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      I’m no knight in shining armor—or any kind of prince, for that matter—but when Rowyn Perry (a girl who once played Rapunzel in our school play) looks like she’s in trouble, there’s no tower too high for me to climb. Or in this case, no crowded pub too loud or busy to stop me from sliding into the chair next to her and pretending to be her date.

      Hell, just a few months ago, she waltzed into my disaster of a Christmas back home and bailed me out without blinking. So yeah, I owe her. And judging by the way she keeps glancing at the door, chewing her lip and pretending not to check her watch every thirty seconds, she’s the one in need this time.

      “Go ahead and order without me,” I tell the guys at my table, already pushing to my feet. My chair screeches across the wood floor, sharp enough to turn heads. Doesn’t matter. My focus is locked on Rowyn.

      I’ve never seen her here before, which is saying something. This place—Kilting Around with its dark wood, plaid booths, servers in kilts, the smell of fried fish and malt vinegar hanging in the air—is the hangout for the Bucks. Tonight it’s burgers, whiskey, and post-road-trip unwinding for the team’s single guys, while the married ones bolted home to their families.

      The guys start heckling the second I tug my coat from the back of my chair. “Another bunny, Jax?” Nicklas calls, like I’m out here collecting phone numbers. I smirk over my shoulder.

      “Jealous?” I ask, even though I’m not looking for numbers or bunnies. It hasn’t been true for a long time.

      Nicklas flips me off, which only makes me laugh. Then I thread through the crowd, my pulse ticking faster the closer I get to Rowyn. She’s at a table full of couples—everybody else paired off, her looking like Cinderella after the clock struck midnight.

      I weave through the crowd, and when I reach her, I dip close enough that my breath ghosts against her ear. “Babe, I’m so sorry. We were late getting back.”

      Her head snaps toward me, blue eyes wide as saucers when she realizes it’s me, her childhood friend crowding her. She doesn’t even get the chance to form a word before I lean in and press my mouth to hers.

      Do I expect her to kiss me back?

      Hell no.

      I’m ambushing her, and Rowyn’s not the type to be caught off guard.

      But does she kiss me back?

      Uh, yeah, she does.

      Instantly, fiercely, like she’s been waiting years for this moment, which couldn’t be further from the truth. But holy hell, if I didn’t know we weren’t together, I’d be convinced otherwise.

      She breaks away first, lips curving into a slow smile that glitters with mischief. “No worries,” she says smoothly, slipping right into character. “We haven’t even ordered yet.”

      That’s Rowyn Perry for you— a testament that she’s fast, fearless, and always three moves ahead—of me, at least. And damn if the only thing my brain wants to focus on is the way she tastes, like sweet wine and lazy Sundays snuggled in bed.

      The latter, of course, is not my usual thing.

      I smooth a hand down my shirt and pull out the chair beside her, momentarily ignoring the curious stares from around the table as I focus solely on Rowyn. I take my seat and it’s only then that I flash my best apologetic grin to the three couples watching me with intrigue.

      “Sorry about that,” I say.

      A woman leans forward, eyes narrowing. “Aren’t you Jaxon Sheffield? From the Bucks?”

      The guy beside her gapes at me like I’ve just skated straight out of a highlight reel. “No way,” he murmurs.

      “Yeah,” I answer, sliding an arm casually around Rowyn’s shoulders, giving all my attention to her, wanting everyone to know this is about her, not me. “I’m Jaxon.”

      “Rowyn,” the woman squeaks, clutching her drink like it’s her last lifeline. “You didn’t tell us you were dating Jaxon Sheffield.”

      “Lumber-Jax,” another woman pipes up, the nickname slipping out in a giggle. The attention makes me shift, heat crawling up the back of my neck. I’ve never loved the spotlight unless it’s on the ice.

      Rowyn squeezes my hand and saves me. “Everyone, this is Jaxon. We go way back.”

      “Snowberry Falls,” I add quickly. “Small town. Same playground.”

      She rattles off introductions, and I nod like I’ll remember the names, though odds are I won’t see any of these people ever again. I do, however, wonder who this guy is who stood her up, and where I might find him.

      Then the guy—Billy, I think she called him—leans back in his chair, a smirk tugging at his lips. “We were beginning to believe Rowyn got stood up.”

      “What kind of asshole would stand up a beautiful woman like Rowyn?” I ask, the honest words flowing easily from my tongue.

      Billy continues, “One who is made up.”

      What the actual fuck?

      My murderous gaze slides to him, a warning hidden there.

      He laughs it off. “I just mean we’ve never seen her with anyone before and then no one shows up.”

      “I showed up,” I cut in, calm but lethal.

      He eyes me like he’s suspicious. Yeah, she introduced him as a colleague, but my guess is he’s a sleazy reporter always looking for the angle to sell papers, whether that angle is true or not. He opens his mouth, then shakes his head, like he’s going to go in a different direction. “I can’t believe you’re dating Jaxon Sheffield.”

      Rowyn stiffens beside me. Her knuckles whiten on her napkin. My protective instincts kick into high gear.

      “Oh yeah, why’s that now?” I ask, voice sharp as a skate blade, because yeah, I really don’t like this guy.

      Billy shrugs, eyes flicking over Rowyn in a way that makes my jaw tighten. “It’s just… she’s not⁠—”

      His girlfriend elbows him hard enough to make his beer slosh. He cuts off, but I already know where he was going. Rowyn is not like the girls I’ve been seen with. Not the arm-candy bunnies who only ever cared about my jersey and paycheck, but not me.

      I curl my arm tighter around Rowyn, tilting my head like the whole thing’s a joke. “I get it. She’s a hard-hitting journalist who doesn’t waste time on dumb jocks or hockey players with more brawn than brains.” I tap my temple. “Lucky for me, she gave me a shot because once upon a time, I carried her home after she fell off the playground swing and broke her arm.”

      Rowyn’s eyes soften, glazed with memory as her smile blooms. “My knight in shining armor.”

      The words hit harder than they should. The truth is, I always try to do the right thing, it’s the way I was raised. But a few years back, when I tried to do the right thing with the wrong girl…that ended in disaster. It was a reporter much like Billy who let the entire world know.

      Billy shifts under his girlfriend’s glare. I grin, ready to steer the attention anywhere else. “So,” I say, squeezing Rowyn’s shoulder, “What were you all talking about before I got here?”

      The table goes quiet for a beat, and I feel Rowyn tense under my arm. I squeeze her shoulder again, mostly to remind her—and maybe myself—that we’ve got this.

      “Rowyn’s work,” one of the women offers brightly, like she’s desperate to change the subject. “Rowyn was just telling us about her latest story.”

      Rowyn’s posture straightens as she launches into a polished explanation about corruption at City Hall. I try to listen, really, but it’s impossible when her knee brushes mine under the table and stays there. Her voice is animated, her eyes blazing with that fire she always gets when she’s on a mission. I’ve seen her like this before, digging in her heels, chasing down the truth like a bloodhound. It’s one of the things I respect most about her. Also one of the reasons I’ve always told myself we’d never work. Not that I’m looking for any sort of relationship.

      Billy snorts halfway through her story. “Sounds dangerous.” He takes a sip of his beer. “Shouldn’t you be covering, I don’t know, Fashion Week or something?”

      My grip tightens on Rowyn’s shoulder. “Funny,” I say, my tone anything but. “I didn’t realize being an investigative journalist came with a gender requirement. Guess I missed that memo.”

      Billy rolls one shoulder, not even pretending to care. “Oh hey, I know. Maybe you could get the dirt on the Bucks.” He wags his brow, his eyes narrowing in on me like he’s trying to remember something he read from my past. I really hope he fucking doesn’t. “Now that you’ve got an inside guy.”

      And that right there is why Rowyn and I would never work. She’s a journalist. I know she’s not after a story on the Bucks, or me—but I’ve got scars from what happened last time. Paparazzi tearing into my private life, every painful detail of my engagement fallout turned into clickbait. My pain served up like hors d’oeuvres. No thank you.

      Rowyn leans into me then, her lips grazing my ear. “Easy, Jax. He’s not worth it.”

      She’s right. He’s not. But Rowyn? She’s worth a hundred broken knuckles.

      Billy snaps his fingers at the server. I catch Rowyn’s eye, and she gives a small shake of her head, clearly as impressed with her colleague as I am. “Is that Penn?” she asks, nodding toward the bar.

      I follow her gaze. Penn would normally head home to be with his fiancée after a game, but Jaylynn is now the public relations director for our team, so chances are she’s still working after our game.

      “Want to go say hello?” I ask, already on my feet. I need her alone for a minute. Need to get caught up on what’s happening here.

      “Be right back,” she says to the table, and they nod, distracted with their next round.

      We weave through the crowd to the bar. After a quick hello to Penn, he heads back to the guys’ table, leaving us alone. Rowyn and I slide onto stools, the buzz of conversation and the low thrum of bagpipes from the speakers wrapping around us.

      “Thank you,” she says, and puts her hand on my arm. Strange. She’s touched me before of course, but my body didn’t buzz the way it’s buzzing now. Maybe I’m tired after being on the road.

      “Anytime. Besides, I owe you one.” I don’t want to say too much, yet can’t help but ask. “Billy’s a friend of yours?” When her lips turn down, I hold my hands up, palms out playfully. “No judgment. Okay, maybe some. But not much. Yeah, probably much.” I snort out a laugh, and from the corner of my eye, I catch the way Billy is watching us. Good, let him see how good we are together. Not that we’re together, but the fucking nerve of the guy to insinuate that she was faking a relationship—which maybe she was, and no doubt had her reasons.

      She chuckles, the tightness in her face easing. “Colleague only,” she corrects. “His girlfriend Julie is nice, though.” Beneath the little black dress she’s wearing, her shoulders slump slightly as she glances back at the table, and I follow her gaze.

      “Do you all quadruple-date often?” I ask, eyebrows raised.

      “No.” Her brow knits, faint frustration there. “They’re basically all Billy’s friends. He wanted to set me up with a divorced friend of his. Actually, it was Julie’s idea. She thought we’d hit it off.”

      I cock a brow, waiting.

      She exhales. “I told him I was dating someone.”

      Okay, I’m not the reporter here, but I sense a story. “Are you?”

      A small, guilty cringe touches her lips. “Not really.”

      “So that was a made-up story to get out of dating his friend?” I nudge her and tease, “Here I thought you were the only honest journalist in town.”

      I assumed that would pull a laugh from her but instead she glances down, and for the first time, I catch a crack in her armor—just the faintest flash of uncertainty.

      “Hey.” I tilt her chin up with my thumb until her gaze meets mine. “It’s okay if you made up a guy.”

      “I didn’t. Not really.” She shifts closer. “There is this guy. I see him every morning. Same coffee shop. We chat while placing our orders, and he’s really nice. So I… foolishly asked him out.”

      “Foolishly? Why is that foolish?” I ask, even as a completely irrational pang of jealousy tugs at me.

      “Come on, Jaxon,” she huffs out. “You’ve known me since we were kids.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask, genuinely confused.

      “Well, you heard Billy. Even he seemed surprised that we’d be dating. He knows I’m not your type. I don’t think I’m any guy’s type.”

      “Because they’re intimidated by your brilliance?” I ask. Honestly, I’ve never seen a crack in this woman’s armour before tonight. She’s always exuded confidence, a woman who knew what she wanted and let nothing stand in her way.

      She snorts softly, like I’ve broken through her defenses. “There’s a compliment in there, so thank you. But no. Because I’m not the kind of girl who could get a guy like you.”

      I lift my head and find Billy still watching us. Something cold and possessive threads through me. I lean into her, slide my hand around her waist, tug her closer until her scent fills my head.

      “Then let’s make him believe this.”

      And before I can second-guess myself, I press my lips to hers—kissing her like it’s all I’ve thought about since I ambushed her table.

      The problem is…it just might be true.
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      I sneak a sideways glance at Jaxon as I take the last bite of my fish and chips, the salty tang still lingering on my tongue. He’s in full storytelling mode, his deep laugh carrying across the table, and somehow he has every single person hanging on his words. He makes it look effortless, like he was born to command a room.

      Honest to God, I still can’t believe how quickly he clocked the situation I was in tonight—and how seamlessly he swooped in to save me. No hesitation. Just Jaxon being Jaxon.

      I suppose he thinks he owes me. I did see what went down with Ember years ago when they were together, and then again, this last Christmas, when I played the part of his girlfriend long enough to shield him from her claws. Pretending with him had been…fun. Too much fun. But now, back in Boston, the big city has a way of reminding me that reality doesn’t bend to wishful thinking. Reality is work. Reality is deadlines and long hours and the kind of ambition that doesn’t leave room for messy entanglements.

      It’s not like I was expecting anything with hot coffee shop guy. I learned early that love comes with sacrifice, and I refuse to carve pieces of myself away just to make room for someone else. My mother gave up her dream career as a travel nurse when my father walked out, trading flights and freedom for stability and sacrifice. She did it for me, and she never let me forget it. That lesson etched itself into my bones: careers or families, choices or compromises—you don’t get to have it all, no matter what glossy magazine articles claim.

      As if he senses the shift in me, Jaxon turns his head. Our eyes lock, his brow arching in that silent way he has of asking what’s going on inside me. God, when did he get so good at reading people—at reading me?

      Billy snaps his fingers to order another round, and I stifle a yawn. Before I can excuse myself, Jaxon cuts in smoothly.

      “We should probably call it a night,” he says, his voice pitched low but firm. “It’s been a long-ass day, and I’m looking forward to some quiet time with you.”

      He leans toward me, presses a kiss to my forehead, and suddenly the world tilts. My breath catches. I swear I can feel the heat of his lips radiate all the way through me, soft and steady, as if he’s branding me with a kind of tenderness I didn’t know I craved. Then his arm slides around me, pulling me against his side, and it’s ridiculous how easily I melt into him.

      Good God, what is happening to me? This is supposed to be pretend. Just a quick cover for the night. Yet the way he holds me—protective, like I belong there—is everything I’ve never let myself want. It’s nice. Too nice. Dangerous.

      A soft sound escapes me, halfway between a sigh and a moan, and I mask it with a quick nod. “Good idea. I’ve got a busy day tomorrow.”

      I dab at my lips with my napkin, trying to gather myself, and manage a polite smile for the others. “Thank you for inviting me. It was so nice getting to know you all.”

      The table erupts in chatter, warm goodnights and teasing calls, and Jaxon takes the opportunity to rise. I reach for my purse, intent on paying my share, but his hand intercepts mine. Without breaking stride, he pulls a wad of bills from his wallet and drops them onto the table.

      “This should cover it,” Jaxon says.

      That’s when it hits me—he’s not just covering me, he’s covering everyone. My stomach twists. Dammit. He swooped in tonight to help me, and now the bill is on him too?

      I’m about to protest, but is that what his girlfriend would do? That gives me pause, and something inside me tightens, because suddenly, strangely, I’m wondering what it would be like if this wasn’t an act at all.

      We stand, and before I can argue, he’s already at my side, slipping my coat from the back of my chair. He holds it open, waiting. Heat prickles my cheeks as I slide my arms into the sleeves. The gentlemanly move doesn’t go unnoticed. A ripple of silence passes over the table, followed by a few low whistles and smirks.

      As we head toward the door, I catch the way his teammates track us, curious eyes following like they’re studying a brand-new play unfolding right in front of them. I offer a small wave, and a couple of them wave back, grins tugging at their mouths. I’ve watched these men on my TV for years, but now I feel like I’ve somehow stepped into the arena, into their world.

      Jaxon pauses mid-step. “Do you want to say hello?” His voice is casual, but I hear the edge beneath it. Hesitant. Protective.

      I shrug, trying to keep my tone light. “I mean, I think we should. If you do.”

      “They all seem rather curious,” he mutters through clenched teeth.

      We pivot, weaving toward their table. “Hey, guys,” Jaxon says, his voice dipping into something that’s both proud and territorial. “This is Rowyn. My friend from Snowberry. We grew up together.”

      Nash pushes a chair out for me. “Well then, come have a seat by me.”

      “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll push that chair back in.” Penn shoots him a warning look.

      I laugh at Nash’s antics, which according to the things written about him by the paper I work for, is expected. “Don’t worry, we’re not staying.”

      Nash starts to push his chair back. “Well, in that case, let me walk you out⁠—”

      “Sit,” Nicklas snaps, dragging him back down by the sleeve as Jaxon cracks his knuckles, playfully, but…not. “Unless you want to be stopping pucks with one eye shut.”

      The table erupts in laughter. I can’t help grinning, warmth spilling through me at the easy camaraderie.

      “So you two must be…” Nash begins pointing a finger between the two of us. “Not just friends?”

      “Shut the fuck up, Nash.” Jaxon shoots back. Then his hands are suddenly at my waist, pulling me against his side. “We’re friends, which is why I’m keeping her away from you.” He’s playing but damn, his touch burns through the layers of my coat.

      Penn rolls his eyes but turns his focus to me. “Jaylynn’s been talking about giving you a call. Girls’ night. She’s still settling in, but you should connect.” He grabs a napkin and scribbles down a number before sliding it toward me.

      “Wait, are you slipping her your digits, dude?” Nash cackles.

      “She’s with Jaxon. And I’m engaged, you idiot,” Penn fires back.

      I fumble for words, glancing over my shoulder to make sure the other table—the one where this whole charade started—can’t overhear. “I…we…we’re just friends.”

      “Yeah, well, as soon as our boy saw you, he bailed on us,” Nolan, who’s been quiet up until now, calls out, his not-so-teasing tone making my chest go tight.

      “Okay, we’re out,” Jaxon cuts in, his hand firm at my back as he steers me away.

      I tuck the napkin into my purse. “I’ll give Jay a call. I’d love to get together with her.” Truth is, I don’t have many close friends in Boston, not really. Not the kind who shows up for you. The thought leaves a hollow ache I try to smother with a smile.

      We push through the doors, and the wind hits like a slap. It’s been unusually cold this spring, and I’m really looking forward to summer.

      “You driving?” Jaxon asks.

      “I took an Uber.” I’m already fishing my phone from my purse, the app loading, when his hand comes down gently over mine, halting the motion.

      “I’ll drive you home.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t want to put you out.”

      “You’re not.” His answer is so simple, so certain. Then his arm slides around my back again, anchoring me to him, sheltering me from the wind like it’s the most natural thing in the world.

      And dammit, I really hate how much I love it.

      My chest tightens. Why does this feel so different? Is it just because I haven’t been touched in so long? Because my body is starved for even the smallest kind of affection? Or is it because it’s him—safe, steady, come-to-your-rescue Jaxon?

      I have no idea why he hasn’t been snatched up before now. Okay, that’s not entirely true. Years ago, Ember pretended to be pregnant just to snag a marriage proposal, and then the whole fiasco went public—thanks to the snakes in my profession—it’s no wonder the guy is gun shy. Honestly, I’d be too.

      We walk in silence for a moment, dodging pedestrians on the busy Friday night streets. The air smells faintly of roasted chestnuts and exhaust fumes, a weirdly urban mix.

      “I’m right here,” he says, pointing to his car. A plug-in hybrid, modest and practical, yet somehow exactly Jaxon. I’ve seen the flashy rides the other players drive, but this one…fits him.

      He opens the door for me, and I slide in. I catch myself studying him as he circles and climbs into the driver’s seat. He sits for a moment, eyebrows raised, like he’s just realized something.

      “What?”

      “I can’t believe I don’t know where you live,” he admits.

      I laugh. “Yeah, we’ve both been here for years and…never hooked up.”

      Oh. God. Did I just say that out loud? Freudian slip, much? My stomach does a weird twist. No, I am not saying I want to hook up. He’s my friend. I’m not about to ruin what little normalcy I have with some stupid impulse—something I might’ve imagined in the past.

      I clear my throat, leaning down to unzip my coat a little, heat rushing to my face. Thank goodness it’s dark and he can’t see my blush. “I mean…we’ve never met up.”

      “Yeah, that’s kind of crazy, isn’t it?”

      I shrug, brushing off the tension as if it’s nothing. “We both lead very busy lives.”

      “That’s true.” He adjusts the rearview mirror, and I catch his profile in the dim light.

      “So…where to?”

      “Back Bay.”

      “Jeez. We’re practically neighbors. I’m in Beacon Hill.”

      “Nice area.” I watch the way the streetlights trace his jawline as he starts the car, the warmth from the heater brushing against my fingers.

      “Bought it as an investment,” he says. “A lot of the guys live there, but my place is too damn big for just me.”

      I laugh softly. “Lots of space to grow into.”

      His jaw tightens. He just nods, pulling into traffic. “I can’t believe this is the first time we’ve run into each other. I’ve never seen you at Kilting Around before.”

      “I don’t go out much.”

      We drive in companionable silence for a few blocks. Then he glances at me, and I feel my chest tighten. “So that guy at the coffee shop who stood you up…” His voice carries that low, protective edge. “Need me to pay him a visit?”

      I snort. “No. I barely know him. Can’t really blame him.”

      “Mm. I don’t know about that, Rowyn. If he said he was coming, he should’ve come. No excuses.”

      “Maybe something came up. We didn’t exchange numbers, and he said he’d try.”

      “You like him, huh?”

      Wait. Did his hand just tighten on the steering wheel? Jeez, a guy I’ve known forever suddenly has my heart doing gymnastics?

      Suddenly? Really Rowyn, are you trying to say you’ve never fantasized about him before?

      “I thought he was cute,” I admit, “…but I really don’t know him. Other than that he’s a medical sales rep named Matt.”

      He grins, and my stomach does a little flip. Cute? That’s barely scratching the surface of this man.

      “So, you want to get to know him?” he probes.

      Where is he going with this?

      He takes one hand off the wheel and pinches the bridge of his nose, a loud exhale escaping him. “What?”

      “I…can’t believe I’m going to suggest this.”

      “You’re scaring me,” I joke.

      Blue eyes lock with mine for a heartbeat, and warmth spreads through me like the sun breaking through a cloud. “You know, when I was home at Christmas, I watched this ridiculous Christmas movie with Mom and Dad.”

      I smile, the tension in my chest easing just a little. “I love your mom and dad.”

      I love my mom too, but I carry so much guilt. She gave up a life she wanted, a career, to raise me. Every time I visit there are subtle reminders that love means sacrifice and that in order to stay at the top of my journalistic game, I need to keep my head down and my brain focused on the job.

      But…is sacrifice really all bad? My stomach clenches. There’s a part of me, buried and hesitant, that longs for a family, a husband, a little chaos wrapped up in a cozy, predictable life. I’ve never told anyone—especially my mom, who would only warn me that it brings unhappiness and resentment—but the thought sneaks up on me sometimes.

      “Yeah, they’re the best. Except for their weird obsession with Christmas and mistletoe alarms at the inn,” he says lightly.

      “I almost got caught under that alarm.”

      He winces. “With who?”

      “Your father.”

      “Oh, Jesus,” he groans. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Yeah. I mean he’s handsome and all. You obviously get your good looks from him but still…”

      He arches a brow, a cute playful grin quirking the corners of his lips. “You think I’m handsome?”
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      As I grin at her, she throws her head back and laughs, streetlights spilling through the windshield and catching the highlights in her hair. “That’s what you took from that story?” she asks, voice teasing.

      “Well, I mean. Yeah. If you’re going to make it all about me…”

      She laughs harder, the sound curling in my stomach like warm whiskey. “You hockey players and your healthy egos.” She shakes her head, brushing a piece of hair from her cheek, but her eyes flick sideways at me, sparkling. She knows I’m playing.

      I tighten my grip on the steering wheel, flicking on my blinker. I’m not one of those guys who struts around like he’s king of the rink, cock of the walk. I’ve never been the knight in shining armor type. Or any kind of prince. So what I’m about to do is way off brand.

      “Anyway,” I begin, drumming my fingers on the steering wheel. “We were talking about hot coffee shop guy.”

      “Matt,” she says softly, watching the scenery blur by outside her window.

      “Right. So, uh, this is going to sound a bit odd…”

      Her lips quirk. “I’m a reporter, Jax. I’m pretty sure I’ve heard and seen it all.”

      I cut a glance at her, taking in the way she’s sitting cross-legged in the passenger seat, one hand resting on her knee, the other absently fiddling with the vent.

      “Okay, what if we play a game.”

      Her brows rise. “What kind of game?”

      “Well, something to get his attention. Something to show him just how stupid he was to stand you up.”

      Something warm flickers across her eyes. She twists in her seat so she’s facing me more fully, her knee bumping the console. “You think he was stupid?”

      “Fucking right I do.” I glance at her, then back at the road, my thumb worrying the seam of the steering wheel. “Any guy with half a brain cell would jump at the chance to date you.”

      “Would you?” The words slip out of her like a reflex. The second they’re in the air, her eyes go wide. “I’m only asking for research purposes,” she adds quickly, lifting both palms. “It’s the reporter in me. I don’t want to date you, Jaxon. You’re my friend and that would be weird.”

      “Weird,” I echo, but my grip on the wheel tightens. My body disagrees, a slow heat pooling low, and my cock—traitorous bastard—shifts against the seam of my jeans. When did weird start sounding so damn good?

      She goes quiet, chewing her bottom lip, then her eyes brighten with realization. “Let me get this straight. You’re suggesting we continue to pretend to be a couple to make him jealous.”

      “You’re quick, Rowyn.”

      She exhales a slow, low whistle. “Okay, so color me wrong. I haven’t seen or heard it all.” She wiggles in her seat, crossing her legs the other way, the leather squeaking softly. “Take a left up here.”

      I flick the blinker and steer, the car humming as we coast into a quieter street lined with maples.

      “You think it could really work?” she asks after a beat.

      “I don’t know.” I glance at her again, her profile sharp against the window light. “But if you have a handsome—your words not mine—hockey player drooling all over you, I’m sure hot coffee shop guy will stand up and take notice.”

      She tilts her head, biting back a smile. “Drool? If there’s going to be drool involved, I’m not sure this is a good idea.”

      I bark a laugh, the sound rougher than I intend. “Not real drool or slobber,” I assure her.

      “Oh, well. I’d never say no to slobber.”

      The image she plants in my head makes me choke on a laugh, yet my cock thickens even more, my brain tossing out all kinds of suggestions I’m absolutely not allowed to act on. Not with her. Not now.

      “Jaxon.”

      “Yeah?” My voice comes out lower than I mean.

      Her fingers twist the edge of her sweater. “Why would you do this for me?”

      The question hangs between us for a moment. Why would I do something like this?

      It’s not because I enjoyed being with her tonight—though I did. Too much, maybe. It’s not because I liked the banter, or the way she makes it so damn easy to just be myself when everyone else wants the larger-than-life version of me. No, that can’t be it.

      It’s because Snowberry is small. Everyone knows everyone else’s business. And Rowyn… she’s had it rougher than most. No father. A mother who carried anger like other people carry purses—always at her side, ready to use. An obedient daughter who had to excel at everything she touched, because failure was never an option.

      But tonight—tonight I saw something else. Cracks in her armor. A glimpse beneath that polished, unflappable exterior. And it hit me that maybe she was the model student, the perfect daughter, the picture of control not because she wanted to be, but because she had to be. Maybe she needed to prove something, justify something, in ways I can’t fully understand.

      What I do know is this, she’s always been there for me. And if there’s anyone on this earth who deserves a happily-ever-after, it’s her. I don’t see that kind of ending for myself—not anymore. But for her? I’d fight for it. Maybe that’s why a part of me wants to help—so I can see it happen for someone else, even if it never will for me.

      “You’d do it for me,” is all I say, because anything more would sound too much like a confession.

      Her lips curve, teasing as always, though her eyes soften. “Somehow I doubt you’d need a wing woman, Jaxon.” She winks, playfully. “Not with being so hot.”

      “Oh, handsome and now hot,” I tease back, but there’s a warmth in my chest I can’t laugh off.

      She laughs, and even in the dim glow of the dashboard, I swear I catch the faintest pink in her cheeks. “I meant handsome.”

      “Right. It’s coffee shop guy who’s hot.”

      “Take another left,” she says quickly, pointing toward a tall, narrow home tucked behind an overgrown hedge. “I’m right there.”

      I slow the car and take in the place as we pull into her driveway. “Nice place.”

      “It’s older, but it’s mine.” She hugs her purse to her chest like it’s proof of all her hard work. Quiet pride shines in her voice.

      Something in me stirs. I know what it’s like to work for something no one thought you’d get, to build a life with your own two hands. Seeing that same pride on her face—yeah, it does things to me I don’t want to name.

      “Want to come in? See the place?”

      “Sure,” I say after a beat, not even pretending to resist. “If you’re not too tired.”

      “Not too tired for the guy who’s going to help me.” She tilts her chin, half-smile tugging at her lips. “Also, I want to cook you dinner sometime. As a thank you.”

      “I’m not going to say no to that.”

      She smirks knowingly. “Because you’re a bachelor who lives off frozen and boxed food.”

      If she only knew the truth. “Something like that,” I mutter.

      She slips from the car with the kind of energy that makes me forget that it’s been a long-ass day. I follow her up the walkway, the night air cool, the quiet of the neighborhood wrapping around us. She fishes in her purse for her keys, the porch light casting a warm glow over her.

      “Have you lived here long?” I ask, trying to fill the silence, but also because I want to know more about her life in the city.

      “Just a couple of years. I was in an apartment for a while. I got a great promotion at work, and it allowed me to move out of the downtown core and into my own place.”

      There’s that pride again, threaded with independence. And as she pushes the key into the lock, I realize something dangerous. I like this side of her—this softer, unguarded version that doesn’t show itself to just anyone.

      And maybe, just maybe, that’s why I’m not quite ready to go another year before we see each other again.

      She struggles with her door for a minute. I’m about to ask if I can help when it finally swings open and she steps inside, the faintest draft curling past me before the warmth of her place greets me. I follow, and right away I catch the scent of vanilla—soft, sweet, the kind of smell that makes a space feel lived in.

      “It’s small,” she says, as she sets her keys on the little table by the door. “It still needs a ton of work.” She laughs and points to the windows. “The main level windows have been painted shut over the years, but I don’t mind. It makes me feel safer living alone.”

      I let my gaze travel as we move through the main level. Small, yes, and while I expected it to be overstuffed with her things, it’s rather…empty. Her living room is lined with tall bookshelves that look well-worn and loved, spines of paperbacks and hardcovers tucked every which way. But there are no pictures of her childhood or family. Just a few landscapes, each one with its own mood, its own light.

      I stop, drawn to them. “Did you take these?”

      Her voice softens. “I enjoy photography. It’s a hobby.”

      “These are really good,” I tell her honestly, leaning in to study one of a lake at sunset, water caught in that perfect shimmer of gold. “If you ever give up the journalist gig…” I trail off, teasing, but the smile on my face falters when I catch the flicker in hers.

      It’s small, the kind of thing most people might miss—the tightening around her mouth, the way her eyes shift away too quickly. But I see it. I feel it.

      She loves her job… right? I’ve always assumed she did. You can’t be that sharp, that relentless, that good at something unless you love it. I’m pretty sure of that. And yet, the shadow that passed over her just now makes me wonder if I’ve stepped too close to something she’s keeping tucked away.

      “Thanks,” she says after a moment, her voice light but just a touch too careful, like she’s steering us back to safer ground.

      I want to press, to ask what that look meant, but I hesitate. It’s not my business, but I can’t help but want to understand the parts of her she doesn’t show the world—the doubts, the cracks, the pieces hidden behind the confident headlines she writes.

      “Do you have any other hobbies?” I ask.

      “I actually really enjoy drawing.”

      “Really? What kind of things do you draw?”

      “Animals, landscapes.” She crinkles her nose. “Not much time for it, though.”

      She steps closer, and maybe it’s only me—but the air shifts. Tension sparks, sliding through me and waking up a hunger I haven’t felt in a long time.

      “Drink?” she asks, shifting the topic of conversation.

      I drag in a breath. “I should probably get going. Rest day tomorrow and then a game on Sunday.”

      Her lips curve. “Congratulations on your team’s standings. You’re going to make the finals. I can feel it.”

      That catches me. “You’ve been watching?”

      “Of course,” she says, like it’s obvious. “I have to root for my homeboy.”

      “Handsome homeboy,” I correct, which makes her laugh.

      But then I go serious. “Sunday’s game again Montreal is crucial. We’re currently tied.”

      “I know. I love the new lineup with you and Penn playing together.”

      I grin, surprised and a little impressed. “You know your hockey.”

      She laughs lightly. “You don’t grow up in Snowberry Falls and not know a thing or two about hockey.”

      “What are you doing Sunday?” I ask, the words out before I’ve fully thought them through.

      She taps her chin, mock-serious. “Hmm. Let me think.” Then she grins and points to a cushioned chair by the fire. “Sitting there, watching you play.”

      “Forget that.” My voice drops, more certain now. “Come to the game. Sit with the WAGs in the box.”

      Her eyes widen. “Really?”

      “Of course. Give Jaylynn a call and I’ll talk to Penn.” I nudge her gently, playful, though my chest is tight with something else. “As my girlfriend, I’d love to have you come. Plus this will really help seal the deal that we’re a couple, for the ruse, of course.”

      Her gaze lingers on me, skeptical, searching. “And how exactly is this helping me with hot guy at the coffee shop?”

      Shit. Right. That.

      For a second I honestly forgot what this whole charade was supposed to be about.

      “Let’s just hope he watches hockey and follows the players,” I say, though the words feel thin compared to the weight of the moment between us. “If we’re seen together after the game, someone’s bound to post a picture. That’ll get his attention.” I exhale slowly. “I get asked all the time why I’m still single, so if I’m seen with you, that’s going to raise questions.”

      “Most eligible bachelor,” she teases softly, but then her hand lands gently on my arm. Her touch is light, but it burns straight through my skin. “Jax, I can’t say I blame you. After…”

      Her words trail off, and she doesn’t need to finish. The memory is there between us anyway—the engagement disaster, the public fallout, the whispers and headlines. My jaw tightens. Christ, Ember had even shown up at Christmas, like she had any right. Thank God the people of Snowberry Falls are protective. Boston isn’t so forgiving.

      Any time I did hook up here, I kept it hidden. Meeting in shadows, sneaking around. Nothing about it ever felt good, and after a while it just felt… empty. Wrong. So I stopped.

      Still, standing here in her little living room, vanilla in the air, I can’t ignore the part of me that aches. That wants. Not just the physical stuff, though God knows it’s been a while. No, what I crave is what I see in my teammates’ lives—the steady hand on their arm, the way someone’s face lights up when they walk into the room.

      I fill my hours with hobbies, with distractions, with the game that has always carried me. But none of it touches the hollow place inside me that longs for something more. Everything more.

      And for the first time in a long while, as I stand here with Rowyn, I feel dangerously close to remembering what that could look like.

      Not good, dude. Not good at all.
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