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      This is dedicated to my province, Saskatchewan.

      I write about love and happily ever afters. So, Saskatchewan, naturally, I thought of you.

      For your beautiful sunsets and wide-open fields.

      Fresh air and land further than the eye can see.

      Nothing hurried or rushed.

      Only cared for.

      And sculpted.

      A province filled with patience.

      And acceptance.

      And love.

      Cold, never-ending winters that keep such a tight, brutal hold—you’re sure they’ll never end.

      Until they do.

      Only to usher in the most beautiful springs imaginable.

      Hot summers bring hot summer nights.

      Fun star-filled nights.

      That lead to cool, crisp, grateful autumns that never last quite long enough.

      Yes, this is my love story.

      To my province.

      That raised me.

      And my family.

      My province is filled with the best kind of people.

      My province that builds and grows the best kind of people.

      Hardworking.

      Loving.

      Give-the-shirt-off-your-back kind of people.

      After all, Saskatchewan’s greatest resource is—its people.

      And I will always feel grateful to call it home.

      Thank you, Saskatchewan.

      This one’s for you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “There was something in her movements that made you think she never walked but always danced.”

        L.M. MONTGOMERY, RILLA OF INGLESIDE
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      “Outta my way, fucker,” I heard a woman’s voice shout. I turned my head quickly to take a look. The other team’s goalie stared over at me with angry eyes.

      I ignored her and watched as Rodriguez passed the puck to Wilson.

      “Move, jackass!” the goalie with the vocabulary of a well-seasoned sailor behind me yelled.

      I was right in front of the net—which was right in front of the other team’s goalie.

      And she was less than impressed with me right now.

      “You’re blocking my fucking view, dipshit. Move your ass,” she requested again.

      Fuck me.

      I glared at her. “I think that’s the idea. Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll get used to the rules in no time.” I hadn’t seen her around before. But finding a sub for the net in our co-ed beer league could be challenging.

      She looked young.

      Not young, young.

      But young.

      Probably early twenties if I had to take a guess.

      “Excuse me? What the fuck did you just say to me?” I quickly swung my head around to see her angry eyes had now turned nuclear.

      I shook my head and decided to ignore her.

      “Oh, okay, you’re pretending I don’t exist. That’s cool. Is that what all old men do? Or just you?”

      Holy fuck.

      She was really doing her best to press my buttons.

      Besides, yes, I was older than her. But thirty-five wasn’t—old.

      Jesus.

      “You are going to regret this, fuckface. Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” she cautioned me.

      Again, I refused to respond.

      Which was good because ten seconds later, Mitchell called out to me, “Barnes!”

      I was ready.

      At least I thought I was.

      When I tried to move my stick, it was stuck. I peered down quickly to see it behind the goalie’s skate. She must’ve moved without me noticing.

      I pulled my stick.

      And.

      Then.

      At that exact same time—she dropped.

      Down to the ice.

      I hadn’t even touched her.

      She made my knee buckle when she fell—which put me at a complete disadvantage.

      “Fuck,” I said, my skates unable to keep me upright. I slipped right on down.

      Partially on top of the goalie. “Shit,” I swore and scrambled around to get off her. “Sorry, are you okay?” I rolled to the ice and pushed up.

      She lay there on the ice, unmoving.

      “What the fuck, Barnes?” Mitchell glided over and poked me with his stick. He frowned at me and looked at the goalie. “Is she okay?”

      I stared down into the goalie’s green eyes. “Are you all right? Can you get up?” Pieces of her dark auburn hair stuck to her sweaty face.

      Her freckled nose twitched slightly as she sniffled and gave me a small, lop-sided grin. “You’re going to be in big trouble.”

      My eyes widened.

      I’d been had.  

      The ref blew his whistle.

      “Five minutes, Barnes!” He scowled at me as though I were the lowest pond scum on the earth.

      “I didn’t touch her. She’s fine!” I yelled and pointed at the goalie.

      When I looked down at her, she took a second to wink at me before closing her eyes.

      Fuck.

      Me.

      Yeah, I’d been had.
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        * * *

      

      “The best part was when Barnes apologized to Penny. Damn, that was hilarious. Are you sure you’re not part Canadian, Barnes?” Beau poked fun at me. Yet again. Everyone at the table laughed. I shook my head and took another pull on my beer.

      Idiots.

      “Aww, give poor Dr. Barnes a break. It was his first time getting Jenkin’d. He didn’t know,” Gigi spoke up. She was one of the star players on the Las Vegas Angels women’s pro team.

      “She’s right, Barnes didn’t know who he was up against,” Beau Moreau agreed with Gigi. Beau and Gigi were engaged. He was a star forward for the Las Vegas Angels men’s pro team.

      Neither of them played tonight, but they sometimes came out to cheer on our rec league. Or beer league, as my mom called it.

      “Penny, you dropped like a damn stone. I have so much respect.” Trey, my brother—and star winger for—you guessed it—the Las Vegas Angels, stuck his fist out across the table to Penny.

      She laughed and reached out and bumped his fist. “Ditto, dude. I love watching you play.” She picked up her beer and took a sip.

      As it turned out, the goalie’s name was Penny. And no, she wasn’t young.

      Or, not young, young.

      She was twenty-four.

      And the newly acquired goalie for the Las Vegas Angels women’s pro team.

      “Did they teach you how to do that shit in Saskatchewan?” Trey grinned at her.

      “How to win?” Penny tilted her head. “You bet they did.”

      Everyone laughed and kept on talking, but I sat mostly quiet.

      Just pondering.

      A few things.

      Like what the fuck happened on the ice for me to get a five-minute penalty? One minute I was standing there, minding my own business. And the next minute, I was getting called for tripping the goalie.

      Which I hadn’t done.

      Penny had tangled herself with my stick and then as soon as the ref looked over—she dropped, making it look like I tripped her.

      And I fell for it.

      So did the ref.

      A foot tapped my shoe. I gazed over at Penny. She was smiling at me. One corner of her grin went up a little higher than the other, creating a slightly wonky smile.

      It was not a bad thing.

      Not at all.

      In fact, I found it quite appealing. Just like her dimples. And freckles.

      Did I mention her cleavage?

      Christ.

      There was very little about Penny Jenkins I disliked.

      Other than how she’d set me up for a five minute major.

      “No hard feelings?” she said as she looked at me from under her long lashes.

      I frowned and questioned her, “What?”

      She sighed and set her hand on my arm. The sudden electric current that blew down it and straight to my cock surprised the fuck out of me. “I hope you’re not mad about—the game tonight. It wasn’t anything personal.”

      I tipped my beer back but kept my eyes glued to the hot, stacked redhead beside me. “You called me a jackass.”

      Penny bit her very plump, very pink lower lip. “I know.”

      “And a fucker.”

      She nodded. “Yeah.”

      I looked into her pretty green eyes. “And a fuckface.”

      Her smile faded. “I know, Barnes. I was there.” Her voice took on more of an edge. Which I discovered was also not a turnoff.

      “And you caused me to get a five-minute penalty.”

      Penny blew out a loud sigh. “You have a good memory.”

      Great.

      Her sarcasm was also not a deterrent for me.

      I had a feeling this woman could stab me directly through the heart and I’d still be attracted to her.

      “I’m sorry. I get a little—intense on the ice. I just don’t want you to be mad at me or anything.”

      My head tilted and I leaned in closer. “Excuse me, but did you say—a little—intense?” I had to laugh at that. Because what I’d witnessed out on the ice was more than just a little intense.

      Yeah.

      There it was again. Written all over her face.

      “Okay, I get it. You don’t want to be friends with me, right?” she asked as her eyebrow quirked up.

      I didn’t hesitate to answer that, “Nope.”

      Both eyebrows rose, and she gave me a nod. “All right, Barnes. Have it your way. I just need to know,” she picked up her bottle of beer and took a swig, “are we sworn enemies? Or just indifferent?” Penny gave me a grin that I was sure she thought was innocent and cute. Her intent was likely to hit me in the heart.

      In reality—it hit me a whole lot lower than my heart.

      And that was a problem for a whole host of reasons.

      Yeah.

      I definitely did not want to be friends with Penny Jenkins.

      “Just regular enemies, I suppose.”

      She bit that plump lip of hers again and shrugged. “Whatever you say. But I have to warn you about something,” she said, stopping right there without continuing.

      I peered into her bright green eyes. And I thought about how incredible it would be to wake up to those eyes every morning. Which was odd because I’d never in my life wondered about something like that.

      “I give up. What’s your warning?” I asked and watched her wonky smile cross her face again.

      “I might eventually win you over. I have a habit of doing that.”

      And just by the confident way she said it—part of me believed her.
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      Another round of Happy Birthday was sung, and everyone clapped as Beau’s son blew out the candles. His other son had just finished doing that exact same thing.

      Apparently, just because twins shared a birthday, didn’t mean they wanted to share the candle blowing.

      They each even had their own cake. Carson’s cake looked like it was chocolate. And from here, it looked delicious. Cooper’s cake had white frosting, so I guessed it was vanilla. Both cakes had a homemade touch to them, and that made me smile. Gigi had likely stayed up late baking for the boys.

      It sounded like there was a heated discussion about who was getting what piece from where. Beau acted as a pro-moderator. He picked up one piece from each cake and placed them on a plate. Then he did it again.

      Crisis averted.

      The boys dug into their fluffy cakes, and all seemed well.

      “Are you a chocolate or vanilla guy?” I heard a voice ask behind me. Before I could turn around, Penny sat in the empty lawn chair beside mine.

      She had on a white sundress that complimented her wavy, red hair.

      Penny looked like less of a hockey demon than she had the other night. In fact, gazing at her right now, I wouldn’t think she played net like a demon possessed.

      No.

      Looking at her right now, I wouldn’t be surprised to see her get up and start waltzing around the courtyard.

      “Excuse me?” I asked and turned to her.

      “Cake. What kind do you want? I’ll bring you back a piece. If the boys let me, that is.” She smiled and it took my breath away.

      “I’m good,” I said to her even though I was not. I wanted cake. But it was probably a better idea if I got it myself.

      She rolled her beautiful green eyes and sighed. “Barnes, enemies can get each other cake. It’s allowed. Now tell me what flavor you want?”

      I inhaled a deep breath, and a light scent of strawberries filled my nose. “It’s okay. I can get one later.”

      Her eyes scanned over my face, and she nodded. “Whatever floats your boat, Barnes.” She sat back and we watched as my brother and his wife helped cut the cakes and plate the pieces.

      “Did you grow up here?” Penny asked in a light, conversational tone.

      I shook my head. “No.”

      She grinned at me and bumped her elbow against my arm. “Come on, Barnes. You can tell me where you grew up. Enemies need to learn these things about each other.”

      I cleared my throat. “We grew up on a ranch in Iowa.”

      Her eyes widened with what appeared to be surprise. “Oh, that sounds nice. Is that where you went to med school?”

      I shook my head. “Vet school, not med school.”

      Her jaw dropped open. “Oh, my gosh. You’re a veterinarian?”

      I nodded and watched her face light up. “That is so awesome. Do you love it? I worked summers in a vet clinic back home.”

      “Yeah, I love my work,” I answered her back. But I wanted to know what clinic she’d worked in. And why? I didn’t want to ask, though. It felt like too personal of a question.

      A dreamy look crossed her face. Something inside of me wanted to keep that look permanently on her face. “That’s good. I bet it’s a fun profession.”

      I agreed with her, “Most of the time it is, yeah.”

      It was quiet for a few moments, and then she turned in her chair more fully to me. “Now you’re supposed to ask me where I grew up, Barnes.” The devilish grin on her face made me smile. This woman was persistent.

      “Penny, tell me,” I gazed over at her, “where did you grow up?”

      She smiled and giggled softly.

      Christ.

      I liked the sound of that giggle far too much.

      “Well, Dr. Barnes,” she said in a formal, teasing voice, “I grew up in a small town in Saskatchewan, Canada.”

      I had to think about that one for a second. “Saskatchewan’s beside Alberta, right?”

      Her face brightened, and she nodded. “You bet it is. Third province from the left.”

      “I was in Alberta at Christmas time. My mom and her new husband have a place outside of Calgary.”

      Carson took that opportunity to yell, “Time for presents!” and everyone laughed. Including Penny. She briefly gazed over at the boys before her eyes met mine again. “Those kids are so cute,” she said under her breath. “Anyway, yes, I know where they live. I’ve met your parents already. It’s so cool how your mom and Lexi’s dad got back together again after so many decades of being apart. It’s the thing that romance books are made of.”

      That dreamy look settled in her eyes again. And again—I wanted it to stay.

      “I don’t think it’s all sunshine and rainbows. But they are ridiculously in love,” I told her the truth. My mom and Wes definitely had their challenges.

      Penny leaned in and spoke low, “I know. I went down to their pool for a late-night swim, but they were already there. And they kind of forgot their bathing suits.” She laughed and touched my arm. The feel of her hand on my skin was very distracting.

      So was that laugh.

      “Please, don’t ever mention that again.”

      A laugh/snort combination exited from between her beautiful lips. “It was cute. They didn’t see me or anything. Besides, skinny dipping is fun. I don’t blame them.”

      The thought of Penny—skinny dipping—anywhere.

      Good fucking Christ.

      I really did not need that visual right now.

      To get my mind off that, I asked, “Where in Saskatchewan are you from? You didn’t say.”

      That wonky grin came back. “Climax.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Come again?”

      Her smile grew. “Climax, Saskatchewan. That’s where I was born.”

      She was obviously trying to shit me. “That’s not a place.”

      That freckled nose of hers crinkled up and she giggled. “It is, I swear. I’m not lying.”

      I gave her a look. “Why won’t you tell me where you’re from?”

      “Oh, my gosh. Give me your phone.” She held her hand out, palm up. “I left mine in my apartment.”

      Reluctantly, I pulled my phone out of my pocket, unlocked the screen, and handed it to her. After a few seconds of typing, she showed me the screen. “See? Climax, Saskatchewan.”

      I raised my eyebrows and looked closer. Sure enough, she was right. “And you were born there?”

      Penny typed into my phone for a few more seconds. When she handed my phone back, I saw her beautiful photo on the screen. Penelope Jenkins. Las Vegas Angels professional hockey team.

      I skimmed through her bio, and—there it was. Climax, Saskatchewan. “Interesting name.”

      “Mine or my town’s?”

      “Both,” I said without hesitating.

      She shrugged and stood. “My mom loves Greek mythology. So, I count myself lucky for what I got. Because it could have been so much worse. As for my town,” she gazed off to the side, “I can only guess why it’s named that.”

      After that, she turned around and practically floated away. Her curvy hips swayed so mesmerizingly—I couldn’t remove my eyes from her ass.

      “Gotta love a country girl.” Neil sat down in the now vacant chair beside me. “Am I right or am I right?”

      I tore my eyes off Penny’s ass and twisted my head to Neil. “What are you talking about?” He was a member of the Angels’ men’s team. I’d seen him around here and there.

      Neil handed me a cold pop, and I took it. “Thanks.”

      He already had an opened one in his hand, and he took a long guzzle from it. His head jerked toward Penny. “The hot new girl. I think I’m going to ask her out.”

      My guts twisted for some reason. I frowned at him as I opened my pop. “I thought you guys were forbidden from dating the women’s team?”

      Neil laughed, and his body shook. “Why don’t you ask Gigi and Beau about those rules? Or Trey and Lexi? Or Cash and Jillian?”

      I sat back in my chair. He was right, after all. He’d just named three members of the men’s team and three members of the women’s team who were currently engaged and/or already married.

      Still, something about this guy’s candor made me want to punch his lights out. And I had no idea why.

      I wasn’t sure if Penny was dating anyone. She hadn’t mentioned it, and I certainly didn’t ask.

      Okay, so I may have noticed she didn’t wear a wedding ring. But a guy needs to watch out for these sorts of things. No way I would ever get involved with a married woman.

      Not that I wanted to get involved with Penny.

      I was just being diligent.

      “You do well with the ladies, Barnes. What do country girls like? Should I bring flowers when I ask her out?” Neil was stuffed full of questions today. Questions that I had zero desire to answer.

      “I have no idea. Maybe you should talk to your coaches first?” Or maybe I would.

      He shook his head. “Nah, I’m not going to push my luck. I’ll ask her out first and then worry about the coaches after she says yes.”

      “I brought you vanilla. I hope that’s okay?” Penny showed back up, holding two plates of cake and ice cream. 

      I grabbed the one she’d offered me. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said with a smile. Then she looked over at Neil. “Hey. Neil, right? I was sitting there two seconds ago.”

      He bolted up and looked a little stunned. “Sorry, Penny. I—”

      But she didn’t wait for him to finish speaking. “No problem. Why don’t you go grab some cake? It looks delicious.” Penny sat down in the now vacant chair.

      Neil opened his mouth like he was going to say something. But just as quickly, he shut it and turned around to leave.

      “Who was he talking about?” she asked once Neil was out of earshot. I looked down at the piece of vanilla cake on the plate in my hand. Then I looked at Penny’s chocolate one.

      Hers looked way better.

      I loved chocolate. The icing was thick, and it looked creamy. I bet it tasted delicious. “Um, he was talking about you,” I said.

      Kind of not thinking.

      But also, to gauge her reaction.

      If she took kindly to that suggestion, then I’d—

      Well, I didn’t know what I’d do.

      “Are you serious? Or are you just saying that to tease me?” she asked. No humor in her question whatsoever.

      “I’m serious. I wouldn’t joke about something like that,” I told her the honest truth. Fucking around with someone’s feelings wasn’t really my thing.

      She let out a loud sigh and pursed her plump lips together. “Thanks for the heads-up, Barnes. I appreciate it.” She gazed over to where Neil stood and crossed her legs.

      This whole situation made my skin crawl in the weirdest of ways. It wasn’t something I’d felt before. “There’s a no dating policy between the men’s team and the women’s team,” I informed her, and for some reason I hoped that knowledge wouldn’t make her sad.

      “Yep, I’m aware,” she said and then turned to me. “I’m also aware of three instances where the owners and the coaches ignored that rule.” Penny winked at me and laughed. She picked up her plastic fork and looked over at my plate.

      She sighed. “I guessed wrong, didn’t I?” Penny grabbed my plate and gave me hers.

      “Why did you do that?” I asked, confused about the sudden switcheroo.

      She sliced off a piece of the vanilla cake with her fork. “Because you like chocolate.”

      I frowned and wondered how in the world she could have known that. “What would make you say that?” I looked into her sparkling green eyes. And that feeling hit me again.

      The feeling of wanting to look into those eyes every day for the rest of my life.

      What the hell was wrong with me?

      “You don’t like chocolate?” She tilted her head and watched me like a hawk.

      “I love chocolate. But how would you know that? Are you clairvoyant?”

      Her shoulders shook with laughter. She shrugged and popped her fork into her mouth. After she swallowed, she said, “Some people have said that about me, Barnes. But no, I’m not psychic.”

      “Then how did you know I wanted the chocolate?”

      A beautiful grin spread across her face. “Your body language.” She nodded her head at me. “And the way you looked at the chocolate cake compared to the vanilla.”

      I didn’t know how to respond.

      Well, actually, I did.

      I wanted to pick her up, place her in my car, and take her home.

      Not because I wanted to—

      I mean, yeah, of course I wanted to—

      But I also wanted to know who’d called her psychic. And when? And why?

      I wanted to know everything about this beautiful, redheaded, foul-mouthed, curvy-as fuck goalie.

      “I bet that skill comes in handy when you’re in net.” I used my fork and cut off a corner of the chocolate cake. I popped it in my mouth and—yeah. Delicious. Gigi had done a wonderful job with the chocolate.

      Penny shrugged and started eating her piece. “Maybe.”

      I watched her chew, and when I also found that fascinating—I knew I was in trouble.

      Fuck.

      My brain should not go where my brain was going. I started pumping the brakes and began madly looking for a place to turn around.

      “This vanilla is great.” She pointed her fork at her cake. “But that chocolate looks way too good.” And then she stabbed her fork into my chocolate cake and stole a large chunk. She put the fork in her mouth. My mouth actually watered as her lips closed around the fork.

      Yeah, I was in trouble.

      “Mmm, oh, my gosh. That’s so freaking yummy,” she chewed and moaned.

      And I felt the front of my pants begin getting tight.

      Christ.

      She kept talking, and I followed the conversation. I know I joined in. But fuck if I could remember anything that was really said.

      Nope.

      Before I knew it, she’d eaten all her cake.

      And half of mine.

      She had a smear of icing on her lips. And everything in me wanted to lean over and kiss that delicious chocolate off her even more delicious lips.

      The only thing that stopped me was the fact that we were at a birthday party.

      For kids.

      You didn’t make a move on a woman you just met at a children’s birthday party.

      Did you?

      I took a deep breath and tried to get my head back on my shoulders. Christ. This woman had me running circles in my mind.

      “You’ve got icing on your lip.” I pointed with my finger.

      “Good grief,” she said and rolled her eyes. Her tongue came out and licked her lips.

      And I nearly groaned.

      “Did I get it?” Penny lifted her chin and moved slightly closer to me.

      There was maybe a foot of distance between us.

      Between my lips and hers.

      I used my thumb and swiped the chocolate away. The back of my fingers grazed her cheek. Our eyes met and neither of us moved.

      Or even breathed.

      And for some reason—this moment felt like one of the most intimate things I’d ever shared with anyone.

      Which was really fucked up.

      Because we were in the middle of a children’s birthday party.

      With people milling all around us.

      And I hardly knew who this woman was.

      Other than the fact that she had tripped me and made it look like I tripped her.

      And then I got a five-minute penalty. Instead of her.

      After that, she tried to make peace and be my friend. And that only confused me further. Because I didn’t want to be friends with this curvy, redheaded goalie.

      I wanted to be a lot more than that.

      Penny blinked and sat back. “Thanks,” she said, a cute rosy blush filling her cheeks. “Sorry, that will teach me for stealing your cake.” She looked up at me under her long lashes.

      I smiled and hoped like hell I was the reason she was blushing like that. “You can steal my cake any time.”

      A beautiful grin crossed her face. “So, we’re not enemies anymore, Barnes?”

      I swallowed over the dry lump in my throat. “No, Penny. I don’t believe we are.”

      The smile she gave me nearly knocked me over backward. “See? I told you I’d win you over.”

      Christ.

      Yeah.

      She sure did.
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      My mid-day slump.

      That’s what my front desk assistant always called it.

      Darla wasn’t wrong. Somewhere around two-thirty everyday I felt my energy leave. And it was just gone.

      There was nothing to be done about it.

      Except take a break and grab something at the coffee shop across the street. A coffee and a sandwich—or an apple fritter—or a cinnamon bun, could cure my mid-day slump quickly.

      As soon as I stepped into the coffee shop, the smell of ground coffee hit me. Something else filled the air, too. I inhaled again.

      Strawberries.

      I turned my head and saw the most beautiful red hair I’d ever seen.

      Holy shit.

      It was Penny.

      She was sitting at a small table. A laptop in front of her, and she was typing away—with the most beautiful smile on her face.

      I wondered what she was doing.

      Sending an email back home, maybe?

      I decided to wander over and find out. “Penny,” I said and waited for her to look up at me. But she was concentrating far too hard on whatever was on the screen.

      Her fingers flew across the keys so quickly, I wondered if she could possibly be typing real words. “Penny,” I called out again, this time a little louder.

      Nothing.

      She just continued typing with that cute damn smile on her face. Finally, I tapped my knuckle on her small table.

      Her eyes shot to my hand and then up to
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