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Chapter 1


          

          
            Yo

          

        

      

    

    
      Remy

      

      I crossed my ankles on the porch railing, chair tilted back against the wall. This cottage on a remote Ontario lake was my home for the summer. The only sounds to reach me were the gentle lapping of the water on the shore, the call of birds, an occasional splash of fish feeding. A light breeze rustled the leaves, shifting shadows over the lawn sloping down to the lake in front of me. This area wasn’t developed, no road or hydro lines in place, so the waters were rarely disturbed by motorboats full of noisy people. It was calm and peaceful. I wasn’t sure what day it was, but it didn’t matter. Staring out over the water, I had nothing to do but drink my beer and breathe. I pushed out thoughts of anything else and my whole body relaxed into a zen-like state.

      Then my phone rang, ripping through the silence.

      I jerked and the chair dropped with a thud. Beast, who’d been gnawing on a rawhide bone next to me, growled. Reluctantly, I reached over to the phone on the table beside me and checked who was calling.

      Shit. My agent. I didn’t want to answer. It might be good news, but this far into September it was more likely Benny telling me my career was over. My last NHL team hadn’t renewed my contract, and so far no one had been knocking down Benny’s door looking for a backup goalie.

      It rang again while I debated answering. Benny couldn’t fire me if he couldn’t reach me. But he could rip me a new one when he finally tracked me down. I swiped the green button and pressed it to my ear.

      “Yo.”

      As expected, he didn’t care for that greeting. “What the fuck kind of way is that to answer your phone?” Some agents were suave and sophisticated. Those agents had clients who pulled in the big bucks. I had Benny.

      “I thought the marina was calling to tell me my food had arrived.”

      “Enough with the bullshit. Caller ID is a thing. Instead, tell me you’ve been keeping in shape.”

      “I’ve been keeping in shape,” I echoed back.

      “I swear, the day I no longer represent you I’ll be dancing through the office naked.”

      That forced a laugh out of me. “I hope someone videos that. Or maybe not.”

      “For real, Remy, are you in any kind of playing condition?”

      “For real, I am.” I’d had long days here at the cottage, just me and Beast. Swimming and working out hadn’t just filled the time but fed that kernel of hope in my chest that maybe, just maybe, I’d be playing hockey this season. Because otherwise I had no fucking idea what I was going to do when the weather turned cold and I had to leave this place.

      “Good. You’ve got a contract.”

      For a moment, the porch tilted. Inside, my heart started doing its own dance. Something fast and twisty, with a strong beat. A contract. At least one more season of playing. One more year to make a mark before I had to give it all up.

      I didn’t let that excitement out though. No one knew how desperate I was, not even Benny. As far as anyone in the league knew, I was calm under any kind of pressure. Unflappable. The goalie you could count on not to freak out no matter what the circumstances. Definitely not hanging on to my career out of desperation.

      So instead of cheering or offering to send him champagne, I said, “Guess I should start packing up the cottage.”

      A long sigh from Benny. “Do that ASAP. Training camp starts in a couple of days and you need to be there. How soon can you be on the move?”

      “Tomorrow? That should give me time to get the cottage shut up and drive to the airport in Winnipeg.

      “So get your ass in gear. I’ll send you flight info—I’ll book something for tomorrow afternoon. Hire someone to deal with your cabin if necessary, and you’ve got your gear with you, right?”

      “Yeah.” It was still in the bags I’d brought it in, stored in the spare room where I’d dumped it in the spring. I’d better check it out.

      “Bring it. They’re looking into a place for you to stay, and I’ll send that address through as well.”

      “Wait—do they know I have a dog?”

      Benny swore. “You still have that rat?”

      “If you mean Beast, then yeah.”

      Beast growled as if he understood Benny. Rat wasn’t a fair description. He was small, sure, but he had long hair. The best I could describe him was if a dachshund and a yorkie crossed, then the puppy was possessed by a pit bull. At least the bald spots he’d been covered with were filled in.

      I heard the muted sounds of him tapping on his keyboard. “Okay, I’ll let them know you have an animal. I’ll find a place in Winnipeg that can do the paperwork for shipping a dog and send him down after you. Anything else?”

      It would take some time to get Beast in a carrier. To pack my clothes and a toothbrush, check out my gear. Once I took everything to the marina, they could store the motorboat for the winter. They’d also winterize the cottage for me if I asked. Then the drive to the Peg, where I’d have to drop off Beast, park in long-term—if Benny got all the arrangements set up, it was doable.

      “Think that’s it.”

      He hung up. Some guys would be offended, but I was just glad he’d come through for me. I didn’t need polite. I needed to play hockey.

      I hadn’t asked how much I would be making, because a thirty-two-year-old backup goalie would only get the league minimum. I hadn’t asked where, either, because it didn’t matter. I was lucky to get an offer—I wasn’t turning it down.

      But when I pulled out my duffel to pack my clothes, I realized I should have asked more questions. Did I need a parka? Florida wouldn’t need snow boots, while Edmonton definitely would. I shrugged. Neither place would be a problem for the next few weeks, so I’d work it out when I found out where I was going.
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        * * *

      

      I was ready to leave early the next morning. After putting my stuff in the boat, I looked for Beast. He’d vanished. Damn it. Little fucker was smart. Getting him in his travel crate was going to take a while.

      It did, and I didn’t escape unscathed, but we made it to the marina in time for me to get the arrangements made for the boat and cottage. Then I shoved my stuff in my truck for the drive to Winnipeg. Benny had sent an address near the airport to drop off Beast. My phone directed me to the animal shipping company’s office. Considering how little money I made for the guy, he went over and above. I stepped inside with Beast in his crate, enough dog food to tide him over for a week, his leash and a muzzle. I had a pet passport the vet had made up for him in Saint Martin with his medical information. A pleasant gray-haired woman welcomed us with a smile.

      “How may I help you?”

      Beast growled at her. “I’m Daniel Rempel. I think you were expecting us?”

      She checked her screen and nodded. “We have all the information here for his flight once we get a vet to check him out. You have his papers?”

      I slid them over the counter to her.

      “Beast?” She was surprised at his name. Most people were till they met him.

      “He was a rescue.” She could think he came with the name if she wanted. He was still growling.

      She started inputting his details into the computer. “He’s got all his shots, so if the vet clears him, there shouldn’t be any problems.” Beast grumbled in his crate, pissed at the world. She paused for a moment and cocked her head as she looked at his snarling face inside the crate. “He doesn’t like it in there, it seems.”

      “There’s a lot of stuff he doesn’t like.”

      She gave him a fond smile and I sighed, quietly. That wasn’t going to last.

      With a final tap of her keyboard, she printed out the invoice and I passed over my credit card. It was time for me to go if I didn’t want to miss my own flight.

      I drew in a breath. “I need to warn you, he bites when he feels threatened, and he always feels threatened. Don’t hold your hand out to him because he’ll bite. Keep his leash on when he’s not in the crate or he’ll run. If you leave any kind of food around, he’ll eat it, even if you swear it’s nothing a dog would like. Even if it’s not really edible.”

      Her smile faltered. “You said he was a rescue?”

      I nodded.

      “How long have you had him?”

      “About five months.”

      “And he hasn’t improved?”

      “He has. He was much worse before.”

      She wasn’t smiling anymore. I’d bet half my contract that someone would try to befriend my Beast before the flight was done, and they’d regret it. But I’d warned them. Not much more I could do.

      I stared at the growling animal in the crate. “Behave, Beast. I’ll see you soon.” I didn’t pet him, because I’d learned my lesson.

      I checked the time and hustled. I dragged my gear, my suit bag, and my duffel to the terminal. Winnipeg wasn’t a big airport, and I was flying first class, so I didn’t have to wait long in line. While the person ahead of me checked in I looked at Benny’s email again. The flight information had arrived while I was driving, so I only knew I was headed to New York. There were at least three teams in the area, so that didn’t tell me where I was playing.

      I’d just opened the info he’d sent on the contract when it was my turn to check in. The attendant took my passport and found my flight. She started clicking keys and I took a deep breath for the first time since Benny called. This was happening. I was playing. Stupid fuck that I was, I didn’t even know what team, but Benny said someone would be meeting me at the airport when I landed. That was good enough.

      The woman looked up at me with a polite smile. “We can check your bags all the way through, Mr. Rempel. You have about an hour between flights, so I would suggest you make good time to your next gate.”

      “What?”

      Her polite smile was fixed. “The gates in New York are not close, unfortunately.”

      “But…I’m flying to New York, right?”

      Her smile was slipping now. “Yes, you’re flying to New York to catch your connecting flight.”

      “Um, where do I stop flying?” Not a Canadian team, or I’d be going directly there. Philly? Pittsburgh? Washington?

      She leaned away from me. “Austin. In Texas.”

      I stared at her. My mouth hung open, and I probably looked like I no longer understood English. “What?”

      Her smile was gone. “I’m not sure what you’re questioning, sir.”

      “I’m going to Austin?” The team in Austin was the Aces. Had I really signed to play there?

      A short sigh. “That’s what this ticket is booked for. Whether or not you get on the plane is up to you.”

      My knee-jerk reaction was no. Fuck no. Of all the teams in the league, this was the one I didn’t want to go to. The team with the new goalie coach who hated me and would have the chance to make my life a fucking misery. Benny knew that, damn him. No wonder he’d been careful to never mention the team. And I’d been desperate enough not to ask.

      It was almost enough to make me back out. Almost. But my need to play hockey was bigger than whatever Otts might dish out while I was playing on his team.

      “Sorry. Yes, I’m flying.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            What have I got to do with this?

          

        

      

    

    
      Sophie

      

      “Sophie!”

      I jerked my gaze from the guitar on the table in front of me as the voice called through the speaker of my phone. “Yes, Dad?”

      A sigh. “Were you even listening?”

      “Of course.” Kinda. Sorta. “You want to know what Cash is doing.”

      Not that I knew why my brother wasn’t answering the calls from Dad. Dad was just impatient and didn’t want to wait for an answer, so complaining to me was a fallback. I shifted my weight to the hip leaning against the workbench at the side of my shop, the one with the bigger machines. On the table in the middle of the room was the guitar I was currently repairing, and I was itching to get back to it. Unfortunately, the next step involved using a router, so I couldn’t do anything till Dad was done talking.

      “Why can’t he answer his damn phone?”

      Because he was in the studio, probably. I lost track of who he was working with, since he traveled all over as he became more in demand as a music producer. Dad was never reachable when he was in the studio, so he should understand if anyone did.

      “He’s working.” Chances were.

      “I wouldn’t be calling him if it wasn’t important.”

      What Dad thought was important and what Cash did weren’t always the same, but I kept quiet. Dad would just ignore me anyway.

      “Would Ollie know?”

      That snapped my attention back to the call. Sure, Ollie and Cash were friends, but Ollie was my ex-husband and we definitely didn’t keep tabs on each other.

      “I have no idea.” My voice was curt, but Dad didn’t notice, of course.

      Ollie, Cash and I grew up next-door neighbors in a wealthy Austin suburb. Our dad was the lead singer of an incredibly successful country group, and Ollie’s dad had been a professional baseball player. Also very successful. The properties where we grew up were as large as this place my brother had bought a few years ago so “next door” was quite a hike, but we’d managed to hang out together. Ollie and Cash had been best friends from the time they were ten. Since I was a couple of years younger, I was only occasionally allowed to hang around with them. I’d had a crush on Ollie all through my teens. After high school, he’d left to be a hockey superstar and my brother had gone off to hit the charts with his own band, and I was left behind. I’d set my crush aside.

      Then Ollie was injured, ending his hockey playing career. He’d come back to his family home to recover, and I wasn’t just the kid sister next door. There was no longer any competition for Oliver’s attention.

      We’d married for all the wrong reasons. I thought he was the hero of my adolescence. He wanted to believe he was still important. In typical Ollie fashion, he’d mapped out exactly how our marriage would go. But when having kids was no longer an option, he suggested we part ways. He’d regained his confidence and found a new place coaching in hockey, and I’d discovered I was more passionate about the instruments I worked with than the real Oliver, so there was nothing to keep us together.

      I moved the phone around so I could check where Goober had gone. He was on top of a storage cupboard, eyeing the acoustic guitar on the table. It wasn’t able to handle a Goober visit. I glared at the cat, who swished his tail and settled into a waiting pose. Stupid animal.

      “If he calls you first, pass on the message.”

      Shit. I’d lost track of the conversation. “Sure.” If I told Dad I’d spaced out, he’d lecture me on respect—if he heard me. Our talks went in one direction only.

      Then he hung up, without a good-bye. I wondered what bee was in his bonnet, but it wasn’t anything to do with me. I put the phone down, ready to deal with Goober who was lashing his tail, prepared to pounce. Only for the phone to start ringing again.

      Damn it. I was on a deadline, so why did everyone call me today? The name on my phone display was Cash, so with one last glare at the cat, I picked it up.

      “Hey, Cash. Dad’s looking to talk to you.”

      I heard the sounds of people talking in the background. Cash must have decided this needed to be dealt with even though he was working.

      “I know. I got his message and tried to call him back but the line’s busy.”

      “He called me to try to get a hold of you. But since I didn’t know where you were, he might be talking to Ollie now.”

      “For fuck’s sake. Can he not wait till I’m free to call him back?”

      I snorted. “He’s never done that while I’ve been alive, but hey, we can hope for a miracle.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” At least Cash was sounding a little less stressed. “I’ve gotta get back into the booth—will you tell him it’s fine, and he should work out the details with you?”

      “What have I got to do with this?” I didn’t need anything more to do, especially right now.

      “He wants to let someone stay upstairs. Doing a favor for one of his buddies.”

      “Upstairs? You mean here?”

      “Yeah, the carriage house.”

      I’d like to mock him for the carriage house thing, but I used the main floor as a workshop, and I was staying in the mother-in-law suite in the main house of his sprawling monstrosity of a home. It had been the easiest place to move to when Ollie and I split. Still, it boggled my mind that my brother had so much money he had a place with a carriage house. Not that he was here often.

      Damn it. I liked working here. There was more space than I could afford in any of the rentals I’d looked at in the city. I had my expensive tools here, where they wouldn’t be stolen, since the whole property was fenced and we had a security gate. But if someone Dad was trying to impress needed somewhere to stay, that might mean this place was no longer viable.

      “So who’s going to be here and when and⁠—”

      The sound of voices got louder in the background. “Sorry, I gotta go. The client is having a tantrum.”

      He hung up. I wasn’t sure who this client was, but Cash produced for some major names in music, so tantrums came with the diva territory.

      Leaving me with the problem. I had work to do here, and some of the machines made a lot of noise. Letting a stranger move in upstairs meant I might not have the freedom to work. If this new tenant was someone with a regular nine-to-five job, hopefully we could work out a schedule for me to use the shop while they were gone. But if not, I would need to set up my own place sooner than expected. I had money saved up, but I wasn’t ready yet.

      Well, if someone was coming to stay upstairs, I’d better try to finish up as much work as I could before they got here. Cash hadn’t said if this person or persons were staying for free or paying, but Cash’s business manager could work that out with Dad. I’d just need to make sure the cleaning service got the place ready. Damn it, why couldn’t Cash or Dad have given me a timeline? Was this someone staying for a night, or a couple of months? Either was possible when my Dad was doing favors.

      I crossed to the fridge and poured out some iced tea. I texted Cash to give me the details on this new tenant, but I had to wait till he was free to answer. Should I call Dad back?

      I’d probably only get his voicemail. And since neither of them were taking any steps to help with the impact this would have on my business, they could handle it themselves. I set down the glass, dried my hands, and turned back to the guitar on my table. Only to find Goober, tail twitching, beside the guitar, paw raised to pat the neck.

      “Don’t you dare!” I threatened as I leapt to protect my work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            How are you here already?

          

        

      

    

    
      Remy

      

      By the time I landed, I had a few messages to deal with. The team had scrounged up an address for me, and someone named Elsa Harbourn sent it to me. I didn’t know shit about Austin, so the street name meant nothing and I had no idea what kind of place I was going to. The animal transportation company notified me that a vet had signed off on Beast and they would be shipping him down once I sent word. I’d need to do that ASAP. That animal had issues on his issues, and being in a kennel environment wouldn’t help him.

      No one had recognized me on the flights, but I was used to that. I wasn’t one of the stars of the NHL, and over the summer I let my hair and beard grow. Instead of the suits we wore to travel, or a hockey jersey, I was in khaki shorts and a faded T-shirt. I didn’t even recognize myself in the reflective surfaces around the airport. I hadn’t had a chance to hit up a barber before my flights, but I should make that a priority now that I was here.

      Once I’d picked up my luggage, I was met by a young man holding up a sign with Daniel Rempel on it.

      I walked over to him. “That’s me.”

      He ran a surprised glance over me but put on a polite smile. “How was your flight?”

      I shrugged. “Fine.” This guy didn’t want a real answer.

      “If you come with me, I’ll drop you off at your new home.” He was so bright and perky he had to be an intern.

      I followed him out to a black SUV. Austin was hot as hell compared to the cottage where I’d been all summer. I shifted my grip on my duffel and waited for him to open the vehicle up.

      Once the bags were tossed in the back, we got in and he turned up the AC. We pulled out of the airport and onto a main road. He seemed confident driving, so I asked, “What’s this place like that I’m going to?”

      He shot me a glance. “I don’t know. Elsa, the GM’s assistant, is in charge of that. Because of the dog situation we couldn’t use the usual hotels. All I know is that it’s a private residence. But it’s in an expensive neighborhood, if that helps.”

      I didn’t need anything fancy. I wasn’t sure how Beast was going to behave in a new environment, so something more affordable might help if he decided to chew on the furniture, but I didn’t have a lot of options.

      The areas we drove through kept getting nicer as we got closer to the location on his GPS. Expensive hardly touched these places. The car pulled up in front of iron gates. Through them I could see huge, immaculately maintained grounds. This place screamed money. Who the hell lived here, and why was I getting to stay? Did it belong to one of my new teammates? One of the stars? It didn’t look big enough to belong to a billionaire team owner.

      I’d been given the security code for the gates in an email, and they swung open after I’d input them. I’d never lived in a place like this. The only reason I wasn’t freaking out was because the email also indicated I’d be staying in the carriage house, not the main residence.

      Who the fuck had a carriage house?

      We turned right when the driveway split, just after we got through the gates, and stopped in front of what had to be my new home. It was two stories tall, white stucco with clay tiles on the roof. The building had a staircase to the side, and the main doors were open in front of us. Most people would have been happy to have this as their home, let alone the huge place I could see to the left through the trees.

      The driver got out and started to remove my bags. He left the gear bag in the back, saying he’d been instructed to take it to the team’s equipment room. We could hear a grinding noise coming out of the open doors, and for a moment I wondered if this was the right place. The gate code worked, so this must be it, but why was someone inside working? They weren’t renovating the place for me, surely.

      I thanked the driver and offered him a tip. I watched him leave before I turned to check out my new home. My duffel had wheels, and I threw the bag with my suits over my shoulder as I headed for the doors, fingers crossed that someone inside could help me out.

      When I looked through the doors I found a workshop, not a residence, and it was big, the whole bottom floor of the building. I hoped upstairs had a bedroom, because this place wasn’t ready for anyone to live in. On the wall was a board of instruments, tools for someone who worked around the house. Below the tools were benches, with machines and shit on them. There were stairs to the second floor, a kitchenette, and a door to what could be a bathroom at the back. My dad had been strictly a “call people when something goes wrong” guy, so I’d never learned to use a hammer or drill the way some of my teammates had growing up, but even to my untrained eyes the stuff in here looked different to the hammers and saws I’d seen at people’s houses.

      There were a couple of larger machines on one table—I had no idea what they’d do—and pieces of wood, glue and clamps, everything clean and well cared for. I saw guitars hanging up, as well as the one on the central workbench, which had the strings off and looked bare and empty.

      Someone was standing in front of one of the machines, the one making noise. She—I was pretty sure it was a she—was maybe five foot six, with baggy jeans and a T-shirt, hair covered by a dusty bandana, and big headphones on, to protect her ears.

      I tried to say hello, getting louder each time, but she didn’t hear me. Maybe she shouldn’t leave the doors open when she had the headphones on? I didn’t want to scare the shit out of her by going over and getting in her line of sight, since she was handling equipment.

      I finally yelled a “Hey” just as she turned off her machine, and she jumped, whipping around and brandishing a piece of wood at me.

      She pulled off the headphones, stick still pointing at me. “Who are you and what are you doing here?”

      I held up my hands in a non-threatening gesture. “I’m here for the carriage house apartment?”

      She was attractive, but not typical, with straight brows that gave her frown a lot more weight. Pale skin, with what could be freckles or just bits of wood from what she’d been working on. A long nose, and right now, lips thinned together in a disapproving frown. Again I had to question whether this was the right place.

      “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “You’d say that if you were planning to hurt me.”

      Fair point. “I was given this address, a gate code, and told to come to the carriage house.”

      Her hand holding the wood lowered. “How are you here already?”

      I wasn’t sure how to answer that, but at least it sounded like she knew I was coming. “There was a driver waiting when I landed. He just dropped me off outside but you didn’t hear me. You might want to close the doors when you’re wearing those headphones.”

      Her back straightened. “This is a secure property, and you need that gate code you were given to get in. Normally this is perfectly safe.”

      “Okay. Just trying to find where I’m staying.” My eyes moved to the staircase, wondering if I’d have to walk through her shop every time I came and left the building.

      She followed my glance. “Oh no. Those stairs are locked off. You can use the outside ones. You have the code for that lock too?”

      I nodded and held up my phone. Like she could somehow read the messages on there through the dark screen. “Sorry to disturb you, then.” I took a step back, ready to get out, grab my stuff and escape upstairs.

      “Wait—how long are you staying here?”

      She looked worried, but I didn’t have a definite answer. “I’m not sure…maybe through June?”

      Her head dropped back. “I don’t suppose you work nine to five?”

      “No. My hours are weird and I travel a lot. Why?”

      She huffed a breath, sawdust shifting off her face. “Because this is where I work, and as you might have noticed, it’s noisy sometimes.”

      “No one said anything about that. Just that this was a place I could stay with my dog.”

      She stared at me. “Your what?”

      “Dog.”

      “Damn it, Cash,” she muttered. I had no idea who or what Cash was. “I hope your dog can get along with the cat who lives here.”

      I sincerely doubted that. “I’ll keep him on a leash.”

      She dropped the stick of wood on the workbench, near the disassembled guitar. “So you’re here, you’re around in the daytime, and you’ll be around till June. Just peachy.”

      I almost apologized, but this wasn’t my fault. I hadn’t made the arrangements. “Maybe you should talk to whoever set this up. Right now I need to put my stuff somewhere because I have to check in tomorrow.”

      “What time do you start work?”

      I swiped my phone open and scrolled through the emails that had come from the team. There were a lot, but I finally found one that detailed what was going on for the first day of training camp. “I’ll be gone around nine.”

      “I have a couple of projects I need to finish before I can find another place to work. I’ll try to get that done while you’re out.”

      “Thank you.” I still felt bad for disrupting her business, but I had no idea what the setup was here. I just knew I needed to be ready to mesh with a new team in the morning, one with a goalie coach who didn’t like me. Once I got to know the team, maybe I could find someone else to room with, or another rental.

      I escaped up the stairs with my stuff, punched in the code, and checked out what would be my home for tonight at least. An open room with a kitchen to the right, a breakfast bar and stools separating it from a small table and a living room with a couch, a chair and a TV. Through open doors on the left I saw a bathroom and a bedroom. It wasn’t luxurious, but it would do. I put my things in the bedroom, and scrounged for linens to make the bed.

      I lay down, hands crossed behind my head. It wasn’t my fault, but I’d now pissed off two of the three people I knew in Austin. Otts, my new goalie coach, and the woman downstairs. I didn’t think the guy driving the SUV hated me, but I might never see him again.

      What I wouldn’t do for hockey.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Who is it?

          

        

      

    

    
      Sophie

      

      My new neighbor, who was leaning heavily into the whole lumberjack vibe, disappeared, leaving me with a lot of pent-up frustration and nowhere to vent it. I didn’t trust myself to work, so once I’d made sure Mountain Man was in the apartment and out of listening range, I called Diane.

      Diane Fischer owned what was arguably the best luthier shop in Austin, String Theory, repairing stringed instruments and custom-building guitars. She’d been my mentor when I was learning my craft. After Dad and Cash’s guy, Conrad, had refused to waste his time with me—his words—her support had been invaluable in giving me confidence in what I wanted to do.

      Once I’d moved on to my own shop we’d become friends, and we usually got together a couple times a month. We were due for a meetup.

      She picked up immediately. “Sophie! What great timing! I wanted to talk to you.”

      I heard the smile in her voice, and I was smiling too. “So now is a good time?”

      “Absolutely. Come to the shop?”

      “I’m heading out now.”

      It wouldn’t hurt to earn some goodwill with the new tenant by keeping the noise down while I knew he was there. I closed up the workshop and walked over to the house. Cash’s stupidly big place had a four-car garage, which contained his truck and my little Honda. Maybe someday he’d be around often enough to get another vehicle—he had enough money—but right now he was more interested in his work than enjoying the money he was making.

      I got into my Honda, which always looked like it didn’t belong, and took a left when I was past the gates. Diane’s shop was in a strip mall on what had been the outskirts of the city twenty years ago. Austin had grown up around it. Diane said her neighbors when she started included a pawn shop, a burrito takeout, and a convenience store. Now there was a sit-down restaurant that required reservations, a spa that I wouldn’t dare to enter, and a yoga studio.

      I loved Diane’s place. I loved my own shop—the smell of wood and oil and varnish of what was my happy place. But mine was still new, and Diane’s shop had decades of accumulation of those odors. She was one of the best luthiers in the state, maybe the country. I’d loved being her apprentice and would have happily continued but there were others needing the opportunity. A lot of luthiers wouldn’t take on apprentices anymore.

      When I had questions, or problems I couldn’t solve, I’d come and talk to her. She was generous with her knowledge, and we were close friends now as well as colleagues. A couple of years ago she’d lost her partner, and she still wore the trace of sadness in her expression. Theirs had been a long and happy relationship. She had mostly recovered, but a love like that wasn’t something to get over. It wasn’t what Ollie and I had, and I wasn’t sure I was capable of that kind of passion.

      There weren’t any customers, since it was almost closing time. Diane’s guitars were custom ordered, and most of her repair work was done by appointment. There were some comfortable chairs in front of the store window, and a counter. Behind that, a luthier’s wonderland.

      Diane looked up when the bell over the door rang and smiled at me. “Come on back. I want to show you something.”

      I walked around the counter displaying guitar accessories, and joined Diane at the workbench. A beautiful Dreadnought was lying there. “Is this one of yours?”

      She nodded. “My client decided she wants some inlay done on the neck, so I thought of you.”

      “Me?”

      She raised her brows. “Yes, you. You do incredible inlay work.” She held out her hands. “I’m just not able to do that detailed stuff I used to.” Her hands were lined with veins, her knuckles looking large against her fingers.

      I ran my hand down the neck of the instrument. “Thank you. What are they looking to have done?”

      Diane described the star pattern they wanted on the neck and headstock. “We could use bone, or mother of pearl. Maybe on an abalone background?”

      “Do they want large, small, cascading…”

      “They want stars. They don’t have an exact image, so they want to see what we come up with. Think you could make up a design?”

      “I can give it a go, sure.” If they hated it, there wasn’t much lost.

      “Sophie, when they described what they wanted, you were the first person I thought of. Don’t just give it a go. Come up with a design, and if the client approves, when do you think you could get it finished?”

      I narrowed my eyes, imagining what could be done. “It’ll take me a couple of weeks to get through the major projects I’ve got right now. But I can work on the design in the meantime, and once they approve it and I get the supplies ordered, a week or so. Say four to six weeks for a buffer.”

      Diane nodded. “I’ll let them know, and wait to hear from you.”

      “I want to make sure I do the instrument justice.” Diane’s custom builds were masterpieces, and I’d hate to mess one up.

      “You will. You up for some Tex-Mex?”

      That was an easier ask. “Always.”

      I helped Diane close up. I hadn’t been here in a couple of months, and I could see she was slowing down. Did she not have an apprentice on hand now to assist?

      I drove us to our favorite hole-in-the-wall restaurant. We’d come here often when I was training with her. The owners knew us and stopped to chat before taking our orders.

      “I hadn’t realized how long it’s been since I saw you. We need to get together more often.”

      Diane leaned back in her chair. “Interesting that you mentioned that. I wanted to talk to you about more than that guitar.”

      Suddenly my throat tightened. Was something wrong with Diane? This reminded me too much of when she and her partner had let me know about Jane’s cancer diagnosis. “You’re okay, aren’t you?”

      She smiled softly, understanding my fear. “I’m getting older, but otherwise I’m fine.”

      My shoulders relaxed. “Good.”

      “But I am getting older. And this job is taxing. It’s time for me to retire.”

      And there came the tension again. “Retire? You’re closing the shop?”

      It was hard to imagine Austin without String Theory. Austin was a music city, and Diane was an icon.

      “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I’d like you to consider taking it over.”

      I choked on air.

      Diane had a faint smile on her face as I caught my breath. “Thought that would surprise you.”

      I rubbed my hand on my chest. “Obviously. Why me?”

      “Because I believe you can keep String Theory one of the best shops in the city. Because you’re a woman, and we get short shrift in this business. I’d like to think women could continue to learn and create in the place I built.”

      I agreed with her one hundred per cent. My experience with Conrad was typical of a lot of the established luthiers. Teaching an apprentice often used time that could be spent earning money, but it was important to pass on the craft—not just what you could learn in courses, but the knowledge only years of hands-on work could provide.

      “I’m confident you’d give other women a chance to apprentice. You know almost everything I do.”

      That was an overstatement. “I’ve never built my own guitars—I mean, in the course I took, but not seriously.”

      “I’ve been cutting back on the custom jobs I do, and I’m not retiring immediately. Say, two years and I’d be done and the place would be yours. You can help with the customs I work on and decide if you want to keep that part up, but even just maintaining the repairs and restorations would keep the spirit of String Theory going.”

      The server came to take our orders, and Diane let the topic drop while we chose our favorites.

      “Maybe the timing works out well—I was going to ask if I could do some work at your shop.”

      “Absolutely. Is there something wrong at your place?”

      “Dad talked Cash into letting a tenant stay in the apartment upstairs.”

      “Without asking you?”

      “It’s not my property.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You’re taking care of the place, so it would have been considerate. But anyway. Who is it?”

      “I didn’t have a chance to even ask his name. Dad called to ask why Cash wasn’t answering, then Cash took about thirty seconds to tell me someone was moving in upstairs. The guy arrived just before I came over.”

      “A friend of your dad’s? Someone he’s recording or touring with?”

      I laughed. “He’s a lot younger than Dad, more my age, and has a thick mane of hair and a full beard. He says he has weird hours and travels… You could be right. He might be a musician. And he apparently has a dog, which will be great with Goober. In any case, when he’s home in the daytime I can’t make too much noise, so I hoped you’d let me work here till I find another place.”

      “It plays right into my plan. You do what you need to, then we can talk and see how this might work out.”

      For the first time since Cash had mentioned renting the apartment, I could relax. I’d meet my obligations and spend more time with Diane, so win/win.

      After we’d split the bill and returned to String Theory, she brought retiring up again. “Please think over what I said. You’re talented and I’m always impressed with what you do. I’d feel good, passing the business on to someone who would keep the spirit going.”

      I promised to think it over, but realistically, I couldn’t do it. I had a small clientele, often referred by Diane, and an arrangement with a couple of stores locally. I was busy, but not a well-known name. How could Diane believe I was ready to step into the big leagues?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 5


          

          
            Every one of us could be an Ace

          

        

      

    

    
      Remy

      

      I was up early in the morning, like a kid on the first day of school. I showered and managed to get the beard trimmed, but my hair was still a disaster. There were no sounds coming from the workshop downstairs, but I made sure I was out of the building by eight thirty so she could work.

      I called an Uber to get to the practice arena for the Austin Aces. I hadn’t been there before, since when we played the Aces we practiced at their game arena. This building wasn’t as sleek but the parking was better. I’d need to rent a vehicle while I was here, since my truck was back in long-term parking at the Winnipeg airport.

      I was early, wearing my workout clothes, but had no idea how to get into the building. There weren’t many cars in the lot. I dropped my bag and leaned against the wall beside the door while I waited for someone to show up—preferably someone I knew. I’d been part of the league for ten years now, so I was familiar with most of the regular players.

      An SUV pulled in, and as I watched, Ethan Harrison stepped out. He was also a veteran player, and we’d run into each other enough that he should recognize me.

      Once he was close enough, he cocked his head. “Remy? You playing here?”

      I shrugged. “Last minute. Can you let me in?”

      “Sure—I can show you where things are. How long have you been in town?”

      “Arrived yesterday.”

      His brows lifted. “Last minute is right.” He tapped his card on the scanner by the door and I followed him inside.

      Like all practice facilities, the smell of sweat and dirty feet was detectable below the pungent notes of the products the staff used to keep the place clean. Ethan led me around a couple of corners till we reached the locker room. There were a few guys there, but we were among the first.

      “Thanks.”

      “No problem. Exercise rooms are that way, showers there, and that door leads to the ice.”

      I found a stall with my gear in front of it, though there wasn’t a nameplate yet. I sat down and waited for the coaches and the rest of the team to arrive to start our first day tasks.

      More guys entered the room. Some were comfortable, and settled in a stall under their name. Others, the younger-looking ones, stood around the edges of the room checking on what everyone else was doing.

      Coach Mackenzie, commonly called Mack, pushed in through the door and looked around. Conversation died and everyone gave him their attention.

      “We’re excited to have you all and hope to have a great training camp. Remember, the final roster isn’t set, so do your best and you could be on the ice on opening night.”

      There were a few cheers, but for most of us this was a familiar spiel, and not totally honest. Guys with one-way contracts were unlikely to be sent down to the farm team, but there were probably some slots that the rookies could claim if they were good enough.

      “We’re going to rotate you through medical, fitness and photos today, taking you by position. There will be team photos at the end for the group as a whole. Lunch is provided. Any questions?”

      Some of those newbies were dying to ask but were afraid to look stupid in front of the others, so no one spoke up.

      “Okay, forwards to medical down that way.” He pointed. “The guys who were here last year can show the way. Defense to fitness. Goalies to the ice for photos.”

      I waited while most of the bodies left the room. One familiar face stopped to greet me. Larry Han, a forward I’d played with for a couple of years. As the only Asian on that team, he’d faced some flack, but he was a good guy as well as a player and I’d been happy to spend time with him.

      “Remy!”

      I stood up and we did that hug/backslap move. “Hanny. I forgot you were here.”

      “Signed over the summer. I didn’t know you were playing for the Aces either.”

      “I flew in yesterday—got a contract the day before.”

      His eyes widened. “Wow. Glad to see you though. You got a place?”

      “The team found one for me.”

      “Hotel?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve got a dog, so they found somewhere pet friendly.”

      “Good thing. I was going to offer you my spare room, but no pets allowed, so…”

      “I appreciate the offer anyway.”

      He glanced over his shoulder. We were almost the last two in the room. “I gotta get going, but what’s your phone number? We’ll have to catch up.”

      I was happy to give it to him. Seeing a friendly face had given me much better vibes about the team and finding my position on it. He headed for medical, and I followed the signs to the ice. Time to meet the other goalies.

      Four guys were standing near the gate, watching the photo setup. There was a net at the end of the rink, with team jerseys and sticks piled up. I stepped onto a carpeted walkway that had been laid out over the ice and joined the others.

      I recognized Keaton Constantine. We’d played against each other on occasion. Keats and I up-nodded. The other three guys were younger. I thought I recognized the largest guy as being the most recent draft pick by the Aces, a goalie taken later in the first round.

      “They haven’t given us anything to do yet?” I asked. Heads shook in the negative all around.

      For a few more minutes we watched the crew work on their cameras and lights and check out their tablets. I heard the gate again, and recognized the man coming out. Otts. Coach Oliver Trent. The guy in charge of my future on the Aces. I clenched my fists.

      We’d been rivals since World Juniors, when I’d shut out his American team in the gold medal match. I was drafted before Otts as a result of that series and beat him in the Calder Cup final. Otts had a Cup win and a Vezina, so he’d definitely surpassed me in the NHL, but he never got over those early victories of mine. He’d been injured a few years ago and was forced to retire, so I hadn’t seen him in a long time. But the expression on his face when he saw me? He still didn’t like me. So why the hell was I here?

      He nodded at us, then walked past till he could speak to someone in the camera crew. After a brief chat, he returned to us.

      “They’re almost ready. You guys introduce yourselves?”

      We exchanged looks and shook our heads.

      “I know Remy,” Keats said.

      Otts smiled politely. “Okay, I’ve talked to all of you except for…Remy, since he’s just arrived. Keaton Constantine, Jacques Laplante, Lars Nillson and Walter Jones.”

      Laplante frowned. “And Remy?”

      “Daniel Rempel.” I smiled at Laplante and held out my hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      Laplante paused before gripping my hand and then quickly dropping it. I was not popular in the goalie sector here.

      A signal from the camera crew, and Otts waved toward them. “They’re ready for you now.”

      One by one we pulled on an Aces jersey and posed, by the net and in front of a screen for headshots. Damn, I wished I’d had a chance to do something with my hair. At least the beard was under control after a summer of neglect, but I preferred to be clean-shaven during the season. We made small talk with each other while we waited for our turns. Keats told me that the team’s regular starting goalie had retired quite recently because one of his kids was sick and he wanted to spend time with his family. He was thirty-five, getting old for a hockey player. Keats had been his backup and wasn’t sure if he was moving up to starter now. He tipped his head at Laplante, who we’d already started to call Lappy, so presumably the team was grooming him to be a starter.





OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

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

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

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

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

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


OEBPS/images/rtx-1f3d2.png





OEBPS/images/image1.jpg
@
x| )
KIM FINDLAY






OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/runawway-romance-logo.jpg
W

KIM FINDLAY
Ry Remars





OEBPS/images/goalie-interference_ebook-vellum.jpg
KIM FINDLAY

AUSTIN ACES HOCKEY
'@\,

E\\,}\)\X\ NN

=

INTERFERE! "t

?v\

COE NN §
GEY YA /‘\/‘,f' AA
\/\}v\/‘v\/\)\,\ Y Xk,






