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      Fate brought them back together. Will his demons tear them apart? A second chance hockey romance.

      Max Storm was my first kiss. My first crush.

      And my first heartbreak.

      Then, he became a hockey star.

      Over a decade later…

      I go to a hockey game. And Max accidentally hits me with a puck.

      He’s there when I regain consciousness.

      His chocolate eyes lock onto mine, and I’m a goner.

      I just hope that when our time together ends, I’ll be able to walk away.

      Because time spent with Max Storm is always fleeting…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Montana, our heart.

      

        

      
        And for anyone who’s going through the paralyzing grief from the loss of a loved one.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Emerson

      I race through the crowded hockey arena with my camera slung over my shoulder as I follow the moving puck with my gaze. The Montana Wild Kings take control of the puck and push across the blue line, and I freeze in the aisle about ten rows from the ice.

      “Hey! Take a seat!” someone yells from behind me.

      Without taking my eyes off the action on the ice, I crouch down on the aisle steps and watch as Montana’s first-line left-winger and the opposing defenseman bang up against the boards. I’m so close I can hear the players cursing each other out as they fight for the puck. And then—

      Crash!

      The boards shake as a third player barrels into the fray. He pokes at the puck with his stick, effortlessly dislodging it from the Florida defender’s skate and taking off down the ice.

      “There he is!” the woman says from the seat next to where I’m crouching.

      I inhale a sharp breath. Yes, there he is.

      Max Storm.

      I haven’t seen him in over a decade, and my hands are shaking so much I clench them into fists.

      He’s no longer the boy I crushed on as a teenager. He’s a man now. One thing hasn’t changed, though—I’m still the girl on the sidelines, cheering him on while he shines so bright the whole arena can’t take their eyes off of him.

      “The rumor is Storm won’t let any woman touch him,” my nosy neighbor shout-whispers.

      “He must not date then,” her friend says.

      “I went on a date with him,” a third female says confidently.

      I dig my nails into my jeans, using every ounce of willpower not to turn and look over at them.

      “Did he let you touch him?” the first woman asks.

      Long pause.

      I’m dying.

      “No,” she finally says in a sullen tone. “All he wanted to do was take me as his date to a charity event. He wouldn’t even let me put out afterward. I mean, who does that? Look at me!”

      Okay, now I sneak a peek.

      Yeah, she’s pretty. Blonde, tanned, despite it being winter in Montana. And she’s confident. She knows she’s attractive, and she wears that knowledge all over her fake-bronzed face.

      She doesn’t even spare me a glance, and I turn back to the ice.

      Max may not let anyone touch him now, but he wasn’t always that way.

      He was my first kiss.

      And my first heartbreak.

      But that was years ago.

      Long before he became a hockey star.

      We didn’t keep in contact. He has no idea I’m in Montana.

      And I don’t know if he’d even remember me at all.

      That’s the last thought I have before Max winds up and fires a shot that ricochets off the defenseman’s stick. It heads straight for our section.

      I feel cold, hard heaviness hit me square on the forehead.

      And then, the world goes dark.
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      Max

      Fuck.

      I’ve played hockey my whole life.

      I’ve never once hit someone in the stands.

      It would have been a goal if the damn defenseman hadn’t deflected the puck. Instead, my shot took somebody out. I stare up at the section where the errant puck went. Between the EMTs and the crowd, I can’t see what the hell’s going on.

      As the refs call a timeout, I rush off the ice and over to the bench.

      “Storm, don’t go up there!” Coach Tucker warns me. “Let the medical staff handle it.”

      Fuck that. I toss off my helmet and throw on my skate guards.

      “I need to make sure they’re all right,” I say. “I’ll come back in five.” I turn and head up the stairs.

      The person is hunched over in the aisle. Her long blond hair is covering her face, and I can’t tell if she’s conscious or not.

      I step out of the way as our team doctor hurries ahead and bends down in front of her. After a few minutes of checking in with her, he signals to the two EMTs who are standing with a stretcher.

      They carefully lift the woman and place her onto it.

      I lean over the stretcher and peer into her face.

      With all that blond hair, I can’t see much of anything, but as I stare at her, a tightness hits my chest at the same time that warmth fills my body. I can’t explain it.

      I brush a chunk of her hair off her cheek. “Hey,” I say softly. “Are you all right?”

      Her eyes flutter open, and she stares up at me.

      Gray-blue eyes fix on me in a way no one’s have since…

      My hand freezes on her hair, and I’m brought back to twelve years ago. “Emmy?”
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      Emerson

      The rough touch against my cheek stirs me. I blink my eyes open, shutting them again at the bright lights over my head.

      Where am I?

      The rough, yet somehow gentle, touch shifts to my hair. It feels good, and I turn closer to it. I open my eyes fully this time and stare straight into the intense brown eyes of—

      Max Storm.

      His eyes widen in shock. “Emmy?”

      He’s the only person who’s ever called me that. My family and friends call me Emerson or Em, and hearing Emmy come out of Max’s mouth flusters me.

      “Max. Um…hi.” I struggle to sit up.

      He puts his hands on my shoulders and gently holds me down. “Don’t force it.”

      He’s still bossy as ever, and his face is even more handsome than it was when he was seventeen. But Max Storm the man is more than handsome—he’s mesmerizing. From his chocolate brown eyes flecked with green to his midnight hair and square jaw, he could have made quite a living as a model.

      His mouth starts moving, and I try to concentrate on his words.

      “Sorry—what?” I say.

      “Are you all right?” he repeats.

      I rub my forehead. Shit, that hurts. “What happened?” I ask, but the image of the puck flying at my face flashes through my mind. “Oh. My. God.”

      Max’s cheeks flush pink. “It’s my fault. The puck…”

      “I saw the play,” I say immediately. “Your shot was perfect. That defenseman slipped. If he hadn’t, you would have scored for sure.”

      “Can’t believe how well you read that,” he says in an admiring tone.

      We stare at each other. “I also can’t believe you’re here, Emerson Rivers,” he says so quietly I almost miss it.

      Before I can answer him, the EMT tells me they’re taking me to the hospital.

      “But I need to photograph the game,” I protest. “It’s my job!”

      “You’re here for work?” Max asks me. He looks down at my camera the EMT must have placed next to me on the stretcher. “Give that to me, Emmy. I’ll make sure you get your photos.”

      I reach out, cursing myself when my palm touches his muscled forearm.

      He doesn’t let any woman touch him.

      Electricity zips through my hand, and I jerk back. I try to hide my heated face. “How are you going to do that?” I ask him. “Last I checked, you’re going to have a stick in your hands for the next couple of hours, not a camera.”

      “I’ll find a way.” He gestures to the camera. “Do I have your permission to borrow this?”

      I want to say no, but the EMT guys are already lifting the stretcher. Add mortified for life to my resume as the crowd around me simultaneously claps and stares at me.

      I nod helplessly at Max. “Go ahead. I’ll never live this down anyway.”

      He picks up my camera and turns to leave.

      “Wait!” I call out to Max as I’m being carried away. “You don’t have any way to reach me.”

      He glances back over his shoulder. “I’ll find you.”

      I stare at him. “But how…”

      He just winks before turning away. He throws up a hand as he heads down the stairs. “Talk to you soon, Emmy.”
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      “You poor thing!” My friends, Mia and Haley, fuss over me at the hospital.

      “I’m fine,” I say as I sit on the bed and wait for the nurse to come take out my IV.

      The doctor insisted on a CT scan, which thankfully was normal. But the wait took forever, so long that Mia, Haley, and I watched the end of the Montana-Florida hockey game on the TV in my room.

      Montana won three to one, and Max scored two goals with an assist on the third to his twin brother, Jared.

      “Wow, the Storm twins are good,” Haley remarks as Max walks to the podium for his media session after the game. “Mia, how well do you know them?”

      “Not super well,” she says with a light shrug. “They’re good guys, though. Declan loves them both.”

      “Honestly, I can’t believe you both came here.” I gesture to Mia’s big belly. “You’re about to give birth, for goodness sake. You should be relaxing with your feet up, not racing to the hospital on behalf of someone dumb enough to get hit by a puck.”

      “When Declan told me who it was that got hit, I had to come,” she insists. “I wish you’d agreed to sit in the box with us for the game. I know you wanted to be closer to the action, though, for the best photos.”

      I laugh. “Clearly a mistake on my part.”

      “Max is intense,” Mia adds as the three of us continue to watch the television screen.

      Yes. He is. I swallow hard, and Haley glances over at me.

      “You okay, honey?” She tilts her head. “You’re flushed.”

      “It’s warm in here,” I say lamely.

      Haley Laine and I may share an apartment in Missoula, but she doesn’t know about my past friendship with Max Storm. I moved to Montana with a dream in my heart and a brand-new job in my pocket. I needed a place to live, and outside of Max Storm, who had no idea I was here, I didn’t know a soul in the state. So I answered the first post I saw looking for a roommate.

      Haley opened the door, and as I took in her dirty blond hair piled messily on top of her head, her cool blue eyes framed by dark cat-shaped glasses, and naturally tall, thin build with perfect posture, I was intimidated at first. Haley’s a knockout, and she exudes confidence. But she’s much more interested in saving the world than dating a guy, and she’s always rebuffed anyone who’s asked her out. We immediately bonded over our single status and desire to stay unattached, and our friendship grew from there.

      I met Mia Wild through Haley, who works for Mia’s PR company’s equine rescue foundation. Mia hired me to take photos for their kickoff event.

      Mia’s beautiful with midnight hair and crystal blue eyes. She’s also a shrewd businesswoman, who cares deeply about her family’s company she now runs, and her passion project is the equine rescue foundation she’s spearheading. As beautiful as she is, she’s even more gorgeous on the inside, and she and I hit it off. When I learned that she’s married to Declan Wild, a retired player and now minority owner of the Wild Kings, I chose not to share my past history with Max. Declan’s one of the greatest players in league history, and I felt uncomfortable telling her I once kissed his former teammate when we were kids.

      “Well, all I know is he’s damn fine to look at,” Haley says as she and Mia laugh.

      I stare at the screen.

      Max’s suit is dark and fits him like a glove. His dark hair is damp like he just got out of the shower, and his white shirt hangs open casually at the collar. Yes, Max Storm is hot as hell both on and off the ice—I could never deny that fact.

      “You showed a lot of compassion to decide to wait with the fan you accidentally hit,” the reporter gushes to Max. She beams up at him from her front-row seat in the crowded press room. “I’m sure she forgave you.”

      Haley grabs my arm, the one not hooked up to the IV. “Hold up. That hottie is the guy who accidentally hit you?” She looks from the screen to me. “You didn’t mention he was gorgeous!”

      “The camera showed you chatting with the fan once she regained consciousness,” another reporter says to Max. “Did you offer her season tickets?”

      Max’s open expression shuts down. “I offered my apologies,” he says. “I truly hope she’s okay.”

      “But did you…”

      “The woman is a private citizen,” Max says in a tone clearly meant to close the conversation. “Let’s get back to questions about the game.”

      “Of course.”

      Mia’s pretty blue eyes widen. “Wow. He sure is protective of you,” she says. “I have to say I haven’t seen Max with a woman before. Was he genuine in his apology?”

      I nod. “He’s a good person.” I hesitate because I know what kind of reaction I’m going to get, but I also know I can’t keep the secret forever. “Full disclosure—I knew him years ago. In New Orleans.”

      Haley’s blond hair bounces up and down as she jumps in place. “Seriously?”

      “I haven’t seen him in ages,” I say, feeling defensive for some reason. “Tonight was the first time.”

      “Well, he grew up super hot, Em.”

      That he did.

      Before we can say more, the nurse returns to the room. “I’m sorry for the wait,” she says. “We’re short-staffed tonight.”

      She says she’s working on getting my paperwork together, and she’ll return to take out my IV shortly.

      I lean my head back against the pillow. “Tonight has gone pretty much the opposite of how I planned it would. I still have to break the news to my editor that I only got photos for less than a third of the game. So much for proving to Uniquely M Magazine that they can count on me. I need this job to afford rent while I get my freelancing off the ground.”

      “It will be okay,” Mia says encouragingly. “Having a puck ream you in the head is certainly something beyond your control.”

      “Except I already bombed the last assignment,” I say in frustration. “Simms told me my photos were ‘lacking’ a story and that his columnist couldn’t find a single one to match his hook. But hockey is something I understand. My dad and I used to watch games on TV all the time.”

      Like he can hear me talking about him, my cell buzzes next to me.

      “Hello, Simms,” I say to my editor and boss. “Funny thing happened today at the game…”

      “Do not tell me you’re the lady who got hit by a puck,” his deep voice comes through the line.

      “Unfortunately, I am.”

      “Seriously?” His tone turns to concern. “Are you all right?”

      I assure him I will be and quickly turn the conversation to giving me an extension for my assignment.

      He sighs. “Of course, it’s not like you’re making up an excuse—I saw what happened at the game in a clip posted online by a fan. I had no idea it was you though. You can have more time.”

      I thank him profusely. “You won’t regret it, Simms. I have a great idea on how to pivot this story into something bigger than just tonight’s game.”

      “But you did get photos from tonight, right? If not, you’ll have to try another night.”

      “I got photos,” I say confidently. “And if they aren’t up to par, I’ll get more. Not to worry.”

      “Our mag needs all the help it can get,” he reminds me. “Last quarter was tough. I don’t want to have to start laying people off…”

      “I promise I’ll get you a great story,” I say.

      “Maybe you can use your unfortunate incident to get the team to grant you an interview or two,” he says, his voice rising in enthusiasm.

      “Maybe so.” I have no intention of doing that, but I also have zero clue about what to do instead. “I’ll see you.”

      As soon as I hang up, anxiety shoots through me. I turn to Mia and Haley. “Attending the game tonight was clearly an ill-fated decision. My editor just raised the stakes for my assignment, and getting hit by a puck on national television is a humiliation I’d like to quickly forget. The last thing I want to do is request a favor from the team because of it.”

      Mia pats my arm. “Declan will give you an interview. Or he’ll get a player to agree to talk to you if you’d rather that angle.” She smiles at me. “You didn’t have to try to do all this yourself. You already have a connection—me.”

      “I don’t want to use our friendship for something work-related,” I say.

      Haley tips her head in the direction of the TV. “Well, despite how badly things went tonight, at least you got to reconnect with an old friend.”

      I huff out a laugh. “Max Storm and I will never see each other again. I’m sure he’ll get his assistant to return the camera to me, and that will be it.”

      Haley, as usual, doesn’t mince words. “As you know, I’m not someone who typically focuses on a gorgeous guy, but he sure was hot in that interview.”

      That he was.

      Chocolate brown eyes, framed by the thickest lashes I’ve ever seen on a man.

      And his mouth is…X-rated. The way those lips curled up in a half-smile of apology still makes my pulse race.

      “When you re-met each other, I bet he totally checked you out, Em,” Haley adds with a cheeky grin.

      “I was unconscious at the time, so I would hope not,” I say with an eye roll.

      “Ha, ha.” She gestures to my fitted purple shirt and jeans sitting on the chair next to my hospital bed. “I’m sure you looked amazing as always.”

      I feel myself flush with heat. “Haley, the hockey arena is not a pick-up joint. Plus, you know I don’t hook up.”

      Although I wouldn’t mind having a really great night with the right guy. A way to close the book on my last relationship. After Max, I had no interest in anyone for the rest of high school. I couldn’t imagine anyone else measuring up to him. But when I left for college, I promised myself I’d get over him. So I said yes to the first guy who asked me out. Stephen and I were both journalism majors and photography minors, and we spent most of our time studying together and talking about our future dreams, his to be a professor and mine to be a photojournalist.

      Our common interests made me mistakenly think I loved him. But when I found out he’d been sleeping around behind my back, I was honestly relieved. I can’t deny the breach of trust didn’t take a toll on me though. To avoid being betrayed for a second time, I decided to be much more selective if I decided to date someone seriously again.

      I dated casually, but for whatever reason, I never had the mind-blowing, casual sex I thought I’d have. I just never found the right guy to do it with, I guess.

      “Can we change topics?” I beg her.

      “Nope.” Once Haley gets going on an idea, she’s impossible to divert. “I think you should go to another game and try to get Max’s attention. Just look for the gorgeous hockey star with the flawless dark hair.”

      Max’s hair is nice.

      “Or…” she says with a glance at Mia. “Maybe Mia’s hubby could arrange for a get-together…”

      “Absolutely not. Plus, Max is off-limits,” I state firmly.

      “How do you know?” Haley demands. “He could be single and looking.”

      “He could be,” Mia agrees. “I haven’t heard of him dating anyone. And his seats at the games are always empty.”

      We all glance back up at the television. Max is finishing up a final question and turning away from the screen.

      He’s tall and muscular, and that ass…holy shit. Despite his suit coat, I can see the outline clearly as he walks away from the podium.

      I want to bite Max Storm’s ass, is my immediate thought.

      Where the hell did that come from?

      “Oh, by the way, we’re having a fundraiser at Lucky Cowboy this Saturday for the foundation,” Mia says. “I’ll skip the alcohol and enjoy the company. You two are both invited. Lots of single guys there, including my handsome brothers-in-law.”

      Haley grimaces. “I love your foundation, and I like a fun night out, but I’m not looking for a guy. You know that.”

      Mia pouts. “You two are no fun.”

      “I never claimed to be fun,” Haley says.

      “But you are!” Mia says. “You’re so much fun! And gorgeous too. You deserve a great guy.” Mia turns to me. “You deserve a good guy too, Emerson.”

      I try to hide the way my hands clench into balls of tension. “I’m…waiting for the perfect one to come along.”

      Despite my trust issues, that’s the God’s honest truth. My parents were high school sweethearts. It’s not like they don’t have their share of arguments, but they truly adore each other. I want that too. But finding the right guy feels like a fantasy. And after Stephen…I pretty much lost hope.

      “You have to actually date to know if he’s right or not, silly.” Haley tugs my hair affectionately. “And besides, you said you wanted some good sex, right? How can you do that if you refuse to meet anyone?”

      I shrug.

      But, I do need to step out of my shell. If I can’t do it now, it will only get harder.

      “I’ll go Saturday,” I say. “But I’m not going to meet a guy. And I’m definitely not having sex.”

      A throat clearing at the door breaks our intimate conversation, and the three of us whip our heads around.

      And I nearly pass out for the second time tonight.

      Because Max Storm, one hand stuffed casually in his pants pocket and the other holding a bouquet of pink roses, is standing at the door to my room.

      Holy shit.
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      Max

      I park in the personnel section of the hospital lot like my agent said to do. Sure enough, a security guard is there to meet me.

      He hands me a badge and puts a sticker on my black SUV.

      “This way, Mr. Storm.” He leads me through the back way of the hospital building and into the elevator.

      “Good game tonight,” he says in a respectful tone.

      “It was a big one,” I agree. “Happy to pull out a win.”

      We ride to the fourth floor, and he ushers me down the long hallway. He stops at the nurse’s station and signs me in.

      Both nurses start giggling and fixing their hair when they see me.

      “Mr. Storm,” they both say. “Welcome to our wing.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “And I appreciate you keeping this visit private.”

      My point is clear, and they both lose their smiles and nod. “Of course, sir.”

      I reach into my pocket and hand each nurse and the security guard a pair of tickets to our next home game. I shrug off their effusive gratitude and ask where Emerson Rivers’s room is.

      They tell me her number and point me in the right direction.

      As I reach the open doorway, the sound of female voices wafts toward me.

      Not sure who’s inside, I pause at the doorway and peek in.

      “I’ll go Saturday,” Emmy is saying to two girls sitting on either side of her on the bed. “But I’m not going to meet a guy. And I’m definitely not having sex.”

      Her words hit me right in the gut.

      The idea of Emerson Rivers being intimate with anyone affects me. Which is nuts, of course. I haven’t kept up with her, haven’t laid eyes on her in twelve years. I also don’t get involved with women.

      But Emerson was always different. She was my first best friend as a kid. Then she became my first crush. And my first heartbreak.

      And seeing her again…it’s messing with my head.

      I clear my throat and lean against the doorjamb.

      Emerson’s gray-blue eyes widen when she sees me. “Max! What are you doing here?”

      I hold out the flowers awkwardly. “I brought you these.”

      The two women flanking Emerson stand up, and I recognize Declan’s wife, Mia.

      “Hey,” I say to her. “How did you end up here?”

      She smiles. “Emerson’s done photography for Circle PR. The owner’s suite was given word of who got hit by the puck. I came to check on her.”

      “Aren’t those beautiful?” the blonde says as she notices the flowers in my hand. She looks up at me, her eyes bright with enthusiasm. “I’m Emerson’s roommate, Haley Laine.”

      “Good to meet you. I’m…”

      “Max Storm,” she says, cutting me off. “We just saw you on TV.”

      I nod. “You a hockey fan?”

      “Not even a little.” She laughs. “But I think
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