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  Chapter One


Damon

I stared at my new place, a studio apartment. One big room with a full-sized bed, a kitchenette, and a small dinette for two. The couch had seen better days with its worn arms and concave cushions. Probably twenty years ago when it was new. 
There was a large dresser with more dents and dings than my 1989 pickup. At least I could see the varnish on the particle board. My old truck didn’t have much color left, and the rust had taken over the tailgate. It was mine though, and I loved it anyway. I just hoped Coach and Doc didn’t get in any trouble with it parked on the street in front of their house. Neighborhoods could be picky about that shit.
The walls were white, freshly painted. No nails, no indication anyone ever lived here. The last two years, no one had. Coach and Doc “leased” the space when they needed to, and by “leased”, they let a player or student live rent free.
With T.J. off to play pro hockey, and Wyatt in Sweden doing the same, I got the pity apartment. I’d skated by on someone else’s money for the last two years. T.J. didn’t care, but I did. Not that I didn’t take advantage of it. I wasn’t stupid. My grades and my hockey skills got me enough scholarship money to pay for classes and books. Room and food was an entirely different situation. Now I had to pay my own way. 
God, I hated how much I had relied on T.J. and Wyatt. 
I dropped my bag on the bed then my ass followed. My head fell into my palms as I tried not to think about how shitty my world had become. I’d lived the high life the last two years, and I hadn’t even appreciated it. 
Then there was the situation with Melody. That girl fucked me up. And I let her. It wasn’t until the end of last semester that I was able to catch a glimpse of her and not feel that shattering pain in my chest. 
Shaking it off, I pushed to my feet. This wasn’t the time for a ‘woe-is-me’ bullshit moment. I was lucky for two years. Back to my reality, back to being broke as fuck and careful with every penny I earned. 
I turned around and unzipped my duffel. 
A blast of late summer heat hit me from behind, and I spun around toward the door. 
The sun shone behind her, silhouetting her curves and giving no doubt that a woman stood there. 
“Oh,” she said with a bright clip of surprise. She walked into the apartment, leaving the door open. “Sorry. I didn’t know anyone would be here.”
I opened my mouth to say one thing, but she stepped into the light another name popped out. “Trinity?”
A deep red covered her freckled cheeks. She dropped her head, her ponytail of sun-bleached hair floated around her shoulder, and glared at dull hardwood floors at her feet.
“What’re you doing here?” Surprise didn’t cover the thoughts flipping through my head. One of which was nasty. I couldn’t help but wonder if this was some kind of set up or prank by Ren or Linden. Those two assholes would do something like that.
“To clean.” She motioned around the room, her gaze avoiding mine like the plague. “Doc pays me to clean their house and asked me to get this ready for a new tenant.” She pressed her lips together then met my stare. “I’m assuming that’s you.”
I could only nod, still waiting for the striptease or whatever to happen.
“It won’t take long.” She reached through the open door and brought in a carrier full of cleaning supplies. “I’ll start in the bathroom.”
She hurried across the floor and disappeared behind the door.
I was a fucking asshole.
Trinity Gilles was the last person I expected to see. Her blond hair and wide hazel eyes caught the attention of a lot of guys. Freshman year, she got into a bit of trouble with a senior. Okay, that was putting it mildly. He hooked up with her, filmed it, then it ended up spreading like wildfire across campus. Not just the video either. There were screenshots of the action. Most students weren’t aware of who the guy was since he kept his face out of the video, but every player on the hockey team knew. Gunnar had been our captain at the time.
He wasn’t as bad, but it still wasn’t great after what happened the following year. Those two were one of the reasons I hadn’t wanted to be team captain. Not that Coach would let me get out of it. The team voted, and I got the honor.
Man, I’d been through a lot with my friends the last three years. It felt wrong to be on my own.
The toilet flushed. My gaze drifted to the bathroom door. 
Why did she stay here? After all that, why didn’t Trinity dropout? Transfer? Why stay at a school that humiliated her? I’d always wanted to ask, but she’d avoided me. I didn’t spread the photos or the videos. Yeah, I saw them. Everybody did.
Trinity slipped out of the bathroom and hurried to the kitchen.
“Why’d you stay?” I asked without even thinking about it. One thing my therapist had taught me, say what’s on your mind. It had led to a little too much verbal vomit over the summer with my family, but I felt better when I just let it all out there. “Sorry. I don’t mean to pry, but I’ve always wondered.”
She stopped wiping the sink. Her back was to me, and her shoulders tensed in the white t-shirt. Trinity’s long legs showed signs of a summer at a pool. I envied her for that. My summer showed signs of a farmer’s tan. I couldn’t wait for it to fade. My legs were still winter white from wearing jeans for the last three months. At least working for the landscaping company filled my checking account for a while and helped me land a job near campus. Still had to find a second gig near school that would work around my classes and hockey schedules. It wasn’t just the money, although that was a huge factor. I needed to stay busy.
Slowly, Trinity turned around. Her hands clasped in front of her with the white towel hanging from a finger.
“I shouldn’t have asked,” I said, not breaking our locked gazes. “I’ve just wondered why you didn’t leave.”
She pressed her lips into a thin line. “Because I have a full academic scholarship here. If I left, I wouldn’t be able to go to school anywhere else. I couldn’t afford it. Loans help with the rest, and that’s going to be hard enough to pay off once I graduate. So, I stayed.”
That made sense.
“And I wasn’t going to let him win.” Her hazel eyes turned colder. “If people had known…” She shook her head and turned around to wipe the sink again. “It doesn’t matter. It’s in the past, and that’s where it needs to stay.”
“I’m sorry,” I whispered.
“For what? Watching him fuck me or sharing it with other people?” Her strokes became angry and damn near violent. 
“I’m sorry that he did that to you.” I stood and held my hands out. “I won’t deny that I watched it, but I never shared it with anyone.”
She snorted then turned on her heel. The towel came flying at my head. I ducked instead of reaching for it. I could take a puck to the noggin but not a towel. Idiot that I was. 
“Bullshit. Lucas told me you were the one taking the screenshots of every frame. He showed me how he’d seen it. The texts were from you.”
“What?” I almost stepped toward her, but that would’ve been stupid. I’d hit my quota already. “I didn’t send shit to Lucas. Or anyone else.”
“You know what? It doesn’t matter.” She strode toward me and grabbed the towel from the floor. “I’m going to finish cleaning, and you’re not going to talk to me. Once I’m done, we’ll never have to see each other again on purpose.”
“Wait, hold on.” I held up my hand, but she had turned her back to me. “Trinity, I didn’t share anything with Lucas.” I pressed my lips together. She probably would not believe me. I was many things, and the asshole wasn’t one. Not like Gunner. Not like Lucas. “Gunner sent the video to the team. Lucas took the screenshots.”
She snorted and glanced over her shoulder. “Lucas always warned me that you’d blame him.”
I reached into my pocket and pulled out my phone. “Here,” I offered. “I don’t delete my texts. You can even open my cloud. I didn’t do shit.”
Trinity shook her head. She didn’t even turn around. 
So much for me proving myself. 
Fuck it. I didn’t need her to forgive me for something I didn’t do. She could live with her bad choices. I had my own to deal with.
Trinity

What a spineless piece of shit.
My hand started to cramp from gripping the towel so tight. The door opened and closed behind me. Without looking, I knew I was alone. Good. I could finish my work in peace. If I’d known who was taking the apartment and that he was already there, I would’ve begged off the job.
Part of me had been waiting for what felt like forever to confront him. The other part wanted to forget. 
Two and a half years of therapy and neither one of those thoughts had changed. Dr. Alsum suggested I ask Damon to a session. There was no way that was going to happen. First, I didn’t want it spread all over campus that I was in therapy. Second, I didn’t want to talk to Damon or even look at him. The looking was unavoidable, though. 
Despite Gunnar being a complete ass, I still loved hockey, and I still went to the games. It was hard at first, and I didn’t watch a Ridder U game until after Gunnar had graduated. Only pro and semi-pro teams. Once he left, I thought it was safe to return to something I loved. 
Sadly, people assumed I was a puck bunny and only out to land a hockey player. Going to the parties at the frat wasn’t my best idea. I just liked to be around the environment, the people. Hockey had been part of my life for a long time. I’d missed it.
Nobody knew that Gunnar was my older brother’s best friend. They had no idea that we had known each other most of our lives. They didn’t know that he was my first. They didn’t know we’d been together for two years or that I thought we were still a couple when he made that damn recording.
My phone rang, interrupting my terrible memories. Glancing at the screen, I saw my brother’s smiling face. 
“Hey,” I said, putting the phone on speaker and setting it on the counter. “Where are you now?”
Eli laughed. It was the rich, deep laugh of someone with too many secrets. “Pendleton. It’s nice here. Not too hot.”
“That’s in California, right?” I turned on the faucet and dampened my towel.
“Yep. Are you in the shower or something? Cause if you are, ew.”
It was my turn to laugh. “No, I’m cleaning an apartment. Are you staying in Pendleton? Or is this a stop over?”
“Home base for a while. Who knows where the Marines might send me?” He chuckled again. “I was talking to Mom the other day.”
Here we go. The real reason he called. 
“She said something about therapy.” He paused as if that was enough to lead me into this conversation. Eli knew nothing, and I wanted to keep it that way. After a long silence, he pushed further. “Years of therapy.”
“Was Mom having a bottle of Chardonnay at the time?” I swallowed and hoped like hell he could tell she’d been drinking.
“No.” Two letters, firm and definitive.
“That’s a surprise.” I kept my tone even, steady, and hoped he drop it. He wouldn’t, but hope was a light we all looked for.
“You okay, sis?” he asked softly. “Really okay?”
“Yeah. I’m okay. Don’t worry about me.” My heart ached. Eli cared, but he would’ve lost his shit if he knew what happened. The Marines had helped his anger management issues he’d had in high school. Joining up had been the best thing for him. But if he knew what Gunnar had done, all that would be lost. “Really okay.”
“If you aren’t, you can talk to me. You know that, right?” His concern was genuine. Before the Marines, he would’ve threatened everyone in the world who might have hurt me thinking that would make it all better. It wouldn’t have, but the gesture was nice. 
“I know. And right back atcha,” I said, adding a little more pep to my voice than I felt. The door opened behind me. “Listen, I have to finish up. The tenant arrived early, and I’m sure they want me out of their place.”
Damon grunted behind me, and I ignored him. 
“Okay. Love you, sis. I’ll call you this weekend.”
“Love you, too.” I hit end before Eli could say anything else.
A thump started me. I pressed my hand to my chest and closed my eyes. 
“Sorry,” Damon said. “Just my hockey gear.”
I nodded, not wanting to engage. 
“I didn’t know you had a brother.” Another thump. “Suitcase.”
“There’s a lot you don’t know about me.” I opened the oven. Thankfully that was clean. So was the microwave. “I’ll just sweep and be done.”
“Don’t worry about it.” Damon sighed and a creak echoed in the room. 
I finally looked at him. He lay on the bed, with one leg off and one on. His right arm draped over his forehead. The navy-blue t-shirt and dirty jeans surprised me. It looked like he’d just gotten off work somewhere where mud and paint were the primary colors. Work boots covered his feet in the same condition as his jeans.
He opened an eye. “What?”
“Sorry. I … I don’t know.”
He closed the eye and deflated. “I worked this morning then drove four hours up here.”
“Oh.”
“So I’m exhausted.”
“Oh, right.” I hurried to get my supplies together. “I’ll go.”
“Thanks.” He opened his eye again. His voice laced with sincerity. “And, Trinity, no matter what you think about me, I didn’t share the video. I didn’t take the screen shots. I wouldn’t do that to you or anybody else.”
I wanted to believe him. It would be so much better to let go of this last bit of anger inside me.
But I couldn’t. I just couldn’t.






  
  Chapter Two


Damon

I heaved the mulch over my left shoulder. The late August heatwave made my gloved hands itch. It wasn’t even that they were sweaty, either. I was used to that with my hockey gloves. The soft worn leather held in the heat. 
“Thanks, Damon,” Mr. Rogers said. “I’m glad Coach got you back this year.”
I smiled at my boss and the primary owner of Rogers True Environment. The other owner, and mostly silent partner, was Ridder U’s hockey coach.  Mr. Rogers was older, near sixty, but age wasn’t about to stop him from his true love: landscaping. His brown hair only had hint of silver, but his tan skin showed his age and his time in the sun. “No problem.”
“You gonna be available for the entire year? I could sure use your help with stocking and snow removal? I’ll give you an many hours as I can.” His toothy grin fell a bit. Every fall for the last three years, he asked me the same questions. 
This year, my answer was different. “Yeah, as much as I can. Still need to work around hockey.” I need the money.
He clasped my shoulder. “That won’t be a problem. When you’re done with this bag, help Miles finish the other side.”
I tore open the bag and poured it over the gardening tarp. The deep red mulch stood out against the tan stone office building. It was a new development twenty minutes from Ridder U’s campus. The stonework looked dull and boring, no character. As my grandmother used to say, “They don’t make ‘em like they used to.” She wasn’t wrong. It felt like everything looked the same anymore. This particular building was already leased by a pediatrician’s office on one side and a child psychologist on the other. I smoothed the last of the mulch out, making sure nothing was seen under it. Even I had to admit the landscaping looked perfect. Mr. Rogers was brilliant. The greenery stood out from other professional parks, even the ones he’d designed before he started his own company.
“Hey, Miles, need some help?” I stopped beside him. Miles Walker was a fellow senior on the team, a defenseman. He was almost six-five, and he looked more like a basketball player with the physique of a linebacker, which made him perfect for hockey.
“Yeah, if you don’t mind. Wrestling trees isn’t my thing, you know?” Miles smiled, his front tooth long gone. When he worked, he didn’t bother putting in his falsey. If the ladies were around, he’d make sure he wore it.
I held the tree in place for him. My mind drifted back to last night. Trinity had a right to be hostile with some of the hockey team, but not all of us. Everyone saw the video and the screenshots. Hell, someone had decorated the inside of Gunnar’s locker with them. He laughed it off and had taken them down. Coach would’ve been pissed if he’d seen them hanging up. Especially since he liked to host the little kid teams without warning us.
“What’s wrong?” Miles asked when we finally got the Japanese Maple in place. I wasn’t sure it would survive the Minnesota winter, but Mr. Rogers had a greenhouse and his wife was a botanist so maybe they knew something I didn’t. Miles stretched his arms. “You have that look on your face you get when you’re working out a new play.”
I raised my eyebrows, the corners of my lips lifted too. “I don’t do that.”
“Sure you do.” He popped his neck, and it sounded like he shattered his vertebrae. 
I leaned against the building, pulling off my gloves. “You remember what happened with Trinity?”
Miles snorted. “Still can’t believe she didn’t leave. Why did she let Gunnar record that shit? For that matter, why the fuck did Gunnar record it?”
“Do you remember where you got it?” I took off my old trucker’s cap and ran my hand through my hair. If I thought my hands were sweaty, that was nothing compared to my head.
“Lucas sent it to me.” He punched my shoulder. “Not gonna lie, I watched it twenty times. That shit was hot as fuck. Like amateur porn.” He was smart enough to look sheepish. “When I found out it wasn’t supposed to be shared, I deleted it.”
I nodded. That had been the general consensus. Most of the guys thought it wasn’t a big deal, until after they found out who was in it and that she hadn’t expected Gunnar to share it. But he wasn’t the one who had sent it around the entire campus. Gunnar showed Lucas who got it off Gunnar’s cloud storage, and it scattered like wildfire from there.
“Why? It was years ago. Why bring it up now?” Miles drained a bottle of water and sighed.
“She accused me of the screenshots. Of spreading it around campus.”
“No shit? I thought everyone knew it was Lucas.” He nodded toward the truck where another Japanese Maple waited.
“Apparently not.” I scuffed my boots on the concrete sidewalk.
He didn’t say anything until we got to the tailgate. “Why’s this coming up now?”
I grabbed two fresh waters out of the cooler and followed him as he carried the tree. “I’m in the apartment above Coach and Doc’s garage. Moved in yesterday, and she showed up to clean it. My dumbass asked her the one question I’d had for a while, why she didn’t drop out.”
Miles maneuvered the tree into the right spot, and I held it in place. “Yeah, I would’ve transferred.” He glanced up at me. “Who am I kidding?  I wouldn’t have run. I’m a guy. I’d be treated as a sex god like Gunnar was.”
He wasn’t wrong. We stopped talking about Trinity and switched to season. 
An hour later, I sat in my little apartment with nothing to do. I stared at the laptop on my desk. It was T.J.’s. Another hand-me-down. He had tweaked it to add memory and power. Before his dad cut him off, T.J. bought a new one and gave me the old one. Anything to stick it to his father.
I opened the lid and put in the passkey from the sticky note. T.J. had made it longer than necessary, but he had a thing for protecting his stuff.
Then I pulled up the school’s directory and found her email. This was a bad idea, and I was probably going to regret it.
Hi Trinity
I didn’t know what to type next. My mind drifted back to last winter when I first sat down with the school’s psychologist. 
“What do you want to talk about?” Dr. Banks had said in his deep bass voice that was oddly soothing. 
I had shrugged and looked away.
“Just start wherever you want, Damon,” Dr. Banks had said. “What are you thinking right now?”
I had looked at him for a long time before I had finally answered. “I want the pain to go away.”
It was like verbal vomit after that. My problems didn’t magically disappear, but I started to understand them. 
I applied that same methodology to the email and just let it all out.






  
  Chapter Three


Trinity

The day was young. Or so I told myself. It was almost nine, and classes started the next morning. I wasn’t ready. If anything, I wanted to be at home with my mom and three dogs. That wasn’t going to happen. I had to finish school, prove to myself I could, then I’d figure out what was next. Law school had been the goal. I wasn’t sure anymore. It was something I’d bring up with Dr. Alsum. Maybe I’d take my Bachelor’s in legal studies and do something else with it. Or nothing.  
Hell, I didn’t know anymore. I’d started this path, and after the video and screenshots, I was determined to prove to everyone I wasn’t a quitter.
Nothing would make me give up my dreams. 
But were they really my dreams?
Dr. Alsum and I had only started talking about my future. Seeing a psychologist once every four of five months made the process of healing that much harder. That was all I could afford though, and I was not going to Ridder’s counselors. Not that they were bad or anything, but I didn’t want to be seen there. Dr. Alsum was a friend of my late father’s, and she gave me a discount.
I glanced around my dorm room. Being the Resident Advisor wasn’t fun, but it waved my room and board for the year. My academic scholarship only covered my classes. There were a few other scholarships helped ease some of the costs, like my books and other fees that arise out of nowhere. I’d been working since I was fourteen, saving for college. It had helped, but I still had to take out small loans to cover the remaining expenses like room and board and meal plans.
Someone yelled in the hallway. A door slammed. 
Sighing, I stood from the papasan chair I picked up at a thrift store to see if I was needed. Other than the normal traffic, nothing serious seemed to be happening. I’d already mediated three disputes shortly after freshman orientation. That wasn’t difficult, but it was frustrating. Years of babysitting toddlers gave me enough experience to stay calm. There had been a couple of days when I wanted to just lose my shit. It would probably get worse in the coming weeks.
Good thing I wasn’t going into education or healthcare.
I glanced around the room. It was a large single, the privilege of being an RA. The chair was my sole luxury. My bed was a typical twin with an old full-sized purple comforter that had seen better days. I’d had it since seventh grade. Mom had bought me twinkle lights for fun. I strung them along the window. They glowed a warm yellow, and I loved them more than anything else around me. On the desk below the window was an old laptop that had to be plugged in to work. The battery died a week before last Christmas, and it wasn’t worth replacing. A new computer was in my near future. The chair took up the wall beside the wardrobe. A small round metal table sat beside it with a bright lamp that looked like a mini-tree. 
All in all, I loved the privacy, just not the job. 
I settled back into my chair, glad the day was over. I’d been up since three. My shift at the café started at four, but I was off by eight. If all else failed, I could make a mean apple fritter. Maybe that would be my fall back. I picked up the steamy paranormal romance I’d been reading. Since I was persona non grata with guys my own age, dating was not easy. Reading fictional orgasms gave me an escape from my reality.
My last real date had been a failed experiment with another student named RuthAnn who I’d known since English Comp our freshman year. She was gracious and kind and gorgeous. I’d almost ruined our friendship after the incident. She had hinted at being more than friends, and I wanted to forget Gunnar and everything else that happened. We got drunk, had amazing sex, and that was it. I just didn’t love her like that. Thank God she understood, or I would’ve lost her too.
The knock on my door almost made me drop my book. I set it aside and stood to answer. 
“Hey, Trinity,” a blushing freshman said. Her name was Morgan or Madison or Maddie or something like that. She ducked her head, and her dark hair hid her face. Her left foot drew a circle on the floor. “Can I ask you something?”
“Sure, come in.” I pointed to the papasan and took the desk chair. She sat then fell into the chair with a giggle. “What’s up?”
“This is stupid. I shouldn’t bother you about it.” She struggled to get out of the chair, and I held out my hand to stop her. “I’m sorry.”
“Sometimes you just need to talk even if the other person doesn’t have the answers.” Thank you for that little tidbit, Dr. Alsum. I leaned forward as she settled back into the chair. “I may not be able to help, but I can listen.”
“I miss my mom,” she whispered then burst into tears. After a few minutes of sobbing, she pulled her head out of her hands. “God, that sounds so lame.”
“Not lame. Normal.” I rolled my chair a little closer. “My freshman year, I called my mom every day and texted her all the time. Even with the littlest details. It’s okay to miss her and anyone else back home. Where is home anyway?”
“Duluth,” she whispered. Her nose was red and her eyes puffy. It would be obvious she had been crying, which might make her life harder once she left the room.
“That’s only a few hours away. At least you didn’t go to school in California.” I smiled and tried to be comforting. God, I sucked at this. “You can go home for Thanksgiving, Christmas. I can’t.”
Her brown eyes widened. “Why?”
“I grew up in Cape Girardeau, Missouri. It’s about a ten-hour drive, and I don’t have a car.” I shrugged and leaned back, rolling closer to the desk. “I still text with my mom every day, call her every few days, and we try to video chat once a week when we can. I miss her like crazy, but she’s okay. So am I.”
Morgan/Madison/Maddie nodded, and I could almost see the weight come off her shoulders. “How long did it take to feel less lonely?”
I’ll let you know. “It takes what it takes. I don’t think I felt less lonely at all. Just a different lonely. Christmas and Thanksgiving were hard at first, but there are gatherings around campus for those of us who stay. Mostly I worked to take up time.” I held up my steamy romance. “And I read a lot.”
“Oh wow.” She wiggled until she could stand. “Thanks, Trinity.”
I stood too, slipping my hands into the pockets of my shorts so I didn’t hug her or put my hand on her shoulder or do anything I might perceive as comfort. Some people didn’t like that. “If you need a chat, I’m here. If you feel like you need more, don’t be afraid to go to the counseling center. They helped me when I needed it most.” Another tiny lie.
She nodded then slipped out the door, closing it quietly behind her.
My computer dinged behind me. I sat back down, almost falling backward. The chair was a little loose. I steadied myself then spun toward the open laptop. It took forever to wake up. I’d need a new one or a newly refurbished one sooner rather than later. I only hoped it was later. 
I opened my email, and the last person I ever expected to hear from was Damon fucking Anderson.
My mouse hovered over the email. To open or not to open, that was the question. Every time I thought this shit was behind me, it came out of nowhere to smack me across the face.
Why are you even thinking about opening this? I asked myself. It was a legit question. Damon had been the one who shared the video, took screenshots and shared those, too. 
I moved the mouse to the select box, clicked it, then hit delete. 
My chest released the tension along with the breath I didn’t know I held. I knew then I’d made the right call. 
For once in my life anyway.






  
  Chapter Four


Damon

First day of classes and I was already too tired. How was I going to handle this shit when practice started? Mr. Rogers worked my ass off the last couple of days, and I was grateful for the money and the distraction. I walked to my statistics seminar. My least favorite class was also my earliest. I’d planned my schedule so that I had Tuesdays and Thursdays off knowing I’d fill the time with work.  
“Anderson, what’s happening?” Linden slapped my shoulder harder than necessary. That was just who he was. Always the brute, but I’d seen him with his no ex-girlfriend last spring. Gentle giant fit him better. “How was your summer?”
“Worked. What about you?” I tugged on the shoulder of my worn backpack I’d used for the last five years.
“Same, but at least I got a decent tan,” he said, lifting the sleeve of my Ridder U hockey t-shirt. “What’s up with the tan lines?”
“You worked at the waterpark. I landscaped and delivered pizzas. Not a lot of time to tan,” I replied, grumpier than I intended to. My teeth clenched. “Sorry, man. I’m just tired.”
“That’s cool.” Linden nodded to a woman who gave him a once over. “You hear from T.J. or Wyatt?”
“Nah. Elora video chatted about a week ago. Guess she’s enjoying Sweden.” My best friends and roommates from last year were busy with their pro hockey lives. Wyatt was recruited by a European team in Sweden, and T.J. was starting his first year in the lower levels here. “Wyatt’s learning the language so he won’t need a translator. So’s Elora.”
“That woman is amazing, and the best damn thing to happen to Birch.” Linden smiled at a different woman who eye-fucked him. 
“She has her moments.” I shrugged and kept walking. Elora was nothing but a gracious human being. I knew that. It didn’t stop me from resenting her. If Wyatt hadn’t talked to T.J.’s agent, at Elora’s prompting, he’d be here, walking with me to class.
“Hey, I see Ren and Walker.” Linden smacked my shoulder again, almost knocking me off the sidewalk. “Catch you later. You up for drinks at O’Connelly’s?”
“Maybe,” I said even though drinking was not going to happen. 
“I’ll let you know what time,” he said as he backpedaled toward Ren Larson, another teammate. Not my favorite guy either. Ren and I hadn’t gotten along at first. Toward the end of last year, we had become quasi-friends. I didn’t trust him though, and I wasn’t sure why being around him put a boulder in my gut. As the new captain, I’d have to get over that.
My cell rang in my pocket, and I almost dropped it before I could answer. My fingers swiped the general area where answer was. I couldn’t see the screen anymore. It had fallen out of my pocket one too many times. Two days before I was supposed to leave for school, it fell out of my back pocket while I was on a job and the corner hit the concrete in just the right spot. It was a miracle I could still use it for anything. The replacement was supposed to finally get to my place tomorrow after a long delay in shipping. I’d ordered a refurbished one online before I left.
“Hello?” I asked with more than enough wariness. Too many telemarketers were getting through.
“Oh, honey, how are you? Are you on your way to class? Is this a bad time? I can call back, but I haven’t heard from you.” My mom’s rapid-fire words didn’t stop the smile they caused. She’d talked like that since I could remember. 
“I’m good, and yes, I’m on my way to class.” I’d emailed her my scheduled so she’d know. 
“I’m so glad I caught you then. How’s the new place? Is it roomy or too small? I could send you a little money for a bigger place if you need it? I can, you know?” She paused to take a breath.
“No, I’m fine. It’s nice.” It wasn’t nice, but it was free. That was more important. I cringed at how that sounded in my head. It wasn’t a bad place, just not the level I’d gotten used to. “I don’t need you to send money. Did Molly get her braces?”
“She did, and she hates them. They hurt all the time, and she doesn’t like how they feel. Molly’s a sensitive child, you know. She’s overly sensitive sometimes. Yesterday, I killed a spider in the kitchen, and she started yelling at me that I was destroying the environment. Can you believe that? I don’t know where she gets it from.”  Mom sighed, dramatically like Molly would’ve if my little sis had been on the phone instead.
I smiled at the visual. Mom and Molly were too similar in temperament. “She’ll get used to them like everyone else. Just don’t kill spiders in front of her.”
“Oh you should’ve seen it. It was huge, like a face-eating monster. No way I was letting that stay in my house.” She huffed a laugh, but I knew she had been scared. Mom hated spiders. Come to think of it, so did Molly. “Anyway, is everything okay? Are you settling in?”
“Yeah, it’s great.” I put a little fake enthusiasm in my voice just to ease her mind. A young woman rushed through the double glass doors of the Sparks Building where my first class was. I grabbed the door before it hit me in the face. “Mom, I need to go. I’ll call you this weekend.”
“Okay, honey. Sounds good. I have to work but call me anyway. It’s not like I can’t take a break. And remind me to tell you about your cousin Betty’s son, Jack. He’s going to end up in jail some day. That boy. He doesn’t have a lick of sense.” Mom’s sister, my Aunty Shirley, was a constant source of gossip. “Love you, honey. Have a great first day.”
“Love you, too, Mom.” My smile widened. She’d said the same phrase to me since I started kindergarten, and to my siblings each first day. Mom was nothing if not consistent. The call ended right as I stepped into the room. 
Here we go, I said to myself. One more year.

      [image: image-placeholder]It was a long day, and the only thing I wanted was a nice cold beer. Instead, I settled for water with electrolytes before I hit the gym. Coach wanted me to go through a normal workout routine with the incoming freshman class. One of the responsibilities of being named captain, along with guidance for the team.
I arrived thirty minutes early. Linden was there. So was Ren and McLoren. 
“Hey, Damon, how’s it going?” McLoren shook my hand like it was a business meeting, which was normal for him. His dad was a big CEO of McLoren Communications out of Minneapolis. His first name was Lance, but he hated it as much as T.J. had hated being called Tanner. His six-foot frame was compact and thick with muscle, and his nose was permanently crooked from too many pucks to the face.
“Good. You?” I set my water on a weight bench and started stretching.
“Ready to play. Too bad we have to wait.” He laughed, and it sounded like a hyena.
“Ren’s got an idea.” Linden popped his neck then his back. “Damn that felt good. Anyway, we can take the rookies to the RecPlex to see how they skate on four wheels instead of blades. All of us, not just Damon.”
“Make it a night out. Just roller skating, no hockey, no competition.” Ren smiled, his dental work on full display. With the face mask requirements, most guys didn’t lose teeth until they got older or during rec league games. Ren lost his when he took a puck to the mouth during a beer league tourney when he was seventeen. He wasn’t even supposed to be on the team since he was underage. Ren wasn’t going to let that stop him from hitting the ice. He could be an asshole, but at least he was dedicated to the team.
“Why not put them on the ice instead, but with ice skates?” McLoren smirked and tossed a green towel over his shoulder. “See how they handle a toe pick.”
I pointed at him. “And see how they recover.” I glanced at Ren. He narrowed his eyes, waiting for me to challenge him. Even though there was peace between us, there would always be that level of tension that could set off a chain reaction of attitude. It was my job to keep that peace going within the team. I had to always be the bigger man. “Why not do both? Ice skating to really test them, roller skating for shits and giggles. Let’s get it coordinated. Ren, it’s yours and McLoren’s idea. You two work it a plan.”
Ren nodded at McLoren with a hint of a glare. It was Ren’s idea, and he wanted total credit for it. That was how he rolled.
“Now, let’s get in two miles. Last one done has to clean my bathroom.” I hopped on a treadmill and started walking. “Let’s go, boys.”
Twenty minutes later, the freshmen players showed and got to see Linden lose the race. He’d honor the bet. 
He always did.






  
  Chapter Five


Trinity

One week down, too many to count to go. I sat at my desk, grateful for some peace at last. I’d just gotten home from cleaning one of Doc’s vacation rental properties. Now that the school year had started, it would be available for students looking to change their living situation. Mostly seniors or grad students. Sometimes roommates from the previous years did not work out the next year. Doc had a system, and it normally worked out in her favor. 
She already had a stack of applications from the management company, but she insisted on final approval.
I had just finished reading a case law study when my laptop dinged a new email. My eyes closed for a minute. So much for my down time. Unless it was spam, but my filters were great. I just wanted quiet for half an hour.
Damon Anderson. Again.
It was the third message this week. What was this guy’s problem? If I didn’t open it, he’d probably send another one. It was easier to get this over with than keep getting emails. Maybe he’d quit if I didn’t respond to this one. Maybe not. I’d rather ensure that he stopped though. 
So I opened it. He’d forwarded his previous emails, so it was all there. I started with the most recent.
Sorry. I know you’re probably deleting these or ignoring them. Hell, for all I know, you’ve blocked me. I get it, but I don’t. 
I mean, I get it because of what you believe. I don’t because it’s not true. Can you read the first email? Then tell me to fuck off.
I scrolled down to the second email.
Hi, Can we talk about this?
Okay. That was simple and to the point. I scrolled to the first message he sent, which was a lot longer. 
Hi, Trinity, 
This is awkward, but I feel like I should have a chance to talk to you. To defend myself against what Lucas said three years ago. It’s not fair, but life isn’t fair. I know that more than most people realize. That’s not the point.
I know you still go to the frat for parties, so I’m fairly certain you know about what Lucas did to Wyatt. How he screwed Veronica behind Wyatt’s back until they ended up pregnant. How Wyatt thought it might be his kid. How Wyatt walked in on them having sex in the kitchen. 
And you trust his word?
Sorry, not trying to sound like an asshole. I mean, I can be like anyone else, but I wouldn’t trust Lucas to walk straight down the street.
Wyatt was pretty fucked up for a while. If he hadn’t met Elora, he’d probably still be fucked up. He definitely wouldn’t be in Sweden playing pro hockey.
Point is Lucas lies, steals, cheats, and does whatever he wants to
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