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USA Today bestselling author Catherine Gayle presents another novel in the Portland Storm
hockey romance series.He’s becoming a Game Breaker on the ice.With the playoffs right around
the corner, Nate “Ghost” Golston is focused on only one thing—getting the Portland Storm to the
Finals so he can finally hoist the Cup. But when opposing teams’ fans start getting under his
skin, he can’t ignore the ridicule that’s suddenly all over the Internet. With each degrading word
slung over the boards, he strains to keep his focus on the ice. Now, everything he’s worked for is
in jeopardy.She’s facing off with the Game Makers.Stunning sports reporter and aspiring
filmmaker Anne Dennison is determined to use her smarts to get ahead in a male-dominated
career. Producing a behind-the-scenes web series brings Anne up close and personal with
skilled, sexy Nate. Sparks fly, putting her plans in danger. For Anne to succeed, she has to
capitalize on Nate’s struggles.Wanting to be together, they know they must bend for each other
before one of them breaks. If they can’t, it’s Game Over.

From the Back CoverConsidering that life can deliver hard punches, can we with all sincerity
believe that God can bring good out of our crisis? There is also another possibility: we might
discover a richness in our lives that we might not have encountered otherwise.About the
AuthorEl Dr. Charles Stanley es el pastor principal de la Primera Iglesia Bautista de Atlanta,
donde ha servido durante más de 50 años. Es un autor best seller del New York Times que ha
escrito más de 70 libros, incluido el devocional de gran éxito Cada día en su presencia. El Dr.
Stanley es el fundador de In Touch Ministries. El programa «En contacto con el Dr. Charles
Stanley» se transmite en más de 4.000 canales y estaciones de televisión, radio y satélite en
todo el mundo, en más de 75 idiomas. La galardonada revista devocional In Touch se imprime
en cuatro idiomas y se envía a más de un millón de suscriptores mensualmente. La meta del
doctor Stanley se representa mejor en Hechos 20:24: «La vida no vale nada a menos que la use
para hacer el trabajo que me asignó el Señor Jesús: el trabajo de contar a otros las Buenas
Nuevas acerca de la poderosa bondad y el amor de Dios». Esto se debe a que, como él dice,
«es la Palabra de Dios y la obra de Dios que cambian la vida de las personas».
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fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents are either the work of the author’s imagination
or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, organizations,
events, or locales are entirely coincidental.Game BreakerCopyright © 2016 by Catherine
GayleCover Design by Kim Killion, The Killion GroupAll rights reserved under the International
and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this book may be reproduced or
transmitted in any form by any electronic or mechanical means—except in the case of brief
quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews—without written permission.For more
information: catherine@catherinegayle.comThis one goes out to everyone whose heart is
breaking, much like mine, because of the state of our world today.This book, with these
characters, and with this conflict, has been on my writing schedule for well over a year. The
timing for both the writing and release seems to have been some sort of master plan, when we
consider the events of recent weeks and months.Our society is broken. Our people are broken.
Our hearts are broken.Fear, hatred, and violence are not the answers to our problems. Love is.
Acceptance is.Every day, I hope we wake up to a better world.He’s becoming a Game Breaker
on the ice.With the playoffs right around the corner, Nate “Ghost” Golston is focused on only one
thing—getting the Portland Storm to the Finals so he can finally hoist the Cup. But when
opposing teams’ fans start getting under his skin, he can’t ignore the ridicule that’s suddenly all
over the Internet. With each degrading word slung over the boards, he strains to keep his focus
on the ice. Now, everything he’s worked for is in jeopardy.She’s facing off with the Game
Makers.Stunning sports reporter and aspiring filmmaker Anne Dennison is determined to use
her smarts to get ahead in a male-dominated career. Producing a behind-the-scenes web series
brings Anne up close and personal with skilled, sexy Nate. Sparks fly, putting her plans in
danger. For Anne to succeed, she has to capitalize on Nate’s struggles.Wanting to be together,
they know they must bend for each other before one of them breaks. If they can’t, it’s Game
Over.GAME BREAKER is Book 14 in the Portland Storm hockey romance series written by USA
Today bestselling author Catherine Gayle. If you enjoy it, look for the other books in the
series.There are also currently two boxed sets of books within the series, if you would prefer to
purchase them in that way.(Contains Breakaway, On the Fly, Taking a Shot, and Light the Lamp)
(Contains Delay of Game, Double Major, In the Zone, Holiday Hat Trick, and Comeback)Also,
join Catherine’s to receive , a Portland Storm short story prequel that you can’t get anywhere
else.Want to join in the Portland Storm discussion? Join the Facebook .Interested in buying your
own customizable Portland Storm and Tulsa Thunderbirds jerseys, T-shirts, and more? .“THIS IS
FANTASTIC footage, guys. Really excellent work,” I said, somehow focusing on all the screens in
front of me at once. The adrenaline coursing through my body seemed to be in overdrive, more



so than at any other point in this new adventure so far.My eyes flipped back and forth as I tried to
determine exactly where our focus needed to be. Nate Golston had already scored twice in this
game, and he was out on the ice again with the rest of his line, with only a little over a minute left
on the game clock. No doubt the Blackhawks would be pulling their goalie soon for an extra
attacker, which meant the Portland Storm players on the ice would surely try to feed Golston and
help him score a National Hockey League hat trick for the first time in his career.We were
nearing the end of my initial week of filming for Eye of the Storm, a behind-the-scenes web
series focused on the Storm, and I hadn’t yet decided on how to focus the premiere episode. As
the producer, it was on me to find the story we wanted to tell and bring it to life. Since I was one
of the only women in the world of sports broadcasting and journalism to be given this level of
responsibility, I had no intention of screwing up my chance.Golston was a good story. Or he
could be, depending on how we framed it. Smaller guy in the NHL. One of the few black players
in the league, finding his footing in a sport that boasted very little diversity.From my days working
as part of the television broadcast team, I knew the coaches and management were hot on him.
He had a ton of potential, but he’d only recently been starting to fulfill it. Over the last couple of
months of the season, he’d found his offensive touch and started using it to develop what should
be a very promising career.We could frame the struggles and fortunes of the team around his
story if we did it right. The team had gotten near the pinnacle of the sport a decade or so ago.
Then tough times hit, and they missed the playoffs several seasons in a row before a
resurgence. Fresh blood. Now they were climbing toward the top again, and it was up to me to
chronicle this resurrection as best I could.They’d been in the Stanley Cup Finals last season. If
all went according to plan, they could win it this season. If they did, it would be because of
players like Golston finally playing up to their potential.I might be wrong about this, and I could
always find a new angle once I was editing the webisode together, but everything in my gut
screamed that Golston needed to be my focus.“Dave, can you zoom in tight on Golston for me?”
I said into my headpiece. “You, too, Ben. Stick with him, no matter what happens.”“Got it,
Anne.”Within moments, the views on Camera Two and Camera Four had gone from wide shots
at different angles, covering much of the ice, to isolations on Golston—one capturing his face
head on and the other coming in from the side.The teams lined up on the face-off dot to the right
of the Blackhawks goaltender. I kept my eye primarily on those two cameras, although I flickered
my gaze around to each of them every few seconds, as well as down to the ice, just to be sure
we weren’t missing anything important.The linesman squared up to drop the puck, but
something else hit the ice first, right at Golston’s feet. One of the other officials skated in, putting
a stop to the action before play resumed.“What is that?” I demanded, straining my eyes to make
out what had been tossed from the crowd. “Dave, go in tighter on that, whatever it is.”With my
other views, the ref was getting in the way as he bent to collect the debris. When he came up
with it in his hand, I finally recognized it.“No freaking way,” I said, my stomach
clenching.Someone had tossed a banana peel at Nate Golston’s feet.“I got it, Anne,” Dave said,
reminding me that we had an obligation to capture the story as it unfolded in front of us,



whatever that story might be. We had a show to produce, and like it or not, the story was
unfolding in front of us.Fighting down waves of nausea, I snapped back into action. “Right. I want
Five to get shots of the crowd, particularly the parts of the crowd close enough to have seen
what happened. Dave, stay with the ref and that fucking banana peel until it’s gone. Three, I want
reactions from every player on the ice. Four, don’t you dare lose Golston for the rest of this game
or I will murder you in your sleep. One, give me the team benches. I want to see the coaches’
reactions, the other players. Even the equipment guys. Got it?”My camera crew did exactly as I
instructed them. The ref took the banana peel over to the timekeeper’s bench and dropped it off
there. Within moments, the PA announcer came over the loudspeakers with a reminder that
nothing was to be tossed on the ice, and breaking this rule would result in expulsion from the
arena and a minor bench penalty assessed to the home team. Then everyone lined up again to
resume where things had left off.Through my disgust, only two things truly registered in my
mind.The first was a shot of a man in the crowd, angrily shouting things in Golston’s direction.
Things I couldn’t hear, but I could sure enough read the man’s lips. Things that left me shaken,
angry, and hurt. Things that left me scared for the world in which we lived.The second was the
look of utter shock that had come over Golston’s face and refused to budge.The puck dropped.
The game resumed. The Storm players fought hard and kept the Blackhawks from getting a tie,
and with eighteen seconds left on the clock, Nate Golston zipped the puck up the ice and into
the empty net, scoring his first hat trick.I should have been elated, because—like it or not—I had
a definite focus for the first episode of my web series. Instead, I wanted to find the nearest
bathroom and puke up my guts.This was not what I thought I’d signed up for.I DIDN’T WANT to
wear the stupid purple umbrella hat, so as soon as the boys let me, I took the fucking thing off
and tossed it in my stall. That ridiculous hat was tradition for us this season. When we won a
game, the guy who’d been awarded it after our last win selected someone else to give it to—
typically the player who’d been most instrumental in the win that night. Apparently, tonight, that
was me.But right now I didn’t care that I’d scored a hat trick. I didn’t even care that we’d won the
game. This win didn’t have any effect on our positioning heading into the playoffs, so it didn’t
factor into the big picture beyond us starting the postseason on a roll.The only thing I wanted to
do right now was get the fuck out of this arena so I could have a few beers and try to forget about
what had happened at the end of the game. Only we were on the road and flying back to
Portland tonight, so I couldn’t escape so easily. It’d be hours before I got home and could drink
enough to numb all the insanity racing through my mind.I stripped off my jersey and tossed it in
the bin in the center of the locker room. I ripped off my pads, hurrying through the process of
changing. The bus wouldn’t leave for the airport until all the guys were ready to go, which would
be a while since the media would want to come in and interview a few of us and the coach, but
maybe I could slip out sooner, catch a cab to the airport. At least there, I wouldn’t have to look at
the rest of the boys while so many of them were busy studiously avoiding looking at me at all.
Not to mention those cameras that had been following us around for the last week. Two of those
cameramen had joined us in the locker room, and if I wasn’t mistaken, one of those two had



been zoomed in tight on me since the final horn had sounded.None of my teammates had said a
word to me when we’d come off the ice. No doubt they didn’t know what to say. I didn’t either, so I
couldn’t blame them. Never, not once in my life, had I been up against such blatant racism. I’d
read about it. I’d seen it on the news. But it had never been directed at me before.I didn’t know
how long ago that banana peel had come over the glass to land at my feet, but I was still
vibrating. Not just because of the symbolism, either. The words they’d shouted at me before
arena security guards escorted them out hadn’t stopped echoing in my ears.“Get on the bus and
go back to the projects. You have no business on the ice.”“Fucking monkey, finally learning to
perform tricks. At least you’re good for something more than fighting now.”“Don’t you know
niggers are supposed to play basketball, not hockey?”Yes, the three of them had been drinking,
and yes, the rest of the crowd had given them hell over what they’d said and done. But drunk or
not, they’d said it. And they’d done it.Somehow, I’d had it in my head that people only said those
things in books and movies. Or maybe only in the South, where racial tensions still seemed to be
so heightened. But Chicago wasn’t in the South, and while the cameras had filmed every bit of it
for both the TV broadcast and this web series the team had commissioned, this was still my real
life, not some piece of fiction.It had really happened.To me.The more time that passed since that
moment, the more I felt suffocated by everything surrounding me. My lungs were trapped in a
vise that kept squeezing tighter and tighter, forcing the air out of me by degrees.There was a part
of me that wanted to let the vise finish me off. It would hurt less than the realization that there
were people out there who hated me that much, but not for anything I’d done. It was because of
who I was.No, not even that. It was because of who my ancestors were, if anything. Because of
my DNA. The color of my skin. Because of something I couldn’t change even if I wanted to.But
right now, I wanted to. Something else I’d never experienced before. It was seriously starting to
fuck with my head.“Ghost.” It was the head coach, Mattias Bergstrom, standing right behind
me.That was what the guys all called me—Ghost—a play on my last name, Golston, and maybe
a bit of an inside joke, too, since I definitely didn’t look like anything close to Casper. But Ghost
was just my nickname with my teammates, something meant in good fun, the same as me being
officially listed as five foot ten and a hundred eighty-five pounds, even though that was only
close to true when I was in all my gear. Five foot eight and one seventy was a lot closer to reality.
Guys had started calling me Ghost so long ago that I didn’t even remember who was
responsible for it, back when I was a kid playing hockey in Toronto. I’d never thought anything of
it until I was older, and by then the name had stuck. Ghost was simply who I was to everyone I
played with or against.A couple of months ago, Bergy had pointed out a new side of that
nickname to me. He’d said I tended to be a ghost on the ice, sneaky and elusive, slipping past
guys twice my size before they knew what to do about it. He wanted me to find ways to use that
to my advantage instead of thinking of my size as a disadvantage. He’d even had me come to
work with him one-on-one several times on days off, me trying to slip past him. The guy may
have retired as a player several years back, but he’d been a strong-as-fuck defenseman in his
day with a hell of a nasty streak, and he still had all the size and strength he’d been known for.



Working with him like that meant taking a beating. But lately, I’d been slipping past him
untouched, and now I was finding a way to do it in game situations, too. Like tonight.I grunted to
acknowledge him, swallowing hard. I didn’t trust my voice. Hell, I didn’t trust myself not to throat-
punch someone right now for looking at me wrong. I wouldn’t throat-punch Bergy, but I couldn’t
make any promises about anyone else who might come along.I didn’t like this side of me. I hated
that it had been so easy to bring it out. Ten seconds’ time, with ignorant asswipes revealing their
hatred, and I’d been reduced to a pressure cooker ready to explode at the tiniest
provocation.“Kurt just gave me the word from communications,” Bergy said. “The media
specifically wants to talk to you tonight.”Of course the press wanted to talk to me tonight. They
came to me after just about every game, mainly because I tended to give a good sound bite. Add
in the fact that I’d scored three goals, had a banana peel thrown at me, and had things shouted
at me I’d never heard a human being actually say out loud before, and there wasn’t a chance in
hell that every sports reporter in this damn city wouldn’t be closing in around my stall and
suffocating the life out of me for as long as they were allowed to stay.I nodded that I
understood.“I could send you to the trainers’ room,” Bergy said. “Tell them you’re being treated
for an injury and aren’t available. Buy you some time so you can figure out what you want to
say.”“I’m not hiding,” I bit off. The temptation to take him up on it was definitely there, but burying
my head in the sand and pretending nothing had happened wouldn’t solve anything. It’d only
make facing their questions worse once I finally got around to it, because they’d think I’d been
running.I’d never been a fan of avoidance, and I wasn’t about to change my mind about that now,
even if I’d been debating hopping in a cab only moments ago. I doubted I’d ever have actually
done it. That wasn’t me, even if it’s nice to fantasize about being someone else occasionally.“It
wouldn’t be hiding,” Bergy said. “You did get banged up in the third blocking that shot.”I took a
seat on the bench and tore through the laces on my skates, pulling them free. “I’m fine, so unless
you’re planning to force me to go to the trainers’ room—”“No one’s forcing you to do anything.
That’s just it. If you don’t want to talk to the press yet, you don’t have to.”If I wasn’t so hot already,
I knew I’d have no problem seeing the truth in what Bergy was saying. The guy was a hard-ass,
but he was as fair as they came. He just wanted to give me options.I took a breath and willed
myself to calm the fuck down. “I’m fine. I appreciate what you’re doing, but I’m fine. Send them
in.”He gave me a tight nod, crossing his arms. Then he gestured toward Kurt Yarbrough, the
head of the Storm’s communications department, before returning his attention to me. “Fine. But
Kurt’s going to be right by your side the whole time they’re in here. If anyone asks you something
you don’t want to answer, or if you’re ready to be done, you just nod at him, and he’ll take care of
it.”I had no intention of fighting Bergy on that one, but I also didn’t plan to send out an SOS in
front of all those cameras. I could fight my own battles, something I’d been striving to prove to
Bergy, my teammates, and the rest of the damned league all season long. This was just one
more battle in the war. One more mountain to climb.I’d be damned if I’d let anything or anyone
get in my way.Bergy headed off to talk with the other coaches, and Kurt took up position near me
but not all the way in my grill. The security guard outside the locker room opened the doors, and



a flood of reporters swarmed inside—far more of them than was normal during the regular
season. I caught a glimpse of Anne Dennison among them, but she walked over to one of her
camera guys and whispered something in his ear as the crowd converged on me, and I lost track
of her.Too bad. She was probably the only one out of the lot of them who’d be completely safe
from me losing my temper. Granted, she wasn’t a reporter anymore, now that she’d taken over
the production of this web series.In no time, a few dozen mics and other recording devices were
shoved in my direction. I couldn’t see anything beyond the glare of lights shining in my face.Mike
Polanski, the Storm beat writer for the Portland Tribune and the absolute bane of my existence,
stood directly in front of me. “Nate, what’s your reaction to the banana peel incident?” he
demanded.“Have we already whittled it down to that?” I groused. “The banana peel incident?
Sounds like a case to put Sherlock Holmes on. Someone get Cumberbatch on the line.”A few of
the media guys chuckled, but Polanski wasn’t one of them. “So you’re just going to laugh it
off?”“I’d rather laugh than react in a way that would land me in jail,” I bit off, and everyone
sobered. “And I’d rather be talking about the game than the fact that three buffoons in the crowd
decided to let the world see just how ignorant they are. Why aren’t you asking me about scoring
my first ever hat trick in the NHL? Why aren’t you asking me about the fact that the Storm just
soundly beat a team we might be facing again in only a couple of weeks in the playoffs? Why
aren’t you asking me if we’re ready to take on the Sharks in a few days and how we think we’ll
handle the way they throw their weight around, or if our skill can outperform their skill?”“Sorry to
say it, Ghost, but that isn’t the story. Considering what happened this afternoon with Marcus
Jameson and after what happened tonight—”“Hold up. Who is Marcus Jameson?” I wasn’t
following. At all.“You haven’t heard about that?” Polanski asked. “This afternoon, a man named
Marcus Jameson was pulled over by Chicago PD for a routine traffic stop. They shot and killed
him. Everyone’s saying it’s racially motivated, and then this…”“I’m sorry to hear that about
Marcus Jameson, but I don’t know what he has to do with the game tonight. As far as I’m
concerned, the story you should be asking me about is the game. That’s what I know about. And
if you ask the other nineteen guys in this room right now, I think they’d all agree with me that it’s
the story that we think is important.”“So Marcus Jameson’s death isn’t important, Nate?” one of
the other reporters asked, and I wanted to kick myself.“That’s not what I’m saying at all. His
death is very important. But I didn’t have anything to do with it, and he didn’t have anything to do
with this game. Frankly, this game is the only thing any of us is focused on, so if you want some
other story, you’re going to have to get it from another source. Because here’s some truth for you.
The guys who were behind the banana peel incident aren’t worth my time.”At that point, half a
dozen of the other reporters tried to jump in with questions at once, but the only thing that
registered with me was the sight of Anne pushing her way forward—the only woman in a mob of
men, the only flash of color in an ocean of white faces much like I was the only minority among
my teammates—with her cameraman at her side.Kurt held up his hand and tried to regain
control of the session, getting them to stop talking over each other. Once they shut up, I nodded
at Anne, giving her the floor. I’d rather talk to her any day than the rest of these guys, and not just



because she was hot as hell and we’d been flirting outrageously with each other for the last
couple of seasons, either.Her cameraman shoved his boom mic forward and she smiled, putting
me at ease.“How are you going to make sure this doesn’t become a distraction for you and your
teammates heading into the playoffs, especially if you do end up playing against the Blackhawks
in the second round?” she asked, and I felt a hell of a lot less at ease.I’d thought Anne, at least,
would be willing to focus on what really mattered right now. I’d expected her to realize that the
press making this incident out to be a bigger deal than it was would only cause it to blow up and
become a distraction. There’d been some part of me that had been counting on Anne to be on
my side.At least now I knew she wasn’t. Flirtation or not, she was still part of the press. Maybe
she worked for the team in some small way, but she was still out to get her story, trying to sell her
angle on it, whatever that might be.I ground my jaw, apparently hesitating for so long that Kurt
got nervous. He inched closer to my side and nudged my elbow, but I wasn’t going to let anyone
rush to my aid and rescue me from a situation I didn’t need rescuing from.I looked straight in
Anne’s eyes, hoping she got a full sense of the betrayal roiling through my gaze, and said, “The
only people making it a distraction are all of you. My teammates and I have bigger things to
worry about. Like San Jose, since we’ve got Game One to prepare for, and it’s coming up in a
few days. If no one has any questions about hockey, I think we’re finished here.”Without checking
to see if Kurt was satisfied with my response or not, I grabbed a towel from my stall and pushed
my way through the throng.FOR THE LAST two days, I hadn’t been able to escape the fucking
banana peel incident other than in the middle of the night, once I finally managed to shut off my
brain and get some sleep. By the time we’d gotten back to Portland after that game, it had blown
up all over Twitter, Snapchat, Facebook, and every other social media platform in existence,
including a few I’d never heard of before. The media kept flogging it, and not just the sports
media, either. This story was hitting the mainstream news. I’d even seen it on CNN last night
while flipping channels.More racial tensions in Chicago, the headlines blared. Black hockey
player subjected to slurs. Discrimination is alive and well in the Midwest. Marcus Jameson
murdered at the hands of white police officer. Everywhere I turned, I kept running into it. At bars.
At the gym. On the radio every time I got in my car. On newspapers and magazines at the
grocery store. I couldn’t escape it, no matter how hard I tried.And trust me—I was trying. All I
wanted was for the distraction to go away so I could get back to focusing on improving my game
and being the kind of player Bergy was determined I could be. That was what I needed to have
happen, especially with the playoffs starting tomorrow.He seemed to think I could be a game
breaker, the kind of player who could get on a scoring streak and almost singlehandedly destroy
another team in a seven-game series. I wanted to find out if he was right about that. Back in
juniors, I’d been able to, but it hadn’t ever translated to my game in the pros. But with the way
things had been clicking for me lately with my line mates, Blake Kozlow and Axel
Johansson…“How you holding up?” Riley Jezek asked me after practice, getting in my way and
preventing me from making my escape.I’d been trying to hurry up and get my ass out to my car
before someone could stop me, and especially before Anne and one of the guys from her



camera crew could try to tag along with me like they’d attempted to do yesterday. I’d managed to
slip out while the coaching staff distracted them, but it had been a close call. Apparently RJ had
other plans for me today.“How do you think?” I replied, glaring.“I think you’re about ready to blow,
based on the way you’ve been griping at everything that moves just about every chance you get.
You just about bit Coop’s head off out there for passing you a bouncing puck. Not the kid’s fault
the ice was shit after we’d been on it for a solid hour.”Even as he spoke, I noticed one of the
camera guys heading our direction. Jamie Babcock, the team captain, got in his way and held
him up. I made a mental note to buy Babs a steak dinner as thanks the next time we were out
together.I gave RJ a significant look, angling my head toward the jackass who wanted to capture
my every movement to broadcast for the whole world to see. “Is it any wonder I’m about to
snap?”“Nope. But that doesn’t mean you need to take it out on Coop. Or any of the rest of us, for
that matter. It’s not our fault there are asswipes in the world. We had nothing to do with all the shit
you’re having to deal with. And in case you hadn’t noticed, we’re all on your side.”He was right,
and I knew it, but that didn’t make it any easier to stop myself from behaving like a son of a bitch.
If my mother were here, she’d be giving me a serious earful about how she’d raised me and the
way I should conduct myself around my colleagues. And she’d be right. I didn’t need her here to
say the words—just like I didn’t need her here to hold my hand while I tried to get through this
ordeal with the media. She’d threatened to fly in from Toronto, although I was sure she didn’t see
it as a threat. Moral support, she’d called it. It had taken both me and Dad to convince her I was a
grown man and could sort this out on my own.Hell of a job I was doing with that, though.“I’m
sorry, man,” I said, wishing like hell I could get my head back under control.“Don’t apologize to
me. Or at least not just to me.”“I’ll say something to the boys tomorrow.” Once I’d had a chance to
figure out what the hell I wanted to say. Besides, half of them had already split today. It’d be
better to do it when I knew they were all present and accounted for.The truth was, they’d all been
standing by me through every bit of this—sticking up for me, trying to help me escape the media
any time they could like the coaches had done a couple of days ago and Babs was doing now—
and I’d been acting like a douchebag with a major case of PMS.“And I’ll take Coop aside to
apologize to him personally,” I added. Austin Cooper was the youngest guy on the team, called
up from our minor league affiliate as an injury replacement. The kid was just trying to fit in and
find his role on the team. He didn’t need me ripping him a new one, especially when he hadn’t
done anything wrong.“That’s good,” RJ said. “It’s a good start, at least. I think your mom would
say you could do better.”He knew he could talk to me like that and get away with it, especially
since he actually knew my mother.RJ was my closest friend on the team. We’d grown up about
three blocks away from each other in Toronto. My older sister had been in classes with his older
brother for as long as either of us could remember. I’d been a year ahead of RJ in school. Didn’t
matter much that he was a year younger than me, though. He’d always been a step or two ahead
of me on the ice and at least a few inches taller than me. We’d played against each other just
about our entire lives, right up until the moment when I’d been traded to the Storm a few seasons
ago and we became teammates.“She would,” I admitted. “You’re right. I’m trying not to lose my



shit, but right now I think that’s the best I can do.”He gave me a look that said he thought I was
full of shit, but he let it drop. “Listen, Amanda and I were planning to take the dogs out for a walk
this afternoon. She wants to take them to the Rose Test Gardens. I told her it’s probably too
soon, they aren’t blooming much yet, but she’s insisting. Why don’t you come with us?”Amanda
was RJ’s fiancée, and they had two enormous two-year-old mastiffs that seemed to think they
were still puppies, along with all the exuberant energy to show for it. Amanda claimed they were
her dogs, but she didn’t do a very good job of taking care of them without some muscle around
to assist her. They were each almost twice her size, so there was no way she could walk them on
her own. If they wanted to get away from her, it wouldn’t be very difficult at all.“So basically you
want me to control one of the beasts, huh?”He grinned. “Something like that. But don’t call them
beasts to their faces. You’ll hurt their feelings.”“They could stand to have their feelings hurt if
they’re going to try to climb on my lap again. My balls still haven’t recovered.”“Doubt that’s solely
due to my dogs. Might help if you got laid.”“How am I supposed to get laid if your dogs mash my
balls?”“Lola is an angel. She can’t help it that she loves you. Or that she’s bigger than you. Not
the dog’s fault you’re a shrimp.”“Well, try to teach her that she’s not a lap dog, then.”“You teach
her.”“She’s your dog.”He shook his head. “Nah. They’re Amanda’s.”“Since when have you been
agreeing with that load of shit?”“Since it suits my purposes. They’re Amanda’s dogs when they’re
bad.”“Does that mean you’re giving me Lola?” I asked, hoping against hope I was right. Max,
RJ’s other dog, easily had thirty pounds on Lola, and she weighed as much as I did.“Max loves
you, too, even when you’re an ass.”“He might love me better when I’m an ass. He likes stinky
things.”“Then you’re all set.”“This is quality cologne I’m wearing,” I shot back at him. “Not like your
Axe body spray. When are you gonna realize you’re an adult?” It was better than the Old Spice
he used to wear, but not by much.He sniffed his arm. “Smells fine to me. Amanda likes it well
enough.”I rolled my eyes and glanced over to see Babs still had the cameraman distracted.
“Maybe that’s why Max likes you as much as he does. Come on. Let’s get out of here before we
have more company watching your dogs drag my ass through the gardens.”RJ laughed, but he
didn’t argue. In no time, we were heading out of the practice facility on our way to the parking
garage…only to run headfirst into Anne Dennison as we walked through the double
doors.“Nate,” she said, looking up at me and smiling, her hand on her chest. Damn, but she had
a gorgeous smile, and when she was this close, I could see the hints of green in her light brown
eyes that always did a number on me.I didn’t smile in return. Couldn’t. The way she’d joined in
with the other media guys that night still stung too much. The last thing I needed right now was to
forget that she was on the other side of things. She wasn’t my friend, and definitely not anything
more than a friend, even though we’d been flirting way more than was good for either of us since
she’d been around the team. She was part of my problem right now, no matter how hot she
was.“I was hoping we could get some time with you sometime today,” she said, not taking the
hint that I didn’t want to have anything to do with her right now. “I’ve got Dave all set up and ready
—”“I’ve got plans,” I cut in. I jerked my head in RJ’s direction. “We have plans, actually.”She
nodded. “It’s fine if we have some of the other guys from the team involved. Or even some of



your friends outside of the team. Dave and I could come with you.”“I don’t think that’s going to
work.” I took off again, and RJ came with me.“Going somewhere you can’t bring extra people
with you?” She kept pace alongside me, her legs as long as mine. Not even her heels slowed her
down. “You sure we couldn’t sneak in? We could stay in the background, just filming without
interfering. We really want to get some footage of you doing whatever it is you do in your time off.
Trying to get the bigger picture of who you are.”The woman didn’t let up. No wonder she’d been
given such a big assignment already. There weren’t many women in sports broadcasting, in
general. But she was young, and other than spending a few seasons working with the Storm’s
broadcast team, she was relatively inexperienced. I hadn’t been able to figure out how she’d
finagled such a prime gig, producing a web series about the team. Now it was starting to make
sense. She’d probably hounded whomever was in charge until they’d given in just to get her off
their back.It couldn’t be easy to be a woman in this industry—one more reason I’d wrongly
assumed Anne would be on my side when it came to wanting to ignore everything that had
happened a couple of nights ago.One more reason to never assume anything.“I really don’t think
that’s a good idea,” I finally bit off as we reached my car. “This isn’t something—”She stopped
and scowled at me. “I didn’t want to have to do this, but I’ll remind you that based on the contract
the Storm has with my production company, and your contract with the Storm, you can’t keep
brushing me off forever. You’re contractually obligated to cooperate, whether you’re happy about
it or not. Your friends and family don’t have to be part of this series, but everyone involved with
the team does.”I jerked open my car door and leaned on the frame, thinking through my options.
They seemed to be slim and growing slimmer by the moment. “So what happens if I brush you
off again today?”“I’ll take it up with Jim Sutter,” she said without hesitation.Jim was our general
manager—someone who could make my life hell if I made Anne’s life hell.I ground my jaw and
looked at RJ for help. He frowned and shrugged, which meant he was as lost as I was when it
came to coming up with anything better. Damn it.“We’re walking dogs at the International Rose
Test Gardens,” I bit off. Then I climbed into my car and slammed the door.“Got it,” Anne said,
taking off into the building at a run. She spun around, jogging backward on those heels. “We’ll
meet you there! Thanks, Nate.”Lucky me.“If they’re bringing the cameras along, you need to be
on your best behavior,” RJ said.“I’m always on my best behavior,” I grumbled.“You know your
mom’s going to be watching this. Just…try to act like you normally do around
Anne.”“Meaning?”“Meaning why don’t you flirt with her again or something?”“I don’t want to flirt
with her right now.” I wanted to give her an earful about how I felt about her turning this into a
bigger deal than it was.But RJ was right. If I gave in to the temptation, I was stooping to her level.
Time to put on a brave face and convince the world that I hadn’t been fazed by all the shit being
thrown my way. Even if it was a fucking lie.I KNEW THE reasons Nate had been avoiding me.
Hell, I’d avoid me, too, if I were in his shoes. But that didn’t change the fact that I had a job to do
and a show to produce, and at the moment, everything surrounding him was the focus of the
story I had to tell.I’d spent the morning and early afternoon holed up in the cutting room with my
editor and a couple of assistants, poring over hours and hours of footage from the last week so



we could meet our deadline. The first webisode was scheduled to go live tomorrow evening,
about an hour before puck drop for the first game of the playoffs.We had a ton of film to sift
through. Maybe too much, to be honest. But now we had to determine which angles to use from
the game sequences and how to combine it with interviews and other behind-the-scenes
moments in order to present a sound narrative arc, making the determination of which pieces
were important and which could be left behind without losing impact.On top of that, the story
we’d thought we were telling the whole time we were filming? It had been turned on its head in
the final moments of the last night of filming, so now we were in a panicked rush to reframe
everything to fit the new story line.Yes, story line. That wasn’t me using the wrong word in terms
of this journalistic endeavor. I had to remind myself that Eye of the Storm, the web series I was
producing, wasn’t strictly news. It wasn’t pure journalism. There was a bit of a documentary feel
to what we were doing with this, which meant we had to pull from the world of fiction in order to
properly present it for our audience.We were presenting what had happened in the world of the
Portland Storm, true, but doing so in a way that made it entertaining for the viewer. The episode
needed a beginning, rising action, a climax, falling action, and a denouement. There had to be a
narrative arc, taking the viewer from the opening moments all the way up to the end, and it
needed to leave them wanting more so they’d tune in again next week. That meant we had to
take some creative license in the way we pieced everything together.We weren’t changing facts;
we were simply sorting out the best way to present it to the people who watched, in order to
keep them riveted. Not an easy task.At the moment, my editor and his assistants were still hard
at work putting together the first episode, using the guidelines I’d given them before leaving, but I
had to shift my focus to what we had in front of us for the second episode. The playoffs starting
tomorrow would certainly get a lot of attention, but we couldn’t ignore what had happened in the
first week.Which meant I had to get Nate Golston to talk to me.Which was why I’d pulled rank
and threatened him with taking things to the general manager if he didn’t cooperate.It irked me
to stoop to that level, but the guy hadn’t left me much choice. And that was how I’d ended up at
the International Rose Test Gardens, attempting to keep my heels from sinking into the soft
ground while I fitted Nate, Riley Jezek, and Jezek’s fiancée, Amanda Morris, with mic packs, at
the same time as two dogs the size of small horses tried to climb me.Did I mention I’d always
been afraid of dogs, even the small yappy ones? Just being in the same vicinity of these two had
me shaking uncontrollably. At least no one seemed to have noticed. And once I had the mics in
place, they could go about their business, and Dave and I could keep our distance to film them
without interfering.One of them—the bigger one—gave a happy bark and put his front paws on
my shoulder, further pressing my heels into the grassy earth.“Down, Max,” Jezek said, laughing.I
noticed there wasn’t a whole lot of authority in his tone. The guy was amused by his dog’s antics.
Nate didn’t seem too bothered by them, either. In fact, he wasn’t doing much to keep the dog on
his leash under control. I bit down on my tongue to keep from saying anything I’d regret and
hurried to finish getting them situated.One more mic to go—the one for Nate. “Turn around for
me,” I said.He winked, the first hint I’d seen since that final game of the regular season of our



former flirtation. “You just want to check out my ass.” But he passed the leash into Jezek’s hand
and turned around like I’d instructed him to do. “Don’t get me wrong,” he added. “I don’t mind you
checking out my ass. I’d check it out, too, if I could.”“If you were a contortionist,” Jezek added,
trying to keep both massive animals under control. They probably each weighed as much as he
did, though, and it looked like they were all muscle.“As long as I’m not an extortionist,” Nate
replied.“I wouldn’t make any promises on that score,” Jezek said with a snort-laugh.I bit down on
my lower lip to keep from joining them in inappropriate laughter since I was trying to keep
everything professional. Finally, Nate lifted the back of his shirt the way I’d had Jezek and his
fiancée do moments before. Only he lifted it a lot higher than was necessary, giving me a nice
glimpse of his muscled back. I handed him the mic pack and quickly strung the wire up and over
his shoulder, my fingertips accidentally brushing his skin. It was soft, damn it. Not what I needed
to be thinking about. I dropped my hands to my sides like he’d burned me. “There you go. Just
hook that into the waistband of your pants—”“You could do that for me,” he cut in, with a definite
hint of laughter in his tone, which left me struggling to keep my composure. He’d always done
that when I was with the Storm’s broadcast team, too, trying to throw me off my game by flirting
with me. Outrageously. And I’d flirted back, because he’d made it so easy to do.Even though it
felt a lot better to be treating each other the way we’d always done before instead of going at
each other, I knew it was a bad idea. I had to keep this aboveboard. I had way too much riding on
this job, and I couldn’t afford to jeopardize anything by getting too personal with one of the
players. My boss had made that abundantly clear when he’d reluctantly given me the
assignment, and he’d only done that due to not having anyone else on staff who had any
experience whatsoever doing the sort of work I was doing. Because of the Storm’s timeline for
getting this series going, there hadn’t been time for him to do a massive search for a producer
and bring in someone from the outside.He’d have more than enough time to do that over the
team’s summer break, though—which served as a constant reminder to me that I could have
Eye of the Storm ripped out of my hands at any moment. Right now, it was my baby. But for how
long?“—and we’re all set once we pop the mic through a buttonhole in front,” I finished firmly, not
taking Nate’s bait. I took a step back, trying to get both some distance and some perspective. “In
fact, you can handle that part yourself. Then you three can go about your business and forget all
about the two of us.”“I don’t think that’s going to be possible,” Nate said.Dave smirked at me, but
he was smart enough to keep his mouth shut.“All right,” I said, brushing my hands on my thighs
because they were sweating. Nerves. Getting that close to him, touching him ever so slightly,
had brought out my inner geeky teenager. Bad timing for that. “You’re good to go. Just pretend
we’re not even here.”I took another step backward, but my heel plummeted through a soft spot in
the grass, and I fell on my ass. As soon as I was on the ground, both dogs took that as a sign
that they should pile on and wrestle with me. Jezek tried to hold them both back, but it was no
use. They were too big, too strong, the pair of them overpowering him and leaping onto my
chest.Out of instinct, I screamed like a petrified little girl and put my arms over my face to protect
myself. Didn’t do any good. Two enormous canines shoved my hands out of their way with their



noses, and then they started licking my face, holding me down with their front paws. Both Jezek
and Nate tried to drag the overly exuberant dogs off me, adding their weight to the mix, and then
Dave dropped his camera and joined the fray, leaving only Amanda standing off to the side,
watching with a dazed expression.I giggle-shrieked. Couldn’t help it. This was the most bizarre,
hilarious, painful thing to have happened to me in months. Maybe years. My adrenaline shot
through the roof, and I was fully in self-preservation mode. It was a sad realization that my
natural gut reaction when presented with one of my greatest fears was to laugh my head off in a
psychotic panic. That didn’t bode well.Finally, they got the dogs off me, Jezek manhandling the
bigger one and forcing him back while Dave—who was easily as big and strong as most of the
guys on the team—practically laid on top of the smaller dog to keep her off me.Nate reached out
a hand to help me up, with a sexy-as-sin curve of his lips. He was probably trying not to laugh as
maniacally as I was. “Unless you’d rather stay in the dirt,” he said when I sat there a little too long
staring at him. “Too bad you didn’t get any of that on film. That’d make a much more entertaining
show than anything you got on me last week.”He was wrong on that score, but I still reached up
and took his hand, allowing him to drag me to my feet. As soon as I was standing, I wished I was
back on the ground again. My ankle felt like I’d done a serious number on it, one of my heels had
broken off the shoe, my tan suit was covered in dirt and grass stains, and I didn’t think I’d be able
to fix the rat’s nest of my hair until I could dunk my entire head in a vat of shampoo. That sobered
me up pretty fast. If I wasn’t careful, my laughter would turn to sobs of pain—both real, physical
pain and the sort that rips you apart from the inside when you’re embarrassed in front of a
crush.“Please tell me they didn’t hurt you,” Jezek said, cutting through the fog of humiliation
eating me alive.I shot my gaze over to him, taking my hand out of Nate’s before I got too
comfortable with holding on to him. “I’m fine,” I forced myself to say, brushing some debris off my
butt.Nate dropped his gaze down to my hips, just long enough that it was obvious, before
bringing his eyes up to meet mine again. “Yeah. Fine.”I kicked off both my shoes since they
weren’t going to do me any good as they were. “You came to walk the dogs, right? So walk the
dogs.” Then I tossed my shoes in my purse, slung the strap over my shoulder, and turned to
Dave, trying not to put too much of my weight on my right foot. Unsuccessfully, I might add, but I
did try. “Come on. Get your camera set up. We have a job to do.”All the flirtatiousness drained off
Nate’s face in an instant. “Yeah, you sure do.” He grabbed the dog’s leash from Dave, and he and
his friends took off without us.“You’re not fine,” Dave said once they were gone.“I’m as fine as I
have time to be.” I could put my foot up and have a good cry when I got home. Until then, I had to
grin and bear it, even if it was the last thing on earth I felt like doing.RJ HAD BEEN right. It was
too early for many of the roses to be blooming, which led to Amanda’s disappointment—and
pouting. Her histrionics didn’t stop Max and Lola from having the time of their lives, though.We
didn’t walk them so much as they walked us. The pair of them spent the afternoon racing from
stranger to stranger, from one new scent to another, dragging me and RJ along for the ride while
Amanda hung back and alternated between laughing her head off and remembering that she
was supposed to be sulking.Anne and her cameraman kept up with all of us well enough, which



was impressive in Anne’s case, given that she was limping around in bare feet and nursing an
obviously sprained right ankle. At least I hoped it was only a sprain. It seemed to me she was
stubborn enough that it could be worse. If so, she was likely causing herself more damage by
continuing to hobble around on it.I had to remind myself that I hadn’t done anything to hurt her,
and I hadn’t been the one to invite her along. This was all her. She’d insisted on coming, and she
hadn’t bothered to put on sensible shoes. All her fault, even if Max and Lola had probably been
responsible for at least some of the damage.Table of ContentsTitle PageCopyright
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all the screens in front of me at once. The adrenaline coursing through my body seemed to be in
overdrive, more so than at any other point in this new adventure so far.My eyes flipped back and
forth as I tried to determine exactly where our focus needed to be. Nate Golston had already
scored twice in this game, and he was out on the ice again with the rest of his line, with only a
little over a minute left on the game clock. No doubt the Blackhawks would be pulling their goalie
soon for an extra attacker, which meant the Portland Storm players on the ice would surely try to
feed Golston and help him score a National Hockey League hat trick for the first time in his
career.We were nearing the end of my initial week of filming for Eye of the Storm, a behind-the-
scenes web series focused on the Storm, and I hadn’t yet decided on how to focus the premiere
episode. As the producer, it was on me to find the story we wanted to tell and bring it to life.
Since I was one of the only women in the world of sports broadcasting and journalism to be
given this level of responsibility, I had no intention of screwing up my chance.Golston was a
good story. Or he could be, depending on how we framed it. Smaller guy in the NHL. One of the
few black players in the league, finding his footing in a sport that boasted very little
diversity.From my days working as part of the television broadcast team, I knew the coaches and
management were hot on him. He had a ton of potential, but he’d only recently been starting to
fulfill it. Over the last couple of months of the season, he’d found his offensive touch and started
using it to develop what should be a very promising career.We could frame the struggles and
fortunes of the team around his story if we did it right. The team had gotten near the pinnacle of
the sport a decade or so ago. Then tough times hit, and they missed the playoffs several
seasons in a row before a resurgence. Fresh blood. Now they were climbing toward the top
again, and it was up to me to chronicle this resurrection as best I could.They’d been in the
Stanley Cup Finals last season. If all went according to plan, they could win it this season. If they
did, it would be because of players like Golston finally playing up to their potential.I might be
wrong about this, and I could always find a new angle once I was editing the webisode together,
but everything in my gut screamed that Golston needed to be my focus.“Dave, can you zoom in
tight on Golston for me?” I said into my headpiece. “You, too, Ben. Stick with him, no matter what
happens.”“Got it, Anne.”Within moments, the views on Camera Two and Camera Four had gone
from wide shots at different angles, covering much of the ice, to isolations on Golston—one
capturing his face head on and the other coming in from the side.The teams lined up on the face-
off dot to the right of the Blackhawks goaltender. I kept my eye primarily on those two cameras,
although I flickered my gaze around to each of them every few seconds, as well as down to the
ice, just to be sure we weren’t missing anything important.The linesman squared up to drop the
puck, but something else hit the ice first, right at Golston’s feet. One of the other officials skated
in, putting a stop to the action before play resumed.“What is that?” I demanded, straining my
eyes to make out what had been tossed from the crowd. “Dave, go in tighter on that, whatever it
is.”With my other views, the ref was getting in the way as he bent to collect the debris. When he
came up with it in his hand, I finally recognized it.“No freaking way,” I said, my stomach
clenching.Someone had tossed a banana peel at Nate Golston’s feet.“I got it, Anne,” Dave said,



reminding me that we had an obligation to capture the story as it unfolded in front of us,
whatever that story might be. We had a show to produce, and like it or not, the story was
unfolding in front of us.Fighting down waves of nausea, I snapped back into action. “Right. I want
Five to get shots of the crowd, particularly the parts of the crowd close enough to have seen
what happened. Dave, stay with the ref and that fucking banana peel until it’s gone. Three, I want
reactions from every player on the ice. Four, don’t you dare lose Golston for the rest of this game
or I will murder you in your sleep. One, give me the team benches. I want to see the coaches’
reactions, the other players. Even the equipment guys. Got it?”My camera crew did exactly as I
instructed them. The ref took the banana peel over to the timekeeper’s bench and dropped it off
there. Within moments, the PA announcer came over the loudspeakers with a reminder that
nothing was to be tossed on the ice, and breaking this rule would result in expulsion from the
arena and a minor bench penalty assessed to the home team. Then everyone lined up again to
resume where things had left off.Through my disgust, only two things truly registered in my
mind.The first was a shot of a man in the crowd, angrily shouting things in Golston’s direction.
Things I couldn’t hear, but I could sure enough read the man’s lips. Things that left me shaken,
angry, and hurt. Things that left me scared for the world in which we lived.The second was the
look of utter shock that had come over Golston’s face and refused to budge.The puck dropped.
The game resumed. The Storm players fought hard and kept the Blackhawks from getting a tie,
and with eighteen seconds left on the clock, Nate Golston zipped the puck up the ice and into
the empty net, scoring his first hat trick.I should have been elated, because—like it or not—I had
a definite focus for the first episode of my web series. Instead, I wanted to find the nearest
bathroom and puke up my guts.This was not what I thought I’d signed up for.I DIDN’T WANT to
wear the stupid purple umbrella hat, so as soon as the boys let me, I took the fucking thing off
and tossed it in my stall. That ridiculous hat was tradition for us this season. When we won a
game, the guy who’d been awarded it after our last win selected someone else to give it to—
typically the player who’d been most instrumental in the win that night. Apparently, tonight, that
was me.But right now I didn’t care that I’d scored a hat trick. I didn’t even care that we’d won the
game. This win didn’t have any effect on our positioning heading into the playoffs, so it didn’t
factor into the big picture beyond us starting the postseason on a roll.The only thing I wanted to
do right now was get the fuck out of this arena so I could have a few beers and try to forget about
what had happened at the end of the game. Only we were on the road and flying back to
Portland tonight, so I couldn’t escape so easily. It’d be hours before I got home and could drink
enough to numb all the insanity racing through my mind.I stripped off my jersey and tossed it in
the bin in the center of the locker room. I ripped off my pads, hurrying through the process of
changing. The bus wouldn’t leave for the airport until all the guys were ready to go, which would
be a while since the media would want to come in and interview a few of us and the coach, but
maybe I could slip out sooner, catch a cab to the airport. At least there, I wouldn’t have to look at
the rest of the boys while so many of them were busy studiously avoiding looking at me at all.
Not to mention those cameras that had been following us around for the last week. Two of those



cameramen had joined us in the locker room, and if I wasn’t mistaken, one of those two had
been zoomed in tight on me since the final horn had sounded.None of my teammates had said a
word to me when we’d come off the ice. No doubt they didn’t know what to say. I didn’t either, so I
couldn’t blame them. Never, not once in my life, had I been up against such blatant racism. I’d
read about it. I’d seen it on the news. But it had never been directed at me before.I didn’t know
how long ago that banana peel had come over the glass to land at my feet, but I was still
vibrating. Not just because of the symbolism, either. The words they’d shouted at me before
arena security guards escorted them out hadn’t stopped echoing in my ears.“Get on the bus and
go back to the projects. You have no business on the ice.”“Fucking monkey, finally learning to
perform tricks. At least you’re good for something more than fighting now.”“Don’t you know
niggers are supposed to play basketball, not hockey?”Yes, the three of them had been drinking,
and yes, the rest of the crowd had given them hell over what they’d said and done. But drunk or
not, they’d said it. And they’d done it.Somehow, I’d had it in my head that people only said those
things in books and movies. Or maybe only in the South, where racial tensions still seemed to be
so heightened. But Chicago wasn’t in the South, and while the cameras had filmed every bit of it
for both the TV broadcast and this web series the team had commissioned, this was still my real
life, not some piece of fiction.It had really happened.To me.The more time that passed since that
moment, the more I felt suffocated by everything surrounding me. My lungs were trapped in a
vise that kept squeezing tighter and tighter, forcing the air out of me by degrees.There was a part
of me that wanted to let the vise finish me off. It would hurt less than the realization that there
were people out there who hated me that much, but not for anything I’d done. It was because of
who I was.No, not even that. It was because of who my ancestors were, if anything. Because of
my DNA. The color of my skin. Because of something I couldn’t change even if I wanted to.But
right now, I wanted to. Something else I’d never experienced before. It was seriously starting to
fuck with my head.“Ghost.” It was the head coach, Mattias Bergstrom, standing right behind
me.That was what the guys all called me—Ghost—a play on my last name, Golston, and maybe
a bit of an inside joke, too, since I definitely didn’t look like anything close to Casper. But Ghost
was just my nickname with my teammates, something meant in good fun, the same as me being
officially listed as five foot ten and a hundred eighty-five pounds, even though that was only
close to true when I was in all my gear. Five foot eight and one seventy was a lot closer to reality.
Guys had started calling me Ghost so long ago that I didn’t even remember who was
responsible for it, back when I was a kid playing hockey in Toronto. I’d never thought anything of
it until I was older, and by then the name had stuck. Ghost was simply who I was to everyone I
played with or against.A couple of months ago, Bergy had pointed out a new side of that
nickname to me. He’d said I tended to be a ghost on the ice, sneaky and elusive, slipping past
guys twice my size before they knew what to do about it. He wanted me to find ways to use that
to my advantage instead of thinking of my size as a disadvantage. He’d even had me come to
work with him one-on-one several times on days off, me trying to slip past him. The guy may
have retired as a player several years back, but he’d been a strong-as-fuck defenseman in his



day with a hell of a nasty streak, and he still had all the size and strength he’d been known for.
Working with him like that meant taking a beating. But lately, I’d been slipping past him
untouched, and now I was finding a way to do it in game situations, too. Like tonight.I grunted to
acknowledge him, swallowing hard. I didn’t trust my voice. Hell, I didn’t trust myself not to throat-
punch someone right now for looking at me wrong. I wouldn’t throat-punch Bergy, but I couldn’t
make any promises about anyone else who might come along.I didn’t like this side of me. I hated
that it had been so easy to bring it out. Ten seconds’ time, with ignorant asswipes revealing their
hatred, and I’d been reduced to a pressure cooker ready to explode at the tiniest
provocation.“Kurt just gave me the word from communications,” Bergy said. “The media
specifically wants to talk to you tonight.”Of course the press wanted to talk to me tonight. They
came to me after just about every game, mainly because I tended to give a good sound bite. Add
in the fact that I’d scored three goals, had a banana peel thrown at me, and had things shouted
at me I’d never heard a human being actually say out loud before, and there wasn’t a chance in
hell that every sports reporter in this damn city wouldn’t be closing in around my stall and
suffocating the life out of me for as long as they were allowed to stay.I nodded that I
understood.“I could send you to the trainers’ room,” Bergy said. “Tell them you’re being treated
for an injury and aren’t available. Buy you some time so you can figure out what you want to
say.”“I’m not hiding,” I bit off. The temptation to take him up on it was definitely there, but burying
my head in the sand and pretending nothing had happened wouldn’t solve anything. It’d only
make facing their questions worse once I finally got around to it, because they’d think I’d been
running.I’d never been a fan of avoidance, and I wasn’t about to change my mind about that now,
even if I’d been debating hopping in a cab only moments ago. I doubted I’d ever have actually
done it. That wasn’t me, even if it’s nice to fantasize about being someone else occasionally.“It
wouldn’t be hiding,” Bergy said. “You did get banged up in the third blocking that shot.”I took a
seat on the bench and tore through the laces on my skates, pulling them free. “I’m fine, so unless
you’re planning to force me to go to the trainers’ room—”“No one’s forcing you to do anything.
That’s just it. If you don’t want to talk to the press yet, you don’t have to.”If I wasn’t so hot already,
I knew I’d have no problem seeing the truth in what Bergy was saying. The guy was a hard-ass,
but he was as fair as they came. He just wanted to give me options.I took a breath and willed
myself to calm the fuck down. “I’m fine. I appreciate what you’re doing, but I’m fine. Send them
in.”He gave me a tight nod, crossing his arms. Then he gestured toward Kurt Yarbrough, the
head of the Storm’s communications department, before returning his attention to me. “Fine. But
Kurt’s going to be right by your side the whole time they’re in here. If anyone asks you something
you don’t want to answer, or if you’re ready to be done, you just nod at him, and he’ll take care of
it.”I had no intention of fighting Bergy on that one, but I also didn’t plan to send out an SOS in
front of all those cameras. I could fight my own battles, something I’d been striving to prove to
Bergy, my teammates, and the rest of the damned league all season long. This was just one
more battle in the war. One more mountain to climb.I’d be damned if I’d let anything or anyone
get in my way.Bergy headed off to talk with the other coaches, and Kurt took up position near me



but not all the way in my grill. The security guard outside the locker room opened the doors, and
a flood of reporters swarmed inside—far more of them than was normal during the regular
season. I caught a glimpse of Anne Dennison among them, but she walked over to one of her
camera guys and whispered something in his ear as the crowd converged on me, and I lost track
of her.Too bad. She was probably the only one out of the lot of them who’d be completely safe
from me losing my temper. Granted, she wasn’t a reporter anymore, now that she’d taken over
the production of this web series.In no time, a few dozen mics and other recording devices were
shoved in my direction. I couldn’t see anything beyond the glare of lights shining in my face.Mike
Polanski, the Storm beat writer for the Portland Tribune and the absolute bane of my existence,
stood directly in front of me. “Nate, what’s your reaction to the banana peel incident?” he
demanded.“Have we already whittled it down to that?” I groused. “The banana peel incident?
Sounds like a case to put Sherlock Holmes on. Someone get Cumberbatch on the line.”A few of
the media guys chuckled, but Polanski wasn’t one of them. “So you’re just going to laugh it
off?”“I’d rather laugh than react in a way that would land me in jail,” I bit off, and everyone
sobered. “And I’d rather be talking about the game than the fact that three buffoons in the crowd
decided to let the world see just how ignorant they are. Why aren’t you asking me about scoring
my first ever hat trick in the NHL? Why aren’t you asking me about the fact that the Storm just
soundly beat a team we might be facing again in only a couple of weeks in the playoffs? Why
aren’t you asking me if we’re ready to take on the Sharks in a few days and how we think we’ll
handle the way they throw their weight around, or if our skill can outperform their skill?”“Sorry to
say it, Ghost, but that isn’t the story. Considering what happened this afternoon with Marcus
Jameson and after what happened tonight—”“Hold up. Who is Marcus Jameson?” I wasn’t
following. At all.“You haven’t heard about that?” Polanski asked. “This afternoon, a man named
Marcus Jameson was pulled over by Chicago PD for a routine traffic stop. They shot and killed
him. Everyone’s saying it’s racially motivated, and then this…”“I’m sorry to hear that about
Marcus Jameson, but I don’t know what he has to do with the game tonight. As far as I’m
concerned, the story you should be asking me about is the game. That’s what I know about. And
if you ask the other nineteen guys in this room right now, I think they’d all agree with me that it’s
the story that we think is important.”“So Marcus Jameson’s death isn’t important, Nate?” one of
the other reporters asked, and I wanted to kick myself.“That’s not what I’m saying at all. His
death is very important. But I didn’t have anything to do with it, and he didn’t have anything to do
with this game. Frankly, this game is the only thing any of us is focused on, so if you want some
other story, you’re going to have to get it from another source. Because here’s some truth for you.
The guys who were behind the banana peel incident aren’t worth my time.”At that point, half a
dozen of the other reporters tried to jump in with questions at once, but the only thing that
registered with me was the sight of Anne pushing her way forward—the only woman in a mob of
men, the only flash of color in an ocean of white faces much like I was the only minority among
my teammates—with her cameraman at her side.Kurt held up his hand and tried to regain
control of the session, getting them to stop talking over each other. Once they shut up, I nodded



at Anne, giving her the floor. I’d rather talk to her any day than the rest of these guys, and not just
because she was hot as hell and we’d been flirting outrageously with each other for the last
couple of seasons, either.Her cameraman shoved his boom mic forward and she smiled, putting
me at ease.“How are you going to make sure this doesn’t become a distraction for you and your
teammates heading into the playoffs, especially if you do end up playing against the Blackhawks
in the second round?” she asked, and I felt a hell of a lot less at ease.I’d thought Anne, at least,
would be willing to focus on what really mattered right now. I’d expected her to realize that the
press making this incident out to be a bigger deal than it was would only cause it to blow up and
become a distraction. There’d been some part of me that had been counting on Anne to be on
my side.At least now I knew she wasn’t. Flirtation or not, she was still part of the press. Maybe
she worked for the team in some small way, but she was still out to get her story, trying to sell her
angle on it, whatever that might be.I ground my jaw, apparently hesitating for so long that Kurt
got nervous. He inched closer to my side and nudged my elbow, but I wasn’t going to let anyone
rush to my aid and rescue me from a situation I didn’t need rescuing from.I looked straight in
Anne’s eyes, hoping she got a full sense of the betrayal roiling through my gaze, and said, “The
only people making it a distraction are all of you. My teammates and I have bigger things to
worry about. Like San Jose, since we’ve got Game One to prepare for, and it’s coming up in a
few days. If no one has any questions about hockey, I think we’re finished here.”Without checking
to see if Kurt was satisfied with my response or not, I grabbed a towel from my stall and pushed
my way through the throng.“THIS IS FANTASTIC footage, guys. Really excellent work,” I said,
somehow focusing on all the screens in front of me at once. The adrenaline coursing through my
body seemed to be in overdrive, more so than at any other point in this new adventure so far.My
eyes flipped back and forth as I tried to determine exactly where our focus needed to be. Nate
Golston had already scored twice in this game, and he was out on the ice again with the rest of
his line, with only a little over a minute left on the game clock. No doubt the Blackhawks would
be pulling their goalie soon for an extra attacker, which meant the Portland Storm players on the
ice would surely try to feed Golston and help him score a National Hockey League hat trick for
the first time in his career.We were nearing the end of my initial week of filming for Eye of the
Storm, a behind-the-scenes web series focused on the Storm, and I hadn’t yet decided on how
to focus the premiere episode. As the producer, it was on me to find the story we wanted to tell
and bring it to life. Since I was one of the only women in the world of sports broadcasting and
journalism to be given this level of responsibility, I had no intention of screwing up my
chance.Golston was a good story. Or he could be, depending on how we framed it. Smaller guy
in the NHL. One of the few black players in the league, finding his footing in a sport that boasted
very little diversity.From my days working as part of the television broadcast team, I knew the
coaches and management were hot on him. He had a ton of potential, but he’d only recently
been starting to fulfill it. Over the last couple of months of the season, he’d found his offensive
touch and started using it to develop what should be a very promising career.We could frame the
struggles and fortunes of the team around his story if we did it right. The team had gotten near



the pinnacle of the sport a decade or so ago. Then tough times hit, and they missed the playoffs
several seasons in a row before a resurgence. Fresh blood. Now they were climbing toward the
top again, and it was up to me to chronicle this resurrection as best I could.They’d been in the
Stanley Cup Finals last season. If all went according to plan, they could win it this season. If they
did, it would be because of players like Golston finally playing up to their potential.I might be
wrong about this, and I could always find a new angle once I was editing the webisode together,
but everything in my gut screamed that Golston needed to be my focus.“Dave, can you zoom in
tight on Golston for me?” I said into my headpiece. “You, too, Ben. Stick with him, no matter what
happens.”“Got it, Anne.”Within moments, the views on Camera Two and Camera Four had gone
from wide shots at different angles, covering much of the ice, to isolations on Golston—one
capturing his face head on and the other coming in from the side.The teams lined up on the face-
off dot to the right of the Blackhawks goaltender. I kept my eye primarily on those two cameras,
although I flickered my gaze around to each of them every few seconds, as well as down to the
ice, just to be sure we weren’t missing anything important.The linesman squared up to drop the
puck, but something else hit the ice first, right at Golston’s feet. One of the other officials skated
in, putting a stop to the action before play resumed.“What is that?” I demanded, straining my
eyes to make out what had been tossed from the crowd. “Dave, go in tighter on that, whatever it
is.”With my other views, the ref was getting in the way as he bent to collect the debris. When he
came up with it in his hand, I finally recognized it.“No freaking way,” I said, my stomach
clenching.Someone had tossed a banana peel at Nate Golston’s feet.“I got it, Anne,” Dave said,
reminding me that we had an obligation to capture the story as it unfolded in front of us,
whatever that story might be. We had a show to produce, and like it or not, the story was
unfolding in front of us.Fighting down waves of nausea, I snapped back into action. “Right. I want
Five to get shots of the crowd, particularly the parts of the crowd close enough to have seen
what happened. Dave, stay with the ref and that fucking banana peel until it’s gone. Three, I want
reactions from every player on the ice. Four, don’t you dare lose Golston for the rest of this game
or I will murder you in your sleep. One, give me the team benches. I want to see the coaches’
reactions, the other players. Even the equipment guys. Got it?”My camera crew did exactly as I
instructed them. The ref took the banana peel over to the timekeeper’s bench and dropped it off
there. Within moments, the PA announcer came over the loudspeakers with a reminder that
nothing was to be tossed on the ice, and breaking this rule would result in expulsion from the
arena and a minor bench penalty assessed to the home team. Then everyone lined up again to
resume where things had left off.Through my disgust, only two things truly registered in my
mind.The first was a shot of a man in the crowd, angrily shouting things in Golston’s direction.
Things I couldn’t hear, but I could sure enough read the man’s lips. Things that left me shaken,
angry, and hurt. Things that left me scared for the world in which we lived.The second was the
look of utter shock that had come over Golston’s face and refused to budge.The puck dropped.
The game resumed. The Storm players fought hard and kept the Blackhawks from getting a tie,
and with eighteen seconds left on the clock, Nate Golston zipped the puck up the ice and into



the empty net, scoring his first hat trick.I should have been elated, because—like it or not—I had
a definite focus for the first episode of my web series. Instead, I wanted to find the nearest
bathroom and puke up my guts.This was not what I thought I’d signed up for.I DIDN’T WANT to
wear the stupid purple umbrella hat, so as soon as the boys let me, I took the fucking thing off
and tossed it in my stall. That ridiculous hat was tradition for us this season. When we won a
game, the guy who’d been awarded it after our last win selected someone else to give it to—
typically the player who’d been most instrumental in the win that night. Apparently, tonight, that
was me.But right now I didn’t care that I’d scored a hat trick. I didn’t even care that we’d won the
game. This win didn’t have any effect on our positioning heading into the playoffs, so it didn’t
factor into the big picture beyond us starting the postseason on a roll.The only thing I wanted to
do right now was get the fuck out of this arena so I could have a few beers and try to forget about
what had happened at the end of the game. Only we were on the road and flying back to
Portland tonight, so I couldn’t escape so easily. It’d be hours before I got home and could drink
enough to numb all the insanity racing through my mind.I stripped off my jersey and tossed it in
the bin in the center of the locker room. I ripped off my pads, hurrying through the process of
changing. The bus wouldn’t leave for the airport until all the guys were ready to go, which would
be a while since the media would want to come in and interview a few of us and the coach, but
maybe I could slip out sooner, catch a cab to the airport. At least there, I wouldn’t have to look at
the rest of the boys while so many of them were busy studiously avoiding looking at me at all.
Not to mention those cameras that had been following us around for the last week. Two of those
cameramen had joined us in the locker room, and if I wasn’t mistaken, one of those two had
been zoomed in tight on me since the final horn had sounded.None of my teammates had said a
word to me when we’d come off the ice. No doubt they didn’t know what to say. I didn’t either, so I
couldn’t blame them. Never, not once in my life, had I been up against such blatant racism. I’d
read about it. I’d seen it on the news. But it had never been directed at me before.I didn’t know
how long ago that banana peel had come over the glass to land at my feet, but I was still
vibrating. Not just because of the symbolism, either. The words they’d shouted at me before
arena security guards escorted them out hadn’t stopped echoing in my ears.“Get on the bus and
go back to the projects. You have no business on the ice.”“Fucking monkey, finally learning to
perform tricks. At least you’re good for something more than fighting now.”“Don’t you know
niggers are supposed to play basketball, not hockey?”Yes, the three of them had been drinking,
and yes, the rest of the crowd had given them hell over what they’d said and done. But drunk or
not, they’d said it. And they’d done it.Somehow, I’d had it in my head that people only said those
things in books and movies. Or maybe only in the South, where racial tensions still seemed to be
so heightened. But Chicago wasn’t in the South, and while the cameras had filmed every bit of it
for both the TV broadcast and this web series the team had commissioned, this was still my real
life, not some piece of fiction.It had really happened.To me.The more time that passed since that
moment, the more I felt suffocated by everything surrounding me. My lungs were trapped in a
vise that kept squeezing tighter and tighter, forcing the air out of me by degrees.There was a part



of me that wanted to let the vise finish me off. It would hurt less than the realization that there
were people out there who hated me that much, but not for anything I’d done. It was because of
who I was.No, not even that. It was because of who my ancestors were, if anything. Because of
my DNA. The color of my skin. Because of something I couldn’t change even if I wanted to.But
right now, I wanted to. Something else I’d never experienced before. It was seriously starting to
fuck with my head.“Ghost.” It was the head coach, Mattias Bergstrom, standing right behind
me.That was what the guys all called me—Ghost—a play on my last name, Golston, and maybe
a bit of an inside joke, too, since I definitely didn’t look like anything close to Casper. But Ghost
was just my nickname with my teammates, something meant in good fun, the same as me being
officially listed as five foot ten and a hundred eighty-five pounds, even though that was only
close to true when I was in all my gear. Five foot eight and one seventy was a lot closer to reality.
Guys had started calling me Ghost so long ago that I didn’t even remember who was
responsible for it, back when I was a kid playing hockey in Toronto. I’d never thought anything of
it until I was older, and by then the name had stuck. Ghost was simply who I was to everyone I
played with or against.A couple of months ago, Bergy had pointed out a new side of that
nickname to me. He’d said I tended to be a ghost on the ice, sneaky and elusive, slipping past
guys twice my size before they knew what to do about it. He wanted me to find ways to use that
to my advantage instead of thinking of my size as a disadvantage. He’d even had me come to
work with him one-on-one several times on days off, me trying to slip past him. The guy may
have retired as a player several years back, but he’d been a strong-as-fuck defenseman in his
day with a hell of a nasty streak, and he still had all the size and strength he’d been known for.
Working with him like that meant taking a beating. But lately, I’d been slipping past him
untouched, and now I was finding a way to do it in game situations, too. Like tonight.I grunted to
acknowledge him, swallowing hard. I didn’t trust my voice. Hell, I didn’t trust myself not to throat-
punch someone right now for looking at me wrong. I wouldn’t throat-punch Bergy, but I couldn’t
make any promises about anyone else who might come along.I didn’t like this side of me. I hated
that it had been so easy to bring it out. Ten seconds’ time, with ignorant asswipes revealing their
hatred, and I’d been reduced to a pressure cooker ready to explode at the tiniest
provocation.“Kurt just gave me the word from communications,” Bergy said. “The media
specifically wants to talk to you tonight.”Of course the press wanted to talk to me tonight. They
came to me after just about every game, mainly because I tended to give a good sound bite. Add
in the fact that I’d scored three goals, had a banana peel thrown at me, and had things shouted
at me I’d never heard a human being actually say out loud before, and there wasn’t a chance in
hell that every sports reporter in this damn city wouldn’t be closing in around my stall and
suffocating the life out of me for as long as they were allowed to stay.I nodded that I
understood.“I could send you to the trainers’ room,” Bergy said. “Tell them you’re being treated
for an injury and aren’t available. Buy you some time so you can figure out what you want to
say.”“I’m not hiding,” I bit off. The temptation to take him up on it was definitely there, but burying
my head in the sand and pretending nothing had happened wouldn’t solve anything. It’d only



make facing their questions worse once I finally got around to it, because they’d think I’d been
running.I’d never been a fan of avoidance, and I wasn’t about to change my mind about that now,
even if I’d been debating hopping in a cab only moments ago. I doubted I’d ever have actually
done it. That wasn’t me, even if it’s nice to fantasize about being someone else occasionally.“It
wouldn’t be hiding,” Bergy said. “You did get banged up in the third blocking that shot.”I took a
seat on the bench and tore through the laces on my skates, pulling them free. “I’m fine, so unless
you’re planning to force me to go to the trainers’ room—”“No one’s forcing you to do anything.
That’s just it. If you don’t want to talk to the press yet, you don’t have to.”If I wasn’t so hot already,
I knew I’d have no problem seeing the truth in what Bergy was saying. The guy was a hard-ass,
but he was as fair as they came. He just wanted to give me options.I took a breath and willed
myself to calm the fuck down. “I’m fine. I appreciate what you’re doing, but I’m fine. Send them
in.”He gave me a tight nod, crossing his arms. Then he gestured toward Kurt Yarbrough, the
head of the Storm’s communications department, before returning his attention to me. “Fine. But
Kurt’s going to be right by your side the whole time they’re in here. If anyone asks you something
you don’t want to answer, or if you’re ready to be done, you just nod at him, and he’ll take care of
it.”I had no intention of fighting Bergy on that one, but I also didn’t plan to send out an SOS in
front of all those cameras. I could fight my own battles, something I’d been striving to prove to
Bergy, my teammates, and the rest of the damned league all season long. This was just one
more battle in the war. One more mountain to climb.I’d be damned if I’d let anything or anyone
get in my way.Bergy headed off to talk with the other coaches, and Kurt took up position near me
but not all the way in my grill. The security guard outside the locker room opened the doors, and
a flood of reporters swarmed inside—far more of them than was normal during the regular
season. I caught a glimpse of Anne Dennison among them, but she walked over to one of her
camera guys and whispered something in his ear as the crowd converged on me, and I lost track
of her.Too bad. She was probably the only one out of the lot of them who’d be completely safe
from me losing my temper. Granted, she wasn’t a reporter anymore, now that she’d taken over
the production of this web series.In no time, a few dozen mics and other recording devices were
shoved in my direction. I couldn’t see anything beyond the glare of lights shining in my face.Mike
Polanski, the Storm beat writer for the Portland Tribune and the absolute bane of my existence,
stood directly in front of me. “Nate, what’s your reaction to the banana peel incident?” he
demanded.“Have we already whittled it down to that?” I groused. “The banana peel incident?
Sounds like a case to put Sherlock Holmes on. Someone get Cumberbatch on the line.”A few of
the media guys chuckled, but Polanski wasn’t one of them. “So you’re just going to laugh it
off?”“I’d rather laugh than react in a way that would land me in jail,” I bit off, and everyone
sobered. “And I’d rather be talking about the game than the fact that three buffoons in the crowd
decided to let the world see just how ignorant they are. Why aren’t you asking me about scoring
my first ever hat trick in the NHL? Why aren’t you asking me about the fact that the Storm just
soundly beat a team we might be facing again in only a couple of weeks in the playoffs? Why
aren’t you asking me if we’re ready to take on the Sharks in a few days and how we think we’ll



handle the way they throw their weight around, or if our skill can outperform their skill?”“Sorry to
say it, Ghost, but that isn’t the story. Considering what happened this afternoon with Marcus
Jameson and after what happened tonight—”“Hold up. Who is Marcus Jameson?” I wasn’t
following. At all.“You haven’t heard about that?” Polanski asked. “This afternoon, a man named
Marcus Jameson was pulled over by Chicago PD for a routine traffic stop. They shot and killed
him. Everyone’s saying it’s racially motivated, and then this…”“I’m sorry to hear that about
Marcus Jameson, but I don’t know what he has to do with the game tonight. As far as I’m
concerned, the story you should be asking me about is the game. That’s what I know about. And
if you ask the other nineteen guys in this room right now, I think they’d all agree with me that it’s
the story that we think is important.”“So Marcus Jameson’s death isn’t important, Nate?” one of
the other reporters asked, and I wanted to kick myself.“That’s not what I’m saying at all. His
death is very important. But I didn’t have anything to do with it, and he didn’t have anything to do
with this game. Frankly, this game is the only thing any of us is focused on, so if you want some
other story, you’re going to have to get it from another source. Because here’s some truth for you.
The guys who were behind the banana peel incident aren’t worth my time.”At that point, half a
dozen of the other reporters tried to jump in with questions at once, but the only thing that
registered with me was the sight of Anne pushing her way forward—the only woman in a mob of
men, the only flash of color in an ocean of white faces much like I was the only minority among
my teammates—with her cameraman at her side.Kurt held up his hand and tried to regain
control of the session, getting them to stop talking over each other. Once they shut up, I nodded
at Anne, giving her the floor. I’d rather talk to her any day than the rest of these guys, and not just
because she was hot as hell and we’d been flirting outrageously with each other for the last
couple of seasons, either.Her cameraman shoved his boom mic forward and she smiled, putting
me at ease.“How are you going to make sure this doesn’t become a distraction for you and your
teammates heading into the playoffs, especially if you do end up playing against the Blackhawks
in the second round?” she asked, and I felt a hell of a lot less at ease.I’d thought Anne, at least,
would be willing to focus on what really mattered right now. I’d expected her to realize that the
press making this incident out to be a bigger deal than it was would only cause it to blow up and
become a distraction. There’d been some part of me that had been counting on Anne to be on
my side.At least now I knew she wasn’t. Flirtation or not, she was still part of the press. Maybe
she worked for the team in some small way, but she was still out to get her story, trying to sell her
angle on it, whatever that might be.I ground my jaw, apparently hesitating for so long that Kurt
got nervous. He inched closer to my side and nudged my elbow, but I wasn’t going to let anyone
rush to my aid and rescue me from a situation I didn’t need rescuing from.I looked straight in
Anne’s eyes, hoping she got a full sense of the betrayal roiling through my gaze, and said, “The
only people making it a distraction are all of you. My teammates and I have bigger things to
worry about. Like San Jose, since we’ve got Game One to prepare for, and it’s coming up in a
few days. If no one has any questions about hockey, I think we’re finished here.”Without checking
to see if Kurt was satisfied with my response or not, I grabbed a towel from my stall and pushed



my way through the throng.FOR THE LAST two days, I hadn’t been able to escape the fucking
banana peel incident other than in the middle of the night, once I finally managed to shut off my
brain and get some sleep. By the time we’d gotten back to Portland after that game, it had blown
up all over Twitter, Snapchat, Facebook, and every other social media platform in existence,
including a few I’d never heard of before. The media kept flogging it, and not just the sports
media, either. This story was hitting the mainstream news. I’d even seen it on CNN last night
while flipping channels.More racial tensions in Chicago, the headlines blared. Black hockey
player subjected to slurs. Discrimination is alive and well in the Midwest. Marcus Jameson
murdered at the hands of white police officer. Everywhere I turned, I kept running into it. At bars.
At the gym. On the radio every time I got in my car. On newspapers and magazines at the
grocery store. I couldn’t escape it, no matter how hard I tried.And trust me—I was trying. All I
wanted was for the distraction to go away so I could get back to focusing on improving my game
and being the kind of player Bergy was determined I could be. That was what I needed to have
happen, especially with the playoffs starting tomorrow.He seemed to think I could be a game
breaker, the kind of player who could get on a scoring streak and almost singlehandedly destroy
another team in a seven-game series. I wanted to find out if he was right about that. Back in
juniors, I’d been able to, but it hadn’t ever translated to my game in the pros. But with the way
things had been clicking for me lately with my line mates, Blake Kozlow and Axel
Johansson…“How you holding up?” Riley Jezek asked me after practice, getting in my way and
preventing me from making my escape.I’d been trying to hurry up and get my ass out to my car
before someone could stop me, and especially before Anne and one of the guys from her
camera crew could try to tag along with me like they’d attempted to do yesterday. I’d managed to
slip out while the coaching staff distracted them, but it had been a close call. Apparently RJ had
other plans for me today.“How do you think?” I replied, glaring.“I think you’re about ready to blow,
based on the way you’ve been griping at everything that moves just about every chance you get.
You just about bit Coop’s head off out there for passing you a bouncing puck. Not the kid’s fault
the ice was shit after we’d been on it for a solid hour.”Even as he spoke, I noticed one of the
camera guys heading our direction. Jamie Babcock, the team captain, got in his way and held
him up. I made a mental note to buy Babs a steak dinner as thanks the next time we were out
together.I gave RJ a significant look, angling my head toward the jackass who wanted to capture
my every movement to broadcast for the whole world to see. “Is it any wonder I’m about to
snap?”“Nope. But that doesn’t mean you need to take it out on Coop. Or any of the rest of us, for
that matter. It’s not our fault there are asswipes in the world. We had nothing to do with all the shit
you’re having to deal with. And in case you hadn’t noticed, we’re all on your side.”He was right,
and I knew it, but that didn’t make it any easier to stop myself from behaving like a son of a bitch.
If my mother were here, she’d be giving me a serious earful about how she’d raised me and the
way I should conduct myself around my colleagues. And she’d be right. I didn’t need her here to
say the words—just like I didn’t need her here to hold my hand while I tried to get through this
ordeal with the media. She’d threatened to fly in from Toronto, although I was sure she didn’t see



it as a threat. Moral support, she’d called it. It had taken both me and Dad to convince her I was a
grown man and could sort this out on my own.Hell of a job I was doing with that, though.“I’m
sorry, man,” I said, wishing like hell I could get my head back under control.“Don’t apologize to
me. Or at least not just to me.”“I’ll say something to the boys tomorrow.” Once I’d had a chance to
figure out what the hell I wanted to say. Besides, half of them had already split today. It’d be
better to do it when I knew they were all present and accounted for.The truth was, they’d all been
standing by me through every bit of this—sticking up for me, trying to help me escape the media
any time they could like the coaches had done a couple of days ago and Babs was doing now—
and I’d been acting like a douchebag with a major case of PMS.“And I’ll take Coop aside to
apologize to him personally,” I added. Austin Cooper was the youngest guy on the team, called
up from our minor league affiliate as an injury replacement. The kid was just trying to fit in and
find his role on the team. He didn’t need me ripping him a new one, especially when he hadn’t
done anything wrong.“That’s good,” RJ said. “It’s a good start, at least. I think your mom would
say you could do better.”He knew he could talk to me like that and get away with it, especially
since he actually knew my mother.RJ was my closest friend on the team. We’d grown up about
three blocks away from each other in Toronto. My older sister had been in classes with his older
brother for as long as either of us could remember. I’d been a year ahead of RJ in school. Didn’t
matter much that he was a year younger than me, though. He’d always been a step or two ahead
of me on the ice and at least a few inches taller than me. We’d played against each other just
about our entire lives, right up until the moment when I’d been traded to the Storm a few seasons
ago and we became teammates.“She would,” I admitted. “You’re right. I’m trying not to lose my
shit, but right now I think that’s the best I can do.”He gave me a look that said he thought I was
full of shit, but he let it drop. “Listen, Amanda and I were planning to take the dogs out for a walk
this afternoon. She wants to take them to the Rose Test Gardens. I told her it’s probably too
soon, they aren’t blooming much yet, but she’s insisting. Why don’t you come with us?”Amanda
was RJ’s fiancée, and they had two enormous two-year-old mastiffs that seemed to think they
were still puppies, along with all the exuberant energy to show for it. Amanda claimed they were
her dogs, but she didn’t do a very good job of taking care of them without some muscle around
to assist her. They were each almost twice her size, so there was no way she could walk them on
her own. If they wanted to get away from her, it wouldn’t be very difficult at all.“So basically you
want me to control one of the beasts, huh?”He grinned. “Something like that. But don’t call them
beasts to their faces. You’ll hurt their feelings.”“They could stand to have their feelings hurt if
they’re going to try to climb on my lap again. My balls still haven’t recovered.”“Doubt that’s solely
due to my dogs. Might help if you got laid.”“How am I supposed to get laid if your dogs mash my
balls?”“Lola is an angel. She can’t help it that she loves you. Or that she’s bigger than you. Not
the dog’s fault you’re a shrimp.”“Well, try to teach her that she’s not a lap dog, then.”“You teach
her.”“She’s your dog.”He shook his head. “Nah. They’re Amanda’s.”“Since when have you been
agreeing with that load of shit?”“Since it suits my purposes. They’re Amanda’s dogs when they’re
bad.”“Does that mean you’re giving me Lola?” I asked, hoping against hope I was right. Max,



RJ’s other dog, easily had thirty pounds on Lola, and she weighed as much as I did.“Max loves
you, too, even when you’re an ass.”“He might love me better when I’m an ass. He likes stinky
things.”“Then you’re all set.”“This is quality cologne I’m wearing,” I shot back at him. “Not like your
Axe body spray. When are you gonna realize you’re an adult?” It was better than the Old Spice
he used to wear, but not by much.He sniffed his arm. “Smells fine to me. Amanda likes it well
enough.”I rolled my eyes and glanced over to see Babs still had the cameraman distracted.
“Maybe that’s why Max likes you as much as he does. Come on. Let’s get out of here before we
have more company watching your dogs drag my ass through the gardens.”RJ laughed, but he
didn’t argue. In no time, we were heading out of the practice facility on our way to the parking
garage…only to run headfirst into Anne Dennison as we walked through the double
doors.“Nate,” she said, looking up at me and smiling, her hand on her chest. Damn, but she had
a gorgeous smile, and when she was this close, I could see the hints of green in her light brown
eyes that always did a number on me.I didn’t smile in return. Couldn’t. The way she’d joined in
with the other media guys that night still stung too much. The last thing I needed right now was to
forget that she was on the other side of things. She wasn’t my friend, and definitely not anything
more than a friend, even though we’d been flirting way more than was good for either of us since
she’d been around the team. She was part of my problem right now, no matter how hot she
was.“I was hoping we could get some time with you sometime today,” she said, not taking the
hint that I didn’t want to have anything to do with her right now. “I’ve got Dave all set up and ready
—”“I’ve got plans,” I cut in. I jerked my head in RJ’s direction. “We have plans, actually.”She
nodded. “It’s fine if we have some of the other guys from the team involved. Or even some of
your friends outside of the team. Dave and I could come with you.”“I don’t think that’s going to
work.” I took off again, and RJ came with me.“Going somewhere you can’t bring extra people
with you?” She kept pace alongside me, her legs as long as mine. Not even her heels slowed her
down. “You sure we couldn’t sneak in? We could stay in the background, just filming without
interfering. We really want to get some footage of you doing whatever it is you do in your time off.
Trying to get the bigger picture of who you are.”The woman didn’t let up. No wonder she’d been
given such a big assignment already. There weren’t many women in sports broadcasting, in
general. But she was young, and other than spending a few seasons working with the Storm’s
broadcast team, she was relatively inexperienced. I hadn’t been able to figure out how she’d
finagled such a prime gig, producing a web series about the team. Now it was starting to make
sense. She’d probably hounded whomever was in charge until they’d given in just to get her off
their back.It couldn’t be easy to be a woman in this industry—one more reason I’d wrongly
assumed Anne would be on my side when it came to wanting to ignore everything that had
happened a couple of nights ago.One more reason to never assume anything.“I really don’t think
that’s a good idea,” I finally bit off as we reached my car. “This isn’t something—”She stopped
and scowled at me. “I didn’t want to have to do this, but I’ll remind you that based on the contract
the Storm has with my production company, and your contract with the Storm, you can’t keep
brushing me off forever. You’re contractually obligated to cooperate, whether you’re happy about



it or not. Your friends and family don’t have to be part of this series, but everyone involved with
the team does.”I jerked open my car door and leaned on the frame, thinking through my options.
They seemed to be slim and growing slimmer by the moment. “So what happens if I brush you
off again today?”“I’ll take it up with Jim Sutter,” she said without hesitation.Jim was our general
manager—someone who could make my life hell if I made Anne’s life hell.I ground my jaw and
looked at RJ for help. He frowned and shrugged, which meant he was as lost as I was when it
came to coming up with anything better. Damn it.“We’re walking dogs at the International Rose
Test Gardens,” I bit off. Then I climbed into my car and slammed the door.“Got it,” Anne said,
taking off into the building at a run. She spun around, jogging backward on those heels. “We’ll
meet you there! Thanks, Nate.”Lucky me.“If they’re bringing the cameras along, you need to be
on your best behavior,” RJ said.“I’m always on my best behavior,” I grumbled.“You know your
mom’s going to be watching this. Just…try to act like you normally do around
Anne.”“Meaning?”“Meaning why don’t you flirt with her again or something?”“I don’t want to flirt
with her right now.” I wanted to give her an earful about how I felt about her turning this into a
bigger deal than it was.But RJ was right. If I gave in to the temptation, I was stooping to her level.
Time to put on a brave face and convince the world that I hadn’t been fazed by all the shit being
thrown my way. Even if it was a fucking lie.I KNEW THE reasons Nate had been avoiding me.
Hell, I’d avoid me, too, if I were in his shoes. But that didn’t change the fact that I had a job to do
and a show to produce, and at the moment, everything surrounding him was the focus of the
story I had to tell.I’d spent the morning and early afternoon holed up in the cutting room with my
editor and a couple of assistants, poring over hours and hours of footage from the last week so
we could meet our deadline. The first webisode was scheduled to go live tomorrow evening,
about an hour before puck drop for the first game of the playoffs.We had a ton of film to sift
through. Maybe too much, to be honest. But now we had to determine which angles to use from
the game sequences and how to combine it with interviews and other behind-the-scenes
moments in order to present a sound narrative arc, making the determination of which pieces
were important and which could be left behind without losing impact.On top of that, the story
we’d thought we were telling the whole time we were filming? It had been turned on its head in
the final moments of the last night of filming, so now we were in a panicked rush to reframe
everything to fit the new story line.Yes, story line. That wasn’t me using the wrong word in terms
of this journalistic endeavor. I had to remind myself that Eye of the Storm, the web series I was
producing, wasn’t strictly news. It wasn’t pure journalism. There was a bit of a documentary feel
to what we were doing with this, which meant we had to pull from the world of fiction in order to
properly present it for our audience.We were presenting what had happened in the world of the
Portland Storm, true, but doing so in a way that made it entertaining for the viewer. The episode
needed a beginning, rising action, a climax, falling action, and a denouement. There had to be a
narrative arc, taking the viewer from the opening moments all the way up to the end, and it
needed to leave them wanting more so they’d tune in again next week. That meant we had to
take some creative license in the way we pieced everything together.We weren’t changing facts;



we were simply sorting out the best way to present it to the people who watched, in order to
keep them riveted. Not an easy task.At the moment, my editor and his assistants were still hard
at work putting together the first episode, using the guidelines I’d given them before leaving, but I
had to shift my focus to what we had in front of us for the second episode. The playoffs starting
tomorrow would certainly get a lot of attention, but we couldn’t ignore what had happened in the
first week.Which meant I had to get Nate Golston to talk to me.Which was why I’d pulled rank
and threatened him with taking things to the general manager if he didn’t cooperate.It irked me
to stoop to that level, but the guy hadn’t left me much choice. And that was how I’d ended up at
the International Rose Test Gardens, attempting to keep my heels from sinking into the soft
ground while I fitted Nate, Riley Jezek, and Jezek’s fiancée, Amanda Morris, with mic packs, at
the same time as two dogs the size of small horses tried to climb me.Did I mention I’d always
been afraid of dogs, even the small yappy ones? Just being in the same vicinity of these two had
me shaking uncontrollably. At least no one seemed to have noticed. And once I had the mics in
place, they could go about their business, and Dave and I could keep our distance to film them
without interfering.One of them—the bigger one—gave a happy bark and put his front paws on
my shoulder, further pressing my heels into the grassy earth.“Down, Max,” Jezek said, laughing.I
noticed there wasn’t a whole lot of authority in his tone. The guy was amused by his dog’s antics.
Nate didn’t seem too bothered by them, either. In fact, he wasn’t doing much to keep the dog on
his leash under control. I bit down on my tongue to keep from saying anything I’d regret and
hurried to finish getting them situated.One more mic to go—the one for Nate. “Turn around for
me,” I said.He winked, the first hint I’d seen since that final game of the regular season of our
former flirtation. “You just want to check out my ass.” But he passed the leash into Jezek’s hand
and turned around like I’d instructed him to do. “Don’t get me wrong,” he added. “I don’t mind you
checking out my ass. I’d check it out, too, if I could.”“If you were a contortionist,” Jezek added,
trying to keep both massive animals under control. They probably each weighed as much as he
did, though, and it looked like they were all muscle.“As long as I’m not an extortionist,” Nate
replied.“I wouldn’t make any promises on that score,” Jezek said with a snort-laugh.I bit down on
my lower lip to keep from joining them in inappropriate laughter since I was trying to keep
everything professional. Finally, Nate lifted the back of his shirt the way I’d had Jezek and his
fiancée do moments before. Only he lifted it a lot higher than was necessary, giving me a nice
glimpse of his muscled back. I handed him the mic pack and quickly strung the wire up and over
his shoulder, my fingertips accidentally brushing his skin. It was soft, damn it. Not what I needed
to be thinking about. I dropped my hands to my sides like he’d burned me. “There you go. Just
hook that into the waistband of your pants—”“You could do that for me,” he cut in, with a definite
hint of laughter in his tone, which left me struggling to keep my composure. He’d always done
that when I was with the Storm’s broadcast team, too, trying to throw me off my game by flirting
with me. Outrageously. And I’d flirted back, because he’d made it so easy to do.Even though it
felt a lot better to be treating each other the way we’d always done before instead of going at
each other, I knew it was a bad idea. I had to keep this aboveboard. I had way too much riding on



this job, and I couldn’t afford to jeopardize anything by getting too personal with one of the
players. My boss had made that abundantly clear when he’d reluctantly given me the
assignment, and he’d only done that due to not having anyone else on staff who had any
experience whatsoever doing the sort of work I was doing. Because of the Storm’s timeline for
getting this series going, there hadn’t been time for him to do a massive search for a producer
and bring in someone from the outside.He’d have more than enough time to do that over the
team’s summer break, though—which served as a constant reminder to me that I could have
Eye of the Storm ripped out of my hands at any moment. Right now, it was my baby. But for how
long?“—and we’re all set once we pop the mic through a buttonhole in front,” I finished firmly, not
taking Nate’s bait. I took a step back, trying to get both some distance and some perspective. “In
fact, you can handle that part yourself. Then you three can go about your business and forget all
about the two of us.”“I don’t think that’s going to be possible,” Nate said.Dave smirked at me, but
he was smart enough to keep his mouth shut.“All right,” I said, brushing my hands on my thighs
because they were sweating. Nerves. Getting that close to him, touching him ever so slightly,
had brought out my inner geeky teenager. Bad timing for that. “You’re good to go. Just pretend
we’re not even here.”I took another step backward, but my heel plummeted through a soft spot in
the grass, and I fell on my ass. As soon as I was on the ground, both dogs took that as a sign
that they should pile on and wrestle with me. Jezek tried to hold them both back, but it was no
use. They were too big, too strong, the pair of them overpowering him and leaping onto my
chest.Out of instinct, I screamed like a petrified little girl and put my arms over my face to protect
myself. Didn’t do any good. Two enormous canines shoved my hands out of their way with their
noses, and then they started licking my face, holding me down with their front paws. Both Jezek
and Nate tried to drag the overly exuberant dogs off me, adding their weight to the mix, and then
Dave dropped his camera and joined the fray, leaving only Amanda standing off to the side,
watching with a dazed expression.I giggle-shrieked. Couldn’t help it. This was the most bizarre,
hilarious, painful thing to have happened to me in months. Maybe years. My adrenaline shot
through the roof, and I was fully in self-preservation mode. It was a sad realization that my
natural gut reaction when presented with one of my greatest fears was to laugh my head off in a
psychotic panic. That didn’t bode well.Finally, they got the dogs off me, Jezek manhandling the
bigger one and forcing him back while Dave—who was easily as big and strong as most of the
guys on the team—practically laid on top of the smaller dog to keep her off me.Nate reached out
a hand to help me up, with a sexy-as-sin curve of his lips. He was probably trying not to laugh as
maniacally as I was. “Unless you’d rather stay in the dirt,” he said when I sat there a little too long
staring at him. “Too bad you didn’t get any of that on film. That’d make a much more entertaining
show than anything you got on me last week.”He was wrong on that score, but I still reached up
and took his hand, allowing him to drag me to my feet. As soon as I was standing, I wished I was
back on the ground again. My ankle felt like I’d done a serious number on it, one of my heels had
broken off the shoe, my tan suit was covered in dirt and grass stains, and I didn’t think I’d be able
to fix the rat’s nest of my hair until I could dunk my entire head in a vat of shampoo. That sobered



me up pretty fast. If I wasn’t careful, my laughter would turn to sobs of pain—both real, physical
pain and the sort that rips you apart from the inside when you’re embarrassed in front of a
crush.“Please tell me they didn’t hurt you,” Jezek said, cutting through the fog of humiliation
eating me alive.I shot my gaze over to him, taking my hand out of Nate’s before I got too
comfortable with holding on to him. “I’m fine,” I forced myself to say, brushing some debris off my
butt.Nate dropped his gaze down to my hips, just long enough that it was obvious, before
bringing his eyes up to meet mine again. “Yeah. Fine.”I kicked off both my shoes since they
weren’t going to do me any good as they were. “You came to walk the dogs, right? So walk the
dogs.” Then I tossed my shoes in my purse, slung the strap over my shoulder, and turned to
Dave, trying not to put too much of my weight on my right foot. Unsuccessfully, I might add, but I
did try. “Come on. Get your camera set up. We have a job to do.”All the flirtatiousness drained off
Nate’s face in an instant. “Yeah, you sure do.” He grabbed the dog’s leash from Dave, and he and
his friends took off without us.“You’re not fine,” Dave said once they were gone.“I’m as fine as I
have time to be.” I could put my foot up and have a good cry when I got home. Until then, I had to
grin and bear it, even if it was the last thing on earth I felt like doing.FOR THE LAST two days, I
hadn’t been able to escape the fucking banana peel incident other than in the middle of the
night, once I finally managed to shut off my brain and get some sleep. By the time we’d gotten
back to Portland after that game, it had blown up all over Twitter, Snapchat, Facebook, and every
other social media platform in existence, including a few I’d never heard of before. The media
kept flogging it, and not just the sports media, either. This story was hitting the mainstream news.
I’d even seen it on CNN last night while flipping channels.More racial tensions in Chicago, the
headlines blared. Black hockey player subjected to slurs. Discrimination is alive and well in the
Midwest. Marcus Jameson murdered at the hands of white police officer. Everywhere I turned, I
kept running into it. At bars. At the gym. On the radio every time I got in my car. On newspapers
and magazines at the grocery store. I couldn’t escape it, no matter how hard I tried.And trust me
—I was trying. All I wanted was for the distraction to go away so I could get back to focusing on
improving my game and being the kind of player Bergy was determined I could be. That was
what I needed to have happen, especially with the playoffs starting tomorrow.He seemed to
think I could be a game breaker, the kind of player who could get on a scoring streak and almost
singlehandedly destroy another team in a seven-game series. I wanted to find out if he was right
about that. Back in juniors, I’d been able to, but it hadn’t ever translated to my game in the pros.
But with the way things had been clicking for me lately with my line mates, Blake Kozlow and
Axel Johansson…“How you holding up?” Riley Jezek asked me after practice, getting in my way
and preventing me from making my escape.I’d been trying to hurry up and get my ass out to my
car before someone could stop me, and especially before Anne and one of the guys from her
camera crew could try to tag along with me like they’d attempted to do yesterday. I’d managed to
slip out while the coaching staff distracted them, but it had been a close call. Apparently RJ had
other plans for me today.“How do you think?” I replied, glaring.“I think you’re about ready to blow,
based on the way you’ve been griping at everything that moves just about every chance you get.



You just about bit Coop’s head off out there for passing you a bouncing puck. Not the kid’s fault
the ice was shit after we’d been on it for a solid hour.”Even as he spoke, I noticed one of the
camera guys heading our direction. Jamie Babcock, the team captain, got in his way and held
him up. I made a mental note to buy Babs a steak dinner as thanks the next time we were out
together.I gave RJ a significant look, angling my head toward the jackass who wanted to capture
my every movement to broadcast for the whole world to see. “Is it any wonder I’m about to
snap?”“Nope. But that doesn’t mean you need to take it out on Coop. Or any of the rest of us, for
that matter. It’s not our fault there are asswipes in the world. We had nothing to do with all the shit
you’re having to deal with. And in case you hadn’t noticed, we’re all on your side.”He was right,
and I knew it, but that didn’t make it any easier to stop myself from behaving like a son of a bitch.
If my mother were here, she’d be giving me a serious earful about how she’d raised me and the
way I should conduct myself around my colleagues. And she’d be right. I didn’t need her here to
say the words—just like I didn’t need her here to hold my hand while I tried to get through this
ordeal with the media. She’d threatened to fly in from Toronto, although I was sure she didn’t see
it as a threat. Moral support, she’d called it. It had taken both me and Dad to convince her I was a
grown man and could sort this out on my own.Hell of a job I was doing with that, though.“I’m
sorry, man,” I said, wishing like hell I could get my head back under control.“Don’t apologize to
me. Or at least not just to me.”“I’ll say something to the boys tomorrow.” Once I’d had a chance to
figure out what the hell I wanted to say. Besides, half of them had already split today. It’d be
better to do it when I knew they were all present and accounted for.The truth was, they’d all been
standing by me through every bit of this—sticking up for me, trying to help me escape the media
any time they could like the coaches had done a couple of days ago and Babs was doing now—
and I’d been acting like a douchebag with a major case of PMS.“And I’ll take Coop aside to
apologize to him personally,” I added. Austin Cooper was the youngest guy on the team, called
up from our minor league affiliate as an injury replacement. The kid was just trying to fit in and
find his role on the team. He didn’t need me ripping him a new one, especially when he hadn’t
done anything wrong.“That’s good,” RJ said. “It’s a good start, at least. I think your mom would
say you could do better.”He knew he could talk to me like that and get away with it, especially
since he actually knew my mother.RJ was my closest friend on the team. We’d grown up about
three blocks away from each other in Toronto. My older sister had been in classes with his older
brother for as long as either of us could remember. I’d been a year ahead of RJ in school. Didn’t
matter much that he was a year younger than me, though. He’d always been a step or two ahead
of me on the ice and at least a few inches taller than me. We’d played against each other just
about our entire lives, right up until the moment when I’d been traded to the Storm a few seasons
ago and we became teammates.“She would,” I admitted. “You’re right. I’m trying not to lose my
shit, but right now I think that’s the best I can do.”He gave me a look that said he thought I was
full of shit, but he let it drop. “Listen, Amanda and I were planning to take the dogs out for a walk
this afternoon. She wants to take them to the Rose Test Gardens. I told her it’s probably too
soon, they aren’t blooming much yet, but she’s insisting. Why don’t you come with us?”Amanda



was RJ’s fiancée, and they had two enormous two-year-old mastiffs that seemed to think they
were still puppies, along with all the exuberant energy to show for it. Amanda claimed they were
her dogs, but she didn’t do a very good job of taking care of them without some muscle around
to assist her. They were each almost twice her size, so there was no way she could walk them on
her own. If they wanted to get away from her, it wouldn’t be very difficult at all.“So basically you
want me to control one of the beasts, huh?”He grinned. “Something like that. But don’t call them
beasts to their faces. You’ll hurt their feelings.”“They could stand to have their feelings hurt if
they’re going to try to climb on my lap again. My balls still haven’t recovered.”“Doubt that’s solely
due to my dogs. Might help if you got laid.”“How am I supposed to get laid if your dogs mash my
balls?”“Lola is an angel. She can’t help it that she loves you. Or that she’s bigger than you. Not
the dog’s fault you’re a shrimp.”“Well, try to teach her that she’s not a lap dog, then.”“You teach
her.”“She’s your dog.”He shook his head. “Nah. They’re Amanda’s.”“Since when have you been
agreeing with that load of shit?”“Since it suits my purposes. They’re Amanda’s dogs when they’re
bad.”“Does that mean you’re giving me Lola?” I asked, hoping against hope I was right. Max,
RJ’s other dog, easily had thirty pounds on Lola, and she weighed as much as I did.“Max loves
you, too, even when you’re an ass.”“He might love me better when I’m an ass. He likes stinky
things.”“Then you’re all set.”“This is quality cologne I’m wearing,” I shot back at him. “Not like your
Axe body spray. When are you gonna realize you’re an adult?” It was better than the Old Spice
he used to wear, but not by much.He sniffed his arm. “Smells fine to me. Amanda likes it well
enough.”I rolled my eyes and glanced over to see Babs still had the cameraman distracted.
“Maybe that’s why Max likes you as much as he does. Come on. Let’s get out of here before we
have more company watching your dogs drag my ass through the gardens.”RJ laughed, but he
didn’t argue. In no time, we were heading out of the practice facility on our way to the parking
garage…only to run headfirst into Anne Dennison as we walked through the double
doors.“Nate,” she said, looking up at me and smiling, her hand on her chest. Damn, but she had
a gorgeous smile, and when she was this close, I could see the hints of green in her light brown
eyes that always did a number on me.I didn’t smile in return. Couldn’t. The way she’d joined in
with the other media guys that night still stung too much. The last thing I needed right now was to
forget that she was on the other side of things. She wasn’t my friend, and definitely not anything
more than a friend, even though we’d been flirting way more than was good for either of us since
she’d been around the team. She was part of my problem right now, no matter how hot she
was.“I was hoping we could get some time with you sometime today,” she said, not taking the
hint that I didn’t want to have anything to do with her right now. “I’ve got Dave all set up and ready
—”“I’ve got plans,” I cut in. I jerked my head in RJ’s direction. “We have plans, actually.”She
nodded. “It’s fine if we have some of the other guys from the team involved. Or even some of
your friends outside of the team. Dave and I could come with you.”“I don’t think that’s going to
work.” I took off again, and RJ came with me.“Going somewhere you can’t bring extra people
with you?” She kept pace alongside me, her legs as long as mine. Not even her heels slowed her
down. “You sure we couldn’t sneak in? We could stay in the background, just filming without



interfering. We really want to get some footage of you doing whatever it is you do in your time off.
Trying to get the bigger picture of who you are.”The woman didn’t let up. No wonder she’d been
given such a big assignment already. There weren’t many women in sports broadcasting, in
general. But she was young, and other than spending a few seasons working with the Storm’s
broadcast team, she was relatively inexperienced. I hadn’t been able to figure out how she’d
finagled such a prime gig, producing a web series about the team. Now it was starting to make
sense. She’d probably hounded whomever was in charge until they’d given in just to get her off
their back.It couldn’t be easy to be a woman in this industry—one more reason I’d wrongly
assumed Anne would be on my side when it came to wanting to ignore everything that had
happened a couple of nights ago.One more reason to never assume anything.“I really don’t think
that’s a good idea,” I finally bit off as we reached my car. “This isn’t something—”She stopped
and scowled at me. “I didn’t want to have to do this, but I’ll remind you that based on the contract
the Storm has with my production company, and your contract with the Storm, you can’t keep
brushing me off forever. You’re contractually obligated to cooperate, whether you’re happy about
it or not. Your friends and family don’t have to be part of this series, but everyone involved with
the team does.”I jerked open my car door and leaned on the frame, thinking through my options.
They seemed to be slim and growing slimmer by the moment. “So what happens if I brush you
off again today?”“I’ll take it up with Jim Sutter,” she said without hesitation.Jim was our general
manager—someone who could make my life hell if I made Anne’s life hell.I ground my jaw and
looked at RJ for help. He frowned and shrugged, which meant he was as lost as I was when it
came to coming up with anything better. Damn it.“We’re walking dogs at the International Rose
Test Gardens,” I bit off. Then I climbed into my car and slammed the door.“Got it,” Anne said,
taking off into the building at a run. She spun around, jogging backward on those heels. “We’ll
meet you there! Thanks, Nate.”Lucky me.“If they’re bringing the cameras along, you need to be
on your best behavior,” RJ said.“I’m always on my best behavior,” I grumbled.“You know your
mom’s going to be watching this. Just…try to act like you normally do around
Anne.”“Meaning?”“Meaning why don’t you flirt with her again or something?”“I don’t want to flirt
with her right now.” I wanted to give her an earful about how I felt about her turning this into a
bigger deal than it was.But RJ was right. If I gave in to the temptation, I was stooping to her level.
Time to put on a brave face and convince the world that I hadn’t been fazed by all the shit being
thrown my way. Even if it was a fucking lie.I KNEW THE reasons Nate had been avoiding me.
Hell, I’d avoid me, too, if I were in his shoes. But that didn’t change the fact that I had a job to do
and a show to produce, and at the moment, everything surrounding him was the focus of the
story I had to tell.I’d spent the morning and early afternoon holed up in the cutting room with my
editor and a couple of assistants, poring over hours and hours of footage from the last week so
we could meet our deadline. The first webisode was scheduled to go live tomorrow evening,
about an hour before puck drop for the first game of the playoffs.We had a ton of film to sift
through. Maybe too much, to be honest. But now we had to determine which angles to use from
the game sequences and how to combine it with interviews and other behind-the-scenes



moments in order to present a sound narrative arc, making the determination of which pieces
were important and which could be left behind without losing impact.On top of that, the story
we’d thought we were telling the whole time we were filming? It had been turned on its head in
the final moments of the last night of filming, so now we were in a panicked rush to reframe
everything to fit the new story line.Yes, story line. That wasn’t me using the wrong word in terms
of this journalistic endeavor. I had to remind myself that Eye of the Storm, the web series I was
producing, wasn’t strictly news. It wasn’t pure journalism. There was a bit of a documentary feel
to what we were doing with this, which meant we had to pull from the world of fiction in order to
properly present it for our audience.We were presenting what had happened in the world of the
Portland Storm, true, but doing so in a way that made it entertaining for the viewer. The episode
needed a beginning, rising action, a climax, falling action, and a denouement. There had to be a
narrative arc, taking the viewer from the opening moments all the way up to the end, and it
needed to leave them wanting more so they’d tune in again next week. That meant we had to
take some creative license in the way we pieced everything together.We weren’t changing facts;
we were simply sorting out the best way to present it to the people who watched, in order to
keep them riveted. Not an easy task.At the moment, my editor and his assistants were still hard
at work putting together the first episode, using the guidelines I’d given them before leaving, but I
had to shift my focus to what we had in front of us for the second episode. The playoffs starting
tomorrow would certainly get a lot of attention, but we couldn’t ignore what had happened in the
first week.Which meant I had to get Nate Golston to talk to me.Which was why I’d pulled rank
and threatened him with taking things to the general manager if he didn’t cooperate.It irked me
to stoop to that level, but the guy hadn’t left me much choice. And that was how I’d ended up at
the International Rose Test Gardens, attempting to keep my heels from sinking into the soft
ground while I fitted Nate, Riley Jezek, and Jezek’s fiancée, Amanda Morris, with mic packs, at
the same time as two dogs the size of small horses tried to climb me.Did I mention I’d always
been afraid of dogs, even the small yappy ones? Just being in the same vicinity of these two had
me shaking uncontrollably. At least no one seemed to have noticed. And once I had the mics in
place, they could go about their business, and Dave and I could keep our distance to film them
without interfering.One of them—the bigger one—gave a happy bark and put his front paws on
my shoulder, further pressing my heels into the grassy earth.“Down, Max,” Jezek said, laughing.I
noticed there wasn’t a whole lot of authority in his tone. The guy was amused by his dog’s antics.
Nate didn’t seem too bothered by them, either. In fact, he wasn’t doing much to keep the dog on
his leash under control. I bit down on my tongue to keep from saying anything I’d regret and
hurried to finish getting them situated.One more mic to go—the one for Nate. “Turn around for
me,” I said.He winked, the first hint I’d seen since that final game of the regular season of our
former flirtation. “You just want to check out my ass.” But he passed the leash into Jezek’s hand
and turned around like I’d instructed him to do. “Don’t get me wrong,” he added. “I don’t mind you
checking out my ass. I’d check it out, too, if I could.”“If you were a contortionist,” Jezek added,
trying to keep both massive animals under control. They probably each weighed as much as he



did, though, and it looked like they were all muscle.“As long as I’m not an extortionist,” Nate
replied.“I wouldn’t make any promises on that score,” Jezek said with a snort-laugh.I bit down on
my lower lip to keep from joining them in inappropriate laughter since I was trying to keep
everything professional. Finally, Nate lifted the back of his shirt the way I’d had Jezek and his
fiancée do moments before. Only he lifted it a lot higher than was necessary, giving me a nice
glimpse of his muscled back. I handed him the mic pack and quickly strung the wire up and over
his shoulder, my fingertips accidentally brushing his skin. It was soft, damn it. Not what I needed
to be thinking about. I dropped my hands to my sides like he’d burned me. “There you go. Just
hook that into the waistband of your pants—”“You could do that for me,” he cut in, with a definite
hint of laughter in his tone, which left me struggling to keep my composure. He’d always done
that when I was with the Storm’s broadcast team, too, trying to throw me off my game by flirting
with me. Outrageously. And I’d flirted back, because he’d made it so easy to do.Even though it
felt a lot better to be treating each other the way we’d always done before instead of going at
each other, I knew it was a bad idea. I had to keep this aboveboard. I had way too much riding on
this job, and I couldn’t afford to jeopardize anything by getting too personal with one of the
players. My boss had made that abundantly clear when he’d reluctantly given me the
assignment, and he’d only done that due to not having anyone else on staff who had any
experience whatsoever doing the sort of work I was doing. Because of the Storm’s timeline for
getting this series going, there hadn’t been time for him to do a massive search for a producer
and bring in someone from the outside.He’d have more than enough time to do that over the
team’s summer break, though—which served as a constant reminder to me that I could have
Eye of the Storm ripped out of my hands at any moment. Right now, it was my baby. But for how
long?“—and we’re all set once we pop the mic through a buttonhole in front,” I finished firmly, not
taking Nate’s bait. I took a step back, trying to get both some distance and some perspective. “In
fact, you can handle that part yourself. Then you three can go about your business and forget all
about the two of us.”“I don’t think that’s going to be possible,” Nate said.Dave smirked at me, but
he was smart enough to keep his mouth shut.“All right,” I said, brushing my hands on my thighs
because they were sweating. Nerves. Getting that close to him, touching him ever so slightly,
had brought out my inner geeky teenager. Bad timing for that. “You’re good to go. Just pretend
we’re not even here.”I took another step backward, but my heel plummeted through a soft spot in
the grass, and I fell on my ass. As soon as I was on the ground, both dogs took that as a sign
that they should pile on and wrestle with me. Jezek tried to hold them both back, but it was no
use. They were too big, too strong, the pair of them overpowering him and leaping onto my
chest.Out of instinct, I screamed like a petrified little girl and put my arms over my face to protect
myself. Didn’t do any good. Two enormous canines shoved my hands out of their way with their
noses, and then they started licking my face, holding me down with their front paws. Both Jezek
and Nate tried to drag the overly exuberant dogs off me, adding their weight to the mix, and then
Dave dropped his camera and joined the fray, leaving only Amanda standing off to the side,
watching with a dazed expression.I giggle-shrieked. Couldn’t help it. This was the most bizarre,



hilarious, painful thing to have happened to me in months. Maybe years. My adrenaline shot
through the roof, and I was fully in self-preservation mode. It was a sad realization that my
natural gut reaction when presented with one of my greatest fears was to laugh my head off in a
psychotic panic. That didn’t bode well.Finally, they got the dogs off me, Jezek manhandling the
bigger one and forcing him back while Dave—who was easily as big and strong as most of the
guys on the team—practically laid on top of the smaller dog to keep her off me.Nate reached out
a hand to help me up, with a sexy-as-sin curve of his lips. He was probably trying not to laugh as
maniacally as I was. “Unless you’d rather stay in the dirt,” he said when I sat there a little too long
staring at him. “Too bad you didn’t get any of that on film. That’d make a much more entertaining
show than anything you got on me last week.”He was wrong on that score, but I still reached up
and took his hand, allowing him to drag me to my feet. As soon as I was standing, I wished I was
back on the ground again. My ankle felt like I’d done a serious number on it, one of my heels had
broken off the shoe, my tan suit was covered in dirt and grass stains, and I didn’t think I’d be able
to fix the rat’s nest of my hair until I could dunk my entire head in a vat of shampoo. That sobered
me up pretty fast. If I wasn’t careful, my laughter would turn to sobs of pain—both real, physical
pain and the sort that rips you apart from the inside when you’re embarrassed in front of a
crush.“Please tell me they didn’t hurt you,” Jezek said, cutting through the fog of humiliation
eating me alive.I shot my gaze over to him, taking my hand out of Nate’s before I got too
comfortable with holding on to him. “I’m fine,” I forced myself to say, brushing some debris off my
butt.Nate dropped his gaze down to my hips, just long enough that it was obvious, before
bringing his eyes up to meet mine again. “Yeah. Fine.”I kicked off both my shoes since they
weren’t going to do me any good as they were. “You came to walk the dogs, right? So walk the
dogs.” Then I tossed my shoes in my purse, slung the strap over my shoulder, and turned to
Dave, trying not to put too much of my weight on my right foot. Unsuccessfully, I might add, but I
did try. “Come on. Get your camera set up. We have a job to do.”All the flirtatiousness drained off
Nate’s face in an instant. “Yeah, you sure do.” He grabbed the dog’s leash from Dave, and he and
his friends took off without us.“You’re not fine,” Dave said once they were gone.“I’m as fine as I
have time to be.” I could put my foot up and have a good cry when I got home. Until then, I had to
grin and bear it, even if it was the last thing on earth I felt like doing.RJ HAD BEEN right. It was
too early for many of the roses to be blooming, which led to Amanda’s disappointment—and
pouting. Her histrionics didn’t stop Max and Lola from having the time of their lives, though.We
didn’t walk them so much as they walked us. The pair of them spent the afternoon racing from
stranger to stranger, from one new scent to another, dragging me and RJ along for the ride while
Amanda hung back and alternated between laughing her head off and remembering that she
was supposed to be sulking.Anne and her cameraman kept up with all of us well enough, which
was impressive in Anne’s case, given that she was limping around in bare feet and nursing an
obviously sprained right ankle. At least I hoped it was only a sprain. It seemed to me she was
stubborn enough that it could be worse. If so, she was likely causing herself more damage by
continuing to hobble around on it.I had to remind myself that I hadn’t done anything to hurt her,



and I hadn’t been the one to invite her along. This was all her. She’d insisted on coming, and she
hadn’t bothered to put on sensible shoes. All her fault, even if Max and Lola had probably been
responsible for at least some of the damage.RJ HAD BEEN right. It was too early for many of the
roses to be blooming, which led to Amanda’s disappointment—and pouting. Her histrionics
didn’t stop Max and Lola from having the time of their lives, though.We didn’t walk them so much
as they walked us. The pair of them spent the afternoon racing from stranger to stranger, from
one new scent to another, dragging me and RJ along for the ride while Amanda hung back and
alternated between laughing her head off and remembering that she was supposed to be
sulking.Anne and her cameraman kept up with all of us well enough, which was impressive in
Anne’s case, given that she was limping around in bare feet and nursing an obviously sprained
right ankle. At least I hoped it was only a sprain. It seemed to me she was stubborn enough that
it could be worse. If so, she was likely causing herself more damage by continuing to hobble
around on it.I had to remind myself that I hadn’t done anything to hurt her, and I hadn’t been the
one to invite her along. This was all her. She’d insisted on coming, and she hadn’t bothered to
put on sensible shoes. All her fault, even if Max and Lola had probably been responsible for at
least some of the damage.
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Ebook Library Reader, “Game Breaker (Portland Storm Book 14). The love story of Anna and
Nate "Ghost". Anna was hire to produce " Eye of the Storm" for the Portland Storm. She know
she will be fire at the end of the season because she is a woman. Nate is a black hockey player
who is being harass by fans. Can they find happiness with racism, sexism and bigotry on the
hockey field.  Great story.”

Tammy's Timeout, “Well-written and thought provoking.. "...But I don't think that's what most of
the world is like. I choose to believe that most people are good. Most realise that hatred based
on someone being different is truly just fear of what they don't understand. So you can make this
into something bigger than what it is if you want, but I'm not going to play along. I'm going to go
about my life like I always have."It is this speech by Nate Golston, otherwise known as Ghost to
his Portland Storm teammates and the rest of the NHL, that sums up the basis of Catherine
Gayle's latest addition to her best-selling Portland Storm series, Game Breaker. It is here that we
meet Nate and Anne and travel along with them in their journey in finding love, in these
somewhat tumultuous times that is the world we live in today.Life is not always fair, pretty or
straightforward and I just love that Ms Gayle broaches on this within her books. I was captivated
right from the beginning of Game Breaker, in fact before the beginning, with the
Acknowledgements reeling me in and I knew from that moment that Game Breaker would not
only be a book that would tell a great story, it would do so in relevance to today's society and the
sad events that often occur in real life. Now don't get me wrong, Game Breaker is funny, it's
about hockey and above all it is a love story - how cool is it that one book hit's the mark in so
many ways? It is the disclosure of real life issues, combined with the main story of Nate, and
Anne Dennison and their blossoming attraction to one another that makes this book another
winner in the Portland Storm seriesAnne is filming Eye of the Storm, a series based on the
Portland Storm players and their lives, filming their games, their trainings, post-match interviews
in the locker rooms, as well as some scope into the players (and management and coaches)
personal time. It is here, through Anne's filming for the webisodes of Eye of the Storm that we are
reintroduced to familiar and well-loved characters from previous books and see glimmers of
stories yet to come.Anne is a woman working hard in a predominantly male industry, having
trouble with her family and a self-confessed "geeky teenager". Nate is one of the few black NHL
players, and even though he is fast, talented and touted as a game breaker, " the kind of player
who could get on a scoring streak and almost singlehandedly destroy another team in a seven-
game series.", he encounters racial tension from members of the crowds during his games.
Throughout these obstacles, the flirting and attraction these two engage in make for fun reading,
both stubborn and determined in their own battles, imagine what they could conquer together!
The Portland Storm series, and the follow-on series The Tulsa Thunderbirds have introduced me
to the world of ice hockey, and I am now an avid fan, both of these books and the NHL and it's



players! Game Breaker has just enough hockey in it to satisfy most fans, with the usual mix of
team bonding and comraderie, swearing and game time. If you love hockey and dogs, are a fan
of a well-written story with engaging interactions, real-life issues, some hot and steamy sex
scenes as well as being a thoughtful and provocative read, then Game Breaker is the book for
you. Thank you, Catherine Gayle for once again leading me into your wonderful world that is the
Portland Storm, a place I can't wait to visit again sometime soon!”

CINDY F., “A fast paced story that'll have you sitting on the edge of your seat one minute, and
drooling and fanning yourself in the next.. Catherine Gayle has done it again with another
wonderful addition to the Portland Storm series! I can't believe she took one not one, but two
very major and very touchy issues that are taking place and plaguing the world, as we know it
right now. And she does it with such finesse, grace and dignity. The one thing I absolutely love
about this series, is getting to know each of the players, both personally and professionally, as
well as all of their familily members, too. We get to watch them grow up, fall in love, and start
families of their own. And just knowing that after their stories have come to an end, it won't be the
last we hear of them, either, because Catherine Gayle always makes a point of letting us re-visit
most of the players from the past, into her new books. Sometimes her books can have a dark
side to them, but that just makes them feel more realistic. Life is not always "Sunshine &
Lollypops" people. I think most of us have been through one or two bad times in our lives, but
unlike real life....with a Catherine Gayle book...you can always count on a HEA at the end of
each of her stories. Nate Golston (Aka..Ghost, the only black player in the NHL) and Anne
Dennison ( A sports reporter, and a aspiring filmmaker and producer for the online Portland
Storm Documentary Series) seem to hit it off right from the start, but.... they both know that
acting on those rapidly growing feelings for one another, would surely cost Annie her job. We see
how Ghost has to deal with blantant racial slurs actions by a few fans in the stands during a
game, and the reporters who are H*ll bent on making it into more of a story than it needs to be,
just to sell a story.And then there's Anne. Besides having to deal with obvious sexism by her
superiors, she also has to deal with a mother who is from another culture (India) and doesn't like
Anne's career choice, or the way she chooses to dress. Being called names by the public isn't all
that nice, but when it comes from your own mother's lips....it has to really hurt. Her divorced
father on the other hand, which just happens to be a half black and half Irish American, is very
understanding and protective of his daughter.There are a few other "irons thrown into the fire",
so to speak in this book, but I don't want to give too much of the story away.This is yet again,
another great addition to this series that I would very highly recommend to everyone.”

Debra McDonald, “Most thought provoking book ever. Ante and Anne have always flirted with
one another so when Anne is put in charge of a web show about The Storm it steps up into
something more. Their chemistry is scorching hot but there are huge hurdles for them to
overcome, like Nate being subjected to racism and Anne to sexism. This book is thought



provoking and is very in tune with what is happening in the world today. Huge well done
Catherine Gayle as this was wonderfully written.”

Shelley, “Game breaker:). Nate "Ghost" Golston plays hockey for the Portland Storm NHL team.
There are sensitive topics in this book such as racism and homophobia, of which only the racism
applies to Nate due to the colour of his skin. Anne Dennison is contracted to film the team for
webisodes called "Eye of the Storm", focusing on any footage they get. However, Anne feels
certain topics should be left out to which the company she works for doesn't agree. Nate and
Anne get closer after years of flirting with each other, even though it could mean the end of her
career. She has other issues she is dealing with as well such as her mother. Good read, looking
forward to Harry's story next!!”

The book by Catherine Gayle has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 116 people have provided feedback.
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