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For rebellious hockey player Cole Whittaker, finding trouble is all in a day’s work… 
When Cole’s latest scandal makes headlines, he’s forced to make amends in the small town of Hockeyville or risk losing his spot on the Ravens’ roster. Soon, Cole is dazzled by the town’s charm and its eclectic residents, particularly Lydia, a no-nonsense chainsaw carver who is the queen of playing hard to get. But will he be willing to give up his big-city life for a chance at happy ever after? Or will his personal demons threaten to destroy more than just his career?
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Visit www.rachellevaughn.com for updates and subscribe to Rachelle Vaughn’s newsletter for exclusive content, giveaways, and special offers!
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To the people of Mt. Shasta for sharing the Siskiyou Ice Rink
and their picturesque mountain town
with my husband and me.
May you never need saving.
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  Dear Reader, 

Welcome to Hockeyville! I’ve been excited about this series ever since I imagined a cute little town perched at the base of a mountain, full of interesting characters who are eager to give love a whirl. I can’t wait for you to meet the locals. Millie has a fresh slice of Power Play Peach Pie waiting for you at the Hat Trick Café and Mr. Marconi makes the best margaritas in town at Lombardi’s Bar.
I love new beginnings! I especially love beginnings that involve hockey players and the women who love them. So, join me in Hockeyville and let me introduce you to Cole Whittaker who finds himself in town for all the wrong reasons. Lydia Harmon doesn’t have time for his shenanigans, but he’s the bankrupt-adjacent town’s only hope. For the love of an amazing woman and a kid he’s crazy about, all Cole has to do is be true to himself. Easier said than done? No one ever said finding love in Hockeyville was easy…
As always, feel free to contact me through my website at www.rachellevaughn.com and be sure to sign up for my newsletter to receive info about giveaways, new releases, and special offers.

Happy reading!
Rachelle Vaughn








  
  CHAPTER 1
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The Morning After the Night Before


Cole Whittaker raised his heavy head up, groaned, and gently laid it back down on the mattress. His pillow was MIA, but the marching band in his cranium clearly wasn’t. “You Shook Me All Night Long” was thrumming between his ears, keeping time with the intense throbbing at his temples. 
What in the world had he done last night to justify all that racket?
Oh, yeah. That’s right. Now he remembered. The details were somewhat fuzzy and a little stale and crumbly around the edges, but he had the vague recollection of being at Club 21. Under the dizzying strobe lights and fueled by the body-thumping music, Cristal had flowed generously while a gaggle of Coyote Ugly wannabes danced until dawn.
He would have had to guzzle champagne like Gatorade to be feeling it so severely the next day—oh, yeah. That’s right. Now he remembered. The little blonde in the skimpy sequined barely-there dress had kept tilting back his glass for him and ordering round after round of shots. That’s how he’d gone and gotten himself plastered. Sequins and champagne weren’t his favorite things on earth, but a busty blonde was all a guy like him needed in order to thank his lucky stars.
Cole had been to Club 21 on plenty of occasions with his teammates from the Red Valley Ravens hockey team before, but he’d never come away with a four-alarm fire burning his eyes and World War III raging inside his skull the next day.
Maybe it was time to ease back on the partying and cut down on his drinking.
Yeah right.
He would have chuckled at the ridiculous suggestion, but his head kicked up a fuss at even the smallest movement.
Who was he kidding? He was a pro athlete in the prime of his life. He could party like it was 1999 every night of the week if he wanted. This was his time. Consequences be damned.
All of a sudden something next to him wiggled and it wasn’t Cole’s imagination. He turned his head slowly to the side and his brain matter sloshed merrily behind his eyes. The woman in his bed was none other than the thirsty blonde sans the little sequin number. Sadly, smeared lipstick and smudged eyeliner didn’t do her any favors in the glaring morning light.
A bare leg slid over his, locking him in place. No wonder he’d executed poor judgment the night before. A naked blonde was even better than one slathered in garish sequins.
To his left there was another wiggle, followed by a dainty moan. Of course. It was the redhead, the blonde’s eager BFF. Cole couldn’t remember any pertinent information about last night, such as how he got home or who had paid the tab, but he remembered virtually everything about Blondie and her busty, bouncy, blue-eyed, redheaded friend.
That was peculiar, he thought through the haze of alcohol fumes. They were both buck naked and yet he was fully clothed. And he even still had his shoes on. He might not remember a whole heck of a lot from last night, but he knew one thing for sure: nothing had transpired between him and the nude girls. When Cole Whittaker did the horizontal tango, he didn’t do it with his zipper up.
Cole glanced longingly at the perky bare breasts of the blonde and the firm bottom of the redhead. The two of them did look mighty tempting, but he had hockey practice. Coach Baker might be getting up there in years, but that didn’t mean he took lightly to his players playing hooky when they were supposed to be playing hockey.
One-night stands were easy. Everyone knew what to expect in the harsh light of day and no one ended up with their feelings hurt or their ego bruised. Cole was all about those win-win situations. Nothing was guaranteed in this life—he above all people knew that. He took what he could get while he could get it. And so, his life revolved around the game.
One night of memory loss was no big thing. There’d be other nights and other women to objectify to make up for missing out on a morning threesome. Cole had his whole life in front of him. Plenty of time to keep making inconsequential mistakes with superficial women.
It wasn’t like he could have a meaningful conversation with either of them, even if he wanted to. They were using him the same way he’d been using them.
The last game of the season was just around the corner, which meant that hockey wouldn’t get in the way of his flourishing nightlife for a few blissful months. He could defile himself eight days a week during the summer. Whoop-dee-freakin’-do.
Great, just great, Cole thought as his equilibrium balanced and swayed again. How in the world was he going to survive practice with an epic hangover keeping time with the blazing kaleidoscope behind his retinas?
He didn’t think they’d make a dent in his headache, but he popped two aspirins anyway. The fact that he kept them on the nightstand was a sure sign that his overindulgence was getting out of control.
Giving the two naked beauties in his bed one last look of longing, he headed for the shower, barely missing stubbing his big toe on the acacia wood dresser that stood unyieldingly sturdy next to the open doorway.
The apartment had been furnished by someone who knew and appreciated the difference between taupe and beige, and his once-a-week housekeeper kept it clean and tidy. Fourteen stories up, the view of Red Valley was spectacular, but merely a symbol of status as Cole rarely took the time to appreciate it.
Although he called it home, the apartment was just a place he laid his head when he was in town between the forty-one games of travel per season. An address was simply a necessity, like good quality skates and a filling, carb-heavy pre-game meal.
A few of his teammates had been trying to talk him into buying a home in Harlequin Hills, a gated community on the outskirts of Red Valley, but it sounded too permanent, too much like the first step of being a responsible adult. The next step probably involved a long-term relationship, and he knew for sure he wasn’t ready for that kind of commitment.
Eat, breathe, hockey. Those were the fundamentals that made up his existence. It hadn’t always been so cut and dried, but certain events in Cole’s life had carved it out that way. Over the past year, he’d taught himself not to argue.
Hell, before Harmony he’d led a pretty charmed life. Nothing had been complicated because he’d lived his life chasing a Gordie Cup Championship, one game at a time. Fame, fortune, he had it all. And then, all at once, none of it seemed to matter anymore. The fame had lost its luster and the fortune didn’t mean jack when he didn’t have anyone to share it with.
When he’d withdrawn from them, his teammates, who used to be like family to him, they’d respected his need for space. Except space wasn’t really what he wanted or needed right now.
Since Harmony’s death, Cole had been coasting through life on autopilot. The drinking and the partying were just so he’d feel some semblance of being alive. It wasn’t like he wanted to squander away the opportunities he’d been given or the hard work he’d put in to get to where he was today, it just appeared that way for the time being.
Clearly not in the right state of mind for self-analysis, Cole shuffled forward. When he reached the bathroom, he stripped down, stepped into the marble-encased shower and attempted to scrub the previous night’s misdeeds away and feel human again.
Someday he’d man-up and get his life together. Someday he’d notice the light at the end of the tunnel and move himself toward it. Someday he’d stop letting the past provide the roadmap for his future.
Someday.
But that day wasn’t going to be today. Maybe tomorrow.
Cole winced as shampoo trickled into his eyes and burned like snake venom.
Yeah, someday.
More like the twelfth of never.






  
  CHAPTER 2
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Balls and Pucks


North of Red Valley, inside Instant Replay, Hockeyville’s one-stop shop for previously owned sports equipment, Lydia Harmon glared at the tri-folded letter sitting in front of her like it might burn a hole right through the worn countertop. She’d already ripped it out of the envelope and read the neatly typed paragraphs of words meant to persuade her into doing something that would permanently change her life. 
DunCorp wanted to buy her out of her house. What might have been the opportunity to pursue a better life somewhere else was squelched by the piddly lowball offer. The numbers on the page made Lydia wince. The land was what they really wanted. They’d bulldoze the house without thinking twice about it so they could add the property to the rest of the acreage they were acquiring around town and build their "highly anticipated” luxury ski resort.
The letter didn’t come as a surprise, since it was a “follow-up” to their in-person visit last week, and the week before that, but it still troubled her.
Lydia’s house wasn’t the only one in the crosshairs. The future of Hockeyville was in danger because billionaire developer Remington Dunlap was threatening to ride in on his high horse, take advantage of the grand views of Mt. August, and level the town to build his latest multimillion-dollar venture.
When the solicitors from DunCorp came knocking, Lydia imagined the other homeowners in town felt similar to the way she had that first time she’d opened her door to find a pale, nervous suit. A mix of relief, a dash of hope, followed by a big glob of "get the heck off my porch and off my property!” The money from the buyout of the land would last them a while, but it would never replace the home they’d built here. That type of community and sense of security was irreplaceable.
No matter how bad her finances became, Lydia couldn't do that to her nephew Junior. Ever since the death of his parents, his whole life had been cushioned by the people he knew. He was a good, smart kid and very astute. Lydia didn’t tell him outright that money was tight and times were tough, but she noticed he made an effort not to be wasteful and didn’t beg for new toys the way his friends did. Bless his eight-year-old heart.
Everything had gone to Lydia when her sister Cloudia died, including custody of Junior. There had been a sizeable sum of cash, but Lydia was desperately trying to save it for Junior’s college fund. But the way the kid was growing, he needed new shoes practically every other week. And his appetite! Goodness gracious, the kid gobbled down everything in sight and still looked like a beanpole. So, Lydia fed him and watered him and made sure he got enough sunlight and did all the things parents were supposed to do to ensure their kids grew up to be big and strong.
Lydia would do everything she could to provide a safe and loving home for her nephew—and nowhere in that idea was the plan to sell it out from under him.
The house her brother-in-law had built meant a lot more to Lydia than mere monetary value. When Junior was old enough, Lydia would pass the house down to him. She couldn’t sell her nephew’s legacy just because making ends meet seemed an impossible task these days.
Her sister and brother-in-law would miss all the important milestones in his life, but Junior had an entire town that loved him and supported him. Lydia couldn’t afford to lose that to some money-hungry mogul who didn’t give a damn about this magical little town.
She’d already had two house calls from the lovelies at DunCorp and she wasn’t looking forward to a third. When it came to greed, the wealthy owner of DunCorp refused to take no for an answer.
The more money a person had, the bigger their—
“…balls,” Shannon Stooks was saying. The harried mom of two was perusing the soccer balls, hoping to pick out the right one for her son Scottie’s upcoming eighth birthday.
Everyone was feeling the pinch. And in this case, it meant resorting to second-hand birthday gifts.
“There’s more in the next aisle over,” Lydia told Shannon.
“Thank you!” Shannon called out as she turned the corner into the next aisle.
Shannon’s youngest son Cory yelling “Puck!” as he raced around the store, pointing out the hockey gear on display, could have easily been mistaken for another not-so-family-friendly word used frequently in hockey.
Lydia’s smile quickly turned into a frown when she tried to imagine Hockeyville without the Stooks family. They’d already received their letter from DunCorp and were seriously considering selling and pulling up stakes.
After ringing up the soccer ball and wishing Shannon and Cory a nice day, Lydia looked back at the letter. As insulting as DunCorp’s offer was, she’d have to sell a few truckloads of soccer balls to even come close to matching the amount.
Upkeep on the big house that Junior’s parents had left behind wasn’t cheap. Lydia had briefly thought about opening a bed-and-breakfast, but did she really want the responsibility of a house full of strangers coming and going all throughout Junior’s childhood? Besides, breakfast at the Harmon/Thomas household usually consisted of Froot Loops and the occasional frozen waffle. Tourists probably didn’t want to stay at a place where breakfast came out of a box every day. Clea Noelle, the owner of Hockeyville’s lone bed-and-breakfast and a good friend of Lydia’s, didn’t need competition anyway.
So, Lydia decided to continue working her odd jobs around town and convinced herself that somehow, some way they’d make it through. They always did.
The bell jingled merrily on Instant Replay’s front door, indicating she had another customer. Lydia was glad for the distraction from her gloom and doom thoughts.
She looked up from the condescending letter to find the town’s sheriff, Hayley Gates, approaching the counter in the patented no-nonsense way of hers. As always, Sheriff Gates had her whiskey-brown hair pulled back in a ponytail beneath her green HPD ball cap.
Hayley’s concern for Lydia caused tiny wrinkles to form between her hazel eyes. “You look like you could use a swig of Waylon’s moonshine.”
Lydia tried to offer her friend a cheerful, happy-go-lucky smile, but came up short. Laughing off one of the biggest decisions of her life didn’t come easy. She gestured to the letter.
Hayley grimaced when she saw the name on the letterhead. “They got to you, too?”
“There’s blood in the water, Hayley.”
Hayley sighed and hooked her thumb into her belt. “And Remington Dunlap is the shark.”
“I just wish there was something we could do. There’s got to be a way we can save this town.”
Hayley’s grim smile didn’t provide the comfort Lydia was looking for. “Since the drop in tourism, I’m afraid everyone’s come on hard times.”
Miles away from the thriving city of Red Valley, Hockeyville had become a forgotten little town on the cusp of economic failure.
“Nic doesn’t seem to think it’s a lost cause,” Lydia said optimistically. She knew town mayor Nicole Sumner would fight tooth and nail for Hockeyville until she breathed her last breath of fresh mountain air.
Hayley nodded. “I just hope that’s enough.”
“You and me both.” Lydia pushed the letter aside, hoping the whole “outta sight, outta mind” thing would work. For at least a little while anyway. “You didn’t drop by to hear my sob story. What brings you into the store today?”
“I’m on a humanitarian mission. Do you have any small roller skates in stock?”
“Sure. Yesterday, we got a pair of previously owned ones in. Boone Bower grew out of his. His mom said he’s growin’ like a weed and I can’t argue. Junior is even outgrowing his socks. What size, hon?”
“They’re for a seven-year-old. Scottie Stooks. I heard he’s outgrown his.”
Lydia nodded happily and went over to pull the skates from their place on the shelf. “His mom was just in here buying a soccer ball for Scottie’s birthday.” The Stooks family had come on hard times and Lydia knew that surprising Scottie with a pair of skates before the summer roller hockey league started would be every kid’s dream.
“I’ll split the cost with you,” Lydia told Hayley when she returned to the cash register.
All the hockey gear at Instant Replay was sold at a discount so that every kid could have the tools to play hockey despite the high cost of equipment.
“You don’t have to do that, Lydia.”
“I want to. Junior would be devastated if Scottie didn’t have the right gear to play this summer.”
“And I’ll throw in a new junior stick,” Lydia added. “He’ll need one that’s a bit bigger than that youth size he’s been using.” The extra hours she’d need to put in at the Hat Trick Café would be worth seeing the smile on Scottie’s freckled face.
Hayley cocked her head to the side and studied the woman behind the counter. Lydia Harmon was of average height, didn’t fuss much with her brunette hair and never wore a speck of makeup on her naturally pretty face. She dressed for comfort over style and had a heart bigger than California. Lydia was one of the most generous residents in Hockeyville. Hayley respected her immensely and was proud to call her a friend. “Thank you, Lydia. I mean that.”
“No problem at all. We can’t have a kid living in Hockeyville who doesn’t have hockey equipment that fits, now can we?”
Before she could agree, the radio hooked to Hayley’s shoulder crackled with the dispatcher’s voice. “Dispatch to Hayley. Sheriff Gates, come in.”
“Gates here,” Hayley answered.
“We got a disturbance out at the Bisbee place. Waylon’s takin’ his shotgun for a spin again.”
“Copy that. I’m on my way.”
Lydia raised her eyebrows in interest. Ever since DunCorp had started rattling everyone’s cages, tensions were high. Pairing emotion with firearms was never a good idea. If there was one thing Waylon Bisbee liked more than his homebrew, it was intimidating folks with his shotgun.
“Good luck out there,” Lydia told the sheriff.
“Thanks. I’ve got a feeling you’re not the only one being harassed by DunCorp today.”
Lydia watched Hayley leave and thought about all of the eclectic people who made up the town of Hockeyville. The Stooks family with their freckled faces, Waylon Bisbee and his impatient trigger finger, a kind sheriff who looked out for all of them… This place wouldn’t be the same without them.
Alone in the store once more, Lydia glanced over at the letter again.
There had to be a silver lining in store for Hockeyville. If enough townspeople stuck together and resisted the easy way out, she was convinced that anything was possible.






  
  CHAPTER 3
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Some Kind of Superhero


When the bell rang, signaling the blissful end of the school day, Jabin Elliot Thomas, Jr. ran towards home as fast as his eight-year-old legs would carry him. Normally, he hated Miss Preston’s homework assignments more than he hated eating peas—they were so mushy and gross inside—but today he couldn’t wait to get home and start on it right away. It was the last assignment before summer vacation and the first one he’d been excited about since he’d made that paper mache volcano with the oozing “lava” last year. 
Junior had never written to a celebrity before. He knew exactly who he was choosing for the assignment. He just hoped his hero wrote back and the letter didn’t get lost in the mail. The town postal carrier, Jeriba Kearney, was getting up there in age and the letter might fall between the seats in his truck and not be found until it was too late. Folks still talked about how Jeriba had let Saul Stevens’ Publisher Clearing House entry fall between the seats, potentially robbing the mechanic out of millions of dollars in potential winnings.
As he passed the Post Office with its window boxes full of cheery flowers, Junior decided this letter would be much too important to put in the mailbox and handed over to a man who repeatedly called him a “whipper snapper.”
So, Junior quickly decided on a course of action. He would turn the letter in to be graded, then he’d get it back from Miss Preston as soon as possible so he could take it to the Post Office himself and watch Postmaster Maddox slide it into the outgoing mail slot. The whole time Junior would keep his fingers crossed for luck.
Gosh, if he was old enough, Junior would hand-deliver the letter to the NorCal Center, home of the Red Valley Ravens, in Red Valley to make sure it was safely placed into Cole Whittaker’s goal-scoring mitts himself. Not that Cole lived at the arena or bunked inside the locker room or anything. The Ravens’ rising star probably had a five-story mansion and one of those swimming pools that took up the entire backyard. Junior would give a whole month’s allowance to be able to do a cannonball into one of those pools. The splash would be out of this world.
Yep, somebody at the NorCal Center would make sure Cole got the letter because the Ravens were the best hockey team in the whole wide world.
Back to Miss Preston’s assignment. Junior remembered her instructions word for word. Plus, he’d written them down in his notebook just in case.
1) Write to a selebritty using the paragraph and sentence format we have been studying, handwritten as neatly as possble in your best cursive
2) Preciate them for their contribooshun to susiety
When Junior finished the letter, it would be the best thing Cole Whittaker got in the mail this year.
But first Junior had to write it.
“Whoa there, Junior.” Dutch, the crossing guard, put his meaty hand out and stopped Junior from running blindly into the street.
Everyone knew that Dutch used to be a boxer, but Junior could never figure out if that was his real name or a nickname. Whenever curiosity got the best of him and he asked, Dutch skirted the issue and Junior felt stupid for snooping. If the guy was so worried about his privacy, then he shouldn’t have moved to such a small town. Everybody in Hockeyville knew everybody else’s business, but Dutch still kept his true identity close to the vest.
Junior liked to think that Dutch was some kind of superhero who didn’t want anyone knowing who he was because it would blow his cover. Maybe he helped kids cross the street during the day and knocked out criminals with his mean left hook at night. His real name was prolly something nerdy like Cecil or Ralph.
For a southpaw with a mysterious name, Dutch was a pretty cool guy. Dutch had told Junior that when the stars twinkled, it was his parents winking at him from above. To this day, Junior scanned the sky every night before he went to bed to see if it was true. Sure enough, Mom and Dad were keeping an eye on him.
“What’s the big hurry?” Dutch wanted to know.
Junior skidded to a stop and took a minute to catch his breath. “I’ll tell you if you tell me your real name.” Not that Miss Preston’s assignment was any kind of secret, but it was the perfect opportunity to find out what Dutch—or Cecil?—was hiding.
A grin stretched across Dutch’s chapped lips, revealing a mouthful of chipped and crooked teeth. “I could tell you, then I’d have to give you a noogie.”
Junior grinned back, knowing from experience that the old guy was all talk and no action. “Wouldn’t you like to know,” Junior called back as he took off across the street as soon as the coast was clear.
As he neared the yellow A-frame on the corner, Junior couldn’t help but slow down and stare at the empty house. His friend Amar Patel and his family had sold their house to someone called DumCorp, then packed up their minivan and left.
Amar’s family wasn’t the only one to skip town. The Morrison’s had already gone back to Minnesota, the state of hockey, to open up a gym. Rumor had it that the Bowers’ and the Stooks’ were thinking about selling out too. Junior couldn’t imagine what it would be like if Boone Bowers, his best friend in the whole world, moved away.
Sometimes Junior thought Aunt Lydia should just sell their house and take the money DumCorp was offering, but when he really thought about it, Junior didn’t want to leave Hockeyville. This place was his home, and no amount of money could buy a new one of those.
Besides, Junior’s dad had built their house with his own hands and living there made it feel like he wasn’t so far away sometimes. What if he and Aunt Lydia moved and the stars above their new house didn’t wink at him at night?
If he and Aunt Lydia lived in a different town, there wouldn’t be a Puck’s Pizza with fun arcade games that ate quarters faster than he could eat a slice of double pepperoni. Or a lady like Millie McCarthy at the Hat Trick Café who made the best cheeseburger he’d ever tasted. Art and Abe Archibald wouldn’t offer him a lollipop every time he walked by the barber shop. And who would be there to make sure he crossed the street safely? Dutch sure wouldn’t be manning the crosswalk in a different town. Even superheroes stayed within familiar territory.
Junior pressed the pause button on his worrying in time to see Sheriff Gates striding to her police cruiser. If he didn’t want to be an astronaut so much, he’d want to be a cop so he could wear a shiny badge and pull people over for driving too fast.
The sheriff stopped to say hi to him before she got behind the wheel. “Hey, Junior. How was school today?” she asked.
Grownups always asked him the same dumb question, but he seriously doubted they wanted to hear the boring details of multiplication tables and sentence structure.
“Good,” was the answer that seemed to satisfy them. So that’s what he told Sheriff Gates.
“You lookin’ forward to summer hockey?”
Junior scuffed the toe of his new tennis shoe on the sidewalk. “Yeah.” Roller hockey was the next best thing to the real hockey they got to play when the outdoor rink had ice in November. “Are you going out on a call?”
“Yep.” She got into the SUV and slammed the door shut.
The sheriff kept the vehicle so clean that Junior could clearly see his reflection in the emblem on the door. Service with Pride and Excellence.
“Will you turn on the siren?” he asked eagerly through the open window. It was the same question he always asked her. He’d only ever heard her use it once when Tink, the mechanic at the Golden Goalie Garage, had a heart attack last year.
“Maybe next time,” was her standard answer.
Oh, well. He couldn’t be blamed for trying.
Sheriff Gates drove off, most likely to break up an argument over the cost of produce at the Slapshot Supermarket. Or to make peace between two bickering neighbors. The types of crimes you saw on TV were rarely committed in Hockeyville and that’s what made it such a great place to live.
Junior hurried the rest of the way home, already beginning to write the letter to Cole Whittaker in his head.

      [image: ]Sheriff Hayley Gates arrived at the Bisbee property to find its owner standing guard at the rusty gate. Dressed in worn overalls, Waylon Bisbee looked more like Jed Clampett from The Beverly Hillbillies than a noble sentry. His lower lip stuck out further than the top, far enough to balance a hockey puck on it, and he was as crotchety as he was old.
“Sheriff,” Waylon nodded, still clutching his prized shotgun close to his scrawny chest. “What seems to be the problem?”
Hayley sidestepped a pile of junk and skirted around a rusted-out vintage bumper car on her way towards him. For a long time, Waylon had worked in architectural salvage, rescuing old doors, windows and everything in between from being dumped into the landfill. Now, to the horror of his neighbors, his property resembled the very same landfill he’d saved the junk from. Only Waylon saw the value in oxidized car parts, pretzeled bicycle wheels, and faded advertising signs pitted with bullet holes.
“Seems I should be the one asking that,” Hayley replied, flicking her chin towards the Winchester.
Waylon stood his ground and spat tobacco juice from the side of his mouth. “Ain’t no laws against owning a gun in August County.”
“Well…” Hayley took off her baseball cap, wiped the sweat from her brow and replaced the cap. “I’ve had several calls about you and Bessie there,” she said, pointing to the gun. “You spot some more coyotes on your property?”
Waylon snorted. “Wadn’t no coyote. It was one of them damned leeches from DunCorp.”
Hayley sighed. Remington Dunlap just didn’t know when to quit, did he? He’d hounded every resident in Hockeyville about selling their land and showed no signs of stopping until he undercut the entire town out of their property. Three people had already sold to him and that little taste of success had only fanned the billionaire’s greedy fire.
She couldn’t blame Waylon for bringing out old Bessie for an appearance. There’d been a time or two when she’d wanted to pistol-whip the smug little weasel-faced suit who’d made a disparaging offer on her own land. Dunlap would have to drive over her himself in his bulldozer before she’d sell. She’d be buried in the Hockeyville cemetery with the rest of the five generations of Gates’ who’d come before her.
“Same old song and dance?” she asked Waylon.
He nodded his head in disgust and leaned Bessie against the gate. “This time he offered me an extra five percent. Which is still nowhere near market value.”
“I know.” Hayley could sympathize because she’d had her own run-in with a representative of DunCorp again last week.
“Just because we’re small-town folk dudn’t mean we know nothin’ ‘bout fair market value,” Waylon muttered.
As sheriff of said small town, Hayley knew a thing or two about not judging a book by its cover. “Let’s just keep Bessie under wraps for the time being, all right? Mrs. Culpepper is worried it’ll go off by accident and hit one of her Corgis.”
Waylon shot a glare toward his next-door neighbor’s house. Clarabelle Culpepper was a wrinkled old spinster who treated her yapping dogs like they were her children. “Can’t say I’ve never thought of it,” he grudgingly admitted.
Hayley bit back a smile. Waylon was all bark and no bite, much like Mrs. Culpepper’s precious dogs. She also knew that Waylon had a secret crush on Clarabelle, even if he’d wear a pink tutu and dance a jig down Main Street before he’d ever admit it to anyone. Fortunately, Waylon didn’t keep Bessie loaded and only paraded her around once in a while to intruders from DunCorp and the occasional Jehovah’s witness.
“This is my land they’re trespassing on and it’s within my right to defend it.”
“I’m not arguing that with you. Just keep your neighbors in mind when you’re wavin’ her around,” she advised, flicking her chin towards the shotgun.
“Just makin’ a point,” Waylon grouched. He kicked at an oil can on the ground in front of him and it bounced once before landing on an old weathervane.
“And it was received loud and clear. According to Mrs. Culpepper, the man from DunCorp pulled out of here so fast he fish-tailed his car and sent up a cloud of dust so tall it blocked her view of Mt. August for a full thirty seconds. I would have liked to have seen that.”
Satisfied, Waylon nodded. He looked down the road and squinted like he could still see the agent’s taillights.
Hayley had never seen him smile and today wasn’t any different.
“I’m sure he’ll be back for an encore,” he grumbled. “Those suit-and-tie types don’t know when to quit.”
“Let me know if he comes back. I’d be happy to be your backup.”
He grunted his response.
“Have a good day, Waylon,” Hayley said with a tip of her hat.
Waylon nodded again—that was as much of a smile as she would get from him—and he grabbed Bessie and went back inside to check on the beef jerky he’d left in the dehydrator.

      [image: ]Once upon a time Hockeyville was a lively tourist destination. People came from all over the country to see the place where hockey lived year-round. Visitors celebrated the befitting store names and immersed themselves in the culture of the sport they loved.
Thanks to new attractions and “bigger and better” appeal in nearby big city Red Valley, travelers and vacationers eventually bypassed Hockeyville altogether. Like Route 66 in the 1950’s, tourism rapidly declined, leaving the Northern California town on the verge of bankruptcy.
Now when they wanted to immerse themselves in nature, folks flocked to the more popular August Lake, drawn by the glamorous call of “lake life” and “lake vibes” made popular by social media. All Hockeyville had to offer was a front row seat view of Mt. August and the only United National Hockey League regulation-sized outdoor rink in California. Spectacular as those things were, sadly, the cute sport-themed off-the-beaten-path town didn’t float everyone’s boat.
Couples still came to the quaint Skate on Inn Bed and Breakfast, owned and operated by Clea Noelle, for weekend getaways or special occasions like anniversaries and honeymoons, but what the town desperately needed were families. Big families with several kids each to visit and fill the skating rink, the pizza parlor, and the one-screen movie theater to capacity. Families brought in the big bucks that the town needed, but for reasons unknown, they just weren’t coming to Hockeyville anymore.
Mayor Nicole Sumner didn’t want Hockeyville to become the town that everyone had forgotten about. Not on her watch.
Nicole’s entire family history was intertwined with the town. Losing it to economic failure was not the kind of legacy she intended on leaving. Generations of Sumner’s had built a life here, thriving in the clear mountain air, growing roots and becoming stewards of the land. She couldn’t let them down.
When she eventually followed in her father’s political footsteps—to her father’s surprise and her mother’s disappointment—Nicole vowed to protect the town and perform all of the duties and responsibilities of mayor to the best of her ability. And so, when tourism declined, resulting in plummeting revenue, she didn’t drown her sorrows in tears, she took action. She couldn’t tackle the problem like Waylon and his beloved Winchester, but she could breathe new life into the tourism board and take a defibrillator to Hockeyville’s flatlining economy. Giving up wasn’t an option.
“He’s not giving up,” Sheriff Gates reported to the mayor that afternoon about the DunCorp mogul based in Sacramento. “Waylon introduced another one of his weasels to Bessie.”
Nicole itched to pop open the bottle of cabernet sauvignon given to her by the governor of Napa, but it wasn’t even noon yet. Hockeyville’s predicament was enough to drive anyone to drink.
“You diffused the situation, I presume,” Nicole inquired. Even though the weight of the town’s future rested on her shoulders, she sat up straight in the leather executive chair.
“Yeah,” Hayley responded confidently, taking a seat in the chair across from the mayor’s desk. “You know Waylon. He wouldn’t waste good ammunition on something that couldn’t feed him for a month.”
“No, he won’t stop,” Nicole commented about Remington Dunlap. Resting her elbows on the arms of her chair, she tented her fingers and rested them against her chin. “And the more we push back, the more he wants it.” She’d crossed paths with plenty of Remington Dunlaps in her life. They despised being told no. Resistance only fueled their greedy fire.
What Dunlap didn’t know was that Nicole Sumner also thrived on getting her way. People had been tossing the word “no” at her for as long as she could remember. And it hadn’t done the least bit to stop her. Dunlap had no idea what—or who—he was up against.
Hayley raised an eyebrow. “I know that gleam in your eye. It’s the same one I saw right before we put worms in Calvin Hayes’ lunchbox when we were in the fifth grade.”
Nicole lowered her hands, rested them on the desk and smiled sweetly. “We’re not going down without a fight,” she said confidently. There were too many people in Hockeyville who loved the town enough to stick together and fend off DunCorp. There were too many reasons to save it.
“No, we’re not.” Standing up for those who were defenseless was one of the main reasons Hayley had been drawn into law enforcement. Hayley had as much history in Hockeyville as Nicole did and she was just as determined to preserve it. “Are you going to the Bee meeting tomorrow night?” As crucial as their predicament was, they both could benefit from a shift in conversation.
A grimace flittered across Nicole’s face at the reminder of the scheduled book club meeting. She leaned back in her chair, defeat momentarily slouching her usually steely spine. “If I don’t, tongues will wag.”
Hayley shrugged. “They’ll wag anyway.”
True. “All they’re going to want to talk about
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