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        Hello reader!

        While Off the Stick is a complete standalone novel, I do have a very special bonus prequel for you.

      

        

      
        Before you begin reading this ebook, you can download Halle and Dane’s initial meet-cute and steamy short holiday romance in Hockey Boy Holiday.
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      Ax

      “It’s an undeniable fact that women love hockey butts.”

      The entire locker room erupts in loads of uproarious laughter at the comment made by Cale Costa, our team’s captain. It’s in response to yet another ridiculous and off-the-wall question asked by Tanner Rossco, one of our Defense men. Rossy, as he’s nicknamed, is notorious for bringing up the oddest topics post-practice and -game, when we’re all sweaty and gross and in need of showers.

      Last week we had an assortment of oddities, including why do fish taste “fishy” and why are there funny terms for hockey hair and mustaches but not beards. He has a point—I’ve spent way too much time trying to think of another word for beard. Can’t do it.

      But tonight’s question to the boys is why women watch hockey, and that one’s resulted in a host of responses, including one from Wyatt Pedergast, who happens to be our only openly gay player on the team.

      He stands up from the bench, turns around, and twerks his towel-covered ass. “I’d also like to point out that some men appreciate ‘em too.”

      This produces a few more hoots from the guys as they chime in to indicate their agreement on the topic. Someone bellows, “It’s not as good as mine, Pedey!”

      Now, as a naked Duncan Brewer walks in from the showers with a towel draped over his shoulder, he shakes his head—and his dick—and offers up another response in this absurd conversation. “Nah, bruh. We all know why women love hockey players.” He stops smack dab in the middle of the room and cups his junk in his hand. “It’s obviously because of the way we handle our sticks.”

      A few dirty towels are thrown at Brewsky, and he ducks out of the way with a deep cackle of a laugh.

      I smirk at my fellow forward. “Can they even find yours?” He grabs at his crotch again with a grin and flips me off.

      “Guys…it’s not why they love players,” Rossy bellows in a frustrated tone. “It’s why they love watching hockey.”

      “Same difference,” our backup goalie, Deiter Volmer, offers. “They like to watch us.”

      Bending over to remove my shin guards, I toss them into a pile on the floor as I listen to the boys add more ideas to the mix. Each one increases Rossy’s frustration and gets him even more riled up than he was.

      I finally join in with my two cents, only because I like to push Rossy’s buttons and he’s always a good sport about it, dishing it back with his unique retorts and chirps. “Come on, eh? We all know the ladies come to see the fights and sick action on the ice that account for our sexy toothless smiles.”

      To prove my point, I lift my chin and demonstrate the power of this boyishly charming grin that has had more than a few women swooning. Raising my finger, I tap my front tooth—the fake one that replaced the cracked one. I got that injury when I took a puck to my mouth from an off the stick shot during playoffs last season. It’s the hazards of playing pro hockey. Thank God for health insurance and great dental plans.

      “No, no, no,” Rossy objects, wagging both hands like a ref to signal his disagreement. “I just read an article in Sports News Today that mentioned a survey where hockey was listed as the top sport women love to watch. It’s because of all the social media attention and this thing called BookTok or something.”

      He rolls back his shoulders, looking overly proud of himself for this next fact. “Sexy hockey romance books are all the rage and have caused an insurgence in female viewership.”

      Raising my eyebrows, I peer up from unlacing my skates and shake my head at his word choice error, then go back to my task.

      “Rossy, I’m never sure exactly what the fuck you’re talking about because you’re an idiot, but I’m fairly certain you mean resurgence, not insurgence,” quips our Harvard-graduated six-foot-fix center, Oli “Thorny” Thornquist, in that soft-spoken manner of his. “Two very different meanings.”

      The guys all light up in laughter—even though half of which probably didn’t even catch the error.

      But Rossy doesn’t seem to care that he was just called out in front of his team. He just shrugs it off and gives the double bird to Thorny. “Whatever, bruh. You know what I meant.”

      The locker room fills with not really, dude, not a clue, and you’re an idiot, bruh.

      Being one of our D-men, Rossy has moved up the rank and assumed the line position Ballas Keeney vacated when he recently moved into the role of team GM. There is no denying that Rossy is a fucking great player, but no one has ever accused him of being the brightest bulb in the box.

      “The bigger and more pressing question here,” Costa adds as he slathers on some aftershave, “is, who knew you could even read, Rossy? That is news.”

      Rossy scoffs and throws a towel at Costa’s head but misses, the material falling on the ground in front of Cale’s skates. Nils Lungren walks by, carrying his freshly sharpened skates, and bends over to pick it up, throwing it back to Rossy, who snatches it in his hand.

      “Dude, I’m not as dumb as I look.” The statement hangs in the air for a second and then the entire locker room explodes in more laughter. “Wait…wait. I meant you. I’m not as dumb as YOU look.”

      But the damage was already done, and there’s no coming back from that one. Rossy can be relied on for two things on the team: one, he’s one of the best shot blockers and brings a physicality that’s unmatched in the league. Second, he’s the team’s goofball and funny man—a natural class clown borne out of his wacky comments.

      Case in point: today’s conversation.

      All in all, this group of guys, including Rossy and our rookies, have meshed together well throughout pre-season workouts and practices. We have a talented line-up with a great mixture of new and old guards. I’m probably considered one of the old now that I’ve played in the NHL for nearly five years, two of them as the Vikings’ staring right winger.

      This sport and career is about learning to trust and depend on your team. That bond starts in the locker rooms before we even hit the ice.

      I slip off my practice jersey and throw it in the laundry basket so our equipment manager can grab it later and get it cleaned. My game day jersey is already hanging up in preparation for the pre-season game tonight against L.A.

      It’s the beginning of the new season and we’re coming back from our summer vacations refreshed and ready to kick ass and work our way back to the playoffs. Last year was hard fought but we just couldn’t make it happen in the end.

      That’s life when you’re playing in the big leagues. You need the magic and team dynamic to win. It also requires elite players who forge a relationship on and off the ice and a bit of hockey gods’ favor to achieve team success.

      “Sure, bruh,” I chuckle, slipping my pads over my shoulders to hang them up. “Whatever you say. You don’t have to try to convince us of anything.”

      The chirps, jabs and banter continue for a while longer as the team continues our post-practice hygiene rituals before we head out for personal time before the game.

      Since I felt a crimp develop in my left shoulder blade today, I head to where our massage therapist Kip is working on the guys. I’m hoping some soft tissue work will loosen things up before tonight. I got hit hard into the boards during our last game and it’s been giving me hell ever since.

      I suppose I’ve been luckier than most when it comes to injuries. Aside from a few minor sprains and bruises here and there—and the broken front tooth last season—I’ve not suffered the same consequences that my teammates have endured from playing this sport. It can really beat a guy up.

      Taking survey of the room while I wait for Kip to finish with Brett Cannfield, another Vikings D-man, I note the number of guys who have had surgeries and been out for weeks or sometimes months as they recover.

      Soren “Wolf” Wolfenspiel, our goalie, was laid up with a major groin injury. That one sucked because although Volmer isn’t as lithe as Soren. That man pounces on a puck like a wolf on its prey. But damn, groin injuries are no joke. A guy can’t even have sex for at least six weeks during the recovery period.

      Jesus, how would I ever survive that? Hopefully I’ll never have to find out.

      Then there’s Costa, who’s probably my best friend on the team and my partner-in-crime forward and 2-way winger, who had knee surgery two years ago and is just getting back to where he left off. I teased that he Costa’d us a lot of games during his recovery period. He didn’t think it was so funny.

      And Cannfield, or Canners as we call him, had a concussion that kept him out of multiple games last season.

      I take a seat to wait, feeling lucky about my non-specific injuries. Knock wood.

      Outside of the injuries that set us back a little in the standings, I couldn’t be happier with the great team of guys I’m playing with right now. We’ve all gelled and work well together out on the ice. And we all get along off the ice, too.  With Ballas at the helm as our GM, and with Coach Thomas and his strong coaching staff, I honestly believe we have a shot at the championship this year.

      Wouldn’t that be fucking nice? After being on the Chicago team, where we were the worst in the league, I helped get the Vikings into the playoffs my first season here.

      I’m surfing my phone, still waiting for a massage and thinking about last season, when Grant Theroux, our assistant coach, walks into the center of the room, completely in team gear. He looks like a walking billboard for Vikings-style men’s fashion.

      “Alright boys, listen up. Coach T has called a team meeting. You’ve got five minutes to finish up and get your asses in chairs.”

      Groans and curses can be heard around the locker room as Coach Theroux leaves, the door banging behind him.

      “Fuck, man. There go my plans,” laments Canners, who hastily jumps off the table and reaches for his shorts, pulling his phone out from his pocket. “I still need to pick out a gift for Jeanette before I get home. It’s our ten-year anniversary and we’re going out after the game to celebrate.”

      “Someone’s not gonna get laid tonight,” Volmer chirps as he walks by.

      I stride by and thump his back with my palm. “Sucks to be you, bro. That’s why I don’t have a wife or a girlfriend. I don’t need anyone being mad at me for putting hockey first.”

      Canners scowls. “Someday, Ax, you’ll want just that. Your priorities will change when the right woman comes along.”

      “Whatever you say, Canners. But don’t hold your breath.”
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      Halle

      “Welcome to the Vancouver Vikings organization, Halle.”

      My new boss, Trevor Wilkes, greets me warmly with a bright smile affixed to his mustached face as he shakes my hand. I exhale the breath I’d been holding since walking into the building this morning and return his smile.

      “How was the move? Did you get settled in okay?”

      I nod, absently rubbing my lower back. Somehow, even after my two younger brothers did most of the heavy lifting, I managed to tweak it while moving furniture into my new place this past weekend. And that was the easy part.

      The tough part was the over-ten-hour drive between Calgary and Vancouver while trying to keep my ever rambunctious and physically active daughter Lennon entertained, fed, and focused on anything other than the words, are we there yet? It’s been ages. My daughter seems to think anything that takes longer than five minutes is ages.

      “Thank you, Trevor. The move was not without its complications, but I’m so excited to finally be here. It’s seriously a dream come true.”

      And that is not an understatement. Getting a job with the Vikings organization is something I still can’t believe happened.

      With a sweep of his arm, Trevor gestures for me to come inside and take a seat in his office. I step inside and take a seat across from him at a small conference table. “Let’s get all the paperwork out of the way so we can do a tour of the admin offices, introduce you to everyone, and show you the team facility. Then I get to put you to work.”

      Inhaling deeply, I exhale the anxiety that’s been building since I accepted the offer with the Vikings last month. As Trevor fiddles with some paperwork, I take in his office decor. It’s exactly like I expected it to be—decorated with pennants, photos, encased jerseys and various other hockey memorabilia from both his stint as a pro hockey player and his current position as part of Vikings management.

      Trevor Wilkes was a known entity to me long before I first interviewed with him. In fact, one of my brothers—I think it was Zack—had Trevor’s poster, the one from his Toronto-playing era, tacked up to his wall for years.

      But never in a million years would I have ever expected I would someday be working for him.

      I keep wanting to pinch myself in case it’s all a dream. It all happened in such a rush; I barely had time to consider the end game. Or the potential drawbacks of accepting this position with the Vikings and moving to Vancouver.

      This is my first real job using my college major as a junior analyst. It’s also the first time I’ve lived away from my family and my childhood home, not including my short stint in a college dorm in Montana five years go. This whole situation has me adulting so hard it makes me want to vomit.

      But I put those worries aside and focus on the reality of what this will mean for my career. When I finished my degree in sports analytics and management, my goal was to someday be in Trevor’s position. I’ve been around sports all my life. My dad and younger brothers played hockey, and I originally went to university on a volleyball scholarship and sports is the only thing I’ve ever wanted to be in.

      And someday, I’m going to work my way to the top of this organization.

      But first things first. Which right now means onboarding and completing my new employee paperwork.

      Trevor pulls out some paperwork, and the movement bumps the pen next to him, sending it rolling off the table.

      “I’ll get it,” I say, leaning down to pick up the pen and then wince when I see the shoes I wore today. I wanted to look professional and make a good first impression. So instead of comfortable flats or sneakers, I chose heels that matched my pencil skirt and blazer.

      Now I feel slightly ridiculous. This is a sports organization, after all; employees are dressed informally everywhere I look. Even Trevor is in track pants and a long-sleeved pullover that sports a Viking emblem.

      Trevor sets the manilla envelope labeled Halle A. MacAlister aside and places a stack of papers and other objects on the table between us. I place the Vikings logo pen in front of me, expecting I’ll be putting it to use in a moment.

      “You’ll find all the standard new employee documents to get you set up with payroll and our security and IT systems. I have you scheduled to meet with a member of the Benefits team this afternoon after lunch, and you’ll get a picture taken for your permanent badge. But for now, you’ll have an access card to get you inside the building and all the facilities.”

      On top of the paperwork is a cream-colored fob the size of a credit card, a lanyard with the Vikings team logo attached to it. My stomach shimmies with excitement, like a Bollywood dancer in the movies I’ve watched. I’ve officially become an employee of the Vancouver Vikings.

      A professional hockey team.

      The very same team Dane Axelrod plays on.

      It’s the only drawback of my otherwise perfect dream job.

      I swallow down the lump that’s suddenly formed in my throat and remind myself that the likelihood of running into him is slim. So. Very. Slim.

      In fact, he’ll likely never know I even work here. The reports I run will be funneled through the coaching staff, the only identifiers being my first initial and last name.

      In my new role, I’m a junior analyst and data engineer for the hockey operations department, which will keep me buried in the databases, pulling and crunching numbers and analyzing player stats. I’ll most likely be confined to a cubicle in the team offices—far, far away from the ice rink where the players practice or locker room activities.

      Trevor explained to me during my second interview that I would rarely, if ever, be asked to attend a game in a formal function. That’s left to our video guy, Sanjay. He explained that I would be cross-trained to assist if the need ever arose, but otherwise, my butt is planted at a desk, hidden away from comings and goings of the players and coaches.

      The likelihood of me coming face-to-face with my daughter’s biological father in my new job with the team is statistically improbable.

      Or close to it, anyhow.

      “Why don’t you get started on these,” Trevor says, tapping the paperclipped folder, just as his desk phone rings and his mobile chirps with an incoming text notification. He glances down at his cell and then pushes up from his chair, leaning across the desk to grab the ringing phone, his index finger up in the air. “Sorry for the interruption. Hold on for just a second.”

      While I wait, I slip the lanyard over my head and flip it around to lay flat against my chest, marveling at how professional it makes me feel. My first-day nerves have settled a little bit now that I’ve spoken with Trevor, who has put me at ease in a way I hadn’t expected. He’s such a kind man. If I had to guess, knowing he played hockey more than twenty years ago, I’d put him around the age of my dad.

      “Wilkes, here,” he says in a pleasant tone. I try to busy myself and remain occupied with something other than eavesdropping in on his conversation.

      I glance around the office, getting a sense for who Trevor is based on the collection of photos and plaques on the walls. One of them is from last season and includes the entire team, coaching staff, and back-office support personnel. My gaze immediately zooms in on the brilliant smile of #25.

      He’s hard to miss. Several inches over six-feet tall. Light sandy-blond hair cut a bit shorter around the ears and longer on the top, the front neatly flopping over to one side his boyishly adorable grin and the dimple in the cleft of his chin.

      My heart flips inside my chest and I mentally chastise myself for being so easily distracted by those handsome features.

      Trevor’s voice goes quiet for a moment, so I turn back and see him plop into his desk chair. “Mm-hmm … okay … got it. Last year’s SAT report. You bet. We’ll be right down.”

      I watch with increasing interest as Trevor hurriedly types on his keyboard, after which the printer next to his desk comes to life with a few beeps and hisses and several pages spit out into a tray.

      He stands up and reaches for the printouts, shuffling through each with a perfunctory glance before peering up at me.

      “Okay, MacAlister. Change of plans. You’re coming with me,” he states matter-of-factly, using the papers his hand to gesture for me to stand up. “We’re heading down to drop these off with Coach Thomas for his team meeting.”

      Another thrill of excitement whooshes through me as the reality of all this truly hits. I’m about to meet Head Coach Conner Thomas in the flesh. I’m sure my brothers will pester me for all the details and pepper me with questions when I talk to them tonight. To say that we are a hockey family is like calling the Trudeau’s Canadien political royalty.

      My brothers Zack and Drew eat, sleep, and breathe hockey. There hasn’t been a moment in their lives when they weren’t immersed in the sport. My dad had been passionate about the game since childhood, played in high school and college, and got both boys into playing as soon as they could. I gave it a try as a kid but never enjoyed the ice, so I stuck to other sports.

      Although I stopped playing it, I still loved to watch hockey and root my brothers on.

      I was sixteen when my mom succumbed to a short battle with cancer, and the rest of my high school career was spent chauffeuring the boys, just like my mom had once done, around my own extra-curricular activities. Hockey was the glue that held us all together after my mom died.

      If the boys weren’t playing the sport, they were watching it, obsessing over every aspect they could—which is why I’m so knowledgeable on the players and stats of each team. It was the way I connected with my brothers and my dad. It also helps that I’m a stats nerd and loved talking numbers.

      It was what lead me to sports analytics and the reason I chose a career in this field. The only applications I sent in were for open positions with hockey teams.

      And when, after three rounds of intensive interviews, I accepted this position, the encouragement my dad and brothers gave me was amazing. It lessened the fear I felt from leaving everything behind in Calgary and starting a new career and life as working single-mom in Vancouver.

      And assuaged the guilt I felt for taking my daughter Lennon away from the family she’d ever known.

      I ignore the stabbing sensation in my heart and push to my feet to follow Trevor out the door. He easily navigates us through the maze of desks, cubicles and then down a long corridor while I follow behind like a lost puppy. When he pushes the elevator button for Up, I realize we’re not going to Coach Thomas’s office.

      From the final in-person interview I had, when he briefly showed me around the office, I know the coaching staff and leadership team offices are all on this floor, just further down the hallway and in a more privately secure area.

      I remain quiet as we wait for the lift to arrive and stare at each of the framed promo posters that line the walls on both sides of us. There’s one of the Vikings’ captain, Cale Costa, d-man Tanner Rossco, forward Nils Lundren, and our starting goalie, Soren “The Wolf” Wolfenspiel.

      The elevator doors open on a whoosh and glance down at my feet before stepping in to make sure I don’t get my heel stuck in the crevasse. When I look back up, I come face-to-face with the blast from my past.

      Or at least, the framed image of number twenty-five, Dane “Ax” Axelrod. Larger than life, as is the divot in the middle of his chin.

      The same one Lenni has on her cherub face.

      I practically stumble onto the lift, and Trevor catches me by my arm to steady me. “Whoa there, MacAlister. Watch your step.” He lets go but looks to be at the ready in the event I keel over, nodding his chin down to my feet with a smile. “Maybe tomorrow leave the heels at home. No need for them here.”

      I gather my balance and chuckle. “Yeah, I’m much better in my running shoes. Heels are a killer.”

      He nods in understanding, and the doors close in front of us.

      “My wife, Lizzie, would agree with you. But my nineteen-year-old daughter lives for those ankle-breakers,” he adds with a laugh. Then his voice turns from humor to compassionate. “Which reminds me, did you get your daughter enrolled in the onsite daycare program?”

      My head snaps up to my new boss, who looks down upon me with such a tender expression that I could easily burst out in tears of emotion.

      Had it not been for Trevor, who let me know in my second interview about the generous benefit offered to Vikings employees, players, and staff, I wouldn’t have even considered accepting this job. In fact, I was going to decline any further interviews for fear I was in way over my head and wouldn’t have any options for Lenni.

      But the Little Vikings onsite daycare program meant that Lenni would be right here in the facility with me during work hours, and it was affordable. That one benefit alone is a career-making opportunity, offering me the incentive I needed to spread my wings and leave the nest, so to speak. I no longer had to put any more burden on my dad to help care for my daughter.

      Being a working single mom is tough enough, but it’s nearly impossible without family nearby or the child’s father to help. One last look behind me at the picture of Dane has my heart squeezing inside my chest as I think about all the single moms who break their backs daily to raise their kids alone.

      I nod appreciatively at Trevor. “Yes. Thank you so much. Lennon is so excited to start at Little Vikings on Monday. Until then, my dad is here to help us get settled.”

      “That’s great, I’m so happy to hear that.” He smiles congenially. “But you don’t have to thank me. It was Karis Spurlock, the team owner, who came up with that benefit program and worked out the budget to prioritize it for staff and team alike. In fact, you’ll get to meet Karis after this meeting.”

      Suddenly, the idea of meeting not only Coach Thomas but also Karis Spurlock in the flesh has my heart racing faster than a flying puck toward the plexiglass. Sweat beads under my armpits and seeps through my brand-new blouse.

      I’ve gone down more than one internet rabbit hole about the Viking’s owner, Karis Spurlock. I’ve read—and empathized with her from afar—about the death of her uncle, the family tragedy that led her to taking on the ownership of the team. I’ve heard about the adversity and severe misogyny she encountered at the male-dominated leadership tables within the league—and how she single-handedly made swift and sweeping changes within her own organization to drive out the sexism and chauvinistic behavior that existed.

      In a nutshell, she is one badass boss lady and my idol.

      Trying not to shake with excitement too much, I follow closely behind as Trevor winds around a corner and stops in front of a set of double doors. He places a hand on the door handle, rolls his shoulders back, and gives me a look.

      “You ready, MacAlister?” he asks, using an abbreviation of my last name that I’ve been hearing all my life. Then he smiles and winks before opening the door. “Nothing like jumping right into the deep end your first day on the job.”

      I’m not exactly sure what to expect until he swings open the door, waving me in before him and I step inside. I nod my thanks and walk on through and find myself in the front of a large auditorium filled with Vikings hockey players. Who seem to all stop talking at once and stare back at me.

      I freeze like I’m caught in a tractor beam.

      Holy shit. The entire Vikings team is looking at me like I’m a newborn elephant at the local zoo.

      Trevor quickly adjusts and agile sidesteps me, giving me a surreptitious supportive grin over his shoulder. He heads toward a front table where all the coaches are seated. Finally snapping out of my daze, I move in, trying to covertly hide myself and then stumble into his back. Because, gah. The high heels! Trevor pivots, his hands clutching my shoulders to stabilize me before turning back around, and I’m left to feel like a complete idiot.

      My eyes dart around for the nearest trash can. I wonder if I can make it to a bathroom to vomit or just heave right now, in front of a room full of eyes staring down at me. I imagine this is why possums play dead when frightened. I want to curl up in a ball and hide from embarrassment. My hands tremble as I lift my gaze and dare another glance out at the sea of faces.

      And I blanch.

      If someone asked me how I expected my first day to go, I would’ve said it’d probably be boring as hell, with all my time devoted to filling out paperwork and reading a new-hire training manual.

      It would not have included standing in front of some of the best and most celebrated players in the league and making a complete ass of myself.

      Okay, maybe I’m being slightly overdramatic. If I had a highlight reel to look back on the events of today, I’m sure I’ll realize it wasn’t that big of deal and have a good laugh at myself. In fact, as I scan the room, most of the audience has lost interest and are quietly talking amongst themselves, looking at their phones, or centering their attention at the coach and Trevor. They aren’t concerned about little ol’ me in the slightest.

      Except maybe for one pair of eyes that is laser-focused on me.

      The ones I last saw five years ago.

      Dane Axelrod.

      Dane’s dark, steel-gray gaze is locked squarely on mine, filled with confusion. Does he recognize me? Or maybe he’s wondering to himself why I look familiar? That phenomenon when you see someone out of context and can’t quite place them.

      Or it could be something else entirely. Maybe it’s a look of displeasure and he’s not happy to see me at all.

      Whatever the reason for his strange expression, it’s disconcerting that he won’t quit staring at me. His eyebrows furrow and he tilts his head side to side.

      What is he thinking about? If he does remember me, I’m sure he’s recalling the last time we spoke. The night I called things off between us. I mean, our break-up was amicable—we agreed to go our separate ways, no harm, no foul. I even reached out via text to send my heartfelt congratulations the day he got drafted: You did it, Ax. I’m so happy for you.

      If either one of us has just cause to be angry, it’s me. He never texted so much as a thank-you back. Honestly, though, it’s not like I expected to hear from him again.

      Dane was busy being celebrated as the newest sensation in the show, touted as one of the next best rookies in the league, and I was just the girl he had a short fling with six months earlier.

      I’m sure I’m the last person on earth he ever thought he’d see walking into a Vikings team meeting. After all, I definitely didn’t think I’d be in the middle of this auditorium on my first day.

      That one sure wasn’t on my new-hire bingo card.
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      Ax

      Holy shit.

      The last thing I expected at a post-practice meeting was to see Halle MacAlister.

      The girl—um, and now very hot businesswoman—who gave up on us—on me—five years ago. The one I never quite got over.

      A grueling practice had already taken the wind out of me, but her unexpected appearance knocks me on my fucking ass. If I weren’t already in chair, I might collapse at seeing her in the flesh. Surprise, confusion and longing hit me hard when I realize it’s her.

      What in the fuck is my ex doing in Vancouver?

      Cherry.

      The last time we spoke was six months before I was drafted. We’d spent the better part of that December and January together. It was our last night together, and we were sitting in my car, trying to keep warm in the frigid Calgary winter.

      “Dane…I think we need to say goodbye…It just won’t work with us being so far away…let’s just part friends.”

      Even at eighteen, I knew she was making sense, that this was the best thing for us to do. We were going in different directions—she was leaving for college in the States, and I was going into the draft that June. Our romance had been intense and short-lived, but the relationship was over before it even began.

      But knowing that still didn’t stop my heart from breaking when she left me that night and I never heard from her again. Since then, I’ve chosen not to get close to another woman. I don’t want to stick my heart out on my sleeve only for it to be iced. I decided to live free and easy, enjoying the company of women without the hassles of getting involved. Some might call me a player off the ice but honestly, it’s out of self-preservation.

      If I couldn’t be with Halle, I didn’t want to be with anyone.

      “I wish we had more time, Cherry,” I murmur, my lips finding the soft warm skin of her neck. “I wish…”

      “Just promise me you won’t forget me, Dane.”

      And to this day, I never have. She left a hole in my empty heart that I’ve never tried to fill again. I suppose you could say I went off the rails in terms of the number of women I’ve been with. I only want to have a good time and not get hooked.

      From his seat next to me, Thorny elbows me in the ribs, bringing me back to the present. Rubbing the spot, I swing my head toward him and grumble, “What the fuck, bruh?”

      His look telegraphs What’s wrong with you, bro, and he gestures with the universal signal to shut up.  “Pipe down, bruh. You just said the cherry super loud.”

      I blink, realizing that a few of the guys have all turned around and are staring at me like I’ve totally lost my mind. Jesus, maybe I have? I’ve barely heard anything Coach has said in the past five minutes. My ears ring like I just got body-checked into the boards and thrown down on the ice.

      When I look back to the front of the room, I intentionally lock my eyes on Karis, our team owner, and tell myself to focus, goddammit. She’s talking about some changes on the leadership staff and upcoming community events that need team representation from some of us players.

      Karis begins rattling off event names, dates, and the players assigned to each one. I cringe and my head lolls forward when she reads off my name for some interview podcast. Thorny makes a noise at the back of his throat and I throw him a glare.

      “Seems like I skated past that one,” he snickers in my ear. “She obviously wants only the camera-ready smiles and those who don’t whistle when they speak. And we all know that ain’t me.”

      I flip him off, but Thorny smiles maniacally, exposing the gap in his front tooth he’s missing.

      “You got that right,” I murmur, and feel him laughing silently next to me.

      Thorny, Rossy and Wolf have been the guys I’ve hung out with quite a bit in the past year. Since there are only a handful of single guys on the team, they make for good wingmen out at the bars when we go out. Well, except for Wolf. He’s as grumpy as they come and he never says much unless it’s a curse or he speaks in his native language which we can never understand.

      Thorny and I also played a lot of golf together last summer, along with Ballas Keeney, who would join us when he could get away from the day job. Rossy wisely stayed off the course because he sucked at golf and Wolf would disappear for the majority of the summer and go back to his homeland of Austria to visit his family.

      Karis ends her speech and leaves the stage to a round of applause, waving at us as she heads off, and Coach returns to the podium. He discusses strategies and line assignments for tonight’s game, then briefly turns to chat with Trevor Wilkes.

      “Team, I want to introduce you to our newest staff member, Halle MacAlister.” He gestures with an outstretched arm to Halle, who looks more than a little shell-shocked from her place behind Trevor. “Halle will be responsible for collecting and analyzing all the team’s available data. Welcome aboard our Vikings ship, Halle.”

      Applause and the team’s Skol chant erupt through the room. I see a red blush spread over Halle’s neck and face.

      He gives a low whistle and leans close to my ear. “Damn, who knew data nerds were so damn hot?” My hand darts out instinctively and I punch his chest. He rubs a palm over the spot. “Fuuuck, bro…that hurt.”

      An instinctive and possessive growl erupts from my chest. “Not cool, Thorn. Show some respect.”

      He sniffs and lets out a low grumble. “Whatevs, dude. Like you weren’t thinking the same thing.”

      My gaze remains laser-focused on Cherry. I’ve never seen her in looking so professional and put together before. When we dated, she was always in hoodies and jeans. Or naked with me.

      I shake the mental image free from my head to avoid sporting a stiffy and this is not the setting for that.

      Okay, so maybe I was thinking the same thing Thorny was because she is breathtaking in her tailored power suit. But I can go down that path because Halle and I have history together. I know things about her that no one else knows.

      I was Halle’s first. We shared something together that no one else can ever repeat.

      My thoughts jump from the past to the present, and a mess of confusion and questions jumble in my head.

      What is Halle doing here? I don’t understand.

      I never expected to see Cherry again, and definitely not under these circumstances. Here. In Vancouver. Working for the same team.

      Did fate just give me second pass with the one girl I let get away?
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