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  Chapter One

Quinn


I get out of my car and tug my sweater tightly around me. The fall morning is surprisingly crisp for California, but I know it’ll be close to seventy degrees in a few hours. Fog hangs low over the mountains in the distance, creating a dreamy backdrop for the hockey arena in front of me. 
“Mrs. Morgan?” The coach of the Jasmine Hollow Thunder asks as I walk up.
“Miss,” I correct him, sticking out my hand with a tight, professional smile.
I had been ramping up to introduce myself as Mrs. Franklin, practicing in front of the mirror to make sure I could say my new name perfectly, but the wedding I’d spent a decade dreaming about was no longer happening. So, miss it was, and miss it would stay.
“Miss Morgan.” His smile mirrors mine—polite, but distant. “Nathan Reed.”
“Nice to meet you.” I tuck my hair behind my ear, relieved when he doesn’t press for an explanation after my awkward correction. 
His no-nonsense demeanor is a blessing right now. Small talk about my failed engagement is the last thing I want.
Besides, I’m here to ask the questions, not answer them.
“Welcome to the Thunder Arena.” He points to the circular building in front of us. “Are you shadowing me all day, or my guys, or how does this work…?”
He trails off and I fall in step with him. The sun is coming up over the arena, casting the parking lot and all its cars in a blanket of deep blue. I think about cracking a joke about how everything’s being shadowed right now, but when I see the look on his face, I hold it in. 
“I’ll just kind of be everywhere. Interviewing you, the other coaches, the players. The administration, if they’re open to it—”
“Want me to schedule some time with our physical therapists, too?”
“If you think that will give me a well-rounded view of the team, I’ll interview whoever…” I stop talking when I realize he’s messing with me. “I’ll be unobtrusive. You won’t even know I’m here.”
“Alright. I’m still not really getting the point of this. How does this benefit my guys?” Coach Reed asks, holding the door open for me.
“Think of it as good PR. We showcase a random team from around the country. That lets the rest of the world see that, yeah, they’ve achieved stardom, but that it can be attainable for your average Joe, too. Humanize them.”
He raises his brows and stops walking. “My guys are human.”
I can’t help but smile. “This assignment should be easy, then.”
He snorts and motions for me to follow him. “The guys are already on the ice. The goalies are doing whatever goalies do with their coach, Ryker Williams. The rest of the guys are running drills with my assistant coach, Levi Turner—”
“Ryker Williams. Goalies. Levi Turner,” I mutter, scribbling the names down. “Assistant coach.”
Coach Reed sighs, clearly fighting the urge to roll his eyes. “Are you going to write down everything I say?”
I plaster on my most professional smile. He’s not the first coach I’ve dealt with and hardly not the first person to find me intrusive. But as a journalist, I can’t care what other people think about me or if they think I’m taking up too much space. If I let that stop me, I’d get nothing done. Still, he’s letting me shadow his team for my next piece, so I should play nice.
“Not everything, Coach. Just the important stuff.”
“And I suppose everything I say is important?”
“We’ll see.” I shrug and hope my smile is lighthearted enough to diffuse the situation. If he closes up, he’ll close off access to his team. And then I’ll have to head back to Savannah with my tail between my legs.
That’s the last place I want to be.
“This is for the Savannah Sports Spectacular, right? What brings you so far from home?” he asks, as if reading my mind.
This is good. If he’s asking questions, it means he’s not shutting me out. Still, he’s the one being interviewed, not me. My personal life is off limits.
“Like I said, we feature teams all across the country, and I enjoy traveling.” I widen my smile to hide the fact what I really enjoy is running as far from Georgia as I can. “A win-win.”
Another snort. And then his phone rings. 
“I’ve got to take this—”
“I’ll show myself around.”
“Good, good.” He answers the call, his voice turning to honey the second his phone meets his ear. “Hey Sky. I should be off early today. You do? Yeah, tomorrow at four. Okay. I love you, too.”
He catches me looking when he puts his phone away, and instead of looking annoyed, he winces, like he’s embarrassed to have been caught talking so sweetly. 
“My girlfriend,” he explains. The corner of his mouth ticks up, lessening the severity of his face. “The team’s having a BBQ up at the Riley Ranch tomorrow night. Skylar’s bringing dessert. You should come.”
“I’ll be there.” The perfect opportunity to see the guys off the rink. I’m in. And I don’t know who this Skylar is, but I hope like hell she calls him regularly while I’m on assignment.
“Ready to see the guys?” he asks.
“As ready as I’ll ever be,” I mutter, which elicits another smile from him.
The smell of ice and sweat hit my nostrils the second we step through the doors. Shouts of encouragement, frustration, and random instructions fly through the air and I take a seat in the box next to the coach.
A cute hockey player, tall and lean, with messy brown hair, flashes me a grin that I feel all the way to my toes. 
As if he can tell how it affects me, he turns up the charm and leans in close, his blue eyes sparkling in the bright arena. “Hey, Red.”
I smirk. “For the hair? Real clever.”
“Nah, for how red your cheeks will be after I’m done with you.” His grin grows as my cheeks give him a preview. “Break’s over.” And with that, he dons his helmet and gets back on the ice.
I’m left reeling, not quite sure what just happened, but I know which player I’ll be watching. Number 18. I check my notes. Austin Carter, a right winger.
And maybe just what I need to get over my heartbreak.
I might not be in Jasmine Hollow to sleep my way out of my broken heart, but if I was, this would be the right place to choose. I watch like a depraved troll as players skate by, grab a drink, wipe their beautiful faces off, and do whatever else they have to do.
All of it is glorious.
And maybe I shouldn’t have clocked in on Austin Carter so fast. There are a few guys I can’t keep my eyes off. And more than a few guys smiling at me in a way that makes my stomach swoosh.
As easily as I could take one of these guys back to the hotel I’m staying in, I won’t. But I’m not complaining about spending a few weeks around this team. I’ll keep it professional, of course. I don’t have a habit of sleeping with my interviewees. But then again, this is the first time I’ve been single during my career, so I’m not sure exactly how I’d be if things had been different. 
I met Allen Franklin in my senior year of college, and we were inseparable for almost a decade. He was my one and only. The man I knew I’d spend the rest of my life with. 
But as the years piled up, my family questioned why we weren’t married—first, it was because we needed to finish school. Then it was because we needed to establish our careers. Buy a house. Get a new car. Wait for promotions. The list never ended.
But then, right before my thirtieth birthday, he proposed.
I knew he was worth the wait.
Until he proved he wasn’t.
“Johnson,” Coach Reed barks. “This is Quinn Morgan. She wants to interview some guys from the team. I thought you’d be good up first.”
A colossal man in goalie gear steps into the box, pulling his helmet off to reveal beautiful black hair I could sink my fingers into. He freezes me in place with a shy smile and warm brown eyes, and I melt. 
“Why can’t I go first?” An adorable guy with a soul-crushing smile and a slight drawl saunters up, a large eight on his chest.
I glance at my list. Caleb Young, defenseman.
“You want to be interviewed?” I ask.
He drops to the bench, his shoulder pads brushing against me as he rakes his hand through his sweaty dark brown hair. My fingers itch to do the same through his waves. “You can ask me anything you want, Miss Sports Spectacular. But be warned, I might ask some questions back.”
His amber-green eyes mesmerize me and I’m speechless. I might have taken this assignment to get me as far from home as possible, but until now, I didn’t realize just how much I needed this distraction.

      [image: image-placeholder]As I’m packing up my notes for the day, Coach Reed gets my attention. “Don’t forget about tomorrow’s BBQ. Four o’clock at the Riley Ranch.” He pauses, then adds with a hint of that honey-sweet tone I heard earlier, “My guys seem pretty interested in making sure you show up.” 
I catch Austin winking at me as he heads to the locker room, and my cheeks flush. 
Yeah, I’ll definitely be there.






  
  Chapter Two

Quinn


I’m in the middle of a field, surrounded by weathered fences and rolling hills bathed in golden late afternoon sunlight. The sky is that perfect periwinkle blue that only happens on clear autumn days. The Riley Ranch spreads around me like a movie set. Cars line the long driveway. A giant barbeque is puffing out smoke, sending delicious wafts of grilled meat in my direction.  
A bonfire is crackling in the distance, and I’m still getting my bearings when a familiar voice catches my attention.
“Here, you look cold.”
I spin around, placing myself face-to-chest with Evan Johnson. The goalie smiles down at me like a gentle giant who could split me in two if I let him, and my heart races. He holds out his sweatshirt and looks like he’s going to put it on me himself if I don’t move.
“Thanks,” I say with a grin, taking it from him before he pulls it over my head.
I slip it on, my hands not reaching the wrist cuffs, and snuggle my arms around myself. It’s warm, and it smells good. Like a sandalwood candle I had in college.
Glancing at Evan’s thick black lashes and deep brown eyes that see into my very soul, I wonder if maybe I manifested him. I used to burn that candle and imagine a faceless man who had the same mellow, spicy scent. I have an active imagination—I especially did back then—but I couldn’t have conjured someone as handsome as him without laying my eyes on him first.
“Cornhole,” Austin calls, grabbing Evan’s shoulder. 
They share a look—just the briefest flicker of something—and I wouldn’t have given it a second thought if it hadn’t stirred something inside me. 
“I’ll let you guys—”
Evan shakes his head. “You wanna play?”
“Me?” I point to myself and duck my face so Austin can’t see me blush. “Uh, yeah. Sure.”
This seems like an invitation. One I’ve been looking for. Although I can’t really figure out why being around the two of them already feels so natural.
“Alright, Ev, you’re on my team,” Austin says, taking charge. “And—” He lifts his chin, scanning the crowd. “Young. Get over here.”
Caleb, the player with the subtle drawl that reminds me just enough of home to make it hurt, jogs over to us. “What’s up?”
“You’re with Quinn.”
He flashes me with a smile that makes my knees buckle and takes my arm in his. “Hopefully you like winning.”
I laugh, indulging in the press of his body against mine. “Hopefully you’re okay losing. I haven’t played this since college—”
“And what was that, a year ago?” Austin asks, enough of a twinkle in his eye to know he’s messing with me.
“Try almost a decade.”
Evan raises his brows. But unlike my ex, who liked to remind me of how much I aged with each passing day, Evan looks fascinated. Impressed, even?
He falls in step next to me and I instantly feel protected. 
He’s an immense presence, but since getting to Henry Riley’s ranch, I’ve noticed Evan isn’t a big talker. And, since I have to write a story about these guys, his quietness is drawing me in. It’s like he’s off-limits, so I want him even more. If I could do the entire piece on him, I would. So many people are willing to pour their hearts out to me—and it makes my job easier—but Evan’s quiet reserve is tempting me. He’s a challenge, and it’s been a long time since anything’s challenged me professionally.
Traveling around the country and interviewing athletes isn’t exactly thought-provoking. Aside from a women’s basketball team I followed around last season that had depth and personality, every other assignment has been trailing behind male athletes as they showed off and bragged. Bragging doesn’t make for an interesting article.
Not this team, though.
They have something special.
All teams have a kinship and a bond that goes beyond their dynamic on the field or the ice, but the Thunder feels like a genuine family. The whole town does, actually. Jasmine Hollow is the first place I’ve been to where everyone genuinely seems to care for their fellow neighbor. I’ve only been here since last night and even I can
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