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      When a hockey star asks him to dance at a club, minor league forward Taylor Wilson is thrilled. Maybe that cute teammate who laughed in his face was wrong after all, and he is good enough for someone.

      But then that star loses interest and bails… leaving Taylor back at bruised ego square one.

      The universe isn’t done, either—months later, that star is getting ready to return to his team after an injury. The last step in his rehab? A two-week conditioning loan to Taylor’s team.

      Vasily Abashev is excited to play for the Everett Orcas because it means he’s one step closer to being reactivated. He just isn’t expecting that cute guy he met at the dance club last summer to be his temporary teammate. Or linemate.

      This could either be the longest two weeks of their lives… or not nearly enough time to work up the nerve for a do-over from last summer.

      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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        NAPH (North American Professional Hockey) - Major league.
      

      	
        PHL (Professional Hockey League) - Minor league.
      

      	
        HLENA and HLWNA (Hockey League of Eastern North America and the Hockey League of Western North America) - Second tier minor league.
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          TAYLOR

        

      

    

    
      Just after last season.

      

      I hadn’t exactly been ecstatic about getting traded to the Everett Orcas earlier this year. They were the so-so PHL affiliate of the Seattle Rainiers, a mediocre NAPH team, and I’d come here from Vegas. The Vegas PHL team wasn’t spectacular, but the Aces hadn’t missed the playoffs in over a decade.

      Ah well. This was where I’d landed, and it was where I’d stay unless I was traded again or another team made an offer.

      And lucky for me, Shawn Morris had signed with another team about twelve minutes into free agency. Finding out he wasn’t coming back next season had been a huge relief; playing alongside a man I’d flirted with, only to be not just rejected but laughed at? That had sucked. But now Morris was New Jersey’s problem while I’d re-signed with the Seattle club. I wasn’t super thrilled to be here, but at least I wasn’t playing with him anymore.

      Another silver lining to playing here was that I was only about forty-five minutes north of Seattle… which meant I was only forty-five minutes away from Seattle’s vibrant gay scene. Now that my ego had healed a bit from Morris’s bullshit and I could actually think about meeting other men without dry heaving, it was time to put myself out there. Especially since I knew for a fact he’d only come back from his vacation in Europe long enough to move out of his Everett apartment, and he was now settled in New Jersey. That meant there was zero chance of crossing paths with him in a dance club (which would’ve been mortifying).

      Let’s do this.

      Parking was a bitch and a half down there, though, so I left my car up in Lynnwood and took the light rail into the city. There was, conveniently, a subway stop in Capitol Hill, and the best-rated clubs were all within about three blocks. Perfect.

      Tonight, I wasn’t in the mood to drink and dance. Okay, I was, but only as a means to an end—I was horny as hell and wanted to get laid, and the apps hadn’t been working for me. The whole swiping-and-chatting thing had never really been my strong point. I could fumble my way through an in-person conversation, but chatting always gave me too much opportunity to overthink everything I said. It was also a lot harder to pick up on subtext without body language and inflection. In-person gave me plenty of chances to say or do something that I’d randomly cringe over at 2:00 in the morning twenty years from now, but at least it couldn’t be screencapped for posterity.

      At the club, I paid the cover and made my way through the throngs of people to the bar. The place was crowded, which I expected on a Saturday night. With the heat of the day lingering outside, walking in here was a relief because the club had weapons-grade air conditioning. With this many people in the room, it should’ve been stuffy and stifling, but it was way more comfortable than the oppressive mugginess outside. I was used to heat from living in Vegas, but this humid bullshit could go straight to hell.

      After I’d acquired a beer, I moved away from the bar to let someone else take my spot. As I sipped my beer, I scanned the room. No wonder this place was popular—there were hot men as far as the eye could see. I was pretty sure I recognized two of them from a gym I went to up in Everett. In fact—yep, I knew that pirate ship bicep tattoo anywhere. I had no idea what it meant, only that I’d seen it many times while the one guy and his—friend? boyfriend? no idea—were lifting. Maybe they were a couple looking for a third for the night? That could be fun. I hadn’t had a threesome in a while.

      Still, I kept looking around, getting a feel for the crowd and the lay of the land. The dancefloor was packed. Some guys were dancing together, some alone. I’d probably make my way out there after I’d finished my beer. Maybe the pirate-tattooed weightlifter and his friend—no, that had to be his boyfriend—would join me. Stranger things had happened.

      My gaze landed on a man whose back was to me, and his physique definitely had my attention. He wasn’t particularly broad—not like one of the burly power lifters or body builders I saw at the gym—but he was lean and powerful. His shirt was snug enough to reveal sculpted shoulders and a mouthwatering back. And ooh, now that was an ass I wouldn’t mind seeing naked. This man definitely didn’t skimp on squats or leg day, that was for sure. In fact, his build reminded me a lot of the guys I played and trained with. Something about the leanness coupled with all the power below the belt just screamed athlete. A long-distance runner, maybe? A cyclist? Well, whatever he did, I’d have bet my car that there was a six-pack under the front of that tight shirt.

      Right then, the bartender set a drink down. The guy turned toward the bar to hand over his card, and when his face came into view, my glass almost slipped out of my hand.

      Oh. Fuck.

      That wasn’t just “some random hot dude who was kind of built like a hockey player.”

      That was Vasily Abashev.

      As in, the power forward Seattle had picked up from the Las Vegas Aces at the trade deadline. He wasn’t a generational talent, but he was damn good, and he’d spent the playoffs either centering the second line or playing left-wing on the top line alongside Alex Condit. There were rumors he was going to take over as top line center after Condit retired, which would probably happen in the next two or three years.

      And here he was, alone and dressed to kill… in a gay bar.

      In. A. Gay. Bar.

      The kind of gay bar people went to when they wanted more than drinking and dancing.

      And I mean, I knew he was gay. Into men, anyway. Everyone knew that, and not just those of us who’d played for his old team’s PHL affiliate. He and one of his teammates had been quietly dating for a long time—no one but them had known about it, even within their own locker room. Then suddenly everyone knew because the two of them very loudly and publicly broke up last season, so yeah, it was no fucking secret that he was into men. But my brain was still kind of shorting out over the fact that not only was Abashev queer and out on the prowl, he was queer and out on the prowl in the same club where I was queer and out on the prowl.

      My mouth went dry.

      Seriously: Oh. Fuck.

      Abashev wasn’t the most conventionally attractive man I’d ever seen, but I’d had a crush on him ever since he was drafted almost a decade ago, and not just because he was incredible to watch on the ice. My first year at training camp in Vegas, I’d struggled to skate and control the puck because Vasily Abashev had been right there. The way he moved, the way he smiled—it all just fried my stupid brain. Hell, training camp with him had probably made me a way better hockey player because I’d had no choice but to learn to play through some major distraction.

      His nose had been broken a few times, and it showed, and even before that, he probably hadn’t been someone who’d have Hollywood or a modeling agency knocking down his door. But his lopsided smile was ridiculously charming, and those dark eyes were enough to make me forget my own name. Watching him in interviews was enough to melt my brain; he was a little shy with reporters and fans, and sometimes he’d laugh nervously in a way that was too goddamned cute for words.

      And then there were the thirst traps his trainer liked to post. The guy trained several players from the NAPH, and he loved to post videos of them mid-workout. I wasn’t ashamed to say I’d drooled over more than a few of those videos, especially when they highlighted Abashev’s powerful thighs and calves. Or when it was a particularly hot day and he took his shirt off. God help me.

      Now he was fully dressed, looking like a million bucks, and almost certainly here looking for a piece of ass.

      Forget drooling over his trainer’s thirst traps—I was about to start drooling now. Jesus.

      And do you think he’ll give you the time of day? You couldn’t even land a guy who’s going to spend his whole career in the minors. A star like Abashev? Keep dreaming, Wilson.

      Why did I hear my own thoughts in Morris’s voice? Ugh. Fuck him.

      Right then, Abashev’s gaze landed on me. He gave me an appreciative down-up that was anything but subtle, and I was grateful for the booming music because I was pretty sure I whimpered.

      Get a grip, Wils. What the hell?

      Yeah, get a grip when Vasily Abashev—a man I’d crushed on both personally and professionally and had literally jacked off to—was shamelessly checking me out. In a gay bar. Where men came to find other men for sex.

      And then those stunning brown eyes locked on mine, and oh, fuck, his charmingly lopsided smile completely scrambled my brain. No, he might not have been the type to land on magazine covers or starring movie roles, but there was nothing unattractive about him. Especially not when he was looking at me like that.

      Morris’s voice tried to put me back in my place, and nerves tried to keep me still, but Abashev’s magnetism drew me across the room. I was halfway to him when I realized he’d probably just recognized me. Maybe he’d been trying to place me. Trying to remember where he’d seen me before.

      Oh God, what if he realized I’d been one of the starry-eyed kids trying desperately to impress my way onto the Vegas Aces roster? One of the kids who’d failed to do that every season I’d been there?

      Was I about to have yet another hockey player snort derisively and tell me to keep dreaming?

      Oh, fuck, he was probably⁠—

      But as I came closer, I didn’t see any recognition in his eyes. Interest, sure, but not like he’d seen me before or had any reason to believe we’d ever crossed paths.

      “Hi,” he said with a charming and slightly nervous smile.

      I swallowed. “Um. Hi.” I held his gaze, wondering if he really did recognize me or not. Apparently he didn’t, and he was watching me as if expecting me to carry this conversation somehow. Aw, fuck. If we’d matched on an app, we’d have both been staring at our phones, each waiting for the three gray dots to appear.

      I took a pull from my beer and gestured at our surroundings. “Do you come here a lot?” The cliché made me want to die, but I was so awkward in that moment—so freaked out as I faced down Vasily Abashev somewhere other than the ice—I had no idea what else to say.

      He shrugged, glancing around us. “I’m new to town. This is my first time here.” He looked right in my eyes. “You?”

      “Oh. Uh. I’m new to the area too.” Panic instantly shot through me because I knew what his next question would be, and I was suddenly afraid he’d figure out we’d met before. I didn’t want him to know we’d been sort-of-teammates before, and that I’d been one of those kids who hadn’t deserved to share the ice with someone like him.

      Sure enough, he asked, “Where are you from?”

      “Michigan.” The answer wasn’t a lie, just not the whole truth. “You?”

      “Russia. But I lived in Canada, and I was in Las Vegas before I came here.”

      I chuckled, hoping my nerves didn’t come through. Not too much, anyway. “This must be a change—all the rain after living in the desert.”

      He made a face. “It hasn’t rained since I’ve been here. I think it’s all a lie.”

      I laughed. “You haven’t been here very long, then. October, November—that’s when the rain hits.”

      Abashev scowled. “I’ll believe it when I see it.” He sipped his own drink, which was some sort of liquor on the rocks. I couldn’t put my finger on exactly what, especially in the relatively dim light of the club. Lowering his glass, he asked, “What’s your name?”

      “Taylor.” I gulped. “Yours?” As if I didn’t know, but I didn’t want him to know that, even if I couldn’t quite explain why.

      That lopsided smile came back to life. “Vasily.” Then he leaned in close enough to be heard. “Do you dance?”

      I could barely find my breath. “Not very well. But… yeah.”

      Vasily laughed. Gesturing at my beer, he added, “Finish that. Then…” He nodded sharply toward the dancefloor and raised his eyebrows.

      Oh fuck. Maybe Morris was wrong after all.

      His voice inside my head had fallen conspicuously silent, too.

      So I finished my beer.

      And I followed Vasily out onto the dancefloor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          VASILY

        

      

    

    
      This kid was cute.

      Not so much a kid, I supposed. Taylor was younger than me by a few years, but he was in his mid-twenties at least. Hot, too. He was white like me, with sandy blond hair, some darker scruff on his jaw, and eyes that were somewhere between hazel and brown. It was hard to tell in this light, but they were pretty either way. I liked his smile, too.

      As we moved to the dancefloor and I got a better look at his face, I realized there was something familiar about him, but I couldn’t place him. Maybe I’d seen him when I’d first looked around the club and he just hadn’t registered. Whatever. He definitely registered now, especially as he stepped in close, a hand on my waist and a grin on his lips.

      Fuck me. I hadn’t been touched since my breakup, and just his hands making contact through my clothes had my head spinning. As we started dancing, I didn’t think it was just the thick crowd that had him pressed up this close to me. Oh God, he was gorgeous, eyes full of fire as the disco lights played all over his amazing body. The heat through our clothes and against my hands made my skin tingle. Every time I glanced at his lips—every time he glanced at mine—my pulse jumped upward. I hadn’t been here very long, and I already had the hottest man in the room grinding against me.

      I was dizzy, but it wasn’t all exhilaration. As determined as I’d been to get out and break my dry spell, it was suddenly overwhelming, and not in an entirely good way.

      Am I ready for this?

      Am I⁠—

      We were kissing.

      Just like that, out of nowhere, barely halfway through the first song, his mouth was on my mine, and…

      Oh. Fuck. Kissing had become so normal with my ex, but now I was kissing someone else. For the first time in my life, I was tasting the mouth of someone who wasn’t Drew.

      From the way Taylor pulled me in tighter as a soft whimper thrummed against my lips, I wasn’t disappointing him. Or maybe he was just too horny to care if I was a good kisser or not.

      He was horny, too—my senses had been struggling to process everything, but as he deepened the kiss, he pressed his hips harder to mine. I had a flash of embarrassment when I realized he couldn’t possibly have missed that I was fully hard. A split second later, though, I registered the thick ridge of Taylor’s erection.

      I broke the kiss, ostensibly to catch my breath, and locked eyes with him.

      The interest in his was impossible to miss. He’d come here to get laid, no doubt about that, and he wasn’t looking at me like someone he planned to dance with until he found a guy he actually wanted to hook up with. We’d known each other a handful of minutes, but I could already sense that if I suggested we leave or even find a dark, quiet corner of this club, he wouldn’t hesitate to say yes. The way he’d kissed me—oh yes, he was down for more, and he was more than willing to take the fastest route possible.

      Why didn’t that thought excite me like it should have?

      Probably because I was more scared of this than I wanted to admit. I’d only ever been with one man. Everyone made the hookup scene sound so easy, but now that I was here… Now that I was dancing with someone who clearly (right?) wanted to do more than dance…

      What are you doing, Vasily? It’s not been that long.

      It’s been long enough.

      And either way, you don’t have a fucking clue what you’re doing.

      Fuck. What was I doing?

      Coming here and dancing had taken more out of me than it should have. Flirting my way into this man’s bed? Going through the motions of sex? Keeping up with a man this confident? This bold?

      Just thinking about it made me tired. Not just tired—depressed. Anxious. All kinds of things that didn’t bode well for a sexy hookup. What if I really was as bad in bed as Drew had claimed? What if I really did need the amount of guidance he’d said I did in order to get someone off?

      What if Taylor’s excitement turned to disappointment?

      Ugh. Fuck that.

      I didn’t want to dance anymore. I didn’t even want to be here.

      I nodded toward the edge of the dancefloor. Something sparked in Taylor’s eyes—God, I hoped I wasn’t getting his hopes up—and he followed me out of the crowd. Closer to the bar, it wasn’t quiet by any means, but it wasn’t as loud as on the dancefloor. We could actually talk, even if we had to shout to be heard.

      I leaned in a little, and he lifted his chin.

      We both froze.

      Horror and embarrassment swept through me in the same instant they registered on his face. As if we both realized in the same heartbeat that I’d been moving in so he could hear me, but he thought I’d done it so I could kiss him again.

      “Oh. Fuck. I’m sorry.” He stepped back, hands up and face coloring. “I didn’t—God, I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s all right. I’m—listen, I thought… I came here so I could…” Christ. I was going to explain myself right into an embarrassing corner. And it wasn’t like I was ever going to see this guy again, so did I really need to explain myself?

      He could recognize you. He could spread rumors that Vasily Abashev is an asshole who⁠—

      “You good?” Taylor’s brow was pinched with worry.

      “Yeah. Yeah. I, uh… I’m sorry. I think I’m going to…” I nodded toward the door.

      “You…” His shoulders drooped slightly. “Oh.”

      I could see the instant he realized I was rejecting him. I wasn’t surprised to see the disappointment, but I wasn’t expecting the hurt. I guess it made sense—even when it was a stranger, rejection still stung.

      Guilt twisted under my ribs. Rejection was part of the game in places like this, but it still sucked. I didn’t like upsetting people.

      Yeah, that’s why you were stuck with a shitty man for so long, you fucking idiot.

      Ugh. No. I definitely wasn’t sleeping with anyone tonight. Time to go home and lick my wounds, since apparently they weren’t as healed as I’d believed.

      “I should go,” I murmured, not even sure if he could hear me over the music. We moved in different directions. He slipped into the crowd, I headed for the door, and when I glanced back, I didn’t see his face.

      I hoped he found someone quickly. I was sure he would—a man that hot with a smile that cute? He’d have no trouble getting someone to hook up with him.

      It just wouldn’t be me. Not tonight.

      As I stepped out into the night, I exhaled and rolled my shoulders, wondering when they’d become so tight.

      I hated this.

      I hated Drew for everything he’d done.

      And I fucking hated myself for not being able to move on.
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        * * *

      

      Three months into this season.

      

      “You’re clear to return to play.” Dr. Larry smiled at me. “Alicia will probably want to send you up to Everett for a conditioning loan, and then you’ll be good to go.”

      I smiled back, relieved to finally be given a clean bill of health. I’d been skating for the past few weeks, keeping my conditioning up as much as possible, and I’d even practiced no-contact with my teammates for the past two. Sometimes it felt like I’d never be reactivated, but finally, I was getting the all-clear. The conditioning loan would probably be the longest two weeks of my life, but at the end of it, I’d be playing again. Finally.

      I left his office and went upstairs to the GM’s office. Alicia was there, and she confirmed what Larry had suspected—I was on my way to Everett for a conditioning loan.

      She clapped my shoulder as she shook my hand. “It’ll be good to have you back, Chevy. You’ve been missed.”

      I laughed quietly. “I don’t know. Mathis has been playing well in my spot.”

      “He has. And after Condit retires, Mathis might end up as your linemate. But my plan for this season was 1A and 1B lines, and for that, I need a healthy center.” She squeezed my shoulder, then let go. “So we’ll see you in that spot soon.”

      I smiled and gave her a sharp nod. “Very soon. Thank you, ma’am.”

      “And your timing is great,” she said. “The Orcas have been struggling a bit; having a powerhouse forward on their top line should get them out of their funk.”

      “Well. I guess we’ll see.”

      I didn’t go straight to the PHL. Coach had me practice full-contact with my teammates for a week, and then while they headed off on a road trip, I started my conditioning loan. After my last practice with the Rainiers, my afternoon was a blur of gathering my gear, packing a suitcase, and driving up to Everett. It was only about forty-five minutes north of Seattle (well, when traffic wasn’t bullshit, which it nearly always was), but I didn’t want to be commuting back and forth. The club had booked me a hotel room up the street from the rink where the Orcas practiced. Apparently I’d also be joining them for several road trip games, so I was packed and ready for that, too.

      The next morning, I was at the rink bright and early to meet with the coaches and equipment managers. That was straightforward enough, and before long, I was pulling on my gear.

      Then… out to the ice.

      Just as I had before my recent practices, I took some extra time to warm up. Most of my teammates weren’t even in the locker room yet when I headed out to the sheet to carefully stretch my legs.

      Alone on the ice, I skated a few slow, easy circles. The pain in my right knee was gone now, though there was sometimes a dull ache or some extra fatigue. The medical staff all agreed that would work out over time, though they warned me that if I reinjured it, the recovery could take longer this time. I supposed I knew that on some level, but I wished they hadn’t mentioned it. Now I was afraid to reinjure it, and that kind of fear could make a player lose a step. There were so many ways I could fuck up my knee, and even now, I caught myself turning and stopping more carefully.

      There was no time for “more carefully” during a game. I had to be able to play at full speed, or I was fucked.

      Ugh. This wasn’t my first injury as a hockey player. Not even my first as pro. It was the first to take me out of the lineup for so long, though. And the first to feel so… precarious. As if I might do something as simple as lose an edge and wind up back on injured reserve again.

      Damn. This season had started out so good, too. I’d gelled with Condit and Wilcox, as well as my second line wingers, and I’d adjusted quickly to Seattle’s systems. They weren’t that different from Vegas’s, so it had been an easy switch.

      And then, just eight games into the season, another player and I had collided at high speed just outside the crease. Somehow, I’d managed to avoid crashing into our goalie, Yanni, but I’d tangled myself up with the goalpost just right to sprain the shit out of my right knee. The doctors said I’d almost torn my ACL, but I’d gotten lucky and it was only a sprain. A bad one that had cost me a good chunk of the season, but a sprain.

      It was also a pain I wasn’t going to forget any time soon.

      “How long before I can skate without babying it or thinking about it?” I’d asked one of the trainers.

      Dave had shrugged. “That depends on you, Vas. I’ve seen some guys bounce back and start playing like they’ve never been hurt. Others spend a few months skating on eggshells.” He’d paused. “Skating on eggshells isn’t great for your game, but your knee will heal.”
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TERMINATION
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