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AUTHOR’S NOTE



Some details of the professional hockey world have been adjusted for your reading enjoyment.

For content warnings, go to stephaniearcherauthor.com/content-warnings/
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CHAPTER 1
JORDAN



It’s a quiet afternoon in the Filthy Flamingo.

My bar doesn’t usually get busy until the evenings, and tonight is game night, so the Vancouver Storm hockey team will fill the place with their boisterous, friendly energy. For now, it’s just me and the cook, but he’s hiding in the small kitchen, prepping for tonight.

The twinkle lights strung across the ceiling give the dim, windowless bar a warm glow. As I move behind the counter, the old wood flooring creaks. I have the music cranked—seventies rock, my late mom’s favorite.

I’m at peace; being alone like this in my safe space. Behind the bar, where I belong. My gaze strays to the wall of Polaroids tacked up behind the bar, images of the players and their partners, smiling, laughing, enjoying themselves at the bar they’ve made their usual hangout after games. My heart gives a weird tug, but before I can dwell on it, the front door opens.

The head coach of the Vancouver Storm walks in, and my good mood pops like a balloon.

“Good afternoon, Jordan.”

He takes a seat at the bar stool right in front of me and I keep my best disinterested bartender stare firmly in place.

Tate Ward—one of the greatest hockey players of all time, forced to retire when a knee injury ended his career over a decade ago. Beloved head coach of the Vancouver Storm. My best friend, Georgia, says he has a nine-year-old daughter, but he keeps her out of the media, and obviously she’s never been in my bar.

Today, he’s wearing a light blue button-down oxford shirt tucked into slim-fitting jeans that emphasize his narrow hips, and my eyes linger on the shape of his muscles. The fabric pulling across his broad shoulders.

Fuckable Dad style, Georgia would call this outfit.

“Wow,” I drawl, holding his eyes despite the nervous flutter in my stomach. “The great Tate Ward, come to pay me his monthly visit.”

“Great to see you again, too.” His polite tone makes my blood boil, but it’s the shard of sarcasm beneath his words, almost undetectable, that hooks something behind my ribcage.

Tate Ward doesn’t want to be here, either, but he’s doing my father, the Storm’s owner and Tate’s longtime mentor, a favor and checking up on me. He will never, ever admit it, but he can’t stand me.

I could kick him out. It’s my bar and I make the rules. This tiny building is my little kingdom, and something tells me he’d oblige. He’s an incurable rule follower. He’s unfailingly good, so responsible and ethical and kind and patient and truthful. Like Jesus. Or the Dalai Lama. Except extremely hot.

More than a decade after he left the NHL, he’s still more fit than most guys on the team, with broad, muscular shoulders, a trim waist, and forearms that make me lose my train of thought. His face? Like a model. My stomach dips at the sharp, rich green of his eyes. His thick, dark hair with threads of silver at the temples. The crinkles at the corners of his eyes from smiling at everyone but me. Strong nose but soft-looking lips. Stubble across a sharp jaw.

His gaze lifts to the specials board. “I’ll have the club sandwich, along with a soda water with lime. Thank you.”

Without a word, I leave to plug his order in, returning minutes later with something clutched behind my back.

“I was wondering,” I start, and he looks up from his phone. “Could I get your autograph?”

He studies me, something bright in his eyes. “You want my autograph.”

“Mhm.” I hold my expression neutral and detached instead of letting myself smirk.

His eyes narrow slightly but there’s an infuriating tilt to his lips. “Sure. I’d love to sign something for you, Jordan.”

“Great.” I hand him a pen before pulling out the toilet paper and unrolling it on the counter. “Right here.”

He stares at it for a moment before his eyes close and he takes a deep, calming breath. A flutter of delight moves through me.

This is our game. I push and poke and prod and flick and he doesn’t give an inch. Doesn’t show an ounce of frustration or annoyance or impatience.

Tate Ward is so controlled. Just once, I’d love to see him break.

“I’m going to keep it in the men’s room,” I tell him.

His eyes open and he’s actually smiling.

“So people can use it to wipe their ass,” I add, and he drops his head. Watching him squirm fills my heart with joy.

“Yeah.” He nods. “I got that, Jordan.”

He holds that annoying, unfazed expression, his eyes bright with entertainment. Tate Ward is so handsome that it makes me sick.

“Sometimes,” I tell him, “I really want to punch you in the throat.”

His eyebrows lift in mild surprise, like I told him I got a parking ticket. “You think you could reach?”

My jaw drops. “Was that a short joke?”

“It wasn’t a joke.”

The unwelcome urge to laugh sneaks up my throat and I clamp my lips shut so I don’t give in to this childish game we’re playing. He isn’t funny. “I’m five-four. I’m not short.”

He’s at least a foot taller than me, though. Could I actually reach? Of course I could—oh. He’s smiling like he knows he’s gotten to me.

“You seem tense today, Jordan.”

“I’m not tense.” I’m so tense, now that he’s here. “I feel great.”

His eyes narrow, that stupid fucking smile on his dumb mouth. “Hmm.”

“I do.”

I sound defensive. My face is going red, so I mutter something about checking on his order and whirl around, heading to the kitchen.
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“Don’t be fooled by Tate Ward’s dashing good looks, though,” I read out loud from the magazine article about him as he eats his sandwich. I bought it weeks ago and kept it tucked under the bar for exactly this purpose. “This single dad is the most well-respected man in professional hockey, beloved by players, fans, and fellow coaches. Even the parents at his daughter’s school sing his praises, regaling this interviewer with stories of his involvement in school events and generosity with his time, money, and attention.” I hold a finger up. “Excuse me a moment.”

I turn around and pretend to convulse, making a wretching noise, before turning back and politely wiping at my mouth.

“Do you normally read out loud,” he asks, “or is that just a treat for me?”

“During the hour I spent with hockey’s most eligible bachelor,” I continue, ignoring him, “all praises and compliments were politely rebuffed with a gentle change in conversation to the charities with which Coach Ward is involved. Wow.” I look up. He’s rubbing the bridge of his nose like he does when he’s just about had enough of me, and my heart sings. “How honorable of you.”

I flip back to the cover and pretend to admire the handsome picture of him, sitting on a stool in a t-shirt and jeans, looking like a model. “And what a flattering cover photo.”

He lets out the world’s quietest sigh, looking around.

“Admit it.” I narrow my eyes at him with a conspiratorial look. “This was the first picture they took, wasn’t it? You got it in one.”

“May I have the bill, please?”

“You can end this,” I tell him, printing the bill out and dropping it on the counter in front of him. “Stop coming to my bar and stop checking up on me. It’s been, what? Three years?”

Since he started with the Storm.

“Three and a half.” His eyes meet mine and there’s a dip in my stomach. “Talk to your father,” he says simply.

Laugh out fucking loud. There’s an ice cube’s chance in hell of that happening. I was done with Ross Sheridan ten years ago, the day he skipped my mother’s funeral.

“Maybe I will.” I won’t. “Maybe I’ll march into his office, give him a big hug, and join the Storm organization so that one day, he can pass it down to me.” I gasp. “Maybe we can run it together, the two of us. Wouldn’t that be fun?”

Deep in my chest, it still hurts to joke about. I know I’m not meant for that world. But still, it hurts.

Tate doesn’t laugh, though. He doesn’t even smile. “I hope you do go see your dad, Jordan,” he pulls his wallet out and takes out a few bills, “because I have better things to do than babysit you.”

His eyes flash with something sharp, and victory surges through me. Got him. Fucking got him. I got Tate Ward’s unending patience to slip.

He stands, slips his jacket on, and I frown down at the bills he set on the receipt. It’s too much money.

“You’re not supposed to tip the owner.” He knows this. I tell him every time.

“My mistake,” he says over his shoulder, halfway to the door. “I forgot.”

He does it to bother me. “You must be getting forgetful in your old age,” I call after him.

With his back to me, he laughs, low and dry, a sound that goes straight to the spot between my stomach and lungs. The joke doesn’t land, because Ward makes forty look fucking incredible, and he knows it.

“Have a great rest of your day, Jordan.”

The door opens and closes, and I’m alone again.

I look down at the receipt and crumple it into a tiny ball of rage. He tipped a hundred percent.

Again.
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CHAPTER 2
TATE



“Good evening, everyone.”

In the dressing room at our home arena, minutes before the game starts, the Vancouver Storm falls silent. The players are in their uniforms, warmed up and ready to play, and I’m at the front of the room in my suit.

“We win this one and we’re at the top of the division.”

Anticipation sparks in their eyes. The captain, record-setting goal scorer Rory Miller, and right winger Hayden Owens exchange a grin.

Professional hockey players are all the same: We’re competitive as hell, and we love to win.

“I have a challenge for you tonight,” I tell them. “Slow the plays down. When you get the puck, take a moment. Can the other team predict the play? Where’s the goalie looking? Where are your guys?”

“Is this the time to take a risk?” Miller asks, running a hand through his dark blond hair. “Why not try it out on an easier team?”

Alexei Volkov, a veteran enforcer who retired last season to become my assistant coach, asked me the same thing this afternoon. It’s a fair question, and it shows me that Miller is strategizing the way a great captain should.

“We’re second in the division,” I tell the team. “We have three months until playoffs. I’m challenging you because I know you can do it, and because it’ll make the win that much sweeter if we have to work for it. If it doesn’t go well, we have time to recover.”

“Now’s the time to take risks if it means stronger development,” Volkov adds.

“Exactly.” I look to Miller. “You’re the captain, Miller. If you don’t think tonight’s the night to try, we won’t do it. We’re a team. Everyone has to buy in.”

Miller considers this before his mouth pulls into his trademark roguish grin. “Let’s do it.”

“Good man. Okay,” I say to the rest of the room, “let’s get out there and do what we love.”

That’s the great motivator—that we love this game, we love our teammates like a family, and we love the way our hearts race when the puck hits the back of the net. We love the roar of the crowd and the flashing lights, the way the fans pound their fists on the glass in enthusiasm, celebrating the goal with us.

We love to win, but we love the challenge.

It doesn’t matter that an injury forced me into retirement. It doesn’t matter that I wear a suit instead of a jersey. I will always be a hockey player.
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The opening music plays in the arena, the lights go down, and the crowd cheers as the players hit the ice. Volkov and I step onto the bench and I scan the crowd behind us.

A couple rows up, the world’s cutest, funniest, kindest nine-year-old waves with enthusiasm. I can see the gap where she lost her front tooth the other week.

I grin at Bea, my daughter. On either side of her, her mom, Holly, and Holly’s husband, Jeff, wave. Bea stands and turns to show me the name on the back of her child-sized jersey.

WARD.

My smile stretches ear to ear, love and affection for my kid expanding through me. She always wears my jersey at games.

Beatrice Huntington-Ward is my whole world.

Beside me, Volkov’s gaze follows mine before he turns back to the ice, where the guys are doing their last warm-up loops before the anthem.

“Cute,” he admits begrudgingly. Even a surly grump like Volkov isn’t immune to Bea’s charm.

“The cutest.”

Something about the way his expression softens has me lifting my eyebrows at him with a silent question.

“Not yet.” He glances to his wife sitting behind the net, wearing his old jersey, and an affectionate look passes over his brutal features. “But eventually.”

Volkov and his wife, Dr. Georgia Greene, used to be at each other’s throats, even after they married suddenly at the beginning of last season. I always had a feeling about them, though. Maybe it was the way he stared at her shoes, or that she asked to transfer him to another doctor because she couldn’t be impartial.

My mind wanders to Dr. Greene’s best friend, a moody, sulky bartender. Her dark hair was up in a ponytail today, swishing as she walked around the bar. I think about her delicate hands, nimble and confident as she mixes drinks. I think about the color of her eyes. The most interesting shade of blue. A ring of violet around the outer edge of her irises.

“The room off my office could be converted to a baby room,” Volkov says, and I force inconvenient thoughts of an unforgiving, heartless woman from my head.

“Volkov, getting married has made you downright sappy.” He gives me a flat, unamused look and I chuckle. “Happy for you two, though. The day I found out Bea was coming along, I found a new purpose.”

Volkov grunts, folding his arms over his chest, but his expression is a fraction softer than before.

After the anthem, the game begins. Miller and Owens approach the other team’s net, passing back and forth. The fans start cheering.

“Come on,” Volkov mutters under his breath as the energy in the arena rises.

Miller’s about to take the shot, but pauses. The other team’s goalie is ready—but so is Luca Walker, a younger defenseman. Miller passes, Walker snaps the puck at the net, and it sails past the goalie.

The arena errupts with noise. The goal horn blows, lights flash, and the players on the ice celebrate as the guys on the bench jump to their feet, hollering and slapping each other on the back. Walker and Miller skate past, bumping gloves with their teammates as Volkov and I applaud.

Volkov’s gaze lifts to the game clock with a wry look. “Thirty-two seconds into the game.”

“There we go.” Pride bursts in my chest, warm and sharp.

[image: ]


“Great game tonight,” I tell the team in the dressing room after. “Not just the guys who put points on the board. All of you. I saw some great plays out there. I saw you accepting my challenge. Nice work. Proud of you.”

I head to the door, but Miller calls my name.

“Coach, we’re heading to the bar to celebrate.” His eyebrows lift. “Join us.”

Jordan’s pretty indigo eyes appear in my mind and I think about the confident, practiced way her hands move at the bar, mixing drinks and tidying the counter. Her nail polish is always a dark shade—wine red, forest green, navy blue, black. I bet her hands are soft.

I’ve subjected myself to enough of her for one day, though. For another few weeks, my responsibility to Ross Sheridan has been fulfilled.

“Thank you for the invite, but not tonight.” I nudge my chin to the ceiling. “I need to talk with Ross for a few minutes.”

Besides, the team doesn’t need their coach hanging around while they celebrate.

Miller and I say goodbye and I head upstairs to the top floor of the arena, to Ross’s office. When I arrive, the team owner stands at the windows, overlooking the rink. Two photos hang on the wall beside him, one of him when he was a Storm player, hoisting the Stanley Cup above his head while his teammates celebrated around him. The other is of us years later, when he coached the team, with me lifting the Cup and him beaming.

“Hi, Ross.”

He turns, a conflicted frown fading from his expression as he heads back to his desk. “Tate. Thanks for stopping in, I know it’s late.”

I take a seat in one of the chairs across from his desk. “It’s fine.”

I won’t fall asleep for hours, anyway. I never do.

He leans back in his chair, his eyes flicking to the framed photo on his desk. It’s facing away from me, but I can see it in my mind’s eye—his late wife and the daughter who won’t give him the time of day. Jordan’s about eighteen in the photo.

I wish I knew what happened between them. Ross has never volunteered the information, Jordan would die before confiding in me, and I’ve never felt it’s my place to pry.

But Jesus, I want to know. Ross is like the father I never had. It kills me to see his callous daughter treat him like this.

“How’s my girl?” he asks.

“Good. Fine. The usual.”

He hums, glancing out the other windows, the ones that look over Vancouver, bustling with lights and traffic and people heading out to celebrate the win.

“She seems happy?”

“Happy enough.”

Have I ever even seen Jordan Hathaway smile? She’s so serious all the time, mixing drinks behind her bar and giving Luca Walker unimpressed stares when he tries to flirt with her.

“Is she seeing anyone?”

Something twists in my gut. A few years ago, some guy followed her around the bar like a puppy and sang thinly veiled songs about her while she barely noticed him. Were they together? I haven’t seen him in a while.

What would that be like, to date Jordan Hathaway? She may be stunning, but she’s so guarded and cold. It would be like dating a painting in a museum.

Not that I would know what dating is like. It’s been years.

“You don’t like her, do you?” Ross asks with a little smile, interrupting my thoughts.

I clear my throat. “What makes you think that?”

“You’re uncomfortable.”

I take a deep breath. There aren’t a lot of people who tell Ross the truth, but I know he relies on me to be honest.

“Ross, she’s . . .” I shake my head, searching for the words. Jordan Hathaway is a closed book. I can usually read people, but she gives me nothing. “It’s been a decade and she still doesn’t want a relationship with you. She’s thirty years old. She doesn’t need you checking in on her.”

He looks down, pain washing over his features, and I hate giving him the hard truth like this. I swallow. Ross Sheridan was the best coach I ever had. He made me the best player I could be. When my life fell apart after my injury, and I was in the pit of alcoholism and depression and found out I was going to have a daughter, he hauled me into rehab. After, Ross got me a job coaching women’s hockey at UBC.

He’s the reason I’m the coach and father I am today. And that’s why I owe him the truth.

“It’s time to let go and move on,” I say as gently as possible.

It’s what I wish someone had told me.

He lets out a short laugh. “You’re telling me to move on?”

“I know.” It’s my greatest weakness, that once I see the potential in someone, I can’t give up on them, and it’s bitten me in the ass more than once. “Some people are emotionally unavailable, though.”

You can hope and wish someone will come back, but sometimes they never do. Look at my own father. Emotionally unavailable people will leave you every time.

“You’re right,” Ross says quietly. “It’s time to move on, and that’s why I called you here tonight.” His eyes meet mine, serious and sad. “Tate, I’m selling the team.”

My heart drops. Seconds pass, and I’m speechless.

“What?” I shake my head, confused. “No.” This team is his life’s work. He was a player, a coach, and now the owner. “You love this team.”

“I do, but I can’t own the team forever, and Jordan’s not—” He cuts himself off. “It’s time for me to move on.”

Jordan’s not interested in taking over, he was going to say.

When he bought the Vancouver Storm, he confessed years ago, it was his dream that his daughter would come work for him and eventually own the team.

Like that’s going to happen. I recall her at Volkov’s vow renewal ceremony in September. Ross said hello to her, and she left. She won’t even talk to him.

And now he’s giving up.

“I’ll find the right person,” he adds. “Someone who has the team’s best interest at heart.”

This does nothing to reassure me. These billionaires have egos, and they like to put their mark all over the organization. They have their own people; their own coaches, staff, analysts, scouts. They have their favorite players. Everyone’s jobs will be on the line.

A new owner is going to rip this team to shreds.

An awful taste fills my mouth. “A new owner could ruin everything we’ve worked so hard to build.”

It’s not just we as in he and I. It’s we, the team. Players like Jamie Streicher, who could have gone anywhere but took a risk and a pay cut coming to Vancouver. The team hated Rory Miller when he joined but he stepped up as the captain and leader they needed. Hayden Owens moved from defense to forward and became the star I knew he could be. Alexei Volkov found a new purpose as my assistant coach after retiring from the NHL.

“It’s not just the guys.” An uneasy feeling settles through my gut as the full impact of this hits me. “We have a robust staff of incredible people supporting the team.” Physios. Analysts. Medical staff.

A sharp realization hits me—if the new owner fires me, I’ll need to either go back to coaching a lower level or, if I want to stay in the NHL, move.

Moving away from Bea isn’t an option. Not happening.

I don’t need to work. Having been one of the highest-paid players in the NHL, and now the highest-paid coach, I’m set. It’s not about money, though. It’s about purpose.

Coaching and being a father is my purpose.

He gives me one final sad look. “Nothing’s forever, Tate.”

None of this makes sense. Ross Sheridan is devoted to the Storm. He’d never rip apart everyone’s lives unless he had to.

Something I teach my guys, though, is that the game isn’t over until the final buzzer goes off. That’s what’s beautiful about hockey—things can change in an instant. At the last moment.

There’s too much at stake for me to give up.

“What can I do to change your mind?” I ask, and he shakes his head with a resigned expression.

“Nothing. I’m sorry, Tate.”

That part of me that made me a great hockey player, the part that won’t let me quit, digs in deeper. The conversation is over for tonight, but I’m going to think of a solution.

I say goodnight and head to the door.

“And Tate?”

I pause in the doorway, looking over my shoulder at Ross.

“Let Jordan know for me, would you?”
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CHAPTER 3
JORDAN



“Alright, everyone.” Rory Miller raises his glass and the Filthy Flamingo quiets down. “As of tonight, the Vancouver Storm is in first place in the NHL’s Pacific Division.”

A round of cheers rises up around the bar, and even I smile from behind the counter. Rory puts his arm around his new wife, Hazel, Storm physio and body-inclusive fitness studio owner.

“I’m proud to be your captain. This season, the Stanley Cup is ours,” he says with his drink in the air, and everyone cheers.

Everyone returns to their conversations and I go back to making drinks, half-listening to the chatter.

Georgia takes a seat at the bar and gives me a broad smile, her wild auburn hair glinting in the dim lighting. “How’s your night?”

“Great. Yours?”

“Fantastic.” Her eyes flit to her husband, talking with the guys, and I know she’s feeling grateful Alexei doesn’t play anymore.

He used to get hurt. A lot. It stressed her out.

He’s talking with team analyst Darcy Andersen and her fiancé, Hayden Owens. Alexei’s eyes are on his wife, though.

One second, she mouths to him, and his chin dips in a nod, his expression serious but affectionate.

“How’s the apartment?” she asks me. “I miss that place.”

I give her a flat look. “No, you don’t.”

The apartment we used to share is old and gross. Practically falling apart. The only reason I’m still there is because it’s incredibly cheap and a few blocks from the bar.

Her nose wrinkles. “No, I don’t, but I miss living with you.”

Before she married her most hated enemy for his citizenship and her inheritance—we don’t talk about that, they’re in love now and that’s what matters—Georgia and I were roommates. Since university, actually. Since my mom passed suddenly, my father abandoned me when I needed him most, and Georgia took one look at my utterly alone twenty-year-old ass and basically adopted me.

“You should probably make an appearance soon, though,” I tell her. “Garth is renovicting people left and right, and you’re still on the lease.”

As rent prices skyrocket in Vancouver, scummy landlords find a way to get rid of tenants, renovate, and then triple the rent. We signed the original lease a decade ago, so Garth is very eager to jack the rent.

She makes an ugh noise. “Garth is the worst.”

“The worst.” I return to mixing drinks and she leans her chin on her palm, her eyes moving over the group of happy people in the bar. “It’s nice having everyone here, isn’t it?”

My heart gives a sharp tug and I make an acknowledging sound.

Moments like this, with everyone enjoying themselves, talking and laughing. Hayden and Luca horsing around while Alexei tells them to knock it off.

Grammy-winning singer-songwriter Pippa Hartley sits in a booth, practically encased by her goalie husband, Jamie, the subject of many of her sappy love songs. A guy who only smiles for her and their dog, Daisy.

Across from them, Pippa’s sister, Hazel—sharp, funny, fiercely loyal and inclusive, begrudgingly head-over-heels for Rory, who can usually be found whispering in her ear like he is right now. Or getting drunken tattoos for her.

Hayden breaks off from tussling with Luca and drops into his fiancée’s lap. After a breakup a few seasons ago, the now-lavender-haired Darcy Andersen actually thought her best friend Hayden would be fine with wing-manning her—as if he didn’t have a thing for her since the day they met in university, years prior.

In three short years, my bar has become the third place. They have home, they have work, and they have the Filthy Flamingo. People celebrate birthdays here. Hayden and Darcy had their engagement party here. Pippa played on the little stage here, before she was famous, before she even knew what she was capable of.

Here, people fall in love. Partner up and pair off, staring into their other half’s eyes while they dream up their whole futures together.

Georgia sighs with the wistful, happy expression of someone madly in love. Someone who belongs. “We’ve found ourselves an incredible family, haven’t we?”

My heart gives a sharp pang. I love these people, but I’m not one of them. I’m not meant to be, which is fine—I don’t need anyone or anything. I’m not like my mom was, radiant and outgoing.

Like so many times since I opened this place four years ago, my fingers find the sticker beneath the bar, something I slapped up the day I opened. A cartoon fox. The edges peeled up long ago so I have a layer of clear tape over it, and the smooth ridges of it under my fingers calm me.

My mother loved foxes because she said they represent transformation. Ten years later, I have so little left of her except her old record player, her records, and my memories of her.

Clever, adaptable, and resilient, she always said about foxes. Curious and observant. Very shy, she said, but that’s okay. Being solitary is how they protect themselves.

Like me. I’m the quiet one. The one in the background, on the outside, looking in. I’m meant to be alone.

That doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy moments like these, though. Surrounded by warmth and happiness.

Sometimes you don’t know you’re in the good old days until they’re already gone. Another thing Natalie Hathaway said all the time. I grab the instant camera from beneath the bar and snap a photo of Georgia. The flash goes off, and she gives me a surprised look as the photo spits out of the camera.

Eventually, these people will outgrow their bar years. They’ll have kids or get tired of the late nights, and the celebrations at the Filthy Flamingo will end. A new group will arrive with their big laughs and smiles and inside jokes.

And I will still be here.

“Just wanted to capture the moment,” I tell Georgia with a shrug, tacking the photo up on the back wall behind the liquor bottles, with the others.

She gives me an understanding smile. “I’ll let you do your thing.”

She heads back to the group, where Alexei slips his arm around her waist and pulls her against him, and the group is complete once again. Everyone is exactly where they’re meant to be. Them there, and me back here.
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Later, I open the back door to take the garbage out and something skitters past my feet.

“Jesus Christ!”

A low, garbled gremlin noise rumbles and I whip around.

It sits on the pavement, staring up at me, tail flicking in the dim alley.

Its eyes are way too big and way too close together. It doesn’t have a nose. No, wait, it does, it’s just really tiny. That’s why its breathing sounds like snoring. It has an unfortunate underbite, tongue hanging out between its bottom teeth. Even its black fur is. . . clumpy? Greasy, like it got into something in the garbage.

If that’s a cat, it’s the ugliest cat I’ve ever seen. It looks like a three-year-old’s badly glued-together daycare project.

It makes a noise that sounds like a distorted version of meow.

It’s skinny, too. Too skinny. Does it have a collar? I lean over to look and it hisses at me, wonky eyes mean and defensive. My hands go up in surrender.

“I’m trying to help you, no need to be a bitch.”

Like it’s offended, it dashes off.

“I don’t even like cats, anyway,” I call after it.

Back in the bar, I’m clearing empties, making drinks, keeping the bar tidy, but that ugly little cat keeps popping into my head. I’m sure she’s fine on her own. She? Yes, she. It has to be a she, with that attitude.

I glance toward the hallway that leads to the back door.

What if she isn’t fine? She looked small. Maybe she’s really young. A twist of worry spins in my chest. It’s January in Vancouver, cold and damp.

And she’s eating garbage. That’s not okay. She could get sick.

Minutes later, I set a plate of microwaved eggs on the ground. The cat is nowhere to be seen. Maybe she’ll come back. Maybe she’s watching right now.

“Hi,” a low, male, and amused voice says, and I jolt.

Tate leans on the doorframe with a curious look. My hand goes to my racing heart.

His eyebrows rise. “Still tense, I see.”

The back of my neck prickles. “You were lurking.”

“I was waiting.” He glances at the plate of eggs. “Who’s that for?”

I don’t want to tell him. I don’t want him to know anything about me.

“A raccoon?” he prompts.

I make a face. “Everyone knows not to feed the trash pandas. It was a cat.” I’m grateful it’s dark out, so he can’t see my face going red.

“Twice in one day?” I ask. Let’s get the attention off me. “What’s the matter, couldn’t get enough of me?”

His eyes dip to my mouth and my stomach does a slow roll forward. That sounded more suggestive than I meant. I’m toeing the line of flirting, if I were the type of person to flirt.

He pulls his gaze up to my eyes. “Something about your sparkling personality, I suppose.” A pause. “I’d like to talk.”

“I’m busy.” I start to move past him but he steps into my path.

“Well, I came all the way here to talk to you, Jordan, so maybe you can spare thirty seconds.”

Oh. There we go. Another slip in his controlled exterior. Point Jordan. Satisfaction spreads through me.

He runs a hand through his thick hair. “Ross is going to sell the team.”

The air—it’s gone from my lungs, sucked out of me. I stare at him in disbelief, the sounds of the city, car horns and sirens and music from other bars and restaurants in the neighborhood, fading away.

“How do you—no.” He’s wrong. “He’s not selling. He loves that team.”

The Vancouver Storm has always been my father’s whole life. When he was a player, when he was a coach, and now as the owner. Nothing, not me or my mom, has ever mattered as much as his team.

“I don’t believe you,” I whisper as my mind reels.

I do, though. Tate Ward doesn’t lie. I don’t think he has the ability.

He exhales, watching me. “You know what a new owner means, right?”

“Change.”

They bring their own philosophies, their own management style, their own people. They make big changes to show their value, or even just to be talked about in the media.

I glance past Tate, inside the bar, where they’re all celebrating. They all have jobs and family here. Vancouver is their home.

A new owner means trades. Jamie, Rory, Hayden are all in their prime. They’re high-value stars. They’re at the top of the league.

A cold, hard stone forms in the pit of my stomach.

“A new owner could ruin everything,” I say quietly.

I can’t lose these people, and I can’t let their lives be torn apart. I can’t let them lose each other. This is why I wasn’t supposed to get attached, because now I care.

Now I have to watch them leave. I knew it would happen one day, and yet I’m not ready. It’s too soon.

I’m not ready for the good old days to be over yet.

“You know what you have to do, right?” Tate dips his head to catch my eyes, and I’m struck by the intensity in his gaze.

I rear back. “What am I going to do about this? You’re besties with Ross.”

“He’s not interested in what I have to say. He might actually listen to you.” He moves past me and starts walking down the alley.

“What am I supposed to say?” I call after him.

“You’ll think of something,” he says without looking back. “I believe in you.”

I stare after him, mind spinning and scrambling, holding the fate of the Vancouver Storm in my hands.

Before I head back to the bar, I glance down at the plate.

It’s empty.
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After everyone has left and I’ve locked up, I set another plate of eggs down on the pavement in the alley.

This plan is risky, dangerous, and stupid—but I’m going to do it anyway.

“Here, ugly kitty,” I call quietly, backing up, cardboard box in hand.

She appears, and I flinch. She really is hideous. Her eyes have a googly quality, kind of lopsided. She drops her face into the eggs, eating sloppily.

Now’s my time to act.

“Hah!” I lunge with the box, but either I’m too slow or she is way too accustomed to protecting herself, because she makes a horrible screeching noise, and all I see is fur, eyes, and claws before I feel a searing pain across my wrist and she streaks away.

In the dim alley light, I can see the red scratch. That bitchy little cat made me bleed.

A moment later, she reappears under the alley light, eyes on me, dumb little tongue hanging out and fur standing on end.

I take a step toward her with the box and she takes a step back.

We’re in a standoff, staring at each other.

“You’re going to get eaten by a coyote. You’re the perfect little snack.”

She glares at me, and I throw my hands up. She isn’t coming with me. We’ll be here all night. I don’t know what to do. I can’t leave her alone.

“You want to stay here? Fine.”

I toss the box down on the cement and fold my arms. She takes one look at me before waltzing over to the box, climbing in, and curling into a ball.

Well, then.

“Seriously?”

She opens one weird eye before burying her head in her dirty fur. Before she can change her mind, I close the box and pick her up.

It rattles and she lets out another pissy yowl.

“Come on, dumpster cat. I’m taking you home with me.”
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Bea and I are on the balcony, watching for shooting stars, when she turns and looks at me, her little nose going pink in the cold.

“Dad?”

I push away thoughts of an antisocial bartender with indigo eyes. “Yes, sweetheart.”

Is Jordan going to talk to her dad? I don’t know what else to do. If Ross wants to sell the team, there’s nothing that can be done.

He might listen to her, though.

A worried frown pulls over Bea’s young features. “Are you going to die alone?”

My daughter suddenly has my full attention. “No?”

She looks out at the dark sky, still frowning. “Oh.”

I don’t even—what? “Why do you ask?”

“I heard Mom telling Jeff you’re going to die alone.”

I smile, holding back a sigh. Holly and her husband, Jeff, are deeply in love and believe everyone else should be, too, even those of us who don’t have the time or energy for dating.

“I won’t let you die alone, Dad.” She gives me a worried look. “I’ll be with you. I’ll hold your hand as you stop breathing.”

This is getting morbid. “Bee, I’m not going to die alone.”

Based on how nonexistent my dating life has been since Bea entered the picture, yes, I will probably die alone.

Her mouth twists to the side. “But you don’t have anyone.”

“I have you, I have the hockey team.” I give her a reassuring smile. “Lots of people are very happy without a romantic relationship. And I’d rather spend my free time with you.”

With my demanding, travel-heavy schedule during the hockey season, I already carry enough guilt about not being around for Bea. These are formative years for her, and I can’t afford to give away any more of my time.

If the team changes owners, though, I might have a lot more time on my hands.

“What constellations can you see?” I ask her, changing the subject.

She shrugs.

“Do you see the Big Dipper?” I prompt.

“That one’s easy.”

I chuckle. “Do you have any birthday parties coming up for kids at school?”

Bea doesn’t have a ton of friends, something Holly and Jeff and I have discussed with concern. She spends a lot of time alone, reading.

She makes a noncommittal noise. “No.” A pause. “If you got a girlfriend, would she be nice?”

My distraction didn’t work. “Sweetheart, I’m not getting a girlfriend anytime soon.”

“But would she be nice?”

Jordan Hathaway flashes into my head, aloof expression and sharp tongue. Every time I think about her unrolling the toilet paper for my autograph, I feel like laughing. Regardless, she’s the type of person I would never bring home to Bea.

“Of course she would be nice. I would never be with someone who isn’t nice.”

What would it be like, to have someone to share my life with? To have a third person around when I’m with Bea? I can’t even imagine.

Besides, I’m not going to take the risk of Bea getting attached to someone and their breaking her heart. I watched my father do that to Mom and Noah again and again, and I would die before I let someone hurt Bea.

“Have you ever been in love?” she asks.

Good, so we’re still on this topic.

“I love you,” I tell her and she makes a face. “Does that count?”

“No,” she says with a flat tone, and I turn away so she doesn’t see me laugh.

“Do you have a crush on someone at school, Bee?”

“This is about you,” she says with raised eyebrows, and now I really am smiling. “And no, I don’t. Mom says you never do anything for yourself.”

My smile fades. I’m busy, sure. But I have an amazing daughter, the career of my dreams, a beautiful house in the woods, and enough money to take care of Bea for the rest of her life. I don’t need anything or anyone else.

Again, my thoughts stray to what Ross told me. To my conversation with Jordan. If the Storm is picked apart by a new owner, it’s going to leave a massive hole in my life.

“I do lots of things for myself,” I tell Bea. “I go to the gym every morning. I eat pizza with you on Friday nights when we don’t have a game. I . . .” I can’t think of anything else. “I eat your Halloween candy when you’re not watching.”

“That’s mine,” she says, grinning.

I drop my arm around her shoulder, pulling her against me. “You need to learn to share, Bee. And candy is bad for your teeth. Better let me eat it all.”

She giggles. “No.”

I press a kiss to the top of her head. “I have the world’s smartest, funniest, kindest, most wonderful daughter. I love coaching hockey. I love my team. I have everything I need.” I smile at her, my heart squeezing at how adorable she is, all big eyes, pink nose and cheeks, and dark hair sticking out from under her knit hat. “I love you more than anything in the world, and I am very, very happy. Okay?”

She nods, seemingly satisfied. “Okay.”

“Okay. What do you want for dinner? Pizza?”

“We had that last night.”

“How about we have candy for dinner and pizza for dessert?”

She giggles again. “That’s backwards.”

We watch the sky until Bea gets hungry, and as we head inside, I spot a shooting star.

I don’t make a wish, though. All I need is right here.
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“I can’t let you up to see Mr. Sheridan without an appointment.”

I spent the entire weekend thinking about what Ward said, listing out my options and replaying the conversation.

For the first time in a decade, I’m going to talk to my dad. The arena receptionist won’t even consider letting me up, though.

“I’m his daughter.”

She gives me a gentle, apologetic look. “Maybe you can call him, then?”

She doesn’t believe me, a situation of my own making. At twenty, I changed my last name to Hathaway, after my mom. They’d raised me out of the spotlight. Only Ward, Georgia, and probably Alexei know that their boss is my father.

“She’s with me,” a low, unwelcome voice says behind me.

The receptionist’s smile turns welcoming and admiring, like she’s under a spell. “Good morning, Coach.”

“Good morning, Dana.” I can smell his bodywash or laundry soap or something clean and fresh. Sharply masculine. “Can you please let Ross know we’re coming up?”

“Absolutely.” She picks up the phone without another word, because when Tate Ward says jump, people don’t argue, they ask how high.

He swipes his lanyard and the barriers open. “Let’s go, Jordan.”

Like a child, I follow.

He presses the button to the top floor, where my dad’s office is. “You actually showed up.”

“I’m not going to let anything happen to my friends.” There’s a determination in my voice that surprises me.

Tate glances down at me. Tall, so tall. I look away but can still feel his gaze on me. What’s he thinking? The moment stretches, and this feels like the world’s slowest elevator until reality hits me: I’m about to speak with my father after ten years.

My stomach flips. I close my eyes and take a deep breath.

“Are you okay?” Tate asks, and I know he’s watching my face, so I keep it neutral.

“Of course.” I keep my eyes closed. “I’m great.”

“Do you know what you’re doing?”

“Yep.” No. Not even close. I smooth my fingers over my ponytail—a nervous habit—but Tate’s large, warm hand encircles my wrist, pulling it down to inspect it.

“What happened?” he asks, frowning with alarm.

Oh. The scratch. I’ve got another good one across the other arm from trying to get her into her new carrier to take her to the vet on Saturday morning.

“Nothing.” I jerk my wrist back, pulling my jacket sleeve down over it.

The good news: Somehow, she’s in perfect health. The bad news: She’s still a raging bitch and hisses at me every time I enter the same room as her.

The elevator pings on the top floor and the doors open. Like a perfect gentleman, Tate waits for me to exit first.

My father’s door is open, but the walls of his office are glass, and I can see him sitting at his desk, gazing out the window, lost in thought.

He looks lonely, sitting by himself, and emotion washes through me. My motivation falters. What am I doing? Every instinct says to walk away from the man who left me when I needed him most.

“Morning, Ross,” Tate says, taking a seat across from my father’s desk.

“Tate.” My dad nods at him, his eyes on me the entire time, a mix of emotions on his face. Surprise, disbelief, and something softer. Like he missed me.

My heart twists, but I ignore it.

“Hi, Jordan,” he says, quietly. He doesn’t seem surprised to see me.

“Hi, Ross.” I’m all business. I turn to Tate and glance pointedly at the door. “Thanks. I can take it from here.”

He settles into his chair. “I’d rather stay, if you don’t mind.”

A singe of fear moves through me at the idea of him watching me fall flat on my face. He’s the last person I want to witness my rejection.

“Fine by me. Hi, Ross.” I already said that. My pulse quickens and my thoughts feel scattered. My hands toy with each other, and I force them to my sides.

He gives me a little smile. “Hi, Jordan.”

He looks older. More gray hair and more lines on his face, but it’s in his eyes, too. Less spark in them, less intensity. I don’t speak to my father anymore and I don’t need him, but his growing older breaks my heart a bit.

I’m here for a reason, though.

“You can’t sell the team.”

Tate lets out a low, amused noise. “Don’t waste any time, do you? Subtle like a battering ram.”

I ignore him. “You love this team,” I say to my dad. “It’s everything to you. Do not sell the team.”

His eyes trail over me with an expression I can’t read. My dad has always been excellent at hiding his emotions. “It’s time for me to move on, and this team isn’t everything to me.”

It fucking hurts, then, to hear that he chose it over me, again and again. He never made my school events, because he was playing or coaching. Vacations were just me and my mom. Even when he was around, he wasn’t present. He was on the ice, in the dressing room, in his office, thinking about his team.

My mom’s funeral was just the last straw.

One deep breath for courage. “Let’s make a deal, then.”

Interest rises in my dad’s eyes, and suddenly, he doesn’t look so old anymore. “I’m listening.”

“What do you want? Weekly lunches? Dinners? You want me to finally accept money from you? What?”

The checks used to arrive every month, and maybe I’m a complete dumbass, because I’m living in Vancouver’s crappiest apartment and barely making ends meet with the bar, but I ripped them up. I didn’t want his guilt money. I didn’t want anything from him.

My father tilts his head, studying me. He could turn me down. He’s been trying to make amends for a decade, and I’ve been ignoring him.

He’s not going to turn me down, I pray.

Tate watches with a frown. Our eyes meet before he looks back to my father.

Ross adjusts in his seat, crossing his arms and sitting back. “I want you to work for the team.”

The office is silent.

“What?” I ask, stupidly.

“Ross.” Tate’s tone is warning. “Do you think that’s wise?”

Ouch. He’s right, though.

My father smiles like he isn’t listening, and his eyes are on two photos on the wall. One of him as a Storm player, hoisting the Cup in the air. The other of him as a coach, watching with a wide smile as Tate lifts the Cup.

“Work for the team,” my dad says, turning back to me, “win the Stanley Cup, and the team is yours, Jordan.”

I make a noise of disbelief. This is some fucked-up dream.

“I . . .” I blink rapidly. He can’t possibly— “I’m a bartender.”

“Ross, we should talk about this,” Tate says.

“You’re a business owner.” My dad’s eyes stay on me. “With a master’s in sports psychology.”

I don’t have a master’s, though. I dropped out a month before graduation because I got the wrong idea about where I belonged and had my dumb little heart broken into pieces.

Tate turns to look at me with surprise, and god, that’s satisfying, to surprise him like this.

My father’s gaze sharpens. There’s life in his eyes again. A spark that wasn’t there when I walked in.

“She doesn’t even like hockey,” Tate adds. “She barely tolerates the guys. She’s not the type of person I’d put in team management.”

My throat tightens. It’s the image I present to the world on purpose, and yet it doesn’t feel great to have it recited like this.

“We do not need her to win the Stanley Cup, Ross. We can do it all on our own.”

He’s right about that, at least. “How am I supposed to win you a Cup?” I ask my dad. “By slinging drinks? Driving the Zamboni?”

“It’s a twenty-hour course to drive the Zamboni,” my dad says, and I can’t tell if he’s joking.

Tate stays silent, arms folded over his chest, but it’s clear from his expression that he’s unhappy with everything about this.

“You grew up around hockey,” my dad says to me. “You specialized in intra-team relationships in sports.” How does he know that? “You worked with the UBC women’s hockey team after Tate left,” how does he know that? I ignore the way Tate’s head whips to look at me in surprise, “and your findings led to their winning the division championships.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Tate studying me. I can feel his gaze all over my skin.

“The team won because I left,” I insist. “They were better off without me. Just like the Storm will be.”

I hate bringing up what happened at UBC, but I can’t stand here and let them think I’m fit for this job when I’m really, really not.

“Take it or leave it,” my father says, like it’s a done deal. “I already have a handful of interested buyers. I’m dedicated to finding the right fit, but what the new owner decides to do once they take over would be out of my hands.”

There it is. Change is coming, unless I come aboard the Storm.

The insecurities that I’ve spent years turning away from—that I’m not good enough, that I will never, ever belong in this world—come racing back, so loud and bright that I can’t ignore them.

This is a terrible idea.

“I want you to take part in the operation of the team.” My father regards me like I’m one of his coaches or players. “I want to see you putting your mark on this organization.”

I’m so unqualified, it’s not even funny.

“I don’t want to own a hockey team.” I can’t believe I even have to say that out loud.

“Well, when the time comes, you can decide what you want to do with it.” Ross gazes at a framed photo on his desk, but I can’t see the image because it’s facing away from me. “I bought this team for you to take over one day, and even if you never speak to me again after playoffs are over, I’m going to do everything I can to see out the future I envisioned.”

What choice do I have? Even if it turns out to be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done, I have to help my friends.

I try to take a deep breath, but my lungs have shrunk to half-size. “I’ll do it.”

“Great.” My father actually smiles. “That’s great. You’ll start tomorrow, shadowing Tate.”

“What?” Tate and I say in unison before we turn to stare at each other.

No. No, fucking hell, no.

“Tate,” my dad looks to the man beside me, “I’m trusting you to guide and mentor Jordan to the best of your ability. The way you would with anyone in this position.”

Tate stares at him for a long moment before he puts on that polite, neutral expression I hate so much.

He nods, not looking at me. “Understood.”

He hates me, and yet here he is, agreeing to mentor me.

My father gives me a welcoming smile. “Welcome to the Vancouver Storm, Jordan.”
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The next day, at what-the-fuck o’clock in the morning, I walk into Tate Ward’s office at the arena. The sun isn’t even up yet but he’s typing at his laptop, dark hair damp, wearing another Fuckable Dad outfit of pale blue oxford shirt, slim dark jeans, and leather boots.

He looks up and surprise flares in his eyes.

I drop into the seat across from his desk. “You can create this fake morning meeting that starts in the middle of the night, but you won’t get rid of me that easily.”

“Good morning, Jordan.” The corner of his mouth twitches like he finds this funny. “Six-thirty is a real time, even if you’ve never seen it.”

His eyes move over my ponytail, my casual clothes, before they linger on the bags beneath my eyes. “Not a morning person, huh?”

I didn’t know how to dress for this, so I wore what I always wear in winter—a wool sweater, jeans, and sneakers. Whatever he expected, he finds me lacking.

Whatever. What I wear has no correlation to what I can do for this team.

“Sure, I am. I love mornings, and I feel great.”

I hate mornings, and I feel like death. I’m still working at the bar in the evenings, searching for a bar manager to take over for the next couple months. I have that gritty, dry feeling in my eyes and acidic nausea in my stomach from the five hours of sleep I managed to get.

“Now that is the kind of enthusiasm we love to see in the Storm front office.” He starts to smile, and it sets off another burst of irritation through my blood. “It’s going to be fun, having you around.”

His lie annoys me. He can’t stand me almost as much as I can’t stand him. And the fact that he pretends to be this perfect, pleasant guy makes me even more angry.

Something behind him catches my attention—a child’s drawing. It’s not very good, but even I can tell that it’s him and his daughter with a bunch of stars in the sky.

“Nice art project.”

He glances over his shoulder, and when he turns back to me, his eyes change. They go . . . happier. More affectionate. His whole body relaxes, shoulders inching down and mouth going soft.

“I have a nine-year-old. Bea.”

Bea. So that’s her name. He says it like Bee-ah. “Pretty.”

“It means gift,” he says. “Beatrice. But we call her Bea.”

Who’s we, I want to ask. Her mother? Are they together? I don’t think so. Georgia maintains that he’s single.

Not that I care.

He clears his throat, and the moment is over. “Here’s your laptop and phone.” He slides them across his desk to me. “Your business credit card will arrive by the end of the week, and your office should be ready by this afternoon.”

“Where did you stick me?” I give him a wry smile. “The supply closet?”

“The old GM’s office.” He nudges his chin toward the sprawling office across the hall, and I’m filled with discomfort.

I would actually prefer a cramped supply closet. I definitely do not deserve to sit in there.

“That way I can keep an eye on you,” he adds. “Make sure you don’t cause too much chaos.”

That ugly, ashamed feeling washes through me again. I thought about it all night, as I hid in my room while the cat had the rest of the apartment to herself.

He doesn’t want me here. No surprise there.

“Let’s get one thing straight, Coach.”

“Please.” He sits back, lacing his fingers together and folding them over his flat stomach. God, I can’t stand him.

“I find you extremely annoying.”

He looks like he wants to smile. No, he is smiling now. “See?” I gesture at his stupid handsome face. “Annoying.”

“What exactly about me do you find annoying?” It doesn’t even bother him, that I’m sitting here, insulting him. He’s that secure. He knows I have so little to work with.

“You have this wise, high-handed, all-knowing thing going on. You study people. Who do you think you are, Gandalf?”

His mouth quirks up.

“Stop smiling.”

“Am I smiling? I didn’t realize.”

“You can cut that nice guy shit with me, too.”

“Treating people with basic decency and respect isn’t nice guy shit, Jordan. Do you need a coffee? You’re more abrasive than normal.” His eyebrows lift. “Or maybe you’re nervous.”

“I’m not nervous.”

Of course I am. I’m a wreck. The Stanley Cup. That’s what my dad wants. How am I—? I can’t. Tate said it himself—they’d never hire someone like me for management.

I don’t belong here.

“I’m not nervous,” I repeat.

“Right.” He doesn’t say anything for a moment. “Let’s talk about how you can contribute to the Storm. Ross wants you as involved as possible and learning the ropes of team ownership, so I’ve had my admin forward you last year’s financial report. Knowing where the money comes from and where it goes is probably the most important information if you’re going to own the team.”

About that. Come on. I like my bar, I like my quiet life, and I learned my lesson back in school: I am not meant for the sports world.

I’m going to give the team to Tate. Or sell it to him for a dollar. Whatever I need to do to wipe my hands clean. We don’t get along, but I’m not dumb—he’s the best guy for the job.

Tate doesn’t need to know my plans yet, though.

“While you’re still learning the ropes, you’ll be beneath me⁠—”

I look up in surprise, mind flashing with images of him on top of me in the most inappropriate way.

Not an unwelcome way, to my alarm.

“In the org chart,” he continues.

Is he teasing me? Or flirting? No. He doesn’t flirt. It’s so hard to tell with him sometimes, though.

“Fine,” I manage, my face going hot. “You’re my boss. Got it.”

Get a hold of yourself, Jordan.

“Team practice is at ten, so you can use that time to either familiarize yourself with the financials, or meet staff around the arena. Although, I’d be happy to introduce you myself later.”

I snap to attention. “I want to come to practice.”

He pauses. “Why?”

I’m used to seeing the guys in the bar, relaxed and laughing. Sometimes, if Georgia convinces me to come to dinner at her and Alexei’s house. I’ve seen their games online. I want to see them play in person, though.

“My area of focus should be hockey.”

Tate studies me before his expression turns polite once more.

“Fine. It’ll be a good time to introduce you to the team in your new role.”

Another set of nerves tumble around inside my stomach. God, why am I even here? It’s a joke. Everyone’s going to laugh.

He glances at his watch. “But first, we have a call.” He lifts the phone and dials.

“Good morning, Tate,” my father answers, and my gut dips.

“Morning, Ross.”

“Is Jordan there?”

“She is.” His eyes flick to me.

“Good morning, Jordan.”

My nervous system shifts into a higher gear. “Morning.”

“How’s your first day so far?”

I hold Tate’s eyes. “Fantastic.”

“Really.” My dad sounds surprised. “Tate’s showing you the ropes?”

“Oh, yeah.” A spark of challenge rises in his eyes, and it makes something flip in my chest. “Practically bending over backwards to get me up to speed. I feel so welcome.”

The corner of his mouth slides up, eyes bright.

“Really, now.” My dad sounds pleased. “That’s great that you two are getting along so well. I love to see it. I know you have a busy day, so I’ll let you give me the rundown.”

“Game against Colorado tomorrow,” Tate says. “Their offense is weak since Delacroix and Anseuw are injured, so we’ll devote extra time to offensive drills today. The analysts are preparing video content of Colorado’s favored plays.”

“Goldman has a hell of a shot,” my dad adds. Colorado’s center, I think.

“And that’s why we won’t let him touch the puck tomorrow night,” Tate answers.

My dad chuckles. “Okay. Go on.”

“I have my regular meeting with Miller this afternoon, and lunch with Walker.”

“Sounds like another day in paradise. Talk to you later.”

“Bye, Ross.”

“Oh, and Jordan?” my dad asks.

“Yes?” I can hear the wariness in my voice.

“There’s an event in a couple weeks, a charity gala for disabled youth in hockey. Tate will attend along with a few of the players, and I expect you there, as well. Any event Tate attends on behalf of the team, I want you at.”

My stomach sinks. Something public? A chance for my dad to show me around, I’m assuming. I want to protest, but what’s the point?

For the next couple months, my schedule and my life belong to the Vancouver Storm.

“Got it,” I respond.

“Great. Have a great day, you two.”

“Bye, Ross.” Tate hangs up the phone before he leans back in his chair and regards me with an inscrutable expression. “The event is black tie. Do you have something to wear?”

No. I’m embarrassed that he even knew to ask this. Am I that much of a mess? Is it that obvious that I’m so out of my element here? “I’ll find something.”

He studies me, looking like he wants to say something, before he stands. “Come on. I’ll show you where you can find the coffee. You seem like you need it.”
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CHAPTER 8
JORDAN



“J-dawg.” Luca gives me a look of confusion as I linger outside the dressing room later, waiting for practice to start. The twenty-three-year-old defenseman towers over me in his skates, pads, and practice jersey. From the edges of his helmet, his wavy dark hair sticks out. He’s in perpetual need of a haircut. “Are you actually here or is this the best dream ever?”

The guys are filing out of the dressing room and onto the ice for their morning skate, giving me strange looks, and I brace myself.

“You’re not dreaming, Walker.” Tate claps him on the shoulder as he passes. “We’re blessed with Jordan’s presence.” He takes a seat on the bench and starts to lace up his skates with short, practiced pulls. “Take a seat, J-dawg.”

Tate hits the ice and skates loops with the team for a few minutes to warm up, and I watch his powerful, graceful movements until I realize I’m staring and focus my attention on the guys. Tate comes to a sudden stop on the ice in front of me, making me jump. The corner of his mouth quirks up again before he nods over at Alexei, who lets out a loud whistle. The guys skate to the area in front of the bench.

“Good morning, everyone,” Tate says and the guys fall silent. “We have a visitor today.”

Their eyes all go to me, and I straighten up, flicking my eyebrows up once in greeting.

“Jordan will be shadowing me for a bit.”

A bit. Does he not think I’ll stick around for the entire season? Wow. Asshole.

“Why?” Rory asks, and Tate’s eyes narrow as he chooses his words.

He’s going to tell them the truth about the fate of the team, I realize, as a resigned expression crosses his face.

Everyone wants the Stanley Cup. For any NHL player, it’s a given. Piling on the stakes isn’t going to motivate them more, it’ll just cause them stress. It might backfire and make them play worse.

“My dad owns the team,” I blurt out before Tate can say anything.

Everyone stares at me, jaws dropping. Heat prickles over my face.

“Holy shit,” Luca says. “Your dad is Ross Sheridan?”

“Yes.” My pulse trips and I try not to make eye contact with Tate, who is staring a hole in the side of my head. “And I’ve decided to work for him.”

“But you hate hockey,” Hayden says, scratching beneath his helmet. “You won’t let us put it on at the bar.”

I shift with discomfort. I never hated hockey, I just hate how it reminds me of being rejected. Tate waits patiently, watching me squirm.

“I’ve had a change of heart.” I shrug. “And I’m ready to learn the family business.”

It’s not a lie, not really. So I leave after playoffs are over. If everything goes according to plan and they win the Stanley Cup, they’ll be so over the moon that they won’t care.

What plan? my brain whispers, and I do not fucking know.

“Now that we’re all caught up and warmed up.” Tate reaches behind the bench and pulls out a marker and a clipboard with the rink lines on it. “Let’s talk about the play we’re practicing today.”

After the team has been briefed and they’re practicing, Tate skates to the bench, where I watch, unable to hear half of what they’re saying on the ice.

Some shadowing job I’m doing.

“What was that?” he asks quietly, leaning against the board but keeping his eyes on the ice, and I know he’s asking about earlier.

“We can’t tell them the truth.” The deal I made. “They’ll freak out. It’ll get in their heads and distract them.”

He puts his hands on his hips, frowning, and there’s something about the way his mouth looks that pulls my attention. Talk about distracting. “I don’t like lying to the team. They’re professionals. They aren’t children. They can handle it.”

“My gut is telling me it’ll do more harm than good,” I insist. I don’t know where this is coming from or why I know this, but I do know it—telling the guys that their team could be sold if they don’t perform will negatively impact their performance. “I know pressure motivates these guys, but this crosses the line.”

Tate studies me, before he looks away and takes a deep breath.

“Fine.”

He looks like he wants to say more, but his gaze cuts down to where I’ve got my arms tucked against myself, trying to stay warm in the cold arena.

“Where’s your jacket?” he asks with an edge to his voice, like I’ve done something wrong.

“Upstairs.” In my office.

He sighs and unzips his. I barely have time to protest before he takes it off, drops it into my lap, and skates off in his t-shirt to where the guys gather at center ice. I’m frustrated at his utter goodness, the way he’s so selfless and kind, but my attention goes to his arms. He’s always in an oxford shirt, suit, or jacket, so seeing him in a t-shirt, with his perfectly toned biceps on display like this, the soft fabric stretching across his shoulders, it’s⁠—

Annoying.

I push his jacket aside, and when he looks over at me from the ice, he pauses whatever he’s saying to the guys, his eyes narrowing.

I straighten up a little more, a zing of something electric and fizzy moving through me. Adrenaline filters into my bloodstream and I feel that dip in my stomach.

After practice ends, the guys file off the ice and Tate retrieves his jacket from the bench.

“Bring your jacket tomorrow, J-dawg.”
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JORDAN



Through the glass walls of my new office, I spot Georgia striding down the hall at her usual fast pace, heels clicking on the hardwood. On the other side of the hall, Tate’s in his office, on the phone. I’m supposed to be reading the financial report but am watching last night’s hockey highlights on my new laptop.

Georgia glances at me, keeps walking, and freezes. Turns slowly with a puzzled frown and steps into the doorway.

“Hi?” she says with an odd smile.

I clear my throat. “Hi.”

She gestures at me in this huge office, stunned. “Explain, please.”

“I meant to tell you about this sooner. Everything happened really fast.”

The truth is, I’ve been debating how much to tell her. She’d be uncomfortable keeping the secret from Alexei.

She takes a seat in one of the chairs across from my desk. “Everything…?”

“I made a deal with Ross.”

Her eyebrows go up. I’m not good at the whole emotional sharing thing, but from a decade of living together, she’s pieced my father’s and my history together.

“If I work for the team until the end of the season, he’ll leave me alone forever,” I lie, glancing down at my hands. When I look up, she’s giving me a funny look. “What?”

“Nothing.” A smile spreads over her face. “I’m just surprised. After your master’s, it seemed like you had no interest in sports. I basically handed you a job at the hospital, but you wouldn’t even come in to interview.”

Georgia wanted me to come work for her hospital’s athlete recovery program. Her work is fascinating, and I would have loved it, but of course they’d find out that I didn’t actually have my master’s and the whole thing would fall through.

I’m a bad friend for not telling her. I know that. What happened was humiliating, though, and I don’t want to relive it.

“Rory told me the news.” Hazel appears in the door with a low whistle. “Look at you, hotshot.”

“I only got this office because of my dad,” I tell her, discomfort knotting in my stomach. “I’m a nepo baby.”

“Who cares?” She drops down into the seat beside Georgia. “What’s the saying? Someone offers you a seat on the rocket ship, you don’t ask what seat. You just get on.”

The elevator opens and Darcy gets off, hurrying to my office with a big smile. “Holy smokes. Is this the old GM’s office?”

“I know. She got the good one.” Georgia narrows her eyes at me but she’s smiling. “But it sure is nice to see a woman in here.”

“I’m not the GM.” My face is going red. “I’m shadowing Ward.”

Hazel shrugs. “Still, having a woman in management sends a message to the organization.”

Darcy nods. “And to people outside the organization who might want to work in sports.”

“This kind of thing matters, you know?” Georgia adds. “Having a bunch of white guys in the front office is the way of the past.”

I don’t know what to say. “I’m not a role model.”

I’m just a bartender living in a crappy apartment, trying to figure my life out.

“You are, whether you want to be or not.” Hazel gives me a lopsided smile. “Jordan, you can do so much in this role. You have the owner’s ear, and you’re about to have a spotlight on you. The news has already broken on ESPN that Ross Sheridan’s daughter is getting involved with the Storm.”

Memories of what the players at UBC said ring in my head. “What’s the comment section like?”

Why is she even here? one player asked when they didn’t realize I could hear. Probably because of her dad.

The three women start shaking their heads.

“Never read the comment section,” Hazel says.

“Never.” Darcy blinks. “Never ever.”

“I don’t know.” Georgia’s eyes glitter and she gives us a cat-like smile. “If you fire up the comment section, I think you’re doing something right.”

“That’s because you’re a pot-stirrer,” I add. Georgia gets a sick satisfaction from arguing with people. It’s like foreplay for her.

She does a dramatic hair-flip and the others laugh. “And proud of it.” Her smile softens. “And proud of you. I know taking this role wasn’t an easy decision. It’s a lot of attention.”

Darcy nods with an understanding hum, and there’s a clench of something in my chest. Being seen and understood, maybe.

“Seeing you in this position is going to mean something to a lot of people.”

“You’re brave,” Hazel says. “And you can do a lot of good in this role.”

“We’re rooting for you,” Georgia adds with a sincerity in her amber eyes that makes my heart flip.

It’s moments like these that I want to be closer with all of them, and despite my inner voice chanting this is temporary and don’t get attached, I want to live up to their expectations. I want to make them proud and be this role model they think I am.

“What do you need from us?” Darcy asks.

That old independent instinct rises, honed sharp and strong from years of being on my own. “Nothing. I don’t need anything from you.” I straighten my spine. “Thank you, though.”

Georgia watches me, and I shift with discomfort. I’ve always gotten the sense she could see right through me. “If you change your mind, we’ll be here.”
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Late that evening, I lie on my living room floor, headphones on, listening to one of my mom’s old records. The cat is hiding under the kitchen table, glaring at me with her dumb little squished face. My body is tired from closing the bar after I left the arena—I’m still on the schedule until I can find someone to manage the place temporarily—but my mind is active, replaying the day.

She’s not the type of person I’d put in team management, Tate said the other day.

I think about the ridiculous goal my father gave me, to get the Storm to the Stanley Cup. To win it. I suspect he’s trying to motivate me to fall in love with the team and carry on his legacy, but that’s not going to happen.

I think about my mom, and what she’d say if she were here.

She’d want me to make up with my dad, for one. She wanted that even in the final stages of her cancer, not that we had much time after she was diagnosed at stage 4. Someone doesn’t have to be sorry for you to forgive them, she said.

It’ll be a cold day in hell before that happens.

She’d want more for me, though. My having the bar wouldn’t be enough for her. Natalie Hathaway had a million friends—true friends, not just acquaintances. She had this way about her. Within minutes of meeting someone, she knew their life story and they knew hers. They’d exchanged phone numbers and had a plan to meet up the next week. Georgia’s the same way. Small talk is impossible with people like them. Maybe that’s why we’ve been friends for so long.

You’re brave, Hazel said today, but I’m not brave. I’m terrified. I don’t know what the hell I’m doing.

For a couple months, it seemed like my recommendations helped the UBC team, and everything was fantastic. But then they started losing. They were right to blame me. It was my fault.

If that happens again with the Storm, I’ll just—I don’t know.

My mother would want me to try, though, even if I don’t know what I’m doing. Even if I’m terrified. Even if Tate doesn’t think I’m worth having around.

I made my father a deal. I’ll stick with the team until the end of the season. Persistence and determination and motivation begin to thread through me. She would say that I do know hockey, and I know this team. And I won’t make the same mistakes as before.

She would want me to prove them all wrong—especially Tate. She’d like him, I remember her saying how handsome he was when she met him at a hockey event with my dad, but she’d still want me to prove him wrong.

His expression when I didn’t wear his jacket appears in my mind and a quiet laugh slips out of me. He’s not used to being challenged like that, and it’s been replaying in my head on loop all day.

Movement catches my attention, and I look to see the cat batting at the window I’ve cracked open for fresh air.

“No. Hey!”

I jump up. My lease doesn’t allow pets, and the landlord is just waiting for a reason to evict me. She shouldn’t even be near the windows, in case someone sees her.

I reach to nudge her aside, but she hisses at me, all snaggleteeth and enraged wonky eyes, fur on end. She bats at the window again and it nudges open a crack.

“Stop that,” I shoo her. “You can’t be near the window.”

She pushes the window open an inch more, and without thinking I grab her and pick her up.

Big mistake.

The cat makes a noise straight out of the underworld and the claws come out. She swipes those razor blades across the back of my hand and I drop her on the floor. She takes off, a streak of dark fur, and hides beneath the table again.
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Jordan strolls into my office the next morning carrying two to-go coffee cups, wearing that thin jacket that isn’t warm enough even for our mild Vancouver winter.

And it definitely isn’t warm enough for the arena.

“Good morning. Look at you.” I give her the pleasant smile that irritates her, and her jaw twitches. “On time.”

“I’m early.” They’re probably the first words she’s said this morning, judging by the rasp to her voice.

I wonder what Jordan looks like when she wakes up. Does she sleep on her stomach, face buried in the pillows, or on her back, arms and legs sprawled across the bed?

What does she sleep in? A t-shirt and underwear? Naked?

An unwelcome pang of arousal hits me in the groin, and I glance at the clock. It’s six twenty-eight. “Early is on time.”

She glowers. “I’m sorry we don’t all go to bed at seven pm.”

My smile hitches higher but my gaze strays to the dark circles under her eyes. Does she have problems sleeping, too?

Or maybe she’s still working at the bar.

“Two coffees.” I raise my eyebrows at her. “That’s a lot of caffeine. But whatever gets you out of bed and at the arena for pretend o’clock.”

“Oh, they’re not both for me.” She slides the coffee toward me, a sparkle in her eye. “One’s for you.”

“Really.” Something isn’t right.

“Yep.” The corner of her pretty mouth is turned up. “I thought we could start fresh today. I’m sorry I called you annoying yesterday.”

No, she isn’t. What’s she up to?

“That’s kind of you,” I tell her, trying not to smile as something playful and interested jumps around in my chest. “But unfortunately I don’t drink coffee.”

She holds my eyes, challenge rising in hers. “It’s matcha.”

“Matcha, huh?” I pick up the cup, studying it. Her name is scribbled on the side in marker.

“Mhm.” She watches me, careful and curious. Waiting.

I take a tentative sip and use every ounce of control not to react.

It tastes like poison.

“Hmm.” I repress a laugh. “Matcha tastes different than I remember.”

I refuse to gag or spit it out or tell her it’s terrible, whatever reaction she’s looking for as part of this immature game. Bea does this sometimes, testing my limits to see how far she can push. The key is to not play the game.

“Is that peppermint?” I act pleasantly surprised. “Or toothpaste?”

“It’s matcha,” she repeats.

Well, it tastes like cough syrup.

“Thank you, Jordan.” I hold her eyes, a laugh right under the surface of my expression. “I really appreciate this thoughtful gesture.”

I’m being mature. I’m not reacting so we can end this, not so I can rile her up more.

Her eyes narrow. I smile a little more and lift the cup to take another sip but my hand freezes with the cup in midair as I spot it.

A smear of lip balm, right where my mouth was a moment ago. A pale peachy pink in the perfect shape of her lips. Another thrum of arousal moves through me, landing low in my gut.

What would it be like, to kiss Jordan Hathaway?

“Tate?”

“Hmm?” My head snaps up. Jordan’s giving me an expectant look. It’s the first time she’s called me by my first name, I realize. My name sounds different on her lips.

“Do you like it?” she asks.

She holds my gaze, and again I feel the urge to laugh at her stupid game. She’s figured it out: I won’t lie.

“It’s something,” I say with a smile.

Competition sparks in her eyes.

“Great.” She leans forward, holding my eyes, and I’m thinking about her lips on my coffee cup again. “I’ll bring you another one tomorrow.”

“That’s very generous, seeing as this probably cost about eight bucks⁠—”

“Eleven, with tip. But you’re worth it, Coach.”

Another thrum of arousal, stronger this time. Why is her calling me Coach like that such a turn on? Is it the way her lips shape when she says it?

“I’m going to bring you another drink tomorrow. And the day after. And the day after that. And every day until the end of playoffs, because I’m not going anywhere. I don’t care if you think I’m a flake or unqualified or a waste of space.”

I frown. I never said she was a waste of space. I don’t think that. I just think she should take up space somewhere else.

“Like it or not,” she continues, “my unqualified ass is going to save this team from being sold. I’m going to do everything I can to get this team to win the Stanley Cup, and then I’ll be out of your hair forever. Three months, and then I’m gone.”

I don’t understand Jordan Hathaway, and I don’t like her, either, because if I had a father like Ross Sheridan, I’d never shut him out. But this backbone she’s showing me? This determination to keep the team together and prevent it from being sold?

I respect her for it.

“Good,” I say, still holding her eyes. “I’m glad to hear it.”

Confusion appears in her eyes.

“How do you propose we handle the rest of the season?” I ask and she looks even more confused, like this is the last thing she expected.

Her fingers come to her ponytail before she drops her hand. Is that a nervous habit? “You need more centermen.”

The center forward is arguably the most important position on the team. They need to be strong at both offense and defense, a fast skater, and able to score goals. They need to be good at everything.

I sit back, folding my arms over my chest. “We have Miller.”

“Miller can’t carry this team. What if he gets inju⁠—”

I hold a hand up and she falls silent. “Jordan, do not finish that sentence.”

What if he gets injured, she was about to say, and I don’t even want to think about that possibility.

Something flares in her eyes, and her mouth does that pretty curve again. “Superstitious?”

All hockey players are a little superstitious. When I don’t answer, she smiles more.

“You need better centermen on your second, third, and fourth lines. It’ll take the pressure off Rory.”

“He thrives on pressure.”

“No, he thrives on competition. He thrives when he’s enjoying himself on the ice. Look at how he played after he started going to that beer league.”

My head tilts. “How do you know about that?”

A busted look passes over her features. “I overhear things at the bar.”

It doesn’t feel like the whole truth, but regardless, she’s right. Miller rediscovered his love of hockey and it changed him for the better.

“How are we going to pay for these new centermen?”

“Trade guys who aren’t serving us, like Barlow,” she says without missing a beat. She’s thought about this. “He’s a good winger but Kato’s better. We can pair draft picks with their contracts to make them more enticing.” Her knee bounces up and down and she talks faster, with more conviction. “Anyone who doesn’t fit with the team socially needs to go. It’s more important than ever that these guys are rock solid as a group.” She presses her mouth closed like she’s said too much.

So, the quiet bartender knows a little more about hockey than she lets on.

“Very good. I agree.” I nod once, and something lights up her eyes.

“You do?”

Surprise? Pride? Relief? I’m not sure, but it hooks at me, snagging my attention.

The part of me that loves to develop people wakes up. Is there something there with Jordan? She knows hockey and she has a master’s, which I was unaware of. I was also unaware that she worked with the UBC team after I left. Between UBC and the Storm, I took a year to be a full-time parent while Holly finished school, and during that time, Jordan did something I couldn’t—get the women’s team a championship.

What else am I unaware of with her?

Ross Sheridan isn’t the encouraging type. He sits back and lets the talent rise without meddling.

But what if Jordan needed some encouragement. What if she needed the right conditions to thrive?

“It’s a good strategy,” I tell her.

She blinks, confused, like she didn’t expect this. “Okay.”

“Thank you,” I add, because I can’t resist.

She frowns, the confusion intensifying on her features.

“When someone pays you a compliment, Jordan, you say thank you.” I try not to smile but the corner of my mouth lifts.

She scoffs. “Was that a compliment? I didn’t hear you choking on it.”

I need to close my eyes so I don’t burst out laughing at her smart mouth. A deep breath helps me regain control before I open my eyes and give her a patient smile.

I don’t know what game we’re playing, but I like it. “I’m happy to see you invested. Differences aside, we’re going to have to work together this season.”

She looks down at her hands, and I wish I knew what she was thinking. On the back of her hand, though, something catches my attention, and before I realize it, I’m on my feet, rounding the desk, and wrapping my fingers around her delicate wrist.

“What is this?” I ask, inspecting the deep scratch. The skin is red and angry. This looks recent. “Is this from that cat? Did you clean this properly?”

I sound . . . mad? Frustrated, at least. She tries to pull her wrist back, but I hang on. She tugs again, and I let go.

“Yes, I cleaned it.” She tucks her hand beneath the sleeve of her jacket. “It’s fine. It looks worse than it is.”

I cross my arms. “Are you still feeding that cat in the alley?”

She hesitates, not looking at me. “No.”

“Jordan.”

She lifts her gaze to me, holding my eyes with defiance. “I am not feeding the cat in the alley.”

This is none of my business. Jordan is a grown woman, and it’s not my problem that she looks tired or that her coat isn’t warm enough or that some cat scratched her.

And yet, it bothers me. All of it. I take a deep breath and sigh.

My desk phone rings and I answer on speaker, both relieved and frustrated at the interruption.

“Hi, Ross.”

“Good morning, Tate.” His voice fills my office. “Is Jordan there?”

“Yep.” She holds my eyes, studying me like she isn’t sure what to make of me anymore. “I’m here.”
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On Friday morning, I enter Ward’s office at six-fifteen, feeling like a bag of garbage from closing the bar last night, and set another disgusting coffee on his desk.

“Good morning, Coach Ward.”

His jaw flexes. He really doesn’t like me calling him that. “Good morning, Jordan.”

He looks up from the email he’s typing and studies the reusable cup, eyes narrowing but the corner of his handsome mouth ticking up. Something fizzes in my chest as I take a seat across from his desk, forcing myself not to react.

Every morning, I bring him a disgusting coffee and watch him take a long, savoring sip of whatever truly horrific blend of syrups the barista threw in there.

“What do we have today?” He picks the drink up and sniffs it. He hasn’t shaved this morning, and dark stubble coats his sharp jaw.

It’s day three of our stupid game. He could end it with one word, one grimace, but he just smiles and thanks for me for the drinks.

That sure is something, he said yesterday. I didn’t know cucumber could taste so spicy.

And then he had lunch delivered to my office that afternoon.

Today, he takes his usual long sip, holding my eyes, before his eyebrows go up, he looks at the drink, and makes a low noise of surprise and pleasure that goes straight between my legs.

“What is that? Marshmallow and caramel?” he asks, frowning at it, before he takes another sip, and there. There’s that noise again. The one that makes me think of him breathing hard, above me, looking down at me with a half-glazed look in his eyes, lips parted before his eyes close and he throws his head back⁠—

“Glad you like it,” I say in a weird voice. My face feels warm. It’s warm in here.

It was supposed to be too sweet. I told the barista to make it way too sweet, but he actually likes it?

Seeing Tate Ward enjoy something makes my insides feel jittery.

He blinks, clears his throat, and puts the cup down, before thinking better of it and sliding it a few inches farther away. I have an overwhelming urge to make him take another sip.

I want to hear that noise again.

“You’re always here so early,” I blurt out. Anything to make this weirdness go away.

“I go to the gym in the mornings.” So that’s why his hair is always damp. That’s why he always smells so good, fresh and clean and intoxicatingly male.

“Such a hard worker, Coach.”

His eyes drop to my coat and he exhales hard.

“You should call me Tate,” he says, still staring at my coat with an edge to his eyes, “and you should get a better jacket.”

I look down at the sleeve of my corduroy jacket. The hem is fraying. Something more professional, he means.

“Since you refuse to wear mine,” he adds, and before I can respond, the phone rings. He answers, eyes on me. “Good morning, Ross.”

[image: ]


That afternoon, I step out of the elevator and bump straight into a hard male chest.

“Oh. Sorry.”

“Whoa.” His hands come to my shoulders to steady me, but I step back, heat crawling up my neck as I get a lungful of Tate’s clean scent. “You okay?”

He’s swapped out his Fuckable Dad outfit for something more casual. A t-shirt and athletic joggers, his hockey gear bag slung over one big shoulder. Chiseled biceps on full display.

Fuckable Dad Goes to the Gym, this look would be called.

“Uh-huh.” My voice sounds too high. “Working out again?” I try not to stare at the way his t-shirt stretches across his chest. “What’s the matter, getting up at four AM isn’t enough torture for you?”

The corner of his mouth slides up and there’s that funny fizz in my chest again. I thought I liked getting on his nerves, but I can’t stop thinking about the noise he made when he had that drink this morning. Caramel marshmallow.

Does Tate Ward have a secret sweet tooth? He’s so responsible and controlled and good. He would never.

“I’m testing out a prospect with Miller and Volkov,” he says, studying me. At whatever he sees, he frowns. “Take off early, Jordan. You’ve had a long week.”

The longest. Between arriving at the arena for the morning call with my dad and closing up the bar in the evenings while I try to find a bar manager, I am fucking exhausted. The second I get home, I’m going to sleep for twenty hours straight, until my shift starts tomorrow afternoon.

Wait. Prospect? “Who are you thinking about trading for?”

“Liam Hutton.”

He starts to move past me into the elevator but I step into his path.

“With New Jersey?” I make a face. I forget how tall he is until he’s right in front of me like this. “Are you kidding?”

His eyebrow goes up. The elevator doors try to close but he lifts a hand to stop them. “The scouting team recommended him.”

“He’s a selfish puck hog.” I’ve seen him play against the Storm. He’s talented, sure, but he’s like who Rory Miller used to be.

Tate studies me, frowning. “I see a lot of potential in him.”

“I’m not saying he doesn’t have talent or potential. I’m saying he’s not the right fit. Our guys are not the right group for him.”

The strength in my voice surprises me. I sound so sure. I am, though. I know Hutton isn’t a good fit for this team. This is what I specialized in during my master’s, how team dynamics change with individual players.

The master’s that I didn’t complete. The work that ushered the UBC team into a losing streak, a tiny, ugly voice reminds me.

“I disagree,” Tate says before his hands come to my shoulders and he gently moves me aside.

Maybe he’s right. I’ve been wrong before.

He steps into the elevator. “Oh, and Jordan?”

Something sparks in his eyes, and my attention hooks on it. “I left something in your office for you. A little welcome gift from the team. I wanted to say thank you again for going the extra mile with all those drinks this week. That’s the kind of team spirit we love to see around here at the Vancouver Storm.”

I should be annoyed at how he’s playing this game, but I feel like laughing. I hate this, that he pulls this reaction out of me.

Before I can say another word, the elevator doors close.

I head to my office, expecting something terrible inside the white box on my chair with a big silky bow around it. A dirty sock, maybe, or the dried corpse of his daughter’s pet lizard. One of those compressed snakes that springs out or a glitter bomb that will coat me in sparkles.

Beneath white tissue paper, though, my fingers find soft fabric. Soft like a baby’s blanket.

Oh.

It’s a coat. A rich camel color. The fabric is soft and luxe—cashmere and Italian wool, according to the tag. Shiny gold buttons, a silky lining, and a big collar to keep me warm. Holt Renfrew, the tag reads, but the price has been removed. It’s a luxury department store downtown that I can’t even afford to look in the windows of. I’m willing to bet that this coat cost several months’ rent.

Something sings through me as I run my fingers over the soft fabric. This is already the nicest thing I’ve ever owned. Georgia is going to flip.

Welcome to the team, the card says in scratchy, masculine writing. From your very patient boss, Tate Ward.

Okay. So this is how it’s going to be? I ignore the warm, bubbly feeling in my chest that Tate Ward got me a pretty, expensive present, and focus on the fact that he is fucking with me. I see exactly what he’s doing. I go low, he goes high.

That’s fine. I grin. Tate Ward doesn’t even know how low I can go.
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Liam Hutton is not our guy.

“That was yours,” Hutton calls to Miller as they run a play at the empty arena, while Volkov and I watch from the boards.

She was so certain. How did she know? Does she know him personally?

“Yep,” Miller calls back with an edge to his tone, his good-natured, easygoing way having disappeared about two minutes after he started playing with Hutton.

And why does she look so tired every day? Does she hate waking up early that much, or is it more?

Is she okay? What’s with the scratch on her hand? It looked like it was healing when I caught sight of it this morning.

No. I’m not doing this. I’m not getting invested in Jordan Hathaway. Look how she treats her father, the man who gave her everything. I’ll mentor her and encourage her in her role, but I’m not going to worry about her well-being more than any other employee’s.

I would worry if any employee looked tired, though. I would ask questions.

“Miller doesn’t like him,” Volkov mutters under his breath to me as we watch from the bench.

I exhale slowly. “Yeah.”

“Miller likes everyone.”

That’s not your guy, Jordan said. I know these guys, and he’s not going to fit in with them.

The part of me that makes me a good coach, the part that thrives on recognizing potential in people, snags on her. I had it with all my people—Streicher, Miller, Owens, Volkov, Walker. Dr. Greene, when I scooped her up from the local hospital program. Pippa Hartley, who I thought would make a damn good assistant to Jamie Streicher. Those two worked together so well that they’re now married. Darcy Andersen, when I realized her aptitude for statistics matched her knowledge of hockey. Hazel Hartley, when I received the stellar recommendations from her physiotherapy program and saw her work.

That’s all it takes. Passion and skill. That’s why all of us are here.

Regardless of my personal feelings about Jordan, I owe it to the team and to Ross to use her to the best of her ability.

“Are we done?” Volkov asks, nudging his chin at the ice.

“Yeah. We’re done. He’s not our guy.”

Upstairs, when I walk past her empty office, the box I left on her desk is gone. I sit at my desk, pull my phone out of my pocket, and make a call.

“Well, well, well,” Coach Jay Choudhury answers. “If it isn’t Daddy Ward.”

“Come on.” I can feel the smile pulling across my face. Some things never change, like the way teammates rib each other as a form of affection. My heart tugs with nostalgia.

He laughs. “It’s been what, ten years?”

“Something like that.” Ten years since I blew out my knee, fell into a deep depression, and stopped talking to all the teammates I used to consider my family. “How are you doing, Jay?”

“Great, actually. I’m in your old job at UBC, coaching women’s hockey.”

“I know. That’s actually why I called.” My gaze wanders out the window and I think about her telling me Hutton wasn’t our guy. “I want to ask you about Jordan Hathaway.”
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On Saturday night, I slide into one of the bar seats at the Filthy Flamingo, my suspicion about Jordan Hathaway confirmed. She appears in front of me, one eyebrow raised. “What are you doing here?”

“Hi, Jordan.” I lean back in my seat, looking around the small bar. It’s not a game night, so it’s just a few regulars sitting near the back.

This is why she’s so tired. She’s been working her tail off this past week.

Guilt twists in my chest, hard. I should have noticed sooner. I should have done something about it. For anyone else, I would have.

“Tate.” She holds my eyes, and I like the way she says my name. “What are you doing here?” she asks again.

“Why are you still working at the bar, Jordan?”

“I’m trying to find a manager.”

“How long is that going to take?”

She shakes her head. “I don’t know. How long do trades take? They take as long as you need to find the right person.”

Fair point, but I still find myself hauling in a deep breath, raking a hand through my hair in frustration.

“The team can help you find someone for the bar.”

“No, thanks. I’ve seen how you recruit. I’m all set.”

“About that.” I hold her eyes. Under the twinkle lights she has strung up along the ceiling, they sparkle. “You were right.”

She blinks once, like she isn’t sure she heard right, before her mouth curves. It’s not a full, genuine smile, but it’s not the guarded look she normally wears.

It’s a start. A start of what, though, I have no clue.

“Excuse me?”

“You were right,” I repeat. “He didn’t work out.”

Her lips part in surprise and something flares in her eyes. She likes being right. No, she loves being right.

It’s fascinating, seeing Jordan Hathaway enjoy something like this.

“You were right and I was wrong,” I say, because I want more.

Her eyes roll back and she groans. Blood rushes to my cock, sudden and violent, and oh, fuck. She can’t be making noises like that in front of me.

“But Coach, you were so sure.”

Coming here was a bad idea. When she calls me Coach like that, I feel—weird. Tense. Turned on.

Attracted to her.

Fuck. That’s not okay.

“That’s what you said, isn’t it?” she presses, wearing that curve on her mouth and the gleam in her eyes. “That you disagreed with me? That he’s young and talented and you saw a lot of potential in him?”

I run the tip of my tongue over my canine, not meeting her eyes.

“Maybe my memory’s wrong,” she adds.

“Jordan.”

“Yes, Coach.”

“Let’s be mature about this.” I raise an eyebrow, trying to get at her, and her eyes narrow like my shot landed. “And stop calling me Coach.”

“Sorry, Tate.”

Why is that hot? It’s her lips. No, it’s her eyes, the way they narrow when she says my name. It’s the way I think about her whispering it in my ear. A shiver makes the hairs on the back of my neck rise.

She holds my eyes, a spark of challenge and entertainment running through hers, and I feel it in my chest—the desire to win, but also, the fun of a game. I’m competitive, of course I am. It’s in my blood, it’s what made me a great hockey player.

She’s smiling more, narrowing her eyes at me, and I like it. I like her looking at me like this, like we’re teasing each other. A sense of calm settles through me, sitting here in her quiet bar.

“How did you know about Hutton?” I ask her, because that’s the real reason I’m here tonight.

“I know the team.” She glances around the bar. “I overhear them talking at the bar. I know how they work together and how they play on the ice.”

Under my gaze, she shifts, the fun, playful light in her eyes fading away. “Do you want a drink?”

“Soda water with lime, please.” I watch her get to work, and the second she has something to do with her hands, she relaxes. “I talked to Jay Choudhury today.”

Jordan goes still, her expression blank.

“He told me that you helped them win championships.”

Something I had been trying to do with the team for my four years as head coach.

“I didn’t.” She keeps her eyes on the glass as she opens a bottle of sparkling water. “They did that on their own.”

It’s what she said in Ross’s office.

“He said your recommendations were the reason they won, even after you left. That you emphasized building trust and confidence within the team, and studied how the lineups played differently with different personalities.”

Why isn’t she taking the credit she deserves? Does she want me to think she’s unqualified?

Jay told me something else that I keep thinking about. He said she didn’t graduate. She took off about a month before the school year ended, he added. Sent me an email saying she wouldn’t be working with the team anymore, and the next day her office was cleared out.

She puts a piece of lime on the rim of the glass and slides it toward me. “Shouldn’t you be home with your daughter?”

“She’s with her mom and stepdad tonight.”

She makes a thoughtful noise, leaning against the back counter, and I take a sip of the drink.

“Best soda water with lime in the city,” I tell her, and she snorts.

“Do you not drink?” she asks, studying her dark nails. “You never order something with booze in it.”

The nails are navy blue today. They were maroon yesterday, so she must have redone them either last night or today. I picture her wherever she lives, painting her nails with care and attention and focus.

“Yes, I quit drinking. The night I found out Bea was coming.”

Her eyes lift to mine, curious, but she doesn’t ask more.

“I was drinking a lot in those days. Too much. Her mother, Holly, and I had hooked up only once, and then she called me and said she was pregnant and . . .” I shake my head, the memories washing over me. “I was an alcoholic, and depressed, and I was going to have a child, so I didn’t want to be that way anymore. I’m still an alcoholic,” I add, “but I’m recovering. And sober.”

She makes that thoughtful humming noise again, still watching me, and something that looks like respect and admiration rises in her eyes.

Or maybe that’s wishful thinking.

“Alcohol use disorder is the more modern term,” I add. “Your dad brought me there, actually.”

She stiffens. “Where?”

“To rehab. The night I got the call about Bea.” Although we didn’t know she was Bea at that time. “And when I was done with rehab, he made a call and found me the coaching job at UBC.”

She studies me, frowning a little. I don’t know why I’m telling her all of this. It’s not relevant.

It feels good, though, to share with her. Maybe she’ll share with me, too.

She studies her nails again. “Were you and Holly . . . ?” Her gaze lifts, a question in her eyes.

“Together? No. I think we knew from the beginning that there was nothing but friendship between us. I don’t even know why we hooked up.” I shrug. “And I don’t remember it. But we agreed to be friends, for Bea. She needs to see her parents in a healthy relationship, even if it isn’t romantic.”

Jordan stares at me, and I wish I could hear what she’s thinking. “You seem like a good dad.”

“Wow.” My eyebrows lift. “Was that a compliment? I didn’t hear you choking on it.”

Her eyes change, going sharp and entertained. “When someone pays you a compliment, Tate, you say thank you.”

Is she flirting with me? No. She couldn’t be. Jordan Hathaway doesn’t flirt. Something electric zings through the air between us, though, and there’s that heavy, unwelcome ache in my groin. I clear my throat, look away, and she does the same.

“Thank you,” I tell her with a nod. Polite and professional, I remind myself. “I try to be a good dad. I try very hard.”
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I’m in the alley, throwing the trash out, when I hear a familiar garbled meow.

No. She couldn’t have gotten out⁠—

I left my bedroom window open, I realize. Just an inch. It’s an old habit. Fuck.

I look down.

“Oh, god!” I yell at the sight of her face.

There she is, the demon cat. It’s been raining on and off all night. Why is she out here when she could be in my apartment, where it’s warm and dry?

“Sorry,” I tell her while she glowers up at me with that dumb underbite. “You’re just so ugly.”

“Wow.”

I jump again, heart in my throat. Tate leans on the doorframe, staring down at the cat.

“So you do have a cat.”

“She’s not my cat.”

“She?” He gives me an arch look. “She’s a she?”

“She has female energy.”

He drops to a crouch. “Hey, kitty cat. What’s your name?”

The cat prowls over to him, eyes on his face.

“Watch out,” I warn. “She’s going to⁠—”

The cat lets out a rumbling purr and rubs herself against Tate’s legs. My jaw drops.

“Aww.” He strokes a big hand down her back and she purrs again, rubbing her face against his other hand. “What a sweetie.”

“What a sweetie?” My jaw is on the ground. “She’s not like this,” I explain, pointing to her. “She’s kind of a bitch.”

“Jordan.” He picks the cat up and tucks her in his arms, petting her while she preens and purrs. How he’s doing this while keeping both his eyes in his head, I have no idea. If I did this, I’d be dead. “Don’t call your cat a bitch.”

“She’s not my cat!” My voice goes weirdly high. “I’m just letting her crash with me until I figure out what to do with her.”

Liar. I can’t take her to the SPCA. I don’t know why. I just can’t. She wouldn’t like it there.

He does a double take. “You took her home?”

I hold up the scratched hand he’s been glancing at all week, and he frowns.

“Huh.” She wiggles in his arms and he sets her down. She walks right into my bar like she owns the place. “Doesn’t look like she’s a stray anymore.”

[image: ]


Back inside, the cat curls up in Tate’s lap, and something in my chest squeezes. A couple regulars sit at the other end of the counter, the music plays at a low volume, and the twinkle lights give the place a warm glow.

I’m still exhausted from the week, but this is my safe, happy place, and having Tate here, lavishing attention all over the cat and keeping me company, is not as unwelcome as I would have thought.

It’s actually kind of nice. Quiet nights sometimes drag, but it’s already past midnight.

“This is a health code violation.” I gesture at the cat, as if I’m actually going to do anything about it. “I could lose my business license.”

His eyes crinkle. “I won’t tattle on you.”

The cat rests her chin on the counter, eyes on me. “Don’t be smug,” I tell her.

The regulars stand from their table, drop their empties at the end of the bar, and wave goodbye.

“I’m closing now,” I tell Tate.

“Okay.”

I wait a beat. “That means you need to leave.”

“I can’t move.” He gestures at the heap of purring black fur on his lap. “I’ve been chosen.”

She’s got her tongue sticking out the side of her mouth, like a little doofus. I feel like laughing.

“It’s pouring rain,” he adds. “I’ll drive you home. You don’t have a car, do you? Your parking spot at the arena is empty every day.”

I don’t have a car, because they’re expensive. Everything in Vancouver is expensive.

“I live three blocks away.”

“You’re not walking.” He keeps his eyes on the cat but his voice is firm. “And I’m guessing you’re not wearing your new coat, either.”

Busted, but not because I’m being obstinate or playing our little game. It’s too nice to wear, and the cashmere will get ruined in the rain.

“Do whatever you need to do, Jordan, and then I’m driving you and your cat home.”
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Tate’s car, it turns out, is a compact SUV by a Japanese manufacturer, dark green and inconspicuous. Very responsible and reliable, just like I thought he’d drive.

He opens the back door and sets the cat, who he has carried all the way here so she doesn’t get her paws wet, in the back seat. I reach for the passenger door, but he gets there first, holding it open and waiting until I’ve clicked my seatbelt to close the door.

In the back seat, the cat has already fallen asleep.

“Where am I going?” he asks when he gets in and turns the car on. He turns my seat warmer on and adjusts the vents so warm air is blowing at me, but I’m distracted by his sharp, clean scent.

“Jordan?” He taps me lightly on the arm.

“Hmm?”

He’s watching me with curiosity and a tiny smile, like I’m amusing or cute or something.

“Where am I going?”

“Alexander and Gore. Three blocks up.”

We drive in silence as I sneak glances at the way his hands grip the steering wheel.

“Here’s fine,” I say as we approach my building, and he parks in front and cuts the engine. “Thanks for the ride.” I open the door and get out, filling my lungs with clean air.

Finally, I can think.

Tate gets out of the driver’s side and opens the back door. “I’ll bring her up.”

“No,” I blurt out.

I don’t want him to see my crappy apartment. Tate Ward is the image of someone who has their life together. The evidence is everywhere—his job, his car, his clothes, his early morning wake-ups. Seeing my shithole apartment is going to reinforce everything he already thinks of me.

He raises an eyebrow, tucking the cat beneath his arm. She barely wakes. “She’s going to scratch you again.”

She will. She’s been aiming for my eyes lately, too.

Like he knows I don’t have an argument, Tate heads to the front door of my building, eyes all over the things piled out front.

I stop short. The area in front of the building is cluttered with stuff. A kitchen table. A ratty old couch. Boxes of haphazardly packed clothes and toiletries and dishes.

My stomach drops. My stuff.

Tate gives me a concerned look. “Did you forget your key?”

Of course he doesn’t say anything about the boxes. He’s too polite. He probably thinks it’s always there.

In an instant, I’m opening boxes, searching, heart racing. Fucking Garth. The boxes are damp. My clothes are soaked from the rain. I feel sick. I’m going to throw up. I push a box aside, searching.

“Jordan, what’s going on?” His voice sounds very far away as blood rushes through my ears. “What’s all this?”

“My records.” I’m absent, focused on finding them. “And my record player.”

If they’re damaged, if they’re ruined, I’ll—I don’t know. Cry. Scream. Die. I’ll totally lose it. They were hers, and they’re all I have left of her. They’re my only way to feel connected to her, listening to those records and thinking about her.

I shove a soggy box out of the way, onto the ground, and there they are. Tossed in a box carelessly, exactly like they’re not supposed to be stored, but thankfully, they’re dry and undamaged. The record player is at the bottom of the box. I don’t know if it still works, it might have been dropped and broken, but hopefully I can order a replacement part or something.

Holy fuck. I let out a long exhale, closing my eyes, tipping my face back.

“Jordan.” He says my name so softly, and when I open my eyes, he’s studying me with concern. He reaches to touch my face before thinking better of it and pulling back. “You’re crying.”

I blink, wiping my face. Oh my god. What’s wrong with me? I’m a mess. “It’s rain.” I look away so he doesn’t see my red eyes. “The rain got on my face. You can . . .” I gesture at the ground. “Put her down, I guess.”

My mind races as I haul the heavy box under the awning so it doesn’t get wet. I don’t know what to do. I’m evicted, obviously. Did Garth see the cat leaving the apartment? He must have.

Why, why did I bring this demon cat home when I knew I was on my last strike here? I glance at her and she gives me that dumb, snaggletoothed look.

Because I couldn’t leave her. Because she’s hideous and mean and alone. She has no one.

“Thanks for the ride,” I tell Tate, hands on my hips, staring at my pile of stuff. “I can take it from here.”

“Can we go see what’s going on?” he asks, his tone gentle and careful like I’ve never heard. “Please?”

I chance a look at him, about to protest.

“I’m not leaving,” he says, still gentle, but firm.

I shrug and let him follow me up the stairs to my apartment.

Papers are taped to my front door—the same ones I’ve been seeing around the building as people get renovicted for various reasons—late rent, smoking pot in their unit, noise too loud too late at night.

Pets are not allowed in this building!!!! Garth wrote under “reason for eviction.”

“You adopted a cat when you’re not allowed to have pets?” Tate asks in a low voice like I’m the dumbest person in the entire world.

I stare at the eviction notice. “Yep.”

I need to find a place to stay, and I need to bring the cat and the records and the record player. I should call a rideshare. It’ll need to be pet friendly.

He sighs. “What are you going to do, Jordan?”

“I’ll call Georgia.”

“They’ll be sleeping.”

It’s one-thirty in the morning. They’re definitely sleeping and I hate hate hate the idea of inconveniencing them like that. “Maybe not.”

He raises an eyebrow at me. “If they’re not sleeping, they’re in bed doing something else.”

Ugh. They would be. Lovebirds. Blech. Do I really want to interrupt them boning? No. No, I do not.

“I’ll go to a hotel.”

“One that takes pets?”

“Uh-huh.” If I can find one—and I can somehow get the cat there with my intestines still in my body—I can’t really afford it. My paycheck from the team hasn’t hit my bank account yet.

My gaze swings in the direction I walk to work, to the arena. I have a keycard that gives me twenty-four-hour building access.

“You’re not sleeping in your office, Jordan.”

Irritation singes up my spine that he can read me like this.

“Ask me,” he says.

“Ask you what?”

“You know what.”

I do know what, and I hate that it’s come to this. That he’s my last option. That he’s forcing me to ask for help.

Putting my pride aside, with a sick feeling in my stomach, I take a deep breath and look up at Tate, meeting his eyes.

“Can I crash on your couch tonight, Coach?”

His jaw ticks at me calling him that, but he gives me a friendly smile. “Of course. Come on.”

With the cat in his arms, he heads down the stairs and out of the lobby, and I have no choice but to follow. As he passes the pile of my stuff, he scoops up the box of records and record player and tilts his chin to the white box that appeared yesterday in my office, sitting nearby.

“But first,” he says, “put your goddamned coat on.”
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“That was a big reaction over some records,” he says in the car as my eyelids grow heavy.

I sink deeper into the warm, luxurious seat, wearing my soft, pretty coat and listening to the rain on the roof and roads as we cross the bridge into North Vancouver, where I guess he lives. The cat dozes in the back, and my records and record player are safe beside her. Tate even buckled them up so they wouldn’t jostle on the drive.

“They were my mom’s.”

“Hmm.”

Tate drives the way he plays hockey—with ease, control, and skill. Like my body knows I’m safe when he’s behind the wheel, my eyelids grow heavier, and I take a deep breath to get oxygen to my brain. I will not fall asleep. Not in Tate’s car. I’ll probably drool all over myself and only add to his low opinion of me.

“You can fall asleep,” he says, glancing at me, then back to the road, something in his eyes.

Worry? God, I hope not. I hate that he thinks I can’t take care of myself. I hate that he saw the shitty place where I lived and all my stuff out in the rain.

How am I supposed to help the team win the Stanley Cup if I can’t even keep myself from getting evicted?

“I’m not going to fall asleep.”

“Okay.” He pauses. “But if you do, it’s fine. I’ll wake you up when we get there.”

There’s something different in his voice, something low and comforting that settles my nerves. Like we’re friends. No, like we’re lovers.

I frown out the window, pinching my thigh to snap myself back to reality.

“How’d you lose your mom?” he asks, and I look over. “I’m sorry,” he adds quickly, off whatever my expression is. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

“No.” I shake my head. “It’s fine. People never ask.” They get weird and change the subject or worse, give me a look of pity. “She had colon cancer.”

“I’m sorry.”

I glance at him again. No look of pity on his face. He just looks, not sad, but regretful, maybe. That I had to lose her.

“She had low iron and fatigue, and the doctor said it was because she was vegetarian and approaching menopause. And by the time the signs became worse and she got a second opinion,” that old pain aches in my chest as I stare out the window, “it was already stage four.”

I don’t know why I said all of that. I clamp my mouth shut as we drive.

“I’m really sorry, Jordan,” he says in that low voice, and my heart aches again, differently this time.

I tuck my arms over my stomach. “I don’t know why I told you that.”

“I’m glad you did.”

“We used to listen to records together.” Why do I keep telling him things? It’s like he’s casting a spell on me, getting me to show him little pieces of myself. “She loved music and, um, dancing around the kitchen and stuff. Seventies rock, mostly. And I like to think of her like that.”

Not like she was when she was sick. When my dad should have been there and he wasn’t.

“At her best?”

I nod. “Yeah.”

He hums. “She sounds really fun.”

“She was.” She would have loved this dumb little cat in the back seat. “She was really, really fun.”

A beat passes and I can see him glancing between me and the road. “You’re tired. Close your eyes for a bit.”

I’m so warm and comfortable, and my brain feels sluggish. “Maybe for a bit. But I won’t fall asleep.”
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The next morning, before I even open my eyes, I know I’m not at home. The bed is way too comfortable, and there’s a lack of noise from the street and clunking noises from the upstairs neighbor. Cool air breezes past me like there’s a window open nearby.

The bar last night, Tate, and the cat in his arms. The way his hands looked on the steering wheel. My stuff in the rain. The eviction notice. Back in Tate’s car.

I fell asleep, and from the bright sunlight streaming into what appears to be a cottage, it’s morning, and I have no clue where I am.

Beside me on the bed, I lock eyes with a little girl, and let out a yelp of surprise.

She gives me an odd look, still holding her book, totally unfazed at my presence, and it clicks.

“Bea?”

She gives me a tiny smile. “Hi.”

She studies me in a familiar way, like her dad. She has dark hair, big eyes like Tate, and is reading a book with an illustration on the cover of a girl in a wheelchair, singing into a microphone on stage. The Chance to Fly by Ali Stroker.

Against her legs, that cat is curled up in a ball, sleeping.

Is this Tate’s house? It’s so small and cozy. A studio with big windows overlooking a forest, a tidy kitchen and sitting area with a squashy, comfy-looking chair and a wood fireplace. I spot the espresso machine I’ve lusted over for years. Artwork that looks local hangs on the wall, with telltale emerald forests, mountains, and glittering blue water.

I didn’t even ask where he lived. I don’t know where we are, and yet I’m not panicking. I fell asleep in the car as he drove.

I’m usually so guarded around people, especially men, and yet I fell asleep in the car. I don’t even want to know how I got to bed. I’m praying I woke up and went inside myself and just don’t remember it.

“Okay.” I’m not sure what to make of this. “Why are you in my bed, Bea?”

“I’m not in your bed. I’m reading on top of it. I normally get under the covers, but I didn’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

Now that my heart rate has returned to normal, I have the urge to smile.

“This is where I read. I didn’t know you were here.”

My eyes flick to the cat. “I see you found the cat.”

“Phoebe found me. She was sleeping on my bed.”

“Phoebe?”

She nods. “She has female energy.”

I laugh. “That’s what I said.”

So the cat likes Tate and his daughter. Phoebe opens one eye and gives me an expression full of hate. I roll my eyes.

An urgent knock on the front door has me raising my eyebrows at Bea. She raises hers right back.

“Jordan?” Tate’s voice sounds through the door as I slip out of bed. “Everything okay?”

I open the door, and my thoughts dissolve.

He’s shirtless and sweating. Wearing black athletic shorts that reveal his impressive thighs. A trail of dark hair trickling from his navel into the waistband of his shorts. Defined pecs, rounded, toned shoulders, and a carved six-pack. Damp hair, a glistening sheen along his forehead and chest.

Holy hell. Tate Ward is jacked. He has the body of a guy fifteen years younger.

He has a sneaky tattoo on his left pectoral. Two constellations that look like the Big Dipper and Little Dipper, but with extra stars connected. Something snags inside me at the idea of someone as responsible and controlled as Tate Ward getting a tattoo.

“Jordan.”

I snap my gaze to his. My scalp is prickling. I mean, he’s just so . . . hot. I knew this, and yet being presented with all this skin and toned muscle and chest hair is⁠—

“Were you working out?” I ask, stupidly.

“What?” He looks down at himself. “Oh. Yes.”

What I would pay to see that.

“I heard you shout,” he prompts.

I open the door wider so Bea is visible, still reading on the bed.

He sighs, but he’s smiling. “Hi, Bee.”

She flips the page. “Hi.”

He gives me an apologetic look. “She reads in here, sometimes. I was planning to tell her we had a guest when I got in from my workout. Sorry about that.”

“It’s fine.”

“She taught me how to roll a joint,” Bea calls to her dad.

My jaw drops. “I did not.”

Bea smiles into her book, and oh. Tate’s smiling, too.

“I see where she gets her weird sense of humor from,” I tell him.

His smile curves higher, but my gaze is caught behind him, at the wide-open cove. Emerald mountains, brilliant blue sky, water sparkling in the clear morning light. It takes my breath away. So pretty I could look at it forever.

There’s a large separate house on the property, with clean, modern lines and massive windows. So that’s his house. That makes more sense. A guy with as much money as Tate Ward would not live in a little cottage.

“You live in the middle of the woods?”

He gives me a crooked smile. “We have plumbing, though.”

It’s so quiet, except for the sound of the birds. It reminds me of the summer house my mom would take me to on the Gulf Islands. “It’s beautiful. Very isolated.”

My eyes go to the cove again and an overwhelming pang of longing hits me square in the chest.

“That’s why I like it,” he says.

“No one can hear me scream,” I mutter, and I hear that stifled laugh of his. That recurring ping of his approval goes off in my chest, and I look away. “I should get going.”

“About that.” He puts a hand on the doorframe, seemingly unaffected by the cold air moving into the guesthouse and freezing my toes. “Your stuff will be delivered later today.”

My stuff. Off to the side, my records sit on the floor. Tate must have brought them in last night. I don’t know why I didn’t think to bring anything else with me.

Maybe because the records and the record player are all that matter. Still, I need clothes for work. I need shoes and shirts and underwear⁠—

“And the rest will be taken care of.”

“Taken care of?” What does that mean?

“I can give you a tour of the house later, if you like.” He gestures to the larger house behind him, not answering my question.

I shake my head. “No need.”

Something about being in his personal space seems dangerous. I’ll want to study every book, photo, and spoon for more hints about him.

Besides, I’ll be out of here the second my things arrive.

“What if you need something from the house?” he asks, amusement in his eyes. “We don’t have cell service out here, and the Wi-Fi cuts out all the time. What if you need to call Dr. Greene?”

“No cell service?”

“We’re pretty far up the inlet.” His eyes start twinkling. Now his mouth is tipping up. He’s teasing me again. “Maybe you’ll get lonely and want some company.”

Something twists behind my heart. “I don’t get lonely.”

His brows rise. “Never?”

“Never. I love being alone.”

Am I lying? I have a sudden flash of last night in his car, telling him about my mom.

Why did I do that? Now I’ve shown him one of my weak spots.

“Alright, well, there’s tea and coffee in the kitchen.” He nudges his chin into the guesthouse behind me. “Nothing in that fridge, because I didn’t know you were coming, but there’s food in the main house.” His smile is five percent wicked, almost enough to be considered a smirk. “Not that you’re going to come inside the house. Be careful out here at night,” he says, gesturing to the property. “I disabled the motion sensor lights because the animals set them off every hour.”

“What animals?”

“Raccoons. Cats. Coyotes. Bears. Cougars.”

“Bears? Cougars?”

“They’re black bears,” he says like he’s talking about a harmless fruit fly, not an animal that could rip my face off. “Make some noise and they’ll run off. Cougars, though.” He winces but his eyes do that annoying, amused glinting thing. “I would not want to run into a cougar. There’s a family of them who hang out back here.”

“Uh. What?”

Ignoring me, he turns to the house and points at a set of second-floor windows.

“That’s my bedroom. No peeping, okay?” He winks, and my face goes hotter than the sun.

“Close your blinds, then,” I sputter. “Why would you even say something like that? Why are you acting like this?”

And why is he getting a rise out of me like this?

“Like what?”

I search for the right word. “Silly.”

“He’s always like that,” Bea calls from the bed.

No, he isn’t. He’s different here at home. Lighter and more at ease.

In the morning light, his eyes are so sharply green. “I just like bugging you. You get all flustered.”

“I’m not flustered.” I am. My face is probably beet red. So uncool.

He goes on like he didn’t hear me. “Toothpaste, toothbrushes, face wash, towels, soap, et cetera are all in the bathroom. I’ll have your fridge stocked tomorrow.”

“Again, not necessary.”

“No TV unfortunately, either here or in the house, but that cabinet has books.” He tilts his chin at an antique cabinet.

“You don’t have TV? Not a single TV in that house.”

“Nope.” He becomes very interested in the trim above the door.

An NHL coach without a TV to watch games? I’m not buying it.

“So what do you do here in the Little House on the Prairie?” I ask. “Is Bea forced to make her own dolls out of tree bark and old grass?”

“I like to read,” she calls over.

He smiles. “We have a library inside the house. We play board games. Cook dinner, make cookies. Go for hikes, kayak on the water. Go to movies. Ride our bikes. In the summer, work on our garden.”

The image is adorable. “Are you secretly some granola hippie, Tate?”

Surprise flares in his eyes at me using his first name again. “Got the solar panels to prove it.” He looks behind me. “Bea. Time for breakfast.”

“I’m reading.” She doesn’t look up.

He stares at her patiently but with a firm, expectant look, and again, I feel that urge to smile. She sighs and slips off the bed. The cat gets up and follows her.

“Same time tomorrow?” she asks me, and I laugh in surprise.

“Bea,” her dad says.

“I’m kidding.” As she’s walking out the door, she calls over her shoulder, “Watch out for cougars!”

I give Tate an alarmed look. “Is she kidding?”

“Yes. By the time you see a cougar, you’re already dead.”

“This isn’t funny.”

His eyes spark. “It’s a little funny. Are you hungry?”

Starving, but I shake my head. “I’m good.”

“Okay.” He starts walking up to the house, the muscles in his back moving with each step. “See you later, Jordan.”

He doesn’t even seem cold. I bet he runs hot; when he held my wrist the other day to look at the scratch, his skin was warm. I bet he’s like a furnace at night.

I wonder if he sleeps naked.

And with that, I give myself a shake. It doesn’t matter if he sleeps naked, because that is not what this is.
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CHAPTER 19
JORDAN



“There’s been a mistake.”

My things just arrived, packed neatly in new boxes but still damaged from the rain. The furniture was ruined and taken to the dump, the first set of movers told me.

There’s a second set of people bringing racks with garment bags and piles of shoe boxes and shopping bags, though. Holt Renfrew is printed on one magenta paper bag.

“This isn’t mine,” I tell them. “Take it back.”

The delivery guy looks at his tablet. “Jordan Hathaway?”

“Yes, but . . .”

“Sign here.” He shoves the tablet in front of me, and when I hesitate, he gives me an urgent look. “We have another delivery after this, and if you don’t sign, it’s going to be a whole thing. Here’s the sender’s info.”

He shows me the screen. Some personal stylist.

They load the rest of the bags and one more rack into the guesthouse, and then they’re gone, and I’m left standing here, gawking.

Inside one of the garment bags hangs a floor-length wine-red dress, the smoothest, softest fabric. I tuck my bottom lip between my teeth. I love this color, and I would look amazing in it.

But this isn’t mine.

I’m still staring at all the things, sharp-looking suiting pieces and cashmere sweaters and soft leather boots and matching belts, when Tate appears in the doorway. I didn’t even realize it was still open.

“Good, it’s here.” He doesn’t seem surprised. The cat waltzes back into the guesthouse after following Bea this morning. “There’s a booklet of outfit ideas that the stylist put together, somewhere around here. Anything that doesn’t fit or you don’t like, I’ll arrange to have sent back. If you want something in a new size, make a note and I’ll take care of it.”

There are those words again. I’ll take care of it. An unfamiliar sense of comfort rolls through me and I rub my sternum.

“I can’t afford this. Any of it.”

And I hate the idea of him doing something like this for me.

“Don’t worry about it. It’s on the team.”

I stare at him, my eyes narrowing. I would never accept money from my father—I shredded all the checks that came in the mail over the years—but is this technically accepting money from him?

“The Storm has a budget for things like this. When people move, we relocate them. If those items were damaged in transit, the team would cover it.”

My eyes narrow more. He doesn’t meet them.

“And I notice you don’t have much of a professional wardrobe.”

Ah. So there it is. I’m a bartender dirtbag who wears jeans and sneakers and jackets with frayed cuffs, and I’m an embarrassment to the team. No wonder he bought me a coat.

“I would do this for any employee in your situation,” he says, hands on his hips. “You aren’t special.”

“Great.” I don’t know why I sound so moody right now. It isn’t doing anything to improve his idea of me. My eyes catch on something lacy and I hook a finger into it, holding it up. “Do you normally pick out panties for your employees, Coach?”

He stares at the underwear, cheekbones going pink. “Obviously, the stylist picked those out. I didn’t know what was damaged, so I told her to include everything.”

“Are you sure?”

Good, kind, professional Tate Ward would die before buying his employees panties. Especially pretty, lacy ones like these. Like everything, they look expensive. Teasing him is too easy, though.

“Jordan.”

The way he says my name, all stern like that, makes my mouth curve.

“Are you going to check to make sure I’m wearing them tomorrow at work? As part of my professional wardrobe?”

He drops his head and rubs the bridge of his nose with a long sigh.

I pick up a maroon balconette bra, nicer than anything I’ve ever worn beneath my clothes, and check the tag. All the prices have been removed. Appearing at my feet, the cat stares at the bra, transfixed.

“Wow, you even got my bra size right.” I wiggle my eyebrows at him. “Is that in my file at work, too, or did you make a lucky guess?”

His jaw tightens. I like this game. The cat reaches a paw out to claw at the bra and Tate scoops her up into his arms.

“The stylist guessed based on some photos from Dr. Greene.”

My eyebrows shoot up. So Georgia the traitor was involved in this. Interesting.

“Consider it a signing bonus,” he adds, eyes lingering on mine. “You need to dress for your new role.”

“I don’t need to look professional in order to do a good job.”

“No, you don’t.” He says it like he means it, like he truly doesn’t care what I wear to work. “But you’re going to have a lot of eyes on you, Jordan.” He works his jaw, studying me with an unreadable expression. “I thought it might make you feel more comfortable.”

I hate that he makes a good point. I hate that he’s so thoughtful, that he thinks about things most men wouldn’t.

There’s a few bags from Arc’teryx, though, which sells outdoor clothes. The gold standard of raincoats in Vancouver. That wouldn’t be professional clothing. And a shoebox labeled Blundstones. Again, great for rainy weather but not for an office where guys like Tate are wearing sharp custom suits.

“I’ll bring in a cabinet from the house for anything that doesn’t fit in the closet,” he says before I can argue.

“I’m not staying,” I say quickly. “I’ll find somewhere else to stay tonight.”

Obviously, I can’t stay here. Even if I love this little cottage.

Tate studies me with a frown, like he’s torn. “You should stay.”

I stare at him.

“No one uses this guest cottage except Bea. You’re going to be busy this season.” He looks at me, then away. “Finding a place last minute is going to be a nightmare. And I’ve seen the kind of place you chose for yourself.”

I don’t know what to say. Do I want to live in the cottage? Yes. Forever.

Do I want to sleep fifty feet from where Tate Ward sleeps? That seems risky. That seems like a bad decision that could lead to more bad decisions. Decisions that end in my total humiliation.

A tiny, stupid balloon of hope lifts in my chest. “Don’t tell me you’re actually worried about me, Coach?” My eyebrows lift and I’m smirking.

“Ross asked me to take care of you.” He runs a hand through his hair. “Making sure you have a roof over your head is the least I can do.”

Oh. The balloon deflates in my chest, sputtering around until it hits the ground. He’s doing this because he’s a stand-up guy. He looks out for me out of duty to my father.

“I can’t afford this place,” I admit, half-relieved and half-disappointed.

“I’m not charging you.”

“You have to charge me rent,” I scoff.

Challenge fills his gaze. “Do I, now?” he says in a tone that sends a shiver down my back.

Hot. Why was that hot? What’s wrong with me?

“Stay here until the end of the season and save money.”

My brain doesn’t know how to comprehend this. People aren’t generous like this. “Why are you doing this?”

“I don’t know.” He sighs. “I want you living in a place that has working smoke detectors? Your dad would too, if he knew.”

I should probably be pissed that he’s bringing my dad into this, but my mind just snags on him saying I want you.

That’s not how he meant it, but that’s how I hear it.

“You can use the Adventure Car whenever you need,” he continues. “Drive yourself to the arena every day. I’ll drive my other car.”

“I’m sorry, what?”

“We use it on some weekends if we go camping or off-roading, but we don’t do much of that in the winter. I usually take Bea skiing or skating or hiking or something if we want to spend time outside.”

“No.” I hold a hand up. “What did you call the car?”

A pause. “The Adventure Car.”

I press my lips together.

“What?” he asks, but he’s smiling.

“Adventure Car? Oh my god.” I’m trying so, so hard not to smile. “You are such a dorky dad.”

Yeah, right. Tate Ward couldn’t be a dorky dad if he tried. Just look at those forearms. Dorky dads don’t have tattoos on their chest like he does.

He looks affronted, but he’s grinning. “I benched three hundred this morning.”

I’ll bet he did, with what I saw.

“Dork.” I fold my arms. “You should call your car the Dad Mobile.”

“Unbelievable.” He shakes his head, but he’s smiling. “I offer you free room and board and you repay me by bullying me.”

I’m full-out grinning now, and our eyes linger on each other. A funny feeling flips in my stomach, like everything turns over once, slowly and deliciously. I look away, breaking the moment.

My brain says, find a place to live that isn’t his. Stand on your own two feet and do not accept help.

I could stay with Georgia until I find a place to live, but I’ve seen how they act at home and it’s even handsier than in public. No thanks.

I could try to find something short-term near the arena, even if it is with a roommate, but my mind flashes back to the roommate I had in first year university, who played music at all hours of the night, constantly clogged the bathroom drain with her hair, and ate my peanut butter.

No roommates. Georgia’s the only person I can fathom living with and she’s off the table.

I could save money if I lived here, and if he decides to renege on his offer early, I’d have savings to find a place on short notice, even if it is expensive.

And it’s so, so nice. That bed. Goddamn. The wood stove. The view.

“Consider it added incentive to keep up your end of the deal,” he adds.

Right. I’m a flake and he doesn’t want me to bail on the team. Of course.

“Um. Yeah. I’ll take you up on that offer.” I swallow. “To live in the guesthouse. Thank you, Tate. Again.”

I expect him to make a crack about me actually using my manners, but he gives me a pleased look. “You called me Tate.”

Blood rushes to my face, and I’m suddenly self-conscious.

“It’s a good thing,” he adds. “We’re colleagues now.”

“You’re my boss.” You’re under me, he said.

“Sure. But you can still call me by my name.”

Our gazes linger for a long moment and there’s a funny feeling in my chest. I break eye contact first.

“I better unpack.”

“Sounds good.” He clears his throat, stepping back. “Let me know if you need anything.”

Before I can tell him I won’t, he’s walking up to the house, the cat following at his heels.

That night, I’m unpacking more of my new things when something catches my attention through the windows—light flickering in Tate’s bedroom window. My jaw drops.

No TV, my ass. He so has a TV, that liar. I shake my head, smiling. So he’s actually human, with his own little shameful secrets.

Maybe he’s not so good after all.
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“Anything else?” my father asks Monday morning in his office.

He’s actually in the building today, and my whole body is tense, sitting across from him. My demeanor is cool and unaffected by him, as if he were any other boss.

On the inside, I’m a mess, fighting off memories of him being distracted during dinner, answering calls while he was supposed to be spending time with me and my mom. She made him take me out to a movie once when I was fourteen and he spent most of it in the lobby on the phone, making some hockey trade for his team.

“Nothing from me.” Tate looks at me. “Jordan?”

It’s the only solace in this moment, that Tate is here. I’m aware of the irony, that the man who is firmly on my father’s side is the only thing keeping me from bolting.

Tate’s eyes linger on my outfit—a cream cashmere sweater with matching trousers and suede boots. I’ve never felt so put together and stylish.

I shake my head. “Nothing from me.”

My father watches me. “I heard there was a problem with your apartment.”

I stiffen. Tate must have submitted the receipts for the clothes.

“Jordan will be staying in my guesthouse for the rest of the season,” Tate says before I can say anything. “I thought it would be easier than her finding a new apartment. We want her focused on the team.”

“Absolutely.” My father gives him a grateful nod. “I appreciate that, Tate.”

See? He did it for my father. Not for me.

“If there’s anything else you need, Jordan,” my father says to me, “just ask.”

“Yep.” I will never. “Thank you.”

“Tate says you’re looking for a bar manager. Have you found one yet?”

“Not yet.” I glance at Tate, who’s obviously still reporting on me, and he meets my gaze without guilt.

A pause. “Anything I can do?”

“Nope.”

My dad nods to himself like he’s not surprised. “Well, you’ve always been independent.”

Rage throttles through my blood, collecting in my throat, squeezing tight. You made me that way, I want to scream. You gave me no choice. Depending on you was not an option.

It’s in the past, and I’ve learned my lesson. Need people and they won’t show up for you. Learn to rely on people and they’ll remind you why you shouldn’t.

I shift in my seat, eyes catching on something on my dad’s desk. On his keychain. A hockey stick. Painted blue and with his old jersey number painted in white and SHERIDAN down the side. From the messy lines, it’s clear a child made this.

Pain sears through me. Ross couldn’t summon the energy to care about me, but he has a dumb little keychain from some other kid? What other kid would he know well enough to have been gifted this?

Tate sits beside me in silence.

Oh.

His daughter. Ross is close with Tate. Of course he’d be like a grandfather to Bea.

Well, then.

I stand, keeping my emotions locked away, aware of Tate watching me. “I have work to do.” I nod at my father. “Thanks, Ross.”

I leave the office and don’t wait for Tate to follow. It isn’t until I’m out of the building, walking down the street to a coffee shop, when I realize I forgot to thank my dad for the clothes.
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Half an hour later, Jordan steps out of the elevator, wearing the clothes I bought her, carrying two coffee cups.

The guilt at lying about who paid for the wardrobe grinds in my gut, but she’d never accept it if she knew the truth.

She pays her bar staff well, Dr. Greene told me. Full benefits, even if they’re part-time. Vacation pay. The rent is expensive. She probably takes almost no salary, judging by the apartment she was living in.

The team could have set her up with living accommodations at a moment’s notice. I shouldn’t have offered her a place to stay. Jordan is a grown woman who can take care of herself.

She strides into my office, looking like a million bucks in that outfit. I feel better keeping an eye on her, and I like providing her with things more than I should.

“Brought you something,” she says, setting one of the cups on my desk, and something in my chest jumps with excitement.

“Ah.” I sit back and give her the calm expression that pisses her off. “I was just thinking I could go for one of those toothpaste drinks.”

Her nails are a rich violet today, the same color as one of the bras the stylist picked out for her.

Do you have anything in mind? The stylist had asked on the phone.

Something that makes her feel sexy and beautiful, I said without missing a beat.

The image of her dainty finger holding up those panties flashes into my head and I push it away for the tenth time since I woke up, hard and aching and thinking about her sleeping fifty feet away.

Not appropriate. None of this is appropriate.

Her mouth tightens and her eyes sparkle like she’s doing everything she can not to laugh. “I wanted to say thank you for arranging for my things to be brought over. And for letting me stay in the guesthouse.”

There’s that smear of her lip balm again on the rim. I wonder if it tastes like anything. If it makes her lips taste like anything.

“My pleasure. You look nice today.” I catch myself. “Professional. You look professional.”

She gives me an odd look because I’m flustered like a fucking teenager, before she gestures at the drink, eyes bright.

“Well, go on.”

I bring the cup to my lips, holding her eyes. What’s it today, huh? Milk with little bits of spinach floating in it? Wheatgrass and strawberry? Motor oil?

The delicious taste of marshmallow and caramel hits my tongue and my eyes close at how good it is. How sweet. How it races to some area of my brain that loves sugar. Some caveman part of me that says more.

If we kissed, this is how she’d taste. This is how I’d feel.

I clear my throat, looking down at it. “It’s the same drink as Friday.”

She looks pleased. “So you do like it.”

Too much. I could drink ten of these, one after the other. I take a deep, calming breath, acknowledge the urge, and wait for it to pass. The same thing I do when I want to drink liquor.

“Thank you.” I slide the drink away before rubbing the back of my neck. “Very thoughtful of you.”

She narrows her eyes. “Have the rest.”

“No,” I say quickly before checking my tone into something less urgent. “No, thank you.”

She studies me. It doesn’t feel good, to be on the receiving end of this look. “Why not?”

Because I’ve had enough indulgence. I spent two years getting drunk most nights.

When I get out of control, when I let myself have things I want, bad things happen. I have a daughter now. I’m a role model for my players. I can’t let myself slip, not even for a second.

“I’m full from the protein smoothie I had after the gym.” I run a hand through my hair and change the subject. “There was something I wanted to talk to you about.”

She takes a seat, listening.

“You were right about Hutton. Who do you think would be a good fit for our team?”

“Brooks Yang-Hanson,” she says without missing a beat.

“With Seattle?”

She nods. “He’d be a good second-line centerman and a backup for Rory.”

“You don’t like Berg?”

“It’s not that I don’t like him.” She leans back in the chair, frowning as she chooses her words, and it does something to me, seeing her at ease and focused like this. Maybe it’s how she looks in this outfit, how professional and confident, or maybe it’s something different about her.

She looks like she belongs here, strategizing with me.

“He’s a good player but he’s on the tail end of his career,” she says. “You know how Volkov loves the game so much, he wanted to win another cup even until the last second of his last game? Berg’s not like that.”

She’s right. I blow out a heavy breath. “I hate giving up on people.”

I don’t know why I admitted that. This is my problem, Ross has gently pointed out. I see the potential in people and have a hard time letting go. Sometimes I hang on way, way too long.

“You aren’t giving up on him. His career isn’t over, he’d just be going to another team, a team he might be a better fit for.”

“I know it’s part of the deal, that guys get traded, but I can’t help but think about what could be.” I fold my arms. “Remember Connor McKinnon?”

“Ugh.” Her lip curls. “I fucking hate that guy.”

I wince. “Yeah. I thought being with this group would bring out his better traits.”

Instead, he caused friction with the team and treated Hazel, his ex-girlfriend, inappropriately. I’m not usually wrong about people, but when I am, I’m really wrong.

Just look at my father. I spent years hoping he’d stay and love us.

Jordan’s studying me with a strange expression, curious and concerned, and I hope I’m not wrong about her.

“So, Yang-Hanson,” I prompt.

Her eyes brighten with interest and determination. “He’s physical but fast and shifty. He’s enthusiastic and a good team player. He’d fit right in with the guys.”

That feeling I get about people? It’s pulsing through me right now, bright and powerful. This is what Jordan Hathaway can do. She said it herself: She knows hockey, she knows people, and she knows this team.

Maybe more than anyone, she knows this team.

“I’ll set something up with him this week when we head to Seattle. We can test him out on the ice and then go for dinner with him so you can get a better read.”

“I’m coming?”

“Of course. Is that a problem?”

“Nope.” Her eyes are still so bright but she takes a deep breath, like she’s trying to hide her excitement.

Adorable.

Our eyes hold and something hooks in my chest, right behind my sternum. She’s unfriendly and sarcastic and closed-off, I remind myself. She doesn’t speak to a father most people wish they could have. She had the most privileged upbringing and yet she turned her nose up at it.

And yet, I’m still sitting here, having a good time talking about hockey with her.

“There’s someone I think you should meet with,” I tell her.

She raises an eyebrow.

“Grace Madueke.”

She thinks for a moment before a frown pulls over her features.

Grace Madueke is the owner of a very successful NBA team. She inherited the team from her father, and before that, she spent a decade working with the organization. I met her a few years ago and we keep in touch.

“I’d be happy to connect you two.”

Jordan’s expression flattens. “Why?”

Yes, Tate, why? Why am I going out of my way to develop someone who doesn’t want to be developed?

Because I would do this for any employee.

“You can come to me for guidance, of course, but you’re a woman in a male-dominated industry. Grace may offer insight that I can’t.”

“No, thanks. There’s no point.” She rises to her feet and tucks her arms across herself. Back in her shell. “I’m only going to be here until the end of playoffs, so . . .” She shrugs. “I don’t want to waste anyone’s time.”

Before I can push back, she’s out of my office and taking a seat in hers, across the hall, and even though she’s been clear about wanting nothing to do with the team long term, I find myself disappointed.
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That afternoon, I join the call with the scouts.

I’ve read through all their profiles on the website, but this is the first time I’m sitting in on a call with them. The Storm has eight scouts, five in North America and three in Europe. The men range in age from thirties to sixties, all ex-hockey players, whether it was at college or in the minors or in the NHL. Some of them coached.

I clear my throat. It’s a couple minutes early, and Tate hasn’t joined yet, but I know I should introduce myself.

“Hi, everyone,” I start, nerves fraying.

An older white guy in his sixties joins the call before anyone can respond. Gary, based in Detroit. “Good morning, gentlemen,” he says, and I fall silent.

Gentlemen. An ugly feeling seethes through my stomach. When people address the team, it’s one thing. But Darcy and I are clearly present. I give him a moment to realize his mistake.

“Jimmy, how’s life up in the Arctic Circle?” he asks the scout based in Northern Ontario, who laughs.

No acknowledgment. And he doesn’t even say hello to me.

Does he realize what he said? I text Darcy.

On the little square with her screen, her eyes flick down as she reads the message on her phone, before her mouth tips up in a humorless smile.

Oh, yeah, she responds. He says that every time.

An uneasy feeling tightens in my throat. So the two women in the meeting are either invisible, unwelcome, or both.

“Good morning, everyone,” Tate says, joining the meeting. Through the glass walls of our offices, I can see him at his desk. “I assume you’ve all met Jordan Hathaway. She’s shadowing me for the rest of the season.”

Silence. Okay. Great.

“Welcome,” Darcy says with a broad smile, and I’m grateful for her.

Also, furious that she’s been dealing with this and no one knew. No one did anything. Did Tate know?

No. I don’t know or like him, but I know he didn’t know.

“Let’s discuss the team’s needs as we approach the trade deadline,” he says. “Along with Volkov and Miller, Jordan and I will meet with Yang-Hanson with Seattle when we play them later this week.”

Gary makes a face and shakes his head. “We’ve already looked at him. Not interested.”

He has this way about him that I don’t like. A finality, but not in the hot way like Tate has sometimes. In a close-minded, my way or the highway way.

“Oh?” Tate raises an eyebrow.

“We already looked at him,” Gary says, and my eyebrows go up at his tone, as if it’s final.

A long, loaded pause makes my pulse pick up, and I try to sit still and not look like I’m about to puke from the sudden attention on me.

“Well,” Tate says without a smile, “thanks for your input. We’re looking again.”

Gary the Fuckhead opens his mouth to say something before thinking better of it and shutting up, and I look down at my notes, smiling with satisfaction. Fuck you, Gary.
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The call with the scouts is finishing up when Gary, my least favorite member of the Storm organization, speaks again.

“I just don’t understand why we’re looking at Yang-Hanson.”

“Jordan feels that he’d be a valuable contributor to our team.” My tone is curt, because we’ve already decided this. Hopefully, Gary can take the hint and stop talking. “That’s all for today. Soren,” I say to the scout based in Sweden. “Looking forward to hearing from you after the Allvenskan playoffs⁠—”

“Jordan seems like a nice girl,” Gary interrupts, like she isn’t there. “But why are we listening to a bartender instead of guys who know what they’re doing?”

Protective anger races through me and my shoulders tense. Through our office walls, I see Jordan fold her arms around herself.

She’s embarrassed. She’s smaller than a second ago. Her face is blank and neutral, her cool mask in place, and I hate that. I hate that she feels the need for armor. My job is to make sure people feel supported.

I turn back to the meeting. “Gary, don’t call grown women girls. It’s inappropriate and condescending.”

Fuck Gary. He’s not terrible at his job but he isn’t good, either. I’ve never had a reason to fire him, but I’ve never liked him, and now I don’t feel bad about thinking that.

“You know what I mean,” he says easily.

“Jordan has an incredible aptitude for predicting how players will integrate into our team. She grew up around Ross Sheridan, so she’s probably spent more time under an arena roof than any of you have, and she’s a business owner. That bar happens to be the team’s favorite place to socialize. She knows them.” I let my words sink in. “How many of you can say that?”

Scouts spend half the year on the road, in hotel rooms, scoping out prospects. Not a single one lives in Vancouver. They don’t know the team; they don’t even know each other unless it’s from their playing or coaching days.

“Can I be frank for a moment?” Gary asks.

My teeth grit. I don’t want to hear whatever he’s about to say. Can I be frank is usually code for Can I be rude and inappropriate. “You can be honest but respectful.”

“It’s obvious what’s happening here.”

Through the glass, Jordan and I meet eyes.

“Is it?” I ask lightly.

“Her dad is the big guy and now she’s calling the shots.”

Another powerful shot of protective anger courses through me, and at the same time, Jordan exits the virtual meeting. Across the hall, she stands. Her face is a stone mask, but there’s a panic to her eyes as she strides out of her office, spine rigid, not looking at me.

The urge to follow her pounds through me. I need to check on her. I need to make sure she’s okay.

But first, I need to put Gary in his place.

“Gary, tell me,” I ask, my voice calm, “how did you get hired on the Storm?”

“I played in the NHL for six years and then coached Dallas’s farm team⁠—”

“I didn’t ask for your resumé.” I’m using my tone that makes everyone sit up straighter and listen harder. The one that makes the dressing room go silent. “I asked how you got hired. Did you apply for a job posting?”

Gary’s face goes red with frustration. “That’s not how it works.”

“How does it work?”

He knows how it works. We all do.

“I used to play with the old coach. We know each other from⁠—”

“You knew each other.” The patience is gone from my voice. “You were buddies. Did you interview?”

“No, but⁠—”

“Did anyone else interview for the position?”

“No—”

“Wasn’t the old Storm GM your brother-in-law?”

He doesn’t answer.

“Eric.” I look to the scout based in Florida, a guy in his thirties who looks like he wants to disappear. “Your father coached for Toronto, didn’t he?”

Eric gives me a short nod. “Yep.”

“Hans, you played in the NHL with Ross.”

Hans nods, also looking deeply uncomfortable. Good. They should be uncomfortable. They sat around and did nothing while Gary was rude to Jordan. They deserve this.

“Many of you used your connections to get a job on the Storm. The players aren’t the only teammates in this organization. I don’t want to hear a derogatory comment like that again, and if I do, I won’t hesitate to make organizational changes. This meeting is over. Thank you.”

I close my laptop. It’s time to find Jordan.
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The second I close the supply closet door, the tears fall.

Gary is a fucking asshole, but he’s right. I’m here because I’m Ross Sheridan’s kid. I’m not self-made like my parents, I’ve been handed this position. Who the hell am I? No one. I have a famous, talented father and that’s it. I have no experience playing hockey.

I don’t belong here.

I feel sick. Every cell in my body wants to go straight back to my bar, where I can fade into the background. Where there are no expectations of me and no one cares who my father is. Where no one notices me.

The door moves against me but I’m standing in the way.

“Occupied,” I say in a shaky, high voice.

Please go away, I pray. I don’t want anyone to see me falling apart.

“Jordan?” Tate’s low voice comes through the door and my eyes close.

Anyone but him.

“I’m fine,” I call back, wiping my eyes. “I’m just looking for a stapler.”

“Let me in, please.”

There’s something in his voice that simultaneously calms me and makes me want to do as I’m told. I move out of the way, put my hands over my face, and the door opens.

Even with my eyes closed and my hands over my face, even without him touching me, his presence consumes the tiny space. I feel his gaze on me like a weight and hear him take a sharp inhale.

“Gary is the stupidest person I’ve ever met,” he says quietly, and I huff a watery laugh.

He takes a deep breath, and I feel his exhale rustle my hair. His scent fills the small space, clean, masculine, and deeply comforting.

“Can you look at me?”

“No.”

“Please.” His hands come to mine and gently, he pries them from my face.

The look in his eyes goes straight to my heart. The gentleness of his warm, strong hands, still holding mine, is nothing compared to that in his eyes. Soft and affectionate but furious. His jaw ticks and he lets out a slow, deliberate breath as he lets my hands go.

“I don’t know why I’m crying,” I whisper, sniffling and wiping my face again.

He holds my eyes with so much care, attention, and patience that my heart aches. “There’s no shame in crying. It’s good for us. Hayden Owens does it all the time.”

I huff out another wet laugh, wiping at my eyes. “Is my face all red and puffy?”

“Yes,” he answers simply, and I laugh again, drawing a small smile out of him.

“I’m fine. Really. I’ll go back to work in a few minutes, once I don’t look ugly anymore.”

“I never said you looked ugly.” A frown forms between his dark brows. “I have something to say, Jordan, and I’d like you to listen to every word.”

I swallow, bracing myself for the worst. For him to echo everything Gary said in the meeting.

“You’re just as qualified as those guys.” He lifts a hand like he’s going to touch my face but hesitates and rests it on the wall near my head, instead. “You have talent, intelligence, and work ethic. I know I wasn’t exactly . . .” he pauses, searching for the word, “enthusiastic about you joining the team, but I was wrong, and I’m glad I was. I believe we’re going to do great things this season, Jordan. I see so much potential in you.”

He searches my eyes. I’m stunned speechless by the sincerity in his gaze. It’s like he put my insecurities in a list and addressed them, one by one.

So this is what it feels like, to be one of Tate Ward’s chosen ones.

“And you need to believe it, too,” he says. “Okay?”

I don’t, but I get the feeling he won’t let this go until I agree. I take a deep breath. “Okay.”

A long moment of tension lingers. Damn him for being so kind, even to someone he doesn’t like. He makes it so difficult to hate him.

“No coffee this morning.” He pretends to be disappointed.

I let out another short laugh. “I figured I’d tortured you enough.”

And that low groan of pleasure he made when he drank it yesterday morning made me wonder if that’s what he sounds like when he comes.

“Too bad. I clocked you as a worthy adversary, but maybe I was wrong. And I was starting to look forward to those ten am sugar crashes.”

I can’t help but smile. His eyes turn fond and relieved, and my stupid, stupid heart flutters. When his eyes drop to my mouth, the air changes—snapping with sudden electricity—and the breath catches in my throat.

The urge to lift up on my tiptoes and kiss him hits me so hard I blink. He looks away, clearing his throat.

“I have another meeting,” he says.

“Me, too.” My face goes hot. “Thanks for checking on me.”

“Anytime.” He opens the door and strides down the hall while I go the other way, aimlessly walking while trying to put as much distance as possible between myself and my boss.

Georgia’s eyes flick up from her desk as we step out of the closet, but I barely notice.

I don’t know what that was, but it can’t happen again.
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“What’s that one?” I ask Bea on the balcony that evening, pointing at a constellation.

She makes a thinking noise.

“See those three stars? Those are the belt. And the two above are the shoulders.”

“Orion,” she says before pointing at another cluster of stars. “Is that the Little Fox?”

“Mmm. Nope, that one won’t be visible until spring. Maybe May or June. That’s Lepus, the Hare.”

“I like the animal ones.”

I tuck her against me and make sure she’s warm enough with the blanket. “Me, too. Those are the best ones.”

“Do you think Jordan would want to look at the stars with us?”

Ah. My gaze flicks down to the guesthouse, with the lights on. I think about her crying in the closet today and want to put Gary’s head on a spike.

“I’m not sure. I think she’s busy.”

“Oh.” A shy, hopeful look grows on her face. “I want her to be my friend.”

Christ, this kid. She’s everything good in the world.

“Do you think she wants to be?” Bea presses.

I think about what Jordan said when I offered to connect her with Grace, about only being around for three months. She took the cat in, though, and that’s not something an emotionally unavailable person would do.

“I’m not sure,” I answer honestly. “But I still think you should try.”
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“One last thing,” Ross says as we wrap up the morning meeting the next day.

Jordan lifts her gaze from his keychain, the little hockey stick with his name and number. He’s had it for as long as I’ve known him and when I finally asked about it a couple years ago, he admitted that Jordan made it for him as a child.

Jordan’s spent the entire morning meeting trying not to stare at it.

“There’s an event this Friday evening at the Fairmont Hotel, for disabled youth in hockey,” he tells her. “Tate and I will be there, along with a few players. I expect you there as well.”

She tears her gaze from the keychain. “I remember. I’ll be there.”

“Great. Thank you both.”

We say a quick goodbye and head to the elevator.

“Do you have everything you need for the event?” I ask as we wait. “A dress? Shoes?”

I think about the dress the stylist picked out for her, in the booklet of outfit ideas. The stylist sent a copy to my email in case Jordan loses the printout. I keep looking through it, wondering what she’ll wear the next day, wondering which dress she’ll wear to this weekend’s event.

That red dress is—yeah. Jordan Hathaway is going to have every straight, unattached player on the team drooling after her. An ugly jab hits me in the gut.

“Yep. All set.”

What about hair and makeup, I want to add. These events have a lot of press. A lot of eyes on the attendees. Photos circulate online after, as my brother, Noah, loves to text me. I don’t want her to feel out of place.

I want her to feel like a million bucks.

“Do you know anything about this?” she asks, pulling a blue plastic snack package out of her bag. Dunkaroos. “It was on my car this morning before I left for work.”

A laugh slips out of me, followed by a sharp, sweet twist in my heart. “Bea,” I say simply.

It never ceases to blow my mind that my child is a real person, with her own thoughts and motives and actions.

“She gave you her lunch treat.” I can’t help but smile at Jordan. “Congratulations. She likes you.”

A guarded but pleased look crosses her face. “Am I supposed to eat it?”

“If you want. Just don’t give it back to her,” I add. “Please. It’ll make her feel bad.”

“I wouldn’t,” she says quickly, meeting my eyes with a hurt look in hers. “I don’t want to make her feel bad.”

She sounds defensive and wounded and I feel like an asshole.

“Of course. Sorry.” I give her a tight smile. “She’s my kid, you know? I want to protect her.”

The doors open and I gesture for her to go first.

She makes a low noise, frowning. “Is she close with Ross?”

I pause. It’s an odd question. “Not particularly. They know each other but I wouldn’t say they’re close.”

“Oh.”

“Why?”

“No reason.”

The elevators open and we walk back to our offices. She tears the plastic wrapping off and holds the Dunkaroos out to me.

It’s the kind with rainbow sprinkles in the icing, the best kind. Sometimes, when I feel like a drink, I sneak one from Bea’s stash.

“Want one?” Jordan asks, and it’s an instinct for me to shake my head.

“No, thank you.”

Her eyes narrow, but before I do something like tell her how lovely she looks today in the silky navy skirt and cashmere pullover, I say goodbye and head to my office, pushing thoughts of Jordan out of my head.
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Friday evening, I drop Bea off at Holly’s, and when Holly and Jeff see me, they start applauding.

“Thank you, thank you.” I bow to them, laughing. They always do this when they see me wearing a tux.

“You look handsome, Dad,” Bea says.

“Thank you, sweetheart.” I press a kiss onto the top of her head. “What are you three up to tonight?”

“How do you feel about sushi?” Holly asks Bea.

“I feel great about it,” she chirps before looking at Jeff. “Are we still going to paint my room this weekend?”

He looks mock-affronted that she even asked. “Absolutely, we will. You think I forgot? No way.”

“He got paint chips from the store in every shade of purple,” Holly tells her, and she brightens.

“You did? Can I see?”

She runs upstairs and Jeff follows her.

“Jeff’s a good guy,” I tell Holly. “I appreciate you picking him and not some asshole.”

She pretends to be offended. “I only mess around with the good guys.”

I chuckle. “I was not a good guy when you met me.”

“Hey.” She gives me a scolding look. “That’s not true. You were always a good guy.”

I had isolated everyone in my life and spent every night wallowing in drunken self-pity, but okay. Getting sober, having a daughter, and a decade of therapy knocked all that out of me.

“Well, anyway.” I lean against the counter. “Obviously, I miss tucking Bea in every night, but knowing she’s with you and Jeff makes it easier.”

From about halfway into Holly’s pregnancy until she and Jeff started dating seriously, we lived together. Separate rooms, of course. But it was important to co-parent together, especially in those early days. We wanted to show Bea a healthy, if platonic, parent relationship.

I like my home, though. I like how quiet it is, how I can raise Bea surrounded by nature.

I like that I can have a guesthouse with an unfriendly bartender.

“Are you taking a date?” Holly asks, jarring me from my daydream.

I give her a look. “It’s a work event. Why would I take a date?”

I’ve never taken a date to one of these things.

She studies a spot on the counter. “The players bring their partners, don’t they? I thought you might take Jordan.”

I give her a flat look and she doesn’t meet my eyes, but she’s smiling.

“Holly.”

“I heard she’s very pretty.”

Last week, I gave Holly the heads-up that someone was living in the guesthouse for a while, someone I trusted to be safe around Bea. A common courtesy from one parent to the other.

I never said what she looked like, though.

“Bea is very interested in her,” she adds.

I sigh, smiling at her. “Not you, too.”

She ignores me. “Is she pretty?”

Yes. God, yes. And stubborn, and infuriating. Kind of a brat, too. And good at hockey strategy. And surprisingly sensitive, from what I saw in the supply closet.

She was crying, and I can’t stop thinking about it.

“She’s Ross Sheridan’s daughter.”

“But is she pretty?”

“She’s my employee. She’s ten years younger than me.”

She waits with a knowing smile.

“She’s a flighty, smart-mouthed, unforgiving bartender who barely speaks to her father.”

A bad feeling washes through my chest. She is all those things, and yet they feel wrong and cruel. If she overheard me, I’d apologize immediately.

Holly drums her nails on the countertop, watching me with that annoying smile. Is this how Jordan feels when I smile at her patiently?

“Yes,” I huff. “She’s pretty, okay? So what. She’s pretty.”

She’s really fucking pretty.

Holly beams widely. “Great. That’s all I wanted to know.”

“You’re meddling.”

“We want you to be happy.”

This again. “I’m happy. What do I lack for? Nothing. I have an incredible life. Just look at our kid.”

“She is literally the best child in the world, but you need to have fun and cut loose once in a while. You’re so . . .” She shakes her head. “Controlled, Tate.”

That’s because when I get out of control, bad things happen. I drink. I drink way too much.

“Thank you for your concern, but I promise I have a very full, happy life.” I look at my watch. “I should get going. Bea,” I call upstairs, “I’m leaving.”

Bea runs back downstairs and gives me a big hug while I kiss the top of her head.

“Love you to the stars and back,” I tell her. “Have fun.”

“Love you to the stars and back,” she says.

“Have fun with Jordan,” Holly sings with a smile in her voice.
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As the car pulls up to the event, my stomach knots.

There are a lot of people here. A lot. Is that a red carpet? Tate never mentioned that.

I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, from the hair and makeup team Tate sent to my guesthouse this afternoon.

I smooth my palms over my dress, the wine-red one. The stylist included six gowns, all floor length and in various jewel tones to flatter my cool, peachy-pink skin, but this one called to me.

It’s fitted in the bodice and hips, drapes off the shoulder, and dips low in my minimal cleavage. Deeply sexy. The bangs the hair stylist insisted on giving me tonight? They look incredible. Curtain bangs, he called them. My dark hair has a slight wave, so they look undone yet deliberate, kind of seventies and cool with my long hair around my shoulders. My makeup is subtle except for a black liquid liner, a little flick at the corners of my eyes, and my skin glows.

I do look good. The winged liner and false lashes make me look like one of those old Hollywood stars. I’m torn between feeling self-conscious in this elegant costume I’m wearing and supremely attractive.

My hand goes to the base of my neck, where I’m wearing my black velvet choker. Just something to make me feel like me. An anchor.

The car pulls up to the event, someone opens the door, helping me out, and I come face to face with⁠—

“Jesus Christ.” Tate blinks at me, stunned and frowning, and my stomach drops through the floor.

Tate Ward, wearing the hell out of a tux. Dark hair styled neatly, his clean scent making it hard to think. Tall, so tall, and broad, with a thin layer of stubble across his jaw like he’s a model in a cologne ad.

Tate Ward is so disgustingly handsome that sometimes, I forget I don’t like him.

Currently looking at me with a weird expression, like I’m roadkill.

His eyes move from my hemline a couple inches above my ankles, up the slim fit of the dress over my hips, to the structured bodice and off-the-shoulder neckline.

He sighs, still looking at the dress with a mix of resignation and worry. “That’s what you’re wearing tonight,” he says, like he’s disappointed, his hand on the back of his neck.

And I actually thought I looked good.

I suddenly become too aware of my exposed decolletage. He probably dates women with elegance and class, women who never say the wrong thing and are impeccably dressed without professional help. Women who have thousands of friends and can walk into any room and make a thousand more.

Not that I care who Tate Ward dates, nor do I care what he thinks of me.

“Yep. This is what I’m wearing.” There’s an edge to my tone as I scramble to regain my confidence.

“You look very . . .” His gaze lingers on my choker.

I wait a beat. “Yes? What?”

Trashy? Like I’m trying too hard? Like I’m trying to be the center of attention? Like a child playing dress-up?

He blinks, dazed. “Pardon?”

“I look very what?”

Like I belong behind the bar, in the background, instead of representing the team with some of the most respected people in the city?

“Sophisticated,” he finishes, finally meeting my eyes. His throat works. That is obviously not what he wanted to say, but Tate is endlessly polite and pleasant, even to me.

“It’s a sweetheart neckline,” I say stupidly.

“Sweet isn’t the word I’d use.” His gaze flicks at my hair. “You cut your hair. It, um.” He clears his throat. “It’s something.”

It’s something. I bite back a bitter laugh. That’s what he said when he tasted the awful coffee but he didn’t want to be rude.

So not his type. I don’t care.

“Well, see you later.” I start ascending the steps to the grand old hotel, but his warm hand comes to my bare elbow.

“This way,” he says, low in my ear, leading me to the side, where a woman with a clipboard waits. “Tate Ward,” he tells her.

She finds his name on the list. “Thank you. And your date?”

“Jordan Hathaway,” I answer without thinking.

“Not my date,” he says at the same time in a firm tone, cutting a glance at me.

Oh god. Heat crawls up my neck. That’s what I should have said—that I’m not his date.

“She’s with the Storm as well,” he clarifies as the woman searches for my name.

“My mistake.” The woman smiles apologetically. “You arrived together so I assumed.”

“Definitely not.” He gives her a polite smile, but his features are strained.

She gestures to the side, and Tate’s hand returns to my elbow, leading me forward.

Three lights flash in quick succession, blinding me, and I take an instinctual step back. My body seizes up, my lung capacity suddenly the size of a thimble.

“Are you okay?” I hear him ask in my ear.

“You didn’t tell me there was a red carpet.”

“We always take photos at events. It brings awareness to their organization.”

It’s not like the Academy Awards, with a hundred paparazzi in suits, shouting at us. There are three photographers, but the flashes are bright, and I’m front and center, attention on me.

Exactly where I hate to be.

Another flash. My skin crawls.

“What’s wrong?” Tate’s low voice brings my anxiety down a notch. It’s the same concern from the closet, when I cried.

“Nothing.” Off his arched eyebrow and unbreaking eye contact, I blow out a heavy breath. “Everyone’s looking at me. I never should have worn this dress.”

Another flash. “You don’t like the dress?”

“I love the dress.” I swallow. “I’m not used to being on display like this. I feel like a zoo animal.”

He frowns. “Your parents are famous. Were famous,” he amends.

“But I’m not famous.” Another flash. “I didn’t grow up in the spotlight. My mom wanted to keep me away from all that stuff.”

“You two can go in,” the coordinator calls to us. “Thank you.”

We step off the carpet into a side entrance to the hotel lobby. My heart rate descends into a normal range.

“You’re shy,” he says, giving me a curious look.

There’s an unfamiliar, raw feeling in my chest. “Just because I don’t want my face splashed all over the media doesn’t mean I’m shy.”

“It’s part of this gig, being in the media.”

Shadowing him. Working for the team. “Yeah. I didn’t think of that. Not that it would have changed anything.”

A moment of silence passes between us.

“She was a model, right?” he asks. “Natalie?”

I nod. “Until she had me, and then she retired.”

My parents met at an event probably similar to this.

His eyes linger on my hair, my face, my eyes. “That makes sense.”

Being my mom was what she was meant to do, she always said. She looked at me the way Tate looks at his daughter. My chest aches, and I clear my throat. Clear all the unwelcome thoughts away.

He turns back to the event, surveying the attendees. “We could use a safeword.”

I give him a strange look. His mouth is twitching.

“Excuse me?”

The implication of using a safeword with Tate Ward is—yeah. We’re not even going there.

“In case the attention gets to be too much and you want out of there. I can help you, if you ask for it.”

“I don’t need your help.”

“It needs to be something you won’t say accidentally,” he muses, like he didn’t hear me. He still has that amused look in his eye. “How about . . . horned screamer?”

I choke on a laugh. “You want me to say horny screamer if I need help?”

“What? No.” He frowns, but there’s a deliciously interested, playful spark in his eyes, the same one I see when he drinks the gross coffees I bring him. “Horned screamer, I said.”

A beat. “Are you fucking with me?”

He looks like he wants to laugh, and I wish he would. He’s so handsome when he laughs. “It’s a type of bird. Bea did a school project on it a couple weeks ago.” He gestures at his head. “It has a long thing on its head.”

“You have a really weird sense of humor.”

He chuckles, and my gaze catches on his broad smile. My fingers tighten on my clutch, thinking about how his stubble would feel beneath my fingertips.

He looks down at me, and his eyes are so deeply green, with a ring of amber around the irises. Dark, thick lashes and tiny crinkles around the corners. This tux he’s wearing, with his crisp white shirt and inky black jacket, is doing extraordinary things for his olive skin tone.

His scent washes over me and I take a step back. Tate Ward is just so much.

“Yes?” he asks, with an expectant look.

I shake my head, swallowing. “Nothing.”

“You look uncomfortable.”

His eyes skate over where I’m smoothing the skirt of my dress over my hips. The fabric is so soft, I keep catching myself touching it.

“You’re too tall,” I blurt out.

His eyebrows lift, eyes amused once again. “Too tall.”

“Yes.” I chew my bottom lip and his gaze dips to follow the motion before it snaps back to mine. “Not everyone is into super tall guys.”

All the guys I’ve been with have been about my height. It’s easier to intimidate them when you’re a similar size.

“My neck hurts,” I add.

He gives me a sympathetic look, but it looks like he wants to laugh. “Jordan, if you want a neck rub, all you have to do is ask.”

My face burns. Is he flirting with me? Or does he think I’m flirting with him? “That was not what I was⁠—”

A loud gasp, followed by the sharp, quick sound of heels approaching, has both of us whipping our heads around.

“You got bangs?” Georgia descends on me, all big curly auburn hair, gorgeous lashes, and a floor-length gold gown. She grabs me by the shoulders, inspecting me, a crestfallen expression on her face. “You got bangs and you didn’t call me.”

“Listen—”

“Bangs.” Georgia looks over her shoulder at Alexei. “She got bangs.”

He raises one eyebrow at me, giving me his signature glower, like I’m on his shit list for not telling his beloved wife I was about to cut my hair.

Georgia gawks at me, taking in my dress. “You look incredible. Holy shit. My god. This dress.”

We hear a long, low whistle.

“Holy,” Luca calls, making his way over, eyes all over my dress.

“Walker,” Tate snaps, a sudden sharpness replacing the playful light in his eyes. “Be respectful.”

Luca puts his hands up in surrender and I give Tate a strange look. I’ve never heard that tone from him.

“It’s fine,” I tell him. “Luca’s twelve.”

“Hey.” Luca looks mock-offended, and I smirk at him.

“Wow.” Darcy appears at my side, looking pointedly at my dress. “Va-va-voom.”

Pippa and Hazel are right behind her, Pippa giving me a shy smile. “You look beautiful, Jordan.”

Hazel’s eyes bug out as my skin goes hot again. “Look at you.”

I give her a tight smile. “Wish you wouldn’t,” I mutter under my breath. My face feels warm, and I try not to squirm, not to tug at the dress. “Thanks.”

Tate leans into my ear. “Remember the safeword?”

I snort. “Yes. Unfortunately.”

The ghost of a teasing smile crosses his face. “Just checking.”
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“We’ll get married in the spring,” Darcy says after dinner as we sit around our table.

She smiles up at Hayden and he tucks a lock of lavender hair behind her ear, a gesture so loaded with affection and familiarity that my heart gives a sharp tug.

“Under the cherry blossoms,” she admits to the table. “They remind us of falling in love.”

On her left hand, her engagement ring sparkles—a cluster of pink lab-grown diamonds set to look like cherry blossoms.

“Darce, I was in love with you long before that,” Hayden reminds her, and she blushes as he kisses her cheek.

“Aw.” Rory grins at them before putting his arm around Hazel and pressing his lips to her temple.

Georgia sighs happily and Alexei slips his palm into hers. Jamie looks down at Pippa and gives her the serious, tiny smile he reserves for her.

“We’ll do the honeymoon in the summer,” Hayden adds. “And we were thinking of making it another group trip. Maybe Italy, since you two love it so much there.” He nods at Georgia and Alexei, who have a summer home in Tuscany.

Georgia lights up. “We’re in.”

“Same,” Pippa chirps, squeezing Jamie’s hand.

Darcy looks at me with an expectant expression. “You too, Jordan, Tate. You need to be there.”

I give her a hesitant half-smile. “Maybe.”

“I’m honored,” Tate says with warmth. “I’ll have to see how it works out with Bea’s schedule.”

“Bea’s welcome to join. We’d love to have her.”

Two people at the table are noticeably quiet—Rory and Hazel. They’re looking at each other with loaded expressions, having a silent conversation.

Hayden gives them a baffled look. “You two have to be there.”

Rory raises his eyebrows with a question, Hazel smiles and nods, and he takes a deep breath, nerves flashing over his features.

So they’re finally going to tell everyone. A curious energy ripples around the table.

Rory takes another deep breath. “We can’t travel this summer because . . . Hazel’s due in July.”

Everyone falls silent.

Hayden’s expression turns confused. “Huh?”

“Due.” Pippa covers her face with her hands, eyes wide and focused on Hazel, who’s smiling. “Oh my god. Oh my god.”

“Oh my god,” Georgia echoes softly, smiling at Hazel, and there’s a tiny flip of something pleasant in my stomach.

I expected them to all find out before me.

“Can someone please tell me what’s going on?” Luca asks.

“As in due date?” Pippa asks her sister. “Did I hear that right?”

Hazel smiles again, nodding. Pippa lets out an exuberant yelp, leaping up and throwing her arms around Hazel’s neck.

“Due date for what?” Hayden asks Darcy.

She smiles at him. “A baby. Hazel’s pregnant.”

A moment of silence—before the table explodes with noise.

“HOLY SHIT!” Luca yells, grabbing his head with both hands.

People from other tables look over. Beside me, Tate sits back, folding his arms over his chest, smiling.

“A baby,” Hayden howls, melting. “You two are having a baby?” He jostles Rory by the shoulders while Rory laughs. “Holy shit, Miller.”

“I know.” Rory rakes his hair back with a baffled expression. “I still can’t believe it.”

“You’re going to be a father?” Jamie asks across the table with a serious expression.

Rory sobers. “I am.”

Jamie gets up, rounds the table, and holds his arms out. “Happy for you, man. You’re going to be a great dad.”

Rory stands and the two best friends embrace in that tight, back-slapping way men hug.

“Thanks, buddy. You’re going to be a great uncle.” Rory blinks, and his eyes shine with tears.

“Oh my god.” Hazel rolls her eyes, smiling. “You’re crying again? You’re such a sap.”

Rory laughs, wiping his eyes. “Over the child we’re going to have? Yeah, Hartley, I’m crying again.” He pulls her close and kisses her temple. “It’s blowing my mind.”

“Mine, too,” she admits, looking up at him with bright hope in her eyes.

Hayden sniffles, and Darcy rubs his arm with an amused, affectionate smile.

“I’m not crying,” he tells her.

She nods in an understanding way. “I know, baby.”

At my side, Tate gives me an amused sidelong look and I think about the closet, where he told me it’s okay to cry. I look away fast.

Georgia and Darcy take turns hugging Hazel, and Alexei gives Rory a hug and discreetly wipes the corner of his eyes, clearing his throat roughly.

When Hazel meets my eyes, I give her a wink. Congratulations, I mouth with a smile.

Thank you, she mouths back with her own.

“Congratulations, you two,” Tate tells them. “Your life is about to change in the best way.”

“Thanks, Tate.” Hazel gives Rory a look full of excitement and nerves.

“Thanks, Coach.” Rory claps him on the shoulder. “I’m going to be knocking on your door for advice.”

Tate gives him a warm, patient smile, and for once, I don’t find it irritating. “My door’s always open, but you don’t need it. You two will be amazing parents.”

My heart flips over, because it’s true, and it’s kind and encouraging of Tate to say it. Between this and the safeword that made me laugh, I’m wondering if Tate Ward is the kind of person who always knows the right thing to say.

“So, yeah, we don’t want to travel after playoffs in case Hazel has a plane baby,” Rory explains.

“Do you know what you’re having yet?” Pippa asks, but Hazel shakes her head.

“Too early. We’ll know at the twenty-week ultrasound.”

My heart squeezes again. Hazel and Rory are good people. Hazel’s strong and doesn’t take anyone’s bullshit, probably what attracted Rory to her when they were in high school, and she has dedicated her career to empowering people of all body types to find movement and exercise. Rory supports her no matter what, and, as a captain, cares about the well-being of his team. They’re going to have one lucky kid.

Rory sighs, sitting back in his chair with his arm around Hazel. “I’m going to be such a DILF.”

Hazel throws her napkin at him and they both start laughing. The conversation around the table turns to baby names—Luca’s suggestion: Luca—and Hayden suggests several names from the fantasy romance series he and Darcy love.

“You knew she was pregnant,” Tate says quietly to me.

How can he tell? “She’d order drinks at the bar and switch them with Rory’s when no one was looking. She stopped eating meat. And she was tired all the time.”

He nods to himself, with a low humming noise in his chest.

“Did you know?” Something tells me he did.

He presses his lips together. “I caught her snoozing at her desk the other week.”

I chuckle, and he smiles. Side by side, we survey the table of people talking and laughing, excited about the upcoming member of the Storm family.

Until it hits me, and my smile fades. If I fail at this deal I’ve struck with my dad, this could be so much worse.

“Yep,” Tate murmurs, like he just figured it out, too.

Rory needs to stay in Vancouver. Hazel needs to stay here because of her business, and it would kill him to be away from her and the baby.

Tate’s eyes linger on mine, the tip of his tongue brushing against his canine as he studies me, looking like he wants to say something.

“We need that Cup more than ever, Jordan.”
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“Dr. Greene was right,” I say to Jordan later, as the group lingers around the bar.

She gives me a quizzical look.

“About your bangs.” I gesture at them. “They do look nice.”

She blinks, frowning, and I regret saying that. I need to stop complimenting her, like I need to stop staring at her and thinking about her and wondering about her.

“Why do you call her that?” she asks.

“Dr. Greene?”

She nods. “Everyone calls her Georgia at work.”

“People often ignore women’s professional titles. Dr. Greene spent a long time in school and is excellent at what she does. It’s a sign of respect.”

Her eyes narrow and she studies me. I don’t like it. What’s she thinking?

“Jordan.” Her father appears between us, looking at her with a pleasantly surprised expression.

Her throat works. “Hi.”

He nods at me. “Tate. Looking dapper as always.”

“Thank you, Ross.”

He turns to Jordan and his eyes soften. “And you look very beautiful, Jordan.”

She stares at something behind him. “Thanks.”

A tense silence lingers.

“And thank you for the dress,” she tells him, and my gut drops.

“The dress?” Ross looks confused.

“All of it.” She can’t even meet his eye. “Thank you.”

“All of it,” he echoes, not following. Ross gives me an odd look, but I stay very still. Off whatever he sees in my expression, he smiles a little. “Right. Yes. You’re welcome.”

Another silence lingers between the three of us. It’s my turn to stare at the floor and take a long sip of water.

“I was wondering if you’d like to—” Ross starts.

“I’m going to get another drink,” Jordan says abruptly, walking to the bar on the other side of the room, even though the one beside us isn’t busy.

“Well,” Ross says with a sigh as she leaves. “That went as expected.”

Frustration grows through my chest, tightening around my lungs. Ross wants nothing more than to patch things up with Jordan, but she won’t even give him the time of day. She’s like a brick wall. I think about how all-consuming parenthood is, how my child is everything to me, how she’s always on my mind, how I’d do anything for her.

I know Ross is the same. He doesn’t say it, but I know it’s true.

“Do I want to know what she’s talking about with the dress?” he asks.

“No. Excuse me,” I say, not looking at him, before I follow her.

It only takes me a few strides to catch up with her.

“Can I talk to you for a second?” I say in her ear.

“No.”

“Too bad.” I wrap a hand around her small wrist and pull her aside, down a quiet hallway, before I face her. “That was rude.”

Her eyes flash with indignation. “Tate, butt out.”

“Your father gave you everything. Anyone would be thrilled to have a guy like him for a dad and yet you flip him the middle finger every chance you get.”

She lets out a harsh, unhappy laugh. “Mind your own business, Tate.”

It’s the same thing she said to me at Volkov and Dr. Greene’s vow renewal back in September, when she walked away from her father without a word.

My pulse races, a fast rhythm in my ears as I try and fail to control my emotions. What is it about Jordan Hathaway that sets my temper off like this?

“Ross loves you.” I don’t like how frustrated I sound. This isn’t who I am. “Every time you ignore him or walk away from him⁠—”

“Has he ever told you what happened?” She lifts her chin, looking up at me with those pretty indigo eyes with thick, dark lashes.

“He said you didn’t talk to him anymore. He said you wanted nothing to do with him.”

“But did he tell you what happened?”

“He said he made a mistake.” Years ago, when I joined the team and he asked me to check up on her. But he didn’t say what.

“He skipped my mom’s funeral.” She watches me. “Did he tell you that?”

A horrible feeling washes through me. “No, he didn’t.” He’d loved her. When she passed, he was devastated. I was in rehab at the time, but I could see it when he visited. He wasn’t himself for a long time after.

Still isn’t, I think.

“Of course he didn’t.” She presses her lips together, taking a deep breath. “I sat alone, at her funeral. And I sat by her bedside for the weeks that she was sick. He wasn’t there when she died. And guess what? Growing up? He wasn’t there either. He was playing hockey, or coaching hockey, or owning a team. He was on the phone, or on his computer, working. He didn’t just miss her funeral, Tate. He missed my high school graduation. Birthdays. Every parent teacher conference. A lot of Christmases.”

“He worked hard to provide for you.” Even I don’t believe this. Christmas? Birthdays? I’d never miss those for Bea. The bad feeling inside me grows.

“This went far beyond providing for me, and you know it.” She swallows and looks down. “When you aren’t with the team, you’re with Bea.” Her mouth twists into a pained, hurt smile, and my gut sinks. “He was working. He’d find something to do, find some excuse. He wasn’t around. He chose his team, his guys—” She pins me with her gaze, and I know she’s talking about me, “over us. Over me.”

I’m speechless. He didn’t talk about Natalie’s illness and I didn’t pry, but I didn’t realize he wasn’t there. I assumed he was.

Who wouldn’t be?

Some of the anger leaves her eyes. “I think a part of me has been blaming you for years that he chose you again and again but—” She takes a deep breath, and it’s like she lets something go. Something she’s been holding onto. “It isn’t your fault that he always chose someone or something over me, and it’s that simple. That’s Ross Sheridan, Tate. He isn’t there when I need him.”

She holds my eyes, suddenly looking so young. Hurt, too. My heart aches and I rub the back of my neck, looking away.

Coward. That’s the awful word that comes to mind for the man I’ve always considered a role model.

“I didn’t realize. About him not being around while you were growing up.” I swallow, a tight ball forming behind my sternum. “He always talked about you. Bragged about you. Had a photo of you in his wallet.”

Probably still has it.

“I didn’t know,” I say again, for some reason. Because it matters, I guess.

“I know I’m privileged.” She lifts her chin. “I know I’ve had more than most people. Why do you think I pay my bar staff so well? I’m trying to make up for it, Tate. I’m trying to make a positive impact on this planet and not leech off my rich father. I’m trying to make my own way without him.”

“You have.”

She makes a low noise. “Right. Thanks.” Her voice drips with sarcasm.

“I’m serious, Jordan. You run your own business in a city where commercial real estate is through the roof. Living expenses are high and the food and beverage industry isn’t easy. I know that.”

“Yeah, well.” She shrugs, looking away. It’s as close to a real thanks as I’m going to get.

A pause lingers while my mind races with everything I’ve learned and realized in the last five minutes. An ache throbs behind my eyes.

“Your father loves you. Even if he doesn’t know how to show it. I know he does, Jordan.”

“Okay.” Her throat works again. “Maybe he does, in his messed-up way, but it isn’t my responsibility to pick up the slack on his side of things. My mom, she . . .” She presses her lips in a tight line. “She loved me so much and she showed me that, every day. She was there. She smothered me with love. She wanted to be around me, even when I was a bitchy, moody teenager. I never doubted how much she loved me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. She was so . . .” She sighs, and a little smile tips up on her mouth. “Sparkly. Like pure sunlight, you know? So fun and kind and warm. She would walk into a room and everyone wanted to be her friend and talk to her and know more about her. And she loved me.” Her eyes shine but she blinks the emotion away. “So don’t be sorry. Yes, Ross was a shit dad. Ross wasn’t around. Ross would rather coach his guys and mentor his perfect protegé than talk to his daughter. But I had Natalie.” She shrugs, expression turning blank again. “That was enough.”

An awful sensation rips through me—like the ground tilting beneath my feet. My perspective shifts and an unwelcome realization hits me: I was wrong.

I was wrong about Jordan Hathaway and I was wrong about Ross Sheridan.

“I’m sorry I got upset.” I feel stripped bare, exposed and vulnerable that I lost my cool because of her.

“It’s fine.” She darts a sidelong glance at me. “It was kind of fun, making you lose it like that.”

“I didn’t lose it.”

She snorts. “Oh, you lost it.” Her mouth is flat but her eyes are bright, and I smile.

“Before we go back in,” she says, toying with the ends of her hair, “I need to say one thing. You said Ross and Bea aren’t close, but he has that little hockey stick of hers on his keychain. That’s the kind of thing he never did for me, you know? So it sucks to see him care about your kid more than he cared about me.”

She starts to walk past me but I step in her way.

“Jordan.” My hand comes to her arm. “Bea didn’t give him that hockey stick.”

She frowns at me. “A kid made it. She’s probably the only kid he knows.”

“Bea did not give him that hockey stick,” I insist. “You did. When you were six.”

She stares at me, confused and disbelieving. So that’s why she always stares at it. Because it represents Ross choosing someone else.

“You made it,” I repeat. “I promise.”

She’s still frowning when my hand goes to her arm.

“Let’s go back in,” I say gently, but she steps away, shaking her head.

“I’m going to go.” She folds her arms, retreating back into herself. “I’m tired.”

My eyes linger on her pretty face. I wish she wouldn’t. I wish she’d stay and tell me more things I was wrong about. “I’ll get you a ride.”

“No,” she rushes, that odd frown on her face. “I’ll grab a rideshare. Thanks.”

Without another word, she walks away, her dress moving around her feet, hair fluttering around her shoulders as she makes her way to the doors.

“Huh,” I hear Miller say nearby.

“Yeah.” That’s Volkov.

Ross skipped Natalie’s funeral and I thought Jordan was the heartless one.

I screwed up. Big time.

“Something on your mind, Coach?” Miller asks, and I yank my gaze to them.

Miller’s eyes are bright, his eyebrows lifted, and Volkov’s giving me a flat, knowing look.

“What?” I ask.

“You and Jordan?” Miller asks with a knowing smile.

At whatever my expression is, Miller smiles more.

My lips part to protest, but I can’t. I physically can’t lie about it, even when I need to. At the exit, Jordan says something to Dr. Greene.

I can’t be messing around with an employee, especially not Ross’s daughter who’s a decade younger than me. Optics aside, I should be focusing on my daughter and my team.

Even if it would be so good. Even if I would take that thick hair of hers, wrap it around my fist, and⁠—

“You’re staring at her again,” Volkov says.

Fuck. I close my eyes and turn, giving her my back, and Miller looks delighted. I clear my throat. “I’d appreciate it if you don’t speculate about this further. It’s not a good look for the team, if something were to happen. Not that anything is happening.”

Miller shrugs, but he’s still smiling. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yes. Exactly.” I exhale a heavy breath, glancing at Volkov, who’s frowning at me. “Volkov?”

He scowls. “I have better things to do than gossip about your personal life.”

I nod, satisfied. “Thank you both.”

“You bet.” Miller looks over to the women. “You know what I love about Jordan? She pretends she can’t stand us, she pretends she hates hockey, but she always seems to expect us after games, like she knows our schedule. And on special occasions, she’d put a special drink up on the board, something unique. She made one for Hazel once. The Fire-Breathing Dragon.”

“Jordan’s good people,” Volkov adds, keeping his eyes on the room. “She’s closed off and doesn’t trust people easily.” His gaze meets mine, serious and heavy. “Everyone needs a family, though.”

My shoulders tighten. “I’m aware.”

“Coach, you know we’d walk into the depths of hell for you,” Miller says. “We’re loyal to you and you’re the best coach we’ve ever had, but if you hurt Jordan, we’ll kick your ass.” He gives me a broad smile and claps me on the shoulder. “Good talk.”

Volkov grunts a low laugh, and they leave me standing there while they find their wives.

They care about her. They’re looking out for her.

Tomorrow, though, Jordan and I are going to talk, because I have some things to apologize for.
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All night, I think about the argument with Jordan. I replay everything she said about Ross not being there growing up. Not being present. Ross making her think he didn’t care.

Ross choosing me over her.

At six-twenty the next morning, after almost no sleep, I stride into his office, my blood racing, my heart in my throat. I saw a note yesterday about him being in town this weekend. I used to admire his work ethic, but after what Jordan said last night, it looks different.

“Ross.”

He looks up, curious and surprised.

“Can we talk?”

“Of course.” He leans back in his chair and gestures to the chairs across from his desk. “What’s on your mind?”

“Jordan.”

His eyebrows go up.

“We had an argument last night. About you.”

He frowns. “Should I be concerned?”

“I think I put you on a pedestal,” I tell him, running a hand through my hair, feeling torn and confused and frustrated. “I didn’t have much of a father growing up, you know that, and there you were, willing to help me and talk to me and coach me. Someone who wanted the best for me. Someone who was there for me.” I blow out a heavy breath, shaking my head. “And the whole time, you weren’t around for her. You taught me I mattered and I could do anything, but you didn’t do the same for her.”

A beat of silence fills his office. Ross Sheridan looks older. Tired and defeated. And yet the blood is racing in my ears.

“How could you miss Natalie’s funeral, Ross?”

His expression falls.

“How could you do that to Jordan? She was what, twenty?”

He nods.

“You don’t have to tell me why, but I think you should tell Jordan. If you expect her to join the organization and carry on your legacy, for her to put her entire life on hold for the Storm, you need to give a little, too.” I’m not yelling, but I’m not quiet, either. “And I think you need to consider that a simple apology won’t cut it after so many years.”

He’s quiet, looking at his desk. “I don’t know what to do.”

“I can’t tell you how to fix things with Jordan, but I’ll tell you this: I show Bea that I love her with actions. I show her with what’s really important—my time. I show up for her. I tell her the truth, even when it’s hard. We have a great relationship, Ross, and I hope we do for the rest of my life.”

My chest aches. I’m breathing hard.

“And I swear to god, if anything happened to hurt that relationship, if I did anything to hurt my relationship with my daughter, I would fight like hell to fix it.” I hold his eyes, emotion racing through me. “I wouldn’t sit around moping about the past while my daughter moves on without me. That’s for fucking sure.”

We stare at each other for a long moment. He’s doing the thing Jordan does, where he holds his expression neutral, but something flickers in his eyes. Fear, I think. Worry. Uncertainty. Vulnerability.

“I was driving you to rehab,” he says, and I’m not surprised, because I had my suspicions. “When I missed her funeral. I was driving you to rehab.”

“You could have driven me to rehab the next day. That’s not an excuse.”

“I’m aware,” he says mildly. He glances up at me. “What was she thanking me for yesterday?”

“I bought her a new wardrobe and told her the team paid for it, because you’ve made her so independent that she’d never accept my help. I moved her into my guesthouse because she was living in a shitty apartment, and now that she’s part of the Storm, she’s part of our family.”

My heart pounds, a protective, urgent feeling in my chest.

“It’s about time someone started looking after Jordan. She’s been alone long enough.” I give him a hard look. “Go home, Ross. I’m starting to think you’re a workaholic.”

And with that, I leave his office.
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That evening, I’m getting ready for bed when there’s a scratching noise at my bedroom door.

I open it and Phoebe the cat sits at the threshold of my bedroom, staring up at me with those soulless eyes.

And Jordan’s panties dangle from her teeth.

My thoughts blank out but before I can figure out what to do, the cat drops the scrap of navy blue lace and streaks down the hall, snorting and wheezing.

I stare down at the panties, frozen. Bea informed me the other day that cats bring gifts to people they like.

But Jordan’s panties are not a gift.

I mean—they are. They’re another glimpse into a woman I want to know more about, but they’re so beyond the line of appropriate.

I should throw them out. Or give them back to her, but that would be weird.

It would be an excuse to talk to her, and to check in after the event last night. I’ve been thinking about what Ross told me all day. I owe her an apology.

At any rate, I should stop staring at the underwear. Any minute now. I take a deep breath, unable to tear my eyes from them.

When I reach down to pick them up, the lace is soft, and I picture her wearing them. I rub the fabric between my thumb and forefinger and images of me sliding them off her race through my mind.

I could keep them.

At my bedroom windows, I peer down at the guesthouse. The lights are still on.

And with that, I head downstairs.
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It’s late when there’s a knock at the door of my guesthouse.

“Hi,” Tate says when I open the door before he smiles at the Dunkaroos in my hand. “She’s still bringing you those?”

I try not to look sheepish. “I bought these. I told Bea she doesn’t need to give hers to me and that she can have them anytime here.” Something occurs to me. “Sorry, I don’t know if that’s okay. I should have asked you first⁠—”

“It’s fine,” he says with a funny look on his face. “That’s very thoughtful of you.”

“It’s not completely out of character for me to think about someone other than myself.”

But after last night, after he basically told me I was selfish and heartless for putting up a boundary with my father, maybe this is surprising to him.

His mouth flattens. “That’s not what I meant.”

“She was reading here this morning and I thought she might want a snack,” I say in a rush.

“Again.” He takes a step into the guesthouse, closing the door behind him so the cold air doesn’t come in. “Thank you. That’s very thoughtful. And I’m not surprised at all, because Bea brings this out in everyone she meets.”

My heart does a tug of affection as I think about the shy way Bea asked if she could read in here this morning, the cat right behind her.

“She’s very cute,” I say, stupidly self-conscious again.

“She is.”

He looks pleased, and there’s a beat of silence between us.

“The cat brought me something,” he says, clearing his throat. His cheekbones are going pink. “And I wanted to return it to you.”

“Something of mine?”

He holds his hand out and there’s a crumpled piece of lacy navy blue fabric in his palm that makes my stomach drop through the floor.

“Oh my god.”

My panties are in Tate’s hand. They’re clean, thank fuck. I haven’t worn that pair yet.

“The cat brought you these?” I should take them, but I can’t move. I’m just staring at them.

The image of Phoebe batting at my bra last weekend as I pulled it out of the bag to taunt him flashes into my mind.

“Yes.” He sounds deeply uncomfortable as he places them on the counter. “I was going to throw them out but didn’t want you to find them in the garbage and think . . . Yeah. I don’t know.”

The mortified tone of his voice makes that playful part of me sit up. “And think what?”

He stills. “I don’t know.”

I smirk. “What would you be doing with my panties?”

His eyes widen. “Nothing. I wouldn’t do anything with your panties. Oh my god.” He rubs the bridge of his nose while I start laughing. “Jordan. They were expensive. I didn’t want to throw them out.”

“How do you know the price?”

He blanches before he regains control. “Okay, very funny.”

That’s not an answer, and he hates lying, so now I feel like there’s something he’s not telling me.

“There was something else I wanted to talk to you about,” he says, and the sober tone of his voice dampens any amusement. “Last night.”

Unease settles in my stomach. “I stand by what I said,” I start, staring at the floor. “I’m not going to put myself out there for someone⁠—”

“I’m sorry.” He holds my eyes as I fall silent. “I was wrong. I was wrong about you, and I was wrong about Ross.”

I don’t know what to say. This, I didn’t expect.

“Things weren’t the way I thought,” he continues, “and I made a lot of assumptions. I agree with you, that a relationship should be give and take. I spent a long time hoping my dad would act a certain way and he never did.” His words sound truly neutral, like he’s had time to process and accept this. Like he harbors no anger. My curiosity about Tate Ward grows, gathering strength.

What’s that like, to accept that the person who is supposed to love you doesn’t? Tate has his life so together. Maybe if he can, I can, too.

“I didn’t know that,” I say quietly.

He nods. “So I understand your anger now.” He takes a deep breath, hesitating. “I talked to Ross.”

“You did? Why?”

“Because I was angry, Jordan.” His eyes flicker with emotion. “All this time, I looked up to him. If Bea needed me, I would move heaven and earth to be there for her.”

“I know you would.” Damn him for being so good. My respect for him grows.

“Did you know he missed Natalie’s funeral because he was bringing me to rehab?”

Like a house of cards, my thoughts collapse, flattening. I blink at Tate.

“That’s a no, I’m guessing. Me neither. I don’t think this changes things, though, Jordan. I could have gone to rehab one day later. I could have gone a week later and it wouldn’t have made a difference.” He watches me very intently. “I know this is hard to hear, but I want you to know my side of things. I found out Bea was coming, I called Ross for help, and the next morning, he was at my door, telling me to pack my things. But I also think that was a way for him to avoid the funeral.”

I stand there, frozen. Thinking. Processing. Tate’s right—this doesn’t change anything, but I do wonder why my father avoided her funeral. I’ve wondered it a thousand times in the last decade.

“I’m sorry,” he adds.

“You said that already. Twice.”

“Well, I don’t like delivering bad news.” His eyebrows lift. “And I don’t like being wrong about people.”

He studies me like he sees me differently now, but what does he see? A thread of worry makes its way through me, twisting and weaving. There was safety in Tate’s low expectation of me. It kept a nice, healthy chasm between us.

And now? Now, I don’t know.

He searches my eyes. “Why did everyone think you hated hockey, Jordan?”

My thoughts are still flattened and mixed up from his earlier revelation, but I try to put them back together, organize them and stack them neatly.

Hockey meant belonging, and I never belonged.

“Bad memories,” I admit. “That was how I tried to get my dad’s time and attention, growing up.” It’s easier to tell Tate these things I’ve never told anyone, after our argument last night. After I laid it all out on the line.

And even more, I trust him. The way he’s looking at me right now, the same way he looked at me when I cried in the closet, I know he’d never use this against me.

“Going to games,” I continue, “wearing his jersey, watching games at home with him even though he was barely paying attention to me.”

And then all the stuff with my master’s, watching the women play and going out to their team events and pouring them free drinks at the bar I worked at on weekends.

“It was easier not to think about it.”

Hockey was a reminder of rejection. He listens, waiting for more.

“But that’s not so easy in a city like Vancouver.” The fans here are obsessed. “And I tried to get rid of those Storm boys.” I shake my head, sadly. Tate smiles and I do, too. “They kept coming back.”

“When they find someone they like, they don’t let go.”

“Or a place,” I add, because it’s not me. It’s the drinks and the private atmosphere of the bar, where they can relax.

“Or,” Tate says, holding my eyes intently, “someone. You should have heard what Miller and Volkov⁠—”

He cuts himself off with a quick shake of his head.

“What?”

“Nothing.” His eyes go to my half-finished pack of Dunkaroos. “I should let you get back to your snack.”

Something jumps in my chest. I’m not ready for him to leave. I walk to the box on the counter and pull one out before handing it to him.

“For the road.”

“That’s very generous,” he smiles, “but no, thank you.”

I think about the noise he made when he had some of that marshmallow drink. “Come on. Help me finish mine, at least.”

“I’m good.” He takes a step back, and I take a step toward him.

“Just one little cookie.”

“Really. I can’t. Thank you, though.”

“What’s the matter, worried about your eight-pack?”

He arches an eyebrow. “Eight-pack?”

I’m so transparent, I’m practically see-through. I hold my expression aloof, even though I can feel heat spreading over my face. “Sorry, did I count wrong? Do you actually have a ten-pack?”

If anyone could, it would be him.

His eyes are bright. “It’s interesting that you’re counting at all.”

Something electric crackles between us, and I take one coin-sized cookie and dip it through the sprinkle icing before holding it in the air.

“Eat the cookie, Tate.”

He stares at it like he’s struggling and I inch it toward his mouth. His throat works.

His gaze lifts to meet mine and he leans forward half an inch, parts his lips, and takes the cookie right out of my fingers. His lips brush my fingertips and the contact rips through me, down my spine and landing low in my belly. His eyes close and he lets out a low, agonized groan that I’m going to be thinking about all night.

“Holy fuck, that’s so good,” he murmurs, and I picture things I shouldn’t. Him standing above me, eyes closed, groaning like that, head thrown back as he pushes into my mouth.

“Okay, well, glad you enjoyed it.” Heat thrums between my legs. “Goodnight.”

He gives me an odd look. “Everything okay?”

“Mhm.” My voice is way too high. “Everything’s great. I’m just tired. Really tired.”

And turned on.

“Alright.” He reaches for the door and pauses, gaze snagging on something on the floor. “You bought Phoebe a toy.”

The stupid little stick with a feather on it lies beside my shoes, untouched. I wiggled it around in front of her this morning while she looked at me with disdain, like she was embarrassed for me. Self-consciousness creeps up the back of my neck. I don’t know why I keep setting myself up for rejection with that little dumpster cat.

“It was free at the grocery store with a certain purchase amount.”

I’m lying. It was seven dollars. I wandered down the pet aisle and stared at the toys for almost ten minutes before I picked this one.

“She doesn’t like it, anyway,” I say, picking at my nail. “She turned her nose up at it.” My gaze slides to the panties Tate brought me. The panties Tate was touching. My god. “And obviously she retaliated.”

He chuckles, and it goes to some warm place behind my ribcage. He has a nice laugh. And smile. And eyes. And face.

“Keep trying,” he says, eyes on my face. “Maybe she’ll surprise you.”

I’ve detested all the nice things about him, and yet, right now? I don’t know. I don’t know anything, anymore. I’m thinking about him too much these days.

“All set for Seattle?” he asks. We fly out tomorrow morning and meet with Yang-Hanson for a skate in the afternoon. Dinner afterwards. “Have everything you need?”

“I got the luggage that was delivered this morning, yes.” Three pieces, more than I would ever need, including a large suitcase, a small carry-on, and a weekender bag. “I think we can stop spending the team’s money. It’s not a good look.”

Especially when I take off after the playoffs.

“The team takes care of their own, Jordan.”

A strange energy lingers between us. We’re holding each other’s eyes, and my stomach does that annoying dipping thing that always happens in moments like these.

“Okay, goodnight.” I press a hand to his back to urge him out the door. “And thanks for the panties.”

I close the door and make a face of horror at myself. Thanks for the panties? I’m always so cool and clear-headed when talking to men. Not scattered and flustered like this. What is wrong with me?

Oh.

Oh no.

I stare at the panties on the counter, my heart pounding, a growing, horrible realization spreading through me.

I have a crush on Tate Ward.
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The next evening, the hunch I had proves to be correct: Jordan is right about Yang-Hanson.

Volkov likes him. Miller likes him. He’s personable, easygoing, and a spectacular hockey player. He’ll be a great fit for the Storm.

Across the table in the restaurant’s private dining room, Jordan listens to the conversation as dinner wraps up, not saying much but looking proud of herself.

When she excuses herself to use the ladies’ room, I watch her walk away in that deep indigo blue dress that brings out the color of her eyes and makes her hair look a richer brown.

Christ, she’s lovely.

I wonder if she’s wearing those blue panties I set on her counter. I wonder if she’s thinking about the moment I ate the cookie from her fingers, when our eye contact zinged down my spine.

Her fingertips brushed my lips, and I can’t stop replaying it.

“Question for you, Coach.” The prospect leans in, lowering his voice.

Thanks for the panties, she said, and I stared at my ceiling half the night, laughing about it.

“Is Jordan single?”

A sharp, tense feeling tightens through me. He glances between me and the doorway Jordan disappeared through moments ago.

“No.” What? “She’s not.”

Liar, my brain shouts. Fucking selfish liar.

I never lie. It makes me feel sick. My father hurt my mom and brother with his lies. Right now, though, I don’t like the idea of this guy making plans to ask Jordan out.

His mouth tilts in a disappointed smile. “Too bad. Is it serious?”

“Yes.” The word comes out short and sharp. “Very.”

Holy fuck. It’s like I can’t stop. A bad feeling fills my stomach. I hate this. I hate being out of control. Memories of the recycling overflowing with too many empties fill my mind. Losing blocks of time because I was blackout drunk.

“I figured.” He shrugs. “Just thought I’d check.”

“Good thing you did.” Again, my tone is sharp and firm. “It wouldn’t be appropriate for someone in management to date a player, anyway.”

We can’t bring this guy on the Storm. He’s going to find out Jordan is single and⁠—

No. I’m not doing this. I’m not making trade decisions based on my weird little whatever feelings about Jordan. This is so far over the line, there’s no way I can justify it.

That old, ugly urge trickles down the back of my neck. A drink would make all of this better. I acknowledge the desire to drink and take note of my surroundings—the conversation around me, the floor under my feet, the pull of my shirt across my shoulders, the cold water as I take a sip.

Across the table, Volkov and Miller watch with curious expressions. Did they hear our conversation? After what they said at the benefit on Friday, I hope not.

Jordan reenters the room and our eyes meet. My nerves settle. Everything is fine, once again. The urge passes.

Later, after I’ve paid the check, we all stand.

“Thank you for dinner,” Yang-Hanson says, shaking all of our hands.

“Thanks for meeting with us on short notice,” I add.

“Gentlemen.” He nods at them before smiling at Jordan. “Jordan. It was a pleasure meeting you.”

It irritates me, how he singles her out, and I don’t feel as guilty about lying earlier.

Yang-Hanson leaves the hotel with one last glance over his shoulder at Jordan, and the rest of us move to the elevators to head up to our rooms. Miller and Volkov exit at a lower floor, say goodnight, and Jordan and I are left alone as the elevator ascends.

I follow the lines of her hips, her legs. Her heels. The fascinating line of the nape of her neck, hair tied up and bangs scattered around her eyes. My gaze falls to the base of her neck. Bare, cream skin smooth and intriguing. Something hooks in my mind, though. Something’s missing.

Jewelry. She’s not wearing any.

“Tate?” she asks, like I didn’t hear her the first time.

“Hmm?”

“What did you think?”

“Of what.” Jesus. My brain is an engine that won’t start.

She gives me another strange look. “Yang-Hanson.”

Right.

“Miller seemed to like him,” she says, “and Volkov didn’t look like he wanted to murder him. So that’s a good sign.”

A knot forms in my throat. “I’m not sure about him.”

She frowns. “Really?”

I fold my arms, staring straight ahead. I am lying, jealous scum. “He’s too confident.”

A long pause. I caution a glance at her. Her expression is startled and confused, like it’s the last thing she expected me to say. Like she thought we were on the same page. Like she was wrong.

Guilt shoots through me. I tell her I believe in her and that she belongs with the team, and now I’m lying to her and sending mixed messages.

The elevator doors open on our floor, and before I can apologize, she walks out.

“You’re wrong,” she says over her shoulder as she opens her hotel room door and disappears inside.

Ten minutes later, I open my laptop and send Jordan an email.

What do you propose we offer Seattle for Yang-Hanson?

In less than a minute, my email chimes with her response.

They’re in a rebuild phase. Offer a first-round draft pick and Jayden Kumar from the farm team. He’s good enough to go pro in a season or two but we already have a few guys who serve his purpose. This gives them room to negotiate up.

I smile at my computer. Very good, I respond, and I can practically sense her satisfaction through the hotel room walls.
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When I step on the plane to head home after our away game trip, something is off.

Players look away pointedly when I walk down the aisle with my carry-on.

We don’t fill the entire plane, normally, so a lot of people get seats to themselves. Today, every seat is taken. Not by players, though.

By . . . stuff. Bags that should be in the cargo hold beneath the plane. Hockey gear. Guys taking up two seats, already asleep.

There’s nowhere for me to sit. My eyes narrow.

“Walker.” I nudge his shoulder. He’s sitting in the nearest aisle seat, stretched out with his ball cap pulled low over his closed eyes. The window seat has his hockey gear bag on it. “Move your bag.”

He doesn’t move.

“Rookie.” I give his face a few light slaps, and I swear his mouth tightens like he’s trying not to smile. “Are you pretending to be asleep?”

“No,” he says.

“Ah!” I poke him in the ribs and he starts laughing. “You are. Move your bag, I’m going to sit there. You can practice your flirting skills with me on the flight.”

He makes a low snoring noise that is totally fucking fake.

“Hey, Jordan.” Rory appears with a big smile. “What’s the problem?”

“There’s no empty seats and the Rookie is pretending to be asleep.”

He makes a sympathetic noise and nods. “He’s tuckered out from the game last night. We all are.” He gestures around to a bunch of guys taking up two seats.

“Volkov.” In a nearby seat, Alexei looks tense and uncomfortable. Even more than normal. His gaze flicks to me, startled, before going back to his screen. “Move your bag.”

“Can’t.” He keeps his eyes forward on the screen.

“Why not?” I’m getting frustrated.

“There’s a present for Georgia in there. I have to keep it safe.” His voice is tight and strange, and he won’t look me in the eye.

Like he’s lying.

“What is it?” I raise my eyebrows, stepping closer, lasering his face with my eyes.

He pauses. “Flowers,” he mumbles.

No. His mother is a florist, and he would rather die than put flowers in his bag and risk crushing them.

“What kind?”

His eyes dart to mine, then away.

I point a finger at him. “Liar.”

“Okay, now.” Rory gently steers me away. “Jordan, there’s a seat back there.” He points a few rows back. “Next to Coach.”

The bad feeling in my stomach flips as people glance over at me. Rory’s eyes sparkle. I think I know what’s happening here.

“Miller.” I keep my voice low and deadly. “What are you doing?”

He smiles like the meddling little fuck he is. “Helping you to your seat.”

Despite trying not to, I still have a crush on Tate. Very good, he said last night through email, and I’m embarrassed at how many times I’ve re-read it.

But I haven’t told anyone, and I don’t plan to. It feels like the team is conspiring to set us up, though. Can they tell? Is it that obvious?

Maybe I’m being paranoid.

I feel the eyes of everyone as I make my way to the only empty seat on the plane. Everyone except Tate, who’s focused on his laptop.

“Hi,” he says, looking up as I drop into my seat.

“Hi.” I gesture around. “Were you aware of this?”

He frowns. “Aware of what?”

Oh. He doesn’t know. And I’m not going to bring it up to him so he can laugh in my face.

A couple rows ahead, Luca is hanging over the back of his seat, talking with Hayden and Rory. Not sleeping.

I’m so going to put hot sauce in his drink next time he’s at the bar.

“Nothing,” I tell Tate, pulling out my own laptop to review last night’s game tape. “Nothing at all.”

[image: ]


Later in the flight, I receive an email from Tate’s admin, and I have to read it a few times to make sure I’m not seeing things.

Gary Horchuk Exit Papers, the subject line reads.

“Did Gary quit?” I ask Tate.

His eyes flick to mine and I think about his expression at the end of dinner last night. He held his expression so tightly controlled. He was struggling with something, and he was weird after in the elevator.

“Something like that,” he says.

“So Gary the Fuckhead would rather quit than work with me.” Great. I’m sure the scouts hate me now.

“No.” Something dark flashes in his eyes. “I let him go.”

I’m not breathing. “You fired him?”

He turns back to his laptop and takes a deep breath like he’s weighing his words with care. “I no longer felt that Gary the Fuckhead was a positive contributor to this organization.”

I’m frozen.

“Anything else?” he asks.

I shake my head, speechless.

“You find a new bar manager yet?”

I nod. She started a few days ago.

“Good.” He sounds pleased, and restarts the game he was watching.

We don’t talk for the rest of the ride home.
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“Tate.” Jordan storms into my office. “Our entire scouting department quit? What the fuck?”

“Good morning.”

She stares at me, waiting, and gestures at me with urgency.

“How are you today, Jordan?”

“Tate.”

I smile. Can’t help myself. I spent the last few days reminding myself to be professional with her, and yet I’m taunting her again. “I’m great, thanks for asking. I hit a personal record at the gym this morning.”

Working out helps with the whole Jordan problem. The overwhelming, interrupting thoughts about her. The inappropriate ideas.

“Good for you.”

The cat deposited another lacy scrap of Jordan’s panties at my bedroom door last night, like she knows I’m struggling. These ones are light pink. So sweet and feminine, so unlike Jordan.

Or maybe not. Maybe she wears pretty, feminine, lacy panties all the time.

She gives me a flat look. “What’s the deal with the scouts?”

I sit back, folding my arms over my chest. “The North American scouts quit.”

“All of them?”

I nod. “We still have three guys in Europe.”

“Shit,” she says under her breath, dropping into the seat in front of my desk, looking so at ease in this office.

She’s wearing a white collared shirt with blue stripes, the sleeves rolled up. Navy blue trousers. A tan high heel peeks out from beneath the hem as her knee bounces, and I see why Volkov is always staring at his wife’s shoes.

“No notice,” I continue, distracted. “They went to Dallas. They’re Bernardi’s old guard.” The previous Storm coach, who was fired in disgrace after a record terrible season. He’s with Dallas now. “They’re loyal to him.”

Worry is written all over her pretty face.

She cares. I knew it. She’s invested. A pulse of reward goes off behind my sternum.

“You’re wearing heels.”

“Hmm?” She looks up at me, frowning, and I nudge my chin to her feet.

“You usually wear boots.”

“Oh. Yeah.” She gives me an odd look. Is she embarrassed? She looks lovely today, and I wish I could tell her. “It wasn’t raining, and it felt wrong to let them sit in my closet.” Her fingers go to the end of her ponytail. “And the stylist included them with this outfit in the booklet, so . . .” She shrugs.

I know. Page seven.

“What are you going to do about it?” she asks.

I stare at her. About the heels? Think about them constantly, that’s for sure. Are they comfortable? Do her feet hurt at the end of the day?

“We still have gaps in the team,” she says.

What are you going to do about the scouts, she meant. I’m a fool.

“We still have cap space to spend,” she continues, talking faster. “And you have your hands full. There’s no way you have time to look for prospects.”

“No, I don’t.” The urge to do it all tightens around me, but she’s right. Scouting isn’t my job, and it would risk me dropping the ball with the team.

I rub my jaw. “I was thinking you could do it.”

She stares at me with wary apprehension. “No.”

“You were right about Hutton and you were right about Yang-Hanson. We need a scout, Jordan.”

“I have no experience.”

“That’s not true. Maybe you didn’t play, but you grew up around hockey. You studied it in school.” She tenses, but I continue. “You have a remarkable aptitude for predicting team dynamics based on player personalities. In my eyes, that’s even better than a few years in the NHL.”

Her face is going red.

“We need you,” I tell her. “We’re hiring more scouts, but I want to wait for the right fit, and who knows how long that will take? Maybe through the summer.”

She hesitates. “We have so much at stake this season. I don’t want to screw up and everyone—” She cuts herself off. “I don’t want to cause problems.”

And everyone what? I wish I knew why she dropped out of her master’s program.

I want her to tell me, though. I want her to trust me.

“I believe in you. I believe you’re the best person for this job. We need you, Jordan.”

She takes a deep breath, holding my eyes with fear in hers. I want to gather her up in my lap and tell her it’s going to be okay.

A problem, because I don’t feel that way with any other employee.

“Okay,” she says, swallowing.

“Okay? You’ll take the job?”

She nods and I smile with pride. She’s scared but she’s still moving forward, still taking risks and pushing herself out of her comfort zone.

She doesn’t even realize how courageous she is.

“Where will I be based?”

I nearly laugh. Jordan thought I was going to send her away? Absolutely not.

“We’re going to do it a little differently. You’re going to stay with the team. Watch their games, watch the other players.”

It’s an unusual approach, but my gut tells me to keep Jordan close. That she’s better with the team than away, in some barren apartment on the other side of the country, all alone.

Jordan has been alone long enough.

“Is that okay?” I ask, and she nods. “Great.” I lift my eyebrows at her. “Find me someone good.”

A wide, happy grin pulls across her mouth. It’s just a brief moment before she tamps it down, but my heart jumps in my chest.

The part of me that loves watching people rise to their potential? It vibrates. Making Jordan a scout was the right decision. Now I need to be patient.

That afternoon, I drop by my office on the way to practice, and something on my desk makes me laugh.

A box of Dunkaroos, the ones with vanilla icing and sprinkles.
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“Grace Madueke’s office,” the assistant answers in a cool, professional voice, and I tug at the ends of my hair, trying to remember what I rehearsed. “Hello?”

“Yes, hi. Sorry.” I’m screwing this up already. “Um. This is Jordan Hathaway. With the Vancouver Storm. I received Grace—Ms. Madueke’s, I mean—her contact info from Tate Ward.”

“Hold, please,” she says before I can say more.

Oh. Okay. Tinny, jazzy hold music plays in my ear.

Again, I ask myself why I’m even doing this. I haven’t changed my mind about going back to the bar after playoffs.

Tate made me a scout, though, and things are changing. Maybe I don’t phone it in, the next three months. Maybe I do the best I can while I’m still here.

A moment later, the hold music cuts out.

“I was wondering if you’d give me a call,” a new voice says. Still a woman’s, but a little deeper and richer. More confident.

“Ms. Madueke?”

Oh god. I thought the assistant was going to set up a time to talk, not actually put me through. That’s as far as I rehearsed.

“It’s Grace, but yes. And you’re Jordan Hathaway, the one Tate has told me about.”

He told her about me? What did he say? I hope he didn’t tell her about the panties.

Why would he tell her about the panties?

Jordan. Stop it. Focus.

“Thanks for taking my call.” I take a deep breath to calm myself the fuck down. “I know how busy you are.”

“I am, but someone took the time to give me some good advice when I joined the team here, and so I’m happy to pay it forward.” Is that a smile in her voice? It sounds like it.

“If you have any advice, I’d love to hear it.”

“For you? Oh, yes. Lots. What are you doing with the team on a daily basis?”

She has that command in her voice that Tate has, like she’s used to leading people.

“I shadow Tate, so I attend any practices, games, or meetings that he’s at. And he made me a scout, so I’ll be helping with recruitment and trades before the trade deadline.” It’s a month away, in early March.

A pause. “Interesting.”

She thinks I shouldn’t be in that role? “I know it’s odd but the North American scouts quit and⁠—”

“It’s not odd. It’s excellent. Get involved in the organization. Get your hands dirty and show you’re invested. Your people will respect you for it. Sounds like you’re already doing that.”

A funny, pleased hum moves through me. “Yes. Sort of.”

Ideas spring up in my head. I could do more.

“My second piece of advice is to work harder than everyone else. People will always say you were handed this role, that you haven’t earned it and shouldn’t be there. Especially as a woman. People love to criticize.”

And Grace is a woman of color. She’s seen more criticism than any man in her role.

“But if you work harder than everyone else, you’ll know that’s not true. And lastly, people won’t remember what you said or did, but they’ll remember how you made them feel.”

“Maya Angelou.” I remember that quote from high school.

“Maya Angelou,” she echoes in approval. “The Storm look like they could win the Cup this year. Do you think that’s true?”

“Yes,” I answer without hesitation. “They can.”

“Good.” There’s that smile in her voice again. “You believe in your team. That’s the most important part.”

Ideas pop up in my head, one by one.

“Good luck, Jordan,” Grace says. “I’m rooting for you.”
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“Where’s Jordan?” I ask Volkov in the dressing room, an hour and a half before the game. The guys warm up on bikes, watch game tape on their tablets, and review notes from this week’s practices. A few guys play basketball in the concourse to stay loose.

He looks around with a frown. “I don’t know.”

She’s normally here for this part, the pre-game talk and review, before she hangs out with the rest of the staff to watch the game on the TVs in the back.

An hour later, when the guys are suited up, the arena hums with noise from the fans. The game starts in twenty minutes and she’s still not here.

Her phone goes to voicemail. I call again, same thing. A bad feeling filters through me. I get her voicemail one more time before I call security and tell them to notify me as soon as they find her.

She could be hurt. She could be in trouble.

“Has anyone seen Jordan?” I ask the team, but they give me blank looks and head shakes.

Not good. Really not good. This isn’t like her.

Maybe she decided to leave. Maybe she packed up and left like she did during her master’s program. Is her office empty, upstairs? Is the guesthouse cleared out?

I don’t like this ache in my chest at the idea of her leaving. I don’t like that I’m hoping she’ll stay. I’ve been down that road before, and it only leads to disappointment.

I look at my watch. The game starts in minutes.

“Coach,” the coordinator calls to me. “We found her.”
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In the packed throughway around the arena, I make my way past the sea of Storm fans in jerseys and hats. People fall silent as I pass, not expecting me in this area, especially not ten fucking minutes before the fucking game starts.

I spot her—behind the bar at one of the kiosks selling drinks, pouring beer and keying in someone’s order before they tap their card on the card reader.

“Excuse me,” a woman says, outraged, as I step behind the counter. “You can’t be back here, sir—oh.” She sees who I am. “Coach Ward. Hi.”

“I’m sorry to interrupt.” I keep my eyes on Jordan, who does a double take at me. “May I borrow one of your bartenders for a moment?”

“Absolutely.” The woman, still wide-eyed, does an awkward bow before heading back to the counter to help customers.

I gesture for Jordan and she follows me to the side of the kiosk. I feel dozens of eyes on us as I take deep breaths to calm myself.

“I called you a thousand times. I was worried.”

“Sorry. It’s been so busy—” She gestures at the line curving around the corner. Every fan wants a drink poured by Jordan Hathaway. “I lost track of time.”

She’s still wearing the same clothes from this morning, the striped shirt with the sleeves rolled up, but swapped her heels for sneakers and has an apron tied around her waist. The same one the other bartenders are wearing.

“What are you doing?”

She looks . . . beautiful. Eyes bright, cheeks pink, and full of energy and this pulsing, vibrant intensity.

“I talked to Grace Madueke,” she says.

That’s the last thing I expected. “You did?”

“Yes. She told me to get my hands dirty.” She presses her lips together, trying not to smile. “She said I need to know the organization, every part of it. I’m only here for three months, but I can still do good things. I can still try.”

She reaches for the plastic beer cups stacked on the counter.

“These cups?” She holds one up. “They’re garbage, Tate. They keep breaking. It’s a waste of the bartenders’ time and it’s a waste of resources. And honestly? It makes us look cheap. The fans pay ten bucks for a beer, they should get something better.”

She gestures at the payment system.

“And the card reader system keeps freezing and when it does, we need to reboot it. It takes like, three minutes. We could be pouring drinks and making money during that time, and not pissing off customers.”

I continue to blink at her, stunned and pleased.

Her eyes drift to where she was working a moment before. “Sorry, Tate, can we talk later? I have a line.”

She heads back to her spot, looking at me over her shoulder. “We’ll talk tomorrow morning, okay?”

I nod. “Yeah. Okay.”

I head back to the dressing room and step onto the bench with a smile on my face.

Whether she realizes it or not, Jordan Hathaway cares about the Storm organization.
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A week later, I’m lying on the couch in the guesthouse, trying to connect to the spotty, inconsistent Wi-Fi, ignoring the cat snoozing on my pillow, when there’s a knock at the door.

“Hi,” Tate says when I open it.

He’s shaved. His hair’s damp, like he just showered. He’s wearing what he always wears on weekdays at the office—dark jeans with a belt that snags my attention on his trim waist, a collared shirt devoid of any creases, and the hint of a white t-shirt beneath it.

And yet, there’s an air of something extra to his appearance tonight. Like he put in ten percent more effort.

“Nice socks,” he says with a funny smile, like he’s surprised and pleased, and my gaze swings to where he’s looking, at my feet.

“Oh.” They have foxes all over them. “Thanks.”

The cat appears, weaving around his legs, rubbing herself all over him.

“Well, hello you,” he says, dropping to a crouch to pet her.

This shirt is dark green. I haven’t seen it before. Is it new? It yanks the green out of his eyes, almost aggressively, and a tiny part of me is grateful he doesn’t wear it to the office. I’d never get anything done. Instead of the dress shoes he normally wears at the office, he’s wearing stylish brown leather boots. His belt is different. More casual. More worn, like he’s had it for years. His scent is different than normal—still with the warm, masculine undertones of him, but with something extra. Not strong enough to be cologne. Maybe aftershave?

His sleeves are rolled up, showing off his forearms. My gaze slides down to his belt and a twinge of attraction runs through me. I picture him taking it off, sliding it out of the belt loops with his eyes on⁠—

I still have a crush on Tate Ward.

A useless, inconvenient crush on the most eligible bachelor in professional hockey. The responsible, patient, unfairly handsome coach that about seventy percent of Vancouver lusts over. The most unattainable person I could have set my sights on.

Not that they are. My sights, I mean. Set on him. They’re not. I’m not actually entertaining this ridiculous idea.

He fired someone for me, though. I think? I’m not sure. Maybe he just didn’t like Gary. He did call him a fuckhead. And he made me a scout.

“Jordan?”

I snap to attention. “What?”

Bad girl, Jordan.

So I have a crush. Whatever. It’s never going to happen. He has a child. I don’t need to add a tiny, impressionable person to the mix who may struggle to understand why her dad’s new friend suddenly isn’t around anymore.

Mentally, I draw a line through Tate Ward’s name. It’ll run its course and go away.

He gives me a funny smile, standing with the cat tucked under his arm. There’s a strangely anxious energy about him.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

He runs a hand through his hair, grimacing. “I’m in a jam. Bea’s nanny has the flu and can’t make it tonight.”

“What’s tonight?” No game. No meeting in my calendar. No event or charity dinner.

“I have a—thing. I can’t miss it. Holly and Jeff are out of town.”

A thing. For someone so straightforward and honest, it’s a weirdly vague description.

Oh. Oh. My stomach crumples like a pop can and lands on the ground with an empty clink, somewhere near my feet.

The casual but stylish boots, the aftershave, the rolled-up sleeves.

He’s going on a date.

“Right.” I’m nodding. If I let on that I’m feeling any emotion about this, I’ll evaporate into a million pieces, so I hold my expression neutral. Force a shrug. Look away.

“Are you free?” A furrow forms between his dark brows.

“Free?”

“To watch Bea. I’m really sorry, Jordan, I know it’s your night off and you’re probably going out⁠—”

“I’m not. Busy. Or going out.” Really, Jordan? Are we doing this? “I can watch her.”

“Really?” His eyebrows go up.

“I mean . . .” I can feel my uneasy expression. “Are you sure you want me to watch Bea? Georgia could probably do it if she doesn’t have soccer.”

Bea would love Georgia’s bunnies. And Georgia’s personality. She’s the kind of person everyone likes.

He shakes his head, a funny smile like I’m saying something odd. “If you’re free and able to, I would be eternally grateful. I won’t be home late.”

“It’s fine if you are.” Not that I care.

He tilts his head at the house. “Do you want to . . .”

“Oh. Now?”

“Yeah.” He makes an apologetic face. “Now. Sorry.”

“It’s fine.” I slip my shoes on and close the door behind me, following him up to the house.

The house that I’m definitely going inside. Right now. Okay. I don’t know why it’s such a big deal. I’m babysitting, for god’s sake, but the idea of spending time inside Tate’s home is just, I don’t know. Intimate. Personal. It’s a barrier I’ve been trying to hold.

He leads me inside, the cat at our feet, and like I suspected from the glimpses I’ve caught through the windows, his home is beautiful. Modern, but comfortable. Spacious, but the furniture and layout are done in a way that make it feel cozy, like a home. Like real people live here. There are photos everywhere, of Bea, Tate, and a man and woman. The woman is curvy and looks a little like Bea. That must be Holly. Of Tate and a guy who looks like him. Maybe a bit younger.

“That’s Holly and Jeff,” Tate says. “And that’s my brother, Noah.”

Beside us, the cat leaps onto a chair.

“Ew.” I shoo at her. “Get off.”

Tate chuckles. “It’s okay. That’s her spot.”

“Her spot?” I look between them. “Seriously, Tate?”

He smiles again. “The second Bea gets home from school, apparently, she curls up there so she can keep an eye on her. Bea,” he calls up the stairs. “Jordan’s here.”

Light footsteps rumble down the stairs and Bea appears with a sly grin. “Hi.”

“Hi.” I hold my breath. What if she’s bored with me?

“Okay.” Tate grabs his keys, his wallet, and his phone. “Money for dinner is here.” He holds up a wad of cash that looks like way, way too much. “We’re too far for delivery so you’ll have to take the Adventure Car into town to pick up food.”

I raise an eyebrow at the mention of the Adventure Car, which I’ve been driving to and from work.

“Also known as the Dork Mobile,” he says with a quick wink, and I snort a laugh while Bea giggles.

“Dad Mobile,” I correct him.

“Right. My apologies.” Tate turns to Bea with a serious expression. “No tattoos.” He looks to me with playful light in his eyes.

Bea skips over to the chair to pet the cat while I arch an eyebrow at her father. “And you’re firm on that?”

He makes a thoughtful face and I try not to smile. “You can get a tattoo, but I’d like to see what Bea picks out before the needle goes in.”

I will not smile. “You’re such a good father.”

“I try. Bea,” he says, striding over and giving her a firm kiss on the top of her head. “I’ll be home after you go to bed. Goodnight, I love you to the stars and back.”

“Love you to the stars and back,” she says back with a grin and I have to look away, the moment is so adorable.

To me, he nods. “Thank you, Jordan. Seriously.”

“Anytime,” I say to the floor.

He gives my shoulder a quick, grateful squeeze that makes my stomach flip before he’s out the door and we can hear the garage opening.

I study Bea, narrowing my eyes, but I’m smiling. “So.”

“So.” Bea leans on the counter, studying me right back.

“No TV, right?”

She shakes her head. I know that flickering light I’ve seen a few times in Tate’s bedroom window is a TV—I know it—but I’m not about to spill those beans to his kid.

“And your internet sucks.”

“Yep.”

“Hmmm.” I narrow my eyes more.

“You can go back to the guesthouse if you want.” She scratches behind the cat’s ears, and the cat closes her eyes in pure bliss. Shameless. “I’m old enough to be by myself until my dad gets home. I’ll put myself to bed and everything.”

My heart does an unwelcome ache.

“If you’re going to be bored here,” she adds, not meeting my eyes.

“Bored?” I give her an exaggerated look. “Why would I be bored? You think I’m one of those people who’s addicted to TV or something?”

She starts to smile. “I don’t know.”

“No way, dude. I’m not letting you off the hook that easily. We have major plans tonight.”

“We do?” Something fun and hopeful shines in her eyes. She’s smiling, and it makes my heart happy. God, she’s cute.

“Oh, yeah. We need to get dinner, because I’m getting hungry, and I bet you are, too.”

“I am.” She nods.

I remember the book she was reading the day I woke up with her beside me on the bed. It had a kid who was singing into a microphone on the cover.

“You like music?” I ask.

She nods eagerly.

“Have you ever listened to a record before?”

“What’s that?”

My jaw drops. “What’s that?”

She giggles and I shake my head, smiling.

“Laugh it up, Chuckles, but we have some serious work to do tonight. Come on.” I slip my shoes back on. “Grab your coat, put your shoes on, and let’s get going.”
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An hour later, we’re back home with pizza, chicken wings, salad, four types of ice cream, and Doritos. My mom’s old record player is hooked up to Tate’s stereo system, pumping out low tones of seventies rock.

Something occurs to me, and I frown and pull out my phone.

Sorry to interrupt your date—I type before deleting it. Does Bea have any allergies? I text.

He probably won’t respond. He’s probably gazing into his date’s eyes, laughing about something just absolutely fucking hilarious. I’m picturing Miss Honey from Matilda, with a sweet, demure smile and lovely blond hair you can’t get from a bottle.

No allergies, he responds immediately. Good thinking, though.

My fingers linger over my phone with the urge to respond, but instead, I lock my phone and slip it back into my pocket.

“What’s this band called again?” Bea asks through a mouthful of pizza.

“Fleetwood Mac. The singer’s name is Stevie Nicks. This is arguably one of the best albums of all time.”

Rumours. One of my mom’s favorites. While we sit here at the kitchen counter in Tate’s beautiful home, eating pizza and listening to music, I’m fending off memories of doing the same with my mom twenty years ago like I’m at war.

God, I miss her sometimes. I try not to think about her because I miss her so much.

“You know what? Maybe I’ll turn it off—” I start, but Bea jumps up.

“No!” Her eyes go wide. “I’m listening. Please? I won’t talk.”

“No, you can talk.” I shake my head. I’m fucking this all up. “Sorry. You’re being awesome, Bea. I’m being weird.”

“It’s okay.” She takes another bite of pizza. “You can be weird.”

After Rumours, we put on My Generation by The Who. Then The Wall by Pink Floyd. Then Dreamboat Annie by Heart.

“This lady has a good voice,” Bea remarks at one point. We’re lying on the couches in the living room, empty ice cream bowls on the coffee table and a half-eaten bowl of chips between them. Bea’s got her feet up on the arm of the couch, tapping her feet to the beat of the music and singing along even though she doesn’t know the words.

“She does,” I agree. “She’s amazing.”

She lifts her head to look at me. “Sorry if I ruined your Friday night.”

That pop can that my heart crumpled into earlier, kicking around somewhere near my feet? It’s flattened.

I sit up. “Is that what you think? No, Bea.” I gesture around at us. “This is what I’d be doing anyway. But, you know. In the guesthouse.” I give her the biggest smile I can muster. “I promise.”

“Why are you smiling like that?”

I laugh. “I’m trying to show you I’m having fun.”

She grins, looking so much like her dad. “You’re weird.”

“Yeah. I know.”

“Can I ask you a question?”

“Shoot.”

“How do you make friends?”

“Um.” I blanch, scrambling. How do I make friends? I don’t. The people in my life have elbowed their way into it regardless of whether I wanted them there or not.

That’s kind of sad, isn’t it? Not really something I should be telling a nine-year-old.

“Why does your face look like that?” Bea asks, worry creasing her expression. “You don’t think I can make friends?”

“No, it’s not that.” I clear my expression. “I was just thinking and putting my words together.”

“Oh. I need to do that sometimes.”

“Yeah.” This kid is so cute. Kids are supposed to be sticky, bratty, and annoying, but Bea is funny and sweet. “My mom was really good at making friends. And my friend Georgia. They’re both really outgoing.”

Bea nods with understanding. “My mom’s like that, too.”

Again, my curiosity about the mysterious Holly burns in my chest. Another way I’m not Tate’s type.

“Someone like that would say to be yourself.”

“When I try to be myself, kids make fun of me.”

Rage. Red-hot rage. I have the overwhelming need to break into Bea’s school and smash all the glass.

“Some older kids at school called me a nerd because I was reading at lunch.”

I’m just going to burn the school down. I’ll go after Tate gets home, when the building will be empty.

“Are you okay?” Bea asks.

“Yes.” I blink. “Fine.”

“You aren’t breathing.”

“Yes, I am. See?” I take a deep breath through my nose. “Okay, Bea? Those kids have loser energy.”

“What’s loser energy?”

“It’s when you make fun of people for liking something. It’s sad and comes off as insecure.”

“Oh.”

“It’s okay to read at lunch. It’s okay to enjoy books. Those kids probably have other issues and they’re taking out their frustration on the cool kid.”

Bea gives me a shy smile. “I’m not the cool kid.”

“You like Fleetwood Mac. You are definitely cool.”

She’s trying not to smile too hard and it’s killing me.

“You’ll find friends,” I assure her. “That’s how life works, you find people who have similar interests and then you talk about the things you like and then become friends. And you develop memories and private jokes and they learn what your facial expressions mean and it’s the best. Have you met Dr. Georgia with the team? Big red hair and big smile?”

She nods. “She’s nice.”

“She’s my best friend. We met in school and became roommates and best friends, but we didn’t meet until I was eighteen. It takes time to find your people, but they are out there. Keep doing things you love, like reading at lunch.”

Bea does that raising her eyebrow, tilting her head thing that reminds me of Tate.

“And don’t waste your time with people who don’t think you’re awesome. Fuck ’em.”

“Fuck ’em,” Bea repeats, and my eyes go wide.

“No, no, no. Don’t repeat that. I didn’t say that.” She’s giggling. “Oh god. Okay. Don’t need them. Repeat that instead.”

Her smile is impish, like this nine-year-old sees right through me. “Don’t need them.”

“You’ll find your people. I already think you’re awesome.”

“You do?”

“You like Fleetwood Mac.” I repeat it like, duh. “So awesome.”

“So awesome.” Her smile is ear to ear.
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“Jordan?” she asks later.

She’s lying on the other couch, already in her jammies with her teeth brushed, the cat curled up against her legs.

“Mmm?”

We’re down here listening to music because she didn’t want to go to bed and I didn’t know what to do.

“Do you think playing guitar is cool?”

I pause. “Is that something you’re interested in?”

“Yeah. I want to learn how to play one of these songs.”

“Then, yeah, I think it’s cool.”

The next time I look over, her eyes are closed and she’s breathing softly. I turn the music off, dim the lights, and return to the other couch.

My thoughts go to Tate on his hot date. They’re probably making out in the front seat of his car like horny teenagers.

Oh god. What if he brings her home?

On the other couch, Bea moves in her sleep. I lift my head, studying her. Is she cold? She looks cold.

On my way to her room, I try very hard not to look into what’s probably Tate’s room, from the big king-sized bed I can see out of the corner of my eye. Returning down the hall with Bea’s duvet, I’m weak. I’m thinking about him on his date and my dumb little crush, so I pause in the doorway and look my fill.

It’s a nice bedroom. Tidy. Masculine, with a big bed where he sleeps at night, maybe naked. Those must be the windows he pointed at weeks ago that overlook my guesthouse.

I step forward. I shouldn’t be in here, but there’s a dangerous little thrill running through me at being somewhere so personal to him. His closet is neatly organized, a dozen suits hanging and two dozen jerseys of various colors across from them. I frown at them.

Right. Sometimes I forget Tate was a hockey player. Still is, from the way he demonstrates plays and maneuvers during practice with ease, strength, and skill.

I should leave. I shouldn’t be in here.

I’m halfway through the door when something hanging out of his bedside table drawer yanks on my attention.

Something pink and lacy.

My panties. My pulse skips and restarts. I slide the drawer open, and I don’t know what’s consuming my thoughts more, that my underwear is in Tate’s bedside table or that there’s a bottle of lotion beside them.

Lotion that he probably jerks off with.

Did he jerk off while touching my underwear?

Did he think about me?

Was he going to keep these?

The sound of an approaching car comes from outside, and I fly down the stairs, depositing the duvet on Bea and flopping down onto the other couch, heart racing.
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The front door opens and he steps inside, alone.

“You’re home,” I say stupidly, sitting up.

He sees Bea asleep on the couch and a wistful expression comes over his face.

“Yeah. I’m home.”

“Did you have fun?”

“Uh.” He tilts his head like it’s a strange question. “Sort of.”

I don’t know why I’m pressing on this bruise. Of course he dates. Look at him. Fucking look at him.

We work together and live on the same property. I’m going to learn things about his personal life. Get used to it, I tell myself, and don’t make it a big deal.

His gaze returns to Bea and his eyes soften. “Tonight went well, I see.”

“Sorry she’s not in bed. She was fighting me on it.” I have no idea how to babysit a kid. “I didn’t know what to do.”

“You did great. I’ll bring her up to her bed in a second.” He opens the fridge. “I’m going to steal a piece of your pizza, though,” he says over his shoulder. “I’m starving.”

“It’s your pizza.” I shrug. “You paid for it.”

He leans against the counter and takes a big bite. “Fuck, that’s good,” he mutters, and a shiver runs down my back.

Why is that so hot, watching him eat pizza, leaning against the counter in his own kitchen? It’s the most ordinary thing and yet I can’t look away. Maybe it’s the low tone of his voice, the appreciation, the way he’s enjoying it. The way his eyes close.

Or maybe it’s the quiet familiarity I’m witnessing, him totally at ease. Who gets to see Tate Ward like this, eating pizza in his kitchen at ten at night? Almost no one, I bet. My heart does a weird twist.

Maybe it’s the act of watching Tate Ward take something he wants.

What did he do with my panties? Why would he have them upstairs?

“Okay, one more.” He opens the fridge and steals another piece.

“Was it one of those places with super tiny portions?” I ask with a wry smile. “With four items on the menu?”

He gives me an odd look, swallowing a big bite. “I’m sorry?”

“The restaurant.”

His head tilts. “I don’t follow.”

“Where you went on the date.”

He starts to smile, staring at me like he’s trying to figure me out. “Date?”

I study my nails. “It’s fine. I’m not going to gossip to the team about it or anything.”

“I know you wouldn’t.”

A long, loaded pause of silence. Finally, I look up. He’s smiling.

“I wasn’t on a date tonight. Why did you think I was on a date?”

I gesture to him. “You look⁠—”

I’m not going to finish that sentence.

“What?” Still smiling. Eyes doing that sparkling thing. “I look what?”

“Nice,” I force out with a shrug. “You showered and wore a different shirt and stuff.” I’m starting to mumble, looking anywhere but him, my face burning hotter than the sun.

“You think I look nice?”

I chance a look at his face and immediately regret it. “There’s no need to be cocky about this.”

“Who’s cocky?” He takes another bite of pizza, smiling at me. “It’s nice to hear I look nice.”

I swing my legs over the couch and get up. “Okay. Goodnight.”

He bursts out laughing, following me.

“Jordan, wait. I was just teasing you.” He steps between me and the front door, dusting off the crumbs on his jeans, and even that snags in my mind, because he’s so professional and controlled that it’s strange, seeing him do something as human and normal as brushing crumbs off his fingers. Onto the floor, for god’s sake.

I pull my sneakers on, not even getting my heels in all the way. I need to get out of here before I say or do something dumb.

“I wasn’t on a date. I was at a parent-teacher association meeting at Bea’s school.”

I stand, frowning.

“I make an effort to go when I’m in town,” he adds. “You learn a lot about how your kid is doing from the other parents. Bea doesn’t always tell me what I want to know.” Worry flickers through his eyes. “A few of them go out after the meeting for a drink, and I try to join to get the lowdown on what’s really happening with the kids and teachers.” His mouth twists into a wry smile. “Obviously, I wasn’t drinking.”

“I didn’t think that.” My gaze lingers on his shirt, and even in the dim light in his foyer, his eyes are so sharply green.

He glances down at his clothes. “I don’t always wear a suit, you know.”

A quiet, huffing laugh slips out of me but I keep my mouth firmly shut in case I say something dumb about how good he looks like this.

“I’ll walk you home,” he says, pulling his boots on.

My lips quirk. “It’s like forty feet away.”

He winks, opening the door for me and following me out. “Wouldn’t want a cougar to get you.”

It’s cold outside, but dry and clear, and tiny pinpricks of light sparkle in the dark sky. Tate’s gaze lifts as we walk, lingering on the stars.

“So, did you figure out what you wanted to know tonight? From the other parents?”

He rubs the back of his neck. “Not really.” He pauses, like he isn’t sure if he should continue. “She doesn’t have a lot of friends at school. I worry about her.”

He falls silent as we walk down the little path to the guesthouse.

“I, uh,” he starts, shooting me a wan smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. “My father never showed interest in anything at my school. Never came to a single school play, parent-teacher meeting, hockey game, nothing.”

My heart twists. Same.

“So I try to be involved with Bea. It shows her that I care.”

Oh god. My heart. “That’s a good reason. You’re a great dad, Tate.”

“Yeah, well. I don’t know about that, but I try like hell.”

“You are,” I insist.

“It’s fine.” He laughs. “I wasn’t fishing for a compliment.”

“I know you weren’t.” There’s a steel to my voice that makes him look at me. “But you’re a great dad.”

“I’m away a lot.”

“But when you’re here, you’re present and giving her everything. And I’ll bet when you’re away, you talk to her all the time.”

“Every night.”

“And I’ll bet you think about her constantly.”

“Of course.”

“You’re a great dad,” I say again, firmly.

We’re at the guesthouse.

“Can I come in for a moment?” he asks as I key the door code in. “There’s something I want to talk to you about.”

The panties, my brain shrieks. He wants to talk about the panties.

“Sure.” My voice sounds tight, and I hold the door open as he follows me in.

“Yang-Hanson took a trade to Denver instead.”

“Oh.” Disappointment sinks in me. “He seemed so interested.”

“He was interested, alright.” Tate’s Adam’s apple bobs as he glances around my guesthouse, and for a moment, he looks almost . . . grumpy? “We’ll find someone else.”

“He was exactly what we needed.”

“He was fine. We’ll find someone else. Someone better.” He studies my face, and his expression softens. “You’ll find another player for us. I know you will.”

When he says it like that, in his low, steady voice, holding my eyes like that, I believe him. I believe it’s all going to be okay.

“Okay?” he asks, eyebrows lifting, and when I nod, he relaxes. “Good.”

This is the part where he should leave, but instead, he watches me.

“Why didn’t you finish your master’s?”

Alarm races through me and my eyes widen. “How did you know about that?”

“Jay told me.”

“Jay Choudhury?”

He nods. The UBC women’s hockey coach who let me work with the team for my thesis.

“Why did you—” I’m warm. “You talked to him?”

He nods again. “I wanted to know what you could do. He had exceptional things to say about you and your work.” There’s that studying, searching gaze again. “So I want to know why you didn’t finish.”

“I realized I was in the wrong field,” I rush out, not looking at him. “Why waste my time, you know?”

He folds his arms across his chest and leans against the kitchen counter. “From everything I’ve seen, hockey is the right field for you.”

I scramble for an excuse, a lie, but lying to Tate suddenly feels so wrong. “It’s not important.”

“It feels important. Elaborate for me, Jordan.”

He studies me like more than anything, he wants to understand, and for some reason, I think my secret might be safe with him. Maybe it’s because of how kind he was when I cried in the closet.

“I suggested some changes to the team.” I tuck my arms around my stomach to quell the discomfort. I hate thinking about what happened. “It went well for a while and then it didn’t. We were—they were winning. Everyone was in a good mood. Nothing solves a team’s problems like winning. They’d all come to the bar where I worked and celebrate. I’d give them free drinks even though I wasn’t supposed to.”

Stop talking, Jordan. I hate admitting that last part. That I was so eager for friends and acceptance that I jeopardized a good solid job.

“And then?”

“One of my suggestions didn’t work. A play I had designed with the coach. They started losing. Someone got injured.” My stomach, my lungs, my chest. Everything feels tight. “They stopped showing up to the bar after games. No one wanted to celebrate anymore. And I heard them talking.” I study my hands. “Wondering why I was still with the team if they weren’t winning anymore. Wondering what the point was of having me around.”

“So they lost a few games and they blamed you.”

“No—”

“And then they turned their backs on you.”

He sounds mad. Really mad. His eyes flash and his jaw tenses. Tate doesn’t look so patient anymore.

“No.” I swallow hard past the rocks in my throat. “There was no point of me being around anymore. I had a job to do and I failed.”

“You were a student. And even people with years of experience make mistakes. People screw up. There are so many people involved in a team, Jordan.” He shakes his head like he’s frustrated. “Why was it all on you?”

I don’t answer. I wish I hadn’t told him any of this.

“So you quit and opened a bar.”

“I bartended weekends and evenings to pay for as much school and rent as I could. I liked the idea of doing my own thing, hiring good people and making good drinks.” Having somewhere people can come to socialize. Being around people, but not involved. Being part of a group, but not really.

He takes a deep breath and pushes off the counter, stepping into my space. My pulse jolts, his scent surrounds me and he’s way, way too close but I don’t mind at all.

“Jordan.”

“Mm.” I close my eyes, breathing him in. I can feel his body heat.

“Look at me, please.”

“No, thanks.”

His fingers come beneath my chin, tilting my face up. Our eyes meet, and he brushes my bangs out of my eyes. Sparks scatter across my skin from where he touches me.

“My bangs need a trim,” I whisper, unable to look away.

His mouth kicks up at the edge, a wistful, sweet smile on his face that breaks my heart.

Oh god. My crush looms, gaining strength. I want to kiss him, and from the way he keeps glancing at my mouth, I think maybe he wants to kiss me, too.

I would, if he wanted to. I would kiss him and I’d love it.

“There’s something I need to be honest about with you.” He takes a deep breath. “That night we had dinner with Yang-Hanson, he asked if you were single.”

I frown. This is the thing he didn’t want to tell me? “Okay? I don’t c⁠—”

“Hold on.” His expression is unreadable. “I told him you were seeing someone.”

I blink, baffled. “Why?”

“And when he asked if it was serious,” he rubs the bridge of his nose, eyes closed like he’s in pain, “I said yes.”

“Again, why?”

He takes a deep breath, broad chest rising and falling, before he rubs the back of his neck. I brace myself. It must be really bad, if he didn’t want to tell me.

Oh my god. It hits me.

“Do you think I’ll embarrass the team by fucking a player or something? That I have no self-control? That I’ll let it get in the way of my job⁠—”

“I was jealous.”

I can feel the look of utter confusion on my face. “Jealous,” I repeat.

“Yes.” He stares at the floor. His eyes dart to mine, then back to the floor.

“You don’t get jealous.” He’s Tate Ward. He’s endlessly kind, responsible, and in control. “You’re the poster boy for emotionally mature.”

“Thanks.” A tiny flicker of a smile at the corner of his tense mouth.

Jealous. “Are you . . . attracted to me?”

If he says no, I’ll die on the spot. I don’t know why I asked.

Because he has my panties in his bedside table. That’s why.

“Yes.” He holds my eyes, his expression tight. “I didn’t choose this,” he adds quickly. “And I don’t want it, either.”

Wow. His words knife the buoyant red balloon of my crush. It pops and the limp balloon hits the ground with a flop.

“Right.” I blink. “Thanks.”

His head tips back with a sigh. “You know what I mean, Jordan.” His expression turns . . . sympathetic? “It’s never going to happen.”

Ouch. The limp balloon catches fire, smoldering, giving off thick, black smoke.

“It’s not even an option,” he says with a light laugh, and I want to dissolve.

It’s his laugh that really twists the knife, like it’s a joke. Of course he’s not interested in me. I’m not polished or accomplished or any of the things he’s probably looking for. The team had to buy me work clothes, for god’s sake. I’m a mess. Of course he doesn’t want to be attracted to me. How inconvenient for him.

Fine. I don’t care.

I find my disinterested bartender stare. “Obviously.”

He stills, meeting my eyes, and I can’t read his expression. “Good. Glad we’re on the same page.” His eyes stay on my face, and he looks like he wants to say more. “Do you want a fire?” he asks, instead, gesturing at the wood stove.

“Nope.” I want this interaction to be over. Now. I’d rather freeze into a block of ice than extend it any longer.

He nods once. “Well, I guess I’ll say goodnight.”

“Goodnight.”

His gaze dips to my mouth and he turns away fast, striding up to the house like he’s hurrying to get away from me.
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It’s past midnight and I’m still lying in bed, wide awake, staring out the window at the night sky.

A date. She thought I was on a date. And she looked . . . unhappy about it? Or maybe that’s wishful thinking.

Which is a fucking problem in itself.

Regret yanks in my chest at telling her I didn’t want to be attracted to her. I don’t. It’s inconvenient.

She agreed with me, so I don’t know why I keep thinking about it. She doesn’t care. Just because we’re finding a rhythm working together doesn’t mean she likes me. Or is attracted to me.

I rub the bridge of my nose, groaning, thinking about the way I wanted to kiss her tonight. How she looked at me from beneath her thick lashes, the long fringe of her bangs, with total trust. She told me why she didn’t finish school, something she probably hasn’t told anyone. A deep sense of pride spreads through my chest, tightening in my groin.

Jordan trusting me turns me on. How fucking weird is that? She’s so guarded and cautious, though. Watching her open up for me is addictive.

I think about an alternate scenario, if I didn’t leave the guesthouse tonight. If instead of being firm about the future of our relationship, I did what I wanted and kissed her.

What would she taste like? Would she make a soft noise as I coaxed her open? Would her breathing speed up? Blood rushes to my cock and my balls ache with need. Maybe her palms would come to my chest, nails digging into my shirt as I kissed her harder and backed her up against the bed.

Over my boxer briefs, I palm my erection, picturing her lying back and giving me that small smile of hers as I pull her clothes off. She’d be wearing one of the bra and underwear sets the stylist bought her. That I bought her.

I can’t be doing this—can’t be thinking about her like this. Guilt washes over me but my thoughts go to my bedside table. Where her pink lacy panties are.

I’m scum and I hate myself but I still reach over and pull them out. I’ve studied them a dozen times since they appeared outside my door and I’ve thought about doing this a dozen more.

I wrap the delicate lace around my left hand and pull the waistband of my boxers down with the other. My cock rests on my stomach, hard and already beading with moisture at the tip.

Just once. It’s wrong but I’m just going to do it once and then I’ll give them back and never think of her like this again.

With the hand wrapped with Jordan’s panties, I squeeze the base of myself, biting back a moan as the ache intensifies. She’s so fucking pretty, I bet she’d look incredible in these. I give myself one light, slow stroke, my awareness narrowing on the feel of the fabric against my cock. She’s mouthy, too. No one talks to me like Jordan does. I stroke again, harder this time. I bet she’d be mouthy and defiant in bed until I got her on her back and buried my face between her legs. My hand moves again, faster, with a tighter grip. Her noises would be obscene. They’d change my whole life. Shivers run through me, and my balls tighten, drawing close to my body as I work my fist over my cock, faster and harder. Images of Jordan’s smart mouth and fascinating eyes and lovely smile play behind my closed eyes. My heart races, my thighs are tense, and my free hand is in my hair, tugging in agony as my release closes in on me. The light abrasion of her panties between my hand and my cock keeps her front and center in my thoughts. I think about pulling these panties off her with my teeth, about tasting her wet cunt after teasing her all day, about bending her over my desk and fucking her without caring who would see. I think about her moaning my name over and over as she tightens around my cock and I think about coming deep inside her.

I think about her letting go for me, trusting me like she trusts no one else, and I can’t take it anymore.

“Fuck, Jordan,” I moan into the pillow as heat races up my spine, through my tense limbs, burning through my thoughts.

I release all over my stomach and chest, more than ever before, groaning curses as pleasure sweeps through me.

When it’s over, I lie there, catching my breath, eyes on the stars outside, waiting for the relief that comes with this. Waiting for my inappropriate thoughts of Jordan to fade away.

They don’t, though, and that’s a problem.
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“Dad?” Bea asks me on the way home from school that day.

I turn the music down, a classic rock playlist Bea asked me to put on, and glance in the rearview mirror. “What’s up?”

We have a game tonight and I need to be back at the arena in an hour, but I pick her up from school when I can.

“Can I take guitar lessons?”

I give her a curious look. “You want to learn to play guitar? Since when?”

“Since Jordan played records for me. She said I was cool because I like good music.”

My heart squeezes. My prickly, anti-social employee told my kid she was cool. Come on. How am I not supposed to melt at that?

I’m definitely not supposed to be coming with her panties wrapped around my dick, though. Shame and guilt thread through me, and I fight back a sigh.

I can’t stop thinking about it.

This morning, another pair sat on the floor outside my bedroom door. It’s like that cat can sense when I’m trying not to think about the woman in my guesthouse.

Now I have two pairs of her panties in my bedside table. Today. I’ll give her panties back today. Tonight. After the game.

Maybe tomorrow.

“I want to learn to play the songs,” Bea says, and I pull my focus back to her, where it belongs.

I love the idea of Bea learning an instrument. “Can you commit to three months of lessons? Even if it’s hard?”

She nods. “Even if it’s hard.”

“Alright.” I smile at her. “I’ll get you a guitar and sign you up for lessons.”

As I drive, Bea hums to the song, and my mind wanders to what Jordan told me last night about the UBC team.

They turned their backs on her. So did her father. No wonder she keeps everyone at a distance.

She hasn’t had anyone in her corner for a long, long time.

“Dad?”

“Yes, sweetheart.”

“Jordan’s really nice.”

There’s that squeeze in my chest again. “She is, isn’t she?”

“Maybe she’ll stay in the guesthouse forever.”

Ah. “She’s going to move out at the beginning of the summer, after the season’s over. Remember?”

Bea’s quiet for a moment, frowning out the window. “But maybe she can stay, anyways.”

It’s concerning, that I’m asking myself the same thing, and that’s exactly why we need this conversation. Because if I, a grown man, am getting ideas about the noncommittal woman who has a long history of being happily alone, what chance does my daughter have of not getting attached?

“She isn’t going to stay,” I tell her with a firm look.

I want to say more. I want to tell her that maybe we can arrange for her to visit Jordan, or for Jordan to come by, but I don’t want to get Bea’s hopes up for something that might not happen.

Her expression falls, and I hate myself.

It’s the fucking hardest part of parenting, that I want to prevent my child from experiencing any pain in this unforgiving world. And yet, it’s part of life. And it’s my duty to teach Bea who to trust and who not to trust.

“Maybe we can go to the music store tomorrow and look at the guitars,” I say, and she lights up.

[image: ]


That evening before the game, my phone buzzes with an incoming text.

It’s from my brother, Noah. A screenshot of some picture on social media from the charity event the team went to right after Jordan joined. In the photo, we’re on the red carpet. I’m looking down at her with a tilt to my mouth and a warmth in my eyes, and she’s smiling a little, like she’s trying not to. Looking fucking lovely in that red dress.

Who’s this??? Noah asks. She’s cute.

A sharp stab hits me in the gut. My colleague, I respond.

Never seen you look at a ‘colleague’ like that before, Noah texts with a wink, and I sigh.

I know, and that’s the problem.
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A week later, I walk into the presentation room where we show the players game tape that the analysts and video coach pull in preparation for games.

Tate’s not here yet, thank god.

It’s never going to happen, he said about being attracted to me. It’s been seven days of avoiding him, and I still feel the hot sear of mortification, thinking about it.

“J-dawg.” Luca waves me over. “Right here. Got an open seat with your name on it.”

“You’re chipper this morning,” I tell him, dropping into the chair.

“I heard you’re looking at one of my buddies for the team, Colworth.”

A prospect that Tate and I are flying out tomorrow morning to speak with.

“Right.” I study Luca. “I forgot you went to the same university. What do you think of the guy?”

“Great player. Sharp backcheck. Makes one hell of a beergarita.”

My expression falls. “No. The beergarita, Rookie? Really?”

“They’re delicious.”

“They’re disgusting.” A sickly-sweet concoction of frozen limeade mix, Corona beer, and tequila. I turn back to the screen. “And if you ever order one in my bar, I’ll throw you out.”

“You don’t work there anymore.”

“It’s still my bar.”

He chuckles. “Okay, but Colworth is a solid guy, even if he has been in school for like, a decade.”

Seven years, but I didn’t mention that part to Tate when suggesting him.

“Super loyal and will do anything for his team, you know?”

Exactly the kind of player who would fit in with the Storm.

“Hey, everyone.” Rory steps up to the podium, where Tate normally runs the meeting. “Let’s start.”

“Let’s wait until Tate gets here,” I tell him. I may be avoiding him, but he’s still the coach.

Alexei clears his throat in the row behind me. “He said he’d be late.”

I frown. Tate’s never late. The Japanese transit system probably has a framed picture of him at their head office, for how unfailingly on-time he is.

Rory hits play on the laptop and game tape starts, but it isn’t the Storm, and it isn’t recent. It’s old footage from some minors game.

“Let’s take a look at this game from the Storm’s farm team back in 2004. Look at that center glide across the ice.”

The player takes the puck up the ice, skating with powerful strokes, before he effortlessly flicks the puck into the net and the arena cheers.

WARD is on the back of his jersey. Around the room, guys glance over at me, watching my reaction, and my mouth flattens. It’s like the plane, all over again.

Who sent this meeting invite? It wasn’t Tate’s admin, who usually sets them up.

I check my phone. It was Rory.

Huh.

Okay. I see what’s happening here. I thought I was better this week. I barely look at Tate, let alone talk to him.

“Now that guy can play hockey,” Rory says, watching me out of the corner of his eye. “That player sure is going places. Such skill. Such talent.”

Beside me, Luca raises his hand. “Excuse me, Rory? Is that Coach Ward, by any chance?”

I give him a look. “Why are you talking like you’re on a bad sitcom from the nineties?”

“Wow. You know what?” Rory scratches his head, and I roll my eyes. He’s an even worse actor. “I think it is. Huh. What an amazing hockey player Tate Ward is. Let’s see what other clips I have.”

Subtle like a battering ram, Tate once said about me, but has he met these guys?

Rory clicks to the next slide. It’s a clip of the gold medal Olympics game, and yep, there’s Tate, bringing the puck up the ice and scoring the winning goal. I remember that moment, because my dad was on the bench, coaching. The entire country lost their minds. People poured into the streets, high-fiving and hugging and cheering.

Rory whistles. “Look at that golden goal.”

“What a guy,” Hayden says, shaking his head but looking at me. “A Canadian hero.”

I glare at him with death eyes. Beside him, Jamie Streicher shifts, looking uncomfortable. Hayden elbows him.

“He’s very good,” Jamie mutters, not meeting my eye.

Hayden whispers something in his ear and Jamie frowns at him and shakes his head. Hayden gives him a look and Jamie sighs.

“He’s a great father and would be a fantastic husband,” Jamie says like he’s at gunpoint.

I fight the urge to laugh, shaking my head at him, disappointed, and he looks away.

“Now, this goal.” Rory clicks to the next clip. It’s Tate winning the Stanley Cup, shooting the puck into the back of the other team’s net while the arena explodes and the rest of the Storm pile onto the ice. “This is the kind of goal that makes Tate Ward the best player of his generation.”

“And so good-looking,” someone calls.

Rory points at him. “Tate Ward is extremely handsome. Case in point.”

He flips to the next slide. It’s the GQ spread I was reading to Tate in the bar two months ago.

“It’s not just his undeniable good looks that make him the most beloved Storm coach in franchise history,” Rory reads, and I get up, ready to leave, “it’s the way he’s more devoted to his team than anything that has every member of the organization deeply loyal to the eligible single father. Jordan, wait.”

Hayden makes a hurry up gesture to Rory and he clicks to the next slide.

“Tate Ward is so freaking cool!” the slide reads with a picture from some event of Tate in a tux, looking dashing. “He can bench press a lot. I bet he would make a great boyfriend. And look at that head of hair!—Luca ‘The Rookie’ Walker.”

“What are you doing?” I ask them, making my way to the aisle. “Why are you doing this? Are you trying to embarrass me or something?”

“What?” Rory blanches. “No, of course not. We just think you and Coach would be great together. You have a serious vibe.”

“We work together. There’s no vibe.”

“We won’t tell anyone,” Hayden says. “It’s no one’s business except all of ours.”

If I weren’t so embarrassed and frustrated, I would laugh. “It’s no one’s business except mine and Tate’s. Not that there’s anything to have business about. I don’t want this,” I tell them, like Tate told me. “It’s never going to happen.”

“We want you to be happy,” Luca says, giving me puppy dog eyes, and I think he’s actually being sincere.

“I am happy,” I tell them. “Please stop meddling. Focus on your own love lives.” On my way out of the room, I catch Alexei’s eye. He looks guilty. “I expected better of you, Volkov.”
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In the middle of the night, a crashing noise wakes me up in the guesthouse. With one eye open, I reach for the bedside lamp and flick it on.

Phoebe sits on the end of my bed, tail flicking and wonky eyes on me—and a wriggling mouse between her teeth.

A strangled shriek slips out of me, and I scramble up. My sudden flailing freaks Phoebe out, and she jumps—releasing the mouse. I shriek again as it races across the bed and over the other side.

Ten seconds later, I’ve got my shoes on and am marching in the cold dark to the main house. I don’t think I even closed the door behind me. Tate’s bedroom windows are dark, thank god.

At the front door, though, I try the code he told me weeks ago, but the lock makes an unhappy beep. I try the door—still locked. I key the code in again. Still no.

That’s not good. On the front step, I shiver, tucking my arms around myself, debating whether I should knock and wake him and probably Bea up⁠—

The door swings open, and there’s Tate with rumpled sex hair and a bare chest. There are those tattoos I wonder about sometimes. He’s wearing athletic joggers, and the waistband of his black boxer briefs is visible.

“Hi,” he says quietly, a mix of pleased amusement and curiosity in his expression.

“Hi,” I say back, like this is totally normal, trying to get into his house at one in the morning.

I doubt his hair is actually sex hair. I would have known if there was someone here. I would have seen the car, I hope. But the image of it pushed up on one side like someone’s been running their fingers through it sends my thoughts to dirty places.

“Did I wake you?”

He shakes his head, his eyes on my silky romper the stylist included in the wardrobe. “That’s what you sleep in?” he whispers. “That doesn’t look warm enough.” His eyes linger on the tiny straps on my shoulders, the neckline trimmed with lace, the shorts hem. “And why are you outside at this time of night? I was serious about the cougars, Jordan.”

He reaches out and guides me in with a hand on my shoulder, closing the door behind me, a divot between his eyebrows. “You’re cold,” he says, like I’ve done something wrong. He’s still keeping his voice low.

“Why are you whispering?” I don’t take my shoes off yet. So much for my plan of crashing on his couch and sneaking out before he got up.

He glances over his shoulder. “Bea’s having a sleepover with a few girls from school.”

I can’t help but smile, my heart lifting. “She is?” I’m whispering now, too. “That’s great.”

He smiles and nods before he laughs a little. “She crept up to her own bed about an hour ago, but the other two are sleeping downstairs.”

A moment passes where we just smile at each other, something warm looping between us, before it dawns on me and my smile falls.

“Phoebe brought a mouse into the guesthouse. I was going to sleep on the couch.” Obviously, that isn’t going to happen now.

He raises an eyebrow, still smiling. “You’re afraid of mice?”

“I’m not, I just don’t want one crawling on my face while I sleep.”

He makes a face at me like I’m both ridiculous and adorable. “I don’t think they do that.”

Well, I wouldn’t be able to sleep, picturing it. Its little feet on my face. Once in a while, a mouse would get into the summer house my mom and I would go to when I was growing up. A shudder rolls through me.

Maybe I’m a little afraid of mice.

“Phoebe hates me.” We’re still whispering, standing in the foyer. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she brought it to my bed because she knew I’d hate it.”

He starts pulling his boots on. “Maybe it was an offering.”

“To Satan, maybe. You didn’t see the way she was looking at me. And maybe it has friends. A whole family, living in there. Where are you going?”

“To catch the mouse. Go wait in my room.”

“Now?” And, shirtless? It’s freezing out. I wonder again if he runs hot. I bet if I were to press my hand against the tattoos on his chest, his skin would feel warm. “What are you going to do with it?”

“Try to get it outside.”

Of course. He’s way too good to kill a mouse, but for once, I’m relieved by his morals.

“Go upstairs,” he says, and then he’s gone.

I reluctantly tip-toe past the living room with the sleeping kids, up the stairs, and step inside his room. It smells like him in here. The sheets are rumpled, like he’s been tossing and turning, and sitting on the bed seems way, way too intimate, so I head to the windows.

The lights in my guest house are on. I catch glimpses of him moving around the guest house, looking under the bed, behind the bookcase.

Ten minutes later, he returns with Satan’s hench-cat tucked into his arms. “There’s no mouse.”

“Tate.” I glare at the cat. “I’m telling you, there was a mouse.”

He smiles. “I’ll put some humane traps out tomorrow. Do you want me to walk you back?”

Oh my god. He actually expects me to sleep in there?

“No thanks.” I give him a tight smile. “I can walk back myself.”

“Okay. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.” I stand at his bedroom windows, not moving, and his lips press together while his eyes turn bright again. “Jordan.”

“I’m just going to sleep in the guest room.”

“The guesthouse is the guest room,” he says with patience.

Oh. Right. “I’ll sleep on the floor of your office.”

He sighs.

“I’ll be gone before you get up.”

“That’s not the issue, and I wake up at five.”

I make a disgusted face. “I’ll be gone before you leave for the arena.”

A resigned look passes over his features. “Take my bed.”

“What?” My stomach flips. I bet his bed smells incredible. “No. It’s fine. The floor is great.”

“You’re not sleeping on the floor, Jordan.” He looks pained. “Go ahead. Take the bed.”

The part of me that hates accepting help thrashes. “No. You’re so old. You’ll wake up with a crick in your neck.”

He laughs. “Probably.”

“You need a good sleep tonight.” After tomorrow morning’s practice, we’re flying out to talk to Colworth at his university and flying home right after. It’ll be a long day. “We can sleep together,” I blurt out, and he freezes. “In the same bed. Sleeping, I mean. Not anything else.”

He goes very still, like he isn’t sure if he heard right.

“It’s fine.” Why do I feel so shaky and weird, like nervous and excited, like I drank too much coffee? It’s two in the morning. “It’s fine,” I repeat. “I’ve shared a bed with Georgia before. It isn’t a big deal. You’ll be up in three hours anyway.”

He watches me with a wary expression. “You want to sleep in the same bed.”

He told me it was never going to happen. He doesn’t want me.

“Platonically.” I try to sound firm, so he doesn’t think I’m trying to make a move. “There’s nothing romantic between us. You’re my boss and you have a kid. You’re not my type at all.”

It’s true. He isn’t my type. Tate Ward is nothing like any of the guys I’ve dated.

“Players share rooms all the time on the road,” I add. “We work together. It’s the same.”

I can’t read his expression. He looks . . . worried? “They don’t share beds.”

“Look, I don’t want to put you out and make you sleep on the floor when you’ve done so much for me.”

Another truth. He’s got enough on his plate, he doesn’t need me making his life harder.

It looks like he’s about to argue, but instead, he just nods once. “Fine.”
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I stare at the rumpled sheets. “Do you have a preferred side?”

“No.” He clears his throat. “I usually gravitate to the middle.” Our eyes meet. “Not tonight, obviously.” His eyes dart to his bedside table and he looks to be struggling with something before he strides over, opens the drawer, and pulls out two pairs of my underwear.

“Wow.” I stare at them. The light pink ones and a green pair. “You have a collection.”

Is he blushing? It’s hard to tell in the moonlight. “Phoebe keeps bringing them to me,” he says like he’s both embarrassed and trying not to smile.

“Are you sure? Maybe you’ve trained her to retrieve them.”

He hangs his head, and yes, he’s totally smiling. “You think she’s smart enough for that?”

I narrow my eyes. He’s still holding my panties, which makes me feel weird. Warm and jumpy. They’re so pretty and delicate in his strong hands.

“Probably not,” I admit, taking them from him. “Thanks. Now I don’t have to go commando anymore.”

He freezes, staring at me. “You were going commando?”

I don’t know why I said that. No, obviously I wasn’t. I just had the urge to mess with him.

“Why?” My expression is innocent. “Is that not professional?”

His eyes close. “Jordan.”

“I told you,” I pull the duvet back and climb into bed. “You’re my boss. It’s totally your right to check.”

He lets out a strangled, choking noise. “It’s not my right to check if you’re wearing panties at work, Jordan.”

He’s too easy to rile up. But at least now I’m not stressing about us sleeping in the same bed.

“And I would never do that,” he adds, taking the spot beside me in the bed. “It’s completely inappropriate.”

“What’s more inappropriate, though,” I ask, “checking my panties or not wearing them at all?”

“Jordan.”

“I could ask someone else to check. Luca probably would.”

His tortured noise of frustration makes me smile ear to ear. He starts laughing. “God, you’re trouble. You know that?”

“Sorry.” I’m still smiling as my eyes close and I settle against the pillows. “Holy hell, your bed is comfortable.”

“Great. I’m glad.” He doesn’t sound it. “Can you go to sleep now?”

The fizzy, fun feelings dissolve, and I sober. He sounds tired, like I’ve reached the end of his patience. I woke him up in the middle of the night and now I’m in his bed. In his space. Of course he’s annoyed.

“Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, Jordan.”

It’s so quiet in here, with only the sounds of us breathing and my heartbeat in my ears. Outside, an owl hoots.

“That cat is bullying me,” I add.

I hear the quiet huff of his laugh in the dark. “She’s testing you.”

I turn to look at him, his profile visible in the moonlight.

He takes a deep breath, letting it out slow like he’s thinking. “We don’t know her history. We don’t know what happened to her before you took her in. Terrible things, probably. She had to fight for her life.”

My heart twists. Phoebe is a mean little bitch, but maybe she’s that way for a reason.

“Be patient with her and maybe she’ll surprise you.”

It’s the same thing he said a couple weeks ago, when I bought her the toy.

And with that, I close my eyes and fall asleep.
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The next morning, I wake from a deep sleep, wrapped around a warm, soft body. The sweetest scent of hair products and something light and floral is in my nose. It’s early, and still dark outside, but I’m distracted by the way Jordan’s ass nestles against my hips, making me hard.

My heart stops. Jordan. In my bed.

The noise in the middle of the night, the mouse, her trying to sleep on the floor of my office. Her teasing me about the panties.

I slept, though. I slept like the dead, the deep, restorative kind of sleep I’ve been chasing for what feels like my whole life.

She lets out a low, sleepy moan, like she’s comfortable in my bed, tucked against my chest, and something inside me snags on that.

In a split second, I’m painfully hard. I roll away, pulling my arm out from beneath her. This is so far from appropriate.

She rolls to face me, opens her eyes, meets my gaze, and something spears right through the center of my chest.

Oh.

Huh.

She’s beautiful like this, first thing in the morning, sleepy-eyed and adorable.

She blinks and frowns, realizing where she is.

“Sorry.” I clear my throat.

She blinks, half-asleep. “What time is it?”

She’s really not a morning person, and it’s adorable. I check my watch, and my heart stops for the second time this morning.

“Not even seven.”

I was going to work out before Bea and the girls downstairs woke. I slept through my alarm? How? I swing my legs over the bed, giving her my back so she doesn’t see how hard I am.

She drags herself out of bed, flattening down her bedhead, not meeting my eyes. “I didn’t mean to, um.” She shifts. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine.” I rub the back of my neck. I don’t want to think about what it means, that I slept well with her in my bed. “I’ll see you at the office?”

We have a quick meeting with Ross before we head out to meet with a prospect.

“Yep. See you there.”

Without another glance, she leaves, and I listen to her tiptoe down the hall and slip out of the house.
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Later that day, Jordan and I stand outside a run-down house on the edge of Carey Colworth’s university campus. I knock on the door but there’s no answer.

“Is this a frat?” I ask. There’s a rumbling sound in the distance.

“It’s a student house with a bunch of hockey players.” Her eyes move over the red Solo cups scattered across the lawn. In the bushes, a pair of legs sticks out. She leans down to inspect the owner of the legs with wary concern. “He’s breathing,” she says, straightening up. “Just sleeping.”

Sleeping, like I slept all night. With Jordan. In my bed. In my arms.

It’s wrong, what we’re doing. She told me very clearly that any feelings I have are one-sided. That she sees me as her boss and some dorky single dad, and that I’m not her type and she has absolutely no interest in me.

So I don’t know what I’m doing. This isn’t like me.

Isn’t it, though? An unwelcome voice of self-reflection says in my head. This is what you do. You get ideas about people and their potential and then you have a hard time letting go.

“Thanks again for watching Bea the other week,” I tell her, trying not to think about what I did after, with her panties wrapped around my fist. “I appreciate it.”

“Anytime.” She shrugs. “Honestly. She’s great.”

“Yeah. She is.” I snag on her words. “Do you want kids?” I ask for some reason.

Her gaze widens a fraction. “Um. No.”

Well. There you go.

I knock on the door again, pulling my attention back to the task at hand. The rumbling gets louder.

“Do we have the time right? Maybe there’s another . . .” She trails off. “Uh.”

A Ford Bronco straight from the nineties pulls up. The thing appears in good shape, actually, even if it sounds like the engine has been swapped with something more powerful than anyone needs.

There are flames down the side, though.

Also, a roof rack with a massive light bar.

The truck screeches to a halt in front of the house, knocking over one of the garbage bins.

“Oh god,” Jordan mutters, and I try not to laugh. “Tate, I think this was a mistake.”

“Let’s give him a chance.” At the worry and panic in her eyes, I give her a reassuring smile. “I don’t expect perfection, Jordan. If he’s not the right guy, we go home and try again tomorrow.”

I don’t think she’s wrong, though. I’ve got that feeling again.

She gives me a strange look. “You’re in a good mood today.”

Am I? “No more than normal.”

“You’re whistling.” She says it like I’m stealing a car or something, horrified and aghast.

I chuckle. I like scandalizing her like this.

“I had a good sleep,” I admit without thinking, and our eyes meet. Her expression is startled, like this is a completely inappropriate thing for her boss to say.

Which it is.

I’m holding her eyes, so pretty in the daylight, scrambling for something to say, when the door of the Bronco swings open and worn work boots hit the ground. A big, shiny belt buckle. A young guy with unruly dark blond hair, a mustache, an open Hawaiian shirt, and a Stetson cowboy hat slams the door closed. Under his shirt, he’s bare-chested.

As he makes his way to us, Carey Colworth whistles, long and low, shaking his head, glancing between me and Jordan. “There is a very strong sexual energy out here.”

Jordan gives me a horrified look that makes it hard not to laugh.

Colworth shakes his head. “Must be my belt buckle. Turns everyone on.”

“Even if he’s not our guy,” I say near her ear, “at least it’ll be interesting.”
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“So, I’m guessing there’s no actual internal development in this meeting,” I say later that week at lunch as Georgia steals the wasabi from my plate.

“This is the internal development.” Hazel nudges her chin at the plate in front of me. “Are you going for that last piece of avocado roll or can I have it?”

“It’s yours.” I hand her the plate. “Why did Tate say this meeting was mandatory?”

Tate, who turned out to be just as warm as I thought he’d be when I woke up tucked against his firm chest.

“So he’s Tate now,” Darcy murmurs. Her eyes sparkle but she keeps her gaze on her plate, avoiding mine.

“I’ve noticed that, too,” Pippa says with a smile.

Tate, who told me I did a great job after we met with Colworth and signed him to the team.

“Excuse me.” I raise my eyebrows at Pippa while my face goes warm. “Why are you in this meeting? You don’t even work with the team anymore.”

She takes a sip of her miso soup, unfazed by me. “I still want the office gossip.”

“We do this every few weeks,” Hazel says. “We were waiting until you had some free time over lunch to do the next one.”

A flutter of something warm and happy goes off in my stomach.

Tate, who knew this meeting wasn’t work-related and told me I had to go anyway.

“Thanks.” I give her a tiny smile. “It feels good, to be actually doing something for the team and not just following Tate around like some useless nepo baby.”

“Speaking of you doing something for the team,” Georgia says, pulling her phone out, “can we please talk about this?”

She tilts the phone to me and a video plays on social media of me pouring drinks at that game the other week.

I shrug. “I might as well get to know the organization—” While I’m here, I was about to say but cut myself off. “It was fun, getting to know the people behind the bar and interacting with the fans.”

Georgia scrolls down the post, through the comments. This is what an owner looks like! one comment reads. Maybe I’ll finally get my ass to a game if Jordan’s pouring beers, another says. One of us! One of us! another reads.

A warm flush of pleasure grows inside me. “It was nothing. I’m a bartender. I can pull a few drinks. Might as well make myself useful instead of just hovering around.”

The food and beverage manager and I have a meeting with the distributor next week to discuss a better quality of beer cups, and when I saw one of the other bartenders I worked with entering the building the other evening, she gave me a friendly wave.

“They sure like you,” Georgia says with a smile, pulling up a different video.

It’s me walking down the arena concourse before a game, in one of the outfits the stylist put together. Tan trousers, a mulberry-colored cashmere sweater, and matching heels. I didn’t even realize the Storm’s social media person was filming.

“I look good,” I say, watching as the video loops and plays again. I look like I’m on a mission, comfortable but focused.

Like I belong there.

“What happened with the scouting team?” Georgia asks.

“Ward fired Gary and then they all followed him,” Darcy says.

Georgia’s jaw drops. “He fired someone?”

Darcy’s gaze shifts to me. “Gary was rude to Jordan. Thus, Ward fired him.”

“Okay.” Heat crawls up my neck. “That’s not why he fired him. Between this and that PowerPoint the guys did⁠—”

“Oh my god,” Hazel gasps, “I heard about that! Does someone have a copy?”

I give her an alarmed look. “No.”

“Yes,” Georgia says at the same time. “It’s on my laptop.” Off my shocked and betrayed expression, she gives me an innocent smile. “Alexei isn’t great at technology. They needed my help.”

“Traitor,” I tell her without heat. “Dirty, rotten traitor.”

“I think this is the part where I should tell you that I also helped,” Darcy says, wincing with guilt. “I’m sorry.”

I press my hands together, trying to stay patient. “If any of you hear rumors, I need you to squash them.”

“That’s not going to be easy,” Darcy says. “As soon as you left the meeting with the scouts, he basically yelled at the guys. I’ve never seen him so angry.”

Hazel’s eyes widen with surprise. “I’ve never seen Ward pissed.”

I give Darcy an alarmed look. “What are you talking about?”

“Gary was making those comments about you only getting the job because of your dad, and⁠—”

“Fucking asshole,” Hazel says, mouth dropping open. “I didn’t know about that. I’ll kill him.”

“He’s already gone,” I tell her, and she narrows her eyes at me. I can’t help but smile.

“Why didn’t you say something?” Georgia asks me with concern.

“It doesn’t matter.” I gesture to Darcy to keep going.

“He pointed out that all those guys got their jobs because of their connections and that it wasn’t any different.”

I’m struck speechless. He stuck up for me?

“He saw me crying,” I blurt out. “After that meeting.” I don’t know why I’m telling them this. Georgia looks like I’ve slapped her, she’s so surprised. She’s never seen me cry. “He, um.” I swallow. “He knew I felt bad about what Gary said and told me Gary was the stupidest person he’d ever met.” I take a deep breath, replaying the way his eyes went kind and soft and how everything inside me had settled. “And he told me I belonged at the Storm and that he believed in me. That I was smart and talented and hardworking.”

In that moment, I felt like if I fell, he’d catch me. Pippa grabs Hazel’s hand but I barely notice.

He’s my boss, not my—I don’t know. But what about that stuff after I babysat Bea?

“He, um.” I clench my eyes closed. “Told me he was attracted to me.”

The table is very, very silent.

“This was after I babysat Bea,” I add.

Hazel’s jaw drops. “He let you babysit Bea?”

Darcy stares. “Wow.”

“Is that . . . bad?” I look between them. “What are you not saying?”

Bea’s been reading in the guesthouse almost every weekend morning that she’s staying with Tate. The other day, a drawing was tucked under my door—us listening to music on the record player.

“He doesn’t trust anyone with Bea,” Georgia tells me with a small smile. “He’s extremely protective over her.”

“Oh.” I blink, once again at a loss for what to say. “Oh,” I say again.

Well, then. He doesn’t trust anyone, but he trusts me.

He fired Gary the Fuckhead for me.

He told me he was jealous over me and that he was attracted to me.

I had a good sleep, he said the day after we slept in the same bed.

I definitely can’t tell them about that. Georgia’s head will fall off.

“He said he didn’t want it.” I don’t know why I’m telling them this. “He said he didn’t want to be attracted to me. He said it was never going to happen.”

He gave my panties back. I don’t know why that’s so disappointing.

Georgia presses her lips together like she has something to say but is holding it back.

“Spit it out,” I prompt.

“Nah.” She smirks. “I had to figure it out on my own, so you have to, too.”

I blanch. “What does that mean?”

“Enough embarrassing Jordan.” Darcy gives Georgia a firm look.

The conversation moves on to actual work-related topics, and when Hazel brings up Darcy and Hayden’s upcoming wedding, Darcy lets out a deep sigh.

“We’ve got so much going on right now. Okay, me. I’ve got so much going on right now. Randeep is on paternity leave this season, and I thought we’d be fine without him but it’s actually quite a bit of work.”

Now that I look closer, Darcy looks tired. And when I’ve stayed late, she’s there about half the time, working in her own office.

“Do you need to hire more analysts?” I ask.

She nods. “What I would really love is to hire one analyst and one co-op student. I like the idea of mentoring and training someone.”

Instead of unpaid internships, many Canadian companies hire university students for a semester.

I think about those beer cups, and how relieved the bartenders were when I told them they needed better ones. How enthusiastically they agreed with me.

“Done,” I say without thinking. “I’ll talk to my dad.”

“You will?”

I will? I guess I will. “Sure. You said it yourselves. I have the owner’s ear. Might as well make good use of it.”

She gives me a surprised but pleased smile. “Thank you, Jordan.”

“Don’t mention it.”

We spend the rest of lunch talking and laughing, and before we head back to the arena, Georgia puts a new meeting invite in our calendars for next month.
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“I heard Fraser didn’t take the trade news well,” my father says as we wrap up the morning meeting the next day.

A rock drops in my stomach at the memory of yesterday afternoon, telling defenseman Keir Fraser that we were trading him to Los Angeles.

“No,” Tate adds with a tight smile. “He didn’t.”

Keir never showed up to team social events. He barely talked to the guys and didn’t have any friends on the team. I’ve never seen him at the Filthy Flamingo. He was late to practice, and when I watched old tape of him playing years ago, I could see how he’s changed. He doesn’t love the game anymore.

And yet, he told us—me, Tate, Alexei, and Rory—to rot in hell. It doesn’t make sense.

“We need the cap space,” Tate adds.

It’s early March and the trade deadline is next week. We don’t have much more time to make changes.

“Anything else?” my dad asks.

“Nothing on my end.” Tate turns to me, his hair still damp from his post-gym shower, and it’s difficult not to think about waking up next to him. “Jordan?”

We have Luca’s big-check dinner this upcoming weekend at a restaurant downtown. When players sign their big multi-year contracts worth millions of dollars, it’s a tradition for them to take the team out for a nice dinner.

Tate’s going to wear a suit. All the guys do. He’s going to look so good.

“Yes. Um.” I straighten my spine and something in my nervous tone makes both my father and Tate look over at me with curiosity. “I was wondering if—I’d like to hire a co-op student. And a permanent hire. For Darcy Andersen and the analyst team. One of the other analysts is on paternity leave, and the workload is a lot for her.” I tug on the ends of my hair before realizing what I’m doing and force my hand down to my lap, interlacing my fingers. “Darcy loves her work, and I don’t want to push her into burnout if we can hire more people.”

My father watches me for a moment. “Tate? What do you think?”

Tate’s studying me, the same way he looked at me when he found me pouring drinks during that game. Like he’s seeing something new. “If Jordan thinks we need to hire more analysts, then let’s hire more analysts.”

Ross nods once. “Fine by me.”

Relief rushes through me and I actually smile at him. “Thank you.”

“On one condition,” he adds. “I would like to have lunch every two weeks.”

I blink. “With me?”

“Yes, Jordan.” My father nods, expression unreadable. “With you.”

I don’t say anything for a long moment. “What if you’re out of town?”

“I won’t be,” he says simply.

I can feel Tate watching me. “Okay.”

“Great.” My father smiles a little. “I’ll have my admin set it up in our calendars.”

In the elevator, I slide a questioning glance up at Tate.

“Do you think that was a bad idea?” I ask him. “Agreeing to lunch? Do you think I’m stupid to set myself up for disappointment like that?”

“No, Jordan, I don’t. Ross is trying and you’re being brave by letting him.”

He studies me for a long moment. Is he thinking about waking up together?

I think about the flickering TV light I see most evenings in his bedroom windows. Maybe he’s not so innocent, after all.

An eyebrow goes up at whatever my expression is. “Yes?”

“I saw a flickering light in your bedroom window a few nights ago.”

The other eyebrow lifts. He’s smiling. “You were looking in my windows?”

“Not like that.” My face is going hot.

He makes a noise like he doesn’t believe me, and again I have the strongest urge to smile or laugh or something. He’s just doing it to bother me.

“You have a TV.”

“What?” His expression screws up, comically surprised. “A TV?”

“Mhm.” I nod. Now I really am smiling. “You have a secret TV in your bedroom.”

“Are you accusing me of lying to my child?”

“Yep. I think you have a secret TV in your room to watch games and you lie to your kid about it.”

The elevator opens and we step out. “I can’t believe these accusations.”

“You’re so honest, Tate.” As we walk to our offices, I run the tip of my tongue along my bottom lip. His eyes follow the movement. “You can’t even lie about it.”

He smiles to himself, pulling his gaze up from my mouth. “So where do I keep this theoretical TV?”

“I think it’s in the dresser across from your bed. There’s nothing on top of that thing. No frames or spare change or receipts.”

We pause in the hall between our offices.

“You snooped in my room?” He seems pleased.

“No, I didn’t snoop. I glanced. When I was in your room.”

Electricity snaps in the space between us as our gazes hold. I said the thing we weren’t supposed to say, out loud. His eyes narrow, sparkling impossibly. All the blood in my body rushes to my face. I probably look like a tomato.

“I didn’t snoop,” I insist.

“Right. You glanced.”

“Admit it, Tate. Omitting the truth is still lying.”

He chuckles and a comfortable silence falls between us. “That was a very nice thing you did for Darcy.”

The way he’s looking at me, it’s like he sees right through me. I shift with discomfort. “I might as well make a positive impact while I’m here.”

The corners of his mouth turn up. He didn’t shave this morning and his stubble looks like it would feel gritty under my fingertips.

His eyes move to my hair. “Your hair’s down today.”

“Oh, yeah.” I frown. “I couldn’t find a hair tie this morning. I think Phoebe’s stealing them. Maybe she’s using them to make a voodoo doll of me or something.”

His eyes move over me, that warm look in his eyes. “It looks nice.”

My stomach dips in that pleasant, twinging way.

“Thank you for the treat you left on my desk yesterday,” he adds.

A pack of Dunkaroos. I don’t know why I did it. I guess I see him working so hard, taking nothing for himself, and I think about that sound he made and the way his lips felt against my fingers.

Before I can think of anything to say, he gives me a quick wink, like he knows I’m flustered.

“See you at practice, Jordan,” he says as he heads into his office.
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A few evenings later, a text pops up on my phone.

It’s a picture of my panties, dangling from Tate’s big hand and strong fingers. These are navy blue with white lace flowers—and I know exactly who brought them to him.

I whirl around, where the evil cat lounges on my bed like it’s hers, wheezing. “Demon!”

Her tail flicks, the perfect I don’t give a fuck bartender stare on her smushed face. I should take notes.

I lean back to peer out the windows, up at Tate’s bedroom, and a laugh slips out of me.

There’s a flickering light in his bedroom. He so has a TV.

In our text chat, a typing bubble pops up and then disappears. Is he watching a game? I check the time—it has to be New Jersey and Calgary. Most of the other games are over by this time of night.

My phone buzzes with another text. You won’t believe what Meyers just did.

A player for Calgary. Something flutters in my chest. He’s baiting me and maybe flirting with me and my heart is racing and I have the worst, most inappropriate urge to⁠—

I slip my shoes on and because I’ve completely lost control of my impulses, I’m striding to his house.

All I’m going to do is prove he has a TV so I can yell HA, BUSTED! and feel smug about it, and then I’m going to leave. Go back to my guesthouse, I mean. His guesthouse. Whatever.

And I should probably retrieve my panties, too.

His bedroom door is open, and I can definitely hear the sound of a game. I was right, I was so right, and that propels me forward, not the idea of seeing him⁠—

He’s lying on one side of his bed, against the headboard, strewn out, all long, strong limbs. His left arm tucked behind his head, biceps toned. Is that the navy of my underwear clenched in his fist still? That soft dark gray t-shirt fits him perfectly across his flat stomach, a sliver of skin visible between the hem and his worn brown leather belt. Bare feet. His other hand clutches his phone at his side, his eyes on the TV but a little smirk on his mouth.

The images sear into my mind, sizzling through me. He’s so hot like this, all relaxed and comfy and at ease. He’s hot all the time, but especially like this.

His eyes cut to mine and my heart stops at the surprise in his eyes. He drops my underwear on the bed like they’re on fire. My brain halts. Oh god. This was a colossal mistake and I’ve misjudged the situation entirely. Why did I come here?

For a moment, I think he’s going to yell something like Ew, get out of here, and shoo me out like a rodent Phoebe brought into the house but he⁠—

Smiles. No, grins. Like this was his plan all along, to get me to his bedroom doorway.

“Busted,” I whisper, pointing at the TV. “Fucking busted.”

“You got me.” He’s still smiling, a little wider now before he winces. “Do you think I’m terrible?”

A laugh slips out of me. “Tate, no. Oh my god. I think you’re normal and if you can believe it, this actually makes you even more likable.”

“Really.” His eyes settle on me, warm and soft.

“Yes. It’s annoying, how likable you are.”

“Huh.” He smiles. “Tell me more about how likable I am.”

I roll my eyes, but again, I’m smiling so stupidly. “And the demon cat has struck again.” I retrieve the panties off the bed. They’re still warm from his hand.

Tate’s eyes follow before he seems to pull his gaze away. “I don’t know how she keeps getting in and out of the house. We keep the doors closed.”

“I don’t know how she keeps getting my underwear out of my drawers. Maybe I should just throw them away and go without.”

His expression blanches. “No.”

Something rises in me—the urge to mess with him. Ruffle him up. “No?”

“I mean, do whatever you like. I don’t care.”

My mouth is curling into a wicked smile. “That probably wouldn’t be appropriate office attire, though, would it? Going commando.”

His cheekbones are going pink. “Jordan.”

I roll my eyes. “Relax, Coach. I’ll keep my panties on.”

“Good. I mean—” He shakes his head. “You’re diabolical. Pretty on the outside, rotten to the core.”

Warm delight fizzes through me. God, I’m so easy. Tate Ward calls me pretty and I melt like candle wax.

I should leave. I got what I came for and now there’s no reason for me to be here.

“You going to stay and watch the game?” The corner of his mouth tips up and he nudges his head at the spot on the bed beside him. “I mean, if you want to.”

The bed. Where he sleeps. Naked? Maybe. And jerks off, probably. Definitely.

“You should,” he adds, and I want to. “You might see someone you like.”

My lips part. I do see someone I like.

“We still need a third-line center,” he adds, and I nearly choke with humiliation.

In the game, he meant. I might see someone I like in the game. Something dissolves inside me.

Jordan, you dumbass.

“Yeah.” This is a work thing. It’s not sexual. He’s not flirting with me. He didn’t lure me here. Tate Ward doesn’t lure anyone anywhere.

And he said it was never going to happen. He told me he didn’t want to be attracted to me.

I slide onto the bed beside him to watch the game.
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Somewhere in the second period, I start to yawn.

“Tired?” he asks.

“Just bored. Weak offense on both sides and good goaltending.” It makes for a slow game without a lot of points or exciting moments.

He makes a noise of agreement. Our eyes meet. This is where I should head back to the guesthouse.

“Your family is in Ontario?” I ask instead.

I’m stalling, shamelessly.

He nods. “My mom and Noah.”

A pause lingers between us. “Where’s your dad?”

His eyes are steady on me. “I don’t know,” he says simply.

“Does Bea know him?”

“Nope.” I can’t read his expression, it’s so tightly controlled and neutral. One of my old tricks. “But I’m okay with that.”

“And you say I have daddy issues.”

That earns me a small, humorless smile. “I never said that.”

“You’re thinking it.”

He keeps his eyes on the game, but I get the sense he isn’t really seeing it. “My father is the kind of guy who isn’t interested in getting attached to anyone. My entire childhood, he was in and out of our lives. He’d show up for a few days and everything would be incredible, he’d be spinning my mom around the living room and making us laugh and taking us out for dinner and playing with my brother’s army men out in the yard.” He swallows. “And then he’d have a friend in Saskatchewan who was going to get him work or there was a job in Alberta or he’d have to go take care of something somewhere and then he’d be gone. And he wouldn’t call like he said he would, and he wouldn’t come back in a few days or weeks like he promised on the note he left, and my mom would be devastated all over again. My aunt ran into him out in Montréal once. He was out for dinner with another woman.”

There’s a weird pull in my stomach. Nausea-inducing.

“He broke my mom’s heart so many times. Broke my brother’s heart. I would never subject Bea to that.”

“And what about you?” Did he break your heart?

His eyes come to mine. “I knew better.”

A sharp sadness aches through my chest. No kid should have to “know better” for something like this.

“It’s okay, Jordan.” His mouth tilts into a sad smile. “He was a blueprint for the kind of man I don’t want to be.”

“You’re the most reliable person I’ve ever met,” I admit.

“I appreciate that. I try.”

“When was the last time you heard from him?”

“Back when I was in the minors. I answered the phone at my mom’s house.” He laughs, short and dry. “I thought maybe he’d reach out when I signed my NHL contract. But no.” His mouth presses into a firm line. “He didn’t reach out. That’s the thing about him, though, he never needed anyone or anything.”

My stomach flips over in the worst way. That’s how I feel, but I’d never want to hurt someone the way Tate’s dad has obviously hurt him.

Tate reaches for the remote and tosses it to me. “You can change it.”

Okay, so we’re done with that conversation. I’m both relieved and not ready to move on. “Are you sure?”

He nods. “This game isn’t going anywhere interesting. I’ve seen all I want.”

“Same.” I hesitate before I pick up the remote and open the Netflix app on his TV, selecting a new horror movie I didn’t get to see in the theater.

Tate tenses. “This is what you want to watch?” He gives me an uneasy look.

“Yeah. Is that okay?”

He hesitates. “Yep.”

Weird. Okay. I hit Play and settle against the pillows.

A few minutes later, I look over. His eyes are closed, but his jaw is tense. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Your eyes are closed.”

“I’m tired.”

That’s not it. “Oh my god. Tate. Are you scared?”

“No.” The corner of his mouth twitches. His eyes are still closed, though.

I’m really laughing now. “You’re afraid. You’re a little scaredy baby.”

His eyes open and he sees the girl on screen, crawling down the stairs, and it’s like his whole body shudders. “I’m the normal one here. Look at this. It’s not normal to like being scared, Jordan.”

Oh my god. Is it possible that this forty-year-old, two-hundred-pound ex-hockey player who can bench, like, three times my weight, is fucking adorable?

It is, and he is. He’s utterly adorable.

“Can we change it?”

I grin. “No.”

There’s a jump scare on screen and he jolts beside me while I dissolve into laughter.

“Stop laughing at me,” he groans into the duvet.

“I can’t help it.” He’s about a foot closer to me after that one. “Someone needs to laugh at you, Tate. It’s good for you. And this is so cute.”

“It’s not cute,” he says, face-down.

“Do you need me to hold your hand?”

“No. Maybe.”

“Are you going to have nightmares?”

“You’re having way too much fun with this.”

“You know what we should do?” I can’t hide the amusement in my voice. “We should find the Cursed video and watch it.”

A pillow hits me in the face and I burst out laughing.

“What if I cuddled you?” I ask through laughter. “Would that make it better? I’ll even touch your hair.”

Tate’s eyebrow goes up, focus and interest in his eyes, and I stop laughing. Tension snaps in the air, crackling like water drops in hot oil.

“Sure,” he says.

I swallow. “What?”

His eyes challenge me, sparking and playful. “You want to watch this fucked-up movie in my bed, Jordan? You have to cuddle me.”

My stomach dips. Something tingles through me. What game are we playing here? Do I like it?

I like it. I’m nervous and I don’t know what to do, but I like it. I like the thrill. I’ve never felt like this before with a guy. A man. Tate’s not a guy. He’s a man. He’s older, and hotter than anyone I’ve ever met, and I can’t look away from his eyes.

I get the sense he knows exactly what he’s doing right now, and fuck, that is hot.

“Unless you don’t want to, of course.” Challenge sparks in his eyes, and that stubborn part of myself rises to meet it. “I’d never want to make you uncomfortable.”

“You don’t. Ever.”

Something settles in his gaze. “Good.”

The moment stretches. So? his eyes say.

“Fine.” I flop down on the bed, looking at the TV. “Come here, then, scaredy-cat.”

He lets out a low laugh. “No. Not like that. Like this.” He lies back and gestures to his side. He wants me to lie against him? Oh god. My heart is beating up into my throat.

This seems risky. It seems like something I’m going to like too much.

“What’s the matter?” he asks, mouth twisting into a wry smile. Voice soft. “Haven’t you ever cuddled someone before, Jordan?”

Our eyes meet and he sees the truth—no. No, I haven’t. Not like this. Not with someone I have a crush on. Not with someone I actually like.

“Oh.”

My face goes hot and I look away. There they are, my insides, out on display for him to inspect and step on.

“Is it fucked-up that I like being the first?” he asks, running a hand through his hair, laughing a little.

“Probably.” I’m still blushing.

“Yeah. Probably.” He studies me for a moment. “Come here, Jordan.”

I go to him, and it’s so easy, sinking into the bed beside him. My head on his hard chest. So comfortable and delicious.

What are we doing? I don’t care.

“Like this?” I whisper, and his hand settles on my back, brushing up and down in slow, calming motions that turn my brain to slush.

“Exactly like this.” I feel his voice through his chest.

“What do I do with my hand?” I whisper, and his chest shakes a little. I like making him laugh, and his other hand comes to my wrist, lifting it and softly setting it on his flat stomach. Through his soft t-shirt, I can feel the ridges of his abs.

I take a deep breath, filling my lungs with his scent, every anxiety and insecurity in my mind fading out like a dying star.

“How’s your first time so far?” he asks, and I bite my lip.

Tate Ward is fucking cheeky.

“Not so bad.”

He makes a low, pleased noise, so relaxed. Like he’s enjoying himself. Like he’s savoring this. He’s quiet for a moment. “Bea’s taking guitar lessons.”

My head lifts and I meet his eyes with a smile. “She is?”

“Yep.” He smiles, too. “And she’s made a few friends.”

My heart floats up into the sky. “She has? That’s great.”

“Yeah. It is.” The strong line of his throat moves as he swallows, watching me with that warm look. “It’s really great.”

There’s that feeling again, the one that keeps happening when we lock eyes for more than a second. The slow, delicious roll forward inside me, like I’m drawn to him. Like I want more.

I put my head back down on his chest. We should stop cuddling. I should go back to my guesthouse and watch the movie on my own laptop.

But when I glance up at him, his eyes are closed, and he looks so relaxed that I don’t want to disturb him, so I turn back to watch the movie.
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The next morning, my eyes are still closed but the room is bright. I am supremely comfortable, warm and cozy and sinking into the mattress and⁠—

Tate. I’m tucked against him, my back to his front, and from the slow, steady rise and fall of his broad, firm chest, he’s still asleep. A heavy arm draped over my waist, another beneath my neck, caging me in against him.

Oh my god. I fell asleep. I was supposed to go back to my guesthouse but I fell asleep in his bed. This is not okay in twelve million different ways, and now I need to extricate myself without waking him up. Who fell asleep first, me or him? Maybe he doesn’t know I’m here.

We’re under the duvet, one that rivals the fluffiness of mine in the guesthouse. It’s covered in the softest cotton duvet cover, and I have the urge to brush my cheek against it.

I start to slide out and his arms tighten around me. He’s no longer wearing his t-shirt, I realize. Or his pants. He’s in just his boxer briefs. I wait a moment and try again.

He sucks in a sharp breath.

“Morning.” His voice is low and gravelly with sleep, and the single word goes straight to the bottom of my stomach with a pleasant twinge.

“Hi.” I swallow, every muscle in my body taut. “Hello.”

Hello? My god, Jordan.

“Good morning,” I add, because apparently this isn’t awkward enough. Let’s make it worse. Great. Yes.

I feel the gentle shake of his chest against my back.

“Are you laughing at me?” I ask, attempting indignation.

“Yes.”

I look over my shoulder and am immediately devastated by his fucked-up bedhead, stubble, and bright but sleepy eyes, so green and amused in the morning light.

I’m finished. Slashed in half. Bleeding out and doomed, with seconds to live. I’ll never recover after seeing him like this. My gaze snags on his pecs, on the chest hair, the way his shoulders are round and more toned than most guys in the NHL, I’m betting.

“I fell asleep,” I say.

His eyes are steady on me. His arm is still around me. A million exclamation points bounce around my brain. He doesn’t look mad, or annoyed, or concerned or like any of this is a problem. He doesn’t look anything except handsome. So handsome. His handsomeness is eviscerating. His expression gives me nothing.

“You fell asleep.” He blinks, frowning like he’s confused. “So did I. I slept all night. Again.”

“I should, um.” Move. Change my name. Research facial reconstruction. I kind of like my nose and my eyes but maybe I could get away with bleaching my hair and getting a bunch of piercings, or something. Find a village in Italy where no one speaks English and I can have a tiny bar where I serve only Negronis. “Go. I’m going to go.”

He told me very clearly that we weren’t anything, and yet here I am, waking up in his bed. He probably thinks I have a crush on him.

Which I do. A deep, inconvenient crush that won’t go away. But I don’t want him to know that.

“I didn’t fall asleep here on purpose,” I tell him quickly.

“I know.” The heavy arm around my waist that I have the sudden urge to lick lifts and he shifts onto his back, eyes still on me, endlessly steady. No smile, no spark in his eyes, no amusement. Just watchful and studying.

“Thanks.” Thanks? For what? Good lord, I’m terrible at this part.

His mouth ticks up at the edge. “You’re welcome.”

“You’re teasing me again.”

His mouth curls higher. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Your eyes are laughing at me.”

His eyes are absolutely sparkling now. None of this is a concern to him, because he has no romantic feelings for me.

I shove the duvet off me like it’s covered in ants and slip out of the most comfortable bed I’ve ever been in.

“See you later,” I say without looking back, snatching up the panties I originally came for last night before I hurry down the hall, and down the stairs.

In the living room, Phoebe sits on her chair, ragged breath sawing in and out of her squashed face while her tail flicks. Her googly eyes are full of judgment.

“I don’t want to hear a word,” I tell her as I pass.
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“What’s up with you tonight?” Georgia asks as we wait in the area between the dressing room and bench while the players finish their pre-game routines. It’s Colworth’s first game with the team.

She gives me a sidelong look, narrowing her eyes. “You’re cranky.”

I chew my lip, scanning the area. Tate had to run up to his office to grab something for the game.

“I slept in Tate’s bed.”

“WHAT?” she yells before she claps a hand over her mouth. “Sorry.” She takes a deep breath. “Okay. What?”

It’s been three days, and Tate and I have acted like it didn’t happen.

“We were watching TV,” I say uselessly, not meeting her eyes. “And then we fell asleep.”

She moves her face into my line of sight, eyes boring into mine, and I start laughing against my will.

“And we cuddled,” I admit, wincing, and she closes her eyes, smiling.

“Mmmm.” She nods sagely. “Interesting.”

“Shut up.”

“Uh-huh.”

My face is probably beet red.

“And how was it?” Georgia asks. “The cuddling?”

I’m way too warm under my jacket.

It was one of the best physical experiences of my life. Deeply comforting. I keep thinking about how his chest felt, his steady heartbeat. The way he seemed to relax under me.

He doesn’t sleep well, I think, but he did when I was there.

I don’t know what we’re doing.

“I just want to focus on the game,” I say, as the self-conscious feelings rise.

She studies me before pulling out her phone. “While we’re waiting, there’s something I wanted to show you.”

She opens her social media app. My stomach drops through the floor, and I grab the phone to look closer.

It’s a photo of me leaving the arena. Maybe last week? I was grabbing a late lunch before the game. I’m wearing a long pencil skirt, crisp striped shirt, and heels. My hair’s up in a sleek ponytail. I look . . . professional.

And kind of hot.

Jordan Hathaway looking the part of future owner of the Vancouver Storm, the caption reads.

“What is this?” I go to the account’s main page, scrolling through the photos. There’s a woman in a navy suit, sitting courtside at a basketball game. Another woman on the sidelines at a football game, wearing a windbreaker. A woman at a press conference. The new Vancouver women’s hockey team coach at an event.

“It’s an account for women in sports,” Georgia says as I hand her phone back.

“Why am I on there?”

She smiles. “Because you’re a role model.”

I blanch. “No, I’m not.”

“You are, Jordan. Whether you want to be or not. There’s a lot of young women looking up to you.”

This should scare me. It should make me uncomfortable that people are watching.

Instead, my motivation to get the Storm to the Stanley Cup grows. Let them watch, because I’m doing everything I can to win.

It’s the end of the first period when my father takes the empty seat beside me in the area between the dressing room and the bench. Everyone goes quiet for a moment before the light chatter resumes.

They’re getting used to him being around more. I wish I could say the same.

“Good evening, Jordan,” my father says, keeping his eyes on the TV showing the game, his tone friendly and polite, like he’s greeting a colleague.

“Hi.” I watch the game, seeing nothing.

“How are things going?”

“Good. Colworth is playing well⁠—”

He turns to me with a small smile, like I’ve done something cute. It makes him look younger, like the dad I grew up with. I don’t like the sharp yank in my chest.

“This isn’t a morning call. How are things going for you? How do you like working with the team?”

“Oh. Um.” I nod. “Yeah, it’s good.”

He waits.

“It’s interesting, shadowing Tate and learning how much he does for the team. He’s in a unique position, acting as both the coach and GM.”

He nods. “He wanted me to hire a GM.”

I think about how he’s always either working or with Bea. “He has a lot going on. Not that he can’t handle it,” I rush to add. “He’s the best coach in the league.”

Embarrassment singes up the back of my neck, like I’ve shown my cards.

Ross studies me for a long time. “You didn’t really answer my question. Do you like working for the team?”

“Yes, I like it.” I want to lie, but it feels wrong.

“Good.”

“I’m going to give the team to Tate.” The words fall out of me. “When we win playoffs.”

He takes a deep breath. “That’s your choice.” I didn’t mean to tell him, but here we are.

“He’s the best person for the job.”

He makes a thoughtful noise, and we spend two minutes in silence, watching the game.

“I don’t know you anymore, Jordan,” he finally says, not looking at me. “I don’t know what you do when you’re not working. I don’t know what you watch on TV. I don’t know your favorite meal or what makes you laugh.” He clears his throat. “I have no one to blame but myself, but forgive me for trying.”

I think about what Tate said, how if Bea didn’t talk to him, he’d never stop trying.

“I listen to music. A lot.” I swallow. It’s about to all come spilling out, I can feel it. “All the stuff Mom used to play, seventies rock mostly but some disco, too, which is kind of dorky but it’s happy music. I have her old record player.”

He gives me a wistful smile. “You still have that thing?”

“It’s my most prized possession.”

His eyes, they look . . . not sad. Not hurt. Just—full of emotion. Full of memories.

“I listen to that old stuff, too. Reminds me of your mom and you dancing around in the kitchen.”

We’d do that when he wasn’t there, so I don’t know how he remembers that.

“There were a few times, I’d get home early,” he continues, like he can read my thoughts.

“Not often.”

“No.” He goes quiet. “Not often enough, that’s for sure.”

Why? I want to ask. Why weren’t you around? Why didn’t you choose us?

I don’t forgive him, and yet a tiny part of me wants to. I see the sad look in his eyes and I fall for it. I want to let the past go and move on.

I know better than to trust him again, but I don’t revel in this guilt he feels.

And I want to ask about the summer house. Does he still own it, or did he sell it? If he sold it and it got knocked down, replaced by some ugly behemoth, I’d just die.

“Thanks for the chat, Jordan.” He stands, not meeting my eyes. “It made my week.”

He’s gone before I can say anything else.
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The next weekend, I leave my hotel room and head downstairs to where Luca’s big-check dinner will take place. Dinner’s on him, but the hotel rooms are on the team, because even though we’re in Vancouver, we didn’t want people struggling to find a cab or rideshare late at night.

I check in with the hostess, and she leads me to a private dining room. I smooth a hand over my dress. I hope I’m not overdressed. Georgia flipped through the book the stylist gave me and pointed to a page with a fitted black velvet dress. “That one,” she said. “No question.”

My hair is down tonight, bangs styled and falling above my cheekbones. A swipe of black liquid eyeliner gives me that cat-eye look I love. The long-sleeved dress has sheer black panels and a cutout showing a hint of cleavage. It’s snug around my breasts, waist, and hips. The hem hits just below my knees, and I paired it with black heels with a bow on each ankle.

I feel hot. I see why Georgia loves wearing heels.

When we get to the private dining room, though, no one is here.

The table is way too small for a team of twenty-three guys with their partners, too. My eyes narrow. With staff and partners, we were expecting over seventy people.

Something isn’t right, but when I turn to ask the hostess, she’s already disappearing down the hall.

ETA? I text the girls in our group chat, but there’s no answer. A warning moves through me. This feels like the plane, when everyone’s seats were taken. And the PowerPoint, when everyone was looking at me.

I check the meeting invite, and yes, I have the time and place correct.

Once again, the team is conspiring to throw Tate and me together, and this time, my friends are in on it.

You’re all permanently banned from the Filthy Flamingo, I text the group chat.

I’m sorry!!! Darcy texts. They swore me to secrecy!

I’m annoyed, but I’m laughing. I picture them at the bar, peering over her shoulder at her phone. I’m going to break your calculator, nerd. I include knife and calculator emojis and hit Send.

I turn to go back to my hotel room so I don’t have to see the uncomfortable look on Tate’s face—and bump right into him.

His hands come to my arms to stabilize me.

“Sorry,” I say quickly.

Wow. That suit. I’m immediately furious with the team because now there’s no excuse to take a picture of Tate in his suit, and an image of Tate in this suit should be in a museum. His hair, shorter at the sides like he got a last-minute haircut this afternoon. The deep, rich green of his eyes and perfect slant to his soft-looking mouth.

Thousands of years from now, when people look back at our civilization, they will point to the image of Tate wearing this suit and say, look. Look at how hot some of these people were.

“No. It’s my fault.” He clears his throat, eyes moving over me in my dress. “You look lovely.” His mouth says lovely but his eyes are concerned and alarmed. “Sophisticated,” he adds mildly, eyes lingering on my neck.

There’s that word again, the one he said at the first charity event when he looked at me like I was wearing something offensive.

“Nice choker,” he says hoarsely. He stares at it. “Are you wearing perfume?”

“A bit,” I admit. “Is it awful?”

“Nope,” he says, looking away, focused on something across the room, his jaw flexing. His chest rises and falls like he’s taking a deep breath. “It’s nice. Sweet. Like those drinks you bring me.”

Hunger flashes in his eyes, the same look I saw when I set a drink on his desk yesterday morning and forced him to take a sip. One sip. Only one. That’s all he ever allows himself.

He notices we’re the only ones here and frowns. “Where is everyone?”

“There’s been a mistake.” How do I word this? “No one else is coming.”

He arches an eyebrow. “Is this like the plane? And the PowerPoint?”

I nearly choke. “You know about that?” I thought he didn’t notice on the plane. And someone told him about the PowerPoint?

I’m going to die. I’m going to burst into flames and disappear, right here.

He chuckles. “Word gets around.” He glances around the empty dining room. “Shall we go?”

My insides sink but I keep the neutral, cool expression. It’s been awkward since we cuddled. Of course he doesn’t want to have dinner with me, alone, like we’re on a date.

“Yep. Let’s go.”

This is humiliating, that the team keeps trying to set us up and Tate keeps turning me down.

In the lobby, though, when I head to the elevators, his hand wraps around my arm to stop me. “Where are you going?”

“My room.”

“I thought we’d get dinner.”

My pulse stumbles. “You said let’s go.”

He gives me a funny smile, like I’m strange and cute. “For pizza. There’s a good place around the corner, smaller and less stuffy than this.”

Oh. The little balloon in my chest inflates.

“You need to eat,” he says like it’s final, and with his hand still around my arm, gently tugs me out the doors.
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Ten minutes later, we’re seated at a table in the back of a tiny family-run Italian restaurant, complete with wood-paneled walls. Tate orders his usual soda water with lime and I order a glass of non-alcoholic red wine.

A few people look over, whispering, but they give us privacy, and somehow, in Tate’s presence, I don’t mind the stares.

“How’d you find this place?” I ask.

“Owens told me about it. He took Darcy here for her birthday a few years ago.”

This is exactly the kind of place a couple like them would frequent. Something intimate, cozy, and unpretentious. I bet the food is incredible. I can already smell garlic and something mouthwatering wafting from the open kitchen.

When I turn back to Tate, he’s giving me a funny look.

“What?” My fingers fly to my mouth. My lipstick is probably smeared up the side of my face.

“Nothing.” He blinks like he’s stunned. “You have a beautiful smile.”

Longing flashes through his eyes and he takes a deep breath. I don’t know what to say.

“When people pay you a compliment, Jordan,” his voice goes low and teasing as he leans forward on his elbow, eyes on me, “you say thank you.”

It’s warm in here. That’s why my face feels warm. “Thank you,” I say lightly.

“Very good.”

Heat rushes down my body, between my legs, and I think about waking up with him. I think about cuddling with him. If he isn’t interested, why did he challenge me to cuddle with him like that? Why did he relax under me?

I don’t know. I don’t know what we’re doing, both in general and here at the restaurant, having dinner. Silence lingers, but it’s not awkward. Butterflies go off in my stomach, but I’m comfortable.

“Do you miss hockey?” I ask. It’s a question I’ve been wondering about more and more lately, and a lot more appropriate and safe than the other question I want to ask:

Are you lonely, Tate?

He raises his eyebrows at me. “Why do you ask?”

“I see you on the ice with the guys during practice. You’re . . .” I search for the right words, “exceptional. Still. You demonstrated that snap shot for the guys yesterday and they stared at you in awe, because, a decade later, you still have it, Tate. You retired so abruptly, and that must have been really hard.”

Probably how it’s going to feel once I leave the team after playoffs. Like my entire network, all my friends, are gone.

“I saw how you used to love the game,” I add.

He gives me an arch look, his eyes glittering. “Have you been watching my game tape, Jordan?”

I roll my eyes. “The team put a bunch of clips of you scoring goals in that PowerPoint.”

Tate laughs. “I’m well aware.”

“God.” I put my face in my hands. Tate knows the team was trying to set us up? “I’m so embarrassed.”

“You’re embarrassed? Jordan, they included pictures of the back of my head to show how I still have all my hair.”

I burst out laughing. “I didn’t get that far. Wow, that is embarrassing.”

“Meddlesome brats,” he says, shaking his head, eyes twinkling. God, he’s good looking. “All of them.”

“We should just trade them,” I say with a shrug.

“That’s a great idea, but unfortunately, I think we’re stuck with them.”

I narrow my eyes, but my heart jumps into my throat and a warm, tight, fizzy feeling moves through me.

He watches me. “Hockey isn’t my entire life.”

“No, it isn’t. Bea is. But you still love it. I know you do.” I fall silent because I think I’ve said too much, and focus on playing with the edge of my napkin instead. “And you don’t really have any peers anymore. The guys, they all have each other. It’s a powerful thing, you know, to have a family like that. The team is a family.” I swallow hard.

“I have Ross,” he says. “And you.”

“Ross is your employer. And I’m your employee.”

He doesn’t say anything for a long moment. Are you lonely, Tate?

“Yes.” He takes a deep breath, holding my eyes. “I miss having a group of guys to mess around with. And I miss playing hockey.”

“Would you ever play with Rory and Hayden’s beer league?” Hazel’s mentioned it before, a recreational league with regular guys who just want to have fun.

He runs a hand through his thick hair with a sigh. “I don’t think so. It’s not really the same, if I’m holding back. Sorry, I’m not sure how to say that without being an asshole.”

“You’re not an asshole.” Just the opposite. “You’re one of the best players in history. It’s understandable.”

His eyebrows flick up. “Best players in history, huh?”

Oh my god. My crush is squeezing through the cracks. “Are you fishing for a compliment, Tate?”

He laughs. “No, and if I were, I sure as hell wouldn’t come to you.”

“Hey.” I act affronted. “I compliment people.”

“Rarely.” The way his mouth curves is very, very distracting. “It’s okay. It just means that much more when you do.” He leans back with a contented sigh. “Best player in history.”

“I said one of the best.”

He grins, and a comfortable silence falls between us once again. My mind strays back to what he said though, about missing hockey. I bet Alexei does, too. Coaching just isn’t the same.

I get an idea. It’s a tiny kernel, a minuscule spark of brain cells talking to each other, but it spreads like a spiderweb through my brain.

“What’s that look?” he asks with a smile.

“You never really do anything for yourself, do you?”

He holds my eyes, swallowing, like he’s taken aback by my question. “Sure, I do. I eat pizza on the weekends with Bea.”

“You sick fucking pervert.”

He shakes with laughter, and I love it. I love making him laugh like that, like he can’t help himself. “I knew I shouldn’t have divulged my dirty secret to you.”

“What else?”

He looks up at the ceiling, thinking. “I don’t know, Jordan. It’s hard. I have a kid. She needs to be my everything, right now.”

I study him, tapping my chin and narrowing my eyes.

“Are you trying to be me right now?” he asks, amused.

“Is it working?”

“You’re a brat, you know that?”

My stomach does a pleasant roll. “You’ve mentioned it a few times.”

He’s so handsome, in the low firelight, all dark hair and eyes and strong nose. Watching and listening to me like I’m important to him, too.

“Aren’t you worth having some fun?” I ask softly. “Aren’t you worth taking care of?”

“I’ve had enough fun,” he says like it’s case closed.

He’s so tightly controlled. He has everything held together, but I think deep down, he’s tired. Tate takes care of everyone, watches out for everyone, but who takes care of him?

I think about the other night, the indulgent noise he made when we cuddled, like he was finally letting himself have something.

Wishful thinking, I remind myself, even if it doesn’t seem like it. I’m trying to see something where there’s nothing. He said it himself—his daughter is everything.

“My turn,” he says abruptly. “Would you ever finish your master’s?”

His question jars me and I blink, gathering my thoughts. “Um. I don’t know.” He waits while I think. “I don’t think so. There isn’t really a point. I’m going back to the bar after this.”

He studies me like this makes him unhappy. “Still set on that, huh?”

“Yes.” Leave them before they leave you. Do not get attached to a group of people who only value you for what you can do for them.

They don’t love me. They love what I can do for them. And the second I’m no longer useful, I’m on the outs.

My old mantras gnaw at me, though. The things I’ve been telling myself for a decade. They don’t feel so true anymore. Why would the team try to set me up with Tate if they didn’t care about me? Why would they go to all this trouble for something that doesn’t benefit them?

“I wish you’d reconsider,” Tate says quietly. “I think you’re great in this role.”

It’s so easy to keep the world at arm’s length, and then Tate looks at me like that, so soft and gentle, and says things like I wish you’d reconsider, and I do. I can’t help it. I picture myself staying with the team and get that fluttery, longing feeling in my stomach. I picture more lunches with my dad, which aren’t as bad as I would have thought. We stick to safe topics like the team and the league, but I always return to work feeling lighter.

And now I’m thinking about waking up with Tate again, and how handsome he looked. How handsome he looks right now, so close I could reach out and run my fingers through his hair.

I want to kiss him.

“I have the amatriciana,” the server says, and we break eye contact as she places the plate of pasta in front of me, “and the margherita.”

We thank her, she disappears, and Tate picks up a slice of pizza and takes a big bite. I can’t help but stare at the way his eyelids dip with pleasure. The noise that comes out of his throat is pure sin and sex.

“Say it,” I prompt, my mouth tipping into a smile.

He smiles. “Fuck, that’s good.”

I grin down at my plate, my face going warm with pleasure. Something about Tate Ward enjoying himself is so gratifying.

“How’s yours?” he asks after I take a bite.

“Amazing. You want some?”

He nods, and I twirl the noodles on my fork before holding it out to him. Instead of taking the fork, though, he parts his lips, holds my eyes, and eats the pasta right off my fork.

How is this so familiar and comfortable and yet so intensely hot at the same time?

“Good?” I ask, my voice sounding strange and tight.

“Fucking excellent,” he says, holding my eyes like he wants more.
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When the check arrives, Tate nudges my hand out of the way.

“Tate.” I give him a look. “You have to split it with me.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Do I, now?” he asks in a low, knowing way, and shivers run down my back.

Before I can recover, he hands his personal credit card to the server and pays.

On the walk back to the hotel, I tuck my arms around myself, goosebumps scattering over my skin in the cold March evening.

Tate frowns down at me and pulls his suit jacket off. “I should have made you get your coat before we left.”

“It’s fine.”

He drapes his jacket around me anyway, and his sharp, clean scent drifts up my nose. God, he smells amazing.

“Jordan.”

“What?” I look up at him to see him giving me a raised-eyebrows, teasing look.

“When someone does something nice for you . . .” he starts, smiling.

I roll my eyes, but I’m smiling, too. Another thrum of heat twinges between my legs. I need to get away from this guy.

“Thank you,” I say.

“You’re very welcome.” He tucks his hands in his pockets, seeming pleased.

He paid for dinner, and now I’m wearing his jacket. I know it’s not a date, despite what those traitorous, scheming jerks were aiming for, but it feels a lot like one.

“I’ll walk you to your room,” he says in the hotel lobby, and I don’t bother arguing.

In the elevator up, we’re quiet, sliding glances at each other and studying each other in the reflection from the mirrors.

“Do your feet hurt?” he asks, glancing at my heels.

“Nope.”

He makes a thoughtful noise. “What’s it like, being able to reach the buttons?”

I turn to give him my best death eyes. “Was that another short joke?”

His mouth twitches but he doesn’t look at me. “It wasn’t a joke. It was an honest question.”

I shake my head, turning forward, but I’m smiling. “Shut up. Just shut up.”

In the reflection, I can see him smiling, too. The doors open and he follows me to my room while my pulse beats like a drum.

Do not invite him in, my logical brain tells me. Say goodnight and close the door.

At my door, he lifts a hand to rest on the doorframe, watching as I slide his jacket off and give it back to him.

“Thanks.”

“Anytime.” He studies me, studies the key card I’m toying with in my hands. “Have I told you that you look beautiful tonight?”

I shake my head. “Lovely, you said.”

He makes a low noise, like that isn’t good enough. “Well, you do. Look beautiful, that is. Extremely. It’s—” he runs a hand through his hair with a sigh, like it’s a problem. “Distracting.”

So I’m lovely and beautiful and he’s paying for dinner and telling me to cuddle with him and, and—I shake my head, confused and frustrated.

“Don’t say that,” I whisper. I want what I can’t have. “You said I wasn’t an option. You laughed. Do you have any idea how that made me feel?”

Shock flashes across his features. “You agreed with me.”

“Of course I did. You’re embarrassed to be attracted to me⁠—”

He opens his mouth but I hold a hand up.

“You don’t get to tell me you’re jealous”—his jaw tightens and his hands come to his hips—“and in practically the same breath, tell me I’m not good enough.”

“Not good enough?” Outrage lights up his eyes.

“And now you think I’m ‘beautiful’?” I do the finger-quote motion. “Are you kidding me, Tate?”

He looks at me like I’m speaking another language. “When did I ever say you weren’t good enough?”

“The night I watched Bea. You told me it was never going to happen.”

My face is going red. Every insecurity laid out on display.

“You laughed, like I was dumb teenager with a crush on you. I know you don’t want me, or you don’t want to want me. I know you’re probably embarrassed by it. And I know I’m not the polished, five-foot-ten news anchor you normally date, who has a gorgeous apartment and a mortgage and a bunch of journalism awards⁠—”

“Jordan.” His expression is incredulous, and very, very angry. “What are you talking about?”

“It doesn’t matter.” I rub my temples. I’m rambling. “None of this matters. I know that. You have an incredible kid who isn’t even a little bit annoying, which means I will never, ever even think about messing around with you.”

Liar. Little pants-on-fire liar. I’ve thought about it too many times to count.

I get a shocking jolt of self-consciousness. What am I doing? This isn’t me, laying out all my vulnerable truths. I’m cold and rude and detached. Or, I used to be, before Tate pried me open.

“You know what?” I reach for the door. “Let’s just⁠—”

He steps in my way. “Jordan, stop.”

His hand comes to mine, pushing it away from the door, and something settles inside me, either from his touch or his low, steady tone.

“Let’s get something clear. I never said you weren’t good enough.” His tone is firm and he holds my eyes with an intoxicating intensity, eyes sharp and determined.

“I filled in the blanks.”

“You filled them in wrong.”

His fingers come beneath my chin, tipping my face up, but I close my eyes, listening to my heart beating in my ears.

“Jordan. Look at me, please.”

“No.”

“Yes,” he says, his breath tickling my cheek.

My eyes open. There he is, smiling softly at me. “There she is,” he says in a low, steady voice that makes my pulse settle.

In my chest, something clicks, like a lock opening. Something satisfying and right, like puzzle pieces sliding together. A perfect fit.

“Hi,” he says.

“Hi,” I whisper.

“I didn’t say those things because you’re not good enough.” His voice is barely above a whisper. “I don’t know which news anchor you’re referring to, but I can tell you for certain, that isn’t my type. That isn’t the woman I’ve been thinking about non-stop.”

I can’t look away from his eyes, so deep green and consuming. His expression is so certain. So steady. Like he’s got me. Like he’ll catch me if I fall.

“The fact that you think you aren’t good enough, Jordan—” He breaks off, shaking his head. “You’re fucking spectacular. Do you realize that? You’re amazing at what you do, both at the bar and with the team. You have an incredible affinity for figuring out how people fit together, more than anyone I’ve ever seen. You are so independent. Sometimes it’s fucking infuriating, that you’re so stubborn about accepting help, but then I remember you carved your own path with nothing and no one helping you. Do you ever take a second to think about how hard that was? You don’t, do you? Because there was no other option for you, but you still deserve the credit, because you made the most out of a shitty situation. And yes, you’re prickly. You don’t make friends easily, but look at what you do for the ones you have. Look at where you are, working for a father you haven’t spoken to in a decade, upsetting your whole life so they can keep theirs intact. And they don’t even know it.”

He studies me for a long moment, looking wistful and frustrated.

“They don’t even know what you’re doing for them. I bet you’ll never even tell them, will you? You won’t say a word. You’ll just go back to the bar and keep pouring their drinks and watching them celebrate without taking the credit you deserve.”

What’s this horrible, pulsing feeling in my chest? A mix of longing and loneliness, I think, because he’s right. That’s exactly what I’ll do.

“On top of all that, you’re kind. You pretend you aren’t but you are. You watched Bea when I needed you. You gave her advice about the kids in school. Yeah, she told me. You made her feel like there was nothing wrong with her. You made her feel good about herself, Jordan, and that alone makes you a goddess to me, because my child is my whole world.”

His hands are in my hair. When did that happen? I can hear my pulse in my ears, feel the light pressure of his fingers framing my face.

“Your mother would be proud of the woman you are, Jordan. I didn’t know her but I know that. Any parent would be.”

He searches my eyes.

“So no, it’s not that I don’t think you’re good enough. I think you’re the most good enough person I’ve ever met. I said you weren’t an option because I’m your boss. I’m trying to lead by example, and how’s that going to look if I’m messing around with a woman ten years younger than me who works for me, huh? What would that do for your career in sports?”

I open my mouth but he shakes his head.

“If you say you working for the team is temporary, Jordan, I—” He cuts himself off with a heavy exhale. “I don’t want to hear it right now. You know what I want for you? I want you to work for the team. Not just until the end of playoffs. Forever. Because I think this is where you belong.”

“I don’t⁠—”

“Don’t argue with me,” he begs, his eyes pleading. “Just say thank you for the compliment.”

“Thank you,” I say quietly, and he exhales, pleased.

His fingers thread into the back of my hair, and he’s staring at my mouth.

“What are you doing?” Shivers run across my scalp, down my neck, down my spine as his fingers flex in my hair.

“I don’t know.”

“You just told me⁠—”

“I know.”

“We can’t.”

“I know we can’t.” He shakes his head again, looking half-outraged and half in awe. “I don’t know what it is about you that makes me lose it like this.”

The space between us disappears, and he presses a light, warm kiss against my mouth, barely more than a brush but lighting up every nerve ending in my lips. My hands come to his chest, and even through his suit, I can feel his heart pounding against the firm muscle. His stubble tickles my chin, his scent surrounds me, blurring my thoughts, and I just—relax.

Every part of me eases into him, like this is what I need. Like this is what I’ve been missing.

My eyes open, and his do, too, low-lidded with surprise, confusion, and wonder. We stare at each other, a question in his eyes.

He’s so careful with me. Like I’m important and special. Something to be cherished.

I nod, and he lowers his mouth again, faster this time. Harder. He tilts my head back, coaxing my mouth open with his, and I let him. I let him slide against my tongue, I let him groan into my mouth in that desperate, hungry way, and I let him walk me back until I’m pressed against the door.

So this is what it’s like when Tate Ward finally takes what he wants. This is what he’s like when he snaps.

“Jesus Christ,” he mutters, kissing me harder. Taking more from me.

“What are we doing?” I whisper against his lips.

“I don’t know.” He pulls back, breathing hard, and stares at my mouth like it’s a problem he can’t figure out. “You said I should take something for myself, once in a while.”

I nod, heart pounding, holding his eyes, running my fingers up the back of his neck, into his hair. When his eyelids close and he sighs, it’s like a match is lit inside my chest.

“Is this what you need, Tate?”

Are you lonely, Tate?

I am, I think, but moments like these make me feel less so.

His eyes lift to mine, dark and unfocused, and he nods. I don’t know who starts the next kiss, him or me. His hand is on the back of my neck, hauling my mouth to his, but I’m going willingly. A groan vibrates through his chest.

This is the reaction I wanted. He’s so controlled, so responsible, so good, and yet he’s claiming my mouth like he’s wanted this forever. Like he’s desperate for me. Like his control is shot and he can’t help himself and he’s finally taking what he wants.

What he needs.

“You’re so perfect,” he murmurs, pressing hot, sucking kisses down my neck, and I’m speechless at the sharp sensations running through me.

So this is what kissing is. He’s still gripping my hair like he’s afraid I’m going to disappear, his other hand running over my ass, my thigh, my back, like he can’t decide where he wants to touch more. He’s taking everything he can, devouring me, and I encourage it, giving him my neck so he can scrape his teeth over the sensitive part at the base, tugging lightly on his hair to hear more of those deep groans.

Tate’s audible pleasure is now an addiction. Those noises? I’ll hear them for the rest of my life.

An ache builds, low in my abdomen, as he consumes me. Arousal seizes me, making my nipples tighten, my breasts feel heavy and touch-deprived, making me arch against him.

My breath catches. He’s hard against my stomach, and big. Confidence-inducing big. I shouldn’t be surprised, and yet my panties are damp and I’m picturing this moment turning, fast. I’m picturing him backing me into my room and us falling on the bed. I’m picturing sinking down on his thick length, or trying to, because it’s been a while for me and he would take some adjusting to, and it would hurt a little, and is it concerning that that turns me on even more?

The elevator at the end of the hall opens and it’s like a bucket of cold water drops over Tate. Immediately, he pulls back, blinking like he’s waking from a dream.

“I’m sorry,” he says. “We shouldn’t have done this. I’m so sorry.”

The look of regret on his face—I can’t.

“Hey.” He steps back into my space, towering over me, holding my eyes like this is very, very important. “This is not me rejecting you, Jordan. I meant what I said about you staying with the team.” His jaw works like he’s biting the inside of his cheek, taking a deep, steadying breath. “I want you, but I want you on the team more. I can’t be selfish like that.” He covers my hand with his, beeps my keycard against the lock, and opens the door, hand on my lower back as he pushes me inside.

The door closes behind me and I listen to his deep sigh before his footsteps move down the hall as he walks away.
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“We should invite Jordan,” Bea says as I’m pulling plates down for dinner the next weekend. “She likes pizza.”

I glance through the kitchen window to the guesthouse. It’s raining hard, but I can see the lights are on. She’s at the counter in her own kitchen, on her laptop. Is she working?

In an instant, the house goes dark and quiet. A few moments later, the backup power comes on, dim lights in the kitchen and living room like I programmed.

“Ooooh.” Bea grins. “Power outage.”

I chuckle. “Your favorite.”

“Now, you have to get Jordan.”

“Do I.” I lift my eyebrows at her, but I’m smiling, too.

“You have to make sure she’s okay. She’s in the dark.” Her expression softens and I get that twisting, affectionate feeling in my chest. “What if she’s lonely?”

I’m filled with equal parts excitement and dread. Jordan, who I kissed. Jordan, who I can’t stop thinking about.

Jordan, who’s been avoiding me for a week. She attends the meetings, she’s there at practice, and during games, she’s behind the scenes, watching and strategizing, but we don’t joke. We don’t tease. She doesn’t give me that small, guarded smile.

I miss her. She’s right in front of me and I miss her.

I should have kept those pink lacy panties. Every night, late in my bed, I think about them. I jerk off to the image of her wearing them, of me sliding them off her. I shouldn’t.

I shouldn’t be doing any of this—challenging her to cuddle with me, taking her for dinner, just the two of us. Kissing her. Thinking about her.

Looking up at the stars at night, thinking about what constellation she’d be.

She’s alone in the dark, though, and probably cold. That’s not okay.

“Okay. I’ll go get her.”

I grab my raincoat and a big umbrella at the back door before heading to the guesthouse. A light moves around inside. Her phone flashlight, probably.

I knock on the front door and hear a yelp and a crash inside.

“Jordan?” I call.

“One second.” A moment later, the door opens. She looks lovely, as always, with her bangs slightly in her eyes and her hair down around her shoulders. She’s wearing black leggings that fit much more snugly than any of the work trousers or jeans I’ve seen her in. Her thin, off-the-shoulder t-shirt has a vintage, sketchbook-style image of a fox on it.

“What?” she asks with a strange look, and I realize I’m smiling at her t-shirt.

“Nothing.” I shake myself. How do I tell the woman I’m not supposed to be messing around with that when I look up at the night sky, I think about her?

She’s about to say something but her eyes catch on my house behind me. “Why do you have power and I don’t? Do you have a generator?”

“My house is on a smart grid. We’re pulling power from the electric vehicle in the garage. Once the power comes back on, the car will start charging again.”

“Oh. Cool.” She looks impressed, and I’m pathetic for the spike of pride I feel.

“Bea insisted I come get you. We don’t know when the power will come back on.” Our area has a lot of big, old trees that fall on power lines during storms. Sometimes the power comes back on quickly, sometimes it takes overnight. “We have pizza.”

I don’t mention the lonely part. I don’t want to see her flounder for an answer. That would break my fucking heart. That would ruin any control I have left.

The corner of her mouth curls up. “Pizza, huh.”

“Pineapple jalapeno. I could probably be convinced to share, if you ask nicely.”

She snorts, but to my relief, she shoves her feet in her shoes beside the door.

Something behind her catches my eye—a drawing tacked up on the fridge. Two figures, one big and one small. The bigger one has dark hair and bangs. What looks like a record player is between them and music notes fill the air.

“Did Bea draw that?”

She glances at it. “Oh. Yeah.”

And she gave it to Jordan. That warm, pulsing sensation beats through me, the one I’ve been trying to ignore.

She glances over her shoulder, behind her. “Are you coming or staying?” she calls into the guesthouse.

A black ball of fur appears a moment later at my feet and I scoop her up. “I wondered where she got to.” She’s normally glued to Bea’s side when she’s home.

Phoebe pushes her head into my touch and Jordan rolls her eyes.

“She’s only in here because she’s too afraid to go out in the rain. The second the storm started, she hid under the bed. Not that I care.” She narrows her eyes at the cat, who I’ve tucked into my jacket so she doesn’t get wet.

“No, you’re right. You definitely sound like you don’t care.”

She takes the umbrella I brought and follows me to the house. At the door, the cat leaps to the ground and gives me an expectant look as I shake the rain off my coat.

“Such attitude,” Jordan mutters.

“Remind you of anyone?”

She levels me with a look. “No.”

“Yeah.” I fight a smile. “Me neither.”

This is the teasing that I missed, that I absolutely should not be partaking in. Again, I think about the sweet noises she made as I coaxed myself between her lips. Would she sound like that in bed? Her eyes were glazed and heavy-lidded, her face flushed, would she look like that after an orgasm? The way she bent for me, melted under my touch, let me kiss her thoroughly and take what I wanted. It’s been on my mind constantly.

I open the door and Bea nearly knocks Jordan over.

“You’re here,” she shouts, wrapping her arms around Jordan.

Jordan blinks, arms at her sides as Bea squeezes her, giving me a bemused look. I smile and hang up my parka, dripping wet all over the mat.

“Hi, kitty.” Bea scoops Phoebe up and gives her a kiss on the head. “Do you want some pizza?” she asks Jordan as we lead her into the house. “We got the pineapple jalapeno one you like. Also, your record player is still here. I was thinking we could listen to music? My dad said I shouldn’t play with it while you weren’t here because it could break, so I didn’t touch it even though I really wanted to. And maybe I could play my guitar for you. I’m not very good and I’m just learning, though.”

Jordan smiles, small and pleased. “I’d love to see what you can play, and I can show you how to use the record player so you can listen to music when I’m not here.”

Bea lights up. “Really? You trust me with it?”

Jordan nods. “I trust you with it.”

Bea and Jordan flip through the records while I make Jordan a plate.

Bea picks an album, Jordan shows her how to set it on the turntable, and a moment later, music fills the living room. I take a seat on the sofa and tuck my hands behind my head, smiling at the scene before me. Dim lights, rain on the roof, a fire crackling in the fireplace. Bea petting the cat and talking Jordan’s ear off, and Jordan listening with a little smile on her pretty face, sitting on the floor and looking more comfortable than I’ve ever seen her.

“I told her about Fleetwood Mac when I went to her house last night,” Bea’s saying.

“Is she a new friend?”

Bea doesn’t have a lot of friends, I admitted once to Jordan. I worry about her.

“Yup.” Bea nods. “She takes guitar lessons, too. I did the thing you told me. We’re trying to play songs together at lunch. We’re not very good.” She gives Jordan a shy smile. “But it’s fun.”

Jordan makes a high, funny noise in her throat, like she’s so happy she doesn’t know what to do with herself. Her eyes cut to mine, bright and stunned. “Love that for you, Bee.”

My heart gives a sharp, sudden squeeze. Jordan called my daughter Bee. I love that. I love that way, way too much.

“I’m proud of you,” Jordan adds, and I’m finished, a pressure building behind my ribcage as I glance between them, Bea beaming and Jordan giving her a small, hesitant smile.

“What were you doing tonight before the power went out?” Bea asks.

“Just a bit of work.”

“Is that why you stayed over the other night?” Bea asks, and Jordan and I freeze. “To work?”

When we fell asleep together watching TV.

“How did you find out about that, Bea?” I ask, keeping my voice casual, while Jordan looks like she wants to disappear through the floor.

“I saw it on the Ring app.”

Right. I forgot. “I put a motion-activated camera in the back because Bea likes to keep track of the wildlife on our property,” I tell Jordan.

“That’s how I know about the cougars,” Bea adds. She looks between us and frowns at me. “We aren’t allowed to have secrets.”

I nod. “Yes. That’s the rule. No secrets.”

“We were hanging out and I fell asleep,” Jordan says quickly.

Holly is going to love this. She’s going to be over the moon. I’m already dreading that conversation.

Bea nods like that makes sense. “Did you cuddle?”

Jordan makes a strangled noise. “What?”

“My mom and Jeff cuddle on the couch and my mom falls asleep on him. And sometimes my dad cuddles me before bed, and he smells nice.”

“Yes, Bea.” I don’t look at Jordan because if I do, I’ll start laughing. “We cuddled.”

“Don’t you think he smells good?” Bea asks Jordan, and my face hurts from smiling.

“Uh.” Jordan looks at me. Her face is going red. I love it. “Yes. He smells good.”

Bea nods, satisfied, and hops up. “I’m going to get my guitar.”

“I hate you,” Jordan murmurs the second she’s out of earshot, while I grin like a fool.
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When it’s time for Bea to go to bed, she insists that I accompany them upstairs. I linger in her bedroom doorway while Tate drops a kiss onto her forehead, and she glances between me and him.

“You won’t let her go home until the power goes on, right?”

I can’t see his expression, but he pauses before he nods. “I won’t let her go home until the power goes on.”

“Goodnight, Jordan,” Bea says.

“Goodnight.” I give her a small smile.

Tate turns her bedside light off and closes her bedroom door behind us.

“Thanks for that, tonight,” he says in a low voice as we make our way down the stairs. “I know there’s probably a long list of things you’d rather be doing.”

“There isn’t,” I say before I can catch myself, but it’s the truth. “I like Bea. I like hanging out with her. She’s fun.”

He smiles to himself. “Yeah. She is.”

Downstairs, he settles back onto the sofa, tucking his hands behind his head in a way that makes his biceps the center of attention. “I think we can spare the power for a few more songs, if you want to keep playing music.”

“Or we could watch a movie.” I adopt an innocent expression. “There’s a new one out I think you might like.”

He gives me a flat look, but his eyes are twinkling. “Does it have a murderer or ghost?”

“Neither.” I wait a beat. “It’s a possessed doll.”

A pillow flies at my face, and I laugh. Since we kissed, things have been weird. Every time our eyes meet, I think about it. I think about the way his lips felt, the way he kissed me like I was exactly what he needed. How he unraveled, being selfish and taking for himself.

I think about that part a lot.

“Jordan?”

I snap back to reality. An unfortunate reality where we are definitely not kissing anymore. “Mmm?”

“Are you cold?” He tilts his chin at me, where I’m clutching my arms at my sides. Before I can answer, he disappears back upstairs, returning with a sweater and handing it to me.

It’s a soft navy blue crewneck sweatshirt that feels well-worn and loved. Vancouver Storm Training Camp 2006 is written across the back around the Storm logo in fading letters.

“Put it on,” he says in a firm tone, eyebrows raised, and when I tug it over my head, his scent surrounds me. The same scent I’ve been trying to ignore all week, because it reminds me of his hands in my hair and his groan of pleasure.

“Thanks.” I don’t meet his eyes as I set up another record and return to my spot. Between songs, we can hear the low drumming of the rain outside.

He studies me, toned biceps distracting me. “Do you need anything, over there?”

Yes, I want to say. I want to touch you. I want to crawl onto your lap and run my fingers through your hair and see how you’d react. I want to kiss you and learn what you taste like. Maybe I can get another one of those groans out of you.

Instead, I shake my head. His eyes skate over me in the crewneck and my scalp prickles with the weight of his attention. His broad chest rises and falls with a deep breath, like he’s in pain.

“Do you want it back?” I ask, starting to pull it off.

“No.” The word rushes out of him and he laughs, shoving a hand through his hair. “No, I like the way you look in it.”

Something flutters in my stomach. Butterflies. Thirty years old and I’m finally feeling it for the first time. Electricity snaps in the air, strung between our gazes, and it’s hard to get a full breath. God, he’s handsome.

There’s that zing again, that sweet, fizzing feeling of lightness and excitement in my chest that keeps happening when he looks at me with that funny smile, like I’m adorable or something. Like he actually likes me. My heart gives an annoying tug.

He studies me. “You’re beautiful.”

My pulse jumps into my throat. I’ve heard those words before and they’ve always felt so empty, so meaningless, but from a guy like Tate? Who clearly doesn’t want to like me?

Those words warm me head to toe.

“Tate.” I stare at the floor. If I look at him, I’m going to do something dumb.

“You’ve been avoiding me.”

“You were right.” I force myself to meet his gaze. “What you said about me staying with the team. I’m thinking about it.”

He doesn’t say anything, just watches me with a small frown.

“I, um.” I tug a hand through my hair. “I was going to give you the team if we won the Cup. I still am.”

His eyes turn alarmed. “Why?”

“You’re kidding, right? What am I going to do with a hockey team?”

“Run it,” he says, like it’s obvious. “Own it and run it, like Grace Madueke does.”

“That’s not me.” I shake my head, pressing my hands to my temples. “You’re the best person for the job.”

He leans forward. “Jordan. Look at how much you’ve learned in just a couple months. Think of what you could do in a year. In five years. And I’m here. I’ll be right by your side, every step of the way, for whatever you need.”

There he goes again, being the soft padding that’ll catch me when I fall. He’s so easy to rely on. He’s so steady and responsible and good.

If all of this were over, if we didn’t see each other anymore, I would be crushed. The idea of leaving the team is already devastating enough. No more talking strategy. No more eagerly showing him prospects. No more watching him demonstrate snap shots or hearing the pleasure in his throat when he takes the sip of that morning coffee I bring him.

“I don’t want to own the team,” I say with finality. “That’s your thing. But if I decide to stay on,” I chew my bottom lip, vulnerability fluttering in my chest, “do you think there would be . . .” I trail off, unable to say the words.

I hate this. My instincts tell me to stop setting myself up for failure and rejection.

“Would there be a place for you?” Tate finishes. “Yes, Jordan. There will always be a place for you at the Storm, whether you want to work in management or pour drinks during games. You will always be welcome.”

My heart does a flip. I don’t know what I’m going to do after playoffs, but to know I have options is comforting.

“Okay?” he asks, and I nod.

“Okay.”

“Good.” A comfortable silence lingers between us. “Can we talk about the kiss?”

“Can’t we pretend it didn’t happen like normal people?”

He laughs.

“Why do you have to be so intense?” I ask with my eyes still closed, but I’m smiling, and I feel like he is, too. I can feel it in the air.

“Can you open your eyes, please?”

I take a deep breath and do as he asks, meeting his gaze while my stomach somersaults at the affectionate, amused expression on his handsome face.

“It was a good kiss,” he says, and god, how is it that the low lighting and glow from the fire makes him look even more attractive? “Wasn’t it?”

I nod, small and hesitant.

“A very good kiss.”

The best I’ve ever had.

His gaze shifts to my mouth. “I thought about it after. I think about it a lot.”

Doing what? In the shower? In his bed?

“Me, too,” I admit, pulse picking up.

His expression turns torn and he exhales, hard and heavy, running a big hand through his hair. “This is hard for me. Being selfish. But I can’t stop.” He studies me, jaw flexing as his eyes move over me in his sweatshirt. Over my legs and my hair and my mouth. “Come here, Jordan.”
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I don’t know whether it’s the frustrated, helpless look in Tate’s eyes or the low command in his voice, but I’m straddling him, knees on either side of his hips. His hands come to my waist, his eyes consume me like I’m not real, like I’m going to disappear any second, and I sink my fingers into his hair.

“I can’t get enough of you.” He searches my eyes. “No matter how much I get, I want more. I don’t know what’s going on.”

On his lap, I shift to get closer, press myself more to him, and my mouth forms an O as I feel it—he’s hard. Thick. Big. Thrills shoot through me, tightening between my legs, and he makes a low, desperate noise.

I clap a hand over his mouth. “Shh.”

He nods. What a sight, Tate Ward with my hand pressed over his mouth, over his prickling stubble, telling him to be quiet.

“Jordan,” he murmurs when my hand falls away, and one hand slides down to my ass, gripping. “Everything about you is just—” He breaks off, kissing me hard, his other hand still firm in my hair. Fully in charge.

This is what I want. This is what I’ve been thinking about since we kissed—no, earlier. Maybe years ago. Pushing his buttons with the hope that he’d snap.

He’s snapping, and it’s delicious. He’s taking what he wants, shedding the patient, wise exterior and being selfish.

My blood hums with lust and I rock my hips forward, against his erection. His thick ridge hits me right in the perfect spot and I arch as sparks scatter up my spine. A desperate, humiliating noise slips out of me, but I don’t care. My body craves his, my mind spins, and my blood races, pounding through me, begging for more.

“Don’t tell me you’re surprised,” he murmurs before taking my bottom lip between his teeth.

“I am. You’re always so—” I break off as he takes my mouth for another bruising, demanding kiss. “Respectable.”

He huffs a laugh, but I rock my hips forward, pressing against that spot again, and oh god, it’s perfect. It’s exactly what I didn’t know I needed. What I’ve been craving my entire life.

Tate Ward is going to ruin me. Nothing will ever be as good as this, right here, grinding on his lap.

His head has fallen back against the couch, eyes closed, lips parted, breathing hard. His hips rise to meet mine. God, I wish I could pull him out and touch him. See him and taste him. I can’t stop this, though. And from the bruising grasp on my hip and the agonized expression on his face, he wouldn’t let me.

His head snaps up, eyes open and alarmed, inhaling sharply. “Holy fuck. We should slow down.”

His arms tighten around me and I’m in the air, flipped onto my back, Tate lowering me down to the couch and settling between my spread legs. He rocks against me again and god, it’s good. It’s so good. His eyes cloud with lust, searching mine.

“Are you close?” He doesn’t wait to see if I’ll be honest; he knows. He winces like the truth causes him physical pain, and I swear I feel him pulse against me. “You are. Fuck, Jordan. You could come like this, couldn’t you?”

Heat tightens inside me, a knot of pressure forming at the base of my spine, and my eyes close.

His hand returns to my hair and he hauls my mouth back to his. He kisses me deeper, sucking on my tongue in a way that obliterates every thought in my head, while he drags himself against me again.

I feel it, the moment he passes the point of no return. The moment he can’t stop himself. Whatever last shred of control he was holding on to evaporates, and his arms slide around me, so tight I can barely breathe.

“Shit,” he says, low and ragged, with an expression that’s half-pleasure, half-confusion.

He holds me flush to him like I’m his toy to play with, to fuck, as he bucks against me. I’ll be sore and bruised from this, and it’s heaven. Watching Tate lose his mind, with his head buried in my neck, moaning my name as he shudders, it’s a drug.

Watching his release is better than having my own.

“Fuck,” he gasps, his cock pulsing against me, still trapped inside his pants. “Jesus fuck, Jordan.”

He doesn’t let go of me, just breathes hard against my neck like I’m his. I’ll admit it—I love being what he needs. I love being what pushes him over the edge.

He pulls back to study my eyes, still panting, blinking like he’s stunned and confused.

The lights come back on, bright and jarring. The appliances in the kitchen start humming again. In another room, something beeps.

Reality knocks me sideways. Oh god. What am I doing?

Bea. Upstairs. Sleeping. What if she saw us? How confusing would that be, for Tate to explain that this isn’t going to happen again? That we aren’t anything?

I don’t even let myself dream. Don’t let myself imagine us together. Nothing lasts forever, and someone like Tate would never, ever choose me. Not for real.

There’s a pinch in my throat that this was the last time. It wasn’t enough.

It has to be, though.

In an instant, I’m out from beneath him, standing, arms wrapped around myself wearing his stupid sweatshirt. My panties are damp, my heart is still pounding, and we must have used up all the air in here because I can’t get a full breath.

“Jordan.” He takes a step toward me, and like we’re same-polarity magnets, I step back.

It kills something inside him. I see it in his eyes, the sinking disappointment.

“The power’s back on,” I say, gesturing uselessly like a fucking genius. “I should get home. Thanks for—” I’m already at the door, shoving my feet into my shoes. “Yeah. Bye.”

“Jordan, wait,” he says again, but I close the door behind me.
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“Colworth seems to be fitting in well,” I say to Miller in the restaurant in Toronto, where we’re having Luca Walker’s big-check dinner.

His actual dinner, with attendees other than Jordan and me.

For the tenth time this hour, my mind wanders to the power outage a few nights ago, how right it felt, having her in my home, hanging out with me and Bea. How sweet they are together. How relaxed I am around her.

Too relaxed. I came in my pants like a fucking teenager, for Christ’s sake. I’ve never lost control like that in my life, but something about Jordan Hathaway does that to me. No wonder she hightailed it out of there so fast.

I sent something to her office this morning. Did she see it? Did she open it?

Would she wear it?

“How’s Hazel doing?” I ask him, pulling my attention back to the restaurant. “She’s, what, five months along?”

She’s on the other side of the room with Pippa.

Miller nods, eyes on her, expression softening. “Yep. She’s feeling great. We’re through the nausea and her being tired all the time. And she’s looking so cute with her baby bump.”

I can’t help but smile at his enthusiasm. “Excited?”

Miller grins. “Of course. Terrified, but excited.”

I chuckle. “That’s normal.”

“I’m mostly excited to meet the baby. See what he’s like.”

“He?” My eyebrows go up.

Miller nods, pride shining in his eyes. “It’s a boy.”

My throat tightens with emotion. Boy, girl, it doesn’t matter, and I know it wouldn’t matter to Rory and Hazel, either, but the second you find out the sex of the baby, it changes things. They become more real. It’s an important moment.

“Streicher’s going to help me paint the baby’s room this weekend,” Rory says. “I know we could hire someone, but I want to do it. It feels like a dad thing to do.”

Jordan walks in and my thoughts stop.

Miller’s still talking but I’m only half-listening, eyes locked on her in that slim-fitting navy velvet dress, with her hair up the way I like it, looking like the best dream I’ve ever had. There’s something about the rich, inky velvet of her dress that makes her skin glow, makes the alluring color of her eyes stand out. Makes her hair look a deeper shade of chestnut.

Something around the base of her neck glints in the low restaurant lighting, and a sharp surge of pride fills my chest. I stand a little taller, shoulders back and a pleased smile pulling at my mouth.

She looks good in the necklace I bought her.

A moment later, Georgia, Volkov, and Jordan have joined us.

“Good evening, gentlemen.” Georgia beams at us.

Behind her, her husband gives us a serious nod hello, wearing a sharp suit. Jordan and I meet eyes and she looks away, keeping her expression neutral.

What we did was wrong. I have a daughter, and can’t get involved with a woman who isn’t all in. Beyond that, a rumor could hurt both our careers. It could hurt the team’s image.

And yet, I want to do it again. I want to go so much further. I want to make Jordan come and make her trust me and keep her in my bed forever.

“You look beautiful,” I manage while the others talk, distracted.

“Thanks,” she says quietly, not looking at me. A wash of pink blooms over her cheeks. “You look good, too.”

My gaze lingers on her face, tracing the curve of her cheekbone, the swell of her lips, the sweep of her jawline down to her chin.

“Is that a hickey?” Walker asks, and we both startle. His eyes are on Jordan’s neck and his grin is ear-to-ear. I didn’t even notice him join the group.

“What? No.” Jordan’s eyes go wide and her hand flies to her neck—in the exact spot that I had my mouth all over a few nights ago. Her eyes meet mine before she jerks her gaze away, fast.

More of that hot, sharp pride pounds through me. I left my mark on her. I shouldn’t like it so much.

“Oh my god, it is.” Walker dips down, peering closer, and she swats him away. “That’s totally a hickey, J-dawg. Nice work.” He lifts a hand for a high five. “Up top.”

A laugh slips out of me that I turn into a cough, looking away, but I can’t wipe the stupid, smug smile from my face. Is it wrong to feel relief that the others can see she’s taken?

“Who’s the lucky lover?” Walker asks, and Jordan’s face goes an adorable shade of mortified as her eyes flick to mine and then away again.

“I need to use the ladies’ room,” she mutters, and hurries off.

My eyes stay fastened to her retreating form in that dress.

Georgia takes one look at me and loops her arm through Walker’s, tilting her head at the bar. “Come on, Rookie. Let’s go get you a big-boy drink.”

“I’m a man,” Walker tells her. “I’m going to get a man drink. Like Volkov.”

Volkov snorts.

“Sure, honey.” Georgia nods with playful indulgence. “We’ll get you a man drink.”

She leads him away, and my eyes return to the hallway where Jordan disappeared.

I shouldn’t follow her. There’s no reason to.

I want to, though. I want to take a closer look at my handiwork. Run my finger over it to see if she’d shiver.

“So,” Miller says with a shit-eating grin that makes me want to smile, too. “The fake dinner wasn’t a bust. You two are together.”

“We’re not together.” I can’t take my eyes off her, though, and my desire is obvious.

“Why not?” Volkov asks, impatient.

I should tell him it’s inappropriate to gossip about Jordan’s personal life.

They wouldn’t gossip, though. They love Jordan. They’d protect her. I haven’t seen a word of this in the media. The team would keep her safe from scandal.

I think about what Jordan said at that little Italian place. Asking if I had peers.

Volkov was my player on the Storm, but before that, we were in the league together. We were peers, and now we work together. I trust him and his expertise. I can’t foresee a situation where I’d have to pull rank on him.

And Miller, well. I have plans for Rory Miller. He won’t be in the league forever.

“It’s complicated,” I admit.

Miller sighs, eyes finding Hazel. “It’s always complicated. But,” he perks up, “hopefully you scoop her up before someone else does.”

What? Alarm rockets through me. The same feeling as when Yang-Hanson asked about her.

“Oh, look.” Miller nudges his chin across the room. “Owens and Darcy are here. I’m going to go say hi.”

“I’ll come with you,” Volkov mutters, and follows him, leaving me standing there.
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“Thank you, everyone, for coming tonight.”

Tate stands at the head of the table before dinner begins, everyone’s eyes on him.

“And thank you, Walker,” he holds up his water glass to Luca, “for picking up the check. We’ll make it a big one.”

Everyone laughs, Luca grins, and I stare at Tate in his suit, looking so unfairly handsome.

Finally, an opportunity to look at him. And holy hell, just look at him. Thick, dark hair. Enviable lashes and deep green eyes. Stubble along his sharp jaw. Tall, with endlessly broad shoulders.

Coaches are supposed to be red faced, angry, and aggressive, but Tate Ward looks like James Bond.

I will not think about the way his eyes looked as he came. I will not replay the desperate way he said my name. I will not imagine him losing control with me again.

I know we need to address what we did, and we will—once I collect myself and come to terms with the fact that nothing can happen.

“From the moment Darcy Andersen showed me your game tape,” Tate says to Luca, “I’ve had a good feeling about you.” Fond affection fills his eyes and there’s a pleasant pressure in my chest.

“It’s not just your game, Luca. It’s the way you show up every day, cracking jokes and getting on Volkov’s nerves⁠—”

Everyone laughs, and even Alexei’s mouth ticks up.

I don’t know why I wore the necklace he bought me. A dainty rose-gold chain that sits where my choker normally does. No one’s bought me jewelry before. If this isn’t anything, I shouldn’t have worn it, but his expression when he saw me wearing it, like I gave him a gift, makes me happy I did.

“You’re happy to be here,” Tate tells Luca. “Everyone can feel it, and you know what, Walker? That matters. Yes, you will be one of the greatest defensemen of your generation. Yes, you work hard. Yes, you put points on the board. What matters more than anything, though, is your love of the game.”

A few noises of assent among the guys. Hear, hear, someone murmurs.

God, I like him. I wish I didn’t, but when he makes people feel the way he does, so important and valued and part of something?

I can’t help it.

“So thank you, Walker, for being an important part of this team. I look forward to what the next seven years brings.” He lifts his glass. “Cheers to Walker.”

The rest of the restaurant lifts their glasses and a chorus of cheers rises up. Rory and Hayden hoot and holler loudly, Georgia puts her fingers in her mouth and whistles, and even Jamie and Alexei applaud, looking proud. Luca gives Tate a big hug, everyone says aww and applauds, and when they pull apart, Tate is smiling and Luca’s grinning ear to ear.

My heart squeezes.

“Speech,” Hayden calls, holding up his glass, and others echo him.

“Okay, okay.” Luca clears his throat, looks down for a moment, and the restaurant falls quiet again. “I think a few of you know I’m adopted, right?” He glances around. “No? Okay. Yeah, I’m adopted. I think some people have a misconception when they find out, like I have resentment about my birth parents, or that there’s like, a hole in my heart or something missing.”

Everyone watches Luca with rapt attention, surprised by this unusual display of vulnerability.

“I never felt like that, though, because my dads are the best.” He smiles. “My dad, Michael, coached me growing up. He was the good kind of coach, you know? Like Ward. Encouraging. Doing it for the right reasons. I always felt like that about my dads; they were doing it for the right reasons. They adopted me because they wanted me.” He clears his throat. “A couple years ago, I messed up my shot in the NHL and I thought that was it. But then—” he looks around the room. “Where’s Darcy? There she is. Hey, Darce.”

Darcy smiles at him.

“Darcy Andersen saw something in me. She’s like my guardian angel. I started playing with the Storm and it was my dream come true, not just playing in the NHL, but, uh. You guys.” He nods at Alexei, who’s sitting with his arms folded, jaw tight. “Volkov didn’t give up on me.” Luca shrugs, giving the table an unusually shy smile. “One thing I’ve learned is, in the end, I always find my family.”

My throat feels tight with emotion. Oh god. The dumbass Rookie is actually going to make me cry.

Luca’s mouth slants. “I know I have a lot to learn. I know I’m young and an annoying little shit, as Volkov says.” People chuckle and Georgia tucks her hand into Alexei’s, smiling. “But I’m honored to play with you all.” He nods once at the table. “Thank you.”

The restaurant breaks into raucous, overwhelming applause. Every member of the Storm is on his feet, applauding for Luca, hollering and cheering, while the Rookie laughs, blushing.

“Yeah, Rookie,” Hayden yells down the table.

“Thatta boy, Walker,” Rory calls.

Alexei walks over to Luca with a stern, furious expression before he pulls Luca to his chest, hugging him tightly.

And me, I just smile. My eyes sting as Alexei gives Luca a few hard slaps on the back, lets him go, and roughly clears his throat. The rest of the guys give Luca hugs.

Tate and I meet eyes, and there’s a leap of something bright and yearning in my chest.

This team is a family. I want to be a part of it, and not just until the end of the season.
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A few days later, I spot Tate at the elevators and take a deep breath.

No more avoiding him.

“I’m sorry I ran out the other night.” I take the spot beside him and stare at the call button. I hate this honest thing. Tate always makes it seem so easy. “You have a kid, and that complicates everything. We can’t be casual.”

We can’t be casual because I’ll get my heart broken. What’s left of it, anyways.

“I think it’s best if we’re just friends,” I add, even though I don’t want to.

Being just friends with Tate Ward is like living off popcorn for the rest of my life. It’ll never be enough.

When he doesn’t say anything, I glance up—and my heart stops.

“Oh.” It’s not Tate. “I’m so sorry.”

He has Tate’s eyes and nose and the same color hair and even his amused and curious smile is similar, but it’s not Tate.

“I thought you were Tate,” I say, frozen in horror.

“Jordan Hathaway,” he says like he knows me. Like he’s happy to finally meet me.

“You must be Noah.”

There’s something cheeky in his expression. “What’s this about the other night with you and Tate?”

I can feel my expression of total fucking mortification. “Nothing.”

“It doesn’t sound like nothing.” His eyes are bright and curious. “It sounds like you guys are doing it.”

I choke. “We’re not⁠—”

“Noah.” Tate appears between us, giving us an odd look. “I see you’ve met Jordan Hathaway.”

When they’re next to each other, it’s clear. Tate is the more handsome brother. Noah is good-looking, but Tate is something else. There’s this extra sheen to him beyond unearthly good looks and charisma.

Tate’s eyes flick to my collar. Is the necklace he bought me peeking out? I shouldn’t have worn it today, but it’s just so pretty.

Noah smiles down at me. “Yes, I’ve met your girlfriend.”

“No,” I rush out, eyes going wide. Fuck, I hope he doesn’t say anything else.

“Not my girlfriend,” Tate says with an edge to his voice. “My colleague.”

It’s what I wanted, and yet I deflate. It feels like we’re back at that charity event months ago, with Tate telling the woman at the front that we are definitely not together.

“Whatever you say,” Noah says with lifted eyebrows and a smile.

“How long are you in town for?” I ask, changing the subject.

“Just tonight. I flew in this morning for work and fly back to Toronto tomorrow morning. My colleagues are all on the red eye home, but I wanted to catch the game. Tate’s stuffing me up in your dad’s private box,” he tells me. “Something about how I’ll tell embarrassing stories about him or something.” He does an exaggerated confused expression and I can’t help but smile.

Maybe he’s not as handsome as Tate but Noah is supremely likable in the silly, friendly life-of-the-party way that Hayden Owens and Rory Miller and Georgia are. Like my mom was. Teasing is their love language.

“I’d pay a lot to hear those.”

“Join me,” he says.

“No.” Tate folds his arms over his chest. “She can’t.”

“I can’t?” He’s acting weird. If I didn’t know him better, I’d call this mood grumpy. “Why not?”

He chooses his words with care, taking a deep breath. “You always watch from the area outside the dressing room.”

“Sure, but I can watch from the box. That’s technically where I should be, in this role.” I shrug. “And Noah came all this way. He shouldn’t have to watch the game alone.”

Maybe he’ll tell me those embarrassing stories. We’re putting the whole thing that happened the other night behind us, but I can still tease Tate.

Noah’s smile sharpens. “I would love that, Jordan. I can’t wait to get to know you better.”

Tate’s gaze hardens as he stares at Noah and tension thickens in the air. I frown between them.

“Fine,” Tate says, looking away.

“Great. This is going to be fun.” Noah loops his arm around my shoulder, jostling me. Like Tate, he towers over me. I barely reach his shoulders. “Oh my god, you’re so cute,” he tells me with a grin. “You’re pocket-sized.”

I give him death eyes and Noah looks to Tate. “Does she bite?” he asks him.

“Yes,” I cut in.

Tate meets my eyes before he glances at Noah’s arm, still around my shoulder. “Keep up the short jokes and she might.”

Noah grins again. “Got it. Hey, Jordan, are you single?”

I give him a wary look. “Yes?”

“Really?” He frowns like he’s stupefied. “Not for long, I’m sure, with those eyes.” He winks at me.

“Noah.” There’s a warning tone to Tate’s voice. Something pulls tight in the air between them as Noah stares back, his mouth curved. “Behave.”

Noah’s eyes glitter. “I always do.”

Tate rolls his eyes. “You never do,” he mutters before he turns to me with a hesitant look. “I’ll see you after the game?”

“Sure.”

He looks like he wants to say more but turns and leaves.

“So, what’s going on with you and my brother?” Noah asks the second we get to my dad’s private box.

My face goes warm. “Nothing.”

“Well,” he gives me a knowing, lopsided smile, “you told me we should be just friends when you thought I was Tate, and people who have nothing going on don’t usually do that.”

Obviously, he’s a hundred percent right, and I don’t have any cards left in my deck.

“Kissing?” he prompts. “Hand stuff? Mouth stuff? Hey, you’re blushing. Does that mean I’m getting warmer?”

“Oh my god,” I laugh, shaking my head. “Tate’s right. You are annoying.”

He chuckles. His laugh sounds like Tate’s, but not as nice. “I’m just looking out for him. Tate takes care of everyone but himself.”

“I know.” I think about asking him if he missed hockey, and the idea I’ve been working on in my mind for the past week.

“He’s always been like that. Did he tell you about our dad?”

With my eyes on the ice as the players do their last warmups, I nod.

“Wow. He must really like you.”

“He doesn’t. Not like that.” I don’t know why I’m lying. He told me he wanted me. Maybe I just don’t want to think about it anymore. “We work together. We can’t date.”

“What’s the matter? He’s too old for you?”

I give him a look like, please. Tate makes forty look good.

“Because he had a drinking problem?”

“What? No. That’s not his fault. It’s admirable, how Tate has managed his alcoholism.”

“Is it his ex? Because Holly’s super cool, and she’s super curious and excited about you two.”

She is? Did Bea tell her about me? “He has a kid.”

“Yeah.” He makes a face. “Bea’s an annoying little shit, anyway.”

My jaw drops, and furious, protective rage throttles through me like my blood is jet fuel and Noah just lit a match.

“Fuck you,” I snap. “She’s perfect, and you’re a terrible uncle.”

He smiles. I walked right into his trap.

“You’re messing with me,” I say flatly.

“Yep.” He smiles more, like he got exactly what he wanted. “Small but fierce,” he mutters under his breath, and I laugh.

“Fuck off,” I say without heat. “You baited me.”

“So Bea’s not the problem, either.”

Do you want kids? Tate had asked a while ago. I said no.

Bea’s different, though.

“Everything is more serious with a kid. He can’t just mess around and have fun the way people normally would at the beginning of a relationship.”

I can’t tell him the deepest, darkest truth: that there’s no way Tate and I are long-term, no way he would choose me forever, and I can’t bear to hurt Bea by disappearing from her life. And if we ended, I think I might have to disappear. It would be too painful to see Tate every day, see him move on and date and marry someone lovely. See Bea fall head over heels for her and give her drawings for her fridge and play guitar for her.

Noah’s quiet for a moment, watching as the game starts. “Well, Shorty, I’ll tell you this⁠—”

“Don’t call me short.”

“Tate’s a monk. The guy doesn’t date, doesn’t get jealous, doesn’t do anything that conflicts with his kid or his team.”

He got jealous about me, though, months ago. And he lost control with me during the power outage.

“And he sure as hell doesn’t look at women the way he looks at you.”

A startled flock of butterflies takes flight in my chest. What way?

“He takes care of everyone but himself, and he always says he doesn’t need anything but his team and his kid, but I don’t know.” He shrugs, leaning forward to find his brother on the bench, looking so sharp and strong in his suit. “It would be nice for him to have someone, too.”

“Yeah.” I study him down on the bench, thinking about sitting on the sofa together and listening to music during the power outage, and how right it felt. “I know.”

Deep down, I want it to be me.
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“Something wrong?” Volkov asks during the second period, when I miss a penalty call against the Storm because I’m sneaking glances up at the owner’s box instead of paying attention.

“No.” Yes. Everything. Jordan wearing the necklace and Noah flirting with her and spending time alone with her and putting his fucking arm around her the way I want to.

Volkov gives me a look like he doesn’t believe me. “Who’s that guy with Jordan?”

“My brother, Noah.” I’m trying to sound like I don’t care but it’s not working.

He grunts an acknowledgment.

“That was some stunt you guys pulled the other week with the fake dinner,” I add, my eyes on the game even though every cell in my body wants to look at Jordan.

Besides fucking Noah smiling at her, as the jumbotron keeps showing, she looks good up there. Confident and at ease, like she’s where she should be.

If I want to stay with the team, she said the other night. She’s actually considering it.

And here I am, letting my emotions get in the way of her future. I had my selfish years, and they almost ruined everything.

“You’ve had your fun,” I tell Volkov, glancing at Jordan and Noah one more time. “But nothing’s happening between Jordan and me.”

I sound so certain, I almost believe it myself.

It’s a commercial break during the third period when the kiss cam starts. Unease spreads through me as the crowd cheers for the first three couples, and then the fourth couple appears on screen and everything in my body tightens.

“Please welcome special guest Noah Ward, brother of Coach Tate Ward!” the announcer calls as their smiling faces appear on screen. The fans cheer. “Accompanying Jordan Hathaway!”

They cheer louder for her, their appreciation cutting through the jealousy in my chest.

Until the camera lingers on them.

“Kiss, kiss, kiss!” the fans cheer.

“KISS HER!” Miller yells with his hands cupped around his mouth. “KISS HER GOOD!”

“Miller,” I snap, and he gives me an innocent look. “What the hell are you doing?”

The guys on the bench cheer and holler. Even Volkov applauds, but when I give him an outraged look, he stops, clearing his throat and looking away.

“What?” Miller asks, all innocence. “Why shouldn’t Jordan kiss Noah? They’re both single, right?”

My teeth grit, and I’m about to say something stupid when movement on the screen yanks my attention.

I love my brother, I remind myself, as he leans down with a cheeky grin and taps his jaw. I love him and I would never hurt him, even if I want to rip his stupid fucking head off as Jordan laughs and leans up on her tiptoes to press her soft lips to his face.

“Get them off the kiss cam,” I call down the hall to the coordinator, who gives me a wide-eyed look. My voice booms through the hall.

I’m not yelling. I don’t yell. But it kind of sounds like I’m yelling.

“Please,” I add, but my heart is racing and I think I yelled that, too. “And thank you,” I add, but the coordinator still looks startled as she talks in her earpiece and the image on the screen changes.

I see why Jordan and I can’t be together. Bea, the team, whatever.

Noah, though. Noah’s a great guy. He’s a menace and a shit disturber, but he’s smart and responsible and funny and kind. He’s an incredible uncle to Bea. He’s been looking for the right job out here for years so he can be closer to us.

Noah and Jordan would be perfect together.

Back on the bench, the guys are oddly quiet, watching the ice and not talking.

I let the PowerPoint thing go because it didn’t hurt anyone and it’s good for the team to make fun of me. And maybe a very small part of me didn’t mind Jordan seeing my career highlights.

I let the fake dinner go because it gave Jordan and me a chance to talk. For work. And because I like spending time with her and no matter how much I do, it never seems to be enough.

But this?

“A fucking kiss cam, Miller? Really?”

He shrugs. “They make a good-looking couple. They’ll probably have beautiful children.”

“They’re not a couple,” I snap. I’m not this guy, this caricature of a coach who’s pissed and yelling at his guys. “It’s inappropriate to put her in a position like that. She was uncomfortable.”

“She seemed fine,” Volkov says, watching me out of the corner of his eye. “Jordan wouldn’t do anything she doesn’t want to do.”

I hate that he’s right. I hate that she laughed and kissed Noah’s cheek. Fucking Noah. Ruining everything. I love the guy, but I wish he wasn’t standing up there with Jordan right now. I wish he wasn’t the one kissing her for everyone to see.

I wish it was me.
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We win the game, and I’m ashamed to say I hardly notice or care, my attention and gaze shifting to the owner’s box and the two figures watching the game.

I’m catching a ride back with Jordan, Noah texts as I follow the players off the bench. See you at home.

He’s coming back to my place? Why? He has a hotel room.

Maybe he and Jordan hit it off. Maybe they’re going to hang out in her guesthouse.

Maybe they’re going to hook up.

A mind-obliterating sense of absolutely fucking not races through me.

I call Noah, but no answer. I call again, and it goes straight to voicemail, like he’s ignoring my call. My blood simmers with an unhappy, frustrated feeling.

“Coach, you coming to the bar to celebrate?” Miller asks.

I’m already prowling down the hall to the elevators, on my way to the parking garage. “No. I have to get home.”

He salutes me with a knowing spark in his eyes. “Good luck.”
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Not even three minutes after Noah and I step inside Tate’s home, Tate bursts through the door, his eyes flared with heat and frustration. He holds my gaze and my stomach dips.

“Go,” he says.

My eyes widen. “Me?”

“Not you. You stay.” His eyes look possessed. His gaze shifts to Noah. “You. Go.”

Noah takes a big bite of pizza, entertained. “Go where?”

“Your hotel room. The woods. The moon. I don’t care.” Tate stares at me and something shivers down my back. “Just don’t be here.”

In an instant, Tate’s in front of me, leaning down, and flipping me over his shoulder like I weigh nothing.

“Tate,” I squawk, my world tipped upside down as he moves. I think we’re headed to the stairs.

“You kids have fun,” Noah says with laughter in his voice before the front door opens and closes.

Upstairs, Tate deposits me right side up in his bedroom, and I walk to the windows. Noah doesn’t have a car. How’s he getting back to his hotel—oh. He’s going to the guesthouse. He’s keying the code in and yep, the lights are on and that’s him flopping down on my bed.

I make a disgusted noise. “He’s eating pizza on my bed.”

“Jordan.”

“He just wiped crumbs on the duvet.” I turn back to Tate, who’s pressing a thumb into his eye socket with an agonized expression. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

“No. No, I am not okay.” He looks up, meeting my eyes, and the poor guy. He looks so frustrated and helpless and hungry. “Don’t kiss my brother, Jordan. Please.”

I blink. “The kiss cam thing? Tate, that was just for fun. It was just on the cheek.”

“You don’t kiss anyone on the cheek,” he says like it hurts him. “I’ve never seen it, anyways. But you kissed Noah on the cheek.”

“Because I feel . . .” I shrug. “Comfortable with him, I guess. It was just for fun. I didn’t think anything of it.”

“Please don’t date him,” he says. “Don’t date anyone, actually. I can’t take it.”

Date him? Noah’s a flirt, sure, but he spent the entire game talking Tate up. As if he needed to.

“We’re not supposed to . . .” I trail off, gesturing between us.

“I know.” His eyes close and he lets out a tired sigh.

“We can’t.”

“I know.” He opens his eyes, approaches until he’s right in front of me, a torn expression in his eyes, like he’s hanging on to the last of his control. “What do you want from me, Jordan? Anything.”

Anything? Anything?

Seeing him broken down like this demolishes me. I forget all the solid, rational reasons why we shouldn’t.

“I want you to take what you need,” I whisper, an urgent, insistent feeling buzzing through me. “I want you to lose control like you did the other night.”

“You liked that?”

I nod. So much.

He searches my eyes. “You didn’t come.”

“I don’t care,” I admit, my face going warm. “I think that’s part of what I liked about it.”

He laughs, short and frustrated. “Me, too. Fuck. I liked that, too, that you went home all wired up and thinking about me.” His eyes meet mine, a question in them. “Were you? Thinking about me?”

I nod.

“Good.” Another deep breath as he studies me, gaze dropping to my mouth. “I’m trying to stay away from you but I can’t.” He searches my eyes, a flicker of vulnerability in them. “What if we see where it goes until the end of playoffs? We can keep it casual and fun and just . . .” He holds my eyes, exhaling hard, shaking his head a little. “We don’t need to commit to anything or tell anyone. Bea doesn’t need to know. It can just be between us.”

Casual. Fun. No commitment. It’s how I’ve always done relationships, if you could even call them that, but with Tate, it doesn’t feel comforting. It just feels like I’m missing something, like doing a puzzle without a handful of pieces or buying a cake with a slice cut out already.

Like I’m not getting all of the good thing.

He’s right, though. We can’t seem to stop this. And I’m attracted to him. Selfishly, I want him, and I want whatever I can get from him, even if he’s still protecting Bea from me. Even if he’s not interested in something long-term.

“Okay,” I whisper.

“Okay?” His eyebrows go up, hands coming to frame my face. “Yes? We’ll do this?”

“Until the end of playoffs.”

“Until the end of playoffs.” He lets out a long exhale like he’s relieved before he studies me again. “Do you trust me, Jordan?”

Without hesitation, I nod, and with that, he kisses me.
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Tate backs me up, pressing soft, light kisses to my mouth, tension on his face in the dim moonlight, like he’s holding himself back.

The noise that comes out of his throat is the same as when he takes a sip of that drink he loves, like he’s losing himself in indulgence. Like he’s in heaven.

“You taste like that drink,” he whispers as he kisses down my neck. “You smell like that drink, Jordan. Every time I taste it, I think about tongue-fucking you until you come.”

Heat rushes through me. So that’s what that low groan of approval means when he takes a sip.

He pulls away, staring at my necklace, running his thumb over it. Awareness ripples through me in the form of shivers as he touches me, his other hand grasping my shoulder like he’s worried I’ll float away.

“Lovely,” he rasps before pressing another kiss to the base of my neck, over the necklace. “So fucking lovely.”

Another sear of heat lands between my legs. I’m practically vibrating, I’m so turned on. Is this what foreplay is? I’m a mess. I’ll do anything he says, at this point.

He straightens up, hands threading into my hair. “Tell me something honest, Jordan.”

I can barely concentrate, his hands on my scalp feel so good. “What, does vulnerability make you horny or something?”

He lets out a dry laugh. “With you? Yes.”

“I love this necklace.”

He hums, pleased, and his fingers tighten in my hair. Pinpricks of pleasure spark down my neck, across my skin.

“I love buying you things,” he admits. “And I love seeing you wear them.” His gaze slides down my clothes. “Can I take your dress off?”

There’s something both hot and adorable about the agonized, almost begging way he asks.

“Don’t laugh at me,” he says when I smile, wearing a self-deprecating smile of his own. “I’m struggling here, Jordan.”

He turns me so I’m giving him my back and slowly pulls my zipper down, exposing my bare skin.

“You don’t need to struggle.” I glance over my shoulder. In the dim light from outside, his eyes have gone even darker as he nudges the dress off my shoulders. It pools on the floor and I’m left in my bra and underwear. And the necklace Tate gifted me, the one that’ll remind me of him every time I look at it.

He steps closer so his chest is against my back. I can feel his heat. He shifts and I can feel him, thick and hard against my lower back. The breath catches in my throat and my breasts feel heavy. His mouth finds my temple and his fingers trail over me. They dip beneath my bra, brush against my nipple, and a pathetic whimper slips out of me.

He laughs, low and teasing, and another rush of arousal settles between my legs. He guides me back to the bed, and his mouth returns to mine. Our kiss turns more urgent, searching and indulgent. I don’t know whether it’s the warmth of him on top of me, between my legs, or his familiar and intoxicating scent, or the way he tastes, like we were designed to kiss like this. Or maybe it’s the helpless, frustrated moan as I rock my hips against his.

Or maybe it’s the way his hands move over me like he can’t get enough. There’s a hesitation to his movements, though, like he’s still holding back, and when I reach for the thick bulge straining against the front of his pants, his hands wrap around my wrists and he pulls them away.

“Tate,” I protest. I bet his cock is incredible, and I bet the noises he’d make if I touched him are, too.

“Not yet.”

“Maybe you should just let go.” My stomach dips with nerves. Hinting at what I really want from him is terrifying.

“That’s what I’m afraid of.” His lips drop to my neck, working down my cleavage, hands still around my wrists. “I can’t lose control around you, Jordan. I’ll never get it back.”

Would that be so bad? “I like you losing control with me.”

It’s exhilarating, telling him little truths like this. Addictive. Terrifying. Adrenaline rushes into my bloodstream. My panties are damp.

“I like it, too, honey. Too much.” He sounds like he’s in physical pain.

“Be selfish with me,” I whisper. “Take what you need.”

Like my words undo him, he groans. He slides one bra cup down before his lips find the stiff peak and I arch at the wet heat. Spirals of need whirl through me, winding me up, and he sucks hard, pulling a desperate, surprised noise from me.

My bra comes off and he lowers himself on top of me to kiss me, groaning like I’m exactly what he needs, and pleasure spreads throughout my body. Under my palms on his chest, his heart beats a rapid, drumming pace, and I can’t take this anymore. I need skin to skin.

I find the knot of his tie and tug, loosening it. He undresses in hurried, sharp movements, like he can’t bear to not touch me for a second. He yanks his belt unbuckled, eyes on me, and I’m so turned on I could die. He tosses his shirt and then his pants somewhere on the floor before his hands return to my body, mapping my slight curves, testing the softness of my skin, memorizing every dip and swell.

His fingers come to the sides of my panties and he slides them down an inch, and then another.

“I swear to god, Tate, if you don’t hurry this along, I’m going to sell the team myself.”

His low laugh makes me grin. “Frustrated?”

“Yes.” I’m full of sparks and knots and butterflies, so tense I could snap.

“Good.” His mouth tips. Tate Ward wearing a wicked smile should be illegal. “How does it feel to be on that side of things?”

Men don’t do this, in my experience. Everything is quick and hurried and usually unsatisfying, but Tate draws it out like he wants to make the most of it. Like he wants to savor me.

“Annoying,” I bite out, lifting my hips to meet his hand but he evades the maneuver. “And amazing,” I admit.

His low laugh makes the admission worth it. “Poor Jordan,” he says in a low, teasing voice. “God, you’re the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen.” He swallows, looking over me with an edge to his eyes like he can’t get enough, and sighs. Yanks my underwear down so I’m bare to him, eyes between my legs.

On instinct, my knees draw together but his hands are on my inner thighs, pressing, gentle but firm.

“Please. Don’t.” His eyes meet mine, heavy-lidded and helpless. “Let me.”

I let him push my legs wide again, watching as his throat works, eyes on my center. He shifts higher on his elbows, moving up the bed before his hands clasp my hips, his face drops to my center, and he takes a deep, indulgent inhale. Arousal twists low in my abdomen as he lets out a pleasured groan.

“Holy fuck. You smell incredible.”

His voice is incredulous, but self-consciousness surges through me. Again, my knees try to snap shut but Tate’s wide shoulders are in the way.

“Don’t,” he tells me, more firm this time.

“You can’t do things like that,” I say, laughing a little.

“Oh, can’t I?” He lifts his head with a dark, cocky smile, like he can do anything he wants.

Another wave of arousal rushes through me, warming me, and he turns his attention back to between my legs, drawing his hands up until he meets the sensitive creases of my thighs.

“If we’re going to do this, we’re going to do it my way. We’re going to go slow.”

“Why?” It’s hard to think, when he’s tracing his fingers over me like that, sending sparks across my skin.

“Because I say so.”

The strong line of his throat moves, and his fingers meet my center.

“Fuck,” I gasp as hot sensation races through me.

He makes a low noise of surprise and agony. “Your cunt is soaked. Is that for me, honey?”

I press my lips together to hold in the moan as he slides his fingers over my clit and sparks rush through me.

“Jordan.”

A stifled moan slips out of my throat.

“Let’s hear a yes or no.”

“Yes.” Evil bastard.

“Very good.”

I shouldn’t like that firm tone of voice so much, but I do. I like him telling me what to do because it means he’s finally letting himself enjoy something.

And if that something is me, well, even better.

“Ask me.” His voice is rough like sandpaper. “Ask me for what you need.”

“Touch me. Make me come. Please. I need you.”

“Yes,” he hisses, like I’ve unlocked one more door inside him, letting out another couple feet of slack on his control.

His hand comes to the sensitive spot and my body responds, tightening as he swirls his fingers. My hands are in his hair, and god, he’s so gorgeous like this, all hard planes, toned muscle, dark eyes. The front of his boxers tents with his impressive erection, but I’m his full focus. His gaze swings from where his fingers work to my necklace to my face. His jaw flexes, he breathes hard, and he keeps me right on the edge for an eternity, nudging me closer to release before he walks it back.

I’m shaking, sweating, and desperate. Begging. Gasping. I could stop it with one word, but I won’t. His hair’s a mess, falling into his eyes. He’s breathing hard, cheekbones flushed, with a fascinated tilt to his mouth and a ravenous look in his eyes.

Tate Ward is a devil, taking exactly what he needs. His fingers reach the pace I need, slick, fast circles at the perfect pressure, and heat loops through me. My toes curl, I stop breathing, and I reach out blindly. Tate’s fingers lace through mine, squeezing, and I tip over the edge.

My release crashes through me, a molten, pulsing, writhing brightness, racing through my blood and melting my brain with the overwhelming pleasure. Every nerve in my body explodes, the intense sensation blinding behind my eyes.

I am weightless. I no longer exist. I am a billion specks of sparkling dust.

Tate’s lips come to mine as he kisses me through it, murmuring praises, encouragement, and my name, over and over again.

“I wondered what you looked like when you came,” he says, almost like he’s talking to himself, as I come down. “I thought about it.”

I sigh, breathing hard. “I want to touch you.”

“No.” His teeth scrape the spot on my neck where the ghost of the hickey remains.

My lips part but he silences me with a thorough, drugging kiss before he breaks it and looks down at me. “When someone does something nice for you, Jordan, you say thank you.”

My face goes hot but I smile, remembering him saying that to me in his office.

His eyebrows lift. “Well?”

I’m grinning.

“Come on.” He nudges my temple with his nose. He’s smiling, too, and god, he’s so beautiful like this.

“Thank you,” I say, pretending to be annoyed.

“There we go,” he drawls, and I love it. I love all of it.

It’s the best sex I’ve ever had, and he still has his boxers on. I reach for him but he catches my wrists again.

“Jordan, I don’t know,” he starts.

“Please.” There it is, my desire out in the open. “I would love to, Tate.”

He seems to struggle before he relents, and jerks a short nod.

I wiggle out of his grasp, palm his straining erection and his lips part as I give him a slow, hard stroke.

The most delicious noise rumbles through his chest, so I do it again.

“Incredible,” he murmurs, and I give his chest a light push to make him lie back on the bed beside me.

That part of me that notices what Tate needs and lacks, the part that enjoys seeing him get what he wants, wakes up. With one hand trailing up and down the fabric over his arousal, I kneel over Tate, pressing light, sucking kisses over his chest, down his abs, along the trail of dark hair into his boxers.

When I tug his waistband down, he lifts his hips, slides his boxers off, and tosses them aside, freeing his cock. It rests against his stomach, thick, long, and fucking gorgeous.

“Wow.”

My mouth waters, another thrum of arousal threading through me. Of course Tate Ward has a fantastic dick. A man as secure in himself as he is? I should have known.

“Did anyone ever tell you it’s rude to stare?” There’s laughter in his voice.

I sigh, eyes still on his erection. “I think they’d understand.”

He laughs, but his eyes fall closed as I wrap my hands around him. Like the rest of him, his skin is hot.

“You’re so hard,” I breathe, and he makes a tortured noise in his throat, inhaling sharply as my thumb circles the drop of liquid at his tip.

He swallows, eyes dark like sin and jaw tight. “There’s something about your hands that undoes me. Your nails,” he says, voice hoarse, eyes focused on where I stroke his thick length. “Every time I saw you mixing drinks at the bar or rolling a pen through your fingers during a meeting, I thought about this.”

My hands tighten and he nods, eyes falling closed again. “Like that, honey. Fuck. Exactly like that.”

I stroke him, gaze swinging from his perfect length to his face, and back. Have I ever gotten this much pleasure out of someone’s reaction? Never. But watching Tate unravel, watching him pass the point of no return, is like a drug. In my hands, he pulses, thickening even more.

In an instant, I’m on my back again, Tate hovering over me. “Like this,” he says. “I want to come like this.”

Gratification rushes through me at him using me the way he needs. He’s thrusting into my hands, bucking against me. He’s so close. He’s almost there. Finally, he’s going to unravel for me.

“Next time we do this,” I whisper, “you’re going to come in my mouth.”

And with that, he loses it, a low, tortured noise scraping out of him. He goes somewhere else as he releases hot liquid across my stomach, his head falling to my neck, murmuring my name and praises about how good and perfect and beautiful I am, how he’s wanted this forever and it’s even better than he thought it would be. Better than he dreamed.

After, Tate insists on cleaning me up, and I reach for my underwear and dress but his big arm loops around my waist, pulling me against his chest.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

I don’t know. Leaving after a hookup—it’s what I’ve always done.

“Noah’s in the guesthouse,” he says, pulling the duvet over us like it’s settled. “And I sleep better with you.”

I still, a smile tipping onto my mouth. So it wasn’t just my imagination.

“Goodnight, Jordan.” His chest rises and falls with a deep breath and his entire body relaxes.

“Goodnight, Tate.”

Our conversation earlier replays, about keeping this fun and casual until the end of playoffs, and worry rises in my mind.

Sex like that doesn’t feel casual. It feels novel and fascinating and addictive, setting a new standard that nothing will ever compare to.

I don’t know what to do. Casual has always been safe, but now? It feels dangerous.

It feels like I could get my heart broken.

And with that, I box up the worrying thoughts, vow not to think about them until June, and fall asleep against Tate.
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I sit at my desk, staring at my phone, summoning the courage to make a simple little phone call.

Fuck it.

“Jay Choudhury,” he answers.

“Hey, Jay.” I bite my bottom lip. “This is Jordan Hathaway.”

“Jordan!” I can hear the smile in his voice. “How the hell are you? You’re with the Storm now, huh?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Good for you, Hathaway. I knew you had the chops.”

He’s just being nice. The team won the second I left.

“What can I help you with? You need another winger?”

I laugh. That was Jay’s old position in the NHL. “No, but there’s something else I wondered if you’d be interested in.”
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After a successful call with Jay, I head downstairs to the gym, where Rory’s working out with his trainer. On the way, I say hello to everyone I pass, using their names, which I’ve learned from meetings and employee files.

“What’s up, J-dawg?” Rory says.

“Don’t call me that. You’re on thin ice after that big-check dinner bullshit.”

And I suspect they have something to do with the Noah kiss cam thing, but I can’t prove it.

He smirks. “Don’t tell me you didn’t have fun.”

I don’t dignify that with a response. Of course I had fun. I always have fun with Tate.

“I was wondering if I could grab your dad’s contact info.”

He gives me a curious look. “What are you up to?”

“You’ll see.”

A few minutes later, I return to my office to call NHL Hall of Famer Rick Miller.

“This is Jordan Hathaway with the Storm,” I say when he answers. “I was wondering if you wanted to play hockey again.”
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“So, when the Storm play games,” Bea asks Jordan a few days later, “what do you do?”

They’re sitting in the living room, listening to records. Bea used the excuse of wanting to show her the new songs she’s learned on guitar, but she’s spent the entire time talking with Jordan.

Which Jordan doesn’t seem to mind.

“I hang out in the back, in that area near the dressing room with the TVs.” Her fingers come to the thin chain around her neck, toying with the necklace I bought her. Did she put it on just because of me or was she wearing it all day? “Or if we’re at an away game, I might hang out in the away game owner’s box.”

“Oh.” Bea studies a record jacket, and I lean my chin on my palm, watching.

She wants to ask something but she’s working up the courage.

“Do you ever go to games?” Jordan prompts.

“Sometimes. My dad organizes a school field trip every year. Last time, all the moms just wanted to talk to Dad.”

“I bet.” Jordan gives me a teasing look that tells me she’s going to bring this up later. I shake my head at her, but I’m smiling.

Christ, she’s beautiful. I can’t believe I spent years thinking she was heartless and unforgiving. She’s not. She’s kind and warm and caring and encouraging. She’s invested in the team and Bea and her friends.

Be selfish with me, she said. Take what you need.

I’ve never bought a woman jewelry. I’ve never let someone get this close to my kid before. I’ve never thought about someone like this.

And yet with Jordan, none of these things feel groundbreaking or unfamiliar. They just feel right.

Our gazes hold, my heart rate picking up. Her bangs are in her eyes and I want to push them aside, but Bea’s right there, watching us, and I don’t know where Jordan’s head is at.

Jordan turns to Bea. “Bea, would you like to go to a game with me?”

Bea’s immediate smile of relief and excitement makes my heart explode. “Really?”

I have feelings for this woman. I see a future with her, I see her here in our home, in our family, but she’s still terrified. I see it in her eyes. I see her hesitation. If there’s one thing Jordan Hathaway is good at, it’s taking off when she’s scared. She did it in her master’s program, she did it with her father, and hell if I’ll let her do it to me.

She’s not cold or heartless or cruel, though, she’s just scared. She’s been hurt by someone who was supposed to be there for her, so no wonder she won’t let herself fall for me.

So I’ll be patient while we pretend this is short term.

“Can you do me a favor in exchange?” Jordan asks her.

Bea sits up straighter with enthusiastic interest shining in her eyes. “Sure.”

“Can you show your dad that thing I showed you the other day? The thing we practiced?”

“Oh, yeah.” Bea lowers her head and lets her eyes roll back in her eye sockets.

I’m already shaking my head. “No. I don’t like this.”

“Daddy,” she says in a rasping, creepy voice while Jordan doubles over, laughing. “Daddy, where are you?”

I give Jordan a look of horror. “Why would you do this?”

Bea starts crawling toward me on the floor in jerky, disjointed motions like the little girl in a movie Jordan watched the other week on the plane.

“Nope.” I’m up and on the other side of the room while Jordan and Bea delight in my terror. Even the cat seems to be enjoying it, watching from her spot on the top of the chair. “I hate this.”

“Daddy, where are you going?”

I’m laughing but I hate this. I hate this so much. I shake my head at Jordan, whose eyes are bright and whose grin stretches ear to ear. “You are so going to pay for this.”
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That night in my bedroom, after Jordan goes home, I study the guesthouse, lit up, before my gaze goes up to the stars. I find my favorites—the Little Bear and Great Bear—and rub a hand over my chest.

These days, when I look up at the stars, the same question rises, every time. If Jordan were a constellation, which would she be? I think of her silly socks, the mug she uses at work, the shirt she wore during the power outage, and it appears in my mind, so clear and sharp that I smile, my gaze roaming the night sky. The Little Fox. It’s too early in the year.

I can be patient, though.
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“Where’s your jersey?” Bea asks through a mouthful of nachos at the game two weeks later.

The first period just ended with the Storm up by two points, the band is playing in the arena, and the Zamboni does laps around the ice. We’re playing Los Angeles. Keir Fraser, the player who didn’t want to be traded, glowers from their bench.

She’s wearing a kid’s-size Storm jersey in the black and white colors from the last era, with WARD stitched across the back. Adorable.

“I don’t have one.”

She looks on either side of us at Pippa, Hazel, Darcy, and Georgia. “They all have one.”

“They’re all married or engaged to players.” Hazel’s jersey stretches across her expanding baby bump.

She frowns, unsatisfied with this pathetic answer. Fair. Compared to them, I stick out like a sore thumb. One of these things is not like the other. The sore spot aches like an annoying bruise before I shove the thoughts away. Who cares? They’re just jerseys.

“Maybe you should marry my dad and then you could wear his jersey.”

I choke on my pop. “What?” I croak, coughing. On either side of us, Georgia and Darcy turn with slow, devious grins.

“You and my dad could get married,” Bea says. Is she messing with me? It’s so hard to tell with her. She’s too smart. “You already live together.”

“We don’t live together.” My eyes are the size of dinner plates. “I live in the guesthouse.”

“Bea, I like where you’re going with this,” Georgia says, and I give her the shut up eyes.

Darcy puts on a thoughtful expression. “Is there a specific reason you think they should get married, Bea?”

I narrow my eyes at her. “I’m going to break your calculator, nerd.”

“You already threatened to do that,” she says primly with a smile. “You’re all bark and no bite.”

“My dad laughs a lot around her,” Bea adds.

Darcy’s eyes light up. “Really.”

“Uh-huh. And he smiles more.”

“Okay.” I clear my throat.

“And,” she continues, “Jordan brings him pizza because he likes it, and she remembers his favorite flavor.”

“That,” Georgia leans in with a bold smile, “is a very thoughtful gesture.”

“And no one takes care of him but Jordan does.”

My pathetic little heart aches and I avoid everyone’s gaze. Thank god Hazel and Pippa are deep in conversation about something else.

“And he makes me be very careful with her records and record player because it’s important to her, he said.”

“Wow.” Georgia’s smile turns curious and soft.

“Anyone would do that.” I keep my eyes forward.

I don’t let any of Bea’s words mean anything. Thankfully, Hazel stands to get another pretzel and Bea begs to go with her.

“So,” Georgia says the second they’re out of earshot.

“When’s the wedding?” Darcy teases.

“You used to be so quiet,” I tell her with mock disappointment. “What happened?”

“You found me an awesome co-op student and I learned that you’re secretly nice,” she says.

My heart does a warm, happy hop.

“Have you and Tate slept together yet?” Georgia prompts, right to the point.

“No,” I rush out. “I mean, not really.”

They raise their eyebrows.

“We haven’t.”

Pippa leans in. “Are you talking about⁠—”

“Jordan banging Daddy Ward,” Georgia fills in.

A strangled noise slips out of me. My face is probably beet red. “Keep your voice down.” I glance at the guys behind us, who aren’t listening. “No one is banging. Or getting banged.”

I wish.

“It’s nothing serious,” I tell them.

Georgia gives me a patient look. “Would something serious be the worst thing in the world?”

No. It wouldn’t. It would actually be incredible, if I let myself picture it. Sleeping in his bed every night. Laughing as he pretends not to be afraid during scary movies. More of those quiet conversations where we talk about the real stuff, the stuff we don’t tell anyone else, like at the Italian restaurant. Him smiling at me like he believes in me and loves being right. Waking up tucked against him like the other morning.

“We’re just . . .” I force the words out even though they don’t sound quite right. “Having fun. Keeping it casual.” I hesitate. “Please don’t say anything to Bea. We don’t want her to be disappointed.”

When it’s all over, I don’t say.

For the millionth time, I replay what Tate asked me a month ago. Do you want kids?

No. I don’t. Right? I always said I didn’t. I don’t want to be pregnant. I don’t want to have a baby.

A kid, though. That’s different. Bea’s a full person, with thoughts and opinions and jokes and dreams.

What would that be like, to be part of her life as she grows up? Watching her become a teenager, and then an adult. Seeing the incredible person she’s bound to become.

A powerful sense of longing expands through my chest, moving up my throat.

That would be just about the best thing I could imagine, being part of Tate and Bea’s life forever. One word appears, the word that washes away all the loneliness I’ve been experiencing since my mom passed.

Family.

If it doesn’t work out, though, it’ll hurt so much more, knowing I disappointed Bea, too. Knowing what I had and lost.

Hazel and Bea return, the second period starts, and we turn our attention to the game.

Halfway through the period, Keir Fraser hits the ice, and I glance to Tate at the bench. He’ll be watching to see if Fraser fits in better with the new team. Something to give him peace of mind.

The Storm win a face-off and my attention snags on Fraser. He’s playing differently tonight. With more aggression. More force.

He’s angry. I can see it in the sloppy, furious way he skates and passes the puck, checks guys and defends his net. He wears a bitter sneer as he plays, and my stomach tightens.

Since Alexei left the team, we no longer have an enforcer to deal with situations like this. Someone to lay down the law and protect the guys.

It’s one of the gaps in the team that we weren’t able to fill before the trade deadline.

The puck comes to Rory and Keir checks him from behind.

Rory’s knee slips out from under him at an unnatural angle. The energy in the arena changes as the fans leap to their feet, everyone watching or yelling for a penalty. Me included.

“Shit,” Georgia whispers as the whistle blows and Hayden, Luca, and Carey skate over to Rory to check on him, still down on the ice, wincing in pain.

“What the hell was that?” I mouth through the glass as Keir skates by, protective fury beating through my veins.

Rory tries to stand on the injured knee and collapses back to the ice. A murmur of desperate concern ripples around the stadium.

Hazel’s hands are on her mouth and tears fill her eyes as Hayden and Luca help Rory off the ice. The energy in the arena is thick like a fog, tense and terrified.

He’s our captain. He’s our star player. He’s the heart of the Vancouver Storm.

“Bea, can you stay with Darcy and Pippa?” I ask. “I’ll come get you before the end of the game, okay?”

Her eyes are wide. “Promise?”

“Promise.” I gesture to Hazel and Georgia. “Let’s go.”
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“I can play through it,” Rory says the next afternoon.

“No,” Tate says quietly.

“Coach.” Rory leans forward in his chair across from Tate’s desk. “Please. Let me play. My guys need me.”

“You’re kidding, right?” I gesture at the crutches leaned against the back of his chair.

His knee is sprained, a minor injury that’ll take six to eight weeks to heal, as long as Rory rests. If he plays through it, it could get worse.

We’re lucky it wasn’t worse. He could have torn his ACL.

He’s probably out for the rest of the season, though, playoffs included.

Rory’s jaw tightens, determination in his eyes. “I can play.”

“No one’s doubting that, Miller.”

I hate the worry in Tate’s eyes. I hate it so much.

Our eyes meet, and my stomach knots with conflict. It’s been almost twenty-four hours of hell.

We need Rory to win. We’re pretty certain of that. Tate had this injury and played through it when he shouldn’t have, though. It’s what contributed to the ACL tear that ended his career.

“I’m not interested in ending your career so we can win the Cup, Miller.”

“I don’t care if this season is my last!” he bursts out. “Sitting on the bench while my guys need me is my nightmare.” He jabs his finger out the windows at the rink. “That’s my team. My family.”

I rub my palm over my mouth. What’s worse, tearing this team apart or ending Rory’s career before he’s ready?

I ignored the bad feeling I had when we traded Keir. This might not have happened if I had listened to my gut, or if I had pushed to find an enforcer before the trade deadline.

“You’re still the Storm captain,” Tate tells him. “Until your knee is back to playing shape, though, you won’t be on the ice.”

Rory pulls at his hair in anguish, looking like he wants to argue or swear at us, but instead takes a deep breath and carefully makes his way out of the office on his crutches.

“Did we make the right decision?” I ask, eyes on Rory as he waits for the elevator.

A beat of silence. “I don’t know, Jordan. I really don’t know.”

[image: ]


That night, I sit in the back area in silence with the rest of the Storm staff, eyes on the screen, arms tucked across my body, and my brows knitted together.

The score is three-nothing. The other team sinks another goal, and the silence and disappointment from the arena is deafening.

The camera cuts to Tate on the bench, flanked by Alexei and Rory, who insisted on being out there with his guys tonight. The media speculation about his injury is rampant.

The game restarts. The team is frustrated. I can see it in their tight expressions, the harried, impatient way they play. They stop giving themselves space on the ice, rushing for the net and missing what they normally wouldn’t.

Georgia and I meet eyes. She works with athletes at the hospital. She knows how psychological this game can be.

“It’s one game,” she says lightly. “They’re professionals.”

“Yeah. It’s one game.”

We lose four-nothing, and from then on, things get so much worse.
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Two weeks later, after eight losses in a row, I walk through the door of the Filthy Flamingo.

The moment takes my breath away—the guys at the back table, talking quietly. The music playing low. The somber atmosphere.

Jordan behind the bar, hair up in a ponytail and eyes on the drink she’s mixing. She looks up like she senses my gaze, and a small, sad smile curls at her mouth.

I blow out a heavy breath, rubbing the back of my neck. Seeing her feels like coming home.

Tonight was the last game of the regular season. Miller’s injury has decimated this team in ways we couldn’t predict. Losing has been a cancer that has spread through the team, through the organization, and the Storm has plummeted in the standings.

The only way we’ll make it to the playoffs is a wild card spot, and the team who’s going to clinch that tonight is currently up four-nothing in their game.

We’re not going to playoffs. We’re not going to win the Cup. Ross will sell the team, and Jordan’s future with the Storm will crumble to dust.

In Ward We Trust. People wear it on t-shirts and post it on social media. People chant it at games, now more than ever.

I don’t have a plan, though. I don’t know what to do. I’m lost. Everyone put their trust in me, and I didn’t just drop the ball—I smashed it, and now it’s beyond repair.

And right now, I really, really want a drink.

“Hi,” Jordan says when I take a seat.

“Hi.” Between games, practices, and scrambling to stop the downward spiral of losing, I’ve barely seen her. Not in the way I want to, at least. In my bed. In my arms. The team takes precedence right now. “It’s kind of weird, seeing you behind the bar again.”

She gives me a wry, sad smile. “Thought I’d brush up on my skills.”

She could have been great. She could have run this organization one day and been incredible at it. It’s what she was destined for.

Anger hooks in my chest. Whatever happens after this, I’m going to do everything I can to help Jordan find her way back into hockey.

The guys order another round and I watch as she pulls beers from the tap. The amber liquid flows down the side of the glass, forming a thin foam layer along the top.

I hate giving up. I hate failing. I hate losing. And more than anything, I hate leaving the guys behind, and Jordan.

Jordan drops the drinks off before taking the seat beside me, facing the bar.

“Tate.” The side of her knee pushes into mine, dragging my attention to the present. “What’s going on?”

“I want a drink.” The words fall from my lips. I turn to her, shame locking around my lungs like a vise. “I’m not going to have one, not going to blow up a decade of sobriety.” I sound surer than I feel.

I take a deep breath, filling my lungs with air. With her light scent and the familiar smell of the bar. I wish I could pull her against me right now, feel her weight against my chest, her steady breathing.

“But Jordan, I want one.”

I don’t know what I expected in her reaction—disgust, pity, disappointment, maybe, or even sympathy. She just nods, though, pressing her lips together.

“Yeah,” she says.

No judgment, just understanding. Like she knows it’s hard. Like she knows this is a demon that I battle with every day, and today, the demon is strong and I am weak.

I run a hand through my hair. “That’s what you’re supposed to do, when it’s like this.” Overwhelming. Consuming and threatening. “Talk to someone you trust. Someone who matters to you. Someone in your corner.”

Emotion flickers in her eyes. “I’m glad you came here tonight.”

Something locks into place in my chest, a satisfying click that has me thinking of all the times Jordan seemed to enjoy watching me unravel. The way she seems pleased when I sleep well.

“I hate this about myself.” It slips out of me before I can stop it. “After all this time, I still want a drink.”

She blinks, rearing back, a sharp emotion ripping through her expression so fast it takes me a moment to read it: protectiveness. Anger. Fury.

“How dare you talk about yourself like that?” she asks, voice low but firm. Eyes burning into me. “After all the work you’ve put in, to dismiss yourself like that? A lot of people with alcoholism never deal with it. Never break the cycle and raise their kids in an environment free of addiction. I admire you for what you’ve done. It takes strength every day, I know that. And Bea knows that, too. She’ll grow up to be proud of the man you are.”

She studies my face for a long beat.

“I already am,” she admits, looking down at the counter before her gaze shifts back to mine. “And I respect you more than you know.” She bites her lip for a moment. “I’m going to talk to my dad tomorrow morning. Maybe we can strike another deal. We’re, um. We’re getting closer, with our lunches and stuff. Maybe he’s changed his mind. He probably won’t give me the team but maybe he’ll hold off from selling it for another season.” She gives me a half-smile full of uncertainty and hope. “I have to try, though. I’ll never stop trying for these people.”

I thought she was heartless, unforgiving, and cold, but I couldn’t have been more wrong.

Jordan Hathaway might have the biggest heart of anyone I know.

A feeling grows through me like a sunrise, illuminating all the dark corners of my head and heart. At my lowest, when our season is in the gutter and I feel like a failure on so many levels, I went to her. I was drawn here tonight. When I’m lonely, I reach for her. When I’m uncertain or questioning my choices, I talk to her. The happy moments are better with her present.

I love her.

I love her and I need her, and more than anything, I want her. I want her so fucking badly, every part of her. I want to make her mine, have her offer her entire self to me and consume her with greed.

“Tate?” Her eyes search mine, her soft hand on my thigh.

“Yeah.” I blow out a heavy breath, the weight of my feelings settling on my shoulders. I scrub a hand over my face. “I’m okay.”

How long can I keep this from her? I can’t seem to hide things around Jordan.

My thoughts sharpen. Images of Jordan and me—at dinner, on dates. With Bea. On vacation together. Celebrating holidays at home.

In bed.

I see our future together, and I’m not going to let fear threaten that.

Maybe our season is over and Ross will sell the Storm. Maybe the family we’ve found will be split into pieces. I’m not giving up on Jordan, though. I’m not letting her go.

I’m going to convince Jordan Hathaway to fall in love with me.
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“Bye, guys.” I wave as Rory, Hayden, Jamie, Alexei, Luca, and Carey leave. They call their goodnights, walking off into the dark, and an uncomfortable weight of emotion lodges in my chest.

Hayden and Darcy’s wedding is in a week. Who’s going to feel like celebrating now? They’re going to look back on photos of their wedding and pair it with memories of not getting into playoffs.

“Wait.” Luca runs back and wraps me in a tight hug. “I’m sorry we let you down,” he says and my heart cracks.

Yes, I will have to return to the bar now, but the part that’s killing me is that these guys wanted to win the Stanley Cup more than anything. It could have changed their whole careers. They’d look back on memories of winning for the rest of their lives.

“You didn’t.” I give his shoulders a light shake, even though he towers over me. “I promise, Luca. I’m proud of you no matter what.”

He gives me a lopsided smile like he doesn’t believe me but nods, stepping back. “Well, goodnight.”

I close the door behind him, chewing my lip. I meet Tate’s eyes where he sits at the counter. Sad country music that Carey put on still plays on low volume.

“I’m really going to miss those guys,” I tell him.

They’ll come back to the bar, but it won’t be the same, now that I’ve failed them like this. And eventually they’ll move on like they were always meant to.

He nods, gaze gentle and soft.

And you, I want to say. I’m really going to miss you.

Our deal was until the end of the season, and we’re not getting into playoffs, so whatever fun Tate and I were having is done. My heart tightens into a tiny little stone and sinks through me, down to the floor.

“I’m fine to close up if you want to head home,” I tell him, heading back behind the counter.

His gaze is all over my face. “I’ll stay. Is that okay?”

“Of course.” I welcome it, tonight.

“I know how much you love being alone.”

I smile. “Not tonight.”

He studies me for a beat. “Are you lonely, Jordan?”

An ache moves through my chest. He asked me this once before, and I said no before I could even think about it.

“I don’t know,” I admit, feeling exposed. “I think I’ve been alone for so long that I don’t know what anything else feels like.”

I don’t feel lonely around you, I don’t say.

He makes a noise of acknowledgment, and when our gazes meet, my heart does a flip. I don’t know what it means, that I want to be around Tate when things go horribly wrong. That his presence makes everything hurt less. The affection in his eyes makes me ache. I want to wrap myself in him like a blanket.

“Will you dance with me?” he asks, and when I nod, he takes my hand and leads me to the open area of the bar.

We sway to the song’s twangy slide guitar and I sink against him, inhaling his comforting, clean scent. I let him lead, let him sway me around, my focus on the areas where we touch—our hands, his arm around my waist, my hand on his shoulder.

I have no delusions about a life with him and Bea. The team will be sold, and Tate and I will probably both be fired, and we’ll have no reason to see each other.

It’s not like it would work out, anyway, an ugly voice says. People like me don’t get chosen. People like my mother do, like Georgia, those outgoing, sparkly, charismatic types.

Not me, though. I tried to belong, I gave it everything, and the universe proved me wrong.

“I thought we had more time,” I whisper.

With the team. With each other.

I picture a different way it could have been. If we got into playoffs.

“I’d shake things up,” I say without thinking.

Tate gives me a questioning look.

“If we got a wild card spot.”

The four wild card spots are the lowest-ranking teams to make it into playoffs. They’re paired with the highest-ranking teams for the first round and rarely make it further.

Ideas start pinging in my head, a welcome distraction from the things I don’t want to feel.

“I’d get the farm team up here for a practice, and we’d try every possible line and pair combination. What we were doing wasn’t working, so I’d start fresh, give the guys a sense of something new, a clean slate. Maybe there’s someone we missed with the farm team or some combination we didn’t think of.”

Tate studies me with interest and momentum builds in my chest. It feels good to finish the season differently, even if it’s in my head. To do it on our own terms.

“But before that,” I continue, “I’d do something fun.”

Tate’s mouth curls up in that affectionate way.

“Something dumb and competitive. Get them working together as a team again, to pull at the parts of themselves that love a challenge.”

Tate nods, smiling more. “There was a team dinner a few seasons ago, when Miller joined. We played a game of Assassin.”

Pippa teased Hazel after that, something about a victory kiss with Rory. “Exactly like that. I’d do it with the whole organization, though.” I bite my bottom lip. “Because each person matters.”

Emotion rises in his eyes. “Maybe we should do that, anyway. Let’s end the season on a high note. Give them one last good memory.”

This must be what bittersweet feels like. “Ross can pay,” I add, and Tate laughs.

There’s that odd, flipping feeling in my chest again. Tate’s eyes drop to my mouth, and he presses his lips in a firm line like he’s holding back.

“Do something for me, Jordan.” The strong line of his throat moves as he swallows. “Put your head on my shoulder.”

There’s a scrape to his voice like he needs this, and I have the unbearable urge to give Tate Ward exactly what he needs. Instinctively, I lean into him, resting against the crook of his neck.

“Like this?” It’s so comfortable, as if this spot was designed for me.

He lets out a long, slow breath. “Exactly like that.”

The song ends but Tate doesn’t let me go, and I don’t move, and the next song starts. I could stay here all night, leaning my head on Tate’s warm chest.

A knock has us pausing, the music still playing around us.

“Ignore it,” Tate says in my ear.

“It could be important.”

I feel the shake of his head against my temple, his lips pressing against my hairline. “This is important.”

When he says things like that, like I’m something to be cherished, something he values, my heart can’t take it. I lift my head to look up at him, my heart beating up into my throat.

His broad chest rises and falls with a deep breath, and around my fingers, his hand flexes. “Jordan, I⁠—”

Another knock at the door, more urgent, like a fist pounding.

Tate swears under his breath and breaks away, heading to the door.

Jordan, I—what? What was he going to say?

Tate unlocks the door and opens it to Rory standing on the other side on his crutches, grinning ear to ear. Alexei, Jamie, Hayden, Luca, and Carey are all behind him. All grinning. A total one-eighty from the somber, depressing atmosphere of the bar half an hour ago.

“Got some news for you,” Rory says.

He glances past us at the dim bar, taking in the low music playing, and something knowing sharpens in his eyes, but he doesn’t say a word. Thank god.

“What’s going on?” I ask, fidgeting behind Tate, tucking my hands into my sleeves.

“Florida lost the game.”

I pull back like I’ve been slapped. Tate looks at me with surprise.

Rory’s nodding, eyes sparkling. “L.A. scored four goals in the last six minutes of the game and another in overtime.”

A strange expression washes over Tate’s features, like he isn’t sure whether this is real, or if he’s dreaming.

“They lost,” Tate repeats, staring at Rory.

I’m not breathing but my heart’s still beating, I can hear it and feel the heavy thumps in my chest.

“They lost,” Rory confirms. “You know what this means, right?”

The guys all watch with their own smiles—even Alexei doesn’t look quite so serious and surly, with the corner of his mouth pulling up a fraction of an inch—and I’m filled with affection and appreciation for them, that they knew how important this was to not just Tate but me. That they wanted to be here to see our reactions.

“We got the last wild card spot,” I whisper, relief crashing through me.

A brilliant smile grows on Tate’s handsome face, his eyes sparkling, and I can feel my own smile right back at him.

We’re not finished. It’s not over yet. We still have a chance.

Tate holds my eyes. “We’re going to playoffs.”

Later, at home, I knock gently on Tate’s bedroom door as he lies against the pillows, watching replays of the Florida-L.A. game.

His eyes cut to me, surprise and what I hope is relief flashing in them.

I nudge my chin at the TV. “Can’t sleep?”

He gives me a wry smile, and I head over to the bed. A question rises in his eyes.

I haven’t been avoiding him, these past few weeks, but I haven’t been going out of my way to fool around with him. Every time we do, it seems like I fall a little deeper.

But tonight, he needs me.

“You need to sleep.” I give him a small smile as I slide into his bed, uninvited, a tiny part of me worried he’ll ask me to leave. “Tomorrow’s a big day. We need to figure out a plan.”

He turns the TV off, wraps a big arm around me, and pulls me against his chest.

“Thank you,” he whispers, before he falls into a deep sleep.
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“Hi,” I say on Friday morning.

We’re at the arena, gathered in the lobby, and everyone quiets down to look at me.

Everyone.

Tate, the team, the analysts, the trainers, the medical staff. Operations, marketing, accounting and finance, legal. The food and beverage team. The styling team who make the merch look nice in the stores. The custodians. The team dentist.

Everyone.

My hands are shaking. I want the team to feel hope, though, so I push my shoulders back and straighten my spine. Tate and I meet eyes, and he gives me that warm, crinkly-eyed smile.

I believe in you. You belong here, he said once.

I take a deep breath. “Thanks for coming, everyone.”

The pro team and the farm team stand in two separate groups—something that will hopefully change by the end of the day, because tomorrow, we’re going to start practicing, and these guys need to feel like one team, not two.

The elevator doors open and my dad slips out, nodding hello at me but staying at the back of the group.

“We’re going to do something different today,” I tell the group. “A team building exercise.”

“Trust falls?” Luca asks, and people laugh. I smile at him.

“No. Not trust falls. A city-wide scavenger hunt.”

I explain the rules, including the stipulation that they can only take a rideshare or car once today and must use rental bikes or public transit for the rest of the scavenger hunt.

A ripple runs through the guys, something electric and competitive as they glance at each other, shifting and straightening up. It’s like their batteries have been charged.

There. This is what we wanted to see. Some life in this team again. Some hope and interest.

“No helicopters,” I add, eyes on Luca, and the guys laugh, including Tate.

I grin. Okay, this isn’t so bad.

“The first team to complete every task wins.” I pause as they all stare at me, waiting. “What, do you want a whistle or something?” I grin. “Go.”
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“What in the world is going on with the Vancouver Storm?” the broadcaster asks on the sports news that evening.

The Filthy Flamingo is full of people as we watch the television I finally relented on.

“After a shocking turn of events and a last-minute wild card spot, players were spotted all over Vancouver today in some type of team scavenger hunt.”

Pictures from social media flash across the screen. Luca riding a rented bike along the seawall, taking pictures with fans. Hayden at the Vancouver Public Library with his new library card. Carey playing a busker’s guitar at Granville Island. Jamie with the otters at the aquarium. Rory buying a bun from a bakery in Chinatown. Alexei supervising while some of the younger players hand out tulips at Kitsilano Beach. White tulips mean starting over, apparently.

It’s a love letter to Vancouver, and a way to show the city that we’ll fight until the end because we love this game.

“Rumors are circulating that this is the work of Jordan Hathaway, Ross Sheridan’s daughter and the likely eventual owner of the Storm.”

A photo of me appears on screen and Georgia catcalls. I cut her a flat look as I grab the remote and turn off the TV.

“Boo,” Luca yells and I flip him the finger before I turn the music back up.

The conversation in the bar resumes, and Tate comes to my side.

“Your idea worked,” he says.

“We’ll see what happens tomorrow.” The farm team and pro team are going to practice together.

“I have a feeling that’ll work too.” He studies me. “What are you thinking about?”

That I want to kiss him. That I feel close to him. That I want more from him.

“That you look very well-rested today.” My mouth twitches as I focus on wiping the glass in my hand. Players glance over at us with knowing smiles. They can’t hear us, but it’s obvious from my playful smirk and Tate’s eyes on me like he could devour me, his body leaning toward me with his full attention.

I don’t care, I realize. I don’t care if they know there’s something going on with us. I should, because it’ll be humiliating when it’s over, but for now, I want to enjoy it.

“I am well-rested,” Tate says. “I slept great.”

“Glad to hear it,” I say as if I had nothing to do with it, despite the butterflies going off in my stomach. “Nothing beats a solid eight hours.”

His smile is warm and steady. “I hope I sleep well again tonight.”

My stomach dips. Is he⁠—?

“Yes,” he says, eyes on mine. “It’s an invitation to sleep in my bed tonight. And tomorrow. And for as many nights as you’d like.”

“What about Bea?” I say, heart in my throat.

“I’ll keep the door closed and you can leave before she gets up.”

I don’t know why I snag on that. I don’t know why I wish he’d say something like let her know. She’s a child, and this is the dangerous part, letting her get her hopes up.

He watches me carefully, and when I nod, he exhales, shoulders inching down.

“Good,” he says, like that’s final. “See you later, Jordan. I’m looking forward to it.”

We’ve kissed. We’ve fooled around. The promise of falling asleep together regularly feels more intimate than any of that, though.

“Me, too,” I admit.

I watch him as he heads back to the guys, my heart squeezing with happiness.
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Tate’s sprawled out in bed that night when I appear in his doorway, leaning against the headboard with a toned arm tucked behind his head, watching a game on TV.

He looks at me and his face breaks into a soft, relieved smile.

“Hi,” I whisper, closing the door behind me.

“Hi,” he says back, eyes tracking me as I make my way to him.

I climb onto the bed but he’s already reaching for me, pulling me on top of him, lifting up to kiss me like it’s been weeks since he saw me instead of hours. He kisses with urgency, like he missed me. I straddle him, knees on either side of his torso, while his hands thread into my hair and he makes noises of enjoyment into my mouth, like I’m delicious.

My bangs fall into my eyes and he pushes them aside. “Did I ever tell you how much I like you with bangs?” he asks.

I shake my head. “They’re something, you said when I got my hair cut.”

He laughs a little. “Well, I do. I love them on you. I just couldn’t tell you at the time.”

He wraps his hand around the back of my neck, pulls me back for another kiss and my brain floats, happy and quiet.

“Tate?” I ask quietly in between kisses a minute later.

“Mmm?” His lips come to my jaw, my neck, and his voice sounds far away, like he’s busy and I’m distracting him.

“You know the pink panties Phoebe brought you?”

“Uh-huh.” He sucks a sensitive spot beneath my ear and my breath catches. It’s hard to think when he’s doing that.

“When you, um. What did you—” My hips tilt, pressing my aching center to his erection, and we both make a desperate noise. “You had them for a while.”

He pauses, pulling back to look at me with a little smile on his mouth. “How do you know that?”

“They were hanging out of your drawer when I babysat Bea.” My face is going warm. I hope he doesn’t think I snooped. “I saw them when I walked by your room.” I make a self-conscious face. “I was looking to see if you had a TV.”

He’s smiling more now, like he’s not embarrassed. It’s all so easy and fun with him. “Okay. I had them for a while before giving them back.”

There’s a fluttery, light feeling in my chest and I tilt my hips against him once more, scattering sparks through my body. His eyelids dip and he grips my hips.

“What did you do with them?” I ask.

He arches an eyebrow, something hot but playful in his eyes. “You want me to show you?”

I bite my lip and nod, and in an instant, I’m yelping with surprised laughter as he flips me over onto my back and starts to undress.
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The next morning, Jordan, Volkov, Miller, and I watch from the bench as the guys scrimmage on the ice.

The guys are all mixed up, the line between pro and farm teams blurred, and there’s a spike of pride and satisfaction in my chest.

Jordan was right. Changing the lines is how we’re going to come back from this.

She slept in my bed last night, too. She came on my hand and again on my mouth and I came all over those gorgeous breasts of hers. We fell asleep and I slept like the dead. The urge to tell her everything, how I’m in love with her and want her to be a part of our family, sits at the edge of my thoughts every waking moment, but I hold back.

She still needs time.

At the sidelines, Darcy sits with her laptop, making notes about what she’s seeing. From his office at the top of the arena, Ross watches.

The guys play for a bit and our attention catches on one player.

I blow the whistle. “Hallstrom,” I call, waving him over. He used to play center back in Sweden before he came to the minors.

Rasmus Hallstrom skates to the bench, breathing hard. He’s young, maybe early twenties. Light brown hair, medium build, and from what I saw at the bar last night, quiet and serious.

I gesture at Jordan, giving her the floor.

“You want to play center again?” she asks.

“Yes.” He holds her gaze, then mine. “I’m too good to play in the minors.”

Jordan lets out a light laugh. At my side, Alexei crosses his arms, glaring at him.

I smile. “Well, let’s see what you can do.”

He skates away for another face off and Jordan gives me a sidelong look, like she just figured something out. Like she knows she’s right.

“Play him with the third line,” she says.

“As you wish.”

With Hallstrom in as center with the third-line pro wingers, the game restarts. We’re supposed to be watching all the guys, observing how they interact and play together, how the dynamic shifts as the lines change, but all of us focus on Hallstrom. He weaves and darts, skating harder than any other player on the ice. He passes between the wingers with ease, like they’ve been playing together for years.

A broad grin pulls across Jordan’s face, and everything in my chest expands.

“Looks like we found our new third-line centerman,” I tell her.
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Later that week, I wait in Tate’s car outside Bea’s school.

It’s early April and spring has arrived in Vancouver. The cherry blossoms bloom, the sun shines, and everything has that hopeful sheen to it.

With only a few days until the first round of playoffs, and Darcy and Hayden’s wedding tomorrow, the team has been working hard. Some of the farm team guys we’ve called up needed extra development this afternoon, and I volunteered to pick Bea up so Tate could work with them for an hour longer.

And he trusted me enough to say yes.

The bell rings, the doors open, and kids spill out of the school. The joyful, rambunctious noise of children floats in through the open windows of the car.

I see her before she sees me, carrying her guitar case and looking for Tate’s car. She looks so cute, the guitar case almost the same size as her.

My stomach drops. She’s crying.

In an instant, I’m out of the car, hurrying to her.

I drop to my knees in front of her, searching her tear-streaked face. My heart’s in my throat, and I will do anything, anything, to fix this. “What’s wrong? What’s going on, sweetheart?”

Whoever did this, I’ll kill them.

She takes a shaky breath. “Nothing.”

“Bee.” I take her hands. “Please talk to me.”

“I don’t want to talk about it. I just want to go home.”

What would Tate do? He wouldn’t push her, I don’t think. “Okay. Let’s go home.”

I’m going to give this kid so much ice cream tonight. Anything she wants, anything to make her feel better.

She lets me take her guitar case but it’s light—too light.

“Where’s your guitar?”

Her face crumples again and she looks across the playground. A group of bigger kids plays on the swings. One of them has a skateboard.

My entire body freezes as I spot Bea’s guitar on the ground, the strings broken.

Rage throttles through me, hot, sharp, and furious.

“They took it,” she mumbles, and I could power the entire world with how angry and protective I feel right now.

I close my eyes and take one deep, calming breath so I don’t do something very stupid.

Nope. I’m going to do it anyway.

“Wait here for a second, okay?” I give her a pleasant, neutral smile. “I’ll just be a moment.”

She sniffles and gives me a confused look. “Where are you going?”

“It’s okay.” Concern flashes through her eyes at whatever my smile looks like. “Everything is going to be okay.”

A moment later, I’m standing in front of the group of little shitheads. My heart is pounding, but on the outside, I am cool, giving them my best disinterested bartender stare.

They stop talking, looking up at me while I continue to stare at them. I point at the guitar on the ground.

“Did you do that?” I ask them.

“Fuck off,” one of them says, the one with a skateboard.

My eyebrows go up. I hate this kid. He has an unfortunate rat face.

I lean in, hands on my knees, smiling. To bystanders, it looks like I’m just having a pleasant conversation.

“Listen, you little rat-faced fuck. If no one was watching, I’d take your shitty little poser skateboard and crack it on the ground until it was in pieces.”

The kids stand around, unsure of what to do. They think I’m weird. I don’t care. They fucked with Bea, so they’re going to get this version of me that I didn’t know existed.

“Instead, I’ll tell you this.” Furious anger knots in my stomach at the sneer on his dumb face. “If you ever touch Bea’s guitar again, if you ever make fun of her or laugh at her or talk to her or even look at her,” I’m inches from his face, “I will find you, break your skateboard, and ruin your life.”

I straighten up with a pretty smile.

“All clear?”

Rat Face mumbles something, his face going red.

“Great,” I chirp. “Have a fantastic day, Rat Face.”

I scoop up Bea’s guitar and carry it back to her like nothing happened. “Let’s go, Bee.”

A bad feeling wavers through me as I realize what I just did. Tate would never do something like this. He’s probably going to be furious. He’s never going to let me pick Bea up again.

Once Bea is safely buckled up in the back seat, I drive away. First stop, ice cream. Second stop, the music store to have her guitar restrung.

“You okay?” I ask her, glancing at her in the rearview mirror.

“Yeah.” She shoots me a big grin. “That was awesome.”
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That evening, I’m staring at my laptop on the kitchen counter in my guesthouse, trying to focus on game tape, but I just keep thinking about those fucking kids from today.

My phone chimes with a text from Tate. Can you come here, please?

A nervous groan slips out of me, and I toss my phone onto my bed before turning back to my laptop.

Ten minutes later, there’s a knock at my door. I don’t move.

“Jordan.” His low voice comes through the door and my stomach dips in a bad way.

He’s mad. Furious, probably. He’s so rarely mad that he’ll probably trigger a thunderstorm or something, like a Greek god.

“Not home,” I call back.

I’m not fit to babysit Bea anymore. He’s disappointed in how I behaved today. I embarrassed him and Bea and the team.

“Open this door, please.”

The deadly calm of his voice makes the hairs on the back of my neck rise. With my heart in my throat, I head to the door.

“Look,” I say, opening the door. “I’m sorry.” Oh god, his eyes. Dark and flashing. Tight jaw. Even mad, he’s hot. “I shouldn’t have lost my temper.”

He steps across the threshold. Has he gotten taller? “No. You shouldn’t have.”

“I set a bad example for her, but I just couldn’t sit by and⁠—”

He kisses me. Hard. Takes the breath right out of my lungs with his lips on mine, thorough and furious. Taking. His hands are in my hair and my backside hits the kitchen counter but my senses are overwhelmed with Tate, with his scent in my nose and his warmth surrounding me and the way he’s breathing hard, his tongue between my lips and the way he makes a low, pleasured noise of agony as I melt against him, kissing him back.

He breaks the kiss, resting his forehead against mine as we both catch our breath.

“You’re not mad?” I whisper, searching his eyes.

“No, honey.” His chest rises and falls fast. “I’m not mad. Thank you for what you did. It meant a lot to her and showed her how much you care.”

My throat tightens with emotion. “I do care about her.”

“I know.” Something that looks like longing flickers in his gaze. “I know you do.” He sighs, eyes closing. “I shouldn’t be here. I’m feeling . . .”

I wait, but he doesn’t finish. “Feeling what?”

Hesitation? Remorse? Regret?

His expression is so lost and frustrated and agonized. “Like I can’t control myself around you.” His hand threads into my hair, tightening his hold on me, the other fisting the front of my sweater. He blinks at it, a funny smile tilting on his mouth. “You’re wearing my sweater.”

Self-conscious heat prickles through me, crawling up my face. “I was cold.”

His eyebrows flick up in amusement. “Did the stylist not include a few sweaters? I’ll have a word with her.”

I’m smiling. “Fine. I like wearing it. It smells like you.” I pull my bottom lip between my teeth and Tate glances at it, frowning. “And I don’t want you to control yourself around me.”

That agonized look is back. “Jordan.”

“Tate.” I lift up on my tiptoes and press my lips to his jaw. “I’ve been thinking about you.”

The breath rushes out of him as I kiss across his jaw, down his warm neck, inhaling him.

“What have you been thinking about, honey?” he asks, the line of his throat moving as my teeth nip his skin.

“You touching me.” My hands wander down his chest, down his abs, skimming over the soft t-shirt, until I find the thick ridge of his arousal. “And making you come. I think about it constantly.”

He’s hard. A low whimper slips out of him when I squeeze his erection, warmth pooling between my legs.

“Me, too,” he admits, eyes closed and hand still in my hair as I stroke him over his pants.

God, his reaction. It’s like he’s never had sex before or something. It’s different for me with him, a hopeful little part of me says, so maybe it’s different for him, too.

He’s practically a monk, Noah said, and I shouldn’t like that Tate has a hard time taking pleasure for himself, but I do love that he’s letting himself do it with me.

His mouth finds mine and he delivers another deep, searching kiss, his fingers tangling in my hair. The urge to push him rises inside me. To see his pleasure. To let him lose control.

“We should, um . . .” He trails off as I sink to my knees. “What are you doing?”

I tug his pants and boxers down enough to let his cock free. Three months ago, knowing what Tate Ward’s cock looked like would have made me furious. No man should be endowed like this. I can’t get my fingers fully around him as I stroke, gaze shifting from his impressive length to his face. He’s looking down at me like he’s in pain, like he can’t believe this is happening, like this might be a dream.

I hold his dark eyes as I lean forward and bring my tongue to the tip, swiping the bead of salty arousal off.

He makes a desperate noise, hands flying to my head, curling forward with a slack jaw. “Jordan, no—oh, fuck—not like this.”

I run my tongue up and down his length. In my hand, he pulses, hot and impossibly hard, more moisture appearing at the tip.

“Would you prefer to lie down? Or do you want to keep standing so you can fuck my mouth?”

His eyes widen and a spark of pleasure goes off in me. “What? No. I wouldn’t—we can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because that’s—” He tries to pull me up. “I want to go down on you.”

“No. I’m busy.” I take him back in my mouth, suck hard, and another strangled noise rushes out of his mouth.

“I don’t know if I can—shit, Jordan, I can’t think when you’re doing that⁠—”

I take him all the way to the back of my throat, along the flat of my wet, warm tongue, again and again. Slowly, because the disbelief on his face, the way he can’t seem to catch his breath, hearing the curses and my name on his lips, it’s perfect.

He’s unraveling for me. It’s the fantasy I never knew I had. Or maybe it’s what I wanted all along—to break him. To make him snap.

Just not like I thought.

“I need to tell you something,” he says.

I pause, his cock still in my mouth. “Right now?” I say around him.

“Yes,” he grits out. “Right now. I don’t want to keep it from you anymore.”

I rub the flat of my tongue against his tip, and his eyelids dip. “Fuck, Jesus, shit. Jordan. I can’t think when you do that.”

I know, so I keep doing it.

“I’m going to get you back for this,” he promises with his eyes closed. “Okay, the clothes the team bought you?”

With his free hand, he pinches the bridge of his nose like he’s having a hard time focusing, and a ping of smug pleasure bursts inside me. I let my free hand wander to his balls. I tug lightly and his teeth clamp together to hold in a stifled groan.

“I bought them. They were from me.”

I pause with his cock resting on my tongue.

“Are you mad?” he asks, hair falling in his eyes as he looks down.

That Tate spent way, way too much money buying me everything I need?

“No.” My mouth twists into a smile. “But I should have known.”

I sweep my tongue over the sensitive part on the underside of his length, and his eyelids dip. His thighs tense. Not long, now.

“You take care of everyone but yourself.” I give him a few hard strokes, fascinated by the way his head falls back. “That’s okay, though. That’s what I’m for.”

The noise that comes out of him is equal parts comfort, like this is what his body and mind have been craving, and concern, like he’s getting closer to losing control.

“Can you, um.” His head rolls to the side like he’s having a hard time staying upright. “Can you take your pants off? And your panties? I don’t know why I like the,” he pauses while I slide them off, eyes on his as he gazes down at me, dark and unfocused. He swallows, “I like the idea of you bare and getting wet.” His eyes drop to my body. “Are you? Getting wet?”

“Mhm.” I take him back into my mouth, and his eyes close again.

“Fuck. Okay. We should stop.”

“Just a little bit longer,” I say before taking him deep. “One more minute.”

He’s nodding, breathing hard. “One more minute.”

I find a rhythm that makes his eyes go unfocused and thighs tense. His hips start to thrust, and I know I have him. His hand shifts in my hair, taking the length of my ponytail and wrapping it around his fist, and the delicious prickles from his grip dance across my scalp and down my spine. Between my legs, heat gathers and aches.

“Fuck, okay. I’m going to come in your mouth,” he says, eyes like sin. “I’m going to come right down that throat, Jordan.”

Shivers run across my skin as his cock pulses between my lips, and Tate’s expression as he comes is obscene, lips parted, eyes on me, and a frown of shocked disbelief.

“Oh, god, honey, it’s so good,” he moans like he’s begging as he releases into my mouth. “It’s so good with you. You’re exactly what I need.”

It’s a struggle to keep up with it, but the way he looks down at me with hunger and need keeps me swallowing.

This is what I’m for. I’m many things—images of my bar, my team, my friends, and Bea revolve in my head—but I’m this, too. Tate’s. A way for him to let go. A way for him to lose control and take exactly what he needs. A way for him to feel like he’s worthy of pleasure, too.

He drops down to kiss me, raw, claiming, and greedy, and a moment later, I’m in the air, over Tate’s big shoulder, and being flipped onto my back on the bed. I don’t have a second to respond before he pushes my thighs apart and his mouth is on me, tongue dragging long lines up my center like he’s trying to get every drop of my arousal.

A high noise comes out of me at the hot, slippery friction against my sensitive nerves. My body is already shaking and clenching, toes curling and intimate muscles tightening as I reach for the sweatshirt to take it off.

“Don’t.” Tate’s voice is sharp. “Don’t take it off.”

His tongue circles my clit, so fucking good but not quite enough, before he sinks two thick fingers into me. I bow off the bed, eyes wide and unseeing as the pressure low in my abdomen swirls.

I’m already close. How? “I don’t come this quickly.”

“With me, you do.” His voice is hoarse as he crooks his fingers and desire slices through my body. “God, I love to watch you squirm.”

He works his hand hard against a spot I wasn’t aware existed. He’s neither gentle nor calm, and this. This is Tate untethered. This is Tate completely out of control.

I love it. I need it. I’m racing toward an orgasm that’s going to snap me in half, and I already can’t wait to do this again.

“Don’t stop,” I beg as he sucks my clit and stars burst behind my eyes. “Please, Tate.”

My fingers thread into his hair, and his low noise of approval pushes me over the edge. Heat shatters through me, making me cry out as waves of pleasure crash through my body. I can’t think, I can’t speak, I can’t breathe, I can only beg Tate’s name as he drags out my orgasm on his tongue.

When I come down, he’s above me, smiling and pressing sweet, soft kisses across my face.

“You’re beautiful,” he whispers, clutching me like he needs me. Like that meant as much to him as it did to me. “You’re so beautiful.”

Half an hour later, we’re back in the main house, in his bed. His hand toys with my hair and I’m sprawled across his chest, listening to his strong, steady heartbeat, tracing the lines of his tattoo in the moonlight.

Beneath me, Tate starts shaking with laughter. “I can’t believe you called that kid a rat-faced fuck.”
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The next day, Hayden and Darcy get married beneath the cherry blossoms.

“Hayden,” Darcy says during their vows, holding his hands.

She’s wearing the boho-style cream dress she tried on in a tiny shop in Yaletown while Georgia, Hazel, Pippa, and I fought tears of happiness for her. Her lavender hair is around her shoulders, loose and wavy, and Hayden gazes at her like he can’t believe she’s really there.

Beside us, Bea sits in her pretty pink dress after completing her flower girl duties.

“You’re my best friend,” Darcy tells Hayden. “My partner. The really, really hot guy I always had a secret crush on. You amaze me with your kindness, compassion, and thoughtfulness. Every day, you inspire me to be brave.”

The sweetness in her expression as she gazes up at him feels familiar.

“I love you,” she says, simply. “And I look forward to the rest of my life with you.”

He kisses her hard, hand around the back of her head, and people whoop and laugh. In my chest, something warm spreads, making it hard to get a full breath.

Tate’s hand slips into mine. Darcy’s looking at Hayden the way I feel when I look at Tate. My free hand goes to the necklace he gave me, and a feeling loops through me of being cherished and taken care of.

His gaze comes to me, and he smiles as it lands on the earrings he gave me this morning. Dainty rose-gold studs to match the necklace. Subtle but feminine, exactly the kind of jewelry I’d pick out for myself, if I were a jewelry kind of person.

Maybe I am, I think, as I look down at our joined hands.

With a start, I realize what we’re doing and try to tug my hand away. His grip tightens, though.

“Tate,” I whisper with urgency. “Someone will see.”

“Let them,” he says calmly. “We’re among friends. No one will say anything to the media.”

It’s true. These people would never spill a word that could hurt us or the team’s image.

He slides me a look, the corner of his mouth slipping up. “Besides, maybe this will get them to stop hounding us.”

But what does this mean, that Tate is comfortable with the team knowing about us?

What does this mean about us, about the no-strings conversation?

“What about Bea?” She’s sitting on his other side, watching Hayden and Darcy.

He turns back to the couple getting married. “I’ll talk to her.”

And what will you say? I want to ask.

“Darce,” Hayden says, and we turn our attention back to the couple. “I can’t remember a time when my thoughts didn’t revolve around you. I wanted you for years, and I would have waited forever for you. I promise to support you, to encourage you, to remind you of how much you rock when you forget.” Darcy’s smile softens even more. “I promise not to watch ahead with our favorite TV show and to always be available for kissing lessons.”

“Oh god.” She dips her head, her face going pink as people chuckle and Hayden gives her a cheeky grin.

“I will always put you first, because you’re everything to me. I love you, Darcy Andersen,” he sniffles, eyes going shiny with emotion, “and I’m going to TI-83 you for the rest of your life.”

Darcy rolls her eyes, smiling, and Tate gives me a curious look.

“It’s some weird calculator joke between them,” I whisper.

They say their I dos, and when they kiss, Hayden dips her low. Cheers rise from the guests.

They make being in love look so easy. All of them do. Rory and Hazel, with his arm around her, sending warm, affectionate glances down at her with her baby bump. Jamie and Pippa, holding hands. Alexei and Georgia, her leaning against his side while his fingers twine in the ends of her auburn hair.

“Let’s get this party started,” Hayden calls to us and leads Darcy down the aisle.

Being alone used to seem like the best option for someone like me, but I think I’ve been wrong. I think, maybe, being surrounded by wonderful people, not just Tate but Georgia and Darcy and Hazel and Pippa, and all the guys, even Luca—I think that might be the best option.

Are you lonely, Jordan? Tate asked months ago.

Only when I think about all of this ending.
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At the wedding reception, I’m standing off to the side of the restaurant, watching Jordan twirl Bea around the dance floor, when Ross appears at my side.

“Tate.” He nods a greeting at me.

“Ross.”

We stand there in silence, watching the party.

“You seem happier, these days,” he says after a moment.

“Do I?”

My eyes automatically go to Jordan in her dark blue dress, the color of the sky at night. She’s laughing as Bea spins, making the skirt of her pink dress flare out. Bea beams up at her and Jordan smiles her real smile, relaxed and unguarded. Happy.

My girls. The thought pierces through me, sudden, bright, and true. Jordan belongs with the team, but she belongs with us, too. I’m in love with the woman, for god’s sake. Life is so effortless with her. Every day, I sink deeper.

And I wonder if I’m making a huge mistake. I wonder if she feels like she belongs with us, too.

“Take it from me, Tate.” Ross glances between me and Jordan. “Don’t live with regrets.” He studies his daughter for a moment longer before he gives me a sad smile. “Excuse me.”

He walks away and Bea appears, dragging me to the dance floor.

“What do you think about seeing more of Jordan?” I ask as I twirl her. “Maybe living with us eventually.”

A hopeful look that makes my heart hurt crosses her face. “Then she doesn’t have to get up so early and go back to the guesthouse in the mornings.”

My eyes close and I try not to smile.

“I saw it on the Ring camera,” Bea adds, swinging my hands to the music.

“Right. Yes.” I forgot about those, and I’m guessing Jordan did, too.

“She needs us, Dad.” She brings my hand up and twirls herself under my arm. “She’s happy with us.”

I want it to be true, so badly, because we need her. And we’re happy with her.

“Do you love her?” Bea asks, and my gut drops.

Is it that obvious, that even my nine-year-old can tell?

I drop to a kneel in front of her, holding her eyes. I don’t care that we’re still on the dance floor. I take a deep breath.

“No secrets,” Bea reminds me, looking worried, and I nod.

No secrets.

“Yes,” I admit. “I’m in love with Jordan.” I rub a hand through my hair, Ross’s words echoing through my head. “I’ve been scared, though, because I don’t want you to get your hopes up if it doesn’t work out.”

Bea watches me closely. My parenting style has always been to make Bea feel completely secure in every way. I don’t want her worrying about me.

But I need to tell her the truth.

“And I don’t want to get my hopes up, either.” I swallow hard. “That’s not brave, though, and I want to show you how to be brave. So yes, Bea, I’m in love with Jordan, and I’m waiting to see if she’s in love with us back.”

Her little mouth twists like she’s thinking, and her eyes go to Jordan sitting on the side of the dance floor, watching us with a fond look, giving us space.

“Are you going to ask Jordan to dance?” Bea asks with that hopeful smile again.

“I think I will.”

She beams at me. “Good.”
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I take Jordan’s hand and pull her against me on the dance floor, ignoring her darting, self-conscious glances around the room.

There’s something in the air tonight that I’ve never experienced at a wedding. A sparkling energy that has me looking around and picturing Jordan and me at the front, holding hands and exchanging rings, our loved ones looking on.

Jordan studies me with a little smile. “What are you thinking about?”

“This.”

I kiss her, soft and sweet, and my mind quiets. The unsettled, urgent feeling inside me dims as she sighs against me, and when I straighten up, it starts up again, like I need more.

Behind her, Darcy, Georgia, Hazel, and Pippa stare with big grins, Pippa gripping Hazel’s forearm. Miller and Owens high-five and Streicher hands Volkov a twenty-dollar bill.

“What?” Jordan asks, and I realize I’m smiling.

“Nothing.” I turn my attention back to her. “I’m just happy.”

Her cheeks go that adorable shade of pink. “Me, too.”

“Would you ever get married?” I ask.

She blinks. Once. Twice. A startled look in her eyes. Her lips part, and she takes a breath before she closes them. “Um. Maybe.”

She looks away, frowning like she’s thinking, before her eyes lift to mine and some of her worry fades.

“To the right person I would.”

My heart beats harder.

“You?” she asks, and it feels like she’s holding her face neutral. The way she used to all the time.

“Yeah.” I nod, gazing at her, my heart in my throat and ideas blooming in my head. “To the right person, I would.”
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I’m having the best sleep of my life when a large hand gently shakes my shoulder.

“Jordan.”

“No,” I mumble, burying my face in the pillow.

“Honey.”

“It’s the middle of the night.”

“It’s eight in the morning.”

I squint in the morning light streaming into Tate’s room. “I missed my alarm.”

He gives me a fond smile. “I turned it off so you could sleep. You’re going to need it for tonight.”

Right. Round one of the Stanley Cup finals starts tonight.

“Tate.” I sit up. “Bea’s going to⁠—”

“Hi, Jordan,” she calls, running past the open doorway, the cat scampering after her with labored breathing, and I go very still.

“She’s been seeing you sneaking back to your guesthouse for weeks,” he says with a regretful expression but sparkling eyes. “Ring camera,” he adds.

“Ugh.” I clench my eyes closed. “Damn it.”

He smiles at me, resting a hand on my hip.

“Well, she already knows I’m here, so,” I lie back down. “See you in two hours.”

I crack my eyes open. He’s still smiling at me.

“Tate.”

His eyebrows go up. “I had something else in mind.”

“Admit it,” Tate tells me as we float in our kayaks up the inlet.

The water is like glass, so calm and steady, our paddles sending ripples along the surface. In the trees along the coast, birds chirp. We pass homes, and someone sitting on their patio, enjoying their morning coffee, waves to us. We wave back. A seal pops its head out of the water every few minutes to watch us.

“Fine. It’s nice.”

It’s more than nice. It’s serene and quiet and it feels like we’re the only two people on the planet. Under my life jacket, I’m wearing Tate’s sweatshirt.

All of this feels right. It feels like I should be here. Like the universe is telling me to stay.

Bea’s at her friend’s place for the morning, the one she met at guitar lessons. I bet she’d like to come with us, next time.

My mind wanders to my mother’s summer house. I bet Tate and Bea would love it there. I wonder if my dad still owns it. Maybe he sold it after my mom passed.

Or maybe not.

“How are you feeling about tonight?” I ask him.

He blows out a long breath. “Good. We’re as prepared as we can be, and now we just need to hope.”

I make a thoughtful noise, sinking my paddle into the water to propel myself forward before I drag my fingers along the surface. That lingering feeling that something is missing still gnaws at me.

“We need an enforcer,” I tell him. “Someone who can watch Walker’s back.”

Even when we mixed the teams up, we couldn’t find the perfect combination.

“What if we need someone to protect the guys during playoffs?” Playoffs are a different beast. Everyone wants it so badly. “We might play Fraser’s team again.”

Tate makes a low noise of acknowledgment, the handsome lines of his face etched with concentration as he considers this. “We’re past the trade deadline. We need to do the best with what we have.”

“I know.” I stare out at the water. “But that doesn’t feel good enough.”

I’m getting ready to leave for the arena late that afternoon when there’s a knock at the guesthouse door.

“Hi,” I say when I open it to Bea standing there.

“Hi. You look pretty.” She smiles at me and hands me a paper. “I drew this for you.”

It’s a drawing of two adults and a kid. One adult has short, dark brown hair. The other has a ponytail and bangs. They’re holding hands. At Bea’s feet in the drawing is the cat.

Happy Mother’s Day is written across the top.

“What’s this?” I ask, keeping my eyes on the paper, my heart in my throat.

“We did drawings at school,” Bea says, playing with the hem of her shirt. “I know you’re not my mom but you called Asher a rat-faced fuck⁠—”

Oh god.

“—and you stuck up for me. And you showed me music and told me I could play guitar if I wanted to,” she’s speaking quickly, giving me short, tentative glances, “and I like you a lot, so I was thinking that I would make you something, too.”

“Okay.” A burning sting grows behind my eyes and I blink hard. “Thank you very much, Bee.”

“You’re welcome.”

I sink down to a kneel and pull her against me, squeezing her little body against my chest so fucking hard. “See you at the game tonight?” I ask as my voice cracks.

“Uh-huh.”

“Okay.” I let her go and turn around. “See you later, then.”

She runs back to the house and I close the door, heading inside to sit on the big chair as tears run down my face. I set the drawing down beside me and bury my face in my hands, sobbing.

How can I choose anything but this and them?

A weight drops onto my lap, warm and fluffy, and I go very still.

Phoebe the psycho cat curls up in my lap with a begrudging look before she tucks her head into herself and starts purring.
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“Good evening,” I say to the team that night in the dressing room. A determined, anticipating energy vibrates in the room. “You’ve worked hard, you know what you need to focus on, so I’ll keep this short.”

My gaze drifts to Miller in his suit, who’s still healing but insisted on being beside Volkov and me on the bench tonight to show support and leadership for the team, and Jordan, leaning against the far wall, listening with a focused look in her eyes. Her mouth tips up a tiny bit and she gives me a slight nod.

She’s been quiet all afternoon. Thinking about tonight, I’m sure. The first game in the series sets the tone. A win can boost the team’s confidence, and a loss can decimate it.

“In my heart, I believe this is the best team in the league. Remember what Walker said.” I glance to the Rookie, shifting his weight from skate to skate to stay warm and maybe burn off some of his nervous energy. “This team is a family. Your teammates have your back, and you have theirs. Remember why we do this—because we love this game.”

Their eyes are locked on me, determination in their gazes. The energy rises in the room.

“Remember how it feels to make our city proud.” A few of them nod. “How good it feels to win.”

Fucking A, someone murmurs and I smile. Miller whistles, and a few guys whoop.

I know it’s about love of the game and the journey, but I really, really want these guys to win. Winning the Cup would change their whole lives.

“Alright,” I tell them, “let’s show them a good time.”

The guys break into applause, hollers, and whistles before they shuffle out the door and onto the ice. When I turn around, Jordan’s already gone from the dressing room.

In the arena, the fans buzz with energy, a sea of Storm jerseys surrounding the ice. A few rows back, someone holds a sign reading In Ward We Trust.

The whistle blows, and the game begins. The guys play with renewed determination, competition, and life, all remnants of the previous losing streak washed away by Jordan’s scavenger hunt and lineup changes.

My eyes cut to the owner’s box, where she’s watching the game tonight, standing beside Ross. Every time the camera pans to them, the crowd cheers.

We need more photos of Jordan, our social media team told me. The fans love her.

Behind the net, Georgia, Hazel, Pippa, and Darcy sit, wearing their jerseys, cheering the guys on. Ten minutes into the first period, Owens gets the puck on a breakaway. The fans rise to their feet as he approaches the other team’s net, the entire arena holding their breath. He snaps the puck at the goal—and it goes in.

Sound errupts in the arena, the fans banging their fists against the glass and jumping up and down. The goal horn blows, lights flash, and the guys on the ice surround Owens while the players on the bench cheer and tap their sticks against the boards.

Owens points at his new wife behind the net with a big smile, and her face flashes across the jumbotron’s screen. He blows her a kiss and she beams.

The camera cuts to the owner’s box, and Jordan’s applauding, smiling ear to ear.

From there, the Vancouver Storm wins four playoff games in a row and move on to the second round.
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One afternoon the next week, Bea and I are working on our garden when Jordan bursts out of the guesthouse.

“I found him,” she yells, hurrying over to us. “Tate. I found the guy we need.”

The second round of playoffs starts tomorrow, and we’re playing Los Angeles, Keir Fraser’s team. Keir Fraser, who holds a grudge and injured Rory. Who will probably go after more of our guys in the fight for the Cup.

She stops, eyes all over my bare chest. “You’re shirtless.”

I wipe the back of my hand across my forehead. It’s May, the sun is out, and I’ve been building planter boxes and hauling soil all morning.

I chuckle at the way she gazes at me like she’s picturing things. Between the hectic playoff schedule, travel, and practices, we’ve barely had the energy to say goodnight before collapsing in my bed every night. Feeling wanted like this, though. It’s nice.

“Is that a problem?” I ask.

She narrows her eyes at me but she’s smiling. “You know it isn’t.” She spots my daughter and gives her a quick smile. “Hey, Bee.”

“Hi.” Bea grins back at her and Jordan clears her throat.

“Thanks again for the drawing,” Jordan says, studying the planter boxes, tucking her arms around herself. “I love it.”

“You’re welcome,” Bea tells her, and I give them an odd look. Another drawing? My heart skips a few beats.

This past week, Jordan’s been different. Not in a bad way, just . . . I catch her looking at me funny, like she’s thinking.

“We made you a garden box,” Bea says, pointing at the middle one. “So you can plant whatever you want. We have lots of seeds. You can do tomatoes, strawberries, zucchini, or sunflowers. I like to do flowers because the bees like them.”

Jordan blinks at the planter box. “You built a box for me?”

“Yeah. My dad did.”

“Oh.” Jordan presses her lips together with emotion in her eyes, sliding a grateful look between Bea and me.

We haven’t talked about what happens after playoffs, whether she’ll stay, but from the look on her face, it seems like she wants to, and Christ, I hope she does.

“Thank you,” she says again.

“You were saying?” I prompt, and she takes a deep breath.

“Right. The league says that once the trade deadline passes, we aren’t allowed to sign a new player who’s affiliated with any organization.”

I see where she’s going with this. “The chance of a guy who’s good enough for the league not being affiliated⁠—”

“Basically zero,” she finishes, nodding.

“He’d have to have been kicked out of the league.”

It isn’t common, but it does happen, usually when the player exhibits exceptionally poor behavior that reflects badly on the league or team. Getting arrested. Fighting with a fan. Any display of hate language. Extreme and unnecessary violence during a game.

When it does happen, it’s a major news story, even outside of the sports world. Besides being humiliating, it ruins careers.

“Exactly.” A brilliant, hopeful smile spreads across her gorgeous face. Eyes bright like indigo diamonds in the sunlight. “Warren Kilgour.”

I squint, trying to remember. “Fight with his teammate two seasons ago.”

This was with the previous commissioner, an old-guard type who wasn’t well liked in the league.

“His expulsion seemed like an overreaction,” I muse.

She nods eagerly. “And Kilgour didn’t even challenge it. That’s weird, right? That he’d just walk away from playing in the NHL?” She’s practically vibrating, so full of energy as she holds my gaze.

Something hooks in my chest. “We’d have to get permission from the new commissioner. And I want to know what actually happened when he got kicked out.”

She makes a stifled, happy yelp, and my heart lifts. Jordan Hathaway loves this team, and she’ll do anything to help them win.

“Alright.” I nod. “Let’s try.”
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Two days later, game one of the second round starts, and I stand on the bench with Volkov and Miller on my left. Warren Kilgour, the mid-twenties brick wall defenseman with cold eyes and an intimidating glower, is suited up in his new Storm uniform after receiving the go-ahead from the new league commissioner.

Only Jordan knows what really happened with his expulsion. Do you trust me? she asked. Because Warren trusts me, and it’s not my story to tell. He’s solid, Tate. I’m telling you.

After we swept the first round, the city is more excited. The arena is packed. Every bar has the game on. All day, I’ve been seeing jerseys and flags and Storm hats everywhere. The sports world is buzzing with interest about the return of Warren Kilgour.

He’s a complete asshole, it turns out, but that’s what the team needs. And that part of me that sees potential in people wonders if maybe he just needs the right group of guys. Maybe it’s a front, like it was for Jordan.

Five minutes into the first period, Walker gets the puck and Kilgour covers him. Fraser hits the ice and goes straight for the Rookie, skating hard and fast with hate in his eyes.

Kilgour blocks Fraser with ease, protecting Walker, and the fans cheer for their new enforcer.

We win the game, and when we step off the bench, Jordan’s there to meet me, smiling brilliantly.

“Satisfied?” I ask.

She grins. “Very.”

We win the first two games in the series, lose one, and win two more, and with Kilgour on the Vancouver Storm, we move on to the third round of the Stanley Cup playoffs.
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“Nervous?” Tate asks as we follow Bea up the front steps of Holly and Jeff’s place for her birthday dinner.

“Nope.” Yes. Extremely.

He gives me an amused look, holding Bea’s birthday cake. “Holly already loves you. Bea talks about you all the time.”

I clutch the bag with Bea’s presents a little harder. “She does?”

“Of course.” Tate gives me a warm, easy smile, like it’s all going to be okay. “You’re one of Bea’s favorites.”

Oh god. My heart. I can’t take it when he says things like that. It’s too nice, this feeling of being part of something.

“After Phoebe,” he adds, and I laugh.

“High praise.”

Bea throws the front door open. “It’s my birthday,” she sings into the house, kicking her shoes off and racing inside.

My heart pounds, my nerves jump in my stomach, and I’m sweating.

“Remember our safeword?” Tate asks with that look in his eyes. He lowers his voice. “Horny screamer.”

“Horned screamer,” I say just as a woman rounds the corner into the foyer.

“Hi.” She beams at us. “What’s this about horny screamers?”

Oh god. I close my eyes, ready to die now.

“Just going over the safeword Jordan and I like to use,” Tate says, tucking an arm around my shoulder as I stand frozen. “Hi, Holly.”

“Hi, Tate.” She’s grinning like she’s used to his weird sense of humor as she turns her attention to me. “And this must be the famous Jordan.”

Tate releases me and Holly gives me a bone-crushing hug. My arms are pinned to my sides.

“Come on,” she encourages, “your arms go around me.”

I huff a tiny laugh as I hug her back.

“Thank you for defending my girl,” she says, before she pulls away to look into my eyes. “And you’re right. He was a rat-faced fuck.” She perks up, gesturing for us to follow. “Come on in.”
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After dinner, Bea opens her presents. When all of them have been opened except mine, she gives me an expectant look. “I saw you carrying a bag.”

“Bea,” Holly chides, and I laugh, even as nerves churn in my stomach.

“Nothing gets past you,” I tell her, and slide the smaller wrapped package over to her.

With a gleeful smile, she tears the paper off before recognition lights up her face.

“It’s me!” Her gaze roams the image. “And Phoebe.”

Something bright and happy expands in my chest. It’s an illustration of Bea reading a book under the tree in their yard, with Phoebe curled up in her lap, snoozing.

“Oh,” Holly says softly, leaning over to look. “That is lovely.”

Bea stares at the picture. Does she hate it? What was I thinking, getting a kid a drawing. “I know it’s a boring gift but⁠—”

“It’s not boring,” Bea says suddenly, with wide eyes. “I love it. Phoebe will love it, too.”

Phoebe doesn’t have three brain cells to rub together, but okay. Relief crashes over me and I can feel myself smiling.

“I actually got you another gift, too.” I glance between Holly and Jeff and Tate with a wince. “Sorry. I couldn’t help it.”

“She has that effect on people,” Holly says with a sigh, but her eyes sparkle.

I set the larger gift box on the table in front of Bea and she tears the paper off.

“My own record player,” she hollers. Rumours by Fleetwood Mac is on top of the box. “And my favorite record!”

“We can go to the store and get you more.” I squeeze my hands together beneath the table. “I just wanted to give you one to get you started. And I can set it up for you and show you how to use it.”

This model is newer and simpler to use, according to the woman at the record store. It should be better for a kid but still last her years.

“I know how much you like listening to music on mine,” I say as she beams at the box. “And now you can listen to it in your room. Or you can bring it here.” I press my lips together, a weird ache behind my heart. My gaze flicks to Tate, and he’s studying me with his own strange expression, something intense and determined.

“Wow.” Holly beams at Bea. “Those are some incredible gifts. Somebody really cares about you. What do we say?”

I flush with embarrassment. Holly must think I’m ridiculous, spoiling a kid I barely know. Before I can make an excuse, though, Bea launches at me and I’m enveloped in her hug, her arms around my neck.

“Thank you thank you thank you,” she says, and I laugh, hugging her back. “I love it.”

A happy delight squeezes behind my ribcage. “You’re so welcome. Happy birthday, Bee.”

I didn’t mean to call her by her nickname. It just slipped out. It felt right, though.

“Thank you, Jordan,” Holly says with warmth before studying the drawing with a wistful look. “This is so freaking cool. Did you hire an illustrator?”

I nod. “Someone local.”

She hums. “I’ll have to look her up. She’s talented.”

Him, I don’t say, and he doesn’t have any information online about being an artist. I caught him doodling on the plane, and he only did the illustration with my promise to take his secret talent to the grave.

“I can get you a copy,” I tell her.

She lights up. “Really? I’d love that.”

“Me, too, please,” Tate says, and I nod at him. He’s still looking at me and Bea, with her arms still hooked around my neck. Abruptly, he stands.

“Jordan, would you mind helping me with the cake?”

There’s an odd urgency in his tone and eyes. His hand comes to my arm and he leads me—no, he rushes me—into the kitchen.

“What’s the⁠—”

The second we round the corner, his mouth crashes against mine. My backside hits the counter as he presses me against it, his hands framing my jaw, tilting my head back to kiss me deeper.

I forget we’re in someone else’s home. I forget that his daughter and her mother and stepfather are feet away, talking. I forget that anything bad has ever happened to me.

Tate’s kiss consumes me, and I am powerless against him.

“I am so fucking into you,” he whispers in my ear before nipping my earlobe.
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“Happy birthday, dear Bea,” we sing as Tate sets the cake with flickering candles in front of her. “Happy birthday to you.”

“Blow ’em out,” Holly calls, and Bea takes a big breath and blows all ten candles out.

We applaud and Tate cuts the cake.

Holly’s gaze bounces between the two of us with interest, her mouth tilting up at the edges. “Tate?”

He keeps his eyes on the cake while he cuts, and even his little frown of concentration is handsome. “Yes, Holly.”

“You have Jordan’s lip gloss on your face.” She winks at me, Jeff laughs into his hand, and Bea looks puzzled.

Tate wears a smug smile as he wipes the corner of his lips. My face burns hotter than the core of the earth and I stare at the table, wishing I could evaporate into thin air.

“Dad?” Bea asks as he resumes cutting.

“Yes, birthday girl.”

“Why do you have Jordan’s lip gloss on your face?”

He holds my eyes, the familiar amusement and steady affection in them settling something inside me. “Because I was kissing Jordan in the kitchen.”

Oh my god. I put a hand over my face. Damn him and his unwavering honesty.

“Oh.” Bea nods, seeming unsurprised by this. Holly’s eyes widen and she gives a meaningful glance to Jeff, who just smiles and shrugs.

I clear my throat. “This cake looks delicious.”

“Is it because she’s pretty?” Bea asks, and I close my eyes.

Someone giggles. It has to be Holly.

“Among other reasons,” Tate says, and when I open my eyes, he’s smiling at Bea. “But yes, Jordan is extremely pretty.”
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Bea stays at Holly and Jeff’s that night, and when we get home, Tate’s lips come to my neck as he leads me upstairs to his room.

“Thank you for being there tonight,” he says between kisses, yanking my dress off as we cross the threshold of his room.

Moonlight streams in through the windows, the stars sparkling in the dark sky.

“I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.” I’m breathless as I unbutton his shirt. My bra is somewhere on the floor, and his hands are on my breasts, weighing them and toying with my nipples, tugging a line of sensation that goes straight to my center.

“I know.” He kisses me hard, moaning into my mouth. “But it meant a lot, that you were there.”

I try not to think about what this all means, that Holly and Jeff were so welcoming, that everyone clearly knows something is going on between Tate and me, Bea included, and that celebrating her tenth birthday made my heart explode into tiny little pieces of happiness.

“Didn’t it?” he asks, pulling back to study me, his hands coming to my face as he searches my eyes.

The realization grows inside me, unstoppable and illuminating.

I’m falling in love with Tate, and I think he’s falling in love with me, too. All of this feels so different and easy, like I’m where I’m meant to be. Like I belong with him and Bea.

I don’t want to walk away at the end of playoffs. I don’t see how I could. I want to stay with them and be a part of their family.

He could change his mind, though. People do that. People don’t show up when you expect them to. People let you down.

“Didn’t it mean something?” he asks again, softer this time.

I don’t want to think about the scary stuff, right now. I just want to enjoy this. I just want to fall a little deeper. At my core, I know I’ll never feel like this about anyone again.

And I don’t want to waste a moment of it.

“Yes,” I whisper. “It meant something.”

Satisfied, he kisses me before his lips move across my jaw, down my neck, sucking on the sensitive spot where my neck and shoulder meet. Even though I know his body, I explore it again, every toned muscle, every ab, the trail of chest hair leading into his waistband. When I tug his pants down an inch, his breath catches, and when I slide my hand over the straining ridge of his erection, he groans against my skin.

“I need your mouth,” he begs.

I’m already on my knees. His pants are already off, erection jutting out as I run my tongue up and down his length, watching his eyelids grow heavy and his expression of disbelief and pleasure.

“Yes,” he hisses, head falling back as my cheeks hollow out from suction, and he grows even harder.

Tate doesn’t need encouragement to take his pleasure this time, and within a minute, his hands come to my hair, his hips begin to thrust, and curses fall from his lips. His eyes are impossibly dark, as he stands above me like a god, and he alternates saying my name like a prayer and praising me for how good I am, how perfect, how beautiful. How spectacular my mouth feels, how he’s going to come so hard and how he’s going to make me come so hard in return.

It doesn’t take long to get him there, and to my relief, he doesn’t try to stop. His orgasm seizes him, hard and fast, and he fucks my mouth, moaning as he releases. My gaze stays glued to his as I swallow, arousal gathering between my legs, pounding through my blood, prickling across my skin.

This is what I am for—making Tate Ward come.

“Holy fuck,” he mutters, catching his breath, looking at me like I’m an angel sent from heaven as I swallow the last of it. “It just keeps getting better.”

His arms come to my waist and he swings me onto the bed, two thick fingers sinking into me easily from how turned on I am, and a high, startled moan scrapes out of me as heat arcs up my spine. Tate lowers his mouth between my legs and latches onto my clit. My entire body seizes, my hands fisted in his hair and my toes curled.

“Wait,” I gasp. He pauses, meeting my eyes, and I bite my bottom lip, an urgent, aching feeling pooling between my legs. “Not this. I need more. I need all of you.” I take a deep breath, holding his eyes. “I don’t want to wait anymore, Tate.”

He’s been holding back, never letting us go all the way, but I can’t wait anymore.

I glance down at his erection and raise an eyebrow at him. “I thought old guys had a long refractory period.”

He laughs. “Not with you.”

“Then what are you waiting for?”

He runs a hand through his hair and I worry he’s going to deny himself yet again, but he stands and opens the nightstand. He pulls a box of condoms out of his bedside table and tears it open before unwrapping one and rolling it over himself.

I give him a teasing look. “Did you check the expiration on those?”

He smirks. “I bought them the week you moved in, so we’re good.”

Another wave of heat moves through me. Even back then, he was thinking about this.

“How do you want it?” he asks, climbing over me.

“I want you on top,” I admit. “I want you to take me however you need.”

His jaw tightens and he exhales hard, like he’s struggling. “I’m going to fuck you into the mattress, honey.”

I smile, a rush of relief in my veins. “I want that, too. That’s exactly what I want.”

Tate Ward, uninhibited. Feeling safe enough with me to let himself enjoy me.

He laughs helplessly before looking down between us and rubbing the tip of his cock down my center. My breath catches, my lips part, and I make an embarrassing oh whimper as he presses delicious friction to my clit.

The noise breaks the last remnants of his control, because he lines himself up with me. With heavy eyelids and a frown of concentration, he studies my face as he nudges inside.

An intensely full feeling spreads through me as he pushes inside, half-pleasure and half-pain. Slowly, he pulls out and presses back in.

“Too much?” he asks.

“Yes,” I manage, arching. “Too big. Way too big.” But when he starts to pull back, I tighten my grip on his back, my nails digging into his skin. “It’s good,” I rush out. “It’s so good, Tate.”

“Your nails,” he groans. “That alone is going to make me come.”

“Keep going,” I beg, and he nods, breathing hard like he’s struggling.

Slowly, way too fucking slowly, he pushes inside me until the feeling of his cock is so overwhelming I can barely breathe.

“Still okay?” His voice is hoarse, and I nod, tilting my hips to get him deeper. “You are so fucking tight,” he says, swallowing, his eyes on me. “So fucking tight and warm and wet. Better than I even dreamed.”

His words send more electricity through my blood, more heat pooling around the base of my spine, and he shudders as my muscles clamp around him.

Tate spends a few agonizing minutes letting me adjust to him—he won’t go fast no matter how hard I plead or try to spur him on by squeezing around his length—and finally, when I’m a begging, breathless, desperate mess, when my thoughts are scattered and my skin is hot and my release is so fucking close, he begins to fuck me harder. His hand drifts to where we join, fingers swirling against my slick nerves, and the pressure inside me grows.

“Jesus Christ,” he groans against my temple as he finds a faster rhythm. I can see his control slipping in the way his jaw flexes, the way he clutches me harder.

He pulls my leg up over his shoulder, his hand returning to my clit, and suddenly, he hits that much deeper, stimulating a spot that shoves me over the edge and into a free-falling, full-body orgasm. Pleasure tightens through my body and I’m gasping Tate’s name as he fucks me through it, memorizing all the things he says about me, how good and wonderful and perfect I am.

His orgasm follows, and he tenses as his face falls to my neck, groaning against my hot skin, his arms wrapping around me to hold me tight while he lets go.

After, Tate pulls me against his chest, and I listen to his steady breathing, staring at the stars through the windows as he falls deep asleep.

I’m falling in love with him. I don’t know what the future looks like, but I know Tate needs to be in it. And Bea. Of course Bea.

And probably that stupid cat.

Now, I need to find the courage to ask him if I can stay.
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“Hi,” Jordan says in the doorway of my office the next morning, and like it’s an instinct, blood rushes to my groin.

“Hi.” I can’t imagine not seeing her throughout the day. What’s it like for couples who don’t work together? Torture, I’m sure.

We had sex. Full sex. Christ, the sex. The way her cunt felt as I sank deep inside her. Like nothing I’ve ever experienced. And the way she looked up at me, trusting and affectionate.

I didn’t think a physical feeling like that was possible, but with Jordan—I don’t know. She keeps surprising me. Being in love with her is beyond what I expected.

It’s heaven. Pure heaven. And I hope to god it never ends.

“You guys looked good at practice this morning.” She left halfway through to meet with Ross and the VP of staffing and recruitment to discuss expanding the co-op program throughout the organization. “How does Hayden seem?”

The third round of playoffs starts in a few days, and we’re playing Kit Driedger’s team—Darcy Andersen’s ex, and Hayden Owens’s former friend from university.

There’s an underlying worry among Volkov, Miller, Jordan, and me that it’ll get in Owens’s head. He’s the life of the party, the most outgoing, fun-loving guy on the team, but playing against a guy who used to date your now-wife? Not great for focus, I’d imagine. I picture trying to play against any guy who used to be with Jordan and protective jealousy crackles through me.

“He’s a professional,” I tell her with a nod. “He wants to win. I told him to channel any feelings into his game.”

She smiles. “Good. Do you have some time? Say, an hour or so?”

She’s got this look on her face, like she’s up to something. “Yes. Why?”

Her eyes sparkle and she tilts her chin at my gear bag sitting by the door from this morning’s practice.

“Grab your stuff. They’re waiting for us on the ice.”
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With my gear bag slung over my shoulder, I follow Jordan down to the rink. Employees are busy working and preparing for the next playoff game, and Jordan greets everyone by name, all of them returning her smile like they know her. Like they’re comfortable with her. Like they respect her.

She leads me to the entrance to the ice. Voices echo around the arena, people joking around, laughing, teasing each other. I step up to the edge of the ice and my heart stops.

Jay Choudhury stands twenty feet away on his skates, wearing his gear and helmet, leaning on his stick as he talks to Rick Miller. I recognize all of these guys, either from playing with them in the NHL or watching them on TV when I was growing up. One guy retired last year and used to play against the Storm.

They’re all ex-NHL players.

“Excuse me, you two,” Ross says behind us and I turn to see him a couple inches taller than normal—because he’s wearing skates, too. I laugh in surprise at seeing my boss, who I haven’t seen play hockey in years, dressed in practice gear. He gives us a good-natured nod. “Sorry I’m late.”

I narrow my eyes between Ross and his gorgeous, scheming daughter. “Late for what, exactly?”

“The game,” Ross says like I should know this. “I need to warm up.”

He steps onto the ice and the guys cheer at the sight of him as he skates a few laps. In the stands, I notice another group of people I’m familiar with.

The current roster of the Vancouver Storm, sitting in the front row, talking and watching.

I look down at Jordan with an expectant smile. “You want to fill me in on what’s happening?”

“I made a few calls.” Her eyes lift to mine before she swallows, almost like she’s nervous. “You miss hockey,” she says, like it’s that simple.

“So you made this happen.”

For me. It’s an unfamiliar feeling, someone noticing my needs and filling them, but I don’t know why I should be so surprised. The Dunkaroos. The drinks. Her encouraging Bea to play guitar.

The mind-blowing sex.

She saw that I missed hockey, that I don’t have peers, and organized this. Jordan Hathaway sees what I need, and she provides it.

“Come on, Daddy Ward,” one of the guys calls, a guy I played with in my rookie year, and the rest of them laugh. “We’re waiting. Get dressed and come play some hockey.”

Twenty minutes later, the Storm watches as I hustle the puck up the ice, my blood pounding and that old competition whistling through me.

Fucking hell, it’s fun. It’s so fun. Exactly what I’ve been missing these past ten years, along with the teasing jabs and laughs that are part of being on a team.

I snap the puck at the goalie, the 1995 Vezina Trophy winner who I know is one of Jamie Streicher’s biggest inspirations, and it sails past him. On the ice, my team cheers, and in the stands, my guys hoot and holler.

“That’s our coach,” Walker calls, on his feet, and I feel a spike of pride in my chest.

Jordan just watches with a satisfied smile.
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“So,” my father says at lunch a week later. “Good game last night.”

We’re on a rooftop patio that the Storm’s equipment managers recommended. It’s a warm day in late May and the sky is blue and endless, with the breeze in my hair and the sounds of the city rising from the street below. People glance over and smile at us, and I nod back with my own smile. Go Storm, someone called across the restaurant when we walked in, and I laughed and waved back.

“We lost.” Four to three, so it wasn’t a shutout, thankfully. And we won the two games before that in the third round, so the guys are still motivated and eager. They still have the right mentality, that winning is completely achievable.

Two more games to win, and we’re on to the final round of the Stanley Cup. We are so, so close.

“We lost,” he agrees, looking out at the skyline. “But it was still a good game. And Owens didn’t let Driedger get in his head.”

His phone beeps and he frowns, pulling it out to silence it.

“Sorry. I thought I put it on Do Not Disturb.” He taps something on the screen before slipping it away again, and when he looks back at me, he blinks. “What?”

I’m in shock. “Since when do you use the Do Not Disturb function?”

Maybe it comes out in my typical flat tone, but I don’t mean it to hurt him. Work is everything to my dad. His team, all his business deals, keeping up with his contacts in the hockey and business communities.

His mouth flattens. “From that reaction, I probably should have been using it for a while.” He clears his throat. “That was a fun game you organized last week.”

“How are you feeling?” I ask lightly. “I’m shocked you could walk the next day.”

He lets out a bark of laughter. “I may be old, but I still have it.”

I turn away, hiding a smile as I look out at the skyline.

“And that was a very nice thing you did for Tate,” he adds.

I caution a glance at him. Does he know how I feel about the Storm’s head coach? He wears a small, knowing smile.

“That’s the kind of thing you do for someone you love,” he says, like it’s so simple. “And that’s a very pretty necklace. Matching earrings, too?” He whistles before giving me a sly look. “I overheard Tate asking the guys if they have a favorite jeweler.”

Busted. Instead of wanting to disappear into the floor, though, I feel like smiling. I think about what happened after the game with all the ex-NHL guys, when Tate pulled me into his private shower off his office with a hand over my mouth to keep me quiet.

“Do you think it’s a mistake?” I ask, watching his neutral expression. He’s so good at masking his feelings. Maybe that’s where I learned it.

“That’s not for me to answer.” A pause. “Are you still giving him the team?”

The words catch in my throat. “I don’t know. It would probably be the best decision for the organization. He’s a natural leader. Everyone loves him. He has the expertise and charisma to lead.”

“And you, Jordan? What about you?”

I want to stay. I don’t care about legal ownership of the team, but now that I’ve had a taste of what it’s like to be a part of something, I don’t want to leave. I love working with Tate and the team and everyone here at the Storm. I love using my power to help the staff get what they need to do their jobs better. I love helping them win.

“I don’t know,” I say, because I’m still afraid to dream big, even after the past few months. Even after Tate has told me I belong here and I’m meant to be a part of this.

At UBC, I thought I was part of that team’s world, too. I can tell myself this situation is different, that Tate and the Storm are different, but there’s no guarantee.

Our food arrives, and my father and I discuss our strategy for the next two games.

“Connor McKinnon is back in the league,” I tell him. Hazel’s asshole ex and probably the only person on the planet Rory Miller hates. Tate sent him back to the farm team a few seasons ago and then traded him elsewhere. “If his team makes it to the finals and Rory’s knee is in good enough shape to play, that could be a problem.”

My dad nods. “Good to think about. We’ll deal with it when we get there.”

We eat in comfortable silence, and after our plates are cleared and we’re waiting for the check, my father sits back in his chair and looks out at the mountains rising out of the water nearby.

“I did visit her, you know. When she was sick.”

My mouth goes dry. There’s no question who he’s talking about.

“You had exams that day,” he adds.

She made me promise to go to my exams. She didn’t want me failing a semester of school for her, even if I didn’t care.

“She slept most of the time, but we did talk a bit. I left before you got there.”

“Why?” And why is he telling me this?

“Couldn’t bear to look you in the eyes, after what I had done. After all that I had missed. It’s why I missed her funeral.” He shakes his head to himself. “I was a coward, Jordan, and I was distracting myself. You were better off without me.”

I blink, processing this. It’s what I wanted for years, but hearing him take accountability isn’t as satisfying as I would have thought. An ugly discomfort takes up space around my lungs at hearing him talk about himself like this.

“If I were around more,” he says, looking weary and old once again, “maybe I would have known about the symptoms. I would have encouraged her to get checked earlier. I would have gotten her a second, third, and fourth opinion.” His eyes close and a pulse of empathy goes off inside me. “Maybe she’d still be here today.”

Three months ago, I would have agreed. I would have jumped at the chance to cause him pain like he caused me.

He’s had enough, though, from what I can see. He’s carried this for years.

“It wasn’t treatable,” I say quietly. “They only found a new method of treatment a few years ago.” The team researching treatments received a massive windfall of funding shortly after my mom passed.

Something about his unsurprised expression makes me sit up straighter. It clicks. “You donated that money to the lab so they could research treatment methods.”

He studies the skyline again. “It was the least I could do.” He blows a heavy breath out, looking down, weighing his words. “I’ve been seeing a therapist.”

Now I really am dreaming. My dad, seeing a therapist. I’m not sure I heard right.

“I asked her how to get my daughter back, but she didn’t want to talk about you. She wanted to talk about me.” He folds his arms. “When things get tough, I’ve realized, I submerge myself into things that keep me busy instead of the things I don’t want to think about. It’s what I’ve always done. For a long time, I felt that my only accomplishment was what I could achieve on the ice and in the business world, when really, Jordan,” he hesitates. His hands are shaking, “you are my greatest achievement. The woman you’ve grown into, without any help from me.”

I’m speechless. Emotion squeezes my throat. For every ounce of anger I’ve felt toward him, he feels it toward himself tenfold.

And to hear that he’s proud of me? It’s everything.

“My father, he—things were different when I was growing up. The men brought home the bacon, and if you couldn’t do that, you were letting your family down. Somewhere along the way, I let it get out of control.”

There’s so much sincerity in his gaze.

“I love you more than anything, though, Jordan. You are my life’s purpose. You will always be my daughter, and I will never stop loving you. I’m sorry that wasn’t clear. I’m so sorry.”

The back of my scalp prickles as I stare at him, a growing sense of something sweet and sharp moving up my throat. He didn’t choose work over me. He didn’t choose Tate over me.

He was choosing me, just in his messed-up, gender-normative way.

I’m not unloved. I never was.

He’s human. Like the rest of us. He has regrets and misses her, like I do. It took bravery to bare himself like this and admit fault.

“You look so much like your mother,” he says quietly. “You have my hair color, but your eyes are hers.”

I don’t say anything.

“And you’re stubborn like her,” he adds quietly. “Smart and motivated. Clever, watchful. You notice the small things. She always did, too.” He sighs. “I miss your mother, and I hate myself for not being there. And I miss you, too.”

“Okay,” I croak, finally saying something.

“Okay?”

We aren’t finished with this conversation, but I need time to process it.

“We’re not fixed,” I tell him, pressing my lips together. “But we will be. We’re going to work on it.”

Hope fills his eyes and he nods. “We’re going to work on it. Thank you.”

I want to ask him about the team. I want to ask him not to sell after the season’s over, but the part of me that still wants to make him proud keeps me silent. The Storm can win the Cup. I know they can.

And I’m going to show him.
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“Do you still have her summer house?” I ask as we walk back to the arena.

His expression softens. “Oh, yes. Kept it up just the way she had it.”

I should feel more relieved, but I think deep down, I knew he wouldn’t part with it. “With all her records?”

“Mhm.” He nods, smiling more now. “And the twinkle lights across the ceiling.”

“You thought those were so silly.”

“Well, now I see them and I think of her.”

Silence stretches between us as we wait for the light to change.

“You can use it anytime,” he says. “It’s going to you eventually, anyway.”

An idea forms in my head. There’s a week between the end of the third round and beginning of the fourth, if we make it. And if we don’t, well, Tate could use a getaway regardless.

I picture the stars in the sky, so clear and bright without the light pollution from the city.

“I’d like to take you up on that offer.”
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“This was a great idea,” I tell Jordan on the ferry to the island as we lean on the deck railing, gazing at the sea and the mountains rising out of it. Clear blue sky as far as we can see.

“Just wait.” She raises her eyebrows at me, eyes so bright and lovely in the daylight. “You’re sleeping in the hammock outside.”

“Uh-huh. And who are you bunking with?”

“No one. I’m going to stretch out in my old bed.” She sighs, biting back a grin. “No one to take up half the bed. I’m going to get an amazing sleep.”

“Over my dead body are you sleeping alone tonight.”

She chuckles, looking out at the water, and I let my gaze linger on her pretty face, her hair shining in the sun, fluttering in the wind.

The third round of playoffs went to game six, with the Storm advancing to the fourth round. The Stanley Cup finals start in four days. Connor McKinnon’s team hasn’t finished the third round yet, with one game left to go, and we’re reserving judgment on Miller’s ability to play until the day before the final round begins.

All of that is waiting for us back in Vancouver, and yet I’m happy to leave it there until we return, and enjoy this time with Jordan. In a few short months, she has become essential. It’s not just the way my insomnia has vanished. It’s the way I count down the moments until I see her. The way I look forward to her playful little jabs. The way we fit together, her pushing me until I take what I need from her. How she lets go for me.

The way I think about her being part of our life.

Is she ready for me to tell her how I feel? I’m not sure.

“What?” she asks, giving me a curious side-long look, the corner of her pretty mouth tipping up, and fucking hell, I want to kiss her.

I love you, I want to say. I love you so much I can barely stand it.

“You’re beautiful,” I manage.

She bites her bottom lip, sucking in a breath like she wants to say something.

I glance around to make sure no one’s looking before I slip my hand into hers. Her eyes lift to mine in surprise.

“We shouldn’t,” she whispers over the wind.

“I know.” I keep my voice low. “But I want to.”
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As night starts to fall, we drive off the ferry at the small port and make our way up the paved road, and nostalgia washes over me in waves.

“This used to be a gravel road.”

Tate looks over from the driver’s seat with a curious smile.

“I used to get carsick all the time,” I say with a laugh.

We follow the road through the thick forest, the sky fading darker and glimpses of the sun setting on the water sparkling through the trees. My heart tugs with a sweet feeling. Am I ready for this? I don’t know. Sometimes it’s easier to turn the feelings off and not care.

Tate gives my hand a squeeze. “Remember your safeword?”

A couple knots in my stomach come loose.

“I’m nervous,” I admit. “But you being here makes it better.”

There it is, my heart, bared for him to see. The way he studies me without judgment dampens that old fear at being so honest.

“I love that I can do that for you. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

My heart is a hot air balloon that’s going to float up into the sky, and the nerves fade away.

The summer house comes into view, glowing through the trees, strung with twinkle lights, just like she had it, and I stop breathing. My dad said the caretaker lives nearby and would prepare the house for our arrival.

“Wow,” Tate says in a low, admiring voice.

“Yeah,” I whisper, heart in my throat. “Wow.”

It’s a small one-bedroom house with a loft where I’d sleep because I was a night owl, even as a kid. A kitchen, and a living room with a wood-burning fireplace and floor-to-ceiling shelves stacked with records.

With the sound of our footsteps on the deck, the nostalgia hits me like a truck, tightening in my throat and stinging my eyes. Tate opens the door for me, and the summer house’s familiar smell washes over me. Cedar, sage, and the musty scent of old records. There’s her old record player, the one from her teens that she insisted wasn’t as good, so it could stay here instead of at home with us. The Persian rug. The fox painting she bought at a thrift store. The coffee table.

“She painted this thing blue,” I tell him, pointing at the table. “And then she immediately hated it. She was like, Jordan, what have I done? But she just laughed it off. She didn’t take things too seriously.”

She had an incredible laugh. Tate watches me with a warm look, like he likes hearing me talk about my mom.

“She was going to paint it a different color, something to match the room.” And then everything happened. I study it. “Maybe I will.”

“This weekend?”

“I didn’t bring any supplies with me.” Our eyes meet. “Another time.”

He makes a pleased noise, and I picture him and Bea here with me. Or Georgia and Hazel and Pippa and Darcy, for a girls’ weekend. My heart does a weird tug at the idea of inviting them out here.

“You think it still works?” I ask, trailing my fingers over the clear plastic case of the record player.

“Only one way to find out.” He goes over to the record collection. “What do you feel like?”

“You pick.” I head to the windows to look at the moonlight over the water. The stars are so bright, this far from the city.

Tate puts a record on and heads to the big chair and settles into it, taking up so much space, eyes on me. His gaze is so sweet it makes my heart ache.

“Come here, Jordan.”

I go to him and sink into his warmth, resting my head against his chest to listen to the slow, steady tempo of his heartbeat, letting the rich sound of the music surround us.

Tate’s gaze strays out the windows, up at the sky. He scans the sky like he’s looking for something before his eyes drop back to mine and a secretive smile curls at the edges of his mouth.

“Looking for something?” I ask.

“Just waiting. But I can be patient.”

I get that feeling again, the slow fizz of happiness through me. God, I like him. God, I want him.

His fingers come to my chin, tilting my face to his. He gives me that soft, affectionate look that fills me with butterflies before he drops a sweet kiss on my lips.

Something urgent pounds in my chest. I’ve never felt like this with a man before. With anyone. If things don’t work out with Tate—I’d just—I don’t know.

It would devastate me.

I don’t want to think about that, here. I just want to be happy with him and not worry about the future, even if it’s for just a weekend.

“You can see the stars from my bedroom window, too.”

“Yeah?” His gaze turns interested and dips to my mouth again.

I nod, tucking my bottom lip between my teeth.

“Show me.”
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The next morning, Tate is curled around me, chest rising and falling with his steady breathing, skin warm, and the weight of his arm over me, clutching me to him. Even with my eyes closed, I sense the June morning light streaming in through the open windows. The gentle sounds of the shore, the birds chirping in the forest. A woodpecker, somewhere. Tate’s clean, masculine scent. The familiar smell of the summer house.

This moment is such intense comfort, such an intense feeling of right.

With him, I’m home.

He shifts with a low groan, a hard length pressing against my backside, and heat pools between my legs.

“Good morning,” I whisper.

“Morning, honey.” Whether from him calling me that or the sleepy, delicious edge to his voice, I don’t know, but I melt against him a little more.

“How’d you sleep?” I back my hips up, pressing against him.

He groans again, frustrated this time, tilting his hips to meet mine, and his breath hitches as he grinds against me. “I think you know the answer to that.”

He squints out the window, expression changing as he props himself up.

“Jesus. That view.” He shakes his head in awe at the sparkling water. “This place is heaven.”

It means something, that he loves it here. I don’t know what’s in store for us and I don’t have everything figured out, but it makes me feel closer to him, his being happy here.

“Let’s go for a swim,” he says, studying the water.

I make an are you crazy face. “The water’s going to be freezing.”

“Nah.” His eyes spark with amusement. “It’s June.”

“In Canada.”

“Look how pretty it is.”

He’s messing with me. He’s laughing now and I am, too. “I’m telling you, Tate. I know from experience.”

“Only one way to find out.” He slides out of bed and gives me an expectant look while I blink back at him with an indignant smile.

“Go for it.”

He stares at me, eyes sparkling like the water outside.

“Tate.”

He keeps staring at me, smiling.

“No.” He smiles wider and I pull the pillow over my head. “I’m going back to sleep.”
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Ten minutes later, I sit on the dock in the mild morning sun, wrapped in the duvet and sipping coffee from the old chipped mug that was my mom’s favorite. The water is calm, a pair of ducks paddle past the dock, and there’s a breeze off the water. My breakfast is a pack of Dunkaroos.

“What’s that smile?” Tate asks at my side.

“I miss my mom,” I admit, and his gaze stays on me, so gentle and patient. “But I feel close to her here.”

He makes a pleased humming noise. She’d love Tate. I know that much.

“Alright, J-dawg.” Tate pulls his shirt over his head, the muscles of his chest and biceps rippling with the motion. “Enough dillydallying.”

“Wow.” I wolf-whistle, eyes on his abs, following the trickle of hair into the waistband of his shorts. “Good morning, indeed.”

He winks, tosses his shirt aside, and in just his swim shorts and bare feet, executes a perfect dive into the water, surfacing twenty feet away.

“Were you on the diving team in high school?” I call over. “In the offseason?”

“Nope.” He shakes water out of his hair. “Just naturally athletic. Maybe if you’re lucky, you’ll get a chance to see me kick your ass at bocce ball later.”

I smile like a dumbass. “You’re really cocky lately, you know that?”

And sillier. More light-hearted. He needed this vacation, I realize.

“Is it cold?” I ask.

“Not at all,” he calls back.

“Liar.”

He treads water easily. “Very refreshing. Why don’t you join me?”

“Ha. No. I’ll just enjoy the view. Besides, I didn’t bring my swimsuit.”

“Oh, I don’t think that’s a problem.” He swims closer. “Come on, Jordan. It’ll wake you up.” His smile is teasing and flirtatious, so fucking handsome, and butterflies take flight inside me. “Maybe put you in a better mood. Cold plunges are great for your health.”

“I’m good. My mood is great this morning.”

He swims to the ladder at the side of the dock and climbs out, droplets running off his broad, carved chest. A wicked gleam flares in his eyes.

“Tate.” I scramble back, laughing deliriously, but he’s too fast, arms coming beneath me. “Tate.”

He lifts me in the air, grinning as he yanks the duvet off. “You’re going to want to keep that dry for later.”

“I want to stay dry for later.” I can barely breathe, I’m giggling so hard, kicking and fighting him off.

Who am I? I don’t giggle. I’m supposed to be like Wednesday Addams, cynical and bored.

I break off on a shriek as he throws me into the water like I weigh nothing, and I hit the surface with a splash, the cold water like tiny knives.

“It’s fucking cold!” I yell when I surface, and he laughs from the dock. I think I’m laughing, too. “You asshole.”

“Oh, Jordan.” He shakes his head with a fond smile. “I love it when you get mad like that.”

“I hope you have your will up to date, because I’m going to kill you.” I swim to the ladder. “And I’m taking the guesthouse.”

He leaps into the air and does a cannonball, splashing icy water all over me as I’m halfway up the ladder. Before I can react, though, his big hands come to my waist and I’m hauled back into the water.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he murmurs, arranging my legs around his hips.

He presses me against the dock, and even through my shorts and tank top, I can feel his warmth.

My arms slide around his neck. “Inside, where I won’t die from hypothermia.”

He slips his hands beneath my shorts, palming my ass, and god, his hands are so warm.

“Poor Jordan,” he murmurs, bringing his mouth to mine, nipping my bottom lip, my jaw, my neck. “Let’s make out. That’ll warm you up.”

His mouth returns to mine and I smile against it. “What’s gotten into you? You’re . . .” He’s kissing my neck again, and I don’t feel cold or annoyed or anything except his lips on my skin and his warm hands slipping closer to where I need him at the apex of my thighs. “Lighter. Sillier.” I hesitate. “Happier.”

It’s probably being away from it all, from all his responsibilities and pressure. It’s the fresh air and sunlight and sleeping in a new place. It’s the summer house.

My dumb little heart hopes it’s me, though.

With sharp, stunning clarity, I realize I’m fully in love with Tate Ward.

I’m not falling, I’ve fallen. I can’t imagine a life without him and Bea. With them, I feel complete, like they’re what I’ve been searching for my entire life.

Like we all belong together.

He makes a low humming noise, pulling back to look into my eyes, a little smile on his lips. “I am happier here. With you.”

I press my lips together and he smiles before kissing me again.

Another realization loops through me, full of energy and intensity. My mom would want this for me. She’d love this for me. She’d tell me to be brave and jump into the cold water with both feet.

My father’s regrets replay in my head. He shared them so I could learn from his mistakes.

I want this forever. This, with Tate. This, sitting at my mom’s summer house, watching the sunset with his arm around me and his lips on my temple. Maybe with Bea sleeping inside. In the morning, Tate would make pancakes while Bea and I sit on the dock. Maybe she’d play her guitar.

My heart does a flutter of anticipation. If he doesn’t love me back, if he reminds me firmly that we had a deal until the end of the season, I’ll just—I don’t know.

I’ll be humiliated. Deeply disappointed. Devastated and lost. But if I don’t tell him, I’ll regret it forever, so for Tate and Bea, I’ll be brave.

I just have to figure out how. And when.

He kisses me again, deeper, before he pulls himself back, takes a deep breath, and hauls me up the ladder.

“Come on.” He takes my hand. “Let’s get you warmed up, and then I’ll make you breakfast.”
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After dinner, as the sun goes down and the stars appear in the sky, Tate and I sit on the deck with his arm around me, listening to the sound of the water against the shore.

“My mom would have loved this,” I tell him, and his eyes soften.

“The summer house?”

“All of it. Me working for the team. Me and my dad.” Figuring things out, slowly. “You and me.”

Finding somewhere I belong, where I’m not just sitting in the background, listening in on the periphery of where good things happen.

Tate makes a low, pleased noise in his throat. He presses a warm kiss to my temple, and I am so full. I am full right to the top, overflowing with this feeling.

So this is what they all have. This is why they all act like that at the bar, all heart-eyed and dopey with each other.

His eyes lift to the stars and the corner of his mouth hitches more.

“There she is,” he murmurs, and when I give him a questioning look, he points to a cluster of stars. “Beside the Big Dipper. See it?” He brings his head beside mine, pointing it out. “The Little Fox. There’s the head, the body, and the tail.”

My eyes linger on the sky, on the sparkling pinpoints of light. “You’ve been looking for it.”

I’ve caught him glancing up to the sky for weeks now. On the drive home after games. After dinner in the living room. Late, in his bed, as we’re falling asleep.

He nods. “I knew she’d show up. I just had to be patient.”

My heart twists and I can’t look away from the deep, affectionate green of his eyes.

“Guarded and nervous by nature. Solitary.” He gives me a knowing look, and I narrow my eyes. “Clever, highly intuitive, and resourceful. Playful.”

I’m smiling a little. “I’m not the fox.”

He laughs. “You’re the fox, Jordan.”

A silly, warm feeling grows throughout me that I get my own constellation, right beside him and Bea. We’re meant to be, aren’t we? It’s written in the stars.

A moment passes where our gazes hold, and emotion rises in his eyes.

He blows out a heavy exhale, running his hand through his hair. “I’m in love with you, Jordan. And I think you might be in love with me, too.”

My heart pounds, in terror at being found out and so utterly transparent. At standing on a cliff’s edge while the wind picks up.

Also, with relief, because I don’t have to pretend anymore.

“I’ll wait,” he says. “A decade. A lifetime. You’re worth it. We are worth it.”

“What about Bea? What if it doesn’t work out?” I breathe, barely able to get the words out. It’s the last reality I’d ever want for any of us, but especially her.

He nods to himself. “I want to protect my daughter from getting hurt.”

My heart sinks. Well, there you go.

“But I also want to teach my daughter courage, to take a risk for what matters. I want to show her that I matter, too, so that one day, when she’s grown, maybe with a kid of her own, she’ll know she matters, too.”

He tucks a lock of my hair behind my ear. “I don’t think you’ll hurt us, Jordan. I believe in you.”

“I love you, too,” I whisper, voice shaking. “I’m so in love with you, and I have no idea what to do about it.”

Tate’s face is all relief, a brilliant, soft smile that makes my blood fizz and my heart lodge up into my throat.

“We’ll figure it out together.” He brings his mouth to mine, giving me the softest kiss that makes my heart ache. “Are you still lonely, Jordan?” he asks against my lips.

It’s the third time he’s asked me.

“No,” I answer, finally honest with him. “Not anymore. Are you lonely, Tate?”

He shakes his head, eyes on me, soft and loving. “Not anymore, honey.”
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Up in the summer house’s loft, with the light of the moon and the stars shining in through the windows, Jordan and I keep getting distracted while we undress each other, her lips on my jaw and my hands in her hair and my teeth nipping that sensitive spot of her shoulder that makes her breath catch.

She loves me. She’s fully in. She trusted me enough to give me everything, and I am so high on this, I’ll never recover.

“I love you,” I murmur as I press her back against the bed, tugging her bra down to wrap my lips around one stiff nipple, and her back arches.

“I love you, too,” she gasps.

I know it. I feel it, beating through me. For a decade, I’ve been punishing myself for my mistakes, holding back from anything good because I’m afraid of losing everything again, but indulging in Jordan doesn’t make me feel scared.

It just feels right. I hover over her, studying her eyes.

“What?” she whispers.

“Tell me it feels right, Jordan.”

“It feels right,” she says immediately, and another rush of approval and relief surges through me. “It feels meant to be.”

My mouth crashes to hers and our kiss turns demanding and greedy. In less than a minute, we’re both naked, and I’m sliding down the bed to bury my mouth between her legs, tasting her slick arousal as a stuttered noise slips out of her. So wet, already. Need aches in my groin at her taste, her noises, the velvet-soft feel of her.

“Let me do this for you,” she begs, hands in my hair, tugging and sending sparks down my spine.

“Uh-uh.” I latch onto her clit and her back bends off the bed, her hips tilting to meet my lips. “I want this, Jordan, and you’re going to give me what I want.”

She sinks back against the mattress, letting me love her. Letting me indulge in what I need. Letting me sink my fingers deep inside her and hear that surprised noise of desire she makes when I crook them against the ridged spot on her front wall. Her intimate muscles squeeze, and more arousal floods her sex while I work my tongue in tight, slick circles.

“I’m going to come,” she moans, hands tightening in my hair, before her toes curl, her cunt clamps down on my fingers, and she works her hips against my mouth, riding out her orgasm on my tongue.

A deep sense of purpose and bliss races through my blood, and she’s barely finished coming when she’s already pushing me back, crawling over me.

“You have to let me do this,” she says like she’s begging.

“Do I, now?” I ask, and she shivers.

She doesn’t wait for me to respond before she wraps her pretty lips around my cock, taking me deep into the back of her throat, eyes closing like she’s in heaven.

The hot, slippery feel of her mouth around me fractures my thoughts. Pleasure tightens around the base of my spine, growing heavy in my groin, making me swell even more. Her gorgeous eyes, so full of trust and love, lift to mine and I⁠—

“That’s enough of that,” I tell her, pulling back.

She frowns at me, annoyed at the interruption, and I let out a short laugh.

“If you keep doing that, I’m going to come.” My hands drift to her breasts, to the soft swell of them and the tight peaks. Her lips part as I brush my fingers over them. “And that’s not how I want to come tonight.”

Her eyes never leave mine. “How do you want to come?”

“Inside you.” This woman has stripped me so bare, I can trust her with my darkest fantasy. “Deep inside you so you can finally feel like mine.”

Her eyelids dip. “Yes. I would love that.”

My balls tighten. God, she’s amazing. I frame her face in my hands. “You’re on birth control?”

She nods. “And I’m clear.”

“Me, too.” I never would have asked, if I wasn’t. Never.

I bring my lips to hers, coaxing her open, savoring the sweet taste of her mouth and the sound of her sighs as I guide her back onto the bed. Her legs part for me and I settle between them.

I guide myself into her. We’ve been doing this for a few weeks now, but it’s still a tight fit, and damn if I don’t love that. Her lips part with pleasure as I sink into her. The catch in her breathing, the way she grips me harder, nails digging into my skin and sending prickles of pleasure and pain through me. The way she looks up at me with full trust.

I find a slow rhythm, and the pleasure of her slick cunt against my cock, the feel of nothing between us, it’s obliterating. It’s like nothing I’ve ever felt.

“It’s so good like this,” she whispers, and all I can do is nod, because I can’t remember words.

Before long, I see the familiar look on Jordan’s face—her eyes widening, her breathing turning fast and shallow. Blinking, like she can’t believe what’s about to happen.

“Give me another,” I beg.

She’s nodding, eyes rolling back, and I fuck her harder, deeper, and the snug fit of her tightens.

“Right there,” she gasps, before a high, whimpering noise slips out of her, her eyes clench closed, and she shakes, clamping down on my cock and gripping me like she needs me.

My balls tighten, pulling close to my body as I fuck her through her orgasm. At the last second, I gather her soft hair and loop it around my fist. Holding her tight, keeping a grip on her like this, it appeases some low-lying possessive and protective instinct in me, and the pressure inside me overflows.

Stars explode behind my eyes as I come, releasing deep inside Jordan, and heat shudders through me as I drop my face to her neck, gritting out her name, how good this feels, and how much I love her.

That I love her so, so much. That she’s everything to me. That I want forever with her.

Later, while Jordan falls asleep tucked against me, I look up to the stars at the constellation that appeared tonight, feeling complete.
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“Good evening, everyone.”

The dressing room quiets down as the focus turns to me. The guys are dressed and ready for the game, already warmed up, and vibrating with energy, shifting from skate to skate. After a week off between the third and fourth round of playoffs, they’re eager to play, eyes bright and energy high. The noise from the fans rumbles through the building.

“First, let’s welcome Miller back.”

A loud round of applause and cheers fills the room and Miller grins, roguish and playful. Owens loops a big arm around his neck to put him in a headlock and Miller laughs, jabbing him with his elbow. His knee is healed, and he’s practically climbing the walls with energy. We’re playing Connor McKinnon’s team, but Miller has assured us that his head is in the game.

“I just want to win,” he told us.

At the edge of the room, Jordan leans against the wall, listening. I think about the photo posted on social media this afternoon of her in her suit, walking down the arena concourse to the dressing room, looking so at ease in her new role. Hair up the way I love it, the glint of the necklace I bought her peeking through the open collar of her shirt.

I want to be Jordan Hathaway when I grow up, one commenter said.

The product of hockey royalty and a supermodel, another said. We aren’t worthy.

Need a Hathaway jersey! Limited edition!

Proud, with three clapping emojis.

OUR HOMETOWN QUEEN.

The comments with support for Jordan are endless. The fans love her. The fans have claimed her as their own.

“Jordan?” I look to her. “Any words?”

“You said it best.” She pauses. “Can you all hold on a second? I need to make a quick wardrobe change.”

She steps into the hall, and the guys glance at each other. Volkov cuts me a curious glance but I shrug.

A moment later, Jordan returns to the doorway and what she’s wearing makes me soar.

“That’s better,” she says, and everyone hoots and hollers at her jersey.

“Who’s on the back?” Walker yells. “It better be me.”

She turns and I press a fist to my mouth, overcome, because I can already see the number on the arm.

WARD, her jersey says. Number eighty-seven.

“In Ward We Trust,” she says simply, and everyone cheers.

Once the room quiets down, everyone looks back to me.

“Thank you, Jordan. We couldn’t have gotten here without you.” I look to the guys. “Do you love this game?”

They cheer.

“Do you want to win?”

Another round of cheers, louder.

“Are you ready to fight for it?”

More cheers, whistling, sticks tapping the floor.

“Alright. Let’s have some fun and show them a good time.”

The guys disperse through the door, and the announcer starts calling their names, one by one, while the music in the arena plays and the fans roar.

Jordan lingers, eyes on the doorway to the ice, before she turns to head up to the owner’s box.

“Jordan.”

She stops and turns, eyes meeting mine.

“Join us on the bench tonight.”

She presses her lips together, taking a deep breath as hesitation fills her eyes. A dozen reasons why she belongs out there rise in my mind, but I stay quiet, because this is her battle.

Maybe she’ll say no, and that’s okay, but I’d really like her to say yes, because she’s the reason the Storm made it to the fourth round.

“Okay,” she whispers.

“Okay?” My eyebrows lift, and I’m smiling again, relieved and proud. “You will?”

She nods. “I will.”

I let the coordinator know to introduce her, and a moment later, I stand on the bench, waiting.

“And for the first time on the Vancouver Storm bench,” the announcer calls, and the arena goes quiet, “Jordan Hathaway!”

Jordan appears, and noise explodes in the arena from the fans. The Storm players tap their sticks on the ice to show their support. On the jumbotron hanging from the roof, her face appears.

She gives me a small smile, glancing around. Behind us, fans take pictures of her. “I didn’t expect this.”

“You’re not just mine, Jordan.” I tilt my chin to the arena. “You’re theirs.”
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“More strawberries?” I ask Hazel as the group of us gets coffee down the street from the arena and Hazel grabs a container of strawberries from the cafe’s display case.

Game seven in the Stanley Cup finals is tonight, and if we win, the Cup is ours.

Excitement flutters in my stomach, up my throat. Finally, we’re here.

“Dude.” Hazel points at her ever-expanding bump. “This baby loves them. I can’t get enough. I eat three bowls a day.”

“Your hair looks great, though,” Georgia says with a grin, and Hazel gives it an exaggerated toss over her shoulder as the rest of us laugh.

“Are we getting this for here or to go?” Darcy asks at the counter.

“I have time.” I have a meeting with my dad in an hour. He probably just wants to talk about the game tonight. Tate’s with Bea all morning, and I told him I’d handle the meeting so they could spend more time together.

We finish ordering and I put it on the business card—internal development meeting, I say when they protest. Hazel and I find a free table while Georgia, Darcy, and Pippa wait for the drinks at the counter.

“Are you nervous about being a mom?” I blurt out when we sit down, and Hazel blinks at me.

I think of Bea, so young and impressionable and sweet and innocent. “Aren’t you worried that you’ll mess the kid up more?” She gives me a shocked look, and I shake my head. “Sorry, that came out all wrong.”

She laughs. “It’s okay. I know what you mean. Yes, I’m nervous. It’s a lot of responsibility. My parents aren’t perfect, though. Far from it. They try, though, and they love me, and that’s what matters.”

Something clicks inside me, that locking-into-place feeling I get when I’m with Tate or Bea. I can try. I can love Bea with my whole heart.

“And I have Rory,” she says simply. “We’re in this together.”

Her words settle everything inside me. I have Tate. Holly and Jeff, too, from the way they treated me at her birthday dinner, like I was already part of the family.

The rest of the group has just sat down at the booth when my phone starts buzzing.

“Sorry,” I tell them, pulling it out. “I’ll put it on silent.”

My phone has been inundated with notifications, though. A handful of missed calls, from unknown numbers and the Storm’s head of PR. Around the booth, everyone’s phones start pinging and chiming.

A bad feeling trickles through my stomach, cold and clammy.

“Oh, no,” Darcy murmurs, eyes on her phone, just as I open the link the PR person texted me, along with a request to call her immediately.

It’s a sports site known for gossip. Storm head coach Tate Ward having affair with owner Ross Sheridan’s daughter, the headline says.

Included is a photo of Tate and me on the ferry to the summer house, when we thought no one was looking. The moment he took my hand. He’s gazing down at me and I’m smiling up at him and our feelings for each other are undeniable.

I can’t breathe. My stomach drops through the floor and numbness begins to wash over me.

So this is why he keeps her around, one commenter writes.

“Jordan.”

This is why women don’t belong in sports, another reads. And now she’s on the bench?

This is exactly what the team doesn’t need—a flurry of terrible press, the morning of the most important game of their careers. Everyone looking at us for the wrong reasons. Just like with Rory’s injury, the team’s morale will plummet, they’ll lose tonight’s game, and it’ll all be my fault.

They’ll turn on me. They’ll never forgive me.

It’s over. No matter what happens after tonight, my time with the team is done. No one will take me seriously after this. Whatever career in sports I had up until now, it’s gone.

It was too good to be true. Good things are temporary, and I forgot that.

Stupid, stupid Jordan.

“Jordan.” Georgia has urgency in her eyes and voice, and I crash back to the horrible present. She starts to say something but I’m already standing, crawling out of my skin.

“I have to go.” I have to get out of here, away from them. I can’t even look at them, because if I see the blame on their faces, I’ll just—I don’t know.

This is already going to be hard enough.

I hurry out of the café, ignoring my name called after me, and head to my safe place.
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The Filthy Flamingo is dark, empty, and silent.

I flick the lights on, lock the door behind me, and head to my old office. A cup with the new manager’s pens sits on the desk, the frayed spot on the chair has been patched, and there’s a framed picture of her and her girlfriend.

Being alone used to be comforting, but now, it just feels lonely.

Or maybe it always did, and I told myself differently. Being alone used to be a solace, because I didn’t need anyone or anything, but now, I sit here in this quiet office with the horrible reality of my situation looming at the edge of my thoughts, and none of it is the same. I don’t feel better, hiding from the world.

I don’t want to be alone; I want Tate. The bar isn’t my safe place, anymore—Tate is.

Something shifts in my mind. All the puzzle pieces slide around, rearranging. Yes, the team could be decimated by a stupid decision I made, but I made that decision. I let Tate take my hand in public and I didn’t care. And now I’m hiding from the consequences of my actions while he’s probably scrambling to handle it?

How is that fair to him? How can I tell him I want a life with him while I let him clean up a mess we created together?

How is that setting an example for my team? For Bea?

And how does this look to the team, that I abandon them when they need me? That’s not a leader. That’s not someone who would do anything for her organization.

Urgency grows within me. People will say I’m only with the team because I’m fucking the head coach. Maybe no one will take me seriously, anymore. Maybe the fans will turn their backs on me.

What if they don’t, though? I’ve worked so hard these past months. I’ve done everything I can to show how much I care about the Vancouver Storm.

If I walk away now, I’m showing the team they never mattered to me. That I’m not willing to fight for my place with them. Hiding here in the bar, I’m a coward. Something to regret when I’m old and gray.

A renewed sense of courage grows in me. I’m scared, but I’m doing this anyway.

I love Tate, I love this team, and I know what I need to do.

Outside the bar, after I’ve turned the lights off and locked up again, I turn on my phone and call the Storm’s head of PR.

“Finally,” she answers with relief. “I’ve been calling you and Tate all morning.”

So he’s still with Bea, with his phone off.

“I know. I’m sorry. Can you do something for me?” I take a deep breath. “I need you to call a press conference.”
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That afternoon, I stand outside the press room, hands shaking as I reread the statement I’ve prepared.

The head of PR pops her head out the door. “They’re ready.”

My chin dips in a nod. I might puke. I’m still doing this, though. For Tate. For Bea. For my team. For women everywhere who want to work in sports.

I step into the press room. Cameras flash and the reporters start asking questions all at once. I have one foot on the bottom step up to the platform when a hand lands on my shoulder.

Rory’s at my side. Behind him, the team filters into the room. I don’t understand. The assembled press also appear confused.

“Excuse me, Jordan,” Rory says with a smile before he walks up the steps to the platform and takes a seat at the table in front of the microphone.

The guys follow him, walking past me with friendly nods, and take their places standing behind him. They don’t seem upset. More people enter the room. The entire team is here? And the farm team. The platform is full of people. People stand on the steps, congregate in the area off the side.

“Actually,” Rory says to the reporters, “can you all move back to make room? Thanks.”

The reporters murmur and shuffle back as more people from the Storm organization enter the room. Accountants, operations team, trainers. Security. The medical staff, including Georgia, who gives me a quick squeeze on the arm as she passes. The Zamboni drivers. A couple bartenders I worked with during that game.

“Good afternoon.” Rory gives everyone a friendly nod. “I’m here today to address rumors of an alleged romantic relationship between Jordan Hathaway and Coach Tate Ward.”

Oh god. I start shaking my head, trying to get his attention. What the fuck is Rory doing?

Movement at the side of the stage has Rory pausing as someone steps onto the end.

My father. He never attends press conferences, but no one except for the reporters looks surprised to see him.

“Hey, Ross,” Rory says, like he expected him, before he turns back to his papers and speaks into the mic. “On behalf of the entire Storm organization, we encourage anyone who has an issue with Jordan’s position on the Storm or her personal life to fuck right off.”

My mouth drops. Someone in the press pool gasps. A few people behind Rory smile, including Luca and Hayden.

“Jordan is hardworking, determined, and has an exceptional aptitude for both hockey and the psychology of team dynamics,” Rory continues. “She is directly responsible for acquiring Carey Colworth and Rasmus Hallstrom, for Warren Kilgour’s re-entry into the league, as well as numerous trades to create cap space. When my injury took me out, Jordan used analytics and creativity to find new lineup combinations. She organized team bonding events to help us recover from the mental beating of ten losses in a row, and brought us from barely making the playoffs with a wild card spot to where we are today: game seven of the last round of the Stanley Cup finals.”

Rory looks up from his papers as the press room waits in silence.

“Beyond that, she has made every effort to learn this organization. Her philosophy is that every single member of the organization is important to our success—just like Ross Sheridan. Just like Coach Tate Ward. Jordan Hathaway is the reason we’re stepping onto the ice tonight.”

He looks over at me. They all are. Every member of the Storm organization. My heart beats up into my throat.

“Jordan, you’re a valuable member of the Storm family, and regardless of what the assholes online say, you belong here.”

My eyes sting. So this is what it’s like, to feel not just like I fit in but like I’m meant to be here. It’s not unfamiliar, either. It’s a sensation that’s been growing since January, since I started with the team.

These people are my family, and I’d do anything for them. Win or lose tonight, I don’t regret a second. I’d do it all again.

“The Vancouver Storm,” Rory continues, turning his attention back to the press, “will not tolerate discriminatory or sexist remarks against women in sports. We will continue to encourage, support, and hire women. Our message to the press, the fans, and the league is this: you are either with us or against us. Thank you.”

He ignores the rush of questions, and when he reaches me on the edge of the stage, he wraps me in a tight hug. Right in front of everyone.

“Thanks,” he says, pulling back to smile down at me. “For everything.”

“My pleasure, Rory. Honestly.” I blink back emotion from my eyes. “Every second of it.”

The press room goes quiet. They knew I was going to make a statement. Everyone waits, watching, while I move up the steps and take the seat Rory just vacated.

“Hi,” I say into the mic. The papers I’m holding are shaking, so I set them down. The words are a blur in front of me anyway, as my mind spins with the dizzying weight of everyone’s attention. All these reporters. All these cameras. The entire organization watching. The entire city.

“Hi.” I shake my head. “Sorry, I already said that.”

A few gentle laughs before silence resumes.

I can do this. This matters. This is worth it.

I open my mouth to bare my heart.

“Hold on a second, Jordan.”

Tate’s voice has me whipping my head to see him moving through the crowded room. My heart jumps and even though this is my fight, my test, an immediate sense of relief and calm settles through me.

He’s here—my safe space. I’m not alone.

Tate steps onstage and pulls out the chair beside me. “Pardon the interruption. Jordan, would you mind if I said a few words first?”

“Okay,” I manage, blinking.

He takes a seat. “Thank you. It’ll just take a second, and it’s important.” He adjusts the mic and faces the press. “Rory has already said all that needs to be said about Jordan’s role with the team. The Storm is proud to be a feminist organization, and we will not tolerate disrespect of our staff.” His tone and expression are unshakeable. “I’m here to address the personal allegations regarding myself and Jordan.”

A terrifying thought strikes me: His career is on the line. What if he denies it?

I’d die. I’d just die if that happened. And it would be on camera for everyone to see.

No—what? This is Tate. He would never humiliate me like that. He loves me. By preparing for the worst, I let old demons win.

“Jordan Hathaway is kind, thoughtful, intelligent, and funny.”

“Tate,” I interrupt, eyes going wide, my face going hot.

“Hold on, Jordan. I’m sorry to embarrass you, but it needs to be said.” He turns back to the room. “Her heart is bigger than anyone will ever know. I suspect that there will be calls for my resignation⁠—”

Alarm snaps through me.

“—but that will not be happening,” he says, the command in his voice making everyone sit up straighter, listen harder. “We are two consenting adults. I recognize that as the head coach, I am above Jordan in the Storm’s org chart⁠—”

“Tate.”

He looks over at the urgency in my voice. I take a deep breath and address the room.

“As of this afternoon, Tate Ward and I are fifty-fifty owners of the Vancouver Storm.”

Now this surprises the organization. Some people hoot, some people start clapping, and everyone is looking over at me with proud, pleased smiles.

“Nice,” Luca calls, giving me the thumbs-up.

I’d like to make you a deal, I told my father this afternoon. A new one.

“I was given a role on the team because my father is the owner,” I tell the press. “I grew up with and still hold privileges that many people will never have. I have never played hockey. I’m not a man. I will likely never have the impact on this team that my father has.”

My gaze cuts to Tate’s, his eyes full of pride and affection, and my heart flutters. He nods once at me, ever encouraging and supportive. Tate, Rory, the entire organization has stood up for me, but I want to stand up for myself, too.

“I will continue to give this team everything, because I believe in them. The Vancouver Storm is my team, and working with them is a privilege.” The conviction and belief in my voice rings out around the room, and a weight lifts off my chest. “I will not give up, and you will not get rid of me.”

The room is silent before it breaks out in a roar of applause, cheers, and whoops. Blood rushes to my face as I press my lips together, trying not to smile too hard.

“With regard to the personal allegations,” I look back to Tate, my heart racing in the best way, “I’m in love with Tate Ward.”

His smile grows, zero surprise in his expression, and it feels good to meet him halfway like this.

“Look at him,” I add, gesturing to Tate. “Who wouldn’t be?”

A few chuckles.

He leans forward to his own mic. “For the record, I’m also in love with Jordan Hathaway.”

“Glad we cleared that up.” I smile at him before looking to the rest of the organization. “Anyone else want to make a big announcement?”

Everyone laughs, and I smile.

“See you tonight after the game,” I tell the press and stand as they all start asking questions at once.

As everyone leaves the room, Tate finds me, looking at me with a pride in his eyes that fills my whole heart with purpose and belonging.

“Hi.”

“Hi,” he says, smiling down at me.

“So.”

He smiles more, like I’m adorable. Like he loves me. “So.”

“We own a hockey team together.”

“Mhm.” His eyes are so brilliantly bright, so full of affection and warmth and amusement. “You know I would have been happy for you to keep the team.”

“I know.” And I do. “But I like it better this way. Partners.”

He looks at me like I’m everything. “Just like I hoped.”

He searches my eyes, his broad chest rising and falling with a deep breath as he steps closer, hands framing my face, slipping into the back of my hair.

“What else do you hope for?” I ask quietly.

“I hope you stay with the team, keep learning and using your skills and knowledge to do what you love. I hope you move in with me and Bea so I can fall asleep next to you every night and wake up beside you every morning, so I can take care of you and make sure you eat. I hope we get married, if that’s what you want.”

“That’s what I want,” I cut in, my heart lifting as I study the rich green of his eyes. “I want that so badly.”

“Good.” He smiles, soft and loving. “I hope you and Bea continue building your relationship, because you need each other. I hope you and Holly become close friends, because I suspect you both want that. I hope we dance together in your bar or the kitchen or whatever hotel room we’re in for an away game. I hope you read articles about how handsome I am to try and embarrass me. That was truly evil, by the way.”

“Thanks,” I say quietly, and he laughs.

“I hope we have a long, happy life together.”

“I want that, too. All of that.”

“Good.”

He kisses me, kisses the smile on my mouth, and my heart is so full. Bursting with love and gratitude and joy and everything I ever wanted.

He pulls back, smiling down at me, so handsome it makes my heart ache. He makes a low noise in his throat, shaking his head like he can’t believe it.

“Ready?” he asks, and I nod, slipping my hand into his.

“Let’s go win the Stanley Cup.”
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CHAPTER 94
TATE



That night, the Vancouver Storm players stand in the hallway that leads to the ice, buzzing with energy as the lights in the arena go down and the opening notes of the music start to play.

At my side, Jordan wears a jersey with my name on the back beneath her suit jacket, and pride expands through my chest. Bea’s out in the crowd, wearing her own Storm jersey, cheering us on.

I bring my mouth to Jordan’s ear. “I like the way you look in my jersey.”

She cuts me a dry glance, but her eyes are sparkling. “Now is not the time to flirt with me.”

“Who’s flirting?” I give her an innocent look. “I’m just saying you look good with my name on your back.”

Her eyes narrow.

I lower my voice so no one else can hear. “Am I thinking about bending you over my desk and fucking you while you wear it? Sure. But that’s beside the point.”

Her cheeks go pink. “Tate.”

“Jordan, please.” I nudge my chin to the doorway. “The game’s about to start. Be professional.”

She rolls her eyes, laughing.

Rory looks up and down the line of players. “Playing with you all this season has been an honor. Let’s show them a good time.”

“And now,” the announcer’s voice rings out in the arena, and the guys stand up straighter, “for the last time this season, please welcome the Vancouver Storm!”

“Ready?” I ask Jordan at my side.

She looks up at me, eyes sparkling, and nods.

“Win or lose, honey.” I tuck a lock of hair behind her ear. Finally, we don’t have to hide. “It was all worth it.”

“Win or lose.” She studies me with a wistful smile.

She feels it too—that it’s not the result. It’s the process. It’s the journey.

She slants me a look, a determined glint in her eyes. “I really want to win, though.”

I laugh, that competitive spark flaring in my chest. “Me, too.”

“Please welcome,” the announcer calls. “Luca Walker!”

Walker does a lap around the ice, grinning at a group of people holding signs of his face.

“He loves the attention,” Jordan says beside me, shaking her head. She’s smiling, though.

“Carey Colworth!”

Colworth hits the ice, skating hard as the fans cheer. He’s only been with the team for a couple months but a few fans wear cowboy hats and Hawaiian shirts over their jerseys in homage to him.

“Rasmus Hallstrom!”

More cheers as the Swede skates with a serious, stoic expression.

“Warren Kilgour!”

Kilgour does a lap, and I glance to the seats where his dad and sister sit, proud of him.

“Goaltender Jamie Streicher!”

The partners are all in their usual spot, behind the net. Pippa’s on her feet, wearing Streicher’s jersey, cheering and waving as he makes his way to the net and the fans cheer for their goalie. She taps the necklace on her chest and he nods at her.

“Your captain, Rory Miller!”

Rory hits the ice, and the fans cheer extra loud. Daddy Miller, one sign reads. He points to Hazel, sitting behind the net beside Pippa, wearing his jersey, and puts a hand on his heart. Rory’s parents, Rick and Nicole, sit in the row behind the women, along with Hazel and Pippa’s parents, and the group couldn’t look prouder.

“Hayden Owens!”

Hayden does a lap with a beaming grin, skating behind the net past Darcy, who’s wearing his jersey. He blows her a kiss and she smiles.

My good luck charm, he mouths, pointing at her through the glass.

“On the bench tonight, longtime Storm player and assistant coach, Alexei Volkov!”

A roar of appreciation from the fans as Volkov steps through the doorway. He nods with a serious expression, but his eyes find Georgia behind the net, also wearing his jersey, and his mouth softens into a smile.

“As of this afternoon, she’s part-owner of the Vancouver Storm—” and the fans start cheering, knowing exactly who he’s talking about. Their favorite. Clips of her sticking up for herself at the press conference this afternoon have gone viral and amassed more support than even I could have predicted. “Jordan Hathaway!”

The fans cheer just as loud for Jordan as they do for the players, on their feet, waving their flags and towels and making noise to show their appreciation for the woman who loves the Storm as much as they do.

She looks back through the doorway, smiling at me with emotion in her eyes.

Told you, my expression says, and she rolls her eyes, still smiling.

“And now,” the announcer says, and the arena falls quiet. “He won us the Cup thirteen years ago and he’s bringing it home again tonight. Hall of Famer, beloved coach, and now part-owner of the Vancouver Storm. COACH . . . TATE . . . WARD!”

The arena is deafening, and my heart. My fucking heart. I step through the doorway onto the bench and give the arena a wave before looking down at Jordan, applauding beside me, a sharp sting in my eyes. Our guys tap their sticks on the ice, smiling over at us. Bea, Holly, Jeff, and Noah are three rows back behind the bench, all wearing my jersey, Bea on her feet, waving at us. I wave back, my heart so full of love.

If only I could have known, during those dark, miserable years, that this moment was in store for me. That there was so much love down the road. Love of the game. Love of my guys and watching them on their own journeys, both in hockey and life. Love of my daughter, my whole world.

Love of Jordan. My other half.

The other team is introduced, Pippa comes out to sing the anthem before taking her seat behind the net again, and the game begins.

It’s three and a half minutes into overtime. The game is tied, two-two. The guys fight with everything they have, hanging on tooth and nail.

They want this so, so badly. We’re so close. They’re exhausted, though. Worn out and running on fumes.

I call a time out and gesture to Miller, who skates over to the bench, breathing hard, sweat pouring off him.

“What do you think? Another shift or do you need a break?”

He’s tired, but determination floods his eyes. “Keep me in. We just need one goal.”

“Owens,” I call down the bench, nodding at the ice. “You’re in, too.”

He climbs over the boards, joining Miller and the other forward, starting their shift.

A moment later, they get their opportunity. Owens passes to Miller, Miller shoots, and the arena crescendos with noise as the fans get excited, but the other team’s goalie deflects the puck.

Miller gets the puck back and shoots again—but it pings off the crossbar. The fans yell in frustration and disappointment. Miller snags the puck again.

Jordan’s hand is over her mouth, her eyes wide as she watches. An urgent desperation tightens in my throat.

“Come on,” she prays. “Come on.”

She reaches for my hand, and I lace my fingers through hers, my pulse in my ears.

Miller shoots again.

I hold my breath.

Time stops.

It goes in.

Noise detonates in the arena—the fans screaming, banging their fists on the glass, the goal horn blaring, fireworks going off from the roof. The guys spill onto the ice, surrounding Miller, Owens, and Streicher. Their expressions are disbelief, shock, and pure elation.

“We won,” Jordan says at my side, tears streaming down her face. “Tate, we won.”

I’m stunned speechless, gaze roaming the arena, at Jeff lifting Bea into the air and Holly screaming, jumping up and down. Every day since I won, all those years ago, I’ve thought about this.

And now it’s real.

My gaze returns home, to Jordan. God, she’s beautiful. It’s chaos around us—fans are throwing jerseys and flowers and signs on the ice while the players celebrate. Volkov’s out there with them, hugging Walker hard. It all blurs to the background, though.

All I see is her.

My eyes drop to her mouth. I need to kiss her. “I know you probably don’t want to give the media more to talk about but⁠—”

“Tate, the Vancouver Storm just won the Stanley Cup. Fuck it.” She grabs me and hauls my mouth to hers. I laugh against her, kissing her back hard.
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CHAPTER 95
JORDAN



After winning the Stanley Cup, the Vancouver Storm celebrates at the Filthy Flamingo.

Everyone is here—the players, partners, team staff, parents, and the friends—high on life, taking pictures and reliving moments from the game. Filling the space with love and laughter. The photo of Rory holding the Cup above his head, grinning ear to ear, is making the rounds on the internet. The players’ families have joined them here and the small bar is more crowded than ever. I’ve tacked up at least a dozen new Polaroids.

My mom would love this. Maybe the good old days never end. Maybe they just change.

“I love this place,” Bea tells me cheerfully, drinking a Shirley Temple at the counter.

“Me, too.” I snap a Polaroid of her. My mom would love her, too.

The manager I hired as a temporary solution happily agreed to stay permanently, but tonight, I can’t help but step behind the bar. It’s different this time, though. I’m here because I want to be. Not because I think this is the only place I belong. Not because I want to keep distance between myself and the people I love.

The Grand Finale is the special cocktail of the evening, with gin, vermouth, and to my horror, blue curaçao. An intense, bittersweet drink to match the team colors.

“Am I allowed to be here?” Bea asks me and Tate.

“Definitely not.” I gesture around. “Take a good look, Bee, because this is the last time you’re going to see the inside of this place until you’re nineteen.” The legal drinking age in British Columbia.

Tate raises his eyebrows at me with a teasing look. “Sounding like a stern parent, there.”

“Ew, you’re right.” I make a face at Bea. “How about some coffee? Candy? Want to get tattoos?”

She giggles. “My dad got a tattoo today.”

I give her a surprised look. “What?”

She nods. “He did. This morning.”

I look to Tate but instead of laughing, he just looks—oh. Patiently amused, with that steady smile. Maybe a little bashful.

“You got another tattoo?”

My hopeful little heart lifts.

“Yes.” He gives Bea a look that’s half-entertained, half-scolding. “I was going to tell you later.”

“Sorry.” Bea grins.

“Can I see?” I ask.

Tate starts unbuttoning the top of his dress shirt and my eyebrows go up. He pulls the left panel of his shirt aside and my heart drops.

Beside the Big Bear and Little Bear constellations, right over his heart, is a new constellation.

“What is that?” I ask, holding his eyes while my heart trips over itself.

I know what it is, though.

“The Little Fox,” he answers, eyes on me. “You belong with us.”

Like it’s so simple.

Bea looks between us with a smile, and I can’t take it anymore. I round the bar, step into Tate’s space—he’s already standing to meet me—and kiss him.

People whistle at us and I don’t care.

“I guess you like it,” Tate says when I break the kiss.

I nod. “Yes. I like it. And I love you.”

“I love you, too,” he says with affection in his eyes.

How did I get so lucky? How is this my reality? I shake my head at him. “I can’t believe you got a tattoo for me.”

His eyes soften. “I’d do anything for you, honey.”

My heart squeezes. He said that about Bea, once. “I’d do anything for you.” I smile down at her, who’s watching us with delight all over her face. “And you, Bee.”

“I know.” She swings her feet off the stool.

The door opens, and my father walks in. He takes a hesitant glance around before he spots Tate and me.

“I’ll be right back,” I tell Tate.

He nods, taking a seat beside the smiling Bea, and I head over to my dad at the door.

“Hi.”

“Hi.” He takes a deep breath, taking in the celebration, the packed bar full of hockey players, like he isn’t sure where to look. “Look at this place.”

“Welcome to the Filthy Flamingo, Dad.”

He smiles softly, eyes snagging on the string lights across the ceiling, his smile turning wistful, before his eyes come to me.

“Congratulations, Jordan. I knew you could do it.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

I believe him. I believe that he thought I could do it all along.

He looks around again. “I always wanted to come here.”

“Maybe you should have.”

He hums, nodding. “Yes. I should have.”

I make the first move, wrapping my arms around him tightly, and a moment later, he embraces me back with a strength that surprises me. My heart aches at his familiar scent.

“Your mother would be so proud of you,” he tells me.

“She would be proud of you, too,” I admit. “And of us.”

I can feel his smile against the top of my head. “Yes. She would.”

Tate, Bea, my friends, my team, my father. I’m loved. I’m so loved.

We pull apart, both slightly embarrassed by the vulnerability, darting glances at each other.

“Hi, Ross, Jordan,” Darcy says at our side, and my dad and I relax at the interruption. She gestures at a woman in her early twenties with dark hair that ends just above her shoulders. “This is my co-op student from Queen’s.” A university in Ontario. “Briar Young. Her term starts in September, but I wanted her to meet everyone first.”

“Nice to meet you, Briar.” My father shakes her hand. “Welcome to the Vancouver Storm.”

“We’re so happy to have you,” I tell her with a welcoming smile. “Maybe I can take you for lunch during your first week. I can help introduce you around.”

Briar gives me a shy but pleased look. “I’d love that. Thank you.”

“What are you in school for⁠—”

“Hey.” Luca’s suddenly in front of her with a puzzled expression before his mouth starts to curve. “You. I know you.”

Briar’s eyes go wide and she takes a step back. “What? No.”

Right. Luca went to Queen’s, too. He played hockey there.

“Yeah, I do.” He takes a step forward, full attention on her. He looks at Briar like he found something he lost. Like he’s spellbound. “I remember you. I looked for you.”

Briar, however, looks like she wants to disappear into the floor, eyes darting around all of us. Anywhere but Luca. “You’re thinking of someone else. Sorry, I have to go.” She glances between me and my dad. “Nice meeting you.”

She disappears into the crowd, and Luca watches her walk away with a lovestruck expression.

“Rookie,” I warn.

He stares in the direction Briar disappeared. “I’m going to marry her.”

Darcy and I exchange a bemused look and Luca’s gaze swings to Darcy, determined and focused. “What’s her name?”

Darcy narrows her eyes. “Briar.”

“Briar,” he repeats, looking back over the packed bar, searching for her. “Pretty name.”

“Do not make this weird,” I tell him, and like he’s clearing his head from a dream, he blinks back to the present, looking down at me.

“What?” He blanches. “Why would I make things weird?”

Darcy and I stare at him.

“I won’t make things weird,” he promises us.

“And you won’t make her uncomfortable,” Darcy tells him in a firm tone.

“I won’t make her uncomfortable.” He takes a deep breath like he’s nervous. “But I am going to marry her.”

I roll my eyes, but I’m smiling. A slow song starts playing in the bar, and Tate catches my eye.

“Excuse me,” I tell them. “Someone’s waiting for me.”

Tate’s eyes stay on me as I make my way to him and he holds his hand out to me.

“Would you like to dance with me, Jordan?”

I nod, and he pulls me to the back area. People see what he’s doing and clear the way, some pairs joining us. He puts his other arm around my waist, and holds me close.

“What do you think about getting married at the summer house?” he asks as we sway.

My eyes lift to his, my heart in my throat. “I love that idea.”

His gaze goes soft like velvet, like I’m cute and he loves me. “This is not me asking you.”

“Oh, really?” My eyebrows go up. “Sounds like it.”

“Uh-uh. I still need to get a ring.” He searches my eyes. “With an indigo stone, like your eyes.”

“I’d love that.”

He hums, holding me close. We’re surrounded by people, and yet it’s the two of us in our own little world.

“I can’t believe you got a tattoo for me.” I shake my head. “Tattoos are forever, Tate.”

“I know.” He leans down, kisses me, and smiles against my lips. “So are we.”
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JORDAN



Five years later

I’m in my office when my husband appears in the doorway.

My smile is instant. “Hi.”

Even when we own a hockey team together and I see him multiple times a day, I still swoon at the sight of Coach Tate Ward.

“Hi, honey.” He takes a seat on one of the chairs across from my desk, surveying the moving boxes all over the room with a funny smile. “This place looks like the guesthouse did after you moved in.”

With all the shopping bags and racks of clothing from the stylist, he means.

“That feels like yesterday.” I laugh at the memory. The past five years have flown by as my father handed more and more over to me.

Running this team? It’s a ton of work. I love it, though. I love these people, and I love working with Tate.

Across the hall, his office is empty. The movers were in and out all morning.

His eyes dip to my neckline. I’m wearing the necklace he bought me. I wear it most days. He’s bought me countless necklaces in the past five years, but the fine rose-gold chain is my favorite.

On my left hand, a ring sparkles, with a stone the color of my eyes set within a constellation of white diamonds. The Little Fox. Sometimes, the stone looks blue, sometimes violet, depending on what light I’m in.

I never used to be a jewelry person, but Tate changed that. I look at my ring and I think of him, my partner and best friend. I look at my ring and think of our wedding at the summer house two months after we won the Cup, surrounded by our friends and family. I think about Bea, who’s fifteen now and plays guitar in a band and has a girlfriend and wants to study astronomy and music in university. Phoebe still follows her everywhere and hasn’t aged a day since I brought her home to my crappy apartment. I’m convinced she’s immortal. Bea plans to sneak her into her dorm when she goes to university.

I am not ready to think about Bea moving away to university, I told Holly the last time Bea brought it up. Between Bea and vacations and our shared love of horror movies, Holly and I have become close friends. Jeff’s a scaredy-cat like Tate and usually hides upstairs while the movies are on.

“You’re not packed,” Tate says, gesturing to the pictures on my wall.

My framed master’s diploma is in one of the boxes, but some photos remain—the one of my dad winning the Cup, the one of Tate and my dad years later, and one from five years ago, with Tate and me standing on either side of the Cup while I beam at the camera and he smiles at me.

Surrounding the photos of the Storm winning the Cup? Photos of my family. Tate. Bea. Holly and Jeff. Noah. My father. The team.

“I’m not ready to take them down yet,” I admit with a twisting smile.

Pippa with her Grammy from a few years ago. Her, Jamie, and their dog, Daisy, at a barbecue we hosted last summer. They moved to the suburb closest to us recently, the same street as Georgia and Alexei’s house, and adopted a second rescue dog, Lily. Pippa’s busy in the studio, recording her next album, but yesterday Jamie accepted our offer of goalie coach, and he’ll be retiring when this season’s playoffs are over. Pippa also privately admitted to me, Darcy, Georgia, and Hazel that she and Jamie are trying for a baby.

Beside the photo of them hangs an image of the Hartley-Millers at the Vancouver Storm annual picnic. Rory and Hazel have two kids now, Kai, who just turned five, and Evvie, who’s two and a half. They bought a house across the street from Jamie and Pippa. As a father, Rory is playful, loving, and encouraging. Too many times to count, I find him showing off photos of his children, or in Tate’s office asking parenting questions. Being a father is his purpose, he tells everyone proudly. I suspect they’re interested in adding one more child to their family.

Beside the Hartley-Miller family is a picture from Hayden and Darcy’s wedding. They’re about to close on a home near us, too. For now, Hayden is still happy to play on the team, but Tate and I have assured him that when he’s ready to retire, there’s a job in player development with his name on it. Darcy is expecting, still in her first trimester and oscillating between excited, exhausted, and nauseous. After spotting a worm on the walk to lunch the other day, she started dry heaving. Hazel and Georgia assured her that her nausea will end soon.

The birth announcement of Violet Volkov-Greene still sits on my desk from a few months ago. The tiny Violet spends a lot of her day either tucked in the crook of her father’s arm or napping in the room off of Alexei’s office, which he converted into a nursery. Her name means everlasting love, he informed us. The guy who used to be one of the most intimidating enforcers in the NHL now spends his days with hearts in his eyes, making soft, high-pitched baby noises to his daughter while Georgia smiles on. Georgia is eager to return to the Storm, her work at the hospital, and coaching soccer, once her maternity leave ends.

My father has been heavily involved with the Storm for the last five years, but he’s finally ready to retire, although I suspect Ross will never be fully disengaged from the team. He loves it too much, and it makes him happy, and for that, I’m grateful, because it’s been five years and I still learn new things about hockey and team ownership from him. He comes over for dinner at least once a week and still plays in the ex-NHL league with Tate, Alexei, Rick Miller, Jay, and all those guys. I suppose a few more players will be joining those games now.

And now, Tate is stepping down as head coach so we can run the team together.

Everything is changing, and it’s spectacular.

“Are you sure you’re ready for this?” I ask Tate. “Once we extend the offer, you can’t take it back.”

He sits back, smiling at me. “Are we ready, you mean.”

My stomach dips in that delicious anticipating feeling, the one I felt during the season I joined the team, when I didn’t know what was coming next. “Okay, Tate. Are we ready?”

He nods, eyes warm and soft and steady on me. “Yes, Jordan. We’re ready.”

That funny feeling blooms in my chest, the one I’ll never get used to but never get enough of. The thrill and terror of change, of the unknown.

“Alright.” I glance at the time. “Let’s meet with the new head coach of the Vancouver Storm.”

The elevator opens and he steps out, grin cocky and eyes bright as he strides into my office and takes the seat beside Tate.

“Morning, Ward. Morning, Jordan.”

Tate and I exchange a smile, and I turn to Rory. “Good morning, Coach Miller.”
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