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      A twist of fate makes them roommates. Will they finally act on their feelings…or miss their chance forever? A friends-to-lovers, forced proximity hockey romance.

      Jared Storm and I grew up friends.

      No, not the kind of friends like in the movies where it sometimes turns romantic.

      Jared was a star in our town, and I didn’t want to shine just because of his light.

      Besides, I had my own secrets to keep.

      He moved away to become a hockey star, and I stayed in New Orleans.

      I thought I’d live there forever.

      Just like I thought I’d never sleep with Jared Storm.

      But sometimes life takes a hard left turn.

      And you have to be ready for the bumps along the way.
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      Jared

      I drill the puck so hard into the net that Coach whistles an end to practice.

      “It’s just practice. Our first game’s not till later this week,” my twin brother, Max, says to me as we skate off the ice together.

      “So?”

      “So why the crazy focus? I thought you were all about easing into it.”

      “I was. Things change.”

      “You’re in great shape, Jared,” our coach calls out to me. “Love the way you’ve come into this year. We’re going to need all you’ve got to get back to the mountaintop.”

      “Yes sir.”

      The Montana Wild Kings had a good season last year. We didn’t repeat as champions, but we went deep into the playoffs before bowing out. Individually, though, I had a down year. I don’t like excuses, so I never made any.

      I was healthy physically, as healthy as I ever am during a grueling regular season with all the hits and brutal contact. But mentally, I was off my game. I struggled with insomnia and anxiety late at night. I never told anyone, including Max, but this season, I’m determined to be an all-star again.

      I’m a co-captain, and I take my role seriously. After Declan Wild retired and became a part owner of the team, more attention shifted to me. I welcomed it. But a part of me struggled with the added pressure. My brother, on the other hand, had his best year yet. He also fell in love—with the girl next door from our childhood.

      I’ve stayed clear of the relationship bug that Max and my youngest brother, Hunter, caught. Both are happily involved and engaged to be married. The other night, however, I did rescue a cat. Even a furry roommate brought on issues—I was no longer welcome in the condo I’d been renting in the city for the past five years. The owner of the building couldn’t have cared less about who I was, and she immediately booted me from the place. When I protested, she begrudgingly backed down and gave me three days to find a place.

      “Hey,” I call out to Declan on my way to the locker room. He came to watch our first practice of the year, and he’s been standing outside the rink. “Thanks for letting me know about the cabin at Wild Ranch. I’m heading there tonight. My bags are packed. What’s the number again?”

      “Cabin eight.” He hands me a set of keys. “I just texted you the directions. It’s a little out of the way, which will be good for your privacy. The other cabins are all booked for the next four weeks—besides guest bookings, Mia’s invited a bunch of bloggers to town for the foundation. They’ll be doing trail rides and watching join-up with one of the new horses.”

      “Cool.” I take a look at the circles under his dark eyes. “Rough week with baby Lexi?”

      He grins. “Being a dad is hands down the hardest job I’ve ever had. But I wouldn’t trade it for anything.”

      A pang of longing hits me in the chest. I may not be able to hold down a relationship, but being a father is something I’ve thought about a lot. I miss my own dad every day, and the chance to follow in his footsteps would be a dream come true.

      But I see the pain that my big brother, Liam, is going through as a single dad. I don’t think I’d choose to parent a child alone. Which means, at some point, I’d need to commit to a woman. And that’s the part I can’t imagine. I’ve yet to date anyone who’s been able to hold my interest for more than a week.

      I wave goodbye to Declan and head for the showers.

      “Hey,” Arch Morrison, our starting left-winger, calls out to me as I’m grabbing a towel from my locker. “You want to grab drinks with Tex and me?”

      Arch and I have the same outlook on relationships. We don’t have them. We party together often, and Tex, co-captain along with Max and me, likes to join us.

      “Not tonight,” I tell him.

      Tonight, I have something important I need to do. Someone important I need to go see. I just hope she won’t punch me in the nuts at first sight. Ashley Hill and I may be old friends, but we don’t have a normal relationship.

      However, that’s what I like about her. About us. She may just be a friend, but she can definitely get and hold my attention. She always could. I break into a grin as I head for my truck.
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      Ashley

      Wild West Ash

      I take a selfie of myself smiling and giving the peace sign from my window seat on the airplane before hitting save on my social media account.

      I’ve worked in marketing for years, and social media is naturally a big part of my job description. I enjoy it, but I also like clicking off when I’m not working.

      I put my phone away and pull out my worn and tattered copy of My Antonia from my bag as soon as the plane takes off.

      By the time we reach cruising altitude, I’m fully engaged in the story. The West always fascinated me, even though I’d only been west of Houston once when I flew to Montana earlier this year. But then my PR and marketing company was bought out by a larger one, and I was transferred to Missoula.

      I honestly didn’t plan to ever leave the south. But it was either accept the transfer or I was out of work. One bonus—I’ll have plenty of opportunities to be around horses and to experience the true Wild West. Mia, my boss, offered me a cabin on the ranch where she and her husband live, which is a relief because the idea of apartment-hunting sends me spiraling further into overwhelm.

      Mia’s husband, Declan, also happens to be the minority owner of the Montana Wild Kings ice hockey team. That’s a fact I’ve been trying to ignore all summer as I planned my cross-country move. I happen to know a couple of the players on the Kings—and one of them, in particular, I have a long history with.

      My stomach flips over just thinking about Jared Storm. Thank God he doesn’t know I’m moving to Montana. I’ll tell him in my own time when I’m ready. First, I need to put my feet down in my new home and get settled. Jared knocks me off kilter enough as it is.

      Granted, with Declan and Mia living on the ranch, I’m going to have to contact Jared sooner rather than later. But Mia told me my cabin is off the beaten path and I don’t need to see anyone if I don’t want to. That sounds perfect to me, and in a couple of days, I’ll give Jared a call and fill him in. He lives in the city anyway, and he’s about to be fully immersed in his hockey season, so it’s not like I’ll be bumping into him on the daily.

      The plane ride is smooth and uneventful, and when we land, I take a moment as I walk through the terminal and wait for my bags at baggage claim to stare out the windows and appreciate the mountains. They’re so majestic, and I can’t wait to go hiking in them.

      I grab my two suitcases off the belt. Unable to find a dolly, I start dragging them behind me as I follow the exit signs. I’m going to be leasing a car while I live here, but I can’t sign the papers until tomorrow, which means I don’t have a way to get to the ranch from the airport. However, I declined Mia’s offer to come pick me up. Mia has a new baby at home, and I don’t want to take up any of her precious time. I’ll take a cab; I hailed enough of those in New Orleans.

      Between reading the signs and glancing back every time one of my suitcases tips onto its side, I’m not paying attention to anything else.

      “Oomph.” I slam into a hard body. “I’m so sorry…” I glance up, right into the amused eyes of Jared Storm.

      “Wild West Ash. Welcome to Montana.”
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      I stare at him, half-torn between wanting to slap him and kiss him. So, basically, my normal resting state when it comes to Jared.

      He looks back at me with his naturally flirty smile. His hands are in his pockets as he waits patiently for me to acknowledge him.

      Typical Jared. He’s dressed down in a gray Big Easy hoodie and worn blue jeans, and he’s got a black nondescript baseball cap covering his dark, thick hair. But the way he carries himself is overwhelmingly sexy. He’s tall and confident with a casual air about him that screams “I don’t give a shit what anyone thinks of me.”

      “You never look at social media,” is the first thing I can think of to say.

      “I had a special reason to today.”

      “What does that mean? And why are you here?” I drop both suitcases to put my hands on my hips. I hate that he can send me into a near-fit for no reason other than that sexy grin he’s shooting my way.

      “Why do you think? I came to pick you up. Even turned down a night out with Arch to do so. That’s how important you are to me.”

      “Please.” I roll my eyes. “You mean you’d miss out on a night of casual hookups to hang out with your old friend? I feel so special.”

      Jared chuckles. “You jealous?”

      “Never,” I say vehemently. “You know I don’t want to be one of your darn hookups.”

      He lowers his head so we’re at eye level, and I hate that I break the eye contact first.

      “Of course you wouldn’t.”

      I can’t help the smile pulling at the corners of my mouth, and Jared opens his arms. “There’s my girl.”

      I step into his embrace, and he hugs me warmly. I hold onto him like a lifeline. Because that’s what Jared Storm and I have always been for each other. We just hid that fact a lot better than Hunter and Winter did. We were best friends in the worst of times, although in the best of times…we drifted. It’s just who we are. Jared’s there for me when I need him the most and vice versa, but when we don’t, we live separate lives.

      “I’m happy you’re here, Ash,” he says in my ear.

      I fight the shivers that race down my neck. I’ve never allowed myself to get lost in Jared Storm’s orbit. If I did, we couldn’t have maintained our friendship. It’s difficult enough as it is. Jared plays hard, parties hard, and dates light. If we had ever slept together, it would have destroyed the rare bond that we have.

      We both knew that, and we were careful to stay on the platonic side of the line. Doesn’t mean he didn’t piss me off all the damn time with his cavalier “dating” style. And I use the word dating with as much sarcasm as I can muster. Jared honestly doesn’t understand the world of relationships. I suppose I could teach him, but the idea of helping him find a future wife sends me into a sea of envy I’m not ready to process.

      He pulls back to look at me, and his eyes flash with vulnerability. “Care to tell me why you didn’t want me to know you were moving here?”

      I swallow. “Care to tell me how you found out?”

      “Declan mentioned it to Max. I’m sure Mia knew not to tell us, but the message never got passed to her husband.” He raises his eyebrows. “Why the secrecy, Hill?”

      I purse my lips, debating how to answer him. “I just…I wanted to surprise you.”

      He narrows his gaze. “That’s a lie.”

      “How do you know?”

      “You just pursed your lips. Tell number one for Ashley Hill.”

      I inhale.

      He leans down to kiss my cheek. “I know all your tells, darling.”

      My pulse picks up, and Jared licks his bottom lip. We stare at each other for three heartbeats. Until it’s too hot, too awkward, too…much.

      I back up a step, and Jared stands up straight. And then, we go back to being Jared and Ashley, old childhood friends who never once, in all our years together, hooked up. Except, the thing is that recently, I’ve felt…like maybe I wanted to. But I couldn’t do a one-night hookup with Jared, and I’m sure that’s all he’d be down for. I’m doubly sure it would be a colossal mistake if it ever happened.

      And that’s why I didn’t tell him I was moving here.

      Because this right here—this smirking, arrogant as all hell, handsome, sexy man standing in front of me as he irritatingly grabs my suitcases and starts walking like I gave him permission to help me—this is why I didn’t want him to know. Not until I was settled and calm and had my shit together. Because right now, I very much do not have my shit together. I will shortly, but at the moment, I feel uprooted and homeless.

      “Jared!” I really wish I wasn’t wearing heels. I can barely keep up with him as he strides purposefully through the airport.

      “What?” He glances over at me as I hustle along next to him. Somehow, the suitcases never once tip over despite him walking at twice the pace I was when I was dragging them and they were tipping all over the freaking place.

      “You’re doing that thing you know I hate!”

      He laughs. “What thing?”

      “Acting like you’re the boss of me.”

      “I don’t do that.”

      “You do. Actually, you act like you’re the boss of the universe.”

      He flicks his gaze toward me but doesn’t slow his pace. “Of the universe, huh? I didn’t think you’d mind me taking charge.”

      My face heats. This conversation is taking a turn I didn’t plan on.

      Jared and I always give each other shit. It doesn’t normally turn flirty.

      We round a corner, and suddenly, we’re at an elevator bank. Jared presses the button, the doors open, and he ushers me in ahead of him.

      We ride the elevator in silence to the parking garage, and we only walk a few hundred feet or so before Jared stops at a large four-door truck with a cab in the back.

      “Did you upgrade?” I ask him in surprise.

      Jared’s the kind of guy who will drive his vehicle until it dies. He was brought up with humble roots, and it’s one of the things I love about him. He never forgot where he came from, despite the impressive multi-million dollar contract he has with the Wild Kings.

      “I did.” He opens the back door and slides in my suitcases. I notice he’s got a couple of duffel bags on the floor, but before I can ask him about it, he adds, “My old truck bit the dust.”

      “Rusty?” I put my hand to my heart. “You and that truck went through so much together.” So much loss and so much joy, too.

      He shuts the back door and leads me around to the passenger side. “Time to make new memories,” he says as he opens the door and helps me in.

      I look at him more closely as he hands me my seatbelt. Something about the way he said it gets my attention. “Are you okay?”

      His chocolate brown eyes flecked with green look at me like lasers. “I’m okay.”

      “You swear?” I say as I buckle my belt.

      His lips twitch. “Swear.”

      I relax against the seat back as Jared shuts the door and walks around to the driver’s side.

      I wipe my sweaty palms on my skinny jeans and unbutton the flannel I’m wearing as an overshirt. All I’ve got on underneath is a fitted purple tank.

      “I didn’t expect Montana to be so darn hot.”

      “It isn’t usually this warm so late in the season. But there are days like this.” He glances briefly at my attire. “You must have dressed up for me, Ash.”

      “Fuck off,” I say breezily.

      He breaks into a laugh. “You know I love that color on you. It brings out the violet flecks in your eyes.”

      I feel myself blushing, and I try—so hard—to pivot away from the dangerous vibe between us. “I have hazel eyes.”

      “With violet flecks,” he repeats.

      I relent. “Fine. With violet flecks.”

      “They’re gorgeous,” he adds before starting the engine. “So. Where to?”

      “Um…” I force down the butterflies threatening to take over my tummy at his casual flirting. “I figured since you found out I was moving here, you’d also have uncovered what my living situation is going to be.”

      “Nope. I’m not that nosy.” He grins at me.

      I smile back at him. “Ha. Sure you’re not. Just like I don’t have hazel eyes.”

      “With gorgeous violet flecks,” he says in a low tone I’m not used to him using with me.

      I feel my pulse pick up. “Anyway…” That was smooth, Ash… “I’m happy to hear I can surprise you with one piece of information. Maybe I can hold onto that secret a while longer?”

      Jared pays at the parking gate and pulls up to the street. “You gotta tell me some time so I know whether to go left or right.”

      “Fine.” I show him the address on my phone.

      He stares at the screen. “Wild Ranch.”

      “That’s right.”

      He jerks his head in my direction. “What do you mean?”

      I stick my tongue out at him. “What do you mean what do I mean? I’m staying in a cabin at Wild Ranch. Mia set it up.”

      “Huh.” He turns left. “That’s very interesting.”

      And now I’m on edge. “What do you mean? Why is it interesting?” I tug at his sweatshirt. “What do you know, J?”

      “Nothing much. It’s just…” He turns the wheel to the left again, and we merge onto the highway.

      It’s mid-afternoon, and I get a perfect view of the mountains as the truck picks up speed. The majestic peaks distract me—so much that I nearly miss what Jared says next.

      “Wait.” I shift in my seat to face him. “What did you just say?”

      “I said that I’m also moving to Wild Ranch. Tonight.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hold up.” I shake my head to clear any cobwebs. “Why would you leave your condo?”

      “Long story short—I was out for a late-night run in the rain, and I heard an insistent meow.”

      I can’t help the laugh that bubbles out of me. “You took in a kitty?”

      “I refer to her as a cat, but yes. She was starving and wet. And she came to me when I called.”

      He sounds pleased with this fact, and I smile to myself. Jared’s always adored animals.

      “And let me guess—your building doesn’t allow pets?”

      “Bingo.” He puts on his signal, and we exit the highway.

      Within minutes, we’ve left the city behind. All I see are pastures of cows, enormous pine trees, and fields of wildflowers. And the mountains, which are a beautiful and constant landmark.

      “So pretty.” I press my face to the glass.

      “I think you’re going to like it here, Ash.” Jared’s tone is cautious.

      He wants me to like it here. I can hear it in his voice.

      “Do you love it as much as home?” I ask him curiously.

      “I love it in a different way. Home is home, and New Orleans will always be my touchstone. But the memories there are…mixed. As you know.”

      “Yeah.” I have the same feelings about the Big Easy.

      Jared thinks he knows my secrets. And he does know most of them. All except for one. The one I keep closest to my heart. The one thing from my past I can’t shake.

      I’ve never told any of my friends. Outside of Mama and law enforcement, I locked my story away and pretended it didn’t happen. My mother insisted it was best. And she’s probably right. I’ve never been a good liar, though. Hiding a piece of my past has eaten away at me, and I sometimes wonder if it’s changed the way I’ve lived and the choices I’ve made.

      I always knew that if I ever told anyone one day, it would be Jared. A part of me feels the need to tell someone just so I’m not holding it all inside anymore. But it will change things between us forever.

      I shake my head and return to the present moment. What’s important right now is my living situation, which suddenly feels complicated. Living on the same ranch as Jared isn’t exactly ideal when I’m trying to get my footing. He’s too distracting.

      “So, your first game is this week, right?” I say as we drive along the winding country road.

      He nods. “Home game. You coming?”

      “I’m not sure. It’s also my first week of work.”

      “I understand. I’ll leave you tickets at the front if you decide you’re up for it.”

      “Thanks. I always love watching you play.”

      He chuckles. “Now you’re talking shit.”

      I glance over at him. “Am not.”

      “Are too. You lose focus on my games the minute the puck is dropped.”

      He’s completely right. I love to go to the games, and thanks to all the time I spent listening to the Storms talk about their sport, I actually understand hockey more than the average fan. However, I prefer to chat with whoever’s next to me about whatever the hell I’m in the mood to talk about that day rather than trying to follow the puck as it flies across the ice from one stick to another.

      What he doesn’t know—and I hate to admit this—is that I loathe watching the women fight for Jared’s attention after the games. So I try not to watch him too much when I’m there in person. I’ve convinced myself, that way, it hurts less to be a witness to his fan girls afterward.

      “I’m your biggest fan,” I say, surprised at how possessive my tone sounds.

      I can tell that I’ve surprised him too because he whips his head over and looks at me.

      “Anyways…” I kick at the floorboards. “Are we almost to the ranch?”

      “Just about.”

      Jared puts on his signal, and I glance to the right.

      Wild Ranch reads the silver sign hanging from an arched overhang. We drive up to the gate, and Jared puts down his window to punch some numbers into the box.

      I glance down at my text from Mia. She’d provided the passcode, but Jared obviously knows it already.

      We drive along the main paved road and I marvel at the large trees on either side. When we come out from the forested area, all I see for miles are fields. Fields of horses and cattle.

      “This place is enormous,” I murmur. “You must love hanging out here.”

      “I do. Going horseback riding and on hikes is refreshing.”

      “Whatever happened to your coach wanting you to keep your feet on the ground when you’re not on the ice?” I tease him.

      He smiles. “I got my agent to make an exception for riding.”

      “Did you really?” Jared doesn’t do something like that unless it’s really important to him. He is a rebel for sure, but he loves his job too much to break too many rules.

      “At first, I thought, ‘What he doesn’t know won’t hurt anyone.’ But then, I thought better of it, and I approached my agent with the idea. Coach said he gets that request more than he’d like being in Montana, and he always wants to say no. But he was okay to sign off on it.” He points at a ranch-style home off to the right. “That’s the main house where Luke, Chase, and Cooper live.”

      Right, the three Wild brothers. I met them through Winter when we came to Montana last year. I remember they have a fourth brother too—Brayden—but he lives on his own ranch in a neighboring town. Their parents retired and left the family business to Luke and his two brothers to run.

      “Where to?” Jared asks me. “There are cabins all over the property. Do you know where yours is?”

      “Um…” I glance down at Mia’s text. “She says take a hard left at the fork.”

      Jared glances down at his own phone and furrows his brow. “Are you sure?”

      “That’s what it says.” I recheck the text.

      He puts down his phone and turns the wheel sharply. We take almost a hundred-and-twenty-degree turn onto a dirt road.

      We drive along for about a mile until the view of a log cabin on a crystal-clear blue lake opens before us. The lake is small, and the cabin is the only structure in sight.

      “Wow.” I look over at Jared. “Do you think that’s my cabin?”

      “It’s the only one on this road.”

      I bounce up and down on my seat. This is amazing. I’m going to live on a real western ranch in a log cabin. And I can ride horses every day and actually get paid to take photos of them for social media. I can’t believe my luck.

      “I’m never this lucky,” I say out loud as Jared parks the truck next to the cabin and we hop out.

      But it looks like I am today.

      Because the cabin is perfect. Private but safe. Far from people but close enough
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redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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