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        “I don’t know how people can fake whole relationships. I can’t even fake a hello to somebody I don’t like.”
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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      The PWHL is the Professional Women’s Hockey League. It made changes in the summer of 2023 that have affected how much the women are paid (more!) and what their season will be (starting later and ending around the same time as the NHL) and one result has been season sellouts. Excellent!

      

      Unfortunately, not having the gift of prescience, this story was written using information about women’s professional hockey before these exciting changes. While things have improved, the sport still suffers in comparison with men’s professional hockey.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Not your fault

          

        

      

    

    
      Braydon

      

      Sweat trickled down my back, and my hands were shaking. I was close to hyperventilating as I sat in one of the goalie stalls, fully dressed for the upcoming game and nervous as hell. Around me was the pervasive smell of body odor, foot sweat, and stress, if that was really a smell. It seemed to be. I looked from the quiet players to the Toronto Blaze logo on the floor in front of me and hoped no one could hear how my heart was pounding. My right knee was bouncing and I fought to keep it still. If I was starting, I couldn’t let my nerves show to the rest of the team.

      “Not your fault, Royster.” Cooper, captain of the team, was standing not far from me, recognizable by the C on his jersey. There were some grunts of agreement, and then the room returned to tense silence.

      The Inferno, the Blaze’s farm team, were always noisy. I usually wore headphones to keep to my strict routine before games. Every piece of gear had to be put on in the proper order. Only blue sports drink. Eyes closed to get into the right headspace.

      And I needed that now. I’d been packing for the Inferno game in Belleville this afternoon when I’d got the call from the Blaze. Their backup goalie, De Vries, had been rushed to surgery, so they needed me. I wasn’t supposed to play, just be on the bench in case of emergency. Then in warm-ups, someone, probably Royster, had slid into starting goalie Petrov and he’d had a hard time getting back up. They’d taken him to the trainer’s room. This was the emergency no one expected.

      I took a long breath. Coach would tell us what was going on before the game that started in…ten minutes? But every minute that passed without Petrov returning upped my anxiety. Getting the call-up had been nerve-racking enough when I’d expected to warm the bench. I was never supposed to get this far. I hadn’t gone to expensive hockey camps or played in the NCAA or been on a junior team like most of these men around me. I hadn’t even been part of the draft. A little voice inside asked if I could really do this.

      Coach Osgood, a former player, now with a bit of a belly and receding hairline, pushed through the doorway in his rumpled suit and every head turned his way. He glanced around the room, players in gear either sitting or standing in front of their stalls. His gaze lingered on me, and I knew.

      “Petrov is out for tonight. Nothing serious, but they’ve got ice on his ankle. Mitchell, you’re starting.”

      This was it. I swallowed around a dry mouth. “Okay, Coach.”

      “What about a backup?” The voice came from the other end of the locker room. Sometimes players from other positions had to dress up as the emergency backup goalie.

      “You volunteering?” one of the forwards asked. Laughter broke up the tension.

      “Better than Ducky!”

      “Fuck off!”

      Coach held up a hand. “No worries. We found an EBUG.”

      “Poached the Zamboni driver? Do we have to get him some gear?”

      Coach shook his head. “Bonfire goalie will sit in as backup. She’s dressing now.”

      Dead quiet again. The Bonfire was the Toronto women’s team. They were bringing in one of the Bonfire? That was…that was unprecedented.

      “Devereaux?” Cooper asked. Coach nodded.

      Cooper grinned and some of the players cheered. The team knew this woman, Devereaux. And liked her. Nerves hit me again. The team was nice when I arrived. They’d said hello, glad I was there, and asked what I needed. But no one had been this happy to see me. Was this woman that good? Would they rather she started? I pulled in another long breath.

      “Okay, boys, let’s hit the ice. We’ve got a game to win.”

      The team headed out the door. Cooper stopped in front of me, tapped my pads with his stick. “Ready, Mitchell?”

      I jammed on my helmet and nodded. I had to be. I stood, took a step and stopped. Tapped the mat three times. My breath whooshed out. I’d almost forgotten.

      The next few minutes were a blur. We spilled out onto the ice, the arena dark and the spotlight on us. Devereaux, the Bonfire goalie, joined us, but I didn’t have time to do more than nod at her. I skated to the net, and ran my blocker up the side pole, along the crossbar, and down the other side. Then ran my stick across the goal line. “I need all the help you can give me,” I whispered.

      I turned around, everyone singing along with the O Canada soloist. Good, no one noticed me talking to my net. When the anthem was over, the singer carefully made her way off the ice. We were playing Edmonton, so we didn’t get the American anthem, and I missed it.

      Introductions, and polite applause when they mentioned me filling in. Next thing, the teams were lined up for the face-off. I shoved away the sounds of the crowd and the worries in my brain and focused on the puck. Tonight was my chance to prove I belonged.

      I needed a win.
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        * * *

      

      Jayna

      

      For a couple of minutes, after Petrov went down in warm-ups, the press box was totally silent. When he got up and made his way off the ice, we all clapped, but he didn’t put weight on his left foot. I updated the social media platforms I had open, and then looked for my notes on the guy they’d brought up from the Inferno to back up Petrov. He’d be starting now.

      The team would need someone to back up this guy, Braydon Mitchell. They couldn’t get anyone else from the Inferno—the team had left earlier this afternoon for a game in Belleville, a good two and a half hours away.

      What about… I tapped on my phone as I considered. We’d done a promo for my team, the Bonfire, today, since we were starting our playoffs soon. Our home arena was old and dark, so we’d brought a few of the players down to the Blaze arena to shoot photos. Dev had brought her goalie gear along, and the Bonfire didn’t play tonight so she wouldn’t have rushed off.

      The opportunity was too good. It was a bizarre chain of events that got us here and it wouldn’t happen again. I picked up my cane and stepped outside the box to call Kira, my boss, for the part of my job that dealt with Blaze publicity.

      As soon as she picked up I started, since time was short. “Faith Devereaux was here today for photos with all her goalie gear. Why not get the team to use her as the EBUG?”

      A moment of silence.

      “Imagine how we could promote this. The Bonfire playoffs start soon.” I hated that my knee injury meant I wouldn’t be on the ice for them, but I was still part of the team. The other part of my job was promoting the Bonfire.

      Kira worked for the Blaze though, so I leaned on that angle. “The Blaze will look good too. A woman dressing for a game, willing to push the boundaries for their sister team—and you know absolutely every news outlet, sports or not, would be all over this.”

      “Interesting idea. Let me check it out.” She hung up and I texted my teammate.

      Are you close by? I’m pushing to get you in as the EBUG.

      Faith would be better than calling in a Zamboni driver or putting one of the D-men in goalie pads if Mitchell was injured too. This could be such a big moment if the Blaze went for it. Please let this happen.

      We planned to stay for the game. Gear is in the car. Petrov’s out?

      Kira called before I could respond. “If she can be ready in fifteen minutes, she’s in.”

      “She’s here at the game, and her kit is in her car.”

      “Great, I’ll pass that on.”

      My hands shook as I responded to Faith.

      Get your ass in gear, EBUG!

      When I limped back into the box, press people around me were researching Mitchell, who was getting his first start. I’d done research on him earlier but now I had to line up posts for Faith coming in as backup. My laptop almost burned up as I scrambled to get things ready. It was a good thing my hands hadn’t been injured in the hit that took out my knee.

      The announcement came. Faith Devereaux, starting goalie for the Toronto Bonfire, would sub in as backup goalie for the Toronto Blaze, with Braydon Mitchell of the Hamilton Inferno starting in net.

      I shook out my hands, took a long breath, and then started to post the news on all the platforms the Blaze and Bonfire had an official presence on. But first, I shot a message to our team text.

      Dev is the Blaze EBUG!

      The arena buzzed as the news spread. Social media lit up. I stood for the anthem, but my mind was elsewhere, and I missed the opening face-off. Not that it mattered—the news was mostly about Faith, sitting on the bench. There was some talk about Mitchell as well: the Blaze were in the playoff hunt, and every point counted.

      I wasn’t sure the Blaze were getting points tonight though. Mitchell hadn’t let anything in yet, but he was shaky. A couple of clangs on the goalpost meant he was lucky to still have a shutout. Being thrown into this situation without warning would be difficult for anyone, but this was his job.

      And there it was. Goal scored on him in the first five minutes. Posts on social media were already suggesting Faith should be put in goal.

      Goalies were divisive to team fans. Some were loyal to a player even after their skills declined. Others gave up on a newbie before they had time to find their footing. Still, imagining what would happen if Mitchell was pulled…I almost got dizzy. A woman playing in a regular season game would be so groundbreaking you’d hear the cheering of female athletes around the world.

      Mitchell settled in. The Blaze scored two goals before the period ended, and he made some good saves. He grew more confident, came out of his crease. I suspected that was his more natural style of play.

      I was busy in the break. The backup goalie De Vries going out this morning got a lot of media play, but adding Petrov going down and a newbie starting in goal had everyone buzzing. Dev on the bench amped it up to insane levels.

      The second period was all about the Blaze. Two more goals, including an impressive backhander by Ducky with the assist from Cooper. Mitchell had found his groove and shut the door. He was new enough that Edmonton hadn’t seen tape on him yet, but he was doing good. No chance he’d be pulled for Faith.

      If Petrov had been playing, at this point they might have put his backup in for the third period to get some experience. After all, De Vries wasn’t coming back immediately, so they needed a second goalie.

      What if they did it anyway—put the backup in for the third? The game was well in hand, and…before I could second-guess myself, I texted Kira.

      If they let Faith play the third, media storm and all good for the Blaze.

      Nothing might come of it, but I’d tried. Tried to make history for my sport, women’s hockey. For all women’s sports.

      The second intermission was calm enough that I took a pee break, well needed by that point. Interest in the intermission show on the ice was limited so I stopped for a coffee as well. I wanted to be alert for the fallout from this game.

      Posts were racing in when I got back in front of my laptop. I checked to see how support for Faith was doing now that the teams were back out for the third period. And promptly choked on my drink.

      Faith skated out to the Blaze net, and I almost passed out from the thrill of it. One of ours was doing it, playing in an NHL game. I swore I heard the glass ceiling crack.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Of course he did

          

        

      

    

    
      Braydon

      

      Around me, the locker room buzzed with that winning vibe. I hunched over on my borrowed bench, staring at the logo on the locker room floor again. I’d just made my first start in goal for an NHL team, what I’d been dreaming of for twenty years. I’d played two periods, let in only one goal, and the win was mine in the record books. But I wasn’t talking and excited. I was more…deflated.

      I shoved my hands through my hair and drew in a long breath. Why didn’t I feel it? I let the air out of my lungs, slowly, and almost choked when a large hand slapped my shoulder.

      “Good game, Mitch!” Cooper grinned down at me, definitely feeling that winning buzz.

      I forced a smile in return. “Thanks.”

      “Your first W.”

      I nodded. Hopefully the first of many.

      He looked around, the space emptying out as players dressed to leave. I had already showered and was in my suit, which was nowhere near as tailored and expensive as the ones worn by the other permanent players here. Cooper’s? Fit like a dream, even with his hockey player body. My jacket was snug around my arms and the pants loose around the waist since I’d bought it off the rack. Alterations only went so far.

      “Normally we’d take you to the Top Shelf after your first start. But it’s a big thing for Dev too, and she has to get home so we’re moving the party to her and Hunt’s place. Give me your phone and I’ll send you the address.”

      He held out his hand, so I pulled out my phone and gave it to him. “Maybe I should just head back. I live out in Oakville, and we’ve got an early practice.”

      Cooper passed back the phone. “De Vries is going to be out for at least a week. You’ll be with us. Come for a few minutes anyway—some of the team will be there and you can meet them properly. And Faith—I don’t think you got to talk to her in all the rush.”

      She’d barely made it to the bench in time for the start of the game and I’d already been on the ice. She wasn’t in the locker room for intermission, and when she started the third period it was my turn to sit and watch the play. She set a record as the first female to play in a regular season NHL game. I’d heard her husband played for the Blaze before he retired, so the team was friends with her. I was just a random called up for one game. Maybe Cooper was wrong. Maybe they’d keep her to play with Petrov.

      Cooper passed me back my phone. “Sorry, did you have someone you were meeting up with? Your first game is a big thing.”

      I shook my head. My teammates were playing in Belleville tonight and wouldn’t be back for two or three hours. My parents lived in Montana and hadn’t been able to make it for the game. My circle of friends who weren’t connected to the Inferno? Didn’t exist.

      “Then come with us. Next game, we’ll go to the bar.”

      “I’ll think about it.” There’d be a next game, right? I’d been a little shaky at first, but I’d found my footing, only letting in one of twenty-one shots in the two periods I played. The coaches assured me I wasn’t pulled for the third period because I wasn’t doing well.

      Probably why this first NHL game of mine was so different than what I’d expected, and once I’d dealt with that I’d feel that winning buzz. Knowing I’d played a game, that I had a win, that there should be more games. Games where I’d feel like part of the team, part of the NHL, not some dummy holding a place for the real players. A little spark ignited inside.

      “Hey Coop!” One of the suits from management, someone I’d never met, called Cooper from the doorway. “Frank Devereaux just showed up. Can you handle him?”

      Cooper snorted. “Of course he did.” He turned back to me. “Faith’s dad. I need to deal with him. See you in a bit.”

      I kept the smile fixed to my face and watched him leave.

      There were hardly any people left in the locker room, so I pushed myself to my feet. I grabbed my wallet from the cubby, running my finger over the nameplate, De Vries. Someday that would be Mitchell. I just had to keep fighting, keep focused.

      I slipped out the door and made my way to the exit to the players’ parking lot, only taking one wrong turn. My ten-year-old pickup looked out of place among the new trucks and sports cars still there. I jogged over to my truck, the air still cold at the beginning of March. Hockey playoffs would start next month, and the weather would get warmer. Probably. This was Canada after all.

      I hit the fob to unlock the doors, and by habit opened the back for my gear. I didn’t have my bag though. At this level there were people paid to take care of it. I’d brought it with me, driving over last minute for the game, but the equipment guys had taken it after I changed. If I wasn’t staying with the Blaze, where would I find it?

      Shit. I didn’t have a pass to get back into the building. I hoped they were on top of it, because my backup equipment wasn’t in good shape.

      Shelving that problem for tomorrow, I climbed into my truck and started it up, blowing on my hands. The phone hooked up to the truck, and I hit the number for my parents. I had to call them after my first NHL start, and here in my truck with no one around I didn’t need to play it cool. They answered immediately, and suddenly the high I’d been missing was there.

      “Braydon! Congratulations! You did great.”

      This time my smile wasn’t forced, even if no one else could see it. “Thanks, Dad! It was great to get that win. Because it was fu-freaking terrifying when they dropped the puck the first time.”

      “Sweetie, I was so nervous. I knew you’d do great, but it’s so fast, and they’re all so big.”

      “I’m covered in pads, Mom. Nothing to worry about.”

      Petrov got hurt in warm-ups, but I didn’t mention that. She’d already looked up every video she could find of weird goalie injuries. Didn’t matter what I said, she was going to worry. It wasn’t her choice for me to be a hockey player.

      My parents watched every game they could if I was playing, so they’d had the TV on for this one. We went through the two periods I played in detail. They didn’t offer advice or criticism because they weren’t hockey fans. They watched just for me, and I loved them for it.

      After the two periods were rehashed, mostly them listening to me, Dad brought up the elephant in the room. “Did they tell you why you didn’t play in the third?”

      I leaned against the headrest. “They said I was doing good, but they wanted to give the other goalie some time to play. You know, set a record as the first woman.” That sounded resentful, and yeah, I maybe was a bit, but I needed to get over it. I understood why the team did it. That voice inside my head whispered that they didn’t think I was good enough and that was why they played her. Too many people had told me I wouldn’t make it, and it was hard to stop the voice even now.

      There was a silence on the other end. Did I sound like it upset me? I didn’t want that. My mood was just a little wonky.

      “Did you meet her, Faith Devereaux?” Mom asked.

      I shrugged, though they couldn’t see it. “Not really. She was a last-minute call-up, and one of us was on the bench when the other was on the ice. But I’ve been invited over to her place for a first game celebration.”

      “Will her parents be there?”

      Her voice…it sounded like when she used to ask how much new goalie pads would cost, before she started adding up how many extra shifts that would take. Did she think I was upset they couldn’t make it, and if Dev’s parents were there, they’d feel worse? There wasn’t enough time to drive to Billings to catch a flight to Toronto. They’d have taken a financial hit for that, like they had for all my hockey expenses. “I don’t know—I think someone said they weren’t at the game, so…” Then I remembered the message for Cooper. “Oh, her dad got here sometime⁠—”

      “Did he talk to you?” This time her voice was definitely weird.

      I frowned. What the… “Why would her dad want to talk to me?”

      The silence on the other end of the phone vibrated. There was something going on with my parents and the Devereaux family. What the hell? I’d never heard of Faith till the game.

      “Do you know them? Did they do something?” What could possibly connect Faith Devereaux and her family with mine? I’d been raised in a small town in Montana, and Faith was from Toronto, according to the game announcers. Until tonight, we’d never run across each other.

      I heard a faint murmur on the other end of the call. Like someone had put a hand over the receiver. Then, still muffled but distinguishable, “What if he’s there? You have to tell him.” My dad’s voice.

      “Braydon?” My mom sounded like she was about to cry.

      I gripped the steering wheel. Something bad was coming, something related to this family I’d never heard of before tonight.

      “I hoped I wouldn’t have to tell you, and I never wanted it to be this way.” She paused.

      “Mom?” I was twenty-four, but my voice wavered like a scared four-year-old. I cleared my throat. “What is it?” That sounded more adult.

      “Frank Devereaux…I knew him. I didn’t know he was married. I swear, I had no idea…”

      My whole body seized and I wanted to hang up. Throw the phone away. I saw what was coming, as if the words were written across my windshield.

      Mom’s voice sounded farther away as she continued. “I was young and naïve, and I thought I was in love with him.”

      No, no, no. I didn’t want to listen, but I couldn’t make my body move.

      “I got pregnant, he gave me money for an abortion, and I never heard from him again.”

      It was coming, a slap shot aimed right at my helmet, and I was too frozen to move and avoid the hit.

      “He’s your father. Frank Devereaux.”

      Slam.

      I dropped the phone, but it was hooked up to the truck’s Bluetooth system.

      “You should know in case there’s a situation where you might meet him.” That was Dad, anger threading his voice.

      “Does—” Again, I sounded like a kid. “Does he know who I am?”

      “No. I never talked to him after he sent me that money.”

      Thoughts scattered through my brain. I knew who my sperm donor was now. Why had Mom never told me? I had a sister—a half-sister. My biological father didn’t walk away because he couldn’t handle kids, but because he was an asshole. A married, cheating asshole.

      “Braydon?” My dad—my adoptive dad—was worried. Maybe he’d been talking while I zoned out.

      “Dad.” Could I still call him that? Idiot, of course I could.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Sure. I mean, I will be. I just have to process this a bit, you know?”

      “Sweetie—”

      I couldn’t do this anymore. I needed to talk to someone who wasn’t involved, work out what it meant. My teammates? Damn, they were probably sleeping on the bus to be ready for practice in the morning. Who else?

      “I gotta go, get back to my place. I’ll talk to you later.” I reached out to disconnect on the truck’s media screen. I heard my mom just before I lost connection, but I ignored it. She’d had twenty-five years to deal with this. I’d just found out.

      There were only a few vehicles left in the lot, and I should go, but first I picked up my phone and pulled up a browser. I needed to know about my—this man who’d gotten my mom pregnant.

      There were a lot of hits. Frank was a sports agent. He was probably in Minnesota to scout some clients when he met my mom, since that’s where I’d been born. There were a lot of hockey players from that state, and he represented some of them. He’d been married for years before I was conceived. So, definitely a cheater. Good to know.

      He was still working as an agent. And I wondered, if I’d been one of those good prospects, the ones who were scouted and drafted, if he might have reached out and asked to represent me. What a shitshow that would have been.

      There was a link to his daughter, so I clicked on that. Faith was three years older than me. I could see the resemblance. We both had blond hair. Blue eyes. She was five foot eleven. I had three inches on her. We played the same sport and position. Her chin and nose were different, so we didn’t look unmistakably like siblings, but when you knew, you could see it.

      She’d been born and raised in Toronto. Played on co-ed teams for years, competing against guys, and then was a star for the girls’ teams she played on. She’d gone to a top hockey school in Vermont, been drafted, and won an Olympic gold medal. She was married to Seb Hunter, the former Blaze defenseman, who now worked for the team. She had a daughter.

      Cooper mentioned some of this in the locker room, when I hadn’t known we had a connection. But still…it was seeing my life as it could have been. If the man who provided half my DNA had given a damn. No begging to play, my parents taking on extra jobs to pay for my goalie gear and any camps we could afford. Summers that I spent working on skills on my own, my half-sister had spent at elite hockey camps, learning from the best.

      I hadn’t been on the NHL draft radar. I was lucky to get a partial hockey scholarship for a North Dakota school where I’d juggled hockey and classes and a part-time job. The team hadn’t been great, but I’d managed to catch the eye of a scout at a tournament, and finally got a chance to try out for the Blaze organization. I was damned lucky to get signed with the farm team.

      Hockey was in my DNA, thanks to Frank, but I’d had to figure out everything for myself because he was a cheating piece of shit. If I’d had those opportunities, those doors opened like Faith had, would I now be playing in the NHL? Was I as good as I could get, or had I not had the training early enough that would have made me better?

      I was angry, holding on to a secret that might blow up the Devereaux’s happy home. No way was I joining a party at my sister’s house. How was I supposed to act? What if Frank was there? Maybe with his wife? Did I want to be polite to the man who could have changed my life if he’d only been a decent person?

      Fuck. Was I like him?

      I needed alcohol. Screw the careful rules I’d been following for the last ten years. I’d stop at any bar that looked good on my way home, and two beers were not going to be my limit tonight.

      What a fucking day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            I’m a hockey player, not a WAG

          

        

      

    

    
      Jayna

      

      What a great fucking day.

      I limped to the players’ entrance to meet Faith. Game days were always exhausting. I tried to be at the Bonfire practices, and since the women’s team had to have regular jobs to afford living in Toronto, those practices were early. Then rehab before starting my jobs for the Bonfire and Blaze.

      Most of the guys had gone, just the players who’d been tied up with the media still in the building. Cooper paused on his way out. “You had something to do with this, didn’t you?”

      I grinned, excitement pushing out the fatigue. “I knew Faith was here with her gear for a photo op. She was the obvious choice for EBUG.”

      “And the third period?”

      I shrugged. “I might have suggested it.”

      He shook his head. “I knew they wouldn’t have come up with that on their own. You joining us at Faith’s place?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it. I’m calling it part of my job so I can take some time off later in the week.”

      “Did you see Mitchell, the new guy? I told him to come as well.”

      “Great idea. I can get some shots of him and Faith together. He’ll be okay with that, won’t he? He’s not pissed that Faith got to start?”

      Cooper looked out over the parking lot. “I think he’ll be good. He didn’t say anything. Was just kind of quiet after the game.”

      Great. Just great. If his nose was out of joint because he’d had to share the spotlight with Faith, it was going to feed the trolls.

      Cooper opened the arena door to head out. “I’ll see you there.”

      “No puck bunnies tonight?”

      “I put them off for a bit.”

      I watched him walk to his…yeah, it was the Ferrari tonight. Must be nice to have that kind of money. Not that the guy wasn’t good, but Faith and I were also good and didn’t make a fraction of what he did.

      I heard footsteps behind me. Faith approached, face glowing. “Tell me, Jayna, how did you convince them to let me play tonight?”

      I laughed. “I just pointed out all the incredible publicity and goodwill they’d get.”

      She pulled me into a hug. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

      I hugged her back. She didn’t need to thank me. I was grateful my job had given me the opportunity to push one of my girls onto that ice tonight.

      We headed out to her car, me leaning on my cane. “Isn’t Hailey with you?” I’d seen her on the Jumbotron with Faith’s husband, Seb.

      “Seb took her back to the condo. It’s a late night for someone not yet two.”

      “But a big night. A momentous night. A fucking brilliant night.”

      “Thanks to you.” Faith unlocked the doors, and I slid into the car.

      “I’m not the one who shut out Edmonton for a period,” I reminded her as I did up my seat belt.

      “No, you just made sure I had that opportunity.”

      “Come on. We have a party waiting. I messaged the team, and they all want to celebrate.”

      “They’re going to be exhausted for practice.”

      I grinned at her. “Coach is coming too.”

      “You’re brilliant, Tempo.” I didn’t argue. I kind of was.

      I caught sight of an older pickup truck pulled off to the side as we headed out. There was an Inferno sticker on the window and the blond head looked familiar. Was that Mitchell? I’d looked up photos of him, but none of them were of the back of his head.

      He’d better show up at Faith’s. Getting photos of the two of them celebrating would make a good narrative.

      “We did it, Tempo. We fucking did it. No one can say women can’t play with men.”

      Faith might have been on the ice, but all of us had a part in this story. Years of women fighting to get their chance, and tonight we’d had a payoff.

      No place I’d rather be than celebrating with my teammates.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, I leaned against the wall at the back of Faith’s living room, resting my cane on my hip. Faith was across the crowded room, face lit up like Christmas, and my own smile hurt my cheeks. A huge day. A fantastic day.

      Megan, my roommate and teammate, jostled into me as she returned from the kitchen with a couple more beers. She misjudged her distance and spilled some from the bottle.

      “Sorry, Tempo!” She raised her voice to be heard over the noise of many people excited and talking. Not crazy loud. Presumably Hailey was trying to sleep down the hallway behind me, but every player on the Bonfire was here. Some of the Blaze players had shown up as well.

      “Don’t drink too much—Coach might have canceled practice, but I know you have clients pretty early.” Megan worked with Faith as a skating coach, and they were booked steadily.

      “What about you?”

      “I’m working.” I held up my phone and took another shot of Faith surrounded by Seb, Cooper and some of our teammates.

      There were no shots with Braydon Mitchell though. Cooper was wrong about the guy—he hadn’t bothered to show. Probably pissed that his debut was overshadowed by Faith. Hopefully I wouldn’t have to deal with him. How long would De Vries be out? While I’d been lucky to get the paid position working as social media manager for the Bonfire, a position earmarked for someone on the team, I was also filling in for the person doing the same for the Blaze while she was on maternity leave. While I couldn’t play on Injured Reserve—IR—after my knee was injured in a game, I had the time and could use the extra money.

      Speaking of…Penny, the woman I was temporarily replacing, bounced over our way. She was petite and easy to miss in the crowd.

      In spite of the dark circles under her eyes she was vibrating with excitement. “Jayna! This is so awesome!”

      I grinned back at her. “It is!”

      “Hey, Megan,” Penny greeted her. “Aren’t you thrilled!”

      “Absolutely! Any chance they’ll play her again?”

      Penny’s face fell. “I don’t think so. Taranis messaged me that they were keeping the Inferno guy up because De Vries is out for the rest of the season. He didn’t tell me why.”

      Penny’s eyes widened and Megan looked at my knee. Everyone knew I was out for the Bonfire playoffs. I braced myself. Not only was I in hockey-playing withdrawal, but I was also over and done with the pity.

      As the coach of the Inferno, Penny’s husband Taranis would know what they planned for Mitchell. If that guy was staying up, they wouldn’t have room for Faith.

      “But won’t they need Faith until Petrov is back?”

      “They said she’s too important to the Bonfire. Petey just had a sprain. He swears he’s good to play the next game.”

      Megan’s lip curled up and mine did the same. “At least we’ve got tonight.”

      Faith playing, even just one period, was a huge step. It would be a better, bigger step if they let Faith continue playing, but she’d shown she could do it, keep up with the top male players in the world. We’d get there. Probably not in my playing lifetime, but it was coming. Women would play in the NHL.

      “How’s the baby?” I asked Penny. Dwelling on the unfairness of the hockey establishment would bring down the mood of the evening, and we deserved to celebrate.

      “Oh, she’s great!” Penny had her phone full of photos of a little person with a surprising resemblance to Winston Churchill, but we said she was beautiful, and Penny glowed. She had to leave after that.

      Seb had his arm wrapped around Faith’s waist and a big smile on his face. He was proud, and in love. Megan followed my gaze.

      “Ever think you’d like what they have?”

      I turned to my roommate and saw a wistful expression on her face. “You want that?”

      “Who doesn’t?” she asked.

      “Not me. Not with a hockey player, and not while I’m playing.”

      Megan tilted her head. “Seb has always been supportive, even when he was playing with the Blaze. They’re not all assholes like your brother.”

      I shrugged. “The guys get all the attention, all the glory. When we’re with them, it’s like we disappear. I don’t want that. I’m a hockey player, not a WAG.”

      “And when you retire some day?” Megan asked.

      The buzz of conversation was still filling the condo. “Not a hockey player. I never want to be so-and-so’s girlfriend or wife. Jayna Templin, Olympic medalist, the best right winger in women’s hockey, with so-and-so. Not the other way around.”

      I’d grown up in the shadow of my brother. In my family, and in the conservative parts of my hometown, women and girls were supposed to be in the stands, not on the ice. I’d fought to become one of the best female hockey players, and I wasn’t ready to be the little woman.

      Megan huffed a breath. “I love to play, and our sport needs more of the spotlight, but as long as the guy was decent I’d be okay with dating a player.” I shot her a glance and she rolled her eyes. “A hockey player, not someone like Cooper.”

      Like we’d summoned him, I heard steps and turned to see Cooper coming up the hallway behind us. In his arms was an eighteen-month-old toddler, looking much too awake for almost midnight. The level of noise dropped as people noticed Hailey.

      “Look who I found.” Cooper grinned, Hailey pulling at his hair.

      “She’s supposed to be sleeping.” Seb crossed over to his friend and his daughter.

      “Kook!” the girl chanted. “Kook, Kook, Kook.”

      Seb ran a finger down Hailey’s cheek. “You’re never going to fall asleep now, are you?”

      Cooper dropped a kiss on her head. “This is a big night. She should remember the day her mother played in the NHL.”

      “She’s too young,” Seb protested.

      I stepped forward, phone camera ready. “Can I?” Cooper holding the little girl while she called him Kook was swoon-worthy, even if I wasn’t going to swoon over Cooper anytime soon.

      Seb frowned, looking between my phone and his daughter.

      “I won’t post it,” I promised. “I’ll send you a copy, and you can show her when she grows up. The night her mother made history.”

      Faith had reached us by then. “What are you doing still up, Hailey?”

      The toddler bit her lip. She pointed her finger at the man holding her. “Kook.” Then she reached her arms out to her mother. Faith took her daughter, who snuggled into her neck and put a thumb in her mouth.

      “Jayna was going to take a picture for us to show Hailey when she gets older. Not to post.”

      Faith’s smile almost split her face. “That would be great, Tempo. I’d love a photo, but I don’t want her picture out there, especially not after tonight.”

      Cooper frowned. “Why not tonight?”

      I stepped back, ready to frame a few shots. “There’s going to be a lot of haters out there, especially on socials. Upset that Faith not only played but played better than some of the men out there.”

      Faith nodded, and Cooper’s brow pulled lower. “Assholes.”

      Like one Braydon Mitchell. But no need to remind anyone. “Let’s forget them for now. We’re celebrating, and we want some pictures to show Hailey.”

      I took shots of Hailey and her parents, Hailey and her parents and her godfather Cooper, Hailey with some of the Bonfire players, until eventually everyone had their photo taken with the toddler. Megan posed again with her, but Hailey had reached her limit. She yelled no and started to cry.

      Seb took his daughter, hushing her gently as he rubbed her back. “I’ll put her down now.”

      Cooper passed a hand over the blonde hair of the little girl and it was like a silent whistle blew. People headed to the door. It had been a momentous night, but life continued tomorrow.

      I quickly checked the engagement on social media. Lots of positive support, along with the expected backlash. Most of that from either men who were threatened by women having athletic success, especially playing with men, or from women who felt sport was unfeminine.

      Some days my job was daunting. People were too comfortable being nasty behind the anonymity of the internet. Other days, it was almost unfair to take money for what I did.

      “The trolls out?” Faith asked.

      “Haters gotta hate, you know.”

      “They’re not going to stop us though.” Faith’s confidence came through in her voice and words. “You get your knee healthy and we’ll show the haters how good we can be.”

      I hugged Faith, her belief in what we could do just what I needed then. My knee wasn’t improving as quickly as I wanted, but I was impatient. I wanted to play.

      I congratulated her again and followed Megan out the door. A small step today, maybe, but it was a giant leap for women hockey players.

      Who knew what tomorrow might bring?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            A paddle named Braydon Mitchell

          

        

      

    

    
      Braydon

      

      A mariachi band started jackhammering in my head when my roommate/teammate yelled in my ear.

      “Shh.” I waved an arm at him, eyes firmly closed, hoping he’d lower his voice. Or even better, leave.

      Luke did lower his voice, but it still rang through my brain. “Mitch, you have to get up. The Blaze want you at their office ASAP.”

      I groaned and tried to bury myself in my pillow until the uncomfortable tightness of my jacket filtered into my brain. Shit. I’d gone to bed drunk and fully dressed. Why the hell had I done that? That wasn’t me. Two-beer limit, and I hadn’t broken it in years. The band pounded in my head and I swore, never again. Not drinking ever again.

      Luke was still there, shaking my shoulder. “Come on, Mitch. You gotta get up.”

      I moaned and rolled onto my side. Sunlight coming in the window made me rethink the idea of opening my eyes. Too late for my run, and how was I going to make practice today? But Luke said the Blaze. Everything came rushing back. Getting called up to play. Two periods, then Faith Devereaux in net. Big excitement. Calling my mother after the game.

      My stomach rolled at that and I launched myself out of the bed to lurch to the bathroom where I upchucked an appetizing mess of alcohol and bile. I knelt, panting over the toilet bowl. Luke brought me water and ibuprofen.

      “Thanks.” My voice was growly, my throat raw. I swallowed the pill and rinsed my mouth while I took stock of my body. The headache was still wrapped around my brain like a vise, but the painkillers would take care of that. My mouth tasted like I’d crawled through a sewer, but other than some sore muscles I was doing okay. Muscle ache was familiar after a game.

      My eyes flew open, and I stared up at Luke, still patiently waiting beside me. “I fucking won a game in the NHL!”

      Luke nodded, but he was holding back. Why? We’d joined the Inferno at the same time and roomed together the last two years. He shouldn’t be jealous—he’d get his chance. He was our best D-man right now.

      “Yeah, congrats. We caught the highlights after the game. That shot in the first, when it hit the post? That made me worry, but once the nerves left, you had it. The guys want to come over tonight to celebrate.”

      Of course they did. The team was a pretty good group, and they loved to party. I, however, would be sticking to nonalcoholic beverages. No drinking, no skipping practice. I had to get back to the plan. My dream was so close, I couldn’t do anything to risk it.

      The memory of my conversation with my parents intruded again. Learning about my sperm donor had been the reason I’d found a bar and overdone it. I had a vague recollection of tequila shots and fought back the nausea again.

      “What happened, dude? You never do this kind of shit.” He waved a hand at me still hugging the toilet. “What about the two-drink limit and working out before practice?”

      I groaned. “Long story. Fuck, I feel bad.”

      “There’s coffee on, and you should shower. You stink.”

      I pushed myself to my feet. “You’re the best. Thanks. Wait, what did you say before? The Blaze want to see me?”

      That was good news, right? Maybe they needed me for another game, and weren’t going with Faith? I pushed aside everything related to the Devereaux family and put my mind where it needed to be. Hockey was my first and only priority. If the NHL team who’d called me up to play last night needed to see me, I needed to get my hungover ass to their facility ASAP.

      “Yeah. They couldn’t get you on your phone, so they called Coach Jones and he called me.”

      Fuck. I felt through my pockets and found the phone, dead. “Shit.”

      Feeling a little more confident on my feet, I went back to the bedroom, nose wrinkling at the smell. Time to do laundry. I plugged the phone into the charger and the thing lit up like a Christmas tree.

      Well, I’d played my first ever NHL game last night. Despite the fact I’d been pulled before the third, people had noticed. I was tempted to look at whatever was on the phone. There were so many notifications.

      First things first. The team wanted to see me. If I could just make myself presentable and get to them before they started to question my work ethic, I could do this.

      “Shit, I gotta get to the Blaze arena. Could you drive me? Wait, you have practice.”

      I’d left my truck at whatever bar I’d been at and Ubered home. Where had I gone? I had to have paid, right? It would be on my credit card record. If I mainlined some coffee and got a ride now, hopefully I’d be ready to face whatever the Blaze wanted. Then I’d find my truck.

      “I told Coach I’d make sure you got there.” Luke paused. “But that video went viral.”

      Video? “The goal?” I’d only let in one.

      He grimaced. “Thought you might not know. No, later. In the bar. When you complained about Faith Devereaux.”

      My stomach clenched and I scrambled to make it back to the bathroom. While my guts returned any contents still remaining, tendrils of memory poked at my brain.

      I’d been pissed, because of Frank Devereaux. And because of him, Faith. I knew it was stupid and childish but resenting her wasn’t something I could talk myself out of. My mom had kept the secret for twenty-five years, and as far as I was concerned she could keep it for another twenty-five. But enough alcohol and I’d spilled something. What?

      I pulled myself upright and returned to the doorway of the bathroom. Luke was wearing a worried expression.

      “I’m gonna shower and try to clear my head. Then you can tell me how much I fucked up.”

      He nodded. “Sure. It was a lot.”
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        * * *

      

      Showered, dressed, and with coffee in front of me, I was finally ready to face whatever I’d done last night. My phone was charging in my room but Luke suggested I wait to read whatever was on it. Instead, he pulled up a video on his and passed it over.

      It was me, of course. Drunk. Stupid drunk. Slurring words, eyes unfocused, clothing rumpled and hair a mess. Just the image the Blaze wanted of one of their players. After years of never stepping out of line I’d blown everything I’d worked for in one night.

      “Shuuur. They jusht put her in, fer a shtunt, after I do all the work. How come shee gets everthin’ handed to her, while I have to work for it? It washt my night. You know? It’sh not fair. It’s never fair.”

      I was tense for an additional thirty seconds while past me whined, but then it ended. I didn’t tell the secret. That was the only upside. I did go viral, drunk off my face. Complaining about something my team did, and about a teammate. Saying it wasn’t fair, like I was a toddler and someone didn’t share a toy with me. Unprofessional, entitled, unaware of my surroundings. Fuck. I’d just sabotaged my career. My dream.

      If I played really well, kept rigidly to my routines like I had, I might still make it to the NHL. But not with the Blaze. It would take time to come back from what I’d done. Who would want me after this? Not the people I wanted to work with.

      Luke took his phone back and was kind enough not to replay it or tell me how viral it had gone. It didn’t really matter. It had gone far enough to bring the team in.

      I held my head in my hands. “I’m fucked.”

      Luke nodded. “But you played a good game. That has to count for something.”

      Not that much. The Blaze already had two goalies. Those guys would be back in net soon. With no game tonight, they had lots of time to find someone to fill in if they were out longer than a couple of days. Maybe they’d put Faith in. Not me. I’d just thrown away this opportunity to impress them. At least in a good way. The trade deadline had just passed for this season, but come summer they’d ship me off before I saw any more NHL time. I’d still play on the Inferno till then. Right?

      I rubbed my forehead. I’d rebound. I would. But damn it, how could the Devereaux family manage to screw with me like this?

      Luke passed me another cup of coffee. “People will forget. Eventually. Drink that up and I’ll get you downtown. But still, you might not want to look at anything on your phone.”

      I slumped in my seat. The Devereaux family might be the catalyst, but this was my mess. I’d done this to myself. Time to face the music.
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        * * *

      

      Jayna

      

      What an asshole.

      This was supposed to be a great morning, one of the best days of my temporary career. Boosting Faith’s start would be the most meaningful thing I’d ever done in this job. Ignore the trolls and milk this moment for the groundbreaking event that it was.

      But no, I couldn’t enjoy that. I limped into my office, tired from my late night, and sore and worried after my rehab session. My therapist had suggested additional sessions, but they weren’t covered by our medical plan, and they weren’t cheap. That, I could have shoved down to worry about later, to focus on what Faith had done last night. But no. Because Braydon fucking Mitchell had his nose out of joint that he’d lost all the attention on his first NHL start, and he’d been recorded, drunk, complaining about Faith. No wonder he hadn’t showed at the party.
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