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Chapter 1


          

          
            Stuck in a ditch

          

        

      

    

    
      Phin

      

      My knuckles showed white as I wrestled with the steering wheel, desperately fighting to keep my vehicle on the road. The headlights illuminated little beyond blowing snow, while the whistling wind drowned out the sound of my SUV’s engine. The wipers were on high but losing the battle.

      Shit. Weather was always more extreme north of Toronto, but it wasn’t forecast to be this bad. My shoulder twinged with another jerk of the wheel. Getting away for a few days was supposed to help me rest up that injury, not make it worse. The Toronto Blaze holiday break this year gave me four days without hockey games or practice. Enough time to ice the shoulder and get rid of that annoying stab of pain.

      My stepmother had plans for the family for the holidays. I had no desire to be a part of them. She didn’t like hearing no, so I’d slipped away without telling anyone where I was going. Just a text to say I needed a break and would be back on December twenty-seventh.

      Missing Christmas with them didn’t bother me. When I was a kid, my mom went all out: decorations, baking, gifts, a big tree. It had been one of the highlights of our year. After she died, it wasn’t the same. The celebrations my dad and brother Quin and I put together were sad. Then Dad remarried, and Lina went all out too, but differently. She had money, and in her family, Christmas was about parties and dinners and socializing. I didn’t want to wear a tux—I had to wear a suit to games as it was. And with the team struggling, and now our top scorer out for the rest of the season with an injury, I had no desire to stand around making polite talk about the team.

      I wanted something that was family oriented, not meant to impress others. I’d spent several Christmases with teammates and that had been fun. But they were coupling up, and I wasn’t ready to be a fifth or seventh wheel. Ducky might be injured, but he’d gotten back together with his high school tutor, Katie. Our captain, Cooper, had found someone as commitment-phobic as he was and convinced her that meant they belonged together.

      Even our team Eeyore, JJ, had his twin sister to celebrate with. Crash was spending the time off with his sister and mother. Oppy, one of the top line wingers, had offered me a swinging single Christmas that sounded as bad as staying with my family.

      That less than joyful thought distracted me sufficiently that the car skidded on the slippery pavement, and I pulled it back, grimacing as the movement stressed my sore joint. It wasn’t much farther to the cottage where I’d planned to hole up on my own. If I could just stay on the road for another couple of miles…

      The wind came up again, buffeting the car. I wrenched the wheel the other way and thought I was good, but the tires hit black ice. The back end whipped around in a one-eighty, and then slid, inexorably, into a ditch. There was a crunch and a jerk as it came to stop against a utility pole.

      It took several minutes for me to realize just how fucked up my situation was. I put the SUV in forward, reverse, accelerated gently, and then with more force. It didn’t budge.

      What was supposed to be a few inches of snow had turned into a snowstorm, and I was stuck in a ditch. This area, north of Toronto, was cottage country. In the summer, and even late spring and early fall, there was a constant stream of traffic as city dwellers escaped the city. But not two days before Christmas.

      I pulled out my phone, relieved I at least had some bars. This section of the region was quiet, and as I remembered, reception at the cottage was almost nonexistent. The closest town was small, as were the cottages around here. All except ours.

      I called CAA, the Canadian Automobile Association, and they promised to send a tow within the hour. The unexpected weather had hit more people than me, so they appreciated my patience.

      I glanced around, seeing nothing but snow in my headlights. I’d better conserve fuel in case the tow took a while. Wishing I’d dressed more warmly, I pulled on my gloves, turned off the vehicle and set the timer on my watch.
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        * * *

      

      Skye

      

      “Why does this have to happen now? I was looking forward to seeing my favorite nephew perform.”

      My brother shrugged. “You’re the one who said we can’t afford to lose our CAA contract. And if I’m not at that damned concert, Christine will have my balls.”

      I looked out the garage window at the blowing snow. It sucked, not having the money to pay for extra help. It was pointless to argue, but I tried anyway. “Rowan is only three. He won’t even notice if you don’t make it.”

      Riley grinned at me. “He’s not the one I’m worried about. Plus, knowing my kid, he’s going to do something epic that will blow up the whole show. I’m not missing it.”

      He was right. My nephew was a magnet for trouble. A case of flu that had gone through most of the town’s population had postponed the concert from the beginning of the month, and on the next scheduled date, a week ago, a pipe had burst, shutting down the water supply. Tonight, two days before Christmas, was the last chance to get this done before the big day, which was why the weather wasn’t canceling the event. It was now or never.

      “I’m on office duty. What if someone calls for help while I’m out there?”

      “Forward it to your cell phone.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Mine? Why not yours?”

      “Because even if Christine doesn’t confiscate mine, you’re going to have the truck. Oscar is tied up with that crash on 35. No point in calling me if I don’t have anything to tow with.”

      The storm, blowing up from a bit of snow to the next thing to a blizzard, was messing with everyone’s plans. This close to Christmas there was more traffic on the major roads than usual for winter. There’d been a collision with a tractor trailer on Highway 35, and Oscar had taken the big truck to deal with that.

      Our town was quiet in the off-season. We locals knew how to drive in snow or were smart enough to stay home when conditions were bad. Riley could walk from the office to the church for the pageant, and then home again more quickly than he could drive.

      I stood up reluctantly. “Maybe if I’m lucky, this will be quick and I can get back to see Rowan bring the house down.”

      “Christine’s recording it if you miss. But it shouldn’t be a problem. Honda SUV on Hopper’s Lane. If the car’s damaged, just bring it here.”

      I tightened my lips. Hopper’s Lane was close to where we used to have a cottage. Before. I hated the reminder of how we lost our place. We’d grown up neighbors with the Collinses and they’d repaid us by taking our happy place. This stupid asshole better be an easy tow. I knew how to do this kind of job, but I only drove the truck in emergencies. I wasn’t as big as my brothers if brute strength was needed.

      My dad had invested heavily in the garage before he died. It supported our family, and I did my part. No one else was good with numbers, so I took care of the administration side, and I kept things from the financial brink. Barely.

      I pulled on Oscar’s old jacket, ugly but warm, and grabbed a toque and gloves. With a last sigh, I lifted the key for the smaller tow truck from the board. The sooner I started, the better my chances of getting back before Rowan’s performance was over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            You’re okay to do this?

          

        

      

    

    
      Phin

      

      I was getting cold. Really cold. My fingers and toes had started that pins and needles tingling, but I didn’t want to run the vehicle for too long since the fuel was at a quarter tank. The tow hadn’t got here yet, and I didn’t want to be without any source of heat in case it didn’t arrive for a while.

      When I finally saw the lights of a truck approaching, I let out a long breath, visible in the cool air inside my SUV. I flexed my feet and hands to make sure they’d work and carefully stepped out into the snow. My shoes didn’t have enough tread to handle the ice if I lost my balance.

      Even if this wasn’t my tow, I needed to get somewhere warm ASAP. I’d pay the driver to take me to Newfell, the nearest town. No one would refuse to help in these conditions, right? Hell, I’d use my hockey status to convince them if needed.

      The truck slowed and stopped cautiously beside me, rear tires slipping even at that speed. The door had Duvall Towing on it. The name brought back memories. The family with the cottage next to us when we were growing up were called Duvall. Could this be one of the boys, or a relative? Damn, I should have kept in touch. We’d been friends, before.

      I stamped my feet, rubbing my hands together, and the driver’s door opened. Down stepped a woman swathed in a bulky coat that hid most of her figure. Even bundled up and in the limited light, she was pretty. About my age, and possibly familiar.

      “Uh, hi. I’m really glad to see you. Are you—wait, Skye?” A big grin crossed my face. Skye was the younger sister of Riley and Oscar Duvall, the guys I’d hung around with every summer before Dad married Lina and I threw myself into hockey to escape my family. This was excellent. I could catch up on the family, maybe arrange to see them while I was here⁠—

      Her angry voice cut in. “No fucking way. Phin Collins?”

      I knew that voice, but I hadn’t heard it angry like that since the time we’d put snails in her bed. “Yeah, it’s me. Wow, it’s been a minute.”

      Something like a growl sounded in her throat. “You need a tow?”

      My brain was a little scrambled. Skye Duvall had certainly grown up. During summers at the cottage, she used to hang out with my little brother, and the two of them would try to tag along with me and Riley and Oscar. Pitting the memory of that kid against this angry woman was a total disconnect.

      I obviously needed a tow. My Honda was firmly stuck in the ditch and was slowly disappearing under a coating of snow. There were no businesses or houses close by, and it was cold, snowy and freezing here. If she was angry enough to drive away, I was in serious trouble.

      “Well?” Her voice was brusque. Maybe she’d been in the middle of something when she got the call.

      “Yeah, I need to get pulled out.”

      Her lips tightened. “Fine. Let’s get this over with.”

      Was I spoiled? I played in the top professional hockey league which brought me money and some celebrity, especially in Toronto. People knew my name and I had fans who wore my jersey, but I’d never had someone so unhappy to help me out before.

      Skye stomped around the truck, muttering.

      “You’re okay to do this?”

      Wow, she could look even angrier. “No, I drove the truck out here because I’m useless.”

      “I didn’t mean—” But she ignored me, heading to the hook. She’d stopped the truck in the perfect position to pull me out. No wonder she was pissed that I was questioning her. Time to put aside the kid I remembered and deal with the competent woman handling my problem.

      I stood, feeling useless, as she placed the hook on the undercarriage of my vehicle. I couldn’t see much of her, just the oval of her face, everything else bundled up to keep warm. Smart. I had come with a lightweight coat for driving, leather gloves, and no hat.

      Once it was set up to her liking, she did something on the side of the truck, and the cable started to pull my ride out.

      I winced. As the back end came in view, so did the damage. Was it even driveable?

      Skye came around the side of my Honda, narrowed eyes assessing it. She didn’t look any happier, though I was pretty sure the condition of my vehicle meant more work for someone local, maybe even her family. She must have been in the middle of something good before I called in. My brain was helpful about suggesting dirty things that might have been interrupted, but I slapped those thoughts away. It didn’t matter. She was here, doing her job, and I needed her to do it well. I certainly shouldn’t perv over her.

      She crossed her arms. “You can’t drive it like this. So where do you want me to take it?”

      I rubbed my gloves over my cold face. What was supposed to have been a short escape, easy in-and-out, was now a problem. “It looks like it needs some major work. Can you recommend a place?”

      She closed her eyes for a moment. “Yeah, I can take it to ours. It’s not going to get done anytime soon though. Tomorrow is Christmas Eve.”

      I would have to find another way back to Toronto for the twenty-seventh. I doubted there were many rental car locations open up here at Christmas. “Could I pay you to drop me off at the cottage, with my stuff, and then take the car to your garage?” Since I hadn’t planned on going anywhere over the three days, I had time to figure things out. I could still salvage this escape. In fact, the weather would make sure no one would interrupt me.

      Skye swiveled around, almost slipping on the ice. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      Her eyes blazed with anger and I took a step back. My shoes, not intended for this weather, didn’t have enough traction and I fell, landing on my bad shoulder.

      “Fuck,” I yelled as pain stabbed through the joint.

      “Are you okay?” For the first time there was something other than anger in Skye’s voice.

      I rolled to my good side and pushed up on my knees. She held out her hand and I gambled that she wouldn’t jerk me into another fall. Maybe she hated the Toronto Blaze.

      “My shoulder,” I spit out.

      “The hit in the third period last night?”

      We both froze. I was shocked that she knew what had happened. It didn’t follow with her attitude.

      I eyed her carefully. “Yeah. I drove out of the city to rest it before the next game.”

      She sighed, shaking her head. “Okay, I’ll take you to your ‘cottage’ first.”

      I could hear the quote marks around the word and that was fair. My stepmother had rebuilt our former modest, two-bedroom, one bath, single-story structure into the kind of thing that was in rich people magazines. Five, or maybe six bedrooms. A great room. Not only a huge kitchen inside, but one outside as well that was almost as big as the whole place had been previously.

      My stepmother was rich people. I didn’t want to be. Even though I was now playing hockey professionally and making more money than the people I’d grown up with. More than Skye and her family, I’d bet.

      She checked that my vehicle was in position before she stalked around the truck to the driver’s door and I climbed into the side closest to me. The heater was blasting warmth, fortunately, and I took off my gloves to hold my hands near the vent. Skye didn’t say anything, just put the truck in gear and drove slowly forward. We were quiet. I didn’t want to distract her in these conditions, and I wasn’t sure what to say to her. She was pissed at me, but that didn’t make a lot of sense since we hadn’t been in touch since about the time I was first drafted into juniors. Not long after that, Lina started renovations on the property and I spent summers in hockey camps. I’d only been at the new, improved cottage a couple of times during previous offseasons, but at least I remembered the door code. When I’d wanted an escape, it had seemed like the perfect choice.

      Until the snow hit.

      If Skye wasn’t pissed at me in particular, then she was pissed at someone else and venting it on me. Asking her about it would only make it worse. So we drove in silence.

      It was only a couple of miles, though it took us twenty minutes to get to the turnoff to the cottage. The snow was coming down harder, and I wondered if she’d be able to get home okay after this. A glance at her clenched jaw and I decided against asking her.

      It was half a mile down the side road. One sign there, indicating Lasata, the name Lina had given the new improved place.

      There used to be two signs. Two cottages. Until Lina tore them both down to make Lasata. Which brought to mind a question I’d had for years. “Why did you guys sell your cottage?”

      Skye’s head whipped toward me and the whole truck skidded.
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