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Chapter 1 GRAYSON

Falling for your best friend was always dangerous, but this was the first time I thought my feelings for Paige might actually kill me. The muffin had looked innocent enough when she first offered it. I should have known better than to trust anything Paige cooked.

I was seriously regretting my decision to take such a big bite, and I was struggling to swallow. It tasted like she’d mixed up sugar and salt somewhere in the recipe. Could she have accidentally dropped a dash of chili powder in there too? I pressed a hand to my chest as the muffin burned its way to my stomach. My insides felt like they were on fire, and I was starting to wonder if my day might end with a trip to the hospital.

“So, what do you think?” Paige smiled up at me, her big brown eyes brimming with hope and pride. She had always reminded me of a character out of a fairy tale: sweet, playful, and if she could sing, I had no doubt birds would gravitate toward her voice. It was just my luck that the enchanting princess in my fairy tale was handing me a poisoned apple.

There was no way I could tell her what I really thought about the muffin, so I tried my best to smile and ignore the confusing taste that still lingered in my mouth. “I think these might be your best yet.” It wasn’t far from the truth. Baking was Paige’s latest obsession, and I’d been the guinea pig for her creations all week. The muffins were at least an improvement on her cookies. I’d almost chipped a tooth on those.

“Really?” Paige looked around the locker room at the other guys who were all staring at their muffins in various states of horror. It was bad enough she’d decided to poison me with her cooking, but did she really have to try and take out my entire hockey team too? At least this was happening after the game we’d just played and not before.

“What do the rest of you think?” she asked. “Do you like them?”

I didn’t want Paige to notice their disgust, and my smile immediately transformed into a dark glare as I warned them not to say anything negative. They were going to eat every last crumb of those muffins whether they liked it or not. My twin brother, Reed, might be captain of our team, but as the Ransom Devils’ main defensive enforcer, I still held plenty of authority among the guys.

When they saw the look in my eyes, they all started nodding and giving small, satisfied groans.

“These are great, Paige.”

“Never had anything so good.”

“I wish my mom cooked like this.”

They were laying it on a bit thick, but I didn’t stop them. Not when I could see how happy it made Paige. She was practically skipping on the spot.

Reed was slowly working through his muffin beside me, and I noticed him pull a small piece of aluminum foil from his mouth. He caught my gaze, and I lifted an eyebrow as I waited for him to agree with the others.

He quickly tucked the foil into his hand. “Thanks, Paige. I really like the extra kick they have.” I nudged him with my elbow, forcing him to continue. “Is that cinnamon I taste?”

“It is,” Paige gushed as she spun to face him. “Oh, I’m so glad you all like them. I’ll have to bring more to your game next week.”

I was about to tell her that wasn’t necessary, but my younger brother, Parker, chimed in, “That’d be great.” His words were barely decipherable as he was speaking with his mouth full.

The funny thing was, I didn’t think he was lying. He was quite happily demolishing the muffin, and before he had even finished, he started gesturing for Paige to hand him the box containing the rest. I shouldn’t have been surprised. Parker was a bit of a garbage disposal when it came to food, with absolutely no standards for what he put in his mouth. He didn’t really have standards for what came out of it either, and was the kind of person who released pretty much every thought that popped into his head. In that regard, we couldn’t have been more different.

“Okay, well, I better run before I get caught in here,” Paige said. She gave everyone a wave but, as she went to leave, she stopped next to my younger brother. “Make sure you share, Parker.”

He was too busy digging into another muffin to respond, but I could feel the rest of the guys in the room flinch at the mere thought of going back for seconds. I guided Paige over to the exit before she could notice.

Once we were out in the hallway, she paused and turned to me. “They weren’t that good, were they?”

I was suddenly grateful my face had the emotional range of a goldfish. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I loved them.” Technically, that was true. I loved everything about Paige, even her crappy muffins. Apparently, love wasn’t just blind, it also had no sense of taste.

She laughed and shook her head. “I know you’re just saying that to be nice. But don’t worry, the next batch will be better. I’ve got to get this cooking thing nailed if I want to check it off my list.”

I murmured some sounds of agreement. There was a strong chance I wouldn’t survive the next batch, but I didn’t want to discourage Paige when it came to her bucket list. She’d started it over the summer, while her work-obsessed parents were pressuring her to figure out what she wanted to do with her life. At first, the list was full of things Paige thought she might be able to make into a career someday. But now it seemed to have a much broader focus. There was definitely stuff on her list that could never lead to a paying job. I didn’t know for sure what she’d included though, as I’d never actually seen its full contents.

She always kept the pink piece of paper stuffed in her school diary and was very secretive about it, even with me. It was strange, considering she involved me in practically everything she tried anyway. I was constantly being dragged from one activity to another. One week she was knitting us all mittens, the next she was painting our portraits. Now she was cooking. Who knew what was coming next?

“Once the muffins are perfected, maybe I’ll try baking a cake,” Paige continued. “I know how you love chocolate. Or maybe cinnamon rolls, for something different …”

Her eyes were glittering with excitement, and it drew a smile from my lips. I loved the way her face lit up when she sensed a challenge. Whenever she tried something new, she always gave it her all. And while nothing she’d attempted so far had stuck, I had no doubt it was only a matter of time before she found the thing she loved.

Paige tilted her head as though she was waiting for me to respond. She’d finished speaking, and apparently I’d been so lost in my thoughts about her I was now staring in silence like a complete idiot. I couldn’t help it that every time she looked at me time seemed to slow, and I was briefly transported to an alternate universe, where my deep and secret feelings for my best friend weren’t completely one-sided.

“Sorry?” I asked, jerking myself back to reality.

She laughed softly. “Chocolate cake or cinnamon rolls? I know it’s a hard decision, but you’re looking at me like you’ve forgotten what baking is.”

“I know I might have lost a few brain cells playing hockey, but I haven’t been slammed into the boards that much.”

“Yes, you are more of a slammer than a slammee.” She grinned. “So, what do you think?”

“Uh, maybe cinnamon rolls?” I might never eat a muffin again; I didn’t need her to ruin chocolate cake for me too.

“Good choice.” Paige nodded, but then her expression started to sour. “Although, I may not get a chance to cook again for a while. I think my mom’s been possessed by the ghost of a college admissions officer. She’s on a total rampage about my applications. And with my dad going away on a business trip tomorrow, I’ll be the only one in the house for her to nag. I swear she’s going to chain me to my desk until I finish them.”

She scrunched her nose up at the thought, and I found my chest tightening with sympathy. It was rare to see Paige without a smile on her face and a sparkle in her eye, but when it happened, it was usually because of her parents. They were both so wrapped up in themselves and their jobs, they frequently acted as though she didn’t exist. And when they did pay attention to her, she often wished they hadn’t. Paige’s lack of future direction was an especially sore spot between her and her mom.

“You’re so lucky you know what you want to do with your life,” she muttered. “I can’t even figure out what my hobbies are, let alone what colleges I want to apply to, or what career aspirations I have.”

I certainly felt lucky to have hockey in my life. Especially since I’d been offered a full scholarship to play at my dream school, Ryker University, next year. Unfortunately, it wasn’t quite as straightforward as it sounded. I only had a verbal agreement with them. Nothing would be official until signing day, in a couple of weeks. Until then, I was skating on very thin ice.

“Maybe you could tell your mom you want to be a chef?” I suggested.

“Maybe,” Paige laughed. “Do you think she’ll be convinced after trying one of my muffins?”

“Sure.” My stomach took that moment to groan loudly, reminding me what a terrible liar I was. “Uh, I better get back in there before Coach Ray starts to wonder where I am.”

“You’re probably right,” she agreed, before she reached up to give me a quick hug. It was something she’d done a thousand times over the years, but it never stopped my heart from racing.

“I’ll catch you later, Gray.” Her arms fell and I immediately missed their warmth. The corners of her lips lifted as she started to back away. “Oh, and great game today. You were amazing. That block you made in the second period was incredible. We wouldn’t have won without you.”

I scoffed under my breath. The block she was praising me for wasn’t that impressive, and I knew my performance had been well below my best. I’d played particularly badly in the final period, when my old injury had started to flare up.

My knee had been causing me problems ever since I injured my MCL a few years back. Although it had been doing better recently, I’d landed on it badly in preseason training. I couldn’t afford to give it time to rest though. Not when my whole future relied upon it working.

I just needed to push through the pain until the ink had dried on that scholarship contract. I couldn’t let the coaches at Ryker see my performances drop, or discover I was damaged goods, in case they withdrew their offer entirely. But now the season was in full swing, with constant games and training, I wasn’t confident my knee would hold out.

“I’m sure the guys would have been just fine without me.” Paige knew my knee was bothering me, but I’d never told her quite how precarious my situation was.

“No way. The Devils would be nothing without big bad Grayson Darling.” She flashed me one last smile, before she started for the exit. “See you tomorrow.”

“Sunday dinner at our place?”

“As always,” she called back over her shoulder.

I watched until she disappeared around the corner before returning to the locker room. Despite being far from happy with the way I played today, it was hard not to feel lighter after talking to Paige. Then I opened the locker room door.

“Is Grayson’s girlfriend trying to kill us?” I heard someone groan.

It wasn’t the first time Paige had been referred to as my girlfriend. We spent so much time together, I could understand people making that assumption. However, most of my friends and teammates knew just as well as I did that we’d only ever been friends.

“Girlfriend?” Matt snorted. “He wishes.” Usually, not even Reed’s best friend tried joking about me. Either he was feeling brave, or the guys hadn’t realized I was back.

“It’s lucky she’s hot,” Elliot added. “Watching her ass walk out the door almost made me forget she just violated my mouth with those muffins.”

My knuckles cracked as my hands clenched at my sides. Paige might not be my girlfriend, but I still wouldn’t let anyone talk about her that way. One more word from our team’s goalie, and I was going to do something that would see us both sidelined for the rest of the season.

I loudly cleared my throat, causing everyone in the locker room to snap their heads in my direction. When Elliot saw the look in my eyes, his face went white.

In moments like these, I didn’t really mind the infamous reputation my brothers and I had developed over the years. There were always rumors circulating about the Darling Devils, each one more outrageous than the last. Most of them weren’t true, but it could be useful sometimes. Like when we wanted to intimidate our opponents on the ice, or force our teammates to consume poisonous baked goods in the locker room after the game. In this case, it was useful to stop a jerk like Elliot objectifying my best friend.

“Oh, uh, sorry, Grayson, I—”

“I think what Elliot was trying to say is that the muffins were memorable. Right, Ford?” Parker prompted, giving Elliot a hard look.

“Yeah, uh, that’s right,” Elliot replied, swallowing visibly as he did his best to look anywhere but directly into my eyes. “Unforgettable, in fact.”

I took a few slow, strong steps toward him, and he instinctively shrunk back against his locker. The rest of the room was silent, as though all the other players were holding their breath, waiting to see what I’d do next.

While Reed and Parker weren’t nearly as frightening as they could appear, I often wondered if my bad reputation was justified. As the team’s most ruthless defenseman, it was my job to intimidate the opposition as much as possible, and people struggled to forget that, even when I stepped off the ice. I did little to try changing their opinion. I wasn’t exactly approachable, and often wore a dark expression that Paige referred to as my “resting storm face.” It caused most people to keep their distance. But that was fine by me.

“It won’t happen again.” Elliot’s voice was quaking slightly, and I almost felt bad. I didn’t want to scare him too much. The team still needed a goalie after all.

“Good.” There was no need to say anything more. Elliot was already cowering enough, and the incident would probably sprout a new rumor about me anyway. I held my gaze on him for a few seconds, just to make him sweat a little longer, but then turned and continued to my locker. I felt the whole room exhale as I did.

When I reached my locker, I slowly lowered myself onto the bench next to Reed. For the first time since the game, I allowed myself a moment to give in to the aches and pains rampaging through my body, especially my knee. It had been a tough contest today, and I’d had to work hard to hide how much my knee was hurting. How was I going to get through the whole season feeling like this? I wasn’t even sure I’d make it to next week, let alone signing day.

“How’s your knee?” Reed asked quietly, nodding to where I was tightly gripping my leg.

“Fine.” I quickly moved my hand away.

Reed’s eyes were filled with worry. “You’d tell me if it was giving you trouble again, wouldn’t you?”

“Like I said, it’s fine.”

“If you say so,” my brother replied, though he appeared far from convinced.

“I do.”

His lips pulled at the sides as he considered me. “So, Paige’s cooking—was today a special occasion?”

“She’s baking at the moment,” I said. “You know how she likes to try everything.”

“Ah, the list.” Reed was one of the few people who knew about it. “I think I preferred it when she was trying to learn the bagpipes.”

I shuddered at the memory. She’d made sounds I didn’t think were possible, and I was sure she’d hit notes that only dogs could hear. My ears were still ringing.

“At least loud noises can’t kill you,” Reed added.

“Maybe your stomach needs to harden up.” Not even my brother was allowed to insult Paige.

“Oh, is that why she fed us cement mix?”

I scowled at him, but he only smirked in reply.

“Maybe she’s a secret spy working for the Sunshine Hills Saints,” Matt said, leaning forward to join our conversation from the other side of Reed. “And she’s trying to take us all out.”

“Not Paige,” Reed said. “She loves hockey. Have you seen the way she cheers for us at games?”

“Cheers for us?” Matt said. “Or one of us?”

I glanced at him from the corner of my eye and caught him grinning at me. It was obvious what he was getting at, but he decided to spell it out anyway.

“Seriously, Grayson. Are you ever going to make a move on her?” Matt really was feeling brave today.

“We’re just friends,” I replied through gritted teeth.

“Yeah, but can’t you change that?” Matt glanced at Reed as though he was looking for backup. And while my brother was eyeing me like he wholly agreed with his friend, he thankfully kept his mouth shut. He’d given up trying to change my mind about Paige a long time ago.

“Don’t you want to be more?” Matt prodded.

What I wanted was for this line of questioning to end. I could barely admit how I felt about Paige to myself, let alone to anyone else. And those feelings needed to remain buried within me, hidden so deep I could pretend they didn’t exist. I was practically an expert at that now. I’d been doing it since the first time she’d smiled my way in second grade.

She was the first person to truly see me as more than a talented hockey player. If it weren’t for my skills with a puck, I often wondered whether anyone would even know I existed. I wasn’t a natural leader like Reed, or outgoing like Parker. But I never felt invisible when I was around Paige.

Unfortunately, by the time I realized the true extent of my feelings, I’d already been stuck in the friend zone for years. And even if, by some miracle, Paige suddenly did start seeing me differently, I knew I wasn’t worthy of her. She was the human embodiment of sunshine, and what kind of selfish jerk would I be if I dimmed her glow with my dark, stormy clouds?

“I don’t want anything to change. I like things how they are.”

“Okay, man, whatever you say.” Matt shrugged, and I hoped that would be the end of it, but then Reed spoke up.

“Things are going to change, though,” he said. “And soon, whether you like it or not. We’re committed to play for Ryker, but what’s Paige doing next year?”

Coach Ray entered the locker room and called us to attention before I could respond. Reed already knew the answer to his question. Paige had no clue.

But, eventually, she’d have to make some decisions. And those decisions could lead her somewhere I wasn’t. We might not be in the same town or even the same state. Paige could end up in a different country for all I knew. She’d seemed to enjoy learning French for her bucket list a couple of months ago; what if she suddenly decided to move to Europe?

Coach had started addressing the room, talking about some new player joining the team next week, but I wasn’t listening. Instead, I was repeating Reed’s words over and over in my head.

Everything was going to change at the end of this year. And I didn’t like it at all. Still, that didn’t mean I was going to do something stupid that could ruin my friendship with Paige. She was the girl I wanted in my life forever, and even if that was only as a friend, it would have to be enough for me.






Chapter 2 PAIGE

“Come down here, Paige. I’ve got something important to—” Instead of finishing her sentence, my mom let out a bloodcurdling scream. It was quickly followed by a shocked yelp. “What the hell is that?”

I was slowly making my way downstairs, but the sound of my mom’s panicked voice had me racing to the kitchen. I’d never heard her scream like that before. Something must be horribly wrong.

I burst into the kitchen and found her pressed up against the fridge, one shaking hand pointing across the room to a spot on the floor. Her face was pale as my dad appeared in the doorway behind me.

“What’s wrong now?” he demanded.

“M … M …”

Whatever it was, my mom couldn’t seem to get the words out to explain. I glanced in the direction she was pointing and smiled when I saw something small and fluffy on the floor.

“Aw, is that a mouse?” The poor little guy was probably terrified from all the screaming. But as I went to walk over to it, my mom finally snapped out of her state of shock and reached out an arm to stop me.

“Paige, no. It’s dead.”

“What? Really? How?” I couldn’t help but feel sad, especially given the relief in my mom’s voice as she announced his passing.

“All that screaming over a dead mouse?” My dad shook his head. “I thought there was a real problem.”

“I was taken by surprise, Steven.”

“I don’t have time for surprises, Deborah. My flight’s in just over two hours, and I have a stack of emails to get through before I go.”

He stalked from the room without another word. My mom took a deep breath, straightened her jacket and smoothed a hand over her perfect dark hair that was slicked back in a tight bun. In an instant, her expression had transformed, and I almost forgot she’d been quivering in the corner only moments ago.

“Right, like I was saying, I’ve got something important to tell you.” She turned and retrieved her cup of coffee from the counter as though nothing had happened. “Your father isn’t the only one going on a business trip.”

“Oh, okay.” I failed to see how that news trumped the mystery of the mouse’s tragic end. My parents were always travelling for work, so this was nothing new. Had she no respect for the dead?

“I’m leaving tonight.”

That got my attention. “Wait, you’re both leaving today?”

“Yes.”

“How long will you be gone for?”

“They need me in Seattle first thing tomorrow,” she replied. “And then Chicago the week after that. It’ll be at least two weeks, maybe longer.”

She took a long sip of her coffee, as though she hadn’t just dropped a bomb on me.

“But Dad’s going to be gone even longer than that, isn’t he?”

My parents normally tried to time their business trips so at least one of them would be home with me, and it had been a while since there was a clash like this. I tried to remember the last time both my mom and dad were away. It must have been before my grandma died, because I could recall staying with her for a few days one winter, maybe in freshman year. Either way, I was certain my parents had never disappeared for this long at the same time. Now that I was a senior, I wondered whether I’d be allowed to stay home by myself.

“I know it’s not ideal,” my mom continued. “But your father refuses to change his plans, and my manager made it very clear how important my trip is when he called this morning.”

I zoned out as she began to explain in painstaking detail exactly why her presence in Seattle, or wherever she was going, was so crucial. She worked in sales for a tech company—hardly a matter of life and death. No, my parents both thought their jobs were much more important than that.

The thought made me return my attention to the poor little creature lying on the floor a few feet away. If he’d still been with us, listening to my mom talk about fostering strong client relationships probably would have bored him to death anyway. I wasn’t particularly focused on what she was saying, but she continued her one-sided conversation, oblivious. After a while, she seemed to pivot from talking about building trust with stakeholders into something about the trust she was placing in me to finish my college essay while she was away. It was truly impressive how she could bring almost any conversation back to my lack of plans for the future.

“What about the mouse?” I said, interrupting her.

“What about it?”

I waved my hands at it, in case my mom had forgotten it was still lying there. “What are we going to do with him?”

“I’ll put it in the trash when we’re done here.”

“The trash?”

My mom bristled at my stunned response. “Well, it’s not exactly getting a funeral in the backyard, Paige. You’re not five anymore.”

“But—”

“No buts. I’m not concerned about that.” She snapped her fingers at me, making sure she had my full attention. “What I am concerned about are your college applications. I know you haven’t been working on them. And you’ve got your meeting with the career counselor this coming week. Now, obviously I won’t be around to check up on you, but I expect you to get all the applications drafted before the meeting so you can take them along and get feedback.”

“But—” I tried to protest again, and she cut me off even quicker this time.

“What did I say about buts? This is important, Paige. Your future is important. You’ve been putting this off for months, and even though I’m not going to be here, I refuse to let you avoid it for another second.”

I knew there was nothing I could say to win this argument. She was right. Not about the mouse. He did deserve a funeral in the backyard. But I had been putting off my college applications and avoiding my mom’s attempts to talk to me about my career plans. Or should I say, her plans for my career. It killed her that I didn’t have my whole life mapped out, like she did. But the more she pressured me into it, the more I wanted to drop out of school and join the circus.

“So, make sure you pack those college admission guides I got you, as well as all your books and homework—”

“What do you mean, pack?”

My mom looked down at me over her glasses. “You didn’t think I was letting you stay here alone for two weeks, did you? No, I’ve arranged for you to stay with that friend of yours …”

I should have known I was being too optimistic about having the house to myself. “You mean, Bonnie?”

“The one with a newborn baby in the house? No, there’s no way you’ll get your homework done with all that noise going on. It’s your other friend. The one who’s named after a color. Amber … Scarlett … Ivory …” She shook her head, giving up. “I don’t know. You’re always going to their house for dinner on Sundays.”

“Gray?” I gasped. “As in Grayson Darling?”

“Yes. That’s the one.”

My mouth hung open in surprise. “Mom, you do remember Gray’s a guy, right?”

“Oh yes, yes, of course, I do. The little boy you used to run around the neighborhood with all the time.”

There was nothing little about Grayson these days, but that wasn’t the kind of thing my mom noticed. Apparently, she was also unaware that Gray had a very big and very bad reputation. It was totally undeserved, but people in Ransom loved nothing more than spreading rumors about Grayson and his brothers: the infamous Darling Devils.

Of course, when they won a hockey game everyone worshipped the ground the three boys skated on, but they generally did so from a distance. I’d seen strangers cross the street to avoid bumping into Reed, Grayson and Parker. I’d even seen people get up and leave our local coffee shop just because they walked in. I couldn’t imagine many people freely sending their daughter into the Devils’ lair for a sleepover. I guessed there were some advantages that came with having parents who were too busy working to take notice of town gossip.

“You know he grew up, don’t you?”

She gave me a pointed look. “I’m aware.”

“And he has two brothers. You’re really letting me stay in a house filled with boys?”

“When I spoke to their mother, she suggested you room with her daughter. But I can’t imagine it will be an issue. You’re not silly about boys and dating like that.”

Apparently, even my mother knew my love life was a disaster. She wasn’t wrong though. How could I get silly about boys when absolutely no boys were silly about me?

“Look, Paige, that family was not my first pick,” she added. “But your grandmother’s gone, and this trip came up at the last minute, so I didn’t have much choice. We’re just lucky Mrs. Darling was happy to take you.”

Ah, the truth. The Darlings were her only option. My mom just cared more about her trip than she did about where her daughter was going to live for the next two weeks. Again, I wasn’t sure why I was surprised.

The thought of the warm reception I’d get from the Darling family did make me smile though. I knew Amy would give me the tightest hug when I arrived, and Danny would be so welcoming. Cammie wasn’t going to be thrilled about sharing her room, but Reed would be pleased to see me, Parker would definitely crack a joke, and Grayson, of course, would barely crack a smile. Still, his reaction was the one I was most excited to see when I rocked up with my bags.

“I told Mrs. Darling to expect you at three, so you better go pack.” Mom paused and her expression soured as her gaze dipped to my outfit. “Is that what you’ll be wearing?”

I glanced down at the pink polka-dot skirt and yellow blouse I had on. I failed to see why my mom was so confused. It was maybe a little bright, but I was feeling positive this morning and wanted my outfit to reflect that. At least, I had been until something died in our kitchen. I was now wondering if I should be wearing all black.

“It’s just a skirt and top, Mom.”

“You look like you’re off to entertain at a child’s birthday party.”

“Well, I was planning to talk to the counselor about applying to clown college.”

I could tell my joke had hit a nerve, and I was punished with another lecture.

“Be polite at the Darlings’. Do your homework. Clean your dishes. Please work on your applications, and do not miss your meeting. I can’t afford to cut this work trip short and come back early. I’m trusting you, Paige.”

I resisted the temptation to poke the bear with another witty retort, deciding instead to play it safe and give my mom the answer she needed to hear. “You’ve got nothing to worry about, Mom. I promise.”

Her mouth twisted in a pout, like she wasn’t sure whether to believe me. But then she gave a sharp nod. “Good. Thank you. But I’ll still be calling you to check in.” I wasn’t sure if that was a promise or a threat. “Now, go pack.” She ushered me from the kitchen. “You don’t want to be late.”

I was in a bit of a daze as I left the room. After the mouse tragedy and my mom’s sudden announcement that she was going away, I felt like I’d slipped on a patch of ice and hit my head, leaving the world looking slightly wonky. It was all a lot to take in, but I was at least beginning to shake off the initial surprise. And to be honest, the more I thought about going to the Darlings’, the more it felt a little like I was going on vacation. Well, what I imagined a vacation would feel like. My parents never took breaks from work. The closest I’d gotten to a holiday was joining Grayson and his family for a week at his uncle’s lake house one summer in middle school. It hadn’t turned out as I’d hoped. I’d fallen in poison ivy on the first day and Grayson, the thoughtful idiot that he was, decided I shouldn’t be in pain alone, and had jumped in the ivy too. We’d both spent the whole week itching and rubbing lotion on ourselves.

I was making my way up the stairs when my mom called out to me. “Paige?”

I dreaded to think what she still needed to say after unleashing multiple rants and lectures already. I looked over the handrail just as she poked her head into the corridor.

“Was there something else, Mom?”

“Yes. For the love of all that is holy, do not cook for the Darlings while you’re there. I just disposed of the mouse, and it was surrounded by crumbs from those terrible muffins you made yesterday.”

“Terrible muffins?” I gasped as realization struck. “You think I killed the mouse?”

“I think I’d like the Darlings to survive your stay.”

“But the muffins can’t have been that bad. Plenty of people ate them and were fine.”

She lifted one eyebrow at me. “Tell that to the mouse.”

I stood frozen to the spot as she disappeared back into the kitchen. I’d never killed anything before—that I knew of. And I had honestly thought those muffins were okay. Could they really have been as inedible as my mom suggested? The Devils players had all finished theirs and given them glowing reviews.

Were they lying? Surely not. Unless … What if they had been forced?

There was only one person with the ability to make an entire hockey team eat something, despite the fact it tasted gross, and that person was my best friend. Grayson Darling was in trouble. And, unfortunately for him, I was about to move into his house.






Chapter 3 PAIGE

“You’re such an ass, Grayson Darling!”

He was lying half asleep on his bed when I arrived, so I picked up a pillow and thumped him with it. He didn’t even flinch, easily plucking the soft, fluffy weapon from my hands. “Hello to you too,” he said with a yawn.

I had let myself in through the back door of the house. My bags were still in the car, but only because I wasn’t sure if I still wanted to bring them inside. Despite my mom’s plans for me while she was away, I was considering finding another family to take me in.

I folded my arms across my chest, but my stern expression only seemed to amuse him as he calmly added the pillow to the one under his head. “I know I’m an ass, but why am I an ass today?”

His brown hair was a mess, and he was dressed in his usual grey sweats, but I could only imagine how the girls at school would react if they were standing where I was: in a Darling Devil’s bedroom while he lay on the bed all sleepy and tousled. I didn’t dare think about how they might react if they knew I was living with him for the next two weeks.

Reed might be the poster boy for the Ransom Devils, but the girls were all drawn to Gray’s quiet magnetism. I frequently heard them talking about how gorgeous he was. How dark, mysterious, and dangerous he was too. Thankfully, most were too scared to approach him, or he’d probably get mobbed every day. I wasn’t deterred by his good looks or his devilish reputation. Especially not when I had a bone to pick with him.

“The muffins I made yesterday were terrible and you didn’t tell me!”

Grayson refused to make eye contact as he replied. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

“I’m talking about how I walked around town all day, oblivious to the fact I was handing out toxic muffins.”

I grabbed a pen off his desk and threw it at him to emphasize my point. Even though he wasn’t looking at me, he somehow managed to snatch it from the air. That only made me more annoyed at him.

“I knew they might not be the best, but I didn’t think they were deadly. How could you not tell me? I thought we were always honest with each other.”

“They weren’t deadly.”

“Weren’t they?”

“I’m alive, aren’t I?”

“Well, the cute little mouse we found in my kitchen today definitely isn’t!”

He looked like he was struggling not to laugh, but he managed to keep a straight face as he continued. “Your cooking did not kill a mouse. It must have died of natural causes.”

“It was surrounded by muffin crumbs.”

“Well, has someone conducted an autopsy?”

“This isn’t funny, Gray.”

“I’d never joke about mouseslaughter …”

My eyes narrowed on him.

“Maybe I should go stay with Bonnie,” I said, pretending I was deep in thought. “I know her baby sister screams all night long. But I think that might be less painful than this.”

“Stay with Bonnie?” Gray lifted himself slightly up from his relaxed position on the bed. “What do you mean?”

“Oh, didn’t you hear the news? Both my parents have abandoned me for work trips and dumped me on your family until they get back.”

“You’re staying here?”

“I’m supposed to be, yeah.”

“For how long?”

“Two weeks.”

“Two weeks?”

If I wasn’t so committed to being mad at him, I might have laughed. He looked like he was going to self-combust at the prospect. I knew I could be a lot to handle, but surely the idea of me living here wasn’t that bad.

“Don’t worry, I wasn’t planning to steal your bed or finish your Cheerios. Your mom said I can room with Cammie.”

“This isn’t a joke?”

“Do I look like I’m laughing?” He was really struggling to come to terms with this. If he genuinely didn’t want me here, maybe I would have to follow through with my threat and go stay with Bonnie.

“Your mom must have called every other parent in town.”

“Yes, you were most likely a last resort,” I agreed. “But let’s be real, my parents don’t really care where I stay as long as it doesn’t affect their work.”

Gray’s eyes filled with sympathy and I immediately regretted my words. I was supposed to be mad at him, not seeking his pity, so I quickly added, “But, like I said, I’m still considering my options. I’m sure Bonnie’s parents will have me …”

I started for the door but didn’t make it very far. In an instant, Gray had leaped from his spot on the bed and grabbed hold of my hand. Apparently, he wasn’t so sleepy after all.

“No, wait.” His voice was a little more frantic than I expected. As he spoke, he glanced down at where he held my hand in his. As though shocked by his own decision to reach out to me, he quickly but gently pulled his hand away, lightly brushing my fingers as he did.

“Uh, I mean, you can’t go.”

“Why not?” I demanded.

“Your mom wanted you to stay here. We should really honor her wishes. I know you’re angry with me, but let’s not make any hasty decisions just because of a little misunderstanding over some muffins.”

“Uh, since when do you care about honoring my mom’s wishes? It was hardly a little misunderstanding, and you can’t just hold me hostage.”

Gray’s serious expression relaxed a little and a sparkle returned to his eye. He calmly leaned his shoulder against the doorframe, the urgency he’d shown just a few moments ago now gone.

“Sure, I can. You’re so little, it would be pretty easy.”

I huffed. “I’m not that little.”

“You are. But I think we both know I won’t have to hold you hostage. You need sleep.”

“What?”

“You need sleep like I need food, and you’re not going to get a wink at Bonnie’s house with the baby crying all night.”

“I could wear earplugs …”

“Perhaps. But does Bonnie have a secret stash of candy in her room that she lets you raid whenever you visit?”

“Well, no …”

He must have sensed he was winning the argument, because his eyes were gleaming with victory. “Then it’s settled. I’ll go get your bags.” Gray set off down the hallway without waiting for my response. He looked so smug, I honestly wouldn’t have been surprised if he started humming.

Sometimes being best friends with Grayson was like befriending a brick wall. Strong, reliable, and perfect, if you needed something sturdy to lean on. But also, totally immovable and completely stubborn.

I followed him down to my car, but by the time I’d reached the driveway, he was already making his way back toward the house, his arms laden with my bags. Despite my best efforts, I’d struggled to pack light, so they were somewhat bursting at the seams.

“What did you pack in these?”

“Things …”

“Things? Like what? Don’t tell me you packed your entire snow globe collection.”

“Of course I didn’t pack my snow globe collection.” That was just ridiculous. I had way too many and they were far too delicate to just shove into a bag. “And don’t make fun of me. Snow globes are totally cool.”

“Totally.” I had no idea how he kept such a straight face.

I knew perfectly well just how uncool my snow globes were, but I’d been collecting them with my mom for years. She used to get me a new one every time she went on a work trip, but it had been a long time since she’d remembered, or bothered, to bring one home. These days they were gathering dust on the shelves in my room. I knew it was silly to hold onto them, but I just liked how pretty they were.

Gray muttered something else about the weight of my bags, and I made a move to help him, but he quickly jerked them away.

“I’ve got it.”

I ignored him and made another attempt to help, snatching my school bag off the top of the pile. He gave me a disgruntled look. It was as though I’d somehow undermined his manliness by taking on a little of the load.

“You can let me carry one bag. I have homework to do,” I explained. “Got to honor my mom’s wishes, right?”

He simply grunted and heaved my bags the rest of the way to the house.

“Ready to rethink this whole hostage situation?” I called after him.

“Not yet,” he called back. “But ask me again later …”

I was smiling to myself as I followed him inside. Staying here was going to be fun. But it felt a little strange to enter the house, knowing I’d be calling it home for the next couple of weeks. Not in a bad way though. It was strange, because I already felt far more welcome here than I ever did at home.

I loved everything about the Darlings’ house. It was always so warm and cozy, with Grayson’s dad often lighting a fire in the living room during the winter. The scent of Amy’s floral perfume always lingered in the entranceway, and countless family photos lined the walls. It was an old house, totally different than my parents’ gaudy new development, and I much preferred it.

The ancient carpets all looked like they had stories to tell, and the lights often flickered thanks to the old wiring Danny kept insisting he’d get around to fixing. The hot water would take ages to come on, the doors had squeaky hinges, and the floor creaked underfoot. You had to thump the TV just right if you wanted to watch ESPN, and I was constantly tripping over discarded crap the boys left lying around. But the place felt full, almost bursting with things and people, and I think it was the chaos of the house that I loved most.

Gray had disappeared upstairs, taking my things to Cammie’s bedroom, but I made my way to the kitchen. I hadn’t been lying about the homework. I had a test in the morning to study for and there were tons of math problems I needed to get started on if I had any hope of finishing before the weekend was over.

As I entered the kitchen, I found Parker raiding the fridge. Stanley, the family’s docile golden retriever, was waiting hopefully at his feet.

“Where’s Amy?” I asked, taking a seat at the kitchen counter and unloading my books. Grayson’s mom was ridiculously good at math, and I was eager to pick her brain.

“Grocery store.” Parker closed the fridge door, his arms laden with junk food. “Given the flap she’s been in about making sure we have enough food for you, you’d think the whole hockey team was coming to stay rather than one tiny human girl.”

“What is it with you Darlings?” I muttered under my breath. “I’m not that small.”

“Well, I can almost guarantee you won’t be once Mom’s done with you.”

“Can’t wait,” I said with a slight grimace. I joined the Darlings for family dinner almost every Sunday night. And almost every Sunday, without fail, we ended up eating takeout because Amy Darling had a catastrophe in the kitchen. She wasn’t a completely terrible cook, not as bad as me anyway, but she was known for attempting dishes on Sunday nights that were well beyond her capabilities. At least no creature, human or otherwise, had died because of her food.

“So, are you ready for our sleepover?” Parker dumped his snack pile on the counter and started digging through the pantry. Reed and Grayson often got fed up with their younger brother, but I had a soft spot for Parker. Even though he had a habit of getting himself into trouble, and his mouth was always running away from him, he was usually very sweet to me.

“Can we call it a sleepover if it’s for more than one night?” I asked.

“That depends.”

“On?”

“Whether there’s half-naked pillow fights.”

I spluttered out an incredulous laugh. “That’s your definition of a sleepover?”

“I think that’s every guy’s definition of a sleepover.”

“Then we’re definitely not having a sleepover.”

“Shame.” Parker couldn’t have been that disappointed as he shot me a devilish grin. “So, where’s Grumpson?”

“Upstairs. And please don’t call him that. He’s not grumpy.”

“Maybe not around you.”

“He’s no different around me than anyone else.”

“Pfft. Sure.”

“I’m serious. Just because someone doesn’t smile much doesn’t mean they’re unhappy.”

“It does if they’re Grayson.”

No matter how much I defended Gray, people rarely agreed with me—not even his younger brother. His quiet nature often caused others to assume he was grumpy or even angry. To be fair, he usually was when Parker was in the vicinity. He certainly knew how to push Gray’s buttons.

Parker wasn’t the only person who misjudged him. Because of Grayson’s size and strength, he was frequently mistaken as a brute. But you only needed to look into his eyes to see he had the kindest soul. I’d known that since the first time I met him, when we were seven years old. We were at the town pool, and I found him rescuing a bee from the water. He’d fished it out so gently, before I helped him find a safe place to hide it in the rose bushes. It was clear to me then that Gray was someone special, and I’d be lucky to call him my friend.

Did he get moody sometimes? Sure. But who didn’t? It probably didn’t help that he was frequently in pain thanks to an old knee injury. Over the years, I’d made it my own personal mission to try to put a smile on his face as much as possible—well, as close to a smile as he could manage. I wasn’t a hundred percent certain Gray’s lips knew how to curve all the way upward.

“I think you might be the only person who can put up with him,” Parker continued. “If you don’t marry him, he’s going to end up old and alone.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“You’re right.” He nodded. “It’s too late—Grayson already acts like he’s in his eighties.”

“Parker!”

“Paige!” He mimicked me before grinning. “Seriously, when are you going to put him out of his misery and date him already?”

I shook my head. “Please don’t say that. You know we’re just friends.”

“You sure about that?”

I hated it when people asked me that question. It always made me blush, but not for the reason everyone thought. Grayson was everything a girl should want in a boyfriend. He was sweet and loyal and kind. And it didn’t hurt that he was totally gorgeous to look at. But it was something I refused to even consider. We’d been friends for so long, he’d become the most important person in my life; so much more than some passing high school relationship. I didn’t want that to change.

Besides, I knew for a fact he had never considered me in that way either. Grayson could be hard to read, but of this I was certain. In all the time we’d spent together, he’d never done anything that even resembled making a move on me, and not once had he ever checked me out. I’d seen him get more excited over a nice cut of steak than he ever had about me in a cute outfit or in my swimsuit. In fact, just this summer, he’d taken one look at me in a bikini and spent the entire day at the lake trying to convince me to put my cover-up back on. I wasn’t really sure what Grayson’s type was, since he wasn’t one to flaunt hookups with other girls. I just knew it wasn’t me.

“Yes, I’m sure. Just friends.”

Parker scoffed his disapproval, but I quickly changed the subject before he could continue. “Any chance you’re a secret mathlete and have been hiding mad algebra skills all this time?”

Parker glanced down at the notebook I’d just opened. “Uh, no.”

“So, you’re no good at math?”

“I’m about as good at math as you are at hockey.”

“Hey,” I complained. “I’m not that bad.”

“Last time we played down at the lake, you hid behind Grayson the whole time.”

“A smart tactic, if you ask me. I love you guys, but you know you’re all terrifying as soon as you step on the ice, right?”

Parker beamed with pride.

“Besides,” I added. “I like to think I make up for my lack of hockey prowess with knowledge. Most girls at our school go to the games just to watch you guys. They don’t know an icing call from an offside call.”

“Sorry, Paige, that doesn’t count.”

“It totally counts.”

“Either way, I can’t help you with your algebra homework. When it comes to math, I have no skill or knowledge.”

“Damn.” I focused down on the page, but as I did Parker’s hand whipped out toward my bag and swiped the bright pink piece of paper that was sticking out the top of my diary.

“Hey!” I cried, trying to snatch it back.

But Parker was too fast and had already danced across to the other side of the kitchen.

“Well, well, well, what have we here?” he mused as I chased after him.

“Give it back, Parker.” But he wasn’t listening. Instead, his eyes were devouring the page.

“Parker!” When I got close to him, I tried to grab the paper, but he lifted it high out of my reach and continued to read. This was a nightmare. He was the last person I wanted to see the list.

“What’s this?” he asked, looking down at me with a glint of mischief in his eyes. He lowered the list, and I finally managed to take it from him.

“Nothing.”

“You seem very upset over nothing.”

“Well, it’s private.”

“Not anymore.”

Perhaps Reed and Grayson were right about Parker. He was the worst.

“Looked like some kind of list to me …” he continued.

“Yeah, for groceries.”

“If it’s just groceries, then I’m sure you’ll be happy to let me see it again.”

I groaned up at the ceiling. “You’re really not going to leave this alone, are you?”

“Nope.”

“Not even if I ask nicely?”

“Especially not if you ask nicely.”

I released a sigh. “Fine. You’re right. It is a list. It’s my senior year bucket list.” He looked confused so I tried to explain. “You know, all the things I want to do before I graduate.”

“Yeah, I get that,” he replied. “What I don’t get is why I saw ‘knitting’ and ‘ballroom dancing’ on it.”

I didn’t really want to get into the reasons the list existed with Parker. He didn’t need to know that I’d started it as a way to find my one true passion, so I could prove to my parents there was more to life than getting a boring office job and climbing the corporate ladder. Somewhere along the line, the list had expanded to include all sorts of things I felt I needed to try before high school came to an end. I decided to give Parker the short version of the story.

“Because I’ve never done those things before, and I wanted to try them,” I said. “And knitting has been ticked off the list already. Don’t you remember the mittens I gifted you at the start of winter?”

“Oh yeah, I wondered why you gave me those.” He paused for a moment but then snatched the list away from me again, completely ignoring my complaints as he read through it.

“Yoga?” he muttered. “And baking? Is that why you made those muffins?”

“Yes.” He sounded confused, but I was struggling to see the issue. “Is that a problem?”

He glanced up at me like I’d somehow let him down. “The problem, Paige, is if this is really a senior year bucket list, then baking shouldn’t be on here. If anything, you should be trying to get baked.”

Of course that was Parker’s advice.

“I’m serious,” he continued. “This is the worst-looking bucket list I’ve ever seen in my—wait, what’s this one …” His voice trailed off as his eyes caught on something toward the bottom of the list. When he looked back up at me, his face was covered in shock. “‘My first kiss’?”

“Oh no.” He’d found the final item—one that remained very much unchecked. I’d forgotten it was even there, probably because I’d given up hope of ever completing it. “Please forget you just read that.”

“Paige, how the hell have you never kissed anyone?”

I wanted to crawl under the table, curl up, and die. Unfortunately, the smirk on Parker’s lips made it clear that he’d taunt me about this even beyond the grave.

“I don’t know,” I protested. “I just haven’t gotten around to it.”

“Haven’t gotten around to it? This isn’t a homework assignment, Paige.” He shook his head like he couldn’t have been more disappointed in me. “Does Grayson know about your virgin lips?”

“Oh my god.” I buried my head in my hands, my cheeks flaming hot.

“Well, does he?” Parker continued, totally unfazed by the fact I was shriveling into a corpse in front of him.

“No,” I replied. “I don’t see how it’s any of Grayson’s business.”

“Because everything about you is Grayson’s business.”

“Whatever.” I finally dropped my hands. “Just please don’t tell him, or anyone for that matter.”

“I think I have better things to do with my time than gossip about you, Paige. But you really do need to fix that situation.” He gestured at my lips with one hand and eyed them with distaste. “And fast. You can’t finish high school without being kissed.”

“Yes, I realize that. Which is why it’s on my list.”

Parker scrunched up his nose at the bright pink piece of paper that was still clutched in his hands.

“So, how do we fix this?” he asked.

“We don’t do anything. I don’t need your help, Parker.”

He responded by holding the list in front of my face and pointing at the final item on it. “Clearly you do, or this would have been checked off a long time ago.” Apparently, I was getting Parker’s advice whether I wanted it or not.

“It’s not that easy …”

“It should be. You’re pretty hot. Just pick a guy and smack him with your lips.”

I think Parker was trying to be nice—in a Parker kind of way—but it was only making my humiliation worse. “You think I
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