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      No generative artificial intelligence was used in the making of this book or any of my books. This includes writing, co-writing, cover artwork, translation, and audiobook narration.
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      Jake Radovitz is finally figuring himself out again. After he accidentally injured a friend so badly during a tournament that it ended the guy’s MMA career, Jake shied away from the mat and their friendship. Now he’s inching back into that world, working alongside his friend and coaching young fighters.

      Ethan Bernier is trying his level best to prove that he’s ready to move up from the farm team to the NAPH. He’s playing hard, he’s playing well… and he’s playing with some newfound grit. Unfortunately, a humiliating attempt at fighting turns him into the joke of the league.

      When a teammate suggests fighting lessons, Ethan agrees. Anything to avoid a repeat of that embarrassment.

      But it’s really, really hard to focus on the instruction when the fighting coach is the hottest man Ethan has ever seen.

      And now Jake is struggling to teach this cute student who’s making him face the bisexuality he’s tried to ignore.

      Even as their careers pick up steam, maybe they can have it all: professional success, strong friendships… and love they won’t have to hide from their fans.

      

      The Games We Play - Season 2 is the second season of this multi-author minor league hockey romance series! All titles run concurrently through the same hockey season and the books can be read in any order, so jump in anywhere!
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      “See that fucker? Vincent?” Beside me on the bench, Kepke gestured at number thirty-eight on the opposing team, Max Vincent. “I’m gonna kick his ass before this game is over.”

      I grunted in agreement. Dude was seriously asking for a beatdown. He’d just tripped Sven Cedergren—very obviously and very deliberately—and so much smugness radiated off him, it was a genuine miracle it didn’t fog up the glass in the penalty box.

      I hated players like that. They didn’t do jack shit except try to injure people. He almost never scored, and he routinely racked up more penalty minutes every game than he spent on the ice. Tonight was looking to be one of those nights, too. We were less than a minute into the second period, and he’d already gone to the box twice in the first—once for a high stick that bloodied Keller’s nose, once for a vicious slash that had sent Magnusson to the locker room. Kells and Mags would both be okay, though Mags wouldn’t be back for the rest of the game; apparently the trainers were concerned he might’ve injured a tendon. Kells still had a wad of gauze in his right nostril and his eyes were full of murder. He might end Vincent before Keps had a chance to, and I didn’t blame either of them.

      I restlessly tapped the heel of my skate blade as I waited for my chance to get back in the game. I wasn’t on either power play unit, but still… restless. I hated being on the bench.

      Marek Stetina, one of our alternate captains, skated up to the dot in the offensive zone, his expression all business. As soon as the puck dropped, everyone was in motion. Marek won the faceoff and passed it to Cedergren. One of the penalty killers almost intercepted it, but Ceders bullied him out of the way (not hard when you’re a Swede who’s north of six-five) and claimed possession of the puck.

      The power play unit set up and started cycling, getting the penalty killers moving left, right, left again. The impatient crowd roared “Shoot! Shoot!” but I knew what our guys were doing—keep the penalty killers moving to tire them out, and creep closer and closer to the net to keep any of the tired players from breaking away for a line change.

      Our five players quickly passed the puck back and forth, in turn making the penalty killers whiplash back and forth. One made a grab for the puck and very nearly got it, but Kells snatched it away.

      The penalty killers were definitely getting tired, too. Their movements were slower and they weren’t as precise or sharp. They weren’t as quick to react.

      Perfect.

      Especially because they’d been so focused on Ceders, Kells, and Olson, they’d lost track of Marek and Frost. They’d both quietly positioned themselves on either side of the goal. Frost was a few feet away on the goalie’s blocker side. Marek was right at the edge of the crease on the stick side.

      Ceders held the puck on his stick. He faked like he was going to pass to Olson. Then to Kells. All four of the penalty killers reacted, moving up to anticipate those passes.

      And before they could backtrack, he snapped the puck right onto Marek’s stick, and Marek fired it in over the goalie’s pad.

      Like the handful of Ace fans in the away-game crowd, all of us on the bench were on our feet and cheering. Marek did a little celly before the rest of the power play unit crushed him in hugs. Then they were heading our way for fist bumps.

      Across the ice, the penalty box opened, and Vincent skated out, visibly enraged and not the least bit chastened.

      I couldn’t help grinning. We had a spectacular power play, and everyone in the PHL knew it, but his dumb ass still couldn’t resist taking unnecessary penalties. Thanks to him, we now had a 3-0 lead, and he was exactly as pissed about it as he should’ve been. Something told me he’d be in the box again before this game was over. Hopefully after getting his ass handed to him.

      If that fucker had been on our team, Coach would’ve benched him for at least the rest of the period. After three costly penalties had dug the team into a hole, he could sit for a while until he cooled off and remembered how to play hockey. I’d seen Coach do it, too.

      But as my linemates and I went over the boards for the faceoff, there he was—joining his teammates at center ice.

      Great. Maybe Keps would get a chance to kick Vincent’s ass after all.

      For the moment, Vincent behaved himself. Like his teammates, he focused on getting possession and getting into our defensive zone. They succeeded, too, especially after Vincent shoulder-checked Keps into the boards. It was a clean hit, and Keps was fine, but it definitely shortened his fuse.

      One of Syracuse’s forwards fired a shot at our goal. Cantwell blocked it, but the rebound got away from him, and Vincent slapped it back on goal. Cantwell flailed a bit but covered it up. As most people did, Vincent kept digging away in case the puck was still loose. Play to the whistle, that was what we were always told, so he and another Syracuse player jabbed and hacked away in search of the puck.

      Finally, the whistle blew. Fucking refs.

      Of course, as Cantwell was getting up, Vincent took an extra slash at him. Cantwell gave him a perfectly justified shove to get him out of his crease.

      And that was when the dumbass really fucked up—he cross-checked Cantwell in the chest, knocking our goalie off-balance and almost off his skates.

      Keps might’ve been ready to whoop Vincent’s ass at that point, but he didn’t get the opportunity. Before Cantwell had even regained his balance, my sticks and gloves were on the ice and I had a fistful of Vincent’s jersey. I swung at his head and dislodged his helmet. When I hit him again, the helmet came off, and anger flashed in his eyes as he grabbed his own hadful of my jersey. He swung me hard enough to one side to send me stumbling, but his grip on my sweater kept me upright.

      I balled my fist and swung a haymaker at him, but I misjudged… well, everything, and I hit him uselessly in the chest.

      He was far more precise, and the blow to my cheekbone stunned me for a few precious seconds.

      When he punched me again, I moved aside enough that he only winged me. Unfortunately, it was also enough to shift my center of gravity. My balance wavered, and when I tried to recover, my skates went out from under me like I was a little kid who’d never skated before. I landed on my ass and back, and then he was on me, and everything went a bit blurry.

      The next thing I knew, I was being hauled to my feet by a linesman. Keps and one of my other teammates were screaming at Vincent while a ref tried to keep them apart. The crowd was roaring, or maybe that was the blood pounding in my ears.

      Dan, our athletic trainer, appeared beside me with a towel. “Let me have a look at your face.”

      “My face? Why do—” But then I realized that wasn’t sweat trickling down my lip or my chin. I wiped at my face with my hand, and sure enough, it was bloody.

      “Use the towel, Berns.” Dan shoved it into my hand. “Hold it to your nose.”

      I did, which hurt, but at least it meant less of a mess for the ice crew to clean up. Between Kells’s nose and mine, they had their work cut out for them tonight.

      Syracuse’s fans booed me as I skated toward the penalty box. Not unexpected. When they switched to cheering, I wasn’t at all surprised to see Vincent coming this way, gesturing for them to get louder.

      Yeah, yeah. I knew the drill. Support the home team even when one of the players acts like a complete douchewaffle.

      I took my seat in the box. Keps brought me my stick and gloves, and I kept the towel Dan had given me. My nose and lip weren’t bleeding too badly, and my teeth felt fine, so I’d probably be okay once I was out of the box.

      The replay started on the screen, and my insides shriveled. Fuck. Really? Really? I’d sworn in the moment that I’d held my own, but watching the fight now…

      Oh my God, I thought as the crowd howled with laughter, am I that bad at fighting?

      Apparently so, because I looked like a complete idiot, punching feebly at this bigger dude who was whipping me around like a ragdoll. And then—fuuuck. In the moment, I hadn’t given any thought to how dignified I’d been as I’d fallen, but I resembled a slapstick cartoon character. My legs went right out from under me, and I dropped unceremoniously on my ass.

      The crowd was dying with laughter. I wanted to die from embarrassment.

      Mercifully, the replay ended and the crowd hushed, all eyes on the ref who’d skated out in front of the box to announce the penalties.

      He clicked on his headset, and his voice echoed through the small arena, “Las Vegas, number sixty-two. Five-minute major penalty for fighting.”

      The crowd roared their approval.

      Then the ref gestured the other way. “Syracuse, number thirty-eight. Five-minute major for fighting. Two-minute minor for unsportsmanlike conduct. Las Vegas will have a two-minute power play.”

      Oh, the fans did not like that. They did not like that one bit. The booing made the whole building vibrate, especially as one of Vincent’s teammates joined him in the box to sit the two-minute minor.

      I grimaced behind the towel pressed to my face. Hopefully none of the fans knew what kind of car that ref drove. And was Vincent going for a PIM record this game or something? Though knowing him, this probably wasn’t the worst he’d ever been.

      Fucking thug.

      Our power play didn’t score, but the momentum they generated carried them to an even strength goal about thirty seconds later. Syracuse was on its heels, and my teammates kept them that way. By the time Vincent and I were let out of the boxes, the score was 5-0 and Kells was two-thirds of the way to a hat trick. With as pissed off as he was and with a period and a half left to play, I was optimistic he’d get it, too.

      As we went into the last five minutes of the second period, we kept Syracuse playing defensively without a single chance to go on the offensive. We exhausted them in their own end and pelted their goalie with shot after shot after shot. I was on the bench after an exhilarating shift, watching restlessly as our guys continued to put pressure on them. I hadn’t scored in four games. Maybe I could break that streak tonight.

      Right then, a roar of laughter rose in the stands, and curiosity pulled my focus to the Jumbotron.

      Instantly, my stomach dropped and I wanted to die.

      It was a replay of the fight, except someone had put an animated banana peel under my skate, which went flying in the same instant I went down. It played again. And again. And again.

      “Oh my God,” I groaned, and let my face fall into my gloves.

      Olson slapped my back. “Aww, c’mon Berns. It’s entertaining the fans!”

      I just groaned again.

      “Berns, Olson, Frost,” Coach barked. “You’re up!”

      I got up and leaned against the boards, ready to jump over it as soon as my on-ice teammates were close enough.

      Right then, more laughter rippled through the crowd. I didn’t dare look up, but my face was on fire, which only made the bruise on my cheekbone throb even harder. Christ, as if losing that fight hadn’t been embarrassing enough.

      When Marek was within five feet of the bench, it was go time. I flew over the boards…

      But I was still a tiny bit distracted, and my damn skate blade caught. I dropped my stick and almost went sprawling, but thank God, Frost had come over with me. He grabbed my arm to steady me.

      He let me go and sprinted away while I picked up my stick. Of course, my momentary stumble had slowed our line changed and given our opponents the opportunity for a breakaway. They’d taken full advantage and were charging into our zone, three-on-one against Bowman, our rookie defenseman.

      I scrambled after them, but I was too late.

      Someone tapped the puck in behind Cantwell, and the horn sounded as the red light went on.

      My shoulders dropped beneath my bads. Fucking hell. We’d been on our way to a shutout, and then I’d stumbled, and now…

      Goddammit.

      At least the period ended shortly after that. I needed to be away from that stupid Jumbotron and the crowd and Vincent.

      I didn’t make it to the locker room before I was waylaid.

      Marek pulled me aside in the hallway, and he peered at me under the harsh fluorescent lights. “Hey. You’re up in your own head. What’s going on?”

      I dropped my gaze to the concrete beneath our skates. “I fucked up, and now we’re down a goal.”

      “Berns. We’re still up 5-1.”

      “I know. I… ” I exhaled and met his gaze. “Cantwell could’ve had a shutout if I hadn’t stumbled on the way out.”

      Marek shook his head. “Nah. Syracuse never scores much early in a game. They were bound to get something by the third.”

      I searched his expression, wondering if he was being patronizing.

      He put his hand on my shoulder and looked right in my eyes. “Look, I saw the replay and how it threw you off your game.”

      I winced. “Did they have to make a video like that out of it?”

      He shrugged. “They do that sometimes. And I know shit like that can fuck with your head. But you’ve got to let it go.”

      “I need to let it go?” I flailed a hand toward the ice. “Tell that to the guys running the Jumbotron!”

      He grimaced. “I know. That was shitty. But that’s why we’re not supposed to look at the Jumbotron or listen to the crowd. Trust me—you’ll stay a lot saner if you stop paying attention to anything except what’s on the ice.”

      “Maybe. But I also… ” My stomach curdled with shame, dread, and embarrassment.

      “What?” he prodded.

      “I… I mean, did you see that fight?” I flailed my gloved hand toward the ice. “I sucked!”

      “Nobody wins every fight. I got my ass handed to me like six games ago.”

      “There’s losing a fight, and there’s losing a fight.” I groaned. “Oh my God. I was pretty good at fighting in juniors, but this is my first fight since I got to this level, and… fuck my life.”

      “Vincent is thirty-three, so he’s—what, ten years older than you?”

      “Twelve, actually.”

      “Right. And he’s also a big guy. Who’s been fighting at this level and in the NAPH since you were still in U12.” Marek shrugged. “I don’t think anyone expected you to beat him. You came to Cantwell’s defense. That’s what’s important.”

      I made a face. I knew all that on some level, but still. It sucked.

      Marek glanced into the locker room, probably checking how much time we had left. Then he faced me again. “Listen, if you really want to get better at fighting, I might be able to help.”

      I straightened. “Yeah?”

      He nodded. “My boyfriend runs an MMA gym. He might be able to teach you a thing or two.”

      “Oh, really?” I narrowed my eyes. “Is that how you’ve gotten so much better at fighting?”

      Marek smirked and shrugged, but from the wicked glint in his eye—yeah. He’d been learning from his boyfriend.

      And hell, what did I have to lose? More dignity? At least his boyfriend would be expecting me to be bad.

      “Okay, sure.” I smiled. “That would be great.”

      “Awesome.” Marek smacked my arm. “Now go get hydrated. We still have twenty minutes of hockey left to play.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            JAKE

          

        

      

    

    
      “All right, time for some high-heartrate rounds!” I called out at the ten-minute mark before the end of class. I got a few groans from the tough guys in the crowd, but screw them—they’d play by my rules and like it. “Three minutes three times, so partner up. I want to see looks,” I emphasized to them, staring around the room and making sure I made eye contact with each person for a moment. I was serious about this part. “Not submissions. High-heartrate rounds are all about movement, about transitions, about looking for the next place to be. We’re not doing this to tap each other out. The second you start clinching, you’ve lost the point of the game.”

      One of the younger guys held up his hand.

      “What?”

      “I honestly don’t get how this helps us, Coach,” he said. “Flow rounds, whatever, that’s good for new people, but we’re the advanced class. We all know what we’re doing. I’m here to figure out how to make people give up, not give them a chance to escape.”

      I heard someone snicker by the wall. Carson. Of course he was watching right now. I was still in my proving period, so either he or Beth were always watching part of my classes to make sure I was steering the students right. And so he could fucking heckle me, the punk.

      I smiled at the guy. “You’re right, you are advanced. I would never give flow rounds to a beginner, they’d just hurt themselves or their opponent. But these aren’t flow rounds. There’s a big difference, and I’m going to give you first-hand experience of that difference tonight. But let me ask you all this.” I opened the question up to everyone in the room. “When is it easiest to submit someone?”

      “When they make a mistake,” someone said.

      “When they’re smaller than you,” a big guy said, but given that the little woman beside him poked him in the stomach immediately, I assumed it was an in joke.

      “When they transition,” Carson called out.

      “Stop giving away the answers.” But, of course, he was right. “It’s when they transition,” I agreed. “Look, I can sit in your guard and waste time all day, but if you want to tap me from there, you either have to move me—which can be hard to do.” I patted my chest knowingly, and a few people chuckled. Given that I was six-four and two hundred and fifty pounds, it took a hell of a lot of effort for a normal-sized person to shift me at will.

      “Or you have to wait for me to make a move, or tempt me into making a move. Transitions lead to submissions, but that goes both ways, so when you roll tonight, I want you to focus on making your transitions as smooth as you possibly can. Never get comfortable, never grab something with the idea that you’re going to hold onto it for more than a few seconds. Move, and move, and move some more. If you make your partner tap, you’re doing it wrong.”

      That’s not to say you can’t make them uncomfortable.

      I turned to the clock, but Carson had already hit the timer for three minutes. “And go.” I waved the complainer over. He came with a bit of a swagger—good. And he was just a few inches shorter than me and at least two hundred pounds—even better.

      We started down, and in a second I’d gone to headquarters, crushing his thigh against his chest, then out to the M1 where I pinned his leg to the floor. He tried to pull his knee forward and get me in a K-guard, but I floated back up to headquarters—because why not, he deserved to carry my ass for another few seconds—then cut across with a knee slice. I let him roll over onto his hands and knees, then wedged my leg in tight, stood on his calf, and hauled him backward into the truck. I let him escape just far enough to turn the wrong way, then moved into twister side control and held him there for another few seconds before spinning him with a berimbolo roll and taking his back.

      To someone who didn’t know what was going on, it would have seemed violent. Here I was, this bruiser of a man, tossing this guy around like a puppy with a chew toy. But he was no slouch—none of Carson’s students at this level didn’t know how to roll. He was trying things, he was moving, and to his credit he didn’t try to take any submissions, although I could see him eyeing my lower legs with the air of a man who knew heel hooks were going to be his best shot at tapping me.

      Not tonight, man.

      The second the buzzer went off, I let go and he rolled away from me, gasping for air.

      “Holy shit,” he panted, staring up at the ceiling. “That’s fucking exhausting.”

      “That’s one of the ways B Team trains,” I told him. “Craig Jones is no slouch.”

      “Neither are you, dude.”

      I smiled. My T-shirt wasn’t even damp. “If you’re going to take a round off, that’s fine, but do it off the mat.” I looked around for my next victim, and⁠—

      “Care to roll?” the tiny woman asked me with a grin.

      Oh fuck.

      “I thought you’d be rolling with your husband,” I said, glancing over at the guy who’d cracked the “short person” joke earlier.

      “We already did.”

      Fuck fuck fuck.

      “Maybe you should go with Sarah next. You’re about the same size, and⁠—”

      “Aw, if you’re scared of Clara putting you in your place, just say so,” Carson said, coming out of nowhere and slapping me on the shoulder. He was smiling, but his grip was hard. Don’t fuck this up, he was telling me, and I got it. I didn’t want to fuck it up, but… she was so small, a buck twenty at most. I was more than twice her size. I could hurt her, bad, and not even know it.

      But this gym was owned and run by a woman not much bigger. I respected Beth, and I was grateful for the chance she and Carson were giving me. I needed to be able to roll with all their students.

      It’s a high-heartrate round. You’re not even going to have to look for submissions. It’s fine.

      “You saw right through me,” I said easily, and his shoulders relaxed a little. The buzzer went off, Clara and I tapped knuckles, and then we got going.

      I let her work on top the entire time. Sure, I pushed her here and there, did a few sweeps to keep things interesting, wrapped her up and let go a few times, but I never even tried to take top position. I couldn’t. I literally couldn’t make myself work for top, and this woman was good. If this was a real round, I had no doubt she’d be trying to take my back and choke me with her legs. She knew what she was doing. She knew how to protect herself.

      It didn’t matter. I couldn’t do it.

      The round ended and when we tapped hands again, Clara didn’t seem bothered by how things had gone. Carson, though…

      He was giving me that look.

      That “I see what you did there” look. I fucking hated that look.

      “Last round,” he called out. “Find a new partner.” I didn’t even get a chance to pick a victim this time, though—Carson came over to me and tapped in. “You ready for this?” he taunted, which I felt was unnecessarily mean.

      Because I wasn’t ready for it. And he knew it.

      The buzzer went off, and Carson being an asshole, he dove right in on me. He moved into headquarters, and for a moment I thought I’d be fine. If I could just let him stay on top…

      And then he knee sliced, got into side control, and rolled onto his damn back. Son of a bitch… I followed, but the second I began to put pressure on his ribs, my heart began to race.

      Remember what happened? my brain taunted me. Because I do. We were almost in this exact position at Abu Dhabi when Carson wrapped me in a buggy choke. It was a last-ditch kind of choke and I’d known it. Given the fact that I had six inches and, back then, almost a hundred pounds on him, I’d stood up with him still wrapped around my neck and slammed him back onto the mat.

      I’d meant for him to fall back-first. I overcompensated, though, and spiked him on the top of his head instead.

      One move, and I’d given Carson head trauma that spelled the end of his future as an up-and-coming MMA fighter.

      One move, and I’d put him in the hospital and burdened him with tens of thousands in medical bills he couldn’t afford.

      One move, and I’d basically ended the life he’d always wanted.

      I saw stars. I backed up and let go of Carson, but it wasn’t enough to stave off the impending panic attack. Carson recognized my short breaths and trembling hands for what they were and immediately pointed to the office—not the locker room, which was nice. I didn’t want the students to see me like this.

      The round was still going, so I think I made it to the office without catching too much attention. Carson would finish the class, and me? I would sit in here, on this comfortable couch, put my head between my legs, and try to keep my heart from jumping right the fuck out of my chest.

      Damn it, damn it, damn it…

      I thought I was getting better. I’d been working at the school for a few weeks now, living in Vegas for almost a month. I was used to being around Carson. I’d apologized—not that he ever asked me to, because he possessed a freakishly amazing ability to forgive even the worst shit—and we’d hung out, made plans… fuck, he let me teach classes here. He trusted me.

      He shouldn’t. If this didn’t prove it, I don’t know what did. I was a piece of shit, I was an awful fighter, I didn’t deserve to teach classes when I couldn’t even keep my own fucking self from nearly killing someone in a competition, I was…

      An ice pack touched down on the back of my neck, shocking me out of my spiral of self-loathing. I reached back with a shaking hand to hold it in place, and I heard Carson sigh. He sat down next to me on the couch and nudged my knee with his. “Jake. Dude. I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but you need therapy.”

      I managed to open my eyes and look over at him. “I’m getting therapy.”

      “Oh.” He seemed surprised. “Really?”

      “Yeah. For months now.” Almost since the incident happened, in fact. I was one of those privileged assholes who’d come into the adult world with both a college fund and a trust fund, and I’d put the one to work in the markets while the other put me through school without debt. I got a business degree and made enough in four years to cover therapy for the rest of my life, which was probably about as long as it was going to take for me to get past this.

      “That’s good.” Carson nodded encouragingly. “That’s a really good step. What can I do to help?”

      This asshole was too nice for his own good. I took the ice pack off and leaned back. “Never ask me to roll with you again.”

      “Nope.” Never mind, not nice at all. “Avoidance isn’t the answer, Jake. Besides, no one else is as much of a challenge as you. I miss it.” I miss you went unsaid, but I knew he had. That was one of the reasons he’d welcomed me so readily back into his life—I’d basically gone AWOL ever since Abu Dhabi, leaving the competition world behind without a word. I’d meant it to be permanent, but my therapist had had a lot to say about that, and to be honest… I’d missed it too. I’d spent over a decade working my ass off to get to the highest levels of my sport, and I’d gotten silver in my division at Abu Dhabi—my best finish ever. I was on track to be a powerhouse.

      Then I let my impulses get the better of me, and well, here we were.

      Not that life was bad for Carson these days. He’d gone through a rough patch, sleeping out of his fucking car, even, but now he had a great gym to work at, a reliable business partner, and a pro hockey player boyfriend who he lived with. Carson had his shit together.

      Me, not so much.

      “I’m fucked up,” I said with a sigh. “And I swear I’m working on it. It’s not like I want to be weird on the mat, but look at me.” I held out one of my hands, which was still shaking. “And this is without even threatening a submission. I’d probably black out if I actually had to try and tap you.”

      “So we take our time,” Carson said, far too reasonably. “You just need… what’s it called, exposure therapy. Your body needs to remember how to respond the right way. You’ll get there. But.” He gave me a little glare. “You can’t not work with the smaller students, especially the women. If Beth gets the idea that you’re misogynistic, she’ll kick you out. No, first she’ll kick your ass, then she’ll kick you out. She won’t tolerate guys like her brother in here.”

      “I’m not misogynistic,” I argued. “It’s just… they’re all so much smaller than me.”

      “Most people are,” he pointed out, which was fair. “You still have to work with them. Maybe not always down on the mat, but—wait, I’ve got it!”

      “Got what?” A magic wand to take my panic attacks away? That would be nice.

      “The perfect next step for you.” He leaned in, eager puppy written all over his face. “There’s this guy on Marek’s team, I think his name is Easton, or—no, it’s Ethan, that’s it. He’s pretty new, but he’s a really good player from what Marek says. Except for one thing. He’s really bad at fighting.”

      “Hockey players fight?” I knew next to nothing about the sport, but I had this vague recollection of a few punches being thrown on the ice.

      “Yeah, but the rules are weird. Marek can explain it to you,” Carson said. “Anyway, this guy wants some fight training—stand-up stuff only, and he’s not huge but he’s not small either. I think working with him would be good for you, and I know you can improve his skills.”

      Huh. That was… actually not a terrible idea. I wasn’t an expert at stand-up, but you hardly had to be when you were my size. I could definitely help someone with the basics. I’d have to do some research into what a hockey fight was like, but that might even be fun.

      “Here, I found his fight.” Carson had his phone out, and he put it down where I could see the screen. The clip started, the players connected, and⁠—

      Oh. Oh, damn. Oh damn.

      “Help him, Obi Wan,” Carson murmured. “You’re his only hope.”

      Shit. He might even be right.
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            ETHAN

          

        

      

    

    
      The first thing I noticed when I walked into the fighting gym was the familiar smell. It was almost… comforting? The mix of rubber, vinyl, and stale sweat wasn’t as strong as it could get in a hockey locker room, but it was that similar funk. I had no idea what I was doing here or if this was a completely terrible idea, but hey, at least no one would bitch if I finished a session and smelled like a hockey player.

      Or maybe I was just in a ridiculous headspace because I was still embarrassed over the other night, and I was a little nervous about what I was getting into.

      “Hey, Ethan!”

      I turned toward the sound of my name as Carson, Marek’s boyfriend, stepped out of what must’ve been an office. I smiled despite my nerves. “Hey. How’s it going?”

      “Not bad.” He grinned. “You ready to learn how to fight?”

      Cringing inwardly, I said, “At least enough that I don’t look like a complete dumbass next time.”

      He chuckled and clapped my arm. “Pretty sure we can help you there. And your instructor should be—ah, there he is.” Carson gestured past me. “Meet Jake Radovitz.”

      I turned around, and…

      Oh, fuck me.

      No, really—fuck me.

      That was the first thought that crossed my mind when I saw this absolutely ripped white dude coming into the room. I had never envied a tank top in my life, but I sure did now. Holy shit.

      He was taller than me by at least a couple of inches, so six-four, maybe? And he was built. Hockey players were ripped and lean, and our asses and thighs always kept us from buying pants off the rack, but my new instructor? Whoa. He probably could’ve picked me up and folded me into a lawn chair without breaking a sweat. And in that moment, I didn’t think I’d mind if he did, because⁠—

      Christ. Ethan. Get a grip and stop staring.

      “Uh.” I cleared my throat as I extended my hand. “Hi. Ethan Bernier.”

      He smiled and shook my hand. “Carson tells me you need some help fighting.”

      And there went my distraction, popping like a balloon as I remembered why I was here. Yeah, I might be attracted as hell to this dude, but he wasn’t going to be interested in a beanpole who’d gotten his ass handed to him on the ice.

      Face heating, I nodded sheepishly. “Yeah. I, uh… I got into a fight during a game and… ” I groaned and covered my eyes. “Oh my God, it was bad.”

      His quiet laugh wasn’t mean or unfriendly. “I’m pretty sure I can help you with that.”

      I lowered my hands. “You didn’t see me fight.”

      His eyebrow arched. “That bad, huh?”

      “That bad.”

      Jake studied me.

      Carson quietly said, “I’ll leave you guys to it.” With a smack to my shoulder, he added. “Good luck, Berns.”

      “Yeah. Thanks.” I was going to need it.

      Jake watched Carson walk away, then faced me again. “Listen, I know it’s probably not your favorite thing to talk about, but you wouldn’t happen to have a video of that fight, would you?”

      “Oh, you’re in luck,” I said, letting the sarcasm drip as I took out my phone. “The other team put it all over their social media.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Tell me about it.” We stood in awkward silence while I pulled up the app, then connected to the gym’s WiFi because my phone wanted to be slow. Once I’d finally connected, the app still took its sweet time loading, and all the while I wanted to fucking die. Like it was bad enough that I had to show him that clip, but we also had to stand here with our thumbs up our asses while we waited. Because I wasn’t embarrassed enough or nervous enough or⁠—

      “Here it is.” I tapped the video. Then I handed Jake the phone.

      And once again, we were standing here in silence, except this time, Jake was watching my stupid fight. While I fidgeted and cringed at every familiar sound, Jake stared at the screen, brow furrowed.

      I knew the instant I fell on my ass because the person filming started cackling. I cringed even harder, expecting Jake to start doing the same.

      Instead, he was nodding slowly, and he met my gaze as he handed back my phone. “I don’t know how you guys do that, honestly.”

      I blinked. “Huh?”

      “You’re on ice. Wearing knife shoes.” He laughed as he gestured at my phone. “I wouldn’t even be able to stand, never mind throw punches.”

      “Oh.” I… had no idea how to take that. Ice skating was as natural as walking for everyone in my circles. It hadn’t even occurred to me that a fighter would be impressed by fighting on ice. Pocketing my phone, I said, “Most… Most hockey players can fight better than that. On ice.” Renewed heat rose in my face. “I’m just really, really bad at it, and I want to get better.”

      Jake’s brow pinched. “But do you really fight that much?”

      “No. I’m a forward.”

      He watched me as if to ask, “And? What does that mean?”

      Oh. Right. Not a hockey player.

      I cleared my throat and fidgeted again. “The guys who fight are usually defense. They’re the enforcers. But any of us will if the situation calls for it.”

      Interest sparked in his eyes. “So, what makes you guys fight? Like what calls for throwing punches?”

      “Dirty hits. Cheap shots. Touching the goalie.” I shrugged. “If someone gets out of pocket, especially if the ref doesn’t call it, they’re going to get a beatdown.”

      “Huh. What if the ref does call it?”

      I snickered. “Probably still going to get a beatdown. But if the ref lets it go, the fight will be a lot feistier.”

      “Damn.” Jake chuckled, and I was not ready for how much I liked his wicked smile. “I might need to go to some hockey games. Sounds a lot more fun than football.”

      I snorted. “Aren’t most things? Football is boring as hell.”

      That brought a grin to life, and he put up his fist. As I bumped it, he said, “Football is so boring. Fighting is way more interesting.” He looked around. “And speaking of, we should get started.” He gestured for me to follow him. “Come on. Let’s see what we can do.”
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