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in the very things

they thought

made them weak.
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CHAPTER 1

THE CHARADE

Aleks

She wanted to hit me.

I wanted to kiss her.

That was how it had always been with us.

“This is just… great. Just fucking perfect,” Mia said, throwing her hands up in disbelief before she sank down into my giant bean bag with a huff. As soon as she realized where she was sitting, she hopped up with a frustrated growl before stomping over to the couch, instead.

She hated that fucking thing, thought it was childish and likely had some assumptions about what she thought had taken place on it. Usually, I found her disgust with it hilarious.

But nothing was funny in this moment.

She buried her face in her hands, shaking her head.

“What am I going to do?”

I didn’t mind seeing her flustered in most cases because I was most often the culprit getting under her skin. Ruffling her feathers was one of my favorite pastimes, if only to see that fire within her spark to life. But in this instance, I hated it, because she was upset over something I had no control over.

Under normal circumstances, I’d toss a smart-ass remark at her and smirk as that perfect mouth of hers gaped open at me, as her cheeks turned red and that little vein in her forehead popped. I knew exactly how to push her buttons, how to make rage pour through that normally put-together woman.

But right now, that side of me I always kept tied up in the basement of my cold, dead heart was thrashing, urging me to go to her, to pull her into me, to hold her and find a way to make it right.

I kicked that motherfucker hard enough to knock him out, snuffing the lights and reminding him why he was locked away in the first place.

Her dark hair fell over her shoulders in a silky curtain as I took the seat next to her. I hovered one hand over her slender back before I carefully, slowly, rubbed it. “I’m sorry.”

Mia froze under my touch.

There it was again, that shock of electricity between us, that zap of heat I felt any time my body made contact with hers.

But just when I thought she might melt into that touch, Mia yanked away, uncovering her face so she could properly glare at me. Those sharp blue eyes of hers narrowed into slits. “Well, you should be. This is all your fault.”

And just like that, we were back to sparring.

“My fault?” I gaped at her, smirking even with my mouth open because I wanted her to feel as ridiculous as she was being. “Mia, it’s a fucking hurricane. What the hell am I supposed to do about it?”

“You’re the whole reason I’m here instead of in New York to begin with. I’m doing all this to save your ass! And now I have to cancel a sold-out show at Madison Square Garden.”

The truth of that seemed to hit her full force, her face going white.

“Oh, God,” she whimpered, burying her face again. “I have to cancel a sold-out show at Madison Square Garden.”

Any desire I did have to comfort her was receding now, held at bay by her accusation. “Saving my ass,” I repeated, tonguing my cheek. “So, this is all about me suddenly? I’m the big bad wolf and you’re just doing this to be a little saint, huh? Nothing at all in it for you?”

“Oh, shut up,” she spat, shoving me away. I barely budged.

“Because I’m pretty sure this was your publicist’s idea,” I reminded her.

“Well, your agent is the one who made me come here for your stupid game!”

“Made you?” I stood, jaw tight. “You are a woman with free will, Mia. In case you forgot. No one can make you do anything.”

She looked up at me then, her eyes softer, something in the relaxing of her jaw telling me I’d struck a nerve without trying. She was a woman of free will, yes — but she was also a pop star puppet, her strings being pulled by an entire team she paid to keep her career skyrocketing.

That softening in her reminded me so much of when we were younger that I had a hard time taking my next breath.

For a split second, we were both eighteen again.

She was begging me to kiss her.

I was begging her not to let me.

I knew even then that we were wrong for each other.

I knew even then that we’d break each other’s hearts if we ever tried to be more than friends.

“Whatever,” she said after a moment. The word was resigned, not laced with any sort of edge, and that upset me more than if she’d screamed it.

I could handle her yelling at me.

I couldn’t handle knowing I’d hurt her — even with all the practice I’d had over the years.

She sniffed, waving her hand in the air like I was one of the people paid to wait on her. “Do you at least have some tequila or something?”

“Need to get drunk to face the truth?”

“That I’m stuck in a high-rise condo with my fake fiancé with a hurricane barreling toward us?” She stood, a saccharine smile on her tight lips. “Um, yeah. Drunk is the bare minimum.”

She stormed past me and into my kitchen, and I took a deep breath, letting it out as slowly and calmly as I could as I folded my hands together and rested them on top of my head. I stared up at the ceiling, debating converting to the first religion I could think of just to see if there was a god who could save me.

Mia needed to drink to get through this, and I needed to sit on my fucking hands.

Because she wanted to hit me, and I wanted to kiss her.

And with the two of us forced to stay together for the night, I had no idea how the hell I was going to keep up the charade of anything I felt for this woman being fake.




CHAPTER 2

BE A GOOD BOY

July - Three Months Earlier

Aleks

My phone was burning a hole in my pocket as the team’s media relations manager attempted to burn a hole through my head with his murderous glare.

Strings: Call me. It’s important.

Strings was the nickname I’d given to my only friend in the world back when I first met her. We were just sixteen then — she, an awkward girl with a guitar glued to her hand, and I, a broody asshole with a hockey stick glued to mine.

I knew her as Mia Conaway, my best friend.

The world knew her as Mia Love, world-famous pop star.

Mia’s text came through just as I was shoved into the conference room where half of our public relations team, along with our General Manager, were ready to lay into me. I’d had no choice but to put my phone away and wait to respond until after my lashing.

But where I should have been focused on the threats being thrown my way after I’d fucked up — yet again — all I could think about was her.

Despite how close we were in high school, our lives had gone in separate directions over the last eight years, the two of us living on different coasts, and practically in different worlds. Every now and then, our paths crossed — she’d get to come to a game of mine, or I’d catch one of her gigs. Sometimes we’d find ourselves reunited with her parents for a holiday. But for the most part, about the only time we communicated was through a text or a smart-ass comment on social media.

So the fact that she’d asked me to call her, that she’d said it was important…

“You’re bleeding,” Dan Kilman said, rolling his eyes as he fished a tissue out of the box in the center of the conference room table. He handed it to me with a flourish before he was pacing again.

I dabbed at the corner of my lip where it had split, not the least bit fazed.

I was a hockey player, for fuck’s sake.

Bleeding was like breathing for me.

“You also don’t seem like you’re taking any of this seriously,” he added. I’d never seen him look so stern. His pale bald head was glistening from a sheen of sweat as he paced the room, his dark brows furrowed together in frustration. Usually, Kilman was a bright smile and an assuring nod as he sent you to an interview you didn’t particularly want to do but had no option to refuse.

Right now, he looked ready to split the other side of my lip.

“I’m sure Mr. Suter is taking this all very seriously,” our General Manager assured Kilman. Richard Bancroft — known affectionately as Dick — reminded me of a mall Santa. He wore a jubilant smile nearly one-hundred percent of the time, his eyes twinkling, belly jiggling with each little laugh he let loose.

Even now, when I knew he was also fed up with my shit, he looked like nothing more than a proud father ready to defend his son at the principal’s office.

“Listen. I understand. Tensions run high when you’re a man with as much testosterone as you have running through those veins of yours,” Dick said with a guffaw, thumping the table across from me with one large hand. “But… this is going to be your last warning to keep the fights on the ice.”

“Last warning,” I repeated, monotone as ever, one eyebrow arching into my short hairline as I assessed him along with the rest of the team. Kilman and Bancroft were taking the lead, the other two staying silent, jotting notes down every now and then. One was Kilman’s assistant and the other was head of our social media. I was pretty sure they weren’t actually writing anything of merit, but rather avoiding eye contact with me. “That sounds like a threat.”

“It is,” Kilman said. “You’re lucky Coach McCabe is on vacation and we were able to assure him we had this handled because if he were here, my bet is there wouldn’t be another warning. Your ass would be out on the street.”

I scoffed a laugh at that, looking from the little man to my GM. I didn’t mean to be disrespectful (okay, so maybe I did) — but who the fuck did this guy think he was?

I was the lead scorer on our team last season — even more goals than their precious Vince Tanev.

Hell, I was the lead scorer in the fucking league.

And we won the Stanley Cup.

This guy was really going to threaten to have me off the team for a little bar fight?

“What Danny here is trying to say is that he has this covered. He and these two stars can handle the media,” he said, with a nod to the silent ones. “And our legal team has already put the pieces into place to get charges dropped.” Dick gave Kilman a subtle warning glare before he turned his gaze on me. “But yes, you heard me right, son.” He flattened his lips like he was disappointed he even had to say this. “If anything like this happens again, we’ll have no choice but to release you. And as it stands, we’ve decided to suspend you for the first two games of the season.”

My lips curled into a snarl of a smile as I shook my head and kicked back in my chair, crossing my right ankle over my left knee and folding my arms over my chest. It was usually the league who did the suspending, and typically only for bad behavior during a game or during the season. Since it was the offseason, and my little bar fight had happened on my own time, the league would stay out of it.

But apparently, my team decided I needed to be punished to learn my lesson.

As if my prior team hadn’t proven I never would.

“If you want to start the season out on two losses, that’s your call to make,” I said.

“You’ve forced our hand!” Kilman raged, but Dick put a hand on his forearm to stop him from continuing.

“We don’t want any of this — the legal trouble, the media attention, or the suspension. But the league won’t stand for us to just let this slide, offseason or not.” Dick steepled his fingers on the table. “You did knock a man out cold, after all.”

I had to fight to keep from scoffing again. If there was one thing I knew about Richard Bancroft, it was that he loved media attention. That was why he’d agreed to let local reporter Maven King follow Vince Tanev with twenty-four-seven access during his rookie season. It was why he set up one of our defensemen, Jaxson Brittain, and Vince’s little sister with a season of interviews after the hockey world found out they were together. It was why he was all but begging our goalie, Will Perry, to allow media coverage of his upcoming wedding after the whole world thought he’d be single forever.

That man wanted whatever would keep his arena full.

But I guessed that didn’t include me laying some asshole out after he threw his fucking Long Island iced tea on me.

Begrudgingly, I could admit I overreacted. I was dancing with a fine-as-hell Boomer’s regular — I think her name was MacKenzie? — when we were both suddenly drenched. And it couldn’t have just been a regular Long Island iced tea, either. No, it had to be a fucking blue one — like we were kids at a bar sneaking drinks underage.

Security was typically pretty good at keeping anyone the team didn’t want partying with us behind the ropes, but it was a fucking club. Shit happened. Sometimes, an asshole or two got through.

And I was all too eager to handle my own security.

I had a lot of pent-up energy buzzing through me at all times. During the season, I got it out on the ice. In the offseason, I worked it out in the gym. But that wasn’t enough. So yeah, give me an excuse to lay a motherfucker out, and I’m going to take it.

I’d grabbed the guy by his stupid, bedazzled polo and cut his laugh attack with his bros short. One of his friends got away with a single sucker punch before I slugged him so hard in the jaw, he spun like a cartoon before flying back into a table and causing bottles to crash to the floor.

Then, I’d knocked out the offender who’d thrown the drink.

I was escorted out of the bar right after, and as they loved to do, the paparazzi had followed me that night. They were always praying for me to fuck up.

Lucky for them, it was my specialty.

And I knew they were all giddy to post the photo of me — skin pale white from the flash of their cameras, blue liquid staining my shirt, my lip split and bloody, and a smirk on my face as I flipped them off proudly.

“If it was just this, we’d be fine,” Kilman said, calling my attention up to him. “But after all the shit you caused in Seattle, the shit we took for signing you in the first place, and the hell you gave us during playoffs…”

He shrugged, holding up his hands again as if I’d see a zip tie around his wrists.

I wished I cared.

I wished I took their threat seriously, that I was scared straight and inspired to get my act together.

But the truth was that I hadn’t felt much since I was a kid.

Hockey was about the only thing in the world I gave a fuck about, but even that felt like a shallow love some days.

Like right now, staring at the two gentlemen I was supposed to respect and fear, I should have been begging for them to trust me to make things right. I should have been pleading for them not to cut me.

Instead, I was almost praying they would.

Maybe then, I’d lose what last little bit of life I was holding onto and just let myself slip away into a drunken numbness forever. Maybe I’d walk willingly into the open arms of an addiction, one of the many I fought daily to stay away from. Maybe I’d hole myself up in some shack on a beach somewhere and become a recluse.

They loved to bring up Seattle, as if I wasn’t already aware of the shit storm I left behind there. It was the first team I played for in the league, and though I’d helped take them from a nothing team, to one of the top contenders for the Cup each year, the last thing they were ever going to do was thank me.

Because on the ice, I was a blessing.

Off the ice, I was a curse.

I should have had regrets. I should have wished I could go back in time and get my act together. Maybe I should have gone to therapy or found a productive outlet for my rage. I could have taken up pottery or some shit like Vince Tanev.

But I knew the truth.

There was more of my parents in me than I wanted to admit, their addictions thrumming through my veins no matter how I tried to deny them. At least I’d stuck to alcohol and sex, and I kept a tight enough rein on both to skate by without causing too much trouble.

I liked being wild.

I liked feeling numb.

I didn’t care about anything enough to keep myself on the straight and narrow for long.

And nothing could keep me from that thrill of pushing the envelope just to see how far I could get before someone followed through on their threats.

“Message received loud and clear,” I finally grumbled. “I’ll be a good boy. Promise.”

I saluted with the snarky comment, ready to get the fuck out of this room and call my girl.

My girl.

I laughed at myself with that thought. Mia Love was far from mine, and yet she was the only person in the world I gave a single flying fuck about.

I cared more about calling her in this moment than I did about saving my career.

Especially because she’d said it was important.

Sometimes, I could close my eyes and see Mia as the shy girl hiding behind her large-framed glasses and scribbling lyrics in a notebook when I first showed up at her house. I had been exhausted from the flight from Switzerland, as scared as I was numb about the whole experience of being flown to America to billet with a family so I could play hockey.

She wasn’t Mia Love, world-renowned pop star, then.

She was just Mia Conaway.

The daughter of the couple who was agreeing to let me live in their home so I had a chance at making a life for myself.

“Am I free to go, or should I go pick a limb off the nearest tree and line up on the wall for a switching?”

Dick laughed where Kilman flattened his lips, very clearly unamused. His assistant snickered but covered it with a cough.

“You’re excused,” Dick said, standing with a grunt. “Keep your nose clean and you won’t hear from me again until the preseason. But don’t be surprised if Coach has a particularly grueling first practice for you.”

He smirked with one eyebrow cresting into his white hairline, like we were buddies and he was on my side. But I knew better.

To Dick, I was just a money-maker. I was a goal-making, fight-starting piece of entertainment who could help put asses in the seats when we had a home game.

He wasn’t my friend.

Then again, no one was.

No one other than a brown-haired, blue-eyed pop star living across the country.

I dialed her number as soon as I pushed through the conference room door.




CHAPTER 3

READY TO PLAY

Mia

“I swear, nothing would make me happier than to flatten this guy’s micro penis with a hot iron.”

I huffed the insult, face burning as I skimmed the rest of the article written by one of the most prestigious and well-respected writers of Pop Industry Magazine — Garrett Orange. He’d received an early listening access pass for my upcoming album, a common practice in the industry.

And, yet again, the shit canoe was trashing me.

I seemed to be his favorite subject, ever since I was the ripe ol’ age of nineteen. While he loved to write glowing pieces on the boy bands and rock stars closest in competition to me, all he ever seemed to want to talk about in my case was how I was a lover scorned with trite songwriting.

Add in the fact that he was best buddies with my darling actor of an ex-boyfriend, and it shouldn’t have been a surprise to find the scathing, three-page review of my upcoming album as his latest viral post.

And it wasn’t a surprise.

But it did piss me off more than usual.

“‘Save your money for what I suspect will be yet another female rage fest of a tour, complete with glitter bombs and obnoxious lyrics only twelve-year-old girls could love,’” I read out loud, and that did it. With a frustrated growl, I turned my phone screen black with one click before slamming it down on the teak table in front of me.

What is wrong with this guy?

I couldn’t figure out what I’d done to affront him so, to make it where I had this target on my back that he loved to chase. The only reprieve I’d had from his critique had been when I was dating Austin, and even that was short lived. I had a feeling Austin had made him promise to hold his tongue only long enough for him to get what he wanted from me.

As soon as we broke up, Garrett was back to being a prick.

And Austin never did anything to stop him.

My publicist and I were sitting in my private oasis of a backyard, the fountain from the pool and the soft waves from the Pacific Ocean beyond providing a serene symphony — but nothing could calm me in this moment.

I buried my face in my hands, trying to force a slow breath.

I popped back up just as quickly.

“Are they ever going to get tired of this shit?” I asked Isabella. She was my publicist and one of my closest friends. I’d learned early on in life — especially in this career — that most people couldn’t be trusted. But Isabella had earned my trust almost immediately, and more importantly, she’d kept it.

Because she truly was looking out for me. She cared about me. She wanted me to succeed, to be happy — and I’d seen her willing to sacrifice what would have been the bigger money-making moves in order to insure my health and well-being.

That alone gave her a permanent spot in my inner circle.

Isabella offered me a sad, sympathetic smile, the California wind blowing softly through her hot pink hair. She had light brown skin, honey gold eyes, and more piercings and tattoos than an entire motorcycle club combined. She was the kind of beautiful that could stun you speechless and also scare you just a little bit, just enough so you didn’t dare fuck with her.

I envied that.

I, on the other hand, was very much the American girl next door. Long, silky chestnut hair, tan skin that mostly came from genetics rather than my time in the sun, bright blue eyes and, blessedly, naturally long lashes. My lips were just plump enough that my team never harassed me to get fillers, and I had a single dimple on my left cheek that I’d always loved — along with a beauty mark right above it.

Ever since I was fifteen, I’d been called cute. Not hot, not sexy, not rich in feminine power and talent.

Just cute.

Not that I minded being cute. Being cute was fun.

But sometimes, I wondered how long I’d have to age before another adjective would be used to describe me.

“You’ve been at this for seven years, mi amor,” Isabella said. “What do you think?”

I heaved another sigh, shoulders deflating. I knew the answer to the question I’d asked her. I just hated it. When I’d first rose to stardom as a teenager, I didn’t understand much. I kind of laughed off the criticism while licking my wounds in private, trying to pretend like none of it mattered. That was what a good little pop star did, right? I was to smile and be amiable, never confrontational. I was to stick to my music and never have an opinion on anything else.

Now, with a few albums and years of touring experience under my belt and with a fanbase I’d worked tirelessly to nurture, I was starting to have a change of heart.

I didn’t want to be the girl who smiled and said it was all just fine.

I wanted to be the lion that roared back and bit anyone who came too close.

“It’s just…God, it’s so frustrating,” I said. “I’ve won album of the year twice. I’ve sold out stadiums across the world. I am consistently one of the highest streaming artists on every music platform. I write my own music, my own lyrics, and orchestrate my own tours. I sing and dance live for hours on end without using auto-tune.” I shook my head, staring at my phone like it was a friend who’d betrayed me. “And yet, all they want to talk about is fucking nonsense —me still being hung up on Austin.”

“It appeals to the masses.”

“The male masses,” I filled in for her.

“Female, too, sadly. Women love to hate other women — especially those who are successful. The internalized misogyny is wild in these streets.”

“So, I just have to take it,” I said flatly, not even really as a question. “I just have to hold my head high and ignore all the people sharing this article in victory like this proves that anyone who listens to my music has bad taste. I have to be okay with the fact that, no matter what I achieve, all they’re going to talk about is who I’m dating or who broke my heart or what stupid fucking swimsuit I wore and how my body looked in it.”

Isabella didn’t answer, just leaned over enough to squeeze my knee and give me a moment.

And truly, that was all I needed. She was right. I’d been in this for seven years — and that was only after being discovered. Music had been my life since I was three. I knew how this all worked.

In the end, I’d get over this stupid article.

I’d laugh it off — not because I had to, but because when the frustration wore off, I really would find it funny that this waste of oxygen was so obsessed with me. Then, I’d move on and be happy despite what that little prick wrote about me and what all the little trolls said online, because I loved what I did.

I loved my music.

I especially loved this album, which felt more mature than any I’d released before. It was like stepping into a new chapter of my life, one I knew my fans would jump into with me because they could relate to everything I was singing about.

Maybe that was what hurt the most.

I could take it when I was younger, when I read through those harsh reviews and saw a little truth in them. I could agree that some of my songwriting was trite, that I played into what sold and did what I had to do to gain popularity — mostly at the insistence of the adults driving the decisions of my career at the time.

But this?

This album felt personal, like a love letter to my fans. It was me sitting at my piano and bleeding out for months as I sat alone with my biggest feelings. It was my label trusting me to create whatever I wanted to, knowing my name alone would sell it. It was me belting out at the top of my lungs about the truth of love and heartbreak and friendships and growing up and losing innocence. It was me plucking at my guitar with my heart not just on my sleeve, but in the palm of all of their hands.

It was me breaking free from the industry know-it-alls around me trying to pull my strings and realizing that I was in the driver’s seat, that I could take the wheel and choose the destination and the route to get there.

So, to have it diminished so quickly, before the first single even dropped…

It killed me.

“Ready to play my favorite game?” Isabella asked.

“Hit me,” I said with a sigh.

Her favorite game was to pitch me two possibilities and then fantasize down each path. When she wasn’t slaying dragons as my publicist, she was writing telenovela-style fan fiction — which meant the woman loved to dream up a story.

“Okay, so, we can ignore Garrett completely, not comment on the article at all, and continue with our normal press schedule, hoping it doesn’t come up. I’ll do my best to steer interviews away from it and make it clear that if they ask a baiting question that stems from his bullshit, we will have you walk right off set. We’ll release the songs as planned, with ‘Heartbreak Habit’ being the first single, and let your fans catapulting you to number one on every streaming platform speak for us.”

I nodded, my throat tight as I listened to the first scenario. It was one we’d played out before. I was good at fielding questions from probing journalists. I was great at ignoring the rumors — like how Garrett insinuated that I’m not over Austin, that I’m so hung up on him, in fact, that I made this whole album about him.

Which was complete horse shit.

Sure, there were a couple songs on the album with slights toward my ex. In particular, the one about how he managed to manipulate me in a way that made me lose myself trying to be what he wanted me to be, what he made me feel like was right. The title of that track was “Puppeteer” and was one of my favorites.

But it had been over a year since our breakup. I’d had other experiences with fuck boys since him, and I was also writing about experiences my friends and colleagues had gone through — like when Isabella was falling hard in love with a married woman with all the promises of forever rolling off her lover’s lips.

Only for her to eventually call things off, make Isabella feel crazy, and stay with her husband, announcing months later that they were expecting a child.

I’d held my friend’s hand through that, cried with her as her heart broke into a thousand pieces. She let me in, and I went through all of it with her — the pain and disappointment. She knew music was my therapy, so when I’d written the song and played it for her, she’d cried and hugged me and told me thank you.

And then immediately told me it was going on the album.

Or like how I’d written “That Kind of Magic” just imagining what my mother must have felt falling in love with my dad in the late eighties and early nineties. Their love was the kind that not even the best movie could illustrate. It was the comfortable, playful love that comes so effortlessly you can’t help but smile and long for it when you’re around them.

The truth was I had plenty of writing inspiration in my life. There were my own lived experiences, the ones being lived around me, and the fictional ones I dreamed up in my head.

If only Austin would speak up for me, if he would use his voice to shut this all down…

That was a far-fetched dream.

If I defended myself, it would just fuel the fire. But if he made it clear that we hadn’t spoken since our breakup, that it had been a mutual split and we were both moving on… people would listen.

That was the infuriating truth.

No matter how the times progressed, it seemed a man’s word would always outweigh a woman’s.

Of course, Austin loved the attention he got when something like this came out. He was well known and popular on his own, an actor with a long list of blockbusters under his belt. But articles like this one gave him the chance to be coy in interviews and spin his little web of lies in the perfect way to paint the ultimate picture of him being the golden boy who could never do any harm.

And me as the crazy ex-girlfriend.

“Okay,” I finally said. “And the other option?”

“We flip the script.”

I arched a brow at Isabella, leaning back in my seat. “And how do we do that?”

“Simple,” she said. “We spin a different story. What if instead of a scorned woman still hung up on her ex, we show that you’re a healed woman who has moved on. We illustrate that not only are you not still in love with Austin, but you’re too busy having the time of your life with the most incredible man you’ve ever met to even think about that nepo baby anymore. We could switch up the single releases, go out strong with ‘On the Way to You’ and take control of a narrative that should be ours to tell, anyway.”

I chuckled. “Sounds delightful, but that would require having a boyfriend.”

“What if we took it a step further than that?” Isabella thumbed through her phone before biting her lip and offering it to me, like she was fairly certain I would throw it as soon as the thing was in my hand. “What if he was your fiancé?”

I snorted out a laugh, but it died in my throat when I saw the image on her screen.

Staring back at me was the cocky, cold smirk of the National Hockey League’s bad boy, his lip freshly bloodied, shirt tangled in a night club bouncer’s fist as he was being thrown out.

The next shot showed him winking at the camera, and chills swept over my thighs at the sight.

Aleksander Suter.

Winger for the Tampa Bay Ospreys.

Notorious troublemaker.

And owner of my heart since we were teenagers.




CHAPTER 4

JUST CRAZY ENOUGH

Mia

It took a full two minutes for me to stop laughing.

I was so certain this was a joke, a way for Isabella to lighten the mood before she smacked me on the ass and said, “There she is. Now, come on — we have an album to release.”

But when I finally wiped the tears from my eyes, my stomach tight from all the contractions — she was just staring at me, waiting.

The pink-haired, Mexican vixen was dead-ass serious.

“Bells,” I said, shaking my head. “That is… insane.”

“Is it?”

She took her phone from me, reading the headline about how Aleks had found himself in trouble yet again after getting into a fight at Boomer’s in Tampa. Then, she looked at me like I should have somehow gathered the missing pieces of the puzzle from her words alone.

When I just blinked at her, she huffed, letting her hands fall against her thighs with a slap.

“Aleks is a bad boy, Mia. Austin is the golden child of Hollywood. Don’t you see? This would be a complete one-eighty. It would give you an edge.”

Something about that sparked curiosity in me, and I leaned forward. “I’m listening.”

Isabella squealed, clapping her hands together before holding them toward me in excitement. “Okay. Let me paint the picture. You and Aleks are longtime friends. You’ve already been seen together over the years — you at his games, him at your concerts, the two of you home with your family from time to time. It’s never been a thing… but what if we started making it a thing?

“There have been breadcrumbs — especially this year. I could feed them to the right rumor-starter and get the Internet buzzing. As your fans love to do, they’d start overanalyzing everything. When we went to his game in New York and he scored a hat trick and didn’t get into a single scuffle on the ice… was it because he was showing off for you, because he wants to be better for you?

“And when he came to that charity benefit concert we did last month, was it just because it happened to be in the same city as the NHL Awards, or was it because he was desperate to see you after winning the Stanley Cup, that he couldn’t wait to celebrate with his girlfriend?”

She widened her eyes, mouth open in a giant smile as she nodded along with her story and waited for me to come down the path with her.

“Okay… I can see the story,” I said. “There are enough instances over enough of a span of time that we could convince the public that we’ve been dating on the low for longer than anyone realized.”

“Exactly.”

“Dating a professional athlete — especially one with such a rough reputation — gives me an edge.”

“Bingo.”

“And to show he’s changing for me, that he wants to be better… it takes the narrative away from me being a crazy ex-girlfriend to being a woman worth changing for.”

“Ding, ding, ding!” Isabella waved her finger in the air.

But I just laughed, shaking my head. “He’s never going to go for this. I mean, even convincing him to play along with us dating would be a feat. But to say we’re engaged? It’s too much.”

“I disagree. Look,” she said, pointing to the article on her phone again. “He’s in boiling water with the Ospreys right now. I happen to have an inside source that says he’s walking into a very serious meeting today about his future with the team — and how it could be cut short if he doesn’t get his shit together.”

That made my stomach turn. I knew Aleks in a way perhaps no one else did, which meant I knew his little spurts of acting out came from boredom and numbing himself more than anything else. Everyone else saw him as a brute, stern-browed and severe.

I still saw him as the self-conscious boy my family took in when I was in high school.

There had always been a big part of him that believed he didn’t deserve anything good in life. When he tried hard, he pretended like he didn’t, like everything was easy to him. When he accomplished something, he acted like he didn’t care, like he didn’t need anyone’s approval and it all just happened by accident.

But I knew better.

Hockey was everything to him. It would kill him to lose it.

The issue was that, if he was in one of his low spells, he might not have the energy to even try to save it.

“Besides, just dating him would only add fuel to the ‘she’s on to another boy toy’ fire. But if you were engaged? That’s serious.”

“And when we don’t get married?”

Isabella deflated a bit, like she hadn’t thought that part out. I was ready to say see and call the whole thing off when she tilted her head and popped that pointer finger up again.

“Easy,” she said. “We hold the control. We’ll… make a big scene, something with him relapsing into his bad boy behavior. We’ll show that you aren’t afraid to stand up for yourself, even when you’re hopelessly in love. That at the end of the day, you have self-respect. You don’t take any shit. You’re strong enough to walk away from a toxic situation.” The more she spoke, the more excited she became. “Honestly, this could lead into even bigger sales for the next album. Think of how many girls have called off an engagement or gone through a divorce? You could write their future anthems!”

“Wouldn’t that play out poorly for Aleks?”

“Of course not,” she said, waving me off. “We’ll make the big breakup something small in the eyes of the NHL. Nothing against team rules, nothing that will call for any game time suspension or anything. Maybe he’ll be seen with a gaggle of puck bunnies, make out with one of them or something.”

She waved me off again, but my stomach soured at the thought. Not that I hadn’t seen Aleks tangled up with plenty of women in the tabloids throughout the years, but that didn’t mean I was ever pleased about it.

He had a very specific type.

The women who garnered his attention were smokey-eyed and dolled up. They wore tight dresses and floss for swimsuits. They confidently claimed him in public, straddling his lap at restaurants or making out with him unabashedly in pool cabanas with their whole ass hanging out.

And those observations were not made with my lip curling or any kind of judgment. They were made with awe, with longing, with respect.

Because those women were hot. They were sexy. They were bad.

They knew what they wanted and how to get it. They lived loudly. And they didn’t give two shits what anyone had to say about them.

That was what Aleks found attractive about them.

I knew because he’d urged me so many times in high school to stop caring about what people thought of me, to stop trying to fit into some sort of box that could be easily sold.

Sometimes I wondered if I had listened to him, if maybe he wouldn’t have rejected me.

If maybe the night I asked him to kiss me, he would have.

Instead, he looked at me with pity like I was a sweet little girl not aware of what she was asking for, like I didn’t understand the world and he was somehow sheltering me from it — from him.

The memory made a soft smile touch my lips, even as the pain of it stung my heart like a rusty butter knife carving into it. “I don’t think he’ll go for this,” I whispered, and this time my doubt wasn’t born from how crazy this all sounded, but more from the fact that I truly was not his type.

“He will. We will make it mutually beneficial, give him something to solidify his place with the team despite what his past record has shown. Trust me — Richard Bancroft wants to sell tickets. He wants to sell suites. He wants to make money off brand partnerships. And this, his team’s bruiser engaged to the hottest pop star on the planet?” She thumped my knee. “This is a money-making dream come true.”

Isabella stood, walking over to where Cora, my angel of a house maid, had left us a large pitcher of iced tea. I wasn’t particularly fond of people working for me in my home. I preferred to clean my own house and cook my own meals. But over the last couple of years, the truth was that my time to do those things had dwindled to almost nothing. And so, I had a small team of people I trusted — a chef, my house maid, a house manager, and my security. I adored them all like family and paid them more than my financial advisor advised, but they were worth it to me.

Isabella poured each of us a glass before holding hers up toward mine.

“Besides, you know Aleks will want to keep his little bad boy rep. It gets him more super models than his bankroll and fancy cars ever could.” She arched a brow. “If he thinks he’s hit the pussy lottery now, just wait until he’s the ex of Mia fucking Love. The kittens will be clawing each other’s eyes out for the chance to be the woman who helps him get over you.”

I tried to ignore the way jealousy sparked in my chest at that, at how it always had any time I saw another woman with my best friend. Because that’s what Aleks was, what he had been since we were sixteen. He knew me in a way no one else did. He understood what I was never able to say out loud. Even when time stretched between us, when our lives got busy and we didn’t talk for months… he could still take one look at me and just know how I was feeling, what I was thinking, and if I was okay or not.

Everything about this scheme sounded absolutely bat shit crazy to me.

And yet, somehow, just crazy enough to work.

Maybe it was the fresh sting of Garrett Orange’s words simmering in my bloodstream. Maybe it was knowing Aleks was in trouble and I might have the key to getting him out of it. Maybe it was the thrill of doing something insane, something so ludicrous that the whole world would be talking about it.

Whatever it was, something made me pick up my phone.

And I decided if I was going to be fake engaged, there was no one I’d rather pretend with than Aleks.

I pulled up his contact, glancing at a wide-eyed and hopeful Isabella when his name sliced across the screen.

Then, I sent the text that would spiral me into a new life.




CHAPTER 5

HOW HIGH

Aleks

I’d called Mia as soon as I left the meeting with Kilman and Bancroft, my head still pounding from the alcohol from the night before along with their whining about my behavior.

Annoyingly, Mia had been coy about what was so goddamn important until I got my agent to join us on a video call.

Now that she’d explained her publicist’s hare-brained idea, I understood why.

The four of us sat in silence, our images reflected on my laptop screen. The bottom box was Mia and Isabella in sunny California, the two of them huddled close in her back yard that I spent time in last summer during the offseason. In the top left box was my agent, Giana Johnson, her curly hair piled into a high bun on her head and her oversized glasses slipping down her nose a bit as she scribbled something frantically in her notebook.

And then there was me in the top right, blinking slowly, lips flat and unamused.

That resting face of indifference was my armor — always had been. I had the knack for looking bored or pissed off, or a combination of the two, regardless of what was happening around me.

But inside?

I was a fucking mess.

Because my best friend, the woman I’d been sick over since I was sixteen, the one woman I knew I could never truly have…

She’d just proposed that we pretend to date each other.

No, that we pretend to be engaged.

And just the thought of her being mine, even if only for a publicity stunt, had my insides twisted into an unholy knot of anticipation.

“This sounds like a one-sided deal,” I said carefully, coolly, hoping I was masking how badly I was ready to say yes without hearing another damn detail.

“Not at all,” Isabella assured me, glancing at Mia who was giving her an I told you so glare before she turned her attention back to me. “Like we explained, this works out very well for both of you. Just think how happy Dick will be when you tell him you’re engaged, getting on the straight and narrow. And with a pop star who will undoubtedly sell tickets to your games, at that.”

I smirked. I liked Isabella — had ever since I met her seven years ago. Out of all the people pulling the strings of Mia’s career, she was the only one who had my trust. She cared about our girl. She gave a shit what happened to Mia the Human, not just Mia the Musician.

Still pretending like I wasn’t sold, I nodded toward the screen at my agent. “G?”

Giana Johnson was the kind of woman who could throw you for a loop in the first hour you spent with her. On the outside, she was anything but intimidating. She was maybe five foot one and one-hundred-and-twenty pounds soaking wet, with big, curly hair and glasses. Combine that with her wardrobe that was some sort of mix between schoolgirl and librarian, complete with an array of plaid skirts, tights in every color, and cardigans she wore over crisp white blouses, and she was as confusing as she was intriguing.

But as soon as she opened her mouth, anyone around her was quick to realize she was a shark.

She took absolutely zero bullshit from anyone — me most of all. When companies offered me sponsorship or reached out about doing a commercial, she was quick to combat their initial offers and get me what I deserved. When I had to do interviews for the team, she was there with talking points and a reminder of everything I didn’t have to answer, no matter how the media pried.

She knew her shit, and she earned every bit of the fifteen-percent commission I paid her.

“Okay, I will take off my professional hat for only a moment to say that the bookworm inside me is absolutely screaming at this,” she said, and I could tell from how her little knee was bouncing in the video frame that she was trying really hard to keep her shit together. “I mean, a fake engagement between a hot hockey player and a goddess of a pop star? The fact that you two have known each other since you were teenagers? This is trope gold.”

Mia and Isabella shared knowing smiles, giggling a bit as I slow-blinked and waited for my agent to come back to reality.

“Now, putting my professional hat back on,” she continued, her mouth tugging to one side. “I can definitely see some major benefits to this arrangement. I mean, Aleks…” She shook her head, going over the notes she’d taken. “Even with the Ospreys winning the Cup, our sponsorships have run dry. Everyone wants Tanev and Brittain and the other pretty faces.”

I arched a brow.

“Not that you don’t have a pretty face,” she said. “They just…smile more.”

I rolled my eyes.

“But this…” She tapped her notebook. “This would have people beating down our doors. Commercials, interviews, branding… I mean, the possibilities are endless. But,” she added. “I am a bit worried about the details.”

“Which ones? We are open to discussion on any of the points we brought up,” Isabella quickly fired back.

“Well, for starters — the breakup at the end of it all. We need to find a way to ensure that the scenario can work well for both of us. I understand wanting Mia to be the picture of a strong woman walking away from a toxic relationship, but we also need to preserve my client’s reputation and ensure this shines a favorable light on him.”

“He’ll be back to the pussy god the internet fandoms praise him for being now,” Isabella said flatly. “What more could he want?”

The two of them continued on, sizing the other up as they went through the details of this arrangement.

But I tuned them out, my focus sliding to Mia.

Fuck, it made my chest ache to look at her, to take in those blue eyes and pouty lips of hers. Isabella said something that made her smirk, that dimple in her left cheek popping and reminding me of all the times I’d wished I was brave enough to reach out and touch her there. Her long brown hair was straight today and a little greasy, like she hadn’t washed it in a few days. It was pulled half up in a clip on her head, the other half falling over her shoulders.

She used to wear it like that when we studied together, when she’d chew her pencil and frown at her textbook and I’d pretend I wasn’t just there to study her.

She was too good for me back then. She was still too good for me now.

Never stopped me from wanting her, though.

“You’re fine with this?”

The words shot out of me, silencing Giana and Isabella in the middle of them working out details. Mia blinked before looking at me through the screen.

“With people thinking we’re engaged?”

I swallowed with the question, my throat tight as I tried to feign indifference.

Mia looked soft for only a moment before her lips flattened, one dark eyebrow arching. “Are you asking me, or stating your own concern?”

“We’re not exactly each other’s type,” I pointed out, thinking about her clean-cut ex. He had golden skin, golden hair, and a golden boy reputation. He wasn’t missing any teeth. His face didn’t have a single scar on it.

And then, there was me.

“Don’t worry — I’m sure the parade of women that follows you around will be waiting when this is all over,” Mia snarked. “And if you don’t want to do this, just say it and stop wasting our time.”

“I didn’t say I didn’t want to do it.”

“Well, you’re not exactly jumping up and down with excitement, either.”

I smirked. “Is that what you want, Mia? Want me to jump for you?” I leaned toward the camera. “How high, sweetheart?”

Isabella placed a calming hand on Mia’s arm as she narrowed her gaze, and Giana muttered a soft, “Aleks,” in warning.

I just leaned back in my chair and crossed an ankle over my knee, arms folding over my chest. It was defensive body language, but I’d perfected it enough that it came off as arrogance.

I kept my eyes on Mia as a moment of silence passed between us, and then Giana cleared her throat. “As long as Aleks is okay with it, so am I. My only condition is that we all stay in constant contact about what the plan is, and that there are no surprises.”

“No surprises,” Isabella promised. “Once you give the word, I’ll have my people make calls to some high-profile gossip sites and influencers to get the ball rolling. I have inside sources armed with photographs and details about how Mia and Aleks have been dating for months now.”

All eyes snapped to me, and I didn’t miss how Mia went from the wall of fortitude she always was to the girl I used to know. Her eyes softened just marginally, just barely enough for me to even notice. But I saw it in the way she subtly chewed the inside of her bottom lip, in how she was wringing her hands together in her lap.

She wanted this.

I leaned forward, elbows balanced on my knees and my attention solely on her. “What do you want out of this more than anything, Mia?”

“This is for your benefit, too, Aleks,” Giana started, but I held up a hand to ask her for a moment of quiet.

Mia frowned, looking at her hands before she shook her head and lifted her gaze to mine again. For a moment, I thought she was going to lie to me. But she sighed, like she knew better, and she hit me with the truth.

“I just want to be free of Austin, of Garrett, of all this stupid criticism over a breakup that happened more than a year ago. I want people to listen to my music and hear it for what it is — not what those two men think it is.” She swallowed. “I love this album. And I want it to have a fighting chance.”

My jaw was tight as I listened to her. Fuck both of those men for making her feel small, for taking away something she worked her ass off for. Austin got to bask in the glow of their breakup while she tried to escape the rubble of it unscathed. That douchebag reporter friend of his didn’t help.

I wanted to squash them both like the bugs they were.

“And my role?”

Mia held her chin a bit higher. “Prove them all wrong. Show them I’m different than what they think. I’m not just the crazy ex-girlfriend still hung up on Austin. I’m…” She flushed. “Desirable. Sexy. Talented. I’m alluring enough to capture the NHL’s bad boy. I’m good enough for him to want to stay.”

Her words sucker-punched me square in the ribs, my next breath halting in my chest before slowly leaking out. The fact that she didn’t already feel that way about herself, that she didn’t see it…

I nodded, leaning back in my chair again.

I wouldn’t just deliver on what she’d asked.

I’d also make that punk ass bitch of an ex-boyfriend of hers wish he’d never fucked with my girl.

I’d make him wish he’d never been born.

“I’m in,” I said.

Mia blinked. “Really?”

A slight tilt of my lips was all I gave her in answer, and I thought I saw that beautiful skin of hers flush as Isabella and Giana continued talking over details. They were already discussing NDAs and plotting our next public appearances, going back and forth about how we’d lay the groundwork, and discussing when the proposal should be.

They landed on August — just a month away.

I kept my eyes on Mia.

And thought of all the excuses I’d have to touch her now.




CHAPTER 6

CROOKED HALO

Mia

Later that night, I ran a hot bath and sank into the water along with my complete disbelief of what had transpired.

Aleks Suter was officially my fake boyfriend.

And soon — my fake fiancé.

It was surreal, enough so that I was having one of those out-of-body experiences where the day didn’t feel real. It was almost as if I were floating above my body and watching in a heated daze as the bubbles rose higher in the bath around me, like I was watching a TV show of someone else’s life.

I turned the water off with my toes once it was high enough, sighing a bit as I plunged farther in. My phone sat on a small wooden table next to the bath along with a hand towel and a glass of white wine — something buttery and delicious that Cora had poured for me before retiring for the evening.

I’d turned my phone face down to keep myself from staring at the screen the entire time I was supposed to be relaxing in the tub, but it taunted me.

Because within an hour of our phone call, rumors had started to fly — and now Aleks and I were all over the Internet.

It started with a fan account of mine with millions of followers posting a video with a montage of press videos and photos showing all the times Aleks and I had been spotted together over the years. That one had been courtesy of Isabella. We knew that fan well enough to know she’d run with any information that was leaked to her.

I had to admit, the photos and videos Isabella had scrounged up were pretty convincing. Aleks wrapping me up in his big arms after his win in New York, us laughing at a restaurant with my parents last summer, his hand on the small of my back before the benefit concert last month…

From the outside, it looked like he was protective of me, that he wanted me, maybe even loved me.

Of course, I knew the truth.

I knew he saw me more like an annoying little sister than anything else.

After that video was posted, gossip sites ran wild with the quotes from Isabella’s inside source saying that I was unbothered by Garrett Orange’s article because the points he’d made were laughable, considering I was happily in a relationship with Aleks.

Then came the fans with theories and timelines — one in particular that was gaining speed and quickly going viral. We hadn’t even planned this one, but she’d put together a very convincing argument that Aleks and I had been secretly dating since February, and that Aleks had been the first person I’d run to after the breakup with Austin last summer.

She even asked at the end of her video if her followers thought that maybe there was something there before the breakup?

It wasn’t just a little match
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