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            ABOUT THE BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes, the best defense is a passionate offense.

      The ref stops the puck in the middle of a playoff game, and I look up from the ice ... to see my boyfriend making out with another guy on the kiss cam.

      My humiliation goes viral, and suddenly, my entire life—from my back pass to my bisexuality—is tabloid fodder.

      To make matters worse, the jerk making out with my guy turns out to be the live-in boyfriend of Lena Sinclair, the brand new team dentist for the Pittsburgh Fury. When Doc finds herself homeless after confronting her ex, I offer her my guest room while we both lick our wounds.

      Revenge sounds sweet to both of us, so we craft the perfect plan: a "summer fling" that'll show our exes exactly what they've lost.

      Somehow, the line between fake and real grows blurry, and the game becomes dangerously personal. With Lena’s job on the line and the whole world watching my every move, we’re not just playing for payback. We’re fighting a connection neither of us saw coming--one that might be worth risking everything.

      Playing for Payback is a hockey romance with a curvy heroine, a two-way defender who excels at protecting what matters, and body checks straight from the sin bin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      This is a light-hearted hockey romance meant to entertain readers. However, the story includes:

      
        
          	
        Discussion of body image, including instances where the heroine experiences negative self-talk and encounters body-shaming comments from other characters.
      

      	
        A beloved pet experiences a health emergency that may be distressing to some readers, though the animal ultimately recovers fully.
      

      	
        Instances of biphobia and bi-erasure, including harmful stereotypes and questions about the validity of bisexual identity. These attitudes are challenged within the story.
      

      	
        Brief references to financial stress and student loan debt.
      

      

      

      All these themes are handled with as much care as possible and addressed as part of the characters' journeys toward acceptance and joy. Please take care of yourself, but remember that all Lainey Davis novels end with a happily ever after!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          ALDER

        

      

    

    
      There’s blood on the ice. Is it mine? I drop my stick and pat myself uselessly—no pain. I’m aware that the ref has stopped the game, probably due to the blood. I glance at my brother Gunnar in the goal. He’s swigging water from his bottle, helmet off, and his face is tight.

      Where’s my twin?

      Last thing I knew, I was shouldering some Montreal asshole into the boards, snatching the puck from him, and sending it to Tucker. Without looking, obviously, because I never need to look with Tuck.

      That twin connection? I swear it’s real.

      I shove my way toward the refs, aware that one is whistling for the medical team. I see a pair of legs wiggling on the ice. Whoever it is, they’re sitting up. A few fingers of the fist around my heart loosen up.

      I shove closer and freeze. I clutch my face, seeing my twin bleeding from the mouth. Tuck’s blond hair is dark with sweat, and the electric blue eyes that mirror mine are filled with fear. As I meet his electric blue eyes, he stops groaning. I try to get closer to him as our new dentist approaches him in purple gloves. She’s got a light strapped to her forehead, and people are all around her holding supplies.

      I skate closer to my brother and watch him spit a tooth into her hand. He looks up at me and grins, missing one of his choppers. I bring a hand to my scruff-covered jaw and have to look away.

      Someone gives me a water bottle, and I squirt it into my mouth while glancing at the big screen above center ice. The arena blasts music, and fans dance and apparently kiss. Yep. There goes the kiss cam.

      Predictably, it scans over to the Partners and Wives section, where my older brother’s girl blows a big kiss to Gunnar. They’re so in love it’s almost gross. Like one of those exaggerated relationships in the Fae smut books the women in my family keep talking about. The crowd freaking loves it when Em and Gunnar act all swoony.

      I glance back at Tuck, but he still has a mouth full of dentist hands—Lena’s hands. She’s more than capable of managing him right now.

      I chug some more water, and my eye is drawn to the jumbo screen again. My boyfriend is here today. Adam wouldn’t sit with the PAWs, but I got him tickets right off the ice, near the team tunnel.

      Am I jealous that the camera isn’t panning to him, and he’s not blowing me a kiss? Yeah. I’m fucking jealous. But after the barbecue incident, I'm also grateful he showed up. My family hates that Adam won't commit to me in any meaningful way. They all want me to end things with him, but none of them has ever navigated dating outside the hetero norm. Adam says he's not ready to be out with a celebrity. I have to respect that, especially now when I might have seriously damaged his career with my big mouth.

      I sigh as the kiss camera hovers on a pair of dudes making out. They’re receiving just as much applause as all the straight folks. I raise my fist to join in the whooping when I notice something familiar about one guy’s dark hair.

      I stare at the screen, realization growing that I recognize the scruffy stubble, the collared shirt, and the hairy hand clutching the second dude’s face like he can’t bear not to be touching his lover.

      Because that’s Adam making out with Brad Reid, the guy I met last month at a barbecue at Coach’s house. The same guy who was so bored and judgmental he couldn’t even pretend to be proud of his girlfriend–the pretty dentist with her hands in my brother’s mouth.

      This isn't random.

      The calculated look Adam flashes toward the camera tells me everything I need to know. After the PR disaster I caused him at the barbecue, he's making sure I feel the same public humiliation. He wanted me to see this; he wanted everyone to see this.

      I look over to Lena, who glances up from Tucker right at that moment. Our eyes meet, and I tilt my head toward the screen. Then I watch her notice.

      This is really too much. Our boyfriends are sucking face at my playoff game while my twin gets treated for dental trauma.

      The longer I stare at the screen, the more I realize people are staring at me. I glance at the goal and see Gunnar wearing a pained expression. He mouths something to me. What?

      I dropped my gloves and helmet at some point while a bunch of cameras are flashing at me. The video feed on the Jumbotron is frozen, Adam’s illicit kiss highlighted in 800 square feet of bright pixels.

      I grab my hair, tugging and trying to understand what’s happening here.

      At some point, an arm drapes over my shoulders. I try to punch it away, but I see it’s Tucker. He’s got bloody gauze in his mouth as he rests his forehead against mine.

      “Bro.” His word is garbled. “Thith thuckth.”

      Cappy skates over and hands Tuck his helmet, which he secures back onto his head. Banksy has my helmet and shakes my shoulders. “Come on, A-Stag. We’ve got a game to win.”

      Are they serious? Are they really going to carry on right now?

      Of course, they are. Tucker can deal with his tooth later. Nobody cancels a pro hockey game over something as insignificant as a lost tooth, and they certainly don’t stop when their bisexual defender sees his boyfriend cheating on him in front of 18,000 people.

      I’m barely aware of the whistle-blowing to restart the game. I hear the puck hit the ice and the slap of Cappy's stick as he sends it up to Banksy.

      I’m vaguely aware that Montreal gets control, and their winger is blasting toward me. I try to focus, but my legs feel like goo.

      By the time I spring into action, chasing him down, it’s too late. He’s past me. He’s past Tucker. And the puck is in the back of the net, past Gunnar’s outstretched glove.

      We lost.

      Our season is over, and it’s my fault.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            LENA

          

          ONE MONTH EARLIER

        

      

    

    
      “I just don’t see why you can’t work this summer, Brad.” I groan as the waist of my new scrub pants digs uncomfortably into my skin. I’ll have to ask for a size up, which means trading in all the pairs the hospital issued me yesterday. At least the tops fit.

      My boyfriend pinches the bridge of his nose. “And I don’t see why you can’t understand how much work it is to finish a dissertation, Lena. The sooner I do that, the sooner I can get on the job market, and we can start our next chapter.”

      He acts as if academic professionals wait until graduation to start searching for tenure-track jobs. But I don’t say that to him. What’s the point? I need to leave, especially considering I need to grab new pants before I embark on a twelve-hour shift at the trauma center.

      As the newest member of the emergency dental squad, I’ve encountered some pretty gnarly mouths already. Even though it’s only been a month, I’m proud of how infrequently I’ve had to step away to compose myself.

      Brad has been less proud of this achievement. I frown, remembering how he insisted that I stop discussing my work when he’s trying to concentrate.

      He’s already returned to his book, and I take a deep breath, remembering that all couples go through difficult stretches. The stress of both of us being in graduate school has been intense. Interestingly, a PhD in philosophy takes longer than a doctorate in dental medicine. I’m just glad I was able to find a good-paying job in Pittsburgh while he finishes his degree. There’s no way we could cover rent in two cities with my loan payments coming due. Brad’s stipend is barely enough to cover his Paleo diet requirements, so I’ve been floating the bills.

      I sigh. “Right. Well, I’ll be pretty late.”

      He nods. “I’ll probably sleep in the office so you don’t wake me with all the lights and running water.”

      I wince at this. I take extraordinary care when I return home. Obviously, I shower off the gore of the emergency department, but I don’t even turn the fan on, so it’s as quiet as possible. Brad and I need to have a conversation soon. An honest, sit-down heart-to-heart so we can hash out this tension between us and figure out some solutions to these perceived slights on both our parts.

      “I love you,” I say, but he’s bent over his book and doesn’t hear me. The words feel more hollow than usual.

      I step out of our apartment into the spring sunshine and walk a few blocks north to General Hospital. It’s an absolutely gorgeous day, and I let the weather lift my unease. This is just normal couple stuff, part of the growing pains in any relationship where both parties are career-focused and trying to find their footing.

      By the time I reach the sliding glass doors of my workplace, I feel much better about everything. “Morning, Luis!” I smile at the security guard, who suspiciously eyes my bundle of scrub pants.

      “You bringing your laundry into work, chica?”

      I shake my head. “Nah. Gotta switch out for another size.”

      Why I’m telling the security guard my ass is too big for my pants? I have no idea. But he winks at me. “No shame in that, mami. Better to be comfortable while you’re walking around fine like that.”

      I blush, surprised by how his compliment affects me. Most people in my life have a different perspective on my size. “Thank you, Luis.”

      “Any time, Doc!”

      I swing through the linen room to swap my extra-large pants for a set of two-X. Thankfully, the curvy woman at the counter gives me a supportive hand pat, lets me change into one of the new pairs, and quickly turns in the pair of pants I arrived wearing.

      Outfitted, I stop by my locker, drop off all my crap, pull my hair back into a long ponytail, and prepare for whatever mayhem the day may bring. Will I start with a skateboarding accident? Siblings fistfighting? An alcoholic who tripped and fell off a curb? I sort of like that it could be any or all of these things in addition to horrors unimagined.

      I have no idea why trauma dentistry appealed to me when searching for a job after graduation. It’s probably weird that I find the work to be soothing. I’m definitely seeing people at their worst, but I pride myself on my ability to keep them calm, to reassure them that I’m going to get them feeling better, and, if they let me help, chewing food normally in no time.

      

      I consult on a rollerblading mishap and a college rugby fiasco before lunch, and I am just about done wolfing down some soup when I see a nurse sprint-walking toward me with a phone. She’s got the determined pace of a woman on a mission, so I shovel another bite of chicken noodle into my mouth and stand to meet her.

      “Lena.” She heaves out a breath. “Urgent call for you.”

      My brows shoot up, and I reach for the phone. “This is Dr. Sinclair.” The nurse mouths that she has to get back to the floor, and I wave, hoping she understands that I will return the phone as soon as possible. I start to follow her, but I pause at the elevator bay as the voice begins shouting in my ear.

      “Lena Sinclair, this is Sarah Collins, assistant coach of the Pittsburgh Fury. We have an emergency.”

      

      I absolutely did not have to “get picked up by a fancy black car and driven to the hockey arena for a job offer” on today’s bingo card. Another reminder that no two days in dentistry are alike! I run my hands over the smooth leather interior as I’m chauffeured to the Hill District. I stare at the sun glinting off the windows of the giant arena, briefly remembering my mother once saying that girls “my size” never get very far in the world. Her words seem hollow as I’m ushered through a fancy door, an even fancier elevator, and into an office suite full of very-fancily-dressed people.

      It hadn’t occurred to me to feel self-conscious in my scrubs and Hokas, and I was just about to squirm when a white woman in track pants and a T-shirt burst into the door.

      “Dr. Sinclair. Thank goodness. I’m Sarah.” She holds out a hand, which I shake, impressed by her rough palm and firm grip. “We’ve had a tragedy.”

      A throat clears from behind the mahogany desk. “Tragedy is a strong word. No one has perished.” A balding white man stands and adjusts his suit jacket. “Dr. Sinclair, I’m Charles Sutton, owner of the Pittsburgh Fury. Please, take a seat.”

      I see someone has brought a leather chair right up behind me, and I lower myself into it as Sarah sits in the chair to my right. Mr. Sutton taps his desk and sits back down. “Are you aware, Dr. Sinclair, that the professional hockey league is required to employ a dentist and have one present for all practices and home competitions?”

      I shake my head. “I never thought about it before. But it makes sense! I bet you see a lot of mouth trauma.”

      Sutton coughs. “Indeed.”

      Sarah groans beside me and slaps the desk. “I don’t have time for all this. My guys are suited up and waiting for the morning skate.” She turns to face me. “Doc Bowman had a heart attack this morning. He’s over at General. They placed a stent, and he’s fine. He apparently badgered the staff to ask who was the best with the brutal mouth cases, and they named you. We’re offering you a job. Starting immediately.”

      I blink, processing her words. “I’m sorry? A job?”

      Sutton waves a hand. “We have arranged for someone else to fill in your current position at the hospital. We require a specific temperament, and we believe you are uniquely suited to meet our needs.”

      I glance at one wall of his office, covered floor to ceiling with television monitors, each showing footage of a different hockey game somewhere in the world. I gesture at the screens. “I’m not really … cut out for a public role with a lot of attention…” I drift off, not wanting to spell out that a chubby dentist will not be great for optics on air.

      Sarah frowns and recoils. “Dr. Sinclair, yours is a role where–if you’re doing it well–nobody will even know you exist. Ideally, we never need you at all!”

      Sutton nods.

      I frown. “I can’t imagine that’s true.”

      Sutton taps the desk. “Dr. Sinclair, truly, the most likely scenario each game is that you stop the bleeding as quickly as possible so play can resume.” He snaps his fingers, and a young Black man in a suit approaches with a folder, leather, of course. “This is our compensation offer.”

      I crack open the folder and gasp when I see the bolded number at the bottom of the page.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            ALDER

          

        

      

    

    
      I pull up to Coach Thompson's suburban McMansion with the Fury banner hanging above the driveway, scratching at the scruff I've been cultivating for the past two weeks. The beard isn't looking great yet—patchy in places, too thick in others—but Adam says it makes me look like a Viking warrior, and I'm desperate for him to see me as sexy like that.

      I recheck my phone. No text from Adam saying he's on his way.

      Instead, there's a message from my dad:

      
        
          
            
              
        I'm thinking of you bringing Adam to the BBQ! Just be yourself. I love you, kiddo.

      

      

      

      

      

      I swallow the lump in my throat. Ty Stag, hockey legend and tough guy extraordinaire has no problem with his son dating a guy. He just has a problem with his son dating this guy—the one who still hasn't arrived twenty minutes after I texted him I was here.

      My phone rings, and Adam's name flashes on the screen.

      "Hey, you close?" I ask instead of hello.

      "I'm at the end of the street. I just wanted to check..."

      After six months of dating, Adam hasn't met a single teammate of mine outside of accidental run-ins. He hasn't been to a family dinner, hasn't attended a home game, and won't even let me tag him in private social media posts.

      "I’ve been waiting for you in the driveway," I say, trying to keep the frustration from my voice. "The guys want to meet you. And the new dentist is coming—Coach is making a big deal about Doc Bowman's replacement."

      A sigh crackles through the speaker. "I'm not comfortable with this kind of group party, Alder. I've told you that repeatedly."

      "It's important to me." My voice comes out smaller than I intended.

      Another sigh, then: "Fine. I see your car. I'll park behind you."

      I watch in the rearview mirror as Adam's sleek Audi slides in behind my Escalade. He emerges looking like he stepped out of a magazine—crisp chinos, blue button-down rolled precisely at the elbows, artfully tousled hair. I suddenly feel underdressed in my Fury t-shirt and cargo shorts.

      I hop out of my SUV and approach him with a smile. "You made it."

      "For you." His lips tight, he taps away at his phone. "But I can't stay long. I have a client crisis brewing."

      "You always have a client crisis brewing." The words slip out before I can stop them.

      Adam finally looks up, his expression softening slightly. "It's how I can afford this car, babe." He pockets his phone and gestures toward the house. "Let's get this over with."

      I reach for his hand as we walk up the driveway, but Adam deftly sidesteps, pretending to check something in his pocket. My hand hangs awkwardly between us for a moment before I shove it into my pocket.

      "It's fine," I mutter. He's just nervous. This is a big step.

      Coach's backyard is packed with my teammates and their partners. The grill is working overtime, smoke billowing as Coach flips burgers with a spatula in one hand and a tongs-speared hot dog in the other.

      My brothers spot me first.

      "Aldy!" Tucker calls out, his grin wide and genuine. Gunnar waves from where he's helping set up lawn games. Their initial smiles fade slightly as they notice Adam trailing three steps behind me, already back on his phone.

      Cappy, our team captain, approaches with his usual easy warmth. "A-Stag! About time you made it." He turns to Adam, extending a hand. "You must be Adam. Heard a lot about you."

      Adam extends his hand with a perfunctory smile that doesn't reach his eyes. "Nice to meet you."

      An awkward silence follows until Coach Thompson saves us, appearing with a plate of charred meat in one hand and a clean spatula in the other.

      "Adam, right? Good to finally meet you," Coach says, balancing the plate to offer his hand. "Alder's one of our best—great to see him bringing someone important to him."

      "Thank you for the invitation," Adam says with practiced politeness.

      I grin and rest a hand on Adam’s shoulder. "Adam's handling the media strategy for the Pittsburgh Athletic Media merger with East Coast Sports Network," I explain, proud to talk about his work. "It's a huge deal for him—" Adam freezes beside me, his smile vanishing.

      Coach Thompson's eyebrows shoot up. "East Coast? My brother-in-law sits on their board," Coach says, interest piqued. "He didn't mention any merger."

      "He wouldn't," I continue, despite Adam's increasingly rigid posture. "It's all under wraps until the press conference on Tuesday."

      "Alder." Adam's voice is as tight as steel. "A word." Before I can respond, he grips my elbow, steering me toward the side of the house. I catch Gunnar and Tucker exchanging a look, and something twists in my stomach. Once we're out of earshot, Adam turns on me, eyes blazing. "What the hell are you doing? That information is completely confidential!"

      I feel my cheeks heat. Pretty sure I just fucked up when I was trying to show off. "I was just making conversation⁠—"

      "You just told the coach of a major sports franchise about a confidential corporate merger! His brother-in-law is on the board! Do you have any idea what you've done?"

      The cold realization of my mistake washes over me. "I didn't think⁠—"

      "That's the problem, isn't it? You never think." He yanks his phone from his pocket and glares. "I have to deal with this now. This could tank the entire announcement strategy." I watch as he walks away, phone pressed to his ear, his voice shifting to damage-control mode. I stand there, the weight of my carelessness settling like a stone in my gut.

      I wander back to my brothers, who are still talking to Coach. All of them look at me, their expressions uncomfortable. Coach’s eyebrows shoot up. “Where’s your guy?”

      I force a smile that feels more like a grimace. "Work call. He’s around somewhere…”

      I wince, but Coach sighs. "Well, boys, the water’s cold, and the meat's hot." He turns to me. "Gatorade and seltzers in the coolers. No booze until after we win the Cup."

      I catch Gunnar and Tucker exchanging a look, and something twists in my stomach. I hate that my brothers see precisely what they expected. Coach claps my shoulder. "Go grab a drink, son. More food's coming up soon."

      I head toward the drink station, trying to shake off the embarrassment. There's a woman standing by the coolers, struggling with the cap of a probiotic seltzer. She's wearing a jean skirt that hugs the ample curve of her gorgeous backside and a flowing top that catches the breeze. Her brown hair is pulled back in a loose ponytail, and she's biting her thick lip in concentration.

      "Need some muscle?" I offer, approaching with what I hope is a friendly smile.

      She looks up, surprise crossing her face. "Oh! Thanks, this thing is determined to resist me." She hands me the bottle.

      I twist it open easily and hand it back. "Sadists design those caps."

      "Or dentists looking for business when people chip their teeth trying to open them with their mouth," she laughs.

      "You must be Dr. Sinclair." I extend my hand. "Alder Stag. I play defense."

      "Lena," she says, shaking my hand with a firm grip. "And yes, I've been studying the roster. You're the one with the twin, right?"

      "That's me. We come as a package deal." I gesture toward Tucker, who's now operating the grill while Coach takes a break. "He's the better-looking one, but I've got the better slapshot."

      She laughs a genuine sound that puts me at ease somehow. Up close, I can see she's wearing minimal makeup, just enough to make her eyelashes seem longer and her cheeks slightly flushed. I shouldn’t be looking at her like that, though.

      I reach into the cooler and grab a lemonade. "What's your professional position on this sugar-laden lemonade versus the probiotic stuff?"

      She considers the question with mock seriousness. "It depends how many of those teeth are your own and how many are crowns."

      "Knock on wood. All the Stag brothers still have all our originals," I say, rapping my knuckles against the wooden table. "Hockey miracle, I guess."

      "Well then, I'd say life's too short to drink probiotic seltzer. Though I would recommend a good rinse afterward." Her smile is easy and confident. "Congratulations on making the playoffs."

      We chat for a few minutes about the upcoming series against Montreal. She knows hockey surprisingly well, asking smart questions about defensive strategies and our opponents' scoring patterns. It's refreshing to talk to someone who gets it without being in the business — although I guess she’s in the business now.

      I find myself relaxing for the first time since arriving. "So…what’s your deal? Are you a local? Family close by?”

      A shadow passes across her face. "My boyfriend Brad is here somewhere." She glances around, then adds with obvious discomfort, "He needed to step away to 'center himself.' The sports talk was somewhat overwhelming for him."

      I watch her shrink slightly as she says this, her shoulders curving inward, her voice growing softer. It's like watching someone dim their light.

      "I get that," I say, nodding toward where Adam disappeared. "My boyfriend had to take a 'work call' two minutes after we arrived."

      Her expression shifts to one of surprise, then recognition, then something like relief. “Boyfriend, huh? I do remember reading that there were a few guys on the Fury who are LGBTQ.”

      I nod. “I’m the B in that alphabet soup.”

      She grins. “So is Brad. Bisexual, I mean. He’s finishing his dissertation in philosophy, so he's... particular about social settings."

      "Adam works in sports PR, ironically enough. Just not comfortable with the spotlight himself." I try to sound understanding rather than disappointed.

      She nods, offering a rueful smile. "Sometimes I think Brad agreed to come just so he could tell people he was at a 'professional athlete gathering' later."

      We share a laugh that feels almost conspiratorial. There's a comfort in this shared experience, even if it's not a positive one.

      "I should probably find him," Lena says, looking toward the house. "Make sure he hasn't started debating existentialism with your teammates."

      "I'll help you look," I offer. "I should check on Adam anyway."

      We wander toward the sliding glass doors leading to the kitchen. Through the window, I spot two figures by Coach's fancy bar cart in the corner of the dining room. Adam and another man—could it be Brad?—are examining a bottle of brandy, their heads bent close in conversation.

      Adam gestures animatedly, a genuine smile on his face that I haven't seen in weeks. The other man—wearing a blazer despite the heat—is nodding enthusiastically, seemingly hanging on every word.

      "Found them," I say unnecessarily.

      Lena follows my gaze, her expression unreadable. "Of course. The one place with alcohol."

      We watch for a moment as our boyfriends continue their intense conversation, utterly oblivious to our presence or the party around them. Adam says something that makes Brad throw his head back in laughter, his hand landing casually on Adam's shoulder.

      "He seems to be enjoying himself now," I comment, trying to sound positive. Yet something cold and uncomfortable settles in my stomach.

      Lena looks at me, and our eyes meet in silent understanding. I feel as though we are both thinking the same thing—that our partners seem more animated with each other than they've been with us all day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            ALDER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        You're still going to come, right?

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare at my unanswered text much longer than is healthy, well past the time I should power it off and get dressed for the morning skate. I mean, shit. I'm a pro hockey player preparing for game seven in a playoff series. I have zero time for my love life to be fucking with my head.

      It's been three weeks since the barbecue disaster, and Adam's responses have been increasingly cold and distant. The few texts I've gotten make it clear he's still dealing with the fallout from my loose lips. According to social media, the merger announcement had been rushed out a full day ahead of schedule, with stock prices taking a hit due to the "unplanned disclosure."

      I fucked up. Royally. But I've apologized a dozen times, and I'm unsure what else I can do to make it right.

      Finally, mercifully, Adam texts me back.

      
        
          
            
              
        I said I'd be there.

      

      

      

      

      

      The curt response makes me wince. No emoji, no elaboration—just the bare minimum acknowledgment. I purse my lips. I know this isn't working. I know. But I can't seem to quit this guy. Another text comes through before I can respond:

      
        
          
            
              
        Unlike some people, I understand the importance of professional commitments.

      

      

      

      

      

      The dig is unmistakable. I type and delete three different responses before settling on:

      
        
          
            
              
        I really am sorry. What can I do to make it up to you?

      

      

      

      

      

      The response is immediate:

      
        
          
            
              
        You've done enough.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare at those three words, feeling the chill through the screen. Part of me wonders if I should just end things now, cutting my losses before game seven. However, the thought of facing both a playoff elimination game and a breakup on the same day is too much.

      Besides, maybe watching me play will remind Adam why he was with me in the first place. Perhaps I can still salvage this.

      This is what I get for chasing a PR professional, right? From the moment I saw Adam at a post-game team event in a crowded bar, I've been following after him like my dog, Gordie, going for a butterfly.

      Gordie is a lot to love, as my mother puts it, but I am, too.

      I decide I need to see that ball of smelly fluff before I suit up, so I call my dog sitter, LeMarcus. Dude lives with his mom in my townhouse community and loves crashing in my guest room when I’m on the road. He’s well worth every penny I give him.

      “Yo, Aldy!” LeMarcus answers with the screen facing Gordie, and I break into a massive smile at my little scrappy Pughasa. The shelter believed he was probably a pug mixed with Pekingese and Lhasa Apso. But now he’s all mine. Man, I love this dog.

      “Hey, big guy! You being good?” Gordie wags his tail and woofs at the sound of my voice. “LeMarcus, do you have my face aimed at Gordie? Can he see me back?” My dog starts pawing at the screen.

      I hear my teenage neighbor mumbling something about me being a boomer. “Yeah, man. Chill. He sees your ugly mug.”

      I wave, and Gordie woofs again. “I miss you, bud.”

      LeMarcus adopts a lower, goofy voice. “Dad, it’s been like three hours since you left. I’ve barely been awake. I don’t miss you at all.”

      “Tough crowd,” I mutter. “Hey, thanks for showing me my good boy. Did he go out this morning?”

      “Alder, I’m not discussing your dog’s toilet time with you while you’re in the locker room. Go bring us a win, man. Me and Gordie will be watching on your big-ass TV.”

      He flips the camera back, so I’m looking into his deep brown eyes. He sticks out his tongue, and I laugh. “Thanks for watching him. You find out about that culinary program yet?”

      LeMarcus rolls his eyes. “Do you have any focus at all? Don’t you have hockey shit to worry about right now? You can hear all about my life when you and my ma are out sittin’ on your lawn chairs.”

      I love that this kid shows me absolutely no deference. It’s refreshing, especially in a hockey-crazed town like Pittsburgh. Most people are all up in my business, trying to get me to sign their boobs and pecs and leave their phone numbers on Gordie’s dog poo bags.

      I hang up with my dog sitter, take a leak, and lace up my skates, wondering where my brothers are. My twin, Tucker, and I are the youngest of four kids. Three of us play hockey for the Pittsburgh Fury, the team our dad played for and won a handful of Cups. He’s a legend in this town, and I know my brother Gunnar lets that mess with his head, but he’s a goalie, and they’re weird.

      Tuck and I have twin mojo. A coach would be nuts to break us up. Hell, I thought Tuck was nuts for wanting his own bachelor pad, and it’s been a big adjustment living separately from him this year. I would probably have been content to room with him forever, but I get that we’re adults now, and we’re supposed to differentiate.

      Tuck bursts into the locker room and slides onto the wooden bench beside me, planting a kiss on my cheek. Which I allow because I love him. “Hey, Fucker.”

      He flinches. “Why does everyone call me that?”

      “Because it rhymes with your name, and you’re a fucker.” He’s been trying to think of a suitable annoying nickname for me for the several decades we’ve been alive. What do I care if he calls me Derpy? Doesn’t have the same impact.

      Tuck glances toward the door, shakes his head, and starts suiting up. “I just had the best fucking massage. I think I slept through half of it. Not even sure how I rolled over.” He stretches his arms above his head. “I have a good feeling about today’s game.”

      I run a hand along my scruffy jaw. I sort of hate the requirement to stop shaving when we make the playoffs. I know beards are hot right now, but I find them itchy. At least Adam seems to think it’s hot.

      Tuck and I match each other’s pace, getting dressed as the other guys file in, suit up, and head out to the ice. The goalies must have gone out early or something because I don’t see any sign of Gunnar.

      Tucker tosses his bag into the locker above his cubby and slams the door. “Who all is here today? From the family, I mean.”

      I glance up, considering. “Mom and Dad. All the uncles…honestly, I think everyone.”

      Our oldest brother, Odin, just moved back from England with his girlfriend. Our cousin Stellen just finished law school. When I say everyone is here, I mean there are 25 members of the Stag family in the stands, ready to make some noise.

      Tucker gives me a pointed look. “He going to show this time?”

      I swallow the hairball that his question creates in my throat. “He’ll come. He’s sitting somewhere different, though.”

      “It’s insane that you’ve been with this guy for six months, and I, your more-handsome twin, have only met him in passing. You know that, right?”

      “Jesus, Tucker, I know. You know it’s still scary to be queer in this society, right? Cut him some slack.”

      My brother shakes his head. “Of course I know that. And any person you date should know our family is a safe place, Bruh.”

      I close my eyes, think of my dog, and take a few deep breaths. “Look, I can’t talk about this now. Let’s just focus on beating Montreal, okay?”

      He pushes to his feet. “You’re right. But we are talking about this after we win tonight, okay?”

      I follow him out to the ice, wondering how annoyed I should be that he’s giving voice to all the quiet concerns I’ve been afraid to name for months. I truly believe if I give Adam enough time and space, he’ll come around. Like, he will literally come around to family dinner. I don’t need to trot him around town on my arm. I don’t need him to be my date at the hospital gala. But my brother is right. Our family is the best, and pretty much all I want in the world after a Cup victory of my own is to bring the person I’m dating to a lazy summer day at our vacation house, where we all fight over card games and shove each other into the pool.

      I glance up at the empty arena and emerge from the tunnel toward the ice. I look to the seat I reserved for Adam. He’ll be there. I know he will. And maybe, when we win, I can skate up to the glass, press my glove against the barrier, and he’ll lean in and smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            LENA

          

        

      

    

    
      The case snaps shut with a satisfying click. Every instrument was in its place, every tool properly sterilized, and every emergency medication was measured and ready. If nothing else in my life is predictable, at least I have this—the beautiful order of my profession.

      I run my fingers over the embroidered logo above my pocket: DR. SINCLAIR, PITTSBURGH FURY. The branded scrubs actually fit my plus-sized frame, a luxury I hadn't expected when I took this job. It’s a real treat to just grab work clothes that fit comfortably.

      "Everybody in this organization is king-sized," Coach Thompson commented during my orientation, gesturing to the equipment room stocked with gear for every possible body type.

      I hadn't been sure if that was a compliment, an observation, or something else entirely, but the following wardrobe allowance made me too grateful to question it. Plus, now my salary is nearly double what I made at the hospital, enough to actually make progress on my mountain of student loans instead of just treading water with minimum payments. Thompson can say whatever he wants.

      Through the open door of my office, which is attached to the locker room, I can see the players gearing up, stern and quiet beneath heavy padding. It’s playoff game seven. The culmination of a season's worth of work, hope, and sacrifice.

      My mind drifts back to the last game when Anton declined pain medication during an emergency extraction after taking a puck to the mouth.

      "No drugs," he'd insisted through a mouthful of blood. "Need head clear for third period."

      I'd done it—removed the shattered pieces of his lateral incisor while he gripped the arms of the chair, his knuckles white, eyes watering but determined. Afterward, he'd thanked me with a nod and returned to the ice to score the game-winning goal.

      These men are formidable.

      And Sutton was right so far. To my knowledge, I haven’t appeared on television, and my name hasn’t surfaced in any kind of internet search. I get to be incognito while working dental magic on the gnarliest mouths in the business.

      

      As the team warms up, my gaze lands on number 14, Alder Stag, as he sends a puck flying toward his twin at the blue line. My stomach does an unwelcome flip that has nothing to do with pre-game nerves. I mentally scold myself for my attraction to his athletic competence. Unprofessional, Lena. Completely unprofessional.

      Additionally, he has Adam, and I have Brad—theoretically, at least.

      I recheck my phone. Again, there is no message from my long-term boyfriend confirming he's using the ticket I arranged. When I asked him to come to tonight's game, he sighed heavily as if I'd suggested he endure root canal surgery without anesthetic.

      "Another sports game?" he'd said, not looking up from his dissertation notes. "I have actual work to do, Lena."

      I pressed the issue, explaining that this was different—a playoff elimination game, a chance to see what I actually do in my new role. Finally, he agreed, but only after I promised to get him a seat away from the "sports fanatics" in the Partners and Wives section.

      Just like Alder had done for Adam…I overheard him saying so in the locker room. I shouldn’t eavesdrop, but our conversation at the barbecue stuck with me—the recognition of our parallel situations. Alder Stag and I have an understanding…or some sort of shared relationship strife. It's not that I'm thinking about Alder often, exactly. It's just that certain moments replay in my mind when I least expect them.

      

      The buzzer sounds, signaling the end of warm-ups—time to focus.

      I join the medical team at our station near the bench as the players take the ice for introductions. Dr. Martinez, the team physician, nods in greeting.

      "Ready for whatever dental disasters await, Sinclair?"

      "Always," I reply, adjusting my stash of purple nitrile gloves. "Though I'm hoping for a quiet night."

      "Playoff hockey?" He laughs. "Good luck with that."

      The arena erupts as the starting lineup is announced, the noise rising to a physical force when the Stag brothers' names boom through the speakers. I scan the crowd absently, wondering if Brad actually showed up when I spot him—miraculously—in the section I'd arranged. He's looking at his phone, completely detached from the excitement around him, but he's here.

      I wish things had improved between us since I got this new job, but if anything, we’re growing even further apart. I no longer feel like we’re connecting, and I also have no idea how to start a conversation about it.

      The game begins with the controlled violence unique to hockey—bodies colliding, sticks clashing, and skates carving sharp patterns in the ice. I watch with the clinical detachment I’ve been practicing, assessing each hit for potential injury and mentally cataloging the force and angle of every check into the boards.

      Montreal plays aggressively from the first drop of the puck, targeting the Fury's top scorers. I find myself holding my breath when Alder shoulders a particularly nasty opponent into the boards, stealing the puck, and sending it to his brother without even looking. This happens 100 times a game; I should be used to it. But I’ve seen enough hockey this month to know that the telepathic connection between the twins is something to behold.

      

      The first and second periods pass without incident—a minor miracle in playoff hockey, according to Doc, since the stakes are so high. I fiddle with my kit out of habit during the intermission, though nothing has been disturbed. I briefly glance at Brad, wondering if he's texting his advisor, perhaps one of his study group members, or just playing Candy Crush instead of watching the game.

      The third period begins with heightened intensity, the desperation of both teams evident in their play. Five minutes in, I see it happen—Tucker Stag takes the top of a stick to the face as he battles for the puck. He drops immediately, a spray of red on the white ice. The whistle blows, and the ref starts waving his arms frantically.

      "A-Stag is down," one of the assistants says, already gathering supplies.

      My heart lurches before I can stop it. "T-Stag," I correct automatically.

      The assistant gives me a curious look, but there's no time to explain how I can distinguish the brothers apart from a distance. We move quickly onto the ice, adrenaline sharpening my thoughts to a fine point.

      Tucker is sitting up by the time we reach him, blood dripping freely from his mouth onto the ice. I kneel beside him, snapping into complete professional mode.

      "Let me see, Tucker," I say, keeping my voice calm and authoritative tone.

      He opens his mouth, revealing a partially fractured incisor, the jagged edge already cut into his lower lip, causing the bleeding. His eyes seem to calm when he recognizes me.

      "Doc Thinclair?" he manages through the blood.

      "Exactly so. Hold still."

      I work efficiently, applying gauze to control the bleeding while examining the broken tooth. Thankfully, it's a clean break,—no root exposure, although the edges are sharp enough to cause further tissue damage if left untreated.

      "I'm going to file down the sharp edges," I explain, reaching for my hand tool. "It'll be temporary until we get you properly treated off-ice."

      Tucker nods, his eyes darting to something—someone—behind me. I sense Alder's presence before I see him, and the shift in Tucker's expression tells me his twin has arrived.

      "He okay?" Alder asks, his voice tight and edged with concern.

      "Broken tooth, but nothing that can't be fixed," I reply without looking up, focusing on my work. "He'll be ready to go in a minute."

      I feel Alder hovering, watching as I smooth the jagged edge of his brother's tooth just enough to prevent further injury. Our shoulders nearly touch as he leans in to check on Tucker, and I force myself to maintain absolute professional focus despite the proximity. Then, I sense when Alder skates away from the scene.

      "All set," I say, backing away as Tucker spits one last time and accepts his mouthguard from an assistant. "We'll do a proper fix tomorrow."

      Tucker nods, and I’m aware of the crowd yelling and the cameras flashing, a low hum traveling through the arena, but I’m assuming it’s due to the injury.

      I glance up into the ice-blue eyes of Alder Stag, who tips his chin toward the giant screens above the ice. I expect to see a replay of Tucker’s injury. Instead, I see … Brad. Brad is on the kiss cam, but he's not alone and certainly not uncomfortable. He's enthusiastically kissing another man, their hands clutching at each other's faces with unmistakable familiarity. It takes my brain a moment to process what I see, to reconcile the image on the screen with what I know to be reality.

      The man Brad is kissing is Adam… Alder's boyfriend.

      My lungs stop working. The sounds of the arena fade to a distant whine as I stare at the frozen image on the screen: eighteen thousand people watching my boyfriend kiss someone else—someone I know.

      I feel myself sway slightly, grabbing the arm of the ref for support. There's commotion throughout the arena. I look away from the screen to see Alder standing motionless, staring up at the same image, his gloves and helmet discarded on the ice. His face contorts in what might be rage, anguish, or both.

      

      Our eyes meet across the distance, a silent exchange of shock and betrayal that needs no words. In that horrible moment, we're connected by the same wound inflicted by the same hands.

      The crowd's reaction shifts from excitement to confusion, and murmurs grow as people realize something is wrong. Cameras flash, capturing Alder's reaction while I stand frozen in relative anonymity.

      I watch as Tucker approaches his twin, blood-stained gauze still visible in his mouth, as he drapes an arm around Alder's shoulders. The medical staff around me are talking, asking questions I can't process.

      "Dr. Sinclair? You okay?"

      I nod mechanically, forcing myself back into professional mode through sheer will. "Fine. Just—worried about Tucker's follow-up care."

      They accept this explanation, turning their attention back to the ice where the referees are preparing to restart play. I stand there, somehow both present and absent, my body going through the motions while my mind replays the kiss in an endless, excruciating loop.

      The whistle blows. The puck drops. The game continues as if the world hasn't just shattered.

      I watch Alder attempt to resume play; his movements suddenly seem wooden and unfocused. A Montreal player blows past him, then Tucker, then scores on Gunnar. The buzzer sounds, and just like that, the game is over. The season is over. And somewhere in the arena, Brad is with Adam, unaware or uncaring of the devastation they have just caused.
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