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      Chrissy, Ten Years Before

      I wince as I slide up the window, hoping the soft scrape as it opens won’t wake my dad.

      It’s nearly midnight and he’s finally headed to bed.

      But he’ll be right back up again at five in the morning.

      Because he’s a workaholic.

      Considering the hours he spends pursuing his various business ventures, I would swear he loves work more than anything.

      Only I know he loves me more.

      It’s just that his love is a heavy, stifling blanket intended to keep me warm, but instead, it…

      Suffocates.

      I exhale and shake that thought out of my mind.

      I have five hours.

      I have plans to make them count. With Bobby Montgomery.

      And…I can see him outside my window—or see the soft flicker of the flashlight on his phone turning on and off, his signal that he’s parked on the road leading into the vineyard and is waiting to meet me.

      My heart leaps, thinking of the way he kissed me.

      His body lean and hard, his grip tight as he pressed me against the cool metal of his truck. His lips soft and maybe a little too wet, but we were still learning each other and how to kiss and the extra wetness didn’t really bother me anyway. The way he smelled. The rumble of my name in his chest.

      Even now I feel the pulse in my belly, between my thighs.

      My body knowing where tonight’s going to lead, even if I haven’t really let myself think that far ahead.

      A romantic midnight picnic under the stars.

      A blanket hidden amongst the grapevines.

      Warm summer air flowing through my hair, lips and fingers trailing over my bare skin. Our bodies pressed together and⁠—

      I push the fantasy away and focus.

      I’m never going to lose my virginity if I don’t get out of this damned house first.

      I can’t go out one of the doors downstairs, not without triggering the motion detectors that my father surely activated when I announced I was heading up to bed, and I couldn’t have snuck out before he called it a night because he would have caught me on the exterior cameras.

      My only way out—discovered by trial and error—is to climb down from my gilded tower.

      So, I shift carefully, pulling one leg up, slipping it over the sill, waiting until my toes are secure on the ledge before I sweep my other leg over. I’ve done this dozens, maybe a hundred times in the years since we moved to California, so I know to take my time, to adjust my grip so it’ll support my weight, and then I heave myself up so that I can reach the tiny lip on the outside of the window were plastic meets glass.

      My fingertips connect and I grunt softly as I clutch the pane, allow my body weight to draw it almost all the way down.

      Just the barest bit of open space along the bottom so I can get back in.

      Then I make my way down to the ground, hooking fingers and toes into the stone facade that makes up the exterior of my house, moving efficiently and confidently—exactly as my climbing instructor has taught me—until my feet are on the dirt and my second story window is just a faint glow above.

      “Good job,” I whisper to myself, brushing my hands on my jeans as I stick close to the wall, staying out of sight of the cameras until I can get lost in the rows and rows of grapevines that surround my father’s estate.

      “Go!” I hiss when I reach the safest spot to cross, darting through the shadows and reaching the thick covering of the vines.

      Then I’m no longer careful as I run through the grape-laden plants, knowing they’ll hide my movements, mentally keeping track of how many rows I’ve crossed so I know when to turn out to the main road.

      And out to Bobby.

      And his old pickup padded with blankets in the back.

      And his strong body and insistent kisses and⁠—

      I turn, out of breath now but not caring.

      Because I can see the shadow of Bobby’s truck, can see the faint glimmer of his cell phone’s flashlight, the outline of his body.

      Nerves flutter in my belly and my pace slows.

      This is going to change everything.

      I know it will.

      And…I can’t wait.

      “Breathe,” I whisper, pressing my palms flat to my stomach, trying to settle the butterflies within. I exhale, hold my empty lungs for the count of three like I would before I’m about to attempt a tough assent. Then I inhale and move forward again.

      Not running.

      But walking steadily, heading toward my future, toward me finally getting out from beneath that uncomfortably heavy blanket of my father’s overprotectiveness.

      I’m almost an adult.

      I can make my own decisions.

      I near the end of the road, the night quiet except for the soft shush of the wind through the vines. “Bobby?” I call quietly.

      Footsteps on the asphalt, that light shifting.

      I frown but push it aside.

      Probably, I’m too far away and he can’t hear me over the rustling leaves.

      Or he’s playing a game on his phone and is distracted.

      I grin and shake my head. Men. Seriously.

      And then I keep walking forward, out of the empty space between two rows of vines and step up onto the road⁠—

      And freeze, heart suddenly in my throat.

      Because it’s not Bobby standing behind a beat-up truck that’s more rust than metal.

      It’s a man dressed all in black who’s positioned near a sleek, dark SUV.

      And he’s pointing a gun in my direction.
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      Chrissy

      “Meow!”

      I smile down at the kitten who’s so small she’s struggling to poke her head out of the blanket I tucked around her while she slept earlier.

      She’s awake now though, awake and summoning the courage to start exploring like her siblings are.

      “Come on out,” I coax, waving the feather toy in her direction. “It’s fun to mingle and be social.”

      She considers the toy, me, the chaos happening behind me…

      And stays put.

      I grin.

      An introvert.

      I know the feeling.

      Sometimes those social batteries take a good long while to recharge.

      “Come on, baby,” I say softly, jiggling the toy again, sending the bell going, getting her interested enough that she starts to creep forward. First her head then her shoulders, her hips and tail…until finally her fluffy body slips free.

      “Meow!” She looks at me with disdainful eyes, clearly not happy to be out from beneath the blanket.

      “I know it’s not exactly fun being social,” I tell her as she extends a tentative paw toward the toy. “But it’s good for us.”

      “Meow.”

      I grin. “I know,” I say. “Tell me all about it.”

      “Meow.”

      I laugh, but don’t stop with the toy. Jingle, jingle goes the bell.

      She stops complaining and crouches, readying herself to pounce.

      “That’s right,” I tell her, “you can’t let your siblings have all the fun.”

      She leaps, catching the edge of the feather, attacking it with a vengeance before she releases it and sprints off, running little a tiny fluffy maniac around the space, courage apparently found.

      I watch her launch herself at her brother—a tabby that’s already twice her size—before she rolls off and commences zooming around the room, little paws slipping this way and that on the tile floor.

      She upends a rug, runs into a tower, nearly turns over a water bowl before she gets her legs under her and starts playing with one of her sisters—Petunia, if I caught the color of her coat correctly before all the details blurred in a flurry of running and jumping and rolling.

      Ten kittens, all named after flowers. Six grayish brown girls—Petunia, Tulip, Lily, Rose, Iris, and Jasmine. Three tabby boys—Clover, Cassia, and Aster. And Petal—my brave girl now running around like she owns the place—who’s almost completely pure white with the exception of two swathes of color across her face, one orange and one gray. An unusual sight in my feline rescue operation, so much so—and she was so filthy when we first brought her in—that I thought she was gray like her sisters.

      But she’s not.

      The majority of her fur is as white as snow. Which means she should probably be named something like Crystal or Snowflake or Fluffy.

      But flowers were the theme.

      So…Petal.

      The bell over the front door tinkles and I laugh under my breath as all the cats in the vicinity freeze, their heads cocking to the side.

      Bells and feathers.

      I would be screwed without them.

      I turn my gaze from Petal and look toward the entrance, some part of me already knowing that it’s going to be my dad.

      He doesn’t go long without checking in.

      He hasn’t since…

      Well, he hasn’t kept his distance since the night I sneaked out to meet Bobby Montgomery.

      And met…other people.

      Who didn’t have my best interests in mind.

      I get to my feet carefully, looking out for stray kittens and shuffling when the kitten brigade attacks my laces, halting when my dad closes the distance between us and presses a kiss to my cheek, seemingly unaware of the kittens crawling up the legs of his very expensive suit, leaving claw marks and copious amounts of hair.

      Then again, I’ve been in cat rescue for long enough that claw marks and hair all over his clothes is old hat.

      “How goes the opening?” he asks as he straightens, turning his gaze toward the space, and I have no doubt he’s taking in every detail—analyzing what could be done better and more efficiently.

      “It’s going,” I say. “There’s always hiccups on the first day, right?”

      He smiles, his thumb brushing over my cheek before he winces and bends, scooping up a particularly determined kitten (Rose) and holding her close to his chest. “I like this idea of yours.”

      To open a storefront for adoptions. People come in and pay to play with the kittens (under carefully structured rules, including clean hands, booties on their shoes, limited numbers of visitors at one time, and not pushing the cats to interact) and the kittens, adult, and senior animals all get excellent socialization. We can place them better because we know how they’ll react around kids and other cats, crowds and noises and unpredictable movements. It’s a win-win-win all around.

      “Meow.”

      I glance down, see that Petal has come back over to me. “Hi, baby,” I say.

      “Meow!”

      My dad huffs out a laugh. “I think that one has picked her new owner.”

      I bend down and scoop her up, holding her securely against my chest. “You know that I can’t bring any home, not with Joan being how she is.”

      Joan—a.k.a. Joan of Freaking Arc—is my cranky senior cat with epilepsy and diabetes. My oldest rescue, she must be about thirteen now and has absolutely zero fucks to give. Which basically means that she dislikes everyone and has no compunction about using her talons, er claws, if someone dares to mess with her.

      And messing with her includes doing awful things such as walking by her cat tower, sitting on my favorite armchair, or trying to feed, water, or—God forbid—pet her.

      Oddly, she only likes my dad.

      Who the outside world thinks is an unfeeling robot.

      “Right,” he says, pivoting—probably because he can read with one look at my face how upset I’ll be to let my little Petal go. “Well, that one is young and cute and I know you’ll find her a good home quickly.”

      He’s right.

      But it’ll be hard.

      I’ll miss her. But…that’s the nature of rescue work. I either have to get used to letting these animals go to carefully selected homes, or I’ll turn into a crazy cat lady.

      And I can do a lot more good by not turning into that crazy cat lady.

      “Yeah,” I murmur, giving her one last cuddle before setting her back on her little paws, a part of my heart breaking off and going with her when she runs back to join the action.

      “Are you going to stay at my house tonight?” he asks, drawing my eyes back to his.

      Suspicion immediately grows in my belly. “Why?” I ask.

      “I want you with me at the board meeting.”

      I still. Sigh. “Dad,” I murmur, “I told you already. I’m done working with the Eagles.”

      The Oakland Eagles to be precise.

      Because my dad, owner of several successful, world-renowned wineries bought a hockey team.

      Wine and hockey might seem like an odd combination to the outside world—most of whom think he is that hard, stoic businessman.

      They don’t get the connection.

      But those who know the real Jean-Michel Dubois understand.

      He grew up in Montreal, was just a normal kid from normal parents and dreamed big of playing in the NHL. On the ice early in the morning, late at night, helping his dad make a rink in their back yard so he could get extra practice in.

      For years, hockey was his blood.

      Until his dreams were shattered with an injury.

      But my father is nothing if not a fighter. He pivoted, worked hard, and sold a series of self-made, increasingly more successful businesses. Until his interest in wine was piqued and he moved us to France to dominate the wine industry there. Something he was so good at that, a few years later, he moved to California to take over a string of failing vineyards and wineries.

      Wineries that are now some of the most profitable in the nation.

      So, when the beleaguered Eagles came up for sale, the fit was natural from my father’s perspective—he saved businesses and moved on with his bank account balance loving him, and I…well, I moved along with him.

      But even I have my doubts about his prowess when it comes to the Eagles.

      The roster is a mess. The players seem to hate each other—and their coaches. Their record…well, last season they were, by far, the worst in the league.

      I played hockey for a bit growing up, and again not that long ago as an adult searching for some exercise and pushing myself out of my social comfort zone, but I don’t love it.

      Not like my dad.

      Who seems willing to go to any length to make the Eagles successful.

      Even if it means ruthlessly acquiring players (and then trading them away when they aren’t living up to his expectations). I know that my father has had to be relentless and unrelenting in order to make his businesses successful, but…they’re people to me.

      And seeing them traded away, their lives uprooted because of his decisions…

      It’s like saying goodbye to another cat.

      Only…it’s a person.

      I sigh, start to remind him that I’ve resigned off from my full-time position as a physical therapist and only agreed to occasional contract work.

      But, as usual, he’s…relentless.

      “You don’t have to work for the Eagles,” he says, but it’s a lie because I know that he knows that he’ll wear me down sooner or later and then my life will be less about adorable furballs and more about hockey pucks. “I just want you to sit in and tell me your opinion on the new members. You know I trust your instincts more than anyone’s. You’re the only person who’s always honest and straightforward with me.”

      Flattery.

      But also truth.

      Ever since that night when I met a gun instead of Bobby in the vineyard—I’ve been completely honest with my father.

      Always.

      And now—because of that night and what we both almost lost—when I talk—at least about cats or business—my dad stops and listens.

      And more often than not, he takes my opinion into account.

      “Fine,” I say on a sigh, saving myself an argument when we both know it will end with me giving in anyway. “I’ll go to the meeting. But I’m staying at my house tonight,” I add when his expression becomes far too triumphant.

      “That makes no sense,” he tells me. “That’ll double your commute.”

      He’s not wrong.

      “Regardless, I’d rather stay at my place.” My new house, one I’ve finally moved into after years and years of my dad pulling various shenanigans to keep me under his roof. It’s beautiful and amazing and mine, and I like that it’s a distance away from his downtown apartment. I like that it’s nestled in a small wine-based community just outside of Oakland. It’s peaceful and quiet and my dad can’t just pop over.

      Not easily, anyway.

      Because he still shows up unannounced at least once per week.

      And, of course, he has other ways of keeping me close.

      One he employs right then.

      “You know that you’ll be driving out of your way.”

      “I know.”

      “But all of that driving means that you’ll lose out on more time here with the cats,” he says. “If you stay at my place, you can come here before the meeting.”

      Ugh.

      I hate that he’s right.

      My shoulders slump, and I bite back a sigh.

      “Fine,” I mutter, “But I’m going home first to get my stuff.”
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      Rome

      “You’re still one of us, you know that, right?”

      I look down at the slender blonde with deep brown eyes and see the sincerity in those chocolate depths.

      Brit isn’t lying. She’s made an effort to be a part of my family for a long time now. Not just talk, but taking my back, looking out for me, supporting me exactly as family should—exactly as my biological family does when we happen to find time in our busy schedules to talk.

      It’s just…

      I’m not.

      I’m not one of them any longer.

      I’m not a member of the Gold, not part of the boisterous, nosy, good-hearted team who have banded together and become a family like no other.

      I’m an Eagle.

      I’m going from a team where we put everything on the line for each other to a team full of…

      Assholes and grumpy bastards.

      All-for-one to gotta-get-mine.

      A winning record and strong playoff showing each and every season to last in the standings and a locker room in disarray.

      They’re looking for a leader.

      A leader who’s supposed to be…me.

      Which makes no fucking sense.

      It’s people like Brit who are the leaders—setting an example, steadying us when we falter, pushing us to be better.

      I’ll work my ass off—I always do—but how the fuck am I supposed to inspire that same urgency and intensity in others?

      I don’t know what I’m doing. I fucking don’t⁠—

      “Rome?” Brit asks, stepping a little closer, concern bleeding into her eyes. “You know that, right?”

      Fuck.

      Now I’m making it harder on my family, my friends.

      Cool. Cool. That’s what the newest captain of an NHL team is supposed to do, right?

      Fuck up and make things harder?

      Yup. Yup.

      I grind my teeth together when my head starts to throb, and barely resist the urge to rub my temple. Instead, I force a smile. “I hear you, Banana,” I say, using the Gold goalie’s newest nickname to distract her before she can tip over into full-blown worry. “I know I’m stuck with you jokers,” I tell her. “Once you’re in, there’s no out. It’s like the freaking mafia.”

      She smiles at me, showing off that million-dollar grin that’s garnered her more than a few endorsement deals and has graced billboards all throughout the Bay Area. “Damn right,” she says, nudging her shoulder with my own. “And I’ll also expect you to forget every single weak spot of mine when you’re shooting on me, yeah?”

      “You mean that high blocker?” I tease.

      She narrows her eyes, giving me a glimpse of the intense goalie that has been the face of the Gold for years now. “I kill,” she warns in a crappy evil villain voice.

      “Lies.” I drag her close, kiss the top of her head. “How are you doing really?” I ask softly. “With everything.”

      Her body tenses against mine, and I brace.

      Because she’s had a shit time of it, what with news of her and Stefan’s divorce hitting the media. The NHL’s power couple, who were together a decade and sickeningly happy, had…broken up. “It fucking sucks,” she says and then drops her arms with a sigh. “But it’s getting better.”

      I draw away, get a look at her face, and want to immediately pull her right back into my arms.

       ”Brit,” I begin.

      A sharp exhale before she retreats another step and juts her chin toward the road. “You need to get going before traffic makes you want to never come back across the bridge.”

      “There’s more than one bridge,” I point out.

      “They’re all bad this time of day,” she says and she’s not wrong. “Go on. I’ll bother you again soon.”

      “How ominous,” I quip, thankful when she smirks. I had turned down the offer of the Gold Moving Service (a.k.a. a bunch of Gold players schlepping furniture and boxes) and hired a real moving service, so it’s just the two of us standing on the sidewalk. Partly because I didn’t want to inconvenience my former teammates, partly because it would hurt like hell to have them helping, knowing that everything is different now, and partly because the league pays for movers.

      So, my shit is already in my new home.

      It’s just me, a couple of final boxes, and my car.

      And Brit.

      Other goodbyes have been conducted, a farewell party thrown. My new reality is right in front of me.

      Without everything I’ve ever known.

      I’m lucky, I know that. Plenty of guys bounce between teams, never find a home base, never have stability.

      I had it for four years.

      Now, I need to make my own way.

      Brit shifts, and I know she’s going to try to say something else, try to make me feel better, but—God—she has enough on her shoulders without dealing with my shit.

      I force another smile, sling my arm around her shoulders, then start drawing her toward her car. “Go get some rest,” I say. “The first game of the season is coming up and the boys need you in top form.”

      “Alex will be in starter shape in no time.”

      Said in a chipper tone about the player brought in to replace her when she was injured and it seemed unlikely that she would return to professional hockey.

      That was before the divorce.

      Before Stefan started dating someone else.

      “Alex is never going to be you,” I tell her.

      She goes still, her body so tense it could snap like a cold rubber band.

      Then she thaws and glances up at me, that trademark smile in place. I hate that it feels more like a mask than a genuine grin. “You’re all right, Rome Dawson.”

      I tug the end of her ponytail. “Say that again the first time I score on you in a game that counts.”

      Now her smile transforms, less mask and more real and…

      “If you score,” she says, “it’s only because I’ve let you.”

      We both narrow our eyes at each other.

      Then burst out laughing.

      And I think that even though everything I’ve known in my life is changing, it can’t be a bad sign that this new chapter is beginning with laughter.
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        * * *

      

      It doesn’t take long for me to realize I was wrong.

      Very wrong.

      Laughter wasn’t a sign of this next chapter in my life beginning on a positive note.

      It was fate laughing at me.

      “She was fucking mine,” Pat growls the next day, his big hand wrapping around Duncan’s throat as he shoves him back against the wall. Duncan’s skull narrowly misses a row of hooks that usually hold our gear (empty now, since the equipment guys have gathered all of the dirties), but even if he was impaled on one of those pegs, stabbed and bleeding out, I don’t think Pat would have stopped.

      He’s ready to commit murder.

      Over pussy.

      Cool. Cool.

      The rest of the room is tense, all of us guys in various states of undress, just wanting to shower, do our post-game cool downs, rehab, or—in my case—a light workout that I find helps with my recovery.

      We don’t want to be here.

      I don’t want to be here.

      But I also can’t sit on my ass and watch a teammate get choked out.

      Over pussy.

      Sighing, I stand up and cross to Pat. “Look, man,” I say, settling my hand on his shoulder. “Let’s just take a deep breath⁠—”

      Touching him—something I would have realized if I had been thinking clearly—is the wrong move. But I’m not thinking—or not thinking about anything other than preventing a murder and getting the hell back to my empty house.

      And that not thinking means that I touch a testosterone-fueled idiot.

      While he’s thinking about committing murder.

      The moment my hand makes contact with his shoulder, he rears back.

      This is a good thing because the rearing back has him releasing Duncan, who was turning purple.

      This is a bad thing because his rearing back means that Pat releases Duncan and whips around and⁠—

      His elbow collides with my eye.

      “Fuck,” I growl as pain explodes through my face. It has to be Pat, who’s got a good six inches on me, leaving me right at prime elbowing height. It also has to be Pat, who’s the biggest fucker on the roster and thus who can do damage without breaking a nail.

      Just breaking my face.

      Cool. Cool.

      I glare up at him through my one remaining good eye. “What the fuck?”

      He glares back, jaw tense, hands in fists at his sides. “You got in the way,” he snaps. “You should know better than to intervene in a fight.”

      “You were choking out a teammate,” I growl. “In our fucking locker room.” I straighten, exhale, drop my hand from my face, ignoring my throbbing eye. “Where anyone might walk in—Coach, media, our owner who’s fucking on site for a meeting today. You’re fighting over sticking your dick in some probably sloppy pussy instead of focusing on what we should be focusing on this season. And that,” I say, waving a hand around the space, encompassing my teammates who look a combination of disgusted (only two, Kingston and Cam), amused (the bulk), or completely enthralled (the remaining chunk), like they’re ready to bust out a bucket of popcorn and start chowing down while they watch the show, “is hockey. We should all be focused on playing fucking hockey and scoring goals and maybe winning a goddamned game every once in a while.”

      But no one looks ready to concur.

      No one except for Kingston, who lifts his brows and tilts his head to the side, and Cam, who starts to stand up.

      I shake my head slightly at them, turn back to Duncan and Pat. “There’s no shortage of ways to get your dick wet,” I grind out. “Keep it out of the fucking locker room.”

      And then I spin around, stomp back to my stall and finish getting changed, swapping my sweaty practice underclothes for dry but soon-to-be sweaty workout clothes.

      “Is that what you did with the Gold?” Pat asks. “Try to motivate the room with a rah-rah inspirational speech?”

      I jerk my head up, taking my eyes off my laces I’m doing up in preparation of my post-game stair run (something that Brit inspired long ago), and look across the room.

      Pat Walkins.

      Great skater. Great shooter. Great play maker.

      Fucking poison in the locker room.

      Not typically the volatile shit that he’s just sprayed around the space. Instead, it usually comes in the form of a slow, insidious creep. It takes a season or two before the effects are felt, and then it begins. Motivation dying off. Anger growing. Teamwork falling apart.

      It’s happened with every team he’s played with—which now number six in total—but he produces such big numbers that he still somehow finds his way onto rosters.

      And he’s been here with the Eagles for three seasons.

      So that poison has been embedded deeply, has seeped into the surrounding tissue, causing it to blacken and decay.

      He’s the worst.

      But he’s not the only problem.

      We’ve got manwhore Duncan, hotheaded Kane, Lazy Matt, Asshole Anthony, and many more.

      And me.

      Who’s supposed to somehow bring these fuckers together.

      My directive made clear by Coach, by the owner, Jean-Michel Dubois, by the board.

      “I didn’t need to do that with the Gold,” I snap. “It was understood that everyone would pull their weight and work together as a team. The winning is just a positive byproduct of that.”

      Silence.

      Then Pat starts laughing, loud and long and so intensely that he clutches his stomach and bends over.

      I smother a growl, do some more teeth grinding, and then I just…shake my head and look away, eyes catching on Kingston’s as I reach down to finish doing up my laces.

      He opens his mouth.

      I give him another slight shake of my head before I stand up.

      Before I walk out the door.

      Before I go run some fucking stairs.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, I’m sitting on my deck, looking up at the clear sky, the stars glimmering gems overhead, and I hear noise from next door.

      This is a surprise because, while I haven’t been here long, I haven’t so much as caught a glimpse of my neighbor.

      Maybe they travel for work, or they were on vacation, or⁠—

      The thoughts freeze in my head, drop away one by one as I watch her—yes, her, a slender brunette with hair flowing down her spine, walk out from her house and lean on the railing, doing the same thing I am—staring into the canyon behind our houses, dropping her head back and looking up at the stars above.

      There’s something beautiful about her, beautifully lonely maybe, and it calls to me. She calls to me.

      I want to hop the fence between our properties, want to move to her side, find out why sadness clings to her bones.

      And I almost do, my feet dropping off the railing, my beer hitting the small round table next to me, my hands pushing at the arms of my chair.

      But before I can lift myself up, she spins back for the house.

      And disappears inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Chrissy

      I have to give it to my dad—he has the best mattresses.

      Which means I had a great night of sleep.

      I want to say that I’ve tossed and turned, that I didn’t get a minute’s rest so I have a stronger excuse to put him off the next time he insists on me staying over, but some part of me doesn’t want to resist.

      Because my brain and body know that I’m safe when I’m here.

      So, yeah, I slept like a baby.

      “You need to grow up, Dubois,” I mutter then sigh, snag my purse, and get out of my car. The fall air has that tinge of warm clinging to it, the weather this time of year unable to decide if it wants to be hot or cold. Today might top out at the mid-fifties and tomorrow I’ll be sweating in my hoodie because we’ll be cruising into the eighties. In a month’s time, fall will fully set in, and I’ll be able to enjoy the leaves changing color and the temperatures dropping.

      But today, for now, Mother Nature will keep me guessing.

      At least it’s warm enough for a climb.

      And I’m making plans for exactly that as I walk toward the Eagle’s practice facility, my purse on my shoulder and my mind on this meeting. It’s several hours after my dad arrived because I stopped to make sure the cats were happy at the facility, that the girls on shift this morning had fed and watered and socialized them, that the roof hadn’t fallen in or whatever other cat-tastrophe (no pun intended) my mind could conjure hadn’t happened, and that the kitties weren’t overwhelmed with visitors.

      And also…Petal.

      I had to check in on that little fluff ball.

      Who was running around, more confident every moment, more outgoing and adorable.

      When she’s old enough, she’s going to be adopted in a second.

      And I’m going to miss her.

      Which is reality.

      I have to let go. I have to move on.

      My throat goes tight, my heart rebelling, but I push that down and pick up my pace. The extra Petal cuddles I sneaked mean that I’m running behind, so I hustle to the exterior door of the facility, swipe my key, and yank open the door, digging through my purse for my notebook and pen.

      Notes help me think.

      Also, this notebook has a kitty on it and was given to me by a little girl who’s the best owner ever of one of my cats.

      Can I be bought by cute cat stationairy and pens that write so smoothly their ink feels like liquid silk?

      Well, clearly.

      Anyway…see? I’m fine.

      So, my dad is pushy (bordering on overbearing), and I often feel like Rapunzel escaped from her tower as he tries to lock me back inside.

      But I’m safe. I have a roof over my head (or two, if I include my dad’s place). My fridge is full enough for one person. And I’m working, doing something important to help innocent critters when I wasn’t sure I would ever be confident enough to leave the gilded prison of my father’s estate again.

      I’m out here.

      Doing my thing.

      Everything is good.

      Everything is great.

      I have no excuse not to do my part, especially after all my dad has done for me. I have no reason to text him and weasel out of what will undoubtedly be a long, boring, drawn-out meeting with a bunch of grumpy old men.

      Including my dad.

      Because…life is great.

      So, why does it feel like I’m trying to convince myself of that fact?

      I sigh, grit my teeth, pick up my pace, and promise myself that this meeting won’t be all bad, that this gnawing feeling in my belly is just a normal part of life. Growing pains or the seasonal blues, not the increasingly intense feeling that I don’t know what the hell I’m doing with my existence and⁠—

      “Oof!”

      I run into a wall.

      Literally, it feels like I’ve run into a wall.

      My notebook goes flying. My pen drops from my hand and hits the concrete floor, rolling to the side. My purse slips down my arm, swinging around my wrist and whacking against that wall⁠—

      Or rather, whacking that hockey player who’s apparently tried to check me, I realize as a deeply masculine voice reaches my ears.

      “Oh, shit,” he says, seemingly unbothered by my heavy purse slamming into his ribs again as his hands go to my shoulders to steady me. “I’m sorry.”

      But the contact, the movement…it’s too fast, too jerky, too much.

      Hands yanking at my hair, my body, my…clothes.

      I flinch back, and promptly trip over my feet, and it only takes a heartbeat longer for me to know that I’m going down.

      There’s that moment of weightlessness, almost as if I’m hovering in the air for a second before I’m tumbling back, the unforgiving floor rising up and⁠—

      “Oof!” I grunt again, but this time it’s because all of my momentum has come to a screeching halt and instead of colliding with that concrete floor, I’m jerked to a stop, floating in mid-air, and⁠—

      Then I’m on my feet again, and he’s released me, and⁠—

      I’m looking up at the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen.

      Deep brown eyes that are filled with concern, thick, dark bristles covering his jaw, a purplish bruise blooming on the top of one cheek.

      It looks fresh.

      And painful.

      “Ouch,” I murmur.

      He winces. “Shit, I’m sorry.” He rubs a hand over the top of his head, mussing the thick curls, sending one tumbling over his forehead, kissing the arch of one faintly scarred eyebrow. “What hurts?” he asks. “I can take you to our trainer to get you checked out if you want.” His voice is warm and rumbly and slides down my spine like velvet.

      And…I’m dumb.

      Because instead of telling him that my shoulder hurts from the wrench of him catching me before the concrete floor and I had the chance to became intimately acquainted, or from the impact of his big, hockey body against mine before that, I…

      God. I’m so dumb.

      Because I reach up and gently brush my fingers over that still-darkening bruise at the top of his cheekbone. “That looks like it hurts,” I murmur.

      He freezes as my fingertips make contact.

      So do I.

      Sparks shoot up my arm, trailed rapidly by tingles that flow over my skin, gather in my belly. Lower. …

      I shudder, my exhale shaky, and wonder if he feels it too.

      Then I realize that’s stupid.

      I realize that I’m touching a strange man—no, a strange hockey player, who works for my dad. Who my dad will certainly find a quiet and isolated vineyard to dispose of his body in if he so much as catches a glimpse of us standing this closely.

      I start to drop my hand. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I shouldn’t have⁠—”

      His hand moves fast, so fast that I flinch, those clawed, hidden memories slipping out one razor-tipped hand, threatening to slice me open, to expose me to the world. But then his hand is on mine and the door in my mind slams closed, aided by one large, slightly roughened palm. “Don’t apologize,” he says softly, and there’s no doubt—based on the fury in his deep brown eyes—that he clocked the way I recoiled from him. But he doesn’t comment on it. He just stands there, holding his big body still, and staring down at me. “It’s my fault. I should have watched where I was going.”

      “I—”

      But I clamp my lips together.

      Because I hear a familiar voice coiling through the corridors, just faintly hitting the edges of my hearing.

      My father’s voice.

      And if he sees this man this close, with his hands on me⁠—

      D.E.A.D. Dead.

      “I need to go,” I whisper, slipping my hand from beneath his, stepping back.

      He doesn’t touch me, but he follows, keeping our bodies just a couple of feet apart. “What’s your name?”

      Danger. Danger. I shake my head. “I really need to go.”

      That big, warm hand which felt so good on mine presses to his chest. “I’m Rome.”

      Rome. Why does that fit?

      Because he’s giving me Roman gladiator vibes? Because if I was a betting woman, I’d say that body of his—currently covered by a skin-tight tee and jeans that cup his thighs so lovingly they should be illegal—could belong to the lead in a 300 remake?

      Yes. And also, yes.

      A laugh echoes down the corridor.

      My father’s laugh.

      Shit.

      “Bye, Rome,” I murmur, spinning on my heel.

      “Bye, Kitten,” he rumbles softly behind me.

      My pussy spasms, but I don’t stop, just hustle around the corner, move toward my dad, who I know has come searching for me.

      Because I’m late.

      I also know that I’m going to remember Rome’s husky Kitten for a long time.

      Maybe it’ll cling to my mind until I slip into my bed tonight.

      Maybe it’ll stick around for much, much longer.
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      Rome

      Practice went…

      Yup.

      It went.

      That’s the single good thing I could say about it—that it’s done.

      And I didn’t end up with a second black eye.

      Of course, there was the side of nearly plowing over a woman half my size. A woman who flinched when I reached for her.

      Twice.

      I grind my teeth together, take a swig of my beer, and sink down into the chair on my back porch, sling my legs up onto the railing, and dig my phone out of my pocket.

      Because it’s been buzzing no-fucking-stop.

      With messages on the Gold group text.

      I shouldn’t still be on this chain—not with them making post-practice plans, arranging team get-togethers, and giving each other shit about what happened on the ice. I’m not there to do anything on the ice with them, and I’m not going to drive an hour-plus there and at least two hours back (thanks, traffic) for a post-practice beer. I can’t do that drive on the regular and remain sane and rested and without a fucking rocket-launcher installed on top of my car.

      I’ll make it to the big team events because those fuckers are my family and I’m not willing to let them go.

      But…I’m on the outside of the day-to-day stuff.

      “And now that’s my pity party for the day,” I mutter, taking another swig of my beer and thinking back to practice.

      Trying
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