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Dedication 

For those who feel like a fish out of water in a world that’s too loud and  too  fast.   And  for  the  ones  who  realize  that  sometimes,  you have to travel halfway around the world to find exactly where you belong.  This one is for the dreamers, the skaters, and the summer sun.




1 

 

The cabin door of the Boeing 787 swung open, and Liam Miller stepped out, expecting the crisp, antiseptic chill of an airport terminal. Instead, he walked directly into a physical assault.

The Australian heat didn't just greet him; it shoved him backward. It was a thick, humid weight that tasted of salt and baked asphalt, instantly turning the recycled air of the plane into a fond memory.

Liam froze on the gangway, his lungs momentarily rejecting the oxygen as if it were too heavy to process.

“G’day, mate,” a ground crew staffer chirped, strolling past in shorts so short they were practically scandalous. “Bit of a scorcher, eh?”

Liam didn't answer. He couldn't.

He was too busy dying inside a $4,000 custom-engineered Canada Goose parka.

Back in Toronto, this coat was a symbol of his status—the armor of a captain who had led his team through three playoff runs in sub-zero temperatures.

It was lined with premium down, featured a fur-trimmed hood, and was currently functioning as a mobile sauna.

Beneath it, he wore a heavy cashmere sweater and thick wool trousers tucked into designer leather boots. He looked like a man ready to conquer the Arctic; instead, he was melting onto the tarmac of a sleepy coastal airstrip.

His pride, however, refused to let him unzip.  If he took off the coat, he was just another tourist. If he kept it on, he was Liam Miller—even if he was a Liam Miller currently suffering from Stage 1 heatstroke.

By the time he reached the car rental desk, a thin layer of sweat had turned his silk undershirt into a second, suffocating skin. The agent behind the desk squinted at him, her eyes traveling from his fur collar to his flushed forehead.

“You lost, darling?” she asked, her accent pulling at the vowels.

“The North Pole is about ten thousand miles that way.”

“I’m fine,” Liam bit out, his voice raspy. “I have a reservation. Miller.”

Twenty minutes later, he was behind the wheel of a dusty SUV, navigating the left side of the road with white-knuckled intensity. His agent had told him to "disappear" until the viral fallout from the sponsorship meltdown blew over.

“Go to the most remote place with a sheet of ice,” the man had said. “Lie low, keep your head down, and for the love of God, stay off social media.”

The GPS led him away from the sparkling blue coastline and toward a corrugated metal warehouse that looked like it had been dropped into the middle of a tropical rainforest. A faded, peeling sign hung crookedly over the entrance: THE ICE BOX.

Liam parked, killed the engine, and stepped out.

The air here was different—less like asphalt and more like a strange cocktail of eucalyptus, damp earth, and sea salt. It was a far cry from the scent of cold steel and industrial ammonia he’d spent his life breathing.

He pushed through the heavy double doors, expecting that familiar, sharp bite of arena air. Instead, he was met with a lukewarm breeze and the sound of someone screaming at a machine.

The interior of the rink was dim, illuminated by humming fluorescent lights that flickered with a rhythmic, ghostly pulse. In the center of the sagging bleachers sat a Zamboni that looked like it had survived a war.

Half of its side paneling was missing, and a pair of legs in oil-stained work pants protruded from underneath the chassis.

“You useless, rusted bucket of bolts!” a muffled female voice drifted from the belly of the machine. A wrench clattered against metal, followed by a string of curses that would have made a professional defenseman blush.

Liam approached the boards, his boots clicking loudly on the rubber matting. He looked at the ice—if you could call it that.

It was gray, pockmarked, and had a visible sheen of water reflecting the overhead lights. It wasn't a playing surface; it was a glorified puddle.

The woman slid out from under the Zamboni on a wheeled creeper. Sarah Jenkins was a mess. A smear of black grease streaked across her cheekbone, her auburn hair was yanked into a chaotic knot held together by a screwdriver, and her tank top was damp with effort.

She sat up, wiping her hands on a rag that was arguably dirtier than the floor.

She blinked at the man standing by the glass.

Her gaze started at his heavy boots, traveled slowly up the expensive wool trousers, lingered on the fur-trimmed hood of the parka, and finally landed on his face.

“If you’re looking for the ski resort, you missed the turn by about three countries,” she said, her voice dry as tinder.

Liam cleared his throat, adjusting his collar. “I’m looking for the manager.”

“You’re looking at her,” Sarah stood up, popping her back with a wince. She was shorter than he expected, but she held herself with a fierce, territorial energy.

“And unless you’re here to tell me the replacement condenser is on that truck, you’re currently standing in my way.”

Liam looked back at the ice, his professional instincts overriding his survival instinct.

“Your brine return is off. You’ve got at least two inches of slush in the corners, and your blade depth is set too high for a surface this soft. You're going to have structural delamination by noon if you don't drop the temp by at least four degrees.”

Sarah froze.

She looked at the ice, then back at the man who looked like he’d been gift-wrapped for a blizzard.

“A 'pro tip'?” she asked, her voice dangerously quiet. She took two slow steps toward him, the smell of grease and stubbornness preceding her.

“You’ve been in my building for ninety seconds, you’re dressed for an avalanche in the middle of a heatwave, and you’re telling me how to manage my compressor?”

“I’m just saying,” Liam said, his tone shifting into the condescending 'Captain' voice he used with rookies. “It’s basic physics. If you want a fast sheet, you need—”

“What I need,” Sarah interrupted, her eyes snapping with a spark that was hotter than the midday sun, “is for you to take your five-thousand-dollar jacket and your unsolicited opinions back to whatever private jet dropped you off.

We don't do 'fast sheets' here. We do 'not-melting.' Now, are you here to rent skates or are you just lost in the wrong hemisphere?”

Liam opened his mouth to retort, but a bead of sweat finally escaped his hairline and rolled slowly down his nose.

Sarah noticed. A slow, mocking smirk spread across her face. “Better watch out, Frosty. Another five minutes in that outfit and you’ll be the only thing melting faster than my rink.”
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The rhythmic hum of the coffee grinder at The Salty Bean usually soothed Sarah. Today, it felt like a jackhammer against her skull. She traced the condensation ring on her iced coffee cup, the cold doing little to dull the frantic thrum beneath her ribs.

Another email from the power company had landed in her inbox, a polite but firm reminder that The Ice Box was bleeding money faster than a Zamboni leak.

She scrolled aimlessly through her news feed, searching for distractions, or perhaps a miracle.

Mostly, she found updates about the global chocolate shortage—the root cause of Liam Miller’s very public disgrace. Every brand seemed to be recalling their products.

She sighed, remembering the parka-clad menace from yesterday. His condescension had been almost as stifling as his outerwear.

Then, a headline snagged her eye, pulling her finger to a halt:

WHERE IS THE BLIZZARD? NHL STAR LIAM MILLER VANISHES AFTER PR MELTDOWN.

Underneath, a grainy photo of Liam in his full Toronto Maple Leafs uniform stared back at her.

The official team photo, all steely gaze and intimidating jawline, contrasted sharply with the candid paparazzi shot below it: Liam, wild-eyed, covered in what looked suspiciously like melted chocolate, screaming at a reporter outside a press conference.

Sarah’s breath hitched. No way.

She tapped the article, her heart thumping a frantic rhythm against her ribs. The piece detailed his dramatic exit from the NHL playoffs—a furious outburst after a beloved chocolate brand (a major team sponsor) was caught in a global recall, tainting the team’s image.

Liam, the notoriously stoic captain, had snapped. The video of him smashing a chocolate bar against a wall had gone viral, earning him the moniker "King of the Cold, Queen of the Meltdown."

Her eyes darted around The Salty Bean.  The café was a haven, filled with the lazy chatter of locals and the clink of ceramic mugs. No one here knew—or cared—about a Canadian hockey star.

This was her town, her safe space. And now, the very reason for his exile was sitting in her rink, acting like a snow-cone machine with an attitude problem.

He wasn’t just a rude tourist. He was a walking, talking, paparazzi magnet.

A shadow fell over her table. She looked up, and her gaze snagged on a pair of expensive sunglasses perched on a nose that looked distinctly familiar.

Above them, a faded, wide-brimmed fishing hat, clearly purchased in haste from a local souvenir shop, attempted to hide a shock of dark hair. The man was dressed, again, absurdly.

This time, it was a thick, dark hoodie and jeans, somehow still managing to look out of place in the humid air.

Liam Miller. In the flesh.

And attempting to look anonymous in the smallest town in Queensland.

He gave a small, awkward nod, his eyes hidden behind the dark lenses. “Morning,” he grunted, his voice softer than yesterday, but still laced with a certain gruffness. He smelled faintly of expensive cologne and desperation.

Sarah took a slow, deliberate sip of her iced coffee. She lowered her phone to the table, making sure the screen—still displaying Liam’s furious, chocolate-smeared face—was angled perfectly toward him.

“Morning,” she replied, her voice sweet, almost too sweet. She didn’t smile. “Lovely day for… hiding.”

Liam stiffened. He adjusted the hat, pulling it lower. “Just enjoying the local ambiance.”

“Is that what you call it?” Sarah raised an eyebrow, picking up her phone again, her thumb hovering over the article.

“Around here, we call it ‘looking shifty.’ Especially when someone’s dressed like they’re expecting a blizzard in January, not a heatwave in July.”

He swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing. He shifted his weight, his gaze darting nervously to the cafe entrance, as if expecting a swarm of reporters to burst in carrying hockey sticks and cameras.

“Look, I’m just trying to get a coffee,” he mumbled, reaching for the empty chair at her tiny table. “This town doesn’t exactly have a lot of options.”

“It has enough options for people who aren’t trying to outrun the internet,” Sarah countered, letting her gaze sweep over his disguise.

“And it’s a small town, Mr… Larry.” She used the name she'd instinctively come up with yesterday. “Everyone notices when someone new rolls in. Especially when they act like a celebrity trying not to be one.”

He flinched.

His lips thinned, and she could almost feel


























