Alexander snorted and leaned back in her chair. “Still, I don’t want complaints that we’re not a family friendly team. I know your father would definitely not like that.”

      There it was, the reminder, a sharp jab, like an injection in a painful spot. But that made her all the more determined to defend her idea. “What if we did it for a good cause?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We could do a calendar.”

      “A calendar?” Even as she raised a brow, Ms. Alexander pulled out her keyboard, her fingers clicking rapidly on the keys. “Like beefcake?”

      Chloé shifted in her seat. “Maybe? But all proceeds to charity. It could be the community center, the hospital, whatever looks best. You get twelve sexy but tasteful shots of these guys and package it right, it will sell out for sure.”

      Ms. Alexander rolled her lips between her teeth. “Hmmm…. The league does want us to increase our charitable outreach this season. In fact, they’ve created a new award for the team that raises the most this year. But a calendar…. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t hate the idea, but the time to put this together and get it out was over the summer.”

      “Not if we use print-on-demand.”

      “But what sort of quality are we talking then? People would expect glossy stock.”

      Chloé hesitated. Not the card she wanted to pull right now, but in this case, it would legitimately help. “My dad owns a magazine. We print our own souvenir programs.”

      “True. You’ll have to sell him on this. But then you’ll also have to sell the players on the idea of posing for this thing. Before training camp opens.”

      “Me?”

      “It was your idea. Are you up for the challenge?”

      Yes. The chance to prove herself. Chloé raised her chin. “I’m up for any challenge.”

      Was that a smirk on Ms. Alexander’s face? Well, that only meant Chloé had her work cut out for her. And she would get this done, no matter what.

      A buzz came from under the desk. “Excuse me.” Ms. Alexander pulled out her phone and unlocked it. “The trade is official. You’re going to have to rush to put up the announcement on our socials, as well as update the media guide. Oh, and prepare a thank you post for Jesse Makinen.”

      Chloé took rapid notes. “Jesse Makinen? Isn’t he one of our top six?”

      All the more surprising that she hadn’t seen any rumors going around on social media, not even from the usual armchair GMs who sounded like they spent their summer simulating trades and speculating on every free agent under the sun.

      “He’s going to Winnipeg. We’re acquiring a second-round pick and…” Ms. Alexander double-checked her phone. “Drake Hammersmith.”

      Chloé’s stomach plummeted. “Excuse me?”

      “Write it down. Jesse Makinen in exchange for Drake Hammersmith and a second.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      Oh, God, had she said that out loud? Judging from the glare, she must have. “I’m sorry,” Chloé mumbled. She pushed to her feet, hoping she could make an exit without showing any more inappropriate emotion. “Is that everything, Ms. Alexander?”

      “For now.”

      Chloé felt the weight of Ms. Alexander’s stare on her back as she made her way out of the office. In the corridor, she slumped against the wall.

      Drake Hammersmith. Of all the players in the league, they’d had to trade for Drake Hammersmith. Because if she had good reason to ignore hockey in general and dislike players in particular, it was all down on Drake Hammersmith.

      The only league player she knew on a somewhat personal basis. The only asshole she wished she’d never heard of.
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        @SteelHawkeyPodcast Hammersmith and Makinen have similar profiles and stats. So why did Winnipeg pay to get rid of the Hammer?

        @kamikaze2000 Probably had something to do with that video. You know the one I mean.

        @HawksGirl22 IDGAF I’m still getting a selfie with him the second training camp opens.

      

      

      

      Steelhawks head office, the next day.

      Chloé shouldn’t have read the comments. She’d only meant to glance through to gauge general reaction, the way Ms. Alexander had asked, but there were so many of them. Not only that, they reached out and grabbed her attention.

      Locker room cancer.

      Treats the fans like shit.

      Definitely a problem in the room.

      No shit, have you seen the video? Doing your teammate’s wife definitely makes you a problem in the room.

      Fact he got traded only confirms it.

      On and on they went. And naturally someone had posted the video, shaky footage from someone’s phone. It must have been a wedding, the way everyone was dressed to the nines. Drake’s bulky frame filled out a dark suit, his near-black hair close-cropped on the sides but long enough on top to sweep back from his unsmiling face. A day’s worth of stubble dusted his cheeks.

      The woman beside him possessed the three Bs, all essentials to a hockey wife—blonde hair, beauty, and boobs. Her expression as she caught his gaze carried a definite come-hither note. She swayed against him, pressing her breasts to his chest, her smile broadening suggestively, when he caught her and held, his fingers spreading across her bare back.

      The camera panned away, but the implication was enough.

      At any rate, knowing Drake as she did, Chloé could believe some extracurriculars had gone down not long afterward. He hadn’t changed a bit since they were in high school.

      She scrolled further. Another video showed the woman practically draped over him, as the pair stumbled toward an archway and out of the frame.

      Her grip tightened on her phone, and she set it on her desk. Only yesterday, Ms. Alexander had worried about projecting a family-friendly image, and now the team and gone and traded for this. Right. Getting out in front of this PR fiasco had long passed out of the realm of possibility. What a complete mess.

      Still, Ms. Alexander needed to know about this. Immediately.

      Chloé reached for her desk phone. It rang before she could pick up the receiver.

      She hit speaker phone. “Yes?”

      “Sorry to disturb you.” The receptionist’s voice echoed in the quiet office. “I’ve got Mr. Hammersmith here. He needs someone to show him around.”

      Already? Oh crap, she wasn’t prepared. She’d figured she’d have to face Drake sooner or later, but she’d been counting on much, much later. God, his old team had probably put him on the first flight to Toronto—unless of course, he’d still been at his off-season digs. Could he still live in Peterborough? Possible. The drive to Hamilton would only take a couple of hours, depending on traffic.

      “I’ll be there in a few,” Chloé replied, before disconnecting and punching Ms. Alexander’s line. “We have a situation,” she said as soon as her boss picked up.

      “Is this about the trade? Listen, he’s coming this morning to visit the facilities. I need you to give him a tour. Morgan should be there with a video camera to film. Get him in the dressing room, trying on his jersey, and get some comments.”

      “He’s already here, but⁠—”

      “Then get out there and greet him on the behalf of the team. Make him feel welcome. We’re going to look bad if we keep him waiting.”

      “You don’t understand, we look bad already.”

      “I haven’t got time to go back and forth over this. Now get your ass in gear and move.” Ms. Alexander disconnected the call before Chloé could say any more.

      She pushed out of her office chair, and rubbed her suddenly damp palms on her thighs, easing the navy fabric down. In keeping with the severe cut of her suit jacket, the skirt skimmed her knees, but better not to take chances. Not where Drake Hammersmith was concerned.

      Her pumps made an official sounding click on the tile floor as she advanced into the reception area. He stood with his back to her, studying an old team photo. His broad shoulders stretched his tailored sports coat to its limits. Shockingly, he’d dressed for the occasion. He’d look good on camera. Too good.

      Well, Ms. Alexander wanted to appeal to the young female demographic. Girls would be all over him. They always had been.

      He turned at her approach, and their gazes collided. Piercing, just the way she remembered it. At his core, he might have been the same jerk she’d known in high school. The same player who had slept his way through a sizable number of her classmates. Not her, though. Not that she’d have let him touch her, anyway.

      Only he was more now. Oh, he was maybe an inch or so taller, and he’d filled out—those shoulders merely stood as a frame for a body meant to dominate. But an air of intensity hovered around him, most apparent in the dark glare of his eyes, and the set of his jaw. Yeah, he probably used that glower to his advantage, both to intimidate his on-ice opponents and to draw feminine interest.

      But not hers. Never hers.

      She locked her knees and raised her chin. “Mr. Hammersmith? I’m here to welcome you to the Hamilton Steelhawks.”

      He nodded, then raised an eyebrow. “Have we met?”

      Where anyone else would have betrayed interest, he merely gave off an air of boredom. Let’s get the niceties over with so I can fuck on out of here. He might as well have said that part out loud.

      “Chloé Taylor-Wallingford.” She thrust out a hand, knowing full well he’d ignore it.

      A recognition flickered through his eyes. “Oh, right. From Lakewood. I should have known you’d end up bossing people around for a living.”

      Still as coarse and rude as she remembered. In that respect he hadn’t grown up one bit. “You work for my dad now,” she replied, low, spitting the words between her teeth. “So maybe try to pretend you possess a modicum of social graces?”

      “Modicum of social graces,” he echoed. “Impressive. Is the big, stupid hockey player supposed to be scared because you know big words?”

      Her temper flared. Who the hell did he think he was? Keep it together. Ms. Alexander told you what you had to do. But maybe a firm warning was in order. “You’re not stupid, no. So you can figure out for yourself that it’s better not to try me.” She stepped toward the door, hoping he’d take the hint.

      His mouth curved into a smirk. “Because of Daddy?”

      “Because I work in communications around here.” She laid her hand on the metal bar and pushed at the glass panel emblazoned with the Steelhawks logo. “You want to make it in Hamilton? Fix your image? We can do that the easy way or the hard way.”

      “Sweetheart, my public image is beyond fixing.” He followed her into the outer corridor. “Why do you think my old team was so eager to get rid of me?”

      “You want to talk about that video? Fine.” Chloé cast a glance at their surroundings. The coast was clear, so far, but someone on team business could walk past at any moment. “Not here, though. Let’s have a little tour of the facilities.”

      She led him to the elevator and punched the down button. When the doors parted, she stepped inside. No one there, thank goodness.

      Once the car started its decent, she went on. She needed more information if they wanted to deal with it properly. And if it showed him she meant business, all the better. “Tell me what happened.”

      He settled his shoulders against the opposite corner of the elevator, arms crossed, expression stony. “It doesn’t matter what I tell you because you’re going to believe what you want. Just like everyone else.”

      “Your reputation isn’t doing you any good there.” As she knew from experience. Player in high school, player once he turned pro. On and off the ice. And no regard for the consequences, or who he hurt.

      He pinned her with a glare that went straight through her. “Like I said, you’re going to believe whatever the fuck you want. I could tell you she was plastered. I could tell you she came on to me. I could tell you I turned her down. The honest truth, but that doesn’t matter.”

      The part about the woman making the first move was believable, in any case. Plenty of girls had found him attractive as a teenager. Full manhood… It suited him, to put it mildly. Though he kept to the opposite side of the car, his presence seemed to take up the entire space.

      Don’t think about that.

      Suddenly her skirt suit and blouse felt too tight over her body, and entirely too warm. She cleared her throat. “Was she a teammate’s wife?”

      “For now.”

      She raised a brow and waited him out.

      “They’re having trouble,” he added. “She was trying for a little revenge.”

      And didn’t that sound convenient? “Uh huh.”

      “Jesus, why am I even bothering?” He forked his fingers through his black hair, though a rebellious strand flopped back onto his forehead. He blew out a breath. “Okay, fine. Nothing happened. She got pissed off at me for that.”

      The elevator came to a stop at ice level. Chloé stepped into another broad corridor. “I suppose you’re going to tell me that’s how the video evidence got out online?”

      He followed her past trainers’ rooms, the coach’s office, the sauna, the tunnel that led to the ice, but she didn’t bother to point any of that out. He’d been here before, as a member of the visiting team, after all.

      “Yeah, it is. That’s the truth of the matter. I don’t give a shit if you think I’m lying.”

      She stopped in the middle of the corridor to stare. Had he forgotten everything that had happened in high school? The way the local hockey boys used to help the Lakewood girls sneak out of the dormitory to party with them? Somewhere out in the woods between Peterborough and the school, they had this run-down cabin where no one would bother them. No doubt, the guys thought of it was a challenge to get into the pants of as many rich girls as possible.

      Drake had certainly earned his reputation from day one. But did he know the rest of it? Did he even know the worst damage his out-of-control behavior had caused?

      He studied the pattern on the floor tile. “Fucking reputation coming back to bite me in the ass.”

      She stepped back to contemplate him. Did that mean he actually cared? If he did, maybe she could help mop up this mess, after all. Not that she gave a damn about him in particular. As far as she was concerned, he deserved every last bit of negative attention he was getting. But it was her job to make the Hawks look good. And he was a Hawk now.

      “And look where it’s landed me,” he added with a gesture to the corridor at large. “Fucking Hamilton.”

      “The team dressing room is this way.” Her words emerged in her frostiest tones. “I’ve got Morgan the team photographer waiting to film your first visit. You know how it goes.”

      “Yeah, put on the jersey and make noises how I’m excited for a fresh start.”

      Her eyes narrowed on him. “That’s your job, isn’t? Just make it convincing.”
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        * * *

      

      Drake pulled a red Steelhawks home jersey over his head and raked a hand through his hair. Gotta look good for the camera—just like Chloé had said. Though she hadn’t meant physically, of course. She wanted him to turn on the charm for the fans.

      Well, he didn’t do charm.

      Sure, hockey guys learned how to put on a show for the media. Whenever the lights went on, they retreated behind a shell of pat answers. He could do that, even if he didn’t particularly want to.

      The person behind the camera, a girl with short hair and pink highlights, zoomed in on him, and he turned to face the glare of the lens. He twisted his shoulder to show the 18 on the sleeve, the same number he’d worn his entire career and gave a thumbs-up.

      “All good, Morgan?” Chloé asked.

      “Yup. Go right ahead.”

      “So how does it feel to put on the Steelhawks colors?” Chloé prompted him off camera.

      God, this is what he hated about these things. Predictable questions that required predictable responses. A temptation rose in him to tell them all to fuck off, but he thrust it aside. Unless he wanted to find himself playing in Kazakhstan next week, he’d better be a good boy and play along. At least the new location also put him closer to his mum.

      “Obviously, I wasn’t expecting a trade so close to training camp, but now that I’m here, I’m planning on bringing my game the way I always do. I’m just happy to help the team win.”

      Chloé made a rolling motion with her hand. Keep going.

      Chloé Taylor-Wallingford. Of all the people from his adolescence he hoped he’d never see again. And here she stood, showing him around the place, in her buttoned-up, stiff little business suit. Like the grown-up version of her prissy private school uniform. Her white-blonde hair slicked back in a severe knot at the back of her head and her green eyes filled with a familiar disdain. Tasteful diamond studs winked in each earlobe, flashing like a warning light. Do not touch. Out of your class. Beyond your reach.

      Yeah, well, he’d learned the hard way about touching the wrong woman. Even if that touch had amounted to him pushing her away with a firm No, thank you. He should never have let her get so close.

      No way he’d be stupid enough to touch the team owner’s daughter. Not that he wanted to. No way. She was pure ice, always had been, and some other idiot could worry about what it would take to make her thaw.

      “Yeah, and looking forward to getting back on the ice and doing what I do best,” he droned on. “Big hits, crashing the net, and clearing the way for the goal scorers. Maybe scoring a few times myself. That’s the kind of game I bring, so I hope I can help the team succeed.”

      “Have you heard from any of your new teammates yet?” Chloé continued.

      “Oh yeah. Eddie, that is Jamie Edwards, he reached out to me right away. And then I heard from a few of the others.”

      Only partly true. Eddie the team captain had texted him a quick welcome message along with an invitation to join some of the other Hawks at the practice arena tomorrow morning for ice time. A chance to meet some of his new teammates and see how he was going to fit in.

      But no one else had, though Drake could figure out why for himself. The others were going to feel him out. See just what sort of teammate he was going to be. Someone they could trust on the ice, for sure, but off it? Well… Apparently, that goddamned video was going to find a way to kick him in the balls over and over.

      As he had all his life, Drake would have to beat the odds and prove himself yet again.

      “What are you most looking forward to this season?” she asked.

      “Making the playoffs. Let’s go!”

      “What do you eat for breakfast?”

      Was she serious? She was looking at her phone now, scrolling. Did she have some kind of list of bullshit questions for him now? Time for a bullshit answer then. “Toast.”

      “Favorite color?”

      “Black.”

      “Favorite player when you were growing up?”

      “Tom Wilson.”

      Hmmm. No reaction there. She must not realize the belligerent Washington power forward was maybe five years older than him. “Favorite subject in school?”

      “Recess.”

      “Not physical education?”

      “Nope, recess. Definitely.” Recess, like gym, may have had rules, but it was easier to get away with breaking them.

      “Favorite food?”

      “Caviar.”

      That got her. She looked up sharply from her screen, eyes narrowed. “No one’s favorite food is caviar. Can I get some footage I can actually use? Fans want to know this stuff.”

      “You can’t have fan-submitted questions about me already. The trade just happened yesterday.”

      She pressed her lips together, as if she was holding back a curse. He’d like that, hearing the ice princess swear. Especially if he was the one to break her veneer. “Wouldn’t matter if these were new or not. They always ask the same thing. Pre-game rituals?”

      “Human sacrifice.”

      She actually laughed at that one—not that she wanted to, but her cheeks puffed before her breath escaped on a merry note. Shit, that answer may have been a mistake, because she was kind of cute when she managed to crack a smile.

      She consulted her phone again and the smile evaporated. “What’s on your pregame playlist?”

      “Finnish death metal.”

      “Well, that should make you popular as team DJ.” She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, which drew his attention to the way her skirt hugged her hips and thighs. He didn’t need that image, but it was there now, etched into his brain. “What did you like about visiting Hamilton when you were with your old team?”

      It’s closer to an actual city and not in the middle of nowhere. Nope, he couldn’t say that, no matter how true it was. “Great barn to play in. The fans always seem to be behind the team. Great support. Can’t wait to hear them cheer instead of booing me.”

      That reply brought out another smile. Yeah, he’d just given her material she could actually use, and without a doubt, she wanted to encourage that. “Why jersey number 18?”

      He sent her a smile of his own, or maybe more of a smirk. “It’s the number of girls I nail in a night.”

      Her brows lowered, and her green eyes glittered. “And did you nail your teammate’s wife?”

      As sudden and unexpected as her question—hell, as sudden and unexpected as this goddamned trade—an urge boiled up inside him. An urge to cross the few feet of space that separated and shake some sense into her.

      He tamped it down. “Fuck, no! And where do you fucking get off—” He cut it short. “This interview is over.”
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      Steelhawks practice facility, the next day

      Drake pulled on a practice jersey and bent over to check his skate laces. Nice and tight, ready to go.

      “Looking good in those colors, Hammer,” Steelhawks captain Jamie Edwards called out from across the dressing room.

      “You think?”

      Eddie clambered over to clap him on the shoulder. “A real beauty.”

      They knew each other, of course, the same way Drake knew the other Hawks who had shown up for the informal morning skate. But he knew them as Edwards, Kelly, and Gill—the names on the backs of their jerseys. He’d known them as enemies to mow over and beat in the corners. Big guys, but so was he, and he could take them. He had taken any hit they were willing to dish out, plenty of times.

      Time to rewire his brain, though. He needed to think of them as Eddie, Killer, and Gilly, the same way he’d turn into Hammer.

      Teammates and no longer adversaries.

      Jayden Kelly, Eddie’s fellow defenseman, adjusted the padding on his elbow. “Nice setup we got here, eh? You’re gonna wish you were traded sooner.”

      He stood to grab his gloves and helmet from the top shelf. “No lie there.”

      “Well, fuck me, look who decided to show up,” Eddie said. “Were you two catching up on your beauty sleep or something?”

      A pair of new guys clomped into the room dressed in shorts and Hawks shirts, carrying gear bags. Both of similar height, they were of slighter build than Drake or the d-men, one sporting short, sandy-colored curls, while the other wore his dark hair tied back. Max Ducharme and Colby Shelton, better known as Ched. If all went well, his potential future linemates.

      “Heard about the trade.” Grip firm, Max shook his hand. “Welcome to the team. You up for playing top line?”

      Drake shrugged. “Wherever the coach decides to put me.”

      “Hell of a slapshot you’ve got,” Ched said. “Put some filthy ones past us when we played Winnipeg. I wouldn’t mind having that firepower on my side for a change.”

      “Let’s see how he does. Maybe the ice tilts different in Hamilton.”

      Drake turned to the other side of the room. Laurent Gill—no, Gilly—was leaning forward on his goalie pads. Sizing him up. His pointed stare wasn’t exactly hostile, but it sure as hell wasn’t friendly either.

      Goalies, man. You could never tell what mood those fuckers were in on any given day.

      Gilly’s icy blue gaze turned to Killer. “About the barbecue on the twentieth. That still on?”

      “Yeah, sure.” Killer rubbed his neck. “You coming, then? Cait asked me for a head count.”

      Ched cleared his throat. “I’m in. And, uh… so is Gabby.”

      The other guys broke out in whoops and catcalls. “Colby Shelton bringing a plus-one to a barbecue,” Max said with a grin. “Hell has officially frozen over.”

      “Nah, that’ll happen when Rocky nails the same chick twice.”

      “Where is that moron, anyway? He told me he was coming. Probably forgot to set his alarm or some shit.”

      Drake slammed his helmet down on his head and made his way out of the dressing room. He didn’t want to butt on barbecue talk when he’d known these guys for all of five seconds.

      He stomped down the corridor, grabbing a stick from the rack. He’d brought his own in his bag from Peterborough, though he’d already given his preferences to the equipment manager yesterday, right after he’d talked with the GM and some of the coaches. Yeah, the Hawks were working hard on fitting him in even before training camp officially opened next week.

      Perfect. As long as he could focus on the job at hand, he’d be fine. Forecheck, backcheck, pay check, and fuck everything else.

      He pushed the gate open and hit the ice. His skates made a satisfying shushing sound, while the cold hit his cheeks and settled into his lungs. In the end, it didn’t matter where he was as long as he had a fresh sheet of ice and a few pucks to hit.

      Speaking of which… Coming around the corner, he churned his legs faster, and knocked a pile of galvanized rubber disks off the boards. Picking one up with the blade of his stick, he rushed to the other end and wired it top-shelf.

      The woosh of blades sounded behind him. “Easy to bury one with nobody in net.” Max had joined him, and the others weren’t far behind him. “Can you put one past Gilly?”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “No need to remind him of that, he’s extra pissy today.” Max passed him another puck. “Don’t take it personally, though. Besides, we want him good and angry for opening night, so the more we score on him...”

      Drake saucered it back. “Better now than when it counts, am I right?”

      “Fucking right.”

      At Eddie’s prompting, they set up a drill chasing pucks into the corners, another guy behind in support. Pass, shoot, and then the next guy joined. Drake had been doing this sort of thing since pee wee, but so had they all. Still, it was a good way to shake off the rust and learn how the other guys thought. How they moved. The first steps in anticipating where they’d place themselves at any given moment.

      On his fifth go around, he took a sharp pass from Max, bang on his tape, forehand, backhand, snap. The puck sailed past Gilly’s glove.

      “Tabarnak!”

      “Way to go,” Eddie shouted. “Looking good.”

      As if on cue, everyone headed for the boards and grabbed their bottles. Drake pulled off his helmet, tilted his head back, and shot a stream of water over his face, before aiming the nozzle
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