
		
			[image: 9798823203135_fc.jpg]
		


		
			Table of Contents

			1

			2

			3

			4

			5

			6

			7

			8

			9

			10

			11

			12

			13

			14

			15

			16

			17

			18

			19

			20

			21

			22

			23

			24

			25

			26

			Epilogue

			BookClub Questions

			About the Author

		


			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

				

			

			Love Me, Goaltender

			Copyright © 2023  Mandy Fate. All rights reserved.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			4 Horsemen Publications, Inc. 

			1497 Main St. Suite 169

			Dunedin, FL 34698

			4horsemenpublications.com

			info@4horsemenpublications.com

			Typesetting by Autumn Skye 

			Cover by Niki Tantillo

			Editor: Sienna Skye

			All rights to the work within are reserved to the author and publisher. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise, except as permitted under Section 107 or 108 of the 1976 International Copyright Act, without prior written permission except in brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. Please contact either the Publisher or Author to gain permission.

			All characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. All brands, quotes, and cited work respectfully belong to the original rights holders and bear no affiliation to the authors or publisher.

			Library of Congress Control Number: 2023945651

			Paperback ISBN-13: 979-8-8232-0312-8

			Hardcover ISBN-13: 979-8-8232-0314-2

			Audiobook ISBN-13: 979-8-8232-0311-1

			Ebook ISBN-13: 979-8-8232-0313-5

		


		
			This one’s for you, Mom. Thank you for indulging me in my crazy midnight  ramblings about hot hockey boys.

		


		
			​1

			Milly

			I was five seconds away from stabbing this guy with a freshly sharpened knife. It would be so easy; a selection of them was laid out between us. All I had to do was grab one before he could react, lunge across the stainless-steel table, and carve him up—easier than breaking down a whole chicken. And more satisfying.

			Because if he didn’t stop staring at me with his beady eyes as if he could read every thought in my mind, I was going to lose my shit.

			Hell, I was already close to it.

			Okay, so maybe his eyes weren’t beady. In fact, they were a nice light brown. And okay, maybe it wasn’t him I was actually mad at. But he was still freaking me out.

			The guy looked like a kid, lean and fair-skinned, but had the thousand-yard stare of a seasoned veteran. Not a military veteran, though. No. A culinary veteran. He had a face that said he had stood through raging chefs screaming an inch from his straight nose and indignant customers demanding unreasonable service.

			The look was familiar. Months ago, I would have said I saw it every day in the mirror, but that was then. Now, I wondered if I still had a hint of it left deep inside or if it was something a person never really loses. Either way, I was okay with never seeing it again, on myself or anyone else.

			I took a deep breath and rubbed my fingers together behind my back, trying to fight off the uncomfortable tightening that came whenever I set foot in a professional kitchen these days. Imagine that. A professional chef afraid of kitchens. Pathetic.

			Yet here I was.

			At the thought, the irritation that had been simmering on my back boiler overflowed, and my murderous rage was redirected from the chef in front of me to my so-called best friend, Thea. She would be so easy to hunt down; she was in this maze of a building somewhere, but she had been avoiding me.

			Smart choice on her part.

			I’d tried calling her as well, planning on begging off with an excuse about poisoning from a new food truck I tried, but the bitch refused to pick up. I couldn’t be too mad, unfortunately. Thea didn’t entirely deserve my rage; she was just trying to help me in her own overbearing and controlling way. She probably thought recommending me for sous chef de cuisine position at her workplace was the kick in the ass I needed. So, as much as I hated her for forcing me here, I wouldn’t just disappear on her after she went through the trouble of pulling strings to get me to this ridiculous audition for a job I didn’t want. Didn’t mean I couldn’t bitch her out later, though.

			I grumbled to myself but kept my discomfort quiet from the three other chefs that stood in the presentation line with me. If only the guards who had practically stripped searched me at the entrance had turned me away, this would have been a non-issue. They seemed hesitant enough about me, and I would have been offended had they not been about to be my legitimate excuse for why I couldn’t make it to the auditions.

			It was like they had never seen a woman in black leather carrying a roll of knives before. Honestly. I wished people would stop saying I looked sketchy.

			Sure, they may have had a point. But unless I wanted to become a smear on the unforgiving streets of New York City, the armored leather jacket, full-face motorcycle helmet, thick black jeans, and steel-toed boots were a necessity. Protection came before fashion. Still, I preferred “badass” to “suspicious.”

			The knives were both easier and harder to explain.

			Thea must have been bribing the universe, though, because I was let through despite my being suspicious. But for all her universe-bribing, Thea only had so much control. I didn’t want this job, so I would make sure I didn’t get it. Simple as that.

			The double doors to my left flew open, and everyone in the kitchen turned as one to look.

			Unconsciously, I snapped to attention, straightening like someone had shoved rebar up my spine. But it wasn’t the chef de cuisine that entered. Instead, a harried man rushed through the swinging doors and stopped nervously at the sight of the five people watching him. He was obviously not in charge of anything.

			He looked at the group of us, and his eyes landed on me just as I recognized him.

			“Shit!” burst out from him.

			A smile cut across my face before I could stop it. I nodded at Adams in greeting and managed to hold in my chuckle with some difficulty.

			The other chefs in the room couldn’t have missed his expletive at seeing me if they were both deaf and blind. They looked between us with question marks in their eyes before the only chef who actually worked here cleared his throat. Our attention was yanked back to where he stood across the metal table from us.

			He pointed toward the little hallway leading off from the swinging double doors that Adams had entered through. “Lockers and whites in there.” Like it had when I walked into the kitchen, the man’s voice startled me, clearly scarred from years of chain-smoking and at odds with his young looks.

			With an indecipherable look thrown my way, Adams disappeared into the break room without another word, and the attention of the kitchen was left on me.

			The line of chefs beside me—one woman and two men—flickered their eyes over me, trying to see what had Adams so visibly nervous. They wouldn’t find anything. In the borrowed chef whites, I looked just like the rest of them. Well, mostly.

			Where they looked like the definition of clean-cut chefs—their coats buttoned all the way up, sleeves sitting neatly at their wrists, and towels folded just so over their aprons—I was a disaster in comparison. My chef’s coat gaped at my neck where I had left it unbuttoned, and my sleeves were rolled above my elbows. I’d tucked my towel into my back pocket instead of into my apron, and my steel-toed boots were noticeably different from their non-stick shoes. Then there was the bandana—bright red and distracting in the otherwise white and silver kitchen.

			In the pristine, monochrome environment, it was my little rebellion.

			Today, it was folded into a headband and pushing my blunt bangs back. The rest of my wavy, brown hair was tied into a French braid that hung down between my shoulder blades. I could already feel escaped wispies floating around my face, but I ignored them.

			Still, all the differences between me and my young competition were negligible. They couldn’t see my years of experience working in Michelin-starred restaurants in my looks. As far as they knew, I was just another mediocre chef.

			I let them look until they dismissed me and went back to facing forward, trying to seem at ease while unsubtly sneaking glances at the main doors. While they all tried to project an air of confidence, I could see a tremor of nerves in each of them. The woman beside me was shaking so much I was afraid to let her hold a knife.

			I located the bright red first aid box on the wall beside me. Just in case.

			They were all extremely young. I would place the oldest man at about twenty-five. My mere thirty-three years of age suddenly seemed ancient.

			I’d seen baby stages on their first round of apprenticeships be less nervous in the kitchen. It looked like someone had just come in here and threatened the lives of everyone they’d ever met. Their eyes kept flicking around, looking both terrified and hopeful.

			They must have met the chef de cuisine.

			Looked like my suspicions were true. This would be a no-nonsense kitchen with a mean, old chef who didn’t take constructive criticism. My plan to throw the tryouts solidified. No way was I working in one of those kitchens again. Not when I just got free of the last one.

			Adams emerged from the break room, dressed in clean chef whites, coat not fully buttoned, and came to stand on my free side.

			“Fucking Milly Chambers,” Adams spat my name under his breath, his sun-tanned face pissed.

			I cracked a smile at the chef I’d first met in France nine years ago and had run into multiple times in kitchens around the world. I knew why he was disappointed at the sight of me, and I didn’t take it personally. I wouldn’t want to be my competition either. Thankfully for him, I wouldn’t put up much of a fight today. In fact, I was glad he wanted this job. I would much rather lose to him than the kids on my other side.

			“Damnit. Why the hell are you here, Chambers? Thought you would be working toward your first star by now.”

			My shoulders tightened before I forced them to relax in a semblance of a shrug. Six months ago, he would have been right. I had been working to get my own restaurant for the better part of a decade, studying from master chefs, practicing for eighteen hours a day, and living and breathing food. But when I was finally at the top of my game and seconds away from getting my own restaurant, Michelin stars in my eyes, I quit.

			According to most in the business, I just fell off the face of the planet, probably to privately cook for some eccentric billionaire or in a basement, making the best menu in the world and devising my plan to take over the culinary world.

			Ha.

			More like I was eating my way through New York City for half a year.

			And now I was here, in somebody else’s kitchen—somewhere I’d never thought I would be again.

			“Ehh,” I answered with forced nonchalance.

			“Oh, I get it. You’re taking the job for the free games, right? I didn’t know you were a hockey fan, Chambers.”

			“Hockey fan?”

			His dark brows scrunched at my obvious confusion. “Yeah… Are you not? That’s why the rest of us are here.”

			I looked over at the woman beside me who was eavesdropping.

			She nodded. “I caught a glimpse of Mason Frey on the way in.”

			“Who?”

			Adams sighed. “Forward for the New York Blizzards. You know, the home team for the hockey arena you’re standing in?”

			“Ok.” Forward sounds like an offensive position, but I couldn’t identify it further.

			Adams shook his head but let my insulting lack of knowledge about his favorite sport go.

			Something clicked in my brain. I lowered my head to Adams’. “Oh, is that why they’re all nervous? Because they think they’re going to see a hockey player?”

			Adams gave the line of chefs on my other side a once-over. “Probably,” he whispered back. “Why did you think they were?”

			I shrugged. “Figured they met the chef de cuisine.”

			“What, you think this chef de cuisine is like Janvier?”

			I almost shuddered. If this head chef was anything like Janvier, I’d leave a trail of smoke behind me with how fast I’d be out the doors, Thea be damned. Mention of the chef who was a driving force in my life and my decision to leave my career sobered me. And just in time.

			“Welcome to the Snow Globe Arena,” a voice spiced with Deep South announced as a tiny, middle-aged, dark-skinned woman came through the swinging double doors. She looked us over as she came to stand on the other side of the table with the scrawny chef with the thousand-yard stare. “Well, the Snow Globe Arena kitchen. It may not be the rink, but it’s still darn impressive if I do say so myself.”

			Her accent was obviously south of the Mason-Dixon Line, but I hadn’t been that far down in years and couldn’t quite place it. The woman was dressed in chef whites, her sleeves rolled up to reveal toned forearms that spoke of her ability to easily break down whole animal carcasses. She had soft, aging features and chic white-and-baby-blue box braids the same colors as the concrete tunnels I had navigated to get here. They must be the team colors. Twined around themselves and piled on top of her head, the braids resembled a colorful toque. But she had no need for an actual toque; the whole kitchen could tell her rank without the classic white hat.

			She was completely comfortable in the space, as she should be; she ran the place. And she wasn’t a curmudgeonly old man. Unexpected.

			The head chef placed her hands behind her back as she studied us. We snapped to attention. I held still under her searching eyes, years of working in kitchens stricter than the military smoothing my face into the perfect blank mask.

			Never challenge a chef’s rank in their own kitchen—it was the number one unspoken rule. But that didn’t seem to be a problem. Instead of the hard expression I expected, a bright smile broke across her face, lifting her plump cheeks.

			“Hey, y’all. My name is Odette LaBeux.”

			The Cajun French accent and name clicked in my head. She was from Louisiana. I was surprised it took me a moment to place, but the last time I had been to the bayou was eight years ago when a culinary school friend opened a restaurant a couple of blocks off Bourbon Street.

			“I’m the chef de cuisine for the New York Blizzards. This here is Peter Nilsen.” She gestured at the chef beside her. “He is my chef de patissier.”

			I should have guessed. Looking closer, I could see the tightness of his coat over his arms. The fabric looked fit to burst. Pastry chefs always had the best arms. It was all the kneading and rolling they did.

			Chef LaBeux continued her welcome speech. “The rest of the staff is out serving lunch, so we have free reign of the kitchen for a bit. Now, should you be hired, your job will be to make nutrition fun and enjoyable while still taking into account each player’s special needs. You may think this job is just cooking bland chicken for athletes, but you’re wrong. Your audition today will consist of one thing; make the healthiest, most original, delicious meal you can.”

			That, I would not be doing. And not only because I didn’t want to.

			I couldn’t.

			The word “original” was no longer in my vocabulary.

			“I looked over y’all’s resumes, and I was impressed. This is a great group to help us out.” Chef LaBeux’s deep eyes flicked to me for a second but shifted away before I could read them. “But I can only pick one of y’all. So, I hope y’all are game for a competition.”

			“Yes, Chef,” we echoed in unison.

			LaBeux immediately raised her hands, waving them as if to wipe away our words. “Heavens, no. Please just call me Odette. Or LaBeux. We are a relaxed kitchen, and there is no place for hierarchy here. This is an open space where everyone is meant to collaborate and work as one. That goes double for y’all. Should you get this job, you will not be working under me; you will be my equal. Just like the hockey team practicing down the way, we are a team.”

			I must be having a stroke. I subtly sniffed the air. No burning toast, just lemon cleaner and soap from the kitchen’s last wipe-down. But what other reason was there? No chef who had spent their entire life crawling up the steep and hot oil-greased ladder of culinary hierarchy would willingly give their title away. It was unheard of.

			Until now. Because my ears definitely heard that.

			Che—LaBeux clapped. “Ok, that’s all. Your hour and a half starts now. Show me what y’all got and pull no punches. Go all out.”

			With that, the chefs stampeded straight for food storage. I shuffled after them.
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			Shit. This is not going well.

			I snuck a glance at the cutting board of the chef beside me and fought off my frustrated tears.

			Come on, man. What athlete wants to eat a jellied sweet potato square?

			Even with my advanced palate, I wouldn’t want to eat that. Disgusting.

			I looked to my right, hoping to see something better from the other woman chef.

			Damnit. Those portions wouldn’t sustain a toddler, let alone a full-grown man.

			I’m going to win, I suddenly thought with horror. My hand stilled, the knife in it stopping in the middle of roughly chopping a head of cauliflower.

			Then I remembered my only hope. I casually set my knife down, wiped my hands on my towel, returned it to my back pocket, and strolled across the kitchen.

			The stainless-steel kitchen had a traditionally classic layout, something that surprised me when I had first seen it. I didn’t know what I expected from a kitchen for a sports team, but it wasn’t an industrial version of something I would have seen in a Michelin-starred restaurant. Coming in from the double doors, spacious steel counters with a few sinks ran along the back and right wall. Matching metal islands in the center of the room held the grill, burners, and more prep space. Vent hoods hung from the ceiling, and pots and pans were tucked under the counters and islands. Food storage was around a corner to the right, the break room to the left.

			I made my way to the ovens stacked in the back left corner. I was the only one using them, the others sticking to the grill, stove, or—I let my shudder emerge—the emulsifier.

			“Behind,” I warned the others as I passed and slowed when I got to Adams’ station, last on the L of counters.

			Not bad. He was going the tried-and-true route with chicken, vegetables, and carbs, but was putting his own twist on the classic combination by making it Cajun. It was a risk, the flavors not to everyone’s liking, but it would give him points with the Cajun head chef.

			Or it could torpedo him. There was one thing that would secure him the win, but he would have to move fast.

			“Make it a casserole,” I whispered and continued past him.

			I quickly checked on my salmon in the oven and returned to my station, feeling Adams’ questioning gaze on my back the whole time. But I didn’t get to confirm that he got my message, because I had a guest at my station.

			Chef Odette LaBeux.

			“I like what you’re doing here,” she said with a smile.

			“Thank you,” I replied hesitantly as I closed the last of the distance to my cutting board. LaBeux stood just out of the way, not invading my space as I picked up my knife again and continued to dismantle my cauliflower. I knew what came next and braced for it. Maybe she would say it in her Cajun French to make it more authentic.

			I like what you’re doing here, but…

			Who taught you knife skills? A Parkinson’s  patient?

			It’s not 1950, update your recipe.

			You’ll never get a star with this kind of mediocre shit.

			But nothing followed her compliment. Instead, she watched for a moment then moved on to the next chef beside me.

			I kept an ear open as she commented on the uniqueness of his dish, but, once again, no cutting remark came from her. Thoughts churning like homemade ice cream, I went back to my vegetable and the boring dish I had made dozens of times over the past twenty years.

			Forty-five minutes later, I plated my dish with slumped shoulders and presented it to LaBeux, the pastry chef, and another cook LaBeux had brought in to judge. I set the plate in the line of dishes served by the others and kept in my growl.

			Adams hadn’t turned his dish into a casserole.

			I headed back to the line of chefs awaiting judgment, already knowing I won.

			Fuck.

		


		
			​2

			Ethan

			I ducked my head as much as I could while keeping my peripherals open and jolted to the side, throwing the eyes tracking me off my rhythm. A rubber puck danced between the smooth chopping blade of my hockey stick. Speeding up, I left my opponents and my allies in the dust until only one person stood between me and my destination.

			Mick Little, decked out in the same Blizzards’ blue-and-white practice gear that I was, moved to intercept me. His too-tight grip on his stick made his movements jerk erratically, and his feet struggled to keep up with my speed. His one chance to check me and steal the puck was swept away under his fumbling skates.

			There was only clear ice ahead of me. I doubled down, forcing more strength into my legs until I had almost grown wings. The goaltender’s head twitched frantically, trying to both track the path of the puck and look for any tells on my face or in my body language about my next move. My impenetrable stone expression gave nothing away.

			I dribbled the puck. Right. Left. Right. Left.

			Fifteen feet from the goal, I cut to the side. My whole body read that I was going to shoot to the left. I tapped the puck, sending it backward through my legs, then whipped my stick to the right and slapped the puck before it got too far from me. The move was new to me, only having been trying to pull it off for the past couple of weeks. But luck was on my side because it sailed to the right, bypassing the goalie completely, and buried itself in the goal. The net billowed backward with the force of the shot, and the goalie whipped off her mask.

			“Fuck, Jones!” Riley Warren, our backup goalie cursed. Her brown eyes glared at me as if I had scored the winning goal against her during the Cup final instead of sneaking in a lucky shot during practice.

			“Sorry?” I apologized with no sincerity.

			She snorted like an enraged bull, but I didn’t take it personally. It wasn’t me she was mad at; it was herself. Then, like the stubborn professional she was, Warren replaced her mask and returned to her default squat position in the net.

			“Again,” she demanded.

			But Coach’s voice rang out across the ice. “That’s practice!”

			Like someone pulled the plug from the rink, the electric atmosphere of energized athletes drained so much that a toddler just waking up from a nap would have more zip in them than the players on the ice. A collective groan of relief rose from the team. Only Warren grumbled, not wanting off the ice, but started gathering her equipment. The last drop of energy from everyone was put into getting their skates to cut across the ice to the rink door as fast as possible. The faster off the ice, the closer to showering and eating and getting home.

			“Hey, Little. Wait up a sec,” I called out and skated up to Mick Little before he could escape with the rest of the team. I caught the sympathetic looks a few of our teammates shot him as they disappeared toward the locker room, but none of them were going to come to his rescue. They knew better.

			I was the captain, and there was no escaping my need to help. And while most of the rookies I’d mentored resented that at first, they grew to appreciate my unconditional support of all the players I was responsible for. Just like I was sure Little would. Although he might take more time than most to acclimate to my notoriously helpful personality. Because he wasn’t a rookie. Far from it. He had been drafted over seven years ago, but he was new to my team. And he was playing like shit.

			Little sighed and raked an irritated hand through his sun-bleached hair but stopped and stood to the side of the rink gate. The boys left until only he and I were on the ice. I came to a gentle stop beside him and propped myself against my stick as the last player disappeared down the tunnel that would take them to the players’ lounge and then the locker room.

			“Want to stay and slap some pucks around with me?” I asked.

			Little copied my pose, leaning against his stick, and shot me an exasperated look. “No, I don’t want to slap some pucks around with you, Jones. Not when you’re just going to be asking me Psych 101 questions, trying to get to my gooey, soft center. I get that this is your thing, but can we just not?”

			“No. I’m captain of this team, and it’s my job to help out my teammates and be a confidant whenever they have problems.”

			“Like I’ve already told you a million times before, nothing’s wrong. I’m not a lost rookie, and I don’t need a confidant. Thanks, but no thanks.”

			I took a deep breath and pushed down the urge to pinch the bridge of my nose like my dad did whenever my brothers or I were pissing him off. “You may be new to this team, but I know the way you play, Little. So unless you’ve decided to completely throw in the towel on your career, something is going on with you. Your shots on goal have been absolute shit, a pre-teen could intercept your passes, and I’m honestly impressed that you managed to put on your gear correctly with how absentminded you’ve been.”

			It was the wrong thing to say. I knew that. But the words shot from my mouth like a forward on a power play with a puck and nothing but free ice in front of him. And … goal. Right where it hurt.

			Little’s back snapped straight, icy-blue eyes turning hard, and any chance I had of getting through to him was picked up and carried away by the cool air coming off the surface of the rink.

			“Ah, shit, Little,” I waffled.

			“You know what, Jones? You need to chill the fuck out. We have two and a half weeks before our first game. Yeah, I maybe have a few things going on, but I’ll be fine. Maybe you should get it through your head that you’re just the captain of this team, not the coach. And you’re definitely not my therapist.” With that, Little shoved the rink gate open and stomped off as best as he could in hockey skates. He wobbled angrily down the rubber floor leading to the locker rooms and around the corner.

			“Fuck,” I grumbled. As loath as I was to admit it, the man did have a point; it wasn’t officially the captain’s job to butt into the lives of their teammates. Most captains in the league tended to just do their duties on the ice—mediate between teams, discuss with referees, and help out the coach when needed.

			But I wasn’t most captains.

			“Yeah, that wasn’t great,” Warren deadpanned.

			I whipped around, my heart jumping up a few beats per minute, to see Warren skating up to me, wiping sweat from her forehead with her shoulder, her hands full of gear.

			“Jesus Christ, Warren. I thought you’d left with the team.”

			She shrugged padded shoulders and gestured with her goalie stick to the net at the end of the ice. “I was just collecting the last of the stray pucks when you guys started having your heart-to-heart. Well, maybe it was more of a heart-to-middle finger. I figured I should try to turn invisible until you finished your conversation. It seemed to have worked. You guys didn’t even notice me.”

			I snorted softly as the familiar cut of her New York accent—mostly Manhattan proper but with the occasional hint of the rougher boroughs—drained the tension I hadn’t noticed building from my traps. Warren lightly slashed my shin with the blade of her stick. I barely felt it through the pads.

			“Cheer up, Cap. You’ll get through to him eventually. You always do.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah. I mean, you got to me.”

			I shot her a smugly amused look. “I think Kingston got to you more than I did. Or into you.”

			This time, I felt the slash at my shin, but Warren was smiling along with me.

			It was true though. While Warren had her issues when she first joined the team as our female goaltender, I never intervened. I didn’t have to; my best friend and assistant captain at the time, Sebastian Kingston, was all over it. And all over her.

			Unfortunately, as one of only two women in the NHL, Warren couldn’t date a teammate. That shouldn’t have been a problem, as everyone thought she was a lesbian, but Kingston found out that wasn’t entirely true when she kissed him in an elevator. After a whirlwind of love and denial that I had to hear about in excruciatingly repetitive detail, my best friend decided to retire from the team so he could be happy with his girlfriend. And he hadn’t regretted it since.

			Just because he was no longer my teammate, though, didn’t mean he wasn’t my friend. Since he and Warren weren’t out as a couple to the world yet, they tended to spend a lot of time at each other’s house. More often than not, I was invited over also, and I had connected with Warren more than I thought I would. So even though I’d lost one friend on the team, I’d gained a new one in Warren.

			For good measure, Warren hit me again. “Better watch it, Cap. I could kick your ass.”

			I couldn’t help the incredulous double-take. “Sure. If you call up Kingston and Frey to back you up.” All of them together might have a chance. Might. I may have the reputation of being one of the kindest people on the ice, but I grew up with two older brothers and was a hockey player. I could hold more than my own.

			Her lips tilted up at the corners, satisfied, and I realized what she had done.

			“Alright,” I told her, imaginary fight forgotten. “I’m officially distracted from Little. Can we get off this ice?”

			Warren grabbed her platinum blonde braid and ripped the rubber band off the end. She snapped it around her wrist then ran her fingers through the rope of her braid, breaking up the strands until they framed her pale face in sweat-slicked waves. “Good God, yes. I need an hour-long shower to get this smell off me. Haven’t sweated this much since that first game.”

			I winced at the memory of Warren’s first game with the Blizzards as she skated past me, opened the door to the rink, and stepped out. I followed.

			I knew she didn’t hold any resentment toward me or the rest of the team for that game, but I still felt guilty. I couldn’t help it; knowing her as well as I did now, I would never put her in that position again. Although at the time, the crazy bitch had reveled in facing down an entire hockey team on her own. But she shouldn’t have had to.

			Riley Warren was the second female in the NHL, and our coach hadn’t been sure she could cut it as a goaltender on our team. So he had us test her when she was traded to the Blizzards. In an infamous national show of sexism, arrogance, and plain disrespect, we, her fucking team, abandoned her on the ice. For seven whole minutes, she was the only person guarding our goal against the Pittsburgh Piranha’s entire first line. Like total assholes, we did nothing to help. It was only when she got hit in the mask with a too-high puck and then picked herself up off the ice, proving her spirit and fortitude to our coach, that we were allowed to help our new teammate.

			At the time, I hadn’t disagreed with Coach Hansson; while the league already had a female goaltender in Vancouver, Rachel McCarthy, there was no guarantee that Warren wouldn’t have flamed out. So we left her to fend for herself.

			Now, thinking about what we did made me sick. It went against everything I stood for as a captain, as a hockey player, and as a man; you don’t leave your teammates to the wolves. I didn’t know how she had forgiven us after that. It was like it hadn’t even fazed her. She’d let it go almost immediately. I hadn’t believed her at first, but after checking in with her enough times to genuinely piss her off, I realized she was a saint. As a perpetual thank you, I’d promised to never again ask if she was sure she wasn’t mad.

			Still, the urge to double-check sprang up whenever she alluded to that game.

			I held the tip of my tongue between my teeth as I followed Warren off the ice and down the tunnel, balancing our skates carefully on the rubber floor. We returned our sticks as we passed the rack that held them and heard the locker room before we saw the open door that led inside.

			We stepped inside the circular area and split up to go to our lockers. The lockers were open, wooden cubbies that ran the perimeter of the room, interrupted only by four doors, spread out equally along the circumference of the circle. Two led to the main lounge area that the locker room sat inside of, one to the main rink, and one to the showers.

			What was a large, open space felt significantly smaller with a couple dozen men—and one woman—in full hockey pads milling about. The wave of loud music and louder conversation had hit me first, but it was the second wave of potent sweat and body heat that almost knocked me out of my skates. I had never quite gotten used to the smell of a men’s locker room, no matter how much of my life I’d spent in them.

			Avoiding stepping on the Blizzards’ logo in the center of the carpeted room, I headed toward the shower door, but instead of going through it like I was dying to, I turned on a skate at the last second and dropped down onto the bench seat in front of my locker.

			Erik Berg grunted in acknowledgment beside me. I grunted back.

			After Kingston left the team, along with a few other players for various reasons, the locker assignments were shuffled around. My new assistant captain, Berg, ended up to my left, taking Kingston’s old cubby. Mason Frey, my old mentee, had his locker moved to the other side of Berg. But like always, he wasn’t in his spot. Instead, he stood at the opposite side of the room, talking to his childhood friend, Warren. He would return to his assigned locker after Warren pulled the privacy curtain that encircled only her locker, closing the lone woman off from the group of men.

			Most players undressed from the top down. But as soon as my ass hit the bench, I went straight for my skates. I had them off in a flash and splayed my toes out in my socks.

			Ahh. That’s nice.

			Even after almost thirty years, balancing my significant weight on tiny skate blades still hurt my feet. No amount of support could completely stop the pain. But a good, warm soak could.

			A moan almost escaped my throat at just the thought. Maybe I would break out of the bubble bath that my last girlfriend left in my bathroom over a year ago. Afraid that someone had heard my bubbly thoughts, I whipped my head up and around. But no one had developed telepathy in the past minute and was looking at me like I had lost my balls.

			At my quick motion, Berg raised his eyebrow.

			I pressed my lips together and tugged off my sweater.

			He opened his mouth, but I was saved from any uncomfortable questions as Coach Greg Hansson appeared in the room.

			I threw my sweater haphazardly behind me into my locker and absentmindedly undid my top layer of pads as the room quieted down, focusing on the mountain of a man that was our coach. Most would assume Hansson ran his team like a drill sergeant based on his shorn grey hair and unflinching stare that came from decades of staring down opponents while waiting for the puck to drop. And most would be right.

			Coach was a no-nonsense kind of man, especially after having dealt with hockey players both as their teammate and, after his leg snapped in three places, as their coach. But while he didn’t take our shit, he didn’t give us any either. We all respected him, and he returned it tenfold.

			Hansson clapped once, and everyone relaxed into their lockers, settling in for the foreseeable future. “Alright, lady and gentlemen, that was a good practice. I know we’re only recently back from the off-season, but I need you to kick it into high gear and buckle down. If we’re going to make a play for the Cup this season, I need you all in fighting shape. I won’t stand for anything less. There will be no weak links on this team.”

			Hansson’s hard gaze flicked to Little who was slumped over dejectedly in his locker, still fully dressed in his gear, then over to me. His whiskey eyes, surrounded by sun-damaged crow’s feet, squinted at me pointedly. I pursed my lips.

			No, I haven’t had a breakthrough with Little that magically fixed his sudden desire to play like shit.

			Hansson continued talking like nothing had happened, the boys none the wiser. But the woman who was trained to spot even the most minute facial variations caught on to the silent exchange. I flicked my eyes to Little. Warren followed my look, and her lips parted as understanding dawned on her face. Then a pitying look was being thrown my way.

			A sharp breath escaped my nose, my nostrils flaring. I didn’t need her pity. I knew I messed up, but I would fix it. My temper wouldn’t get the best of me again, and I would get through to Little. I had to if I wanted him to stay on this team. And I did.

			Little was a dependable player who had shown his ability to play under pressure for years. The times I’d played against him before he was traded to New York were memorable. He was a bastard to be up against, in the best way. When he was traded to our team a couple of weeks ago, I thought it was a fantastic move. But it seemed Little was determined to prove me wrong.

			Of course, I wasn’t the only one to notice; you would have to be blind to not see his mistakes. And Coach Hansson was not having any mistakes this year, not after the injury-fest of last season 

			Coach didn’t have to say a thing before I was moving to befriend Little; it was obvious that he wanted me to intervene as I had done with multiple players before. From my experience, most struggling rookies just needed a mentor or a friend. And while not a rookie, I knew Little needed the same.

			So I would keep coming at Little until he finally cracks open and spills his guts. Because if he didn’t get his shit together fast, his future with this team would be bleak. Especially as Coach and management have been going on a trading spree, building our defenses and cutting out dead weight. But I believed Little could take this team to the next level, and I was willing to fight for him, even if he wasn’t willing to fight for himself.

			With a new surge of determination filling me, I turned my attention back to Hansson as he finished summarizing the schedule for the next couple of days.

			“Now, for the last order of business before I pass out from the smell in here. There are a few reporters outside fishing for comments on the upcoming season. Who wants to volunteer to talk to the vipers while giving away no privileged information?”

			All eyes immediately turned to me.

			I grimaced at one of the only duties as captain that I disliked. But it was my job, so I stood. “I would love to converse with the fine media gentlemen and women outside.”

			Deep chuckles broke out around the room at my sarcasm, and even Coach joined in. “Once again, our captain takes one for the team. Can we show some appreciation for him?”

			Cheering and chirps bombarded my ears from every direction.

			“Hell, yeah, Cap!”

			“Oh Captain, my captain!”

			“We owe you a beer, Jones.”

			“All hail our savior!”

			I smiled indulgently and patted the air placatingly, trying to calm the bunch of idiots.

			It was the same song and dance. But I let them have their fun and took a bow for the room before I pushed open the door that would lead me into the pit of vipers that called themselves the press.

			[image: ]

			It took longer than I thought, but with some carefully worded and vague predictions about how the team was going to perform this season, and the occasional dodging of personal questions, the vipers slithered away, their bellies empty of any juicy drama.

			At the thought, my stomach growled. Instead of finding the snack table in the players’ lounge, which had undoubtedly been raided by now, or heading to the showers as planned, I turned and walked away from the room.

		


		
			​3

			Milly

			As I looked around the unique room, I had to suppress the uncomfortable curl creeping up on my lips. I’d never seen an office look so much like a kitchen before. And that was saying something as one of my old chef de cuisines liked to drag a table into the kitchen to do paperwork in the middle of the chaos.

			LaBeux, on the other hand, did the opposite and dragged the kitchen into her office. Her desk, a solid slab of stainless steel, was obviously a stolen prep table and had a mix of culinary and office equipment scattered on top. The rest of the room was a similar mess. The office was a comfortable size, but loads of cookbooks, stacks of administrative paperwork, and what looked to be a couple of crates full of kitchen equipment made it much more cramped than it should have been. Like a lot of chefs, LaBeux’s training that kept her kitchen and cooking workspaces pristine didn’t extend to areas outside the kitchen.

			But with how much the office mimicked a kitchen, I was surprised at the mess. A half-boxed sous vide cooker sat sadly next to a paper shredder under LaBeux’s desk. The sous vide cooker had obviously been used once and discarded. I wasn’t surprised; while most high-end restaurants used the precision water bath to cook their protein, I doubted the athletes here would appreciate the non-charred, non-grilled taste.

			But what commanded my attention most was the cutting board by the office phone on LaBeux’s desk. A large chef’s knife sat on the rubber board, a small basket of un-cut celery stalks beside it. I cocked an eyebrow.

			Across her desk, LaBeux caught my glance. “I like to chop while I’m on the phone. Can’t just be still,” she explained. I nodded in understanding.

			I usually just paced, but maybe I would try out her technique. A picture of me on the phone with my mother flashed across my mind, arguing once again about my career decisions, and I could practically feel the knife slicing through my finger as I suppressed the urge to yell down the line.

			On second thought, I’d stick to pacing.

			“So.” LaBeux shifted in her chair. “Milly Chambers. I’ve heard of you, you know? And not just from the resume you sent in.”

			I hadn’t sent in my resume. Fucking Thea.

			“I became aware of your career while you were working in France under Marcel Janvier. A mutual friend of ours, Sophia De La Fontaine, raved about your creativity after she tried one of your dishes. It was rare. She doesn’t usually do that, as I’m sure you know.”

			Of course. It was common knowledge that the only way you got a compliment from Sophia De La Fontaine was in a newspaper. And even then, the restaurant critic’s ravings tended to be backhanded and reluctant. To hear she had liked my cooking enough to remember my name and mention it to her friend outside of an official review was a shock. “I didn’t know you knew her.”

			“We met when she came down to New Orleans to write an article about the ‘wannabe French cuisine of New Orleans.’”

			“I remember that article. It wasn’t negative at all.”

			“Of course not. I made sure to change her mind.” A smug smirk flashed across LaBeux’s aging face for a split second before it was gone. The kind, grandmotherly chef returned. “We’ve stayed in touch since, and your name has come up a couple of times, especially when you moved to the city last year.”

			My respect for her doubled. She’d managed to sway Sophia De La Fontaine’s opinion. “I’m honored that you, and her, have followed my career.” I managed to keep the bitterness out of my voice. That career was gone, along with the chef that had been able to delightfully shock one of France’s best food critics.

			“Yes. She was confident that you’d be working your way to your first Michelin star by now. So imagine my surprise when your resume lands on my desk months after you disappeared from the culinary world.”

			I gave her a tight-lipped smile. Oh, I could imagine; it would have been the same surprise I’d have had if someone told me years ago that I would end up interviewing to cook for a hockey team.

			But here we were.

			“I don’t know why you tried out for this job, but I’m grateful we have someone like you on the team now,” she said.

			This was my moment. I’d had my speech prepared since she called me into her office immediately after the competition. It only had a few simple points, but I thought it was convincing. Chef Adams’ dish was just as good as mine. He actually wants the job here and is a fantastic cook. He would be a better fit for your team.

			Easy. Simple. And my way out of this place.

			“And I’ll definitely talk to HR about Dr. McKenna,” LaBeux continued.

			I paused. “What about Thea?”

			“Well, since she recommended you, I’ll put in a good word for that promotion she’s aiming for.”

			I racked my brain until I remembered what she was talking about. The promotion that Thea had been talking my ear off about for months! Right. There was a position opening up for a physical therapist to travel with the team on their away games, and Thea had been working toward it ever since she’d been hired as one of the team’s PTs over a year ago. Currently, she only worked with the players when they were in the city.

			“You have the ability to do that?”

			LaBeux’s smug smirk was back. “Of course, dear. I’m friends with everyone in this arena. That old adage is right
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