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MORGAN’S FOOT SANK into the slush. 

Linette skipped in front of her, immune to the subzero temperatures, black ice, and the vexing amount of snow they’d gotten during the night. 

Wet cold saturated the hem of her jeans. 

Morgan cursed between her teeth. She could be home right now. Or helping Mary at the gallery. Or chatting with Amelia about all things baby. Shopping. Watching a movie. Reading a book. Helping Graeme ready the pub for the bash on December 31. Her hands fisted in her pocket.

“If you pull out your phone to send another text to Graeme, I swear I’ll push you in the snowbank.”

“New Year’s Eve is our second biggest night of the year after St. Patrick’s Day.”

“I know. You told me when I invited you. Then you told me again when we boarded the train. And again when we checked in at the hotel two hours ago.”

“It’s my pub.”

“I know, Morgan.” Linette nudged her side. “Graeme will be fine. He knows to call if he isn’t. Now hurry up. I want good seats near the ice.”

Fantastic.

Morgan muttered under her breath. “Sure, let’s find the hardest, coldest bench in the place to watch cavemen play with sticks. Heaven on Earth.”

“I heard that!”

Morgan snapped her mouth shut, more to keep some semblance of warmth in her lungs than to avoid hurting her friend’s feelings. 

Hockey was brutal, both on and off ice. It cost a small fortune to parents and fans alike, and the rules... God, don’t get her started on the rules. Blue lines. Red lines. Offside. Icing. Hooking. Tripping. Roughing. Defensemen attacked. Forwards defended. Wing, center, defense. If they could go everywhere, why did their position matter? Only the goalie stayed where he was supposed to, but not always.

She muttered between chattering teeth, “What idiot thought it a good idea to allow players behind the net?”

“James Creighton!” Linette shouted to be heard above the growing excitement of the fans running past them.

“I don’t care!” Morgan shouted back.

Maybe it was fun to go to a game from time to time with Linette. Her good-natured friend transformed into some frenetic banshee. She yelled at the “zebras,” screamed at her favorite players, booed the other team. She prayed, cried, chanted. And she pouted for days after a loss. Her father was Canadian. Maybe it was in her blood.

Morgan dared not imagine what this tournament was going to be like. When the stakes were high, everything grew more intense. Case in point, the Richard Riot in Montreal Linette loved to mention to explain people’s passion for the sport. An entire commercial district was destroyed because of an ill-timed punch. She shuddered to think of her pub if it had happened in the Vallon.

A gaggle of women hurried past them, retreating to the safety of the hotel. Morgan’s envious sigh ebbed out of her mouth in a visible puff. The resort housed a renowned Nordic spa. She intended to indulge in the hot pool as soon and often as Linette would allow her to escape. She hoped she would not insist on waiting for players to come out of their locker room like some harebrained groupie.

What did women see in hockey players anyway? Money? Fame? They got paid small fortunes to brain each other out then they had to quit at thirty, toothless and crippled. The less damaged got TV consultant contracts where they dissected every single detail of every single play for hours on end. Some climbed the hockey ladder to coach or hire others like them. The rest disappeared to some man cave to lick their wounds and reminisce about their glorious past. Hockey players were goons. Big buffoons with brains smaller than their beloved rubber puck and egos larger than the Maddison Square Garden.

An even colder blast slapped her in the face when they reached the open space near the arena building entrance.

“Brrr... Is it too late to board the train for New York?”

“Why would we go to New York?” Linette asked.

Morgan relished how even the hockey fanatic shivered and clasped her gloved hands to her arms to make herself as small as possible against the wind. Call her petty.

“Broadway? Rockefeller Center? Times Square? Feeling our toes, and not our noses, running?”

Linette elbowed her so hard Morgan felt the hit despite her puffer coat.

“Stop grouching. Oh! Morgan, look! The men over there!”

Sighing, Morgan cast a glance at the three guys ahead. They stood well above six feet, with thighs thick as trees and chests to match. The taller one had intense blue eyes and short, dark hair. His high cheekbones gave him a sort of ravenous look. He was nodding with a happy-go-lucky look on his face while his companions bickered.

Even in the distance, the smile brought back a memory of tree swings and stolen plums. The man looked like Abe—an older and much taller Abe. Her childhood summer playmate had had the same goofy grin and perpetual happiness on him.

The other two men gesticulated. Both wore winter caps with a golden border on the front. The one facing her met her eyes and grinned. She turned her head, unwilling to give them any ideas. Too late. The tall guy who looked like Abe pointed at them.

Linette squeaked. She clutched Morgan’s arm in excitement.

“That’s them, Morgan, the magic trio from the Knights! I told you... Oh my god, they are coming this way. Nate Rivers is to die for. How do I look?”

Damn it.

Morgan resigned herself to another trip to Linette’s fandom.

“Morgan? Morgan Forbes? Is that you? I can’t believe it!”

The tall guy was Abe. And he entrapped her in a delirious whirlwind of cheers and delight. He kissed her on both cheeks before putting her down to examine her from head to toe.

“Look at you! Wow! You were cute, but now, wow... You’re stunning.”

“Don’t even try, Abe. I’m dressed like a bear, and my nose must be redder than Rudolph’s.”

“Abe, care to do the honors?” The blond man cut in, startling her. For someone so large, he moved lightly on his feet.

Morgan stared down the goon, even though she had to lift her chin to meet his eyes. After a silent battle of wills, she slipped her arm under Abe’s, shifting just enough to give the blond the cold shoulder without looking like she’d lost the fight.

“Abe, this is my friend Linette Thomas. Linette, Abe Reims.”

Abe smiled. “Nice to meet you, Linette. This is Lawrence Bennet—”

“Call me Lance.”

“And Nate Rivers,” Abe finished.

“I know who you are!” Linette’s squeal hurt Morgan’s eardrums. She wished she didn’t do that. “You play for the Knights of the Vallon.”

Bennet pulled off his cap with a welcoming grin. Rivers didn’t bother.

Morgan sketched a smile while Linette shook hands all around with enough enthusiasm for both of them.

“So, you’re here for the tournament?” asked Abe. “Since when do you like ice hockey?”

“I don’t.” She pointed at Linette, who bounced on her feet as if she’d been possessed by the Energizer Bunny. “She dragged me along.”

Linette giggled.

Morgan smothered a sigh. At least she was not drooling.

“You guys are so good! They are calling you the Knights’ Weapons.” Linette pointed at Nate: “The Sword.” Then at Lawrence: “The Lance.” 

Lawrence took a bow.

Then Linette beamed at Abe: “And the Shield. Of course, a shield is not really a weapon, but you’re so amazing—that save you made in last year’s finals with your stick when your back was turned, and then the ref—”

She talked so fast, Morgan wondered if she breathed at all. She tugged on her friend’s arm to stop the gush. “Linette, we should get going. They opened the gates. You wanted good seats.”

She usually was more polite, but Abe wouldn’t mind, and Nate’s glare was wearing on her nerves. She worked in a pub. She was used to being leered at. But this mix of contempt and lust wrapped in one icy package? Graeme had thrown out the last man who’d eyed her like that by the scruff of his neck. After she’d kneed the creep in the groin.

Abe gave her shoulder a little squeeze.

“We should go out for dinner or something. We have a lot of catch-up to do! Where are you staying?”

“We’re at the Castle.”

“Us too. What room?” She itched to wipe the smirk off Nate Rivers’s face. Morgan glowered.

“I’ll ring you,” Abe finished.

No way she was rattling off their room number with that jerk listening. Morgan extracted her cell phone from her pocket. “How about we trade numbers instead?”

Rivers’s smirk grew to absolute gloating before he jerked his head away toward his teammates.

“Coach wants a meeting before they present the teams.”

His voice was as rugged as the rest of him. Abe didn’t seem to mind his bark. He must be used to it. “Yeah, yeah... It’ll take but a minute. Here.”

Abe handed back her phone with a theatrical wink. “We have to go, beautiful. Coach doesn’t joke with meetings. Call me!”

He waved as they took off toward the side door.

Linette gripped Morgan’s arm with both hands. “You know Abe Reims, the best goaltender in the league since Patrick Roy, and you didn’t bother to tell me!”

“Linette, it was a long time ago. I was twelve the last time I saw him.”

“He remembers you!”

“Ow! Inside voice, please!” The warmer air inside the arena poked pins and needles in her cheeks. “I’ll take you with me if we meet.”

“You better. Especially after stealing Nate Rivers from me.”

Morgan held the door for the family behind her. The kids were garbed in crimson and gold from head to toe. Both wore a big twelve on their back. She returned her attention to Linette.

“What are you talking about?”

“I saw how he looked at you, honey.”

“If you want him, you can have him.”

Linette’s doe eyes widened in disbelief.

“But-but... it’s... It’s Nate Rivers! He’s lethal! They say he will wear the C at the next Olympics too! Have you seen him? Those eyes... Come on, you could do worse than Nate Rivers!”

Morgan pulled off her gloves, then lifted her earmuffs off. “Sorry, didn’t quite catch that.”

Linette rolled her eyes. “Unbelievable...”

Morgan flexed her fingers to bring some feeling back into them. Blood returned to her digits, scorching. “All right. Which way?”
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“YOU’VE BEEN HOLDING out on us,” Lance said.

“What?”

Nate grabbed Abe one second before his friend face-planted in the snow. “Watch where you’re going.”

“Sorry.”

Nate released one friend to glower at the other to make him drop the subject. Lance smirked in return and insisted.

“Your friends, Abe.”

“What about... Oh, yeah, okay, yeah. Morgan has always been a stunner.”

“I’ll say.”

Nate tuned out the rest. Morgan Forbes was a punch in the gut he hadn’t expected and a distraction he didn’t need.

His father was on the warpath. They’d lost two of their last five games. Nathan Rivers Senior saw the Frost Cup as an occasion to show the league the Knights still had it and that his son was the choice to lead the men’s hockey team at the next Olympics. With himself as head coach, naturally.

“Earth to Nate. What do you think?”

“I think you have a girlfriend.” Nate turned from Abe to Lance. “And you should work on your slap shots rather than puck bunnies.”

Lance laughed. “Ouch. Someone either missed his nap or woke up on the wrong side of his empty bed.”

“I had to go to the gym,” Nate shot back.

His teammates exchanged a look. He should have kept his mouth shut.

Abe spoke first. “Nate, you need to give it a rest. We’re going to play three games in five days. Five in a week if we have to
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