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      Six months ago…

      “I dare you.”

      “You really are a child.”

      “Chicken.”

      “Bite me.”

      “You’re way too boring to be into that.”

      A guy in a priest costume floats in front of us. “These are the weirdest vows I’ve ever heard. And I’ve heard some doozies.”

      I roll over as the hazy dream, which is more like a nightmare because it involves Tenley Garrison, thankfully slips away into another dream. The dream is of the skyline… the flickering lights of Vegas, the dull roar of traffic below, so far below… And the wind… is whipping through my hair, carrying the sharp cackle of Tenley's laugh. And then… I fall. It feels so real that my stomach catapults into my throat.

      I wake up with a jolt, like one does from a falling nightmare. The sheets are twisted around me. My pillow is missing. Thankfully the room is pitch dark—bless the blackout blinds in this Vegas hotel. My leg aches like a mother fucker. I didn’t bother to get undressed last night. Didn’t even undo my belt or take off my socks, although thankfully I did remove my shoes. I’m sweaty because I usually sleep naked. I untangle myself from the sheets, sit up, and remove my shirt.

      My hangover isn't that bad, thankfully. I stand up, favoring my right foot because my left leg is still throbbing. That has got to get better before the season starts. Crew made fun of me yesterday in the gym, saying I wasn't in shape, and he wasn't wrong. I'm usually much more prepared this close to the start of the hockey season, but I haven't been able to do much of the training I usually do because this stupid leg injury is not healing as fast as it should be. I drop my pants, shove my boxer briefs down to the floor, and debate getting back in bed. I want to, desperately, but I should probably get in a workout. I'm sure the team will want to do something stupid—like hang out at the pool or gamble and flirt with cocktail waitresses—with the time we have before we get on the plane tonight. I'll get teased if I don't join in.

      Like Tenley teased me all last night. I frown just thinking about her. Last night went horribly awry. I ended up losing my brother Crew. No idea where he went. My other team bestie Tate snuck off with his girlfriend Mallory, leaving me with Tate's sister Tenley, and a couple of teammates who party way harder than I do. Tenley latched onto me, which surprised me since cats and dogs have a better relationship than we do.

      But then she started with the dares… I dare you to take this shot. I dare you to go dance with that stranger. I dare you to drink a flight of margaritas. I dare you to… well the rest is hazy but she never shut the hell up. And I didn’t say uncle.

      And now… I’m paying for it. I stand in the dark room facing my bed, looking at the bathroom door and listening for signs of life in the rest of the suite. I don’t hear a thing. I should grab some workout clothes and get to the gym, but… fuck it. I fall onto the bed. If I suck this season, it’s Tenley Garrison’s fault.

      The mattress absorbs my weight comfortably but my arm hits the piled-up duvet with a hard thump. What the hell did I leave in the bed? I roll over and root around with my hand. It's… human-sized. This lump under the sheets is human. The absurd thought that maybe Crew got too drunk and stumbled into my room instead of his enters my brain but then… the lump groans. The sound is too gentle and too light in tone to be Crew. I blink, lift my head off the pillow, and take a closer look in the barely-there light. The lump is too small to be Crew.

      I grab hold of the duvet and slowly pull it down. Blonde hair… long lashes… that arrogant mouth with the cupid’s bow and the dimple in that tiny chin…

      "Oh fuck no!" I leap out of the bed like it's on fire. Realizing I'm stark naked, I grab the sheet and yank with such force Tenley ends up rolling since she was lying on top of the sheet. It spins her right off the side of the bed. She hits the ground with a hard thump, but I manage to get the sheet around my waist before she pops her head up.

      Her hair is a mess, wild golden waves sticking out every which way. There are smudges of mascara under her eyes, which are still annoyingly bright and blue. So freaking blue it makes me want to pick a new favorite color just so I don't like them as much. Also, her lipstick is still on… mostly. And the most important fact is that she looks just as horrified to see me as I am to see her.

      “Why are you in my hotel room?”

      “I’m not. You’re in mine.”

      She looks around, but probably can’t see much because it’s still dark in here so I lean over and tap the tablet on the night table that controls all the features in the room. The bedside lights turn on, way too high. We both squint and groan. She stands up and she’s fully clothed, like I was. Although with Tenley that doesn’t mean much. Her outfit last night was a florescent pink dress that was made out of a facecloth, or at least that amount of material. It had one strap that pulled the fabric over her left shoulder. It’s hanging off her shoulder now. She wipes sleep from her eyes, adjusts to the light, and takes me in… as I stand on the other side of the bed holding the sheet around my lower half. Her whole face drops. Her skin pales.

      “Where are your clothes?” she asks and then she takes a breath that makes her shoulders shudder ever so slightly. “You… we… I didn’t. No. I…”

      "I woke up fully clothed," I say to her, realizing why she's panicking. "Just like you. Also, sex with you is the furthest thing from my mind. There isn't enough alcohol in the world for that."

      Her hands go to her stomach, to her hips. Her brow furrows but I know she isn’t offended by my words, she just doesn’t believe them. I honestly can’t stand what women have to live with on the daily thanks to some men. “Tenley, seriously. I don’t remember much about last night, but I do know we didn’t have sex. And you might think I’m a lot of things, but even you have to admit a liar isn’t one of them.”

      “Okay.” Tenley pauses and nods her head, as if convincing herself. Her eyes find mine. “Right. You’re the guy who walks little old ladies across the street. You would rather read a book than fuck a woman.”

      Okay well, that's not true, but I don't correct her because, for one thing, it's useless to argue with her. Tenley hears and believes what she wants. And two, she's trying to talk herself out of panicking, and as much as I dislike her I don't want her worrying I took advantage of her.  She inhales and exhales slowly like she's pushing out bad thoughts. Then she stands straighter and asks, "Why are you naked now?"

      “I was going to shower off the stench of a whole night of drinking,” I reply. “But then decided to sleep again and that’s when I found you.”

      “Oh.” She blinks and looks around the room. She sees her heels at the foot of the bed and walks over and grabs them. Her body is long and lean but yet she’s got a juicy, perky ass. It’s a shame such perfection is wasted on her. “Okay well, is Crew here? Because the absolute last thing I need is for anyone to think that we…”

      “If he’s home, he’s still asleep. The place has been dead silent.”

      She walks towards the door and shoots me a cocky smile over her shoulder. “You check your pants for pee?”

      “What? I don’t piss myself when I’m drunk.”

      "No, but you did the SkyJump, remember? Well, you almost didn't because you were trembling so hard the attendant almost couldn't get the harness on you."

      “I wasn’t trembling. My knee twitches. From my injury,” I reply sharply and add, “And no. I didn’t piss myself on that jump thing.”

      The memory fuzzily fills my head. She dared me to do the Stratosphere SkyJump. That must be the falling dream that woke me up. I was reliving that. Great. I’m sure I’ll have nightmares about that for weeks. I hate heights. It was fucking terrifying.

      "How are the snails doing in that little stomach of yours?" I ask because now I also remember daring her to eat escargot, which apparently she hates. She did it, gagging the whole time.

      Her hand goes to her stomach and her eyes snap shut. “Whatever. I did it.”

      “And I did every stupid thing you dared me to,” I remind her proudly. “Because I’m not the lame, boring, robotic guy you like to think I am.”

      “No. You’re still all of that,” Tenley counters, her annoying smug grin back in place. “But you’re also scared of losing to me.”

      I’m scared of losing to anyone, but she doesn’t need to know that. So instead of answering I just roll my eyes. “You can leave now. I have better things to do than talk to you.”

      “Like what? Work out? Eat egg whites and protein shakes? Watch paint dry?” Tenley doesn’t wait for a response. She cracks the door to my room and peeks out. The coast must be clear because she swings the door wide and marches through the suite. “I’m going to get a Bloody Mary, put on the smallest bikini I own, then go to the pool and meet some real men so this trip isn’t a complete waste.”

      “No one forced you to hang with me last night. I would have been happy to spend my time with anyone else. Or even alone,” I reply, following her into the living area. She pauses by the front door to put on her heels, which makes her a good two inches taller. They also make her look even leaner and tilt that ass of hers to the perfect angle.

      “You should go to the gym. I think your brother has better abs.” She exits the suite before I can think of a biting retort.

      God damn that woman.

      I go back to sleep for a couple hours and when I wake up Crew has left me a note saying he’s at the pool with everyone and I should join. I don’t. I head to the gym and try and strengthen my stupid leg. The surgery was six weeks ago and I was told it was minor. They just needed to clean up the cartilage in my knee. Why does it still hurt this bad?

      I’m lying on a yoga mat, stretching out my groin, when Tenley storms into the gym.

      “We need to talk.”

      “Sorry, I’ve reached my Tenley Garrison limit for… oh the entire year, I think.” I keep stretching.

      She stops half a foot from the edge of the mat. Her toes are a glittery pale pink. Her flip flops are a neon blue, like the bikini she’s spilling out of and the wrap loosely tied around those hips she’s got her hands on. “Why are you stretching your groin? You don’t use it. You’re like a monk or something.”

      “Leave.”

      “I would except I was just at the pool with all your teammates and girlfriends, you know the normal people who come to Vegas to relax and have fun,” she gives me a pointed stare, “and Taylor told me we got married.”

      I don’t even know what part of that sentence confuses me the most. It’s like she’s speaking gibberish. I push up off my forearms and sit back on my heels. My eyes lock with hers. “Who the hell is Taylor? You and me? Married?”

      I would laugh but it’s actually a terrifying thought. The serious look on Tenley’s face is scaring me too. “Apparently we dared each other to go to a chapel and get married.”

      “Who is Taylor?”

      “That’s your question?” Tenley gapes at me. “Taylor is Carter’s fiancée. She was out with us last night. So was he. They did the SkyJump thing with us.”

      Carter is Josh Carter. He's a defenseman. Good guy. Right. Memories start forcing their way to the front of my brain like a salmon swimming up a stream of margaritas. Carter and his girlfriend Taylor hung out with us most of the night. It was originally Taylor's idea to try zip lining on Fremont Street. She invited Tenley who then dared me. And then we ate the snails. And then we went to another club and she dared me to dance with the bachelorette party there. I dared her to wear a double XL sweatshirt I bought at a tacky gift store, daring her to cover up. She did of course and still got hit on by the bartender.

      “Nash!”

      “I don’t remember!”

      “I don’t either.” She sighs and starts to pace in front of me. As she turns to the side I see the back of her swimsuit doesn’t exist. It’s basically a thong and that ass… the perfect, round, tight work of art she doesn’t deserve to have, is on full display. I stand up and swivel to face the weight bench so I can adjust the front of my workout shorts without her noticing. I grab the towel I left there and make sure to hold it casually in front of me so that if my dick stops listening to my brain, and gets hard over that perfect ass, she hopefully won’t notice.

      “What exactly did Taylor say happened?”

      “After the SkyJump, we said we were gonna get hitched at this crappy little chapel we walked by.”

      “Who dared who?”

      “Who cares?” Tenley snaps. “She said she and Carter left because there was a wait, but you and I refused to budge.”

      “So she doesn’t know if we actually did it,” I reply, but more memories start pushing into the forefront of my brain. The dream I had… the vows. The goofy guy in a priest’s costume… was it not a costume?

      Tenley sighs and rubs her forehead. “I remember doing it. Vaguely. But I mean there would be paperwork, right?”

      “Yeah. If it was legal. But even if we did it,” I start, my brain spinning, “it’s not legally binding if the people are so drunk they don’t remember it. That’s on the chapel, not us, so it wouldn’t be valid. But I doubt we even did it. I mean, we hate each other.”

      “We do. A lot,” Tenley agrees, but I see a glint of skepticism in her eyes. She isn’t sure we would let that hate stop us. “And I wouldn’t dare you into something that would ruin my life.”

      "Right, and I wouldn't dare you into something that would ruin mine."

      We stare at each other. She looks nervous. Panicked. Sick. All the things I currently feel.

      “I’ll call a lawyer. Just in case,” I tell her. “They can do a document search and make sure nothing was filed.”

      “And if it was?”

      “They’ll make it go away. We were drunk.”

      “Okay.”

      She starts to back away, turning towards the door. She pauses as she pulls it open and looks at me over her shoulder. “It probably didn’t really happen. We are not that stupid.”

      “Well look at that. We agree on something.”
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      “How can you be so stupid?”

      I drop my head back against the headrest and close my eyes, blocking out the hilly scenery as we drive through Laurel Canyon toward West Hollywood. “I don’t know.”

      “Mom and Dad are going to be devastated,” Tate says.

      "No, they won't because we're not telling them. Ever. This will get dealt with by a lawyer," I promise my brother. "Nash already has one. She looked into this back in the fall. We'll just get them on board again and get this sorted."

      “Who marries a guy they hate?” Mallory questions from the back seat, where she’s sitting next to my nephew Dylan. “I mean, you two have never said a nice word to each other. Ever.”

      “I was too drunk to remember why I did it,” I confess.

      “Yeah Mom and Dad will be thrilled,” Tate mutters as he pauses at a red light. “They already got denied the birth of their first grandchild because I fucked up and now they won’t get to be at your wedding.”

      “My first wedding. Starter marriage. Doesn’t count. And like I said, they will not find out about this." I say that last sentence very slowly, enunciating every word like it's a threat because it is. "Don't tell them Tate or I swear to God you will knock Nash off the top of my most hated list."

      “I’m not telling them anything,” Tate promises and continues to drive. “I have playoffs to focus on. I do not need to drop this bomb on the family.”

      We’re silent the rest of the way to the apartment that I share with my cousin Liv. I share the apartment in theory now more than in actuality because Liv spends most of her days and nights at Crew’s house in Laurel Canyon. It was there, tonight, as a bunch of us gathered to watch hockey to see which other teams would make it into the playoffs, that we found my marriage certificate.

      It fell out of a sweater I haven’t worn since my trip to Vegas with the L.A. Quake hockey team six months ago. Tate, my one and only sibling, plays for the Quake, with the idiot I married, Nash Westwood. Nash and his twin brother Crew are the only children of one of the most famous, now-retired hockey players on the planet, Avery Westwood. He broke just about every record there was in the league. Avery also played with my dad, Jordan Garrison, who left a hell of a legacy for Tate to follow too. In reality, being the second generation of hockey greats, Nash and I should have a lot in common, but we don’t. He’s nothing like me. The only thing we have in common is that we dislike each other.

      And we’re married. To each other. Allegedly. According to the crumpled paper from a Vegas chapel.

      Tate pulls to a stop in front of my building and I swivel toward the back as I unclip my seatbelt. I reach back and hold Dylan’s chin between my thumb and forefinger. “You be a good little bear. I will see you next week when Daddy starts playoffs.”

      “Daddy and Nash.”

      I glare at Mallory who starts to giggle. Tate groans. “This is not funny.”

      “I agree. It’s not.” I glare at Mallory again. “Please don’t tell anyone.”

      “Of course not.”

      I get out of the car and shut the door without another word. I walk slowly through my building’s courtyard and toward the stairs that lead up to my two-bedroom unit. As I pass the pool I see a man lying on one of the loungers. In the dark. Fully clothed in jeans, a leather jacket, and motorcycle boots. I freeze, my steps stuttering for just a second, and then my hand finds the keychain in my pocket. I have a mini mace on there so my fingers carefully find the trigger. I can’t make out the guy’s face so it might just be Ron. He and Nancy live in the unit below us and sometimes when they fight, she kicks him out and he sleeps by the pool.

      “Garrison?”

      I jump, not expecting the figure to say my name, but I recognize the voice instantly and relax. “Fisher? What are you doing here besides trying to get yourself maced?”

      He lifts his tall frame off the lounger and walks over to the iron fence that circles the pool. I let go of my key chain, pull my hand from my pocket, and unhook the gate for him. He holds the door open and leans down to give me a friendly kiss on the cheek. Fisher Adamson and I were in the same program at UCLA. We have spent countless hours together over the last four and a half years. He’s also been helping me film and pitch my sports documentary idea, which was sold to a major online network recently.

      “Mace is illegal, isn’t it?” Fisher says, and I can smell the beer on him.

      “Bear spray isn’t, and same difference,” I explain as I continue to the stairs that lead up to my door. “And anyway, my aunt Callie would rather we all get charged with owning mace than get attacked and hurt like my cousin Liv was.”

      “Right. Attempted mugging.” Fisher nods and we climb the stairs.

      “Let me guess. You’ve been partying at Marmont and need a place to crash because you can’t drive back to your place in the Valley?” I guess as I pull my keys out and open the metal storm door.

      “Yes but I could have gone home with the girl I was picking up,” he explains and runs a hand through his thick hair as he leans on my door frame and waits for me to unlock the new deadbolts, yes two, that my dad installed last time he was in town. “But then I thought you’d need to be talked off a ledge.”

      “Why?” I push open the door and invite him in, flipping on the overhead light.

      The blanket and pillow are still on the corner of the couch from the last time he crashed here. Fisher walks in, takes off his shoes, and flops down on the couch. “The email from Bobby Ryan.”

      “I haven’t been checking email. Was at a family thing.” I pull my phone out of my purse and immediately go to my Gmail. It’s the first email I see.

      I have to read it three times for it to sink in. Each time my body fills with dread and anger. And, honestly, exhaustion. “I don’t understand. Everything is signed. How can they pull out?”

      “They aren’t pulling out,” Fisher corrects as he stretches and reaches for the blanket. “They’re saying they’ll likely push back the filming dates, which pushes back the air date.”

      “Indefinitely!” I bark. “It says indefinitely! That means we’re shelved.”

      My heart breaks. Truly. I’ve worked on this idea for four years. I’ve invested all my time and money, and I got my friends and family involved. People agreed to be featured in this because I asked them. Fisher looks less bothered. It’s not his baby, but still. His level of calm annoys me.

      “See? This is why I gave up guaranteed pussy for you, killer.” He uses a nickname he started calling me a couple of years ago. He thinks I’m a man killer and that’s why he calls me that. Hardly, but whatever. I’ve had worse nicknames. “You’re spiraling and you don’t have to. I’ve been talking to Bobby and we’ve got another meeting with the network.”

      “When? Why are you and Bobby figuring this out without me?” I have so many questions. “And what the hell else can we do to convince them this is a good show? Pull a unicorn out of our ass? What?”

      I feel like all my negative emotions are just getting bigger instead of smaller. I take off my jacket and toss it toward the coat hooks on the wall by the door. Then I throw myself down in the oversized armchair and tuck my knees into myself. Fisher still looks so calm I could punch him. “Killer, I was waiting for you to respond but you didn’t, so I did. I thought time was of the essence. You know I wouldn’t overstep.”

      I sigh. “So what the hell are we going to say?”

      "We'll start figuring it out in the morning," Fisher says as he peels himself off the couch with great effort like he's suddenly in a vat of glue or something. He groans. "I need water."

      “Gatorade is better. In the fridge,” I mutter and close my eyes, leaning my head back. Why is this happening? Why is all of this happening? First I’m married to my enemy and now my life’s dream is circling the drain.

      It means a lot to me to get this series off the ground. Not just because it would start my career but also because the world should see the other side of hockey. The family sacrifice, the injuries, the blood, sweat, and tears. People don’t know. They don’t get it. I want them to get it.

      I hear Fisher moving past me, through the dining room, and into the kitchen. I hear the fridge open and close. I concentrate on all of the small sounds instead of the big worries filling my head. Fisher's big hand squeezes my shoulder as he walks past me, back into the living room. "You knew hockey would be a hard sell, Tenley. Despite American teams winning the Cup for the last twenty years we still give the sport a back seat to basketball, baseball, and football."

      “Idiots,” I mutter.

      He laughs. There’s a pause and I assume he’s getting settled on my couch but then he says, “What’s this?”

      I open my eyes and adrenaline shoots through me like a bolt of lightning when I see him start to unfold my marriage certificate. I leap to my feet and try and grab it from him, but Fisher is tall—like over six feet—and I’m not short at five-nine but he holds the damn thing above his head. When his eyes flare I know he’s read it. “Holy shit.”

      “It’s a joke.”

      His eyes narrow. “It’s got a seal of the state of Nevada on it.”

      “It’s a mistake. It was a joke. We dared each other to get married when we were drunk. It’s not legal.”

      “So you’ve annulled it?”

      I snatch it from Fisher now that he’s lowered his absurdly long arms. “We are about to.”

      He laughs as I stomp into my bedroom and shove the stupid paper into the top drawer of my dresser. When I emerge he’s drank half his Gatorade and is under the blanket on the couch punching the pillow to fluff it up. “I had no idea you and Nash were a thing. I thought you hated hockey players, I mean other than the ones you’re related to.”

      “I don’t hate them. I just don’t get involved with them, like on a romantic level,” I explain and grab the scrunchie off my wrist and start pulling my hair back. I wander to the kitchen and grab a bottle of water to keep by my bed. “I love my dad to bits and he’s been an incredible father, but when I was younger and he was still playing, he mostly parented through phone calls and text. It’s the way it had to be, and he did the best he could but that is not what I want. Plus the sport leaves a lot of players with lifelong injuries and traumatic brain injuries, which you know from all the footage we’ve put together. And there’s a dark side to the sport. A side I won’t even begin to talk about.”

      “Every sport has a dark side. A couple of bad people who are too talented to cancel. It’s not right but it’s real.” Fisher studies me. “But it’s also a free ride, right? The money, your mom stayed home with you, right? Do you know how many families can’t do that? My parents both worked forty to sixty hours a week. We were basically raised by our grandmother and then on our own when she passed when I was thirteen. And that was just to maintain our lower-middle-class life in a little townhouse in Encino.”

      “Money isn’t everything,” I reply but I do feel a little ping of guilt because yeah, my mom did quit her job when we were born—although she did volunteer at the Veterans Hospital in Portland to give free physiotherapy to vets. “Besides I’ll make my own money if someone would just commit to this damn documentary. I mean hell, if they can make Americans pay attention to race car driving with Drive to Survive they can make them notice hockey with this. That’s the goal.”

      “We’ll make it happen, Killer. Don’t worry your pretty little head.”

      I sigh. I am so not convinced. “I’m going to bed. See you in the morning. Bring bright ideas.”

      “Will do.”

      I go to the bathroom to wipe off my makeup and brush my teeth. When I emerge the living room is dark, but I don’t hear Fisher’s normal snoring.

      "Hey, Ten?"

      “Yeah,” I reply as I make my way down the hall to my bedroom.

      “I can always jump into bed with you. Save my back from this lumpy couch and get your mind off your troubles.”

      Fisher has made that suggestion in the past. I have not taken him up on it, although I have been tempted more than a few times. Until he hit on Mallory before she was my brother's girlfriend. I don’t want a man who thinks I’m filler or just one of many choices. I want a man who can’t think of being with anyone but me. That’s how my dad was with my mom. It’s a lot to ask but I’m worth it. Also, as long as we work together it would be too complicated. “I’m a married woman, remember? Talk to me after the annulment.”

      I don't give a rat's ass about that piece of paper. My heart, soul, and brain aren't married to that robotic shell of a human in hockey skates, even if the paperwork says otherwise. But it's a convenient excuse for tonight. "Night Fisher."

      “Night Killer.”
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      I toss and turn all night so it’s no surprise when I open the front door to my loft the first words out of my twin’s mouth are, “You look like garbage.”

      "I know," I grunt and immediately reach for the bag in his hand. I didn't expect him here. I mean, he didn't call and we didn't have a set rendezvous, but I knew, inherently, he would show up.

      He had the good sense to bring Erewhon, which is my favorite, albeit incredibly bougie, food store in Los Angeles. I open the bag. He pulled out all the stops. He got me a turkey bacon, egg white burrito, Matcha overnight oats, and he’s holding a tray with a coconut cloud smoothie for me and a Malibu mango one for him. “You’re a fantastic brother.”

      “I know.” Crew steps into the loft and closes the door behind him as I take the bag and smoothies and walk to the back of the loft where my kitchen is located.

      Crew usually makes some kind of dig when he's at my place. He calls the kitchen a morgue because of the stainless steel countertops and appliances and the way it's always gleaming and spotless. He jokes about the starkness of the massive living room, usually commenting on why someone would own a massive cavernous space with fourteen-foot ceilings, and barely have any furniture. Crew's home decor style, like everything else about him, is very different than mine. The fact that he isn't teasing me now means that he thinks this accidental marriage is serious.

      He drops himself onto one of the stools at my double wide kitchen island and I walk around and lean on the counter on the other side. I reach for a spoon and dig into the overnight oats. “You not hungry?”

      "I cooked breakfast for Liv and me at home before I left."

      It's so weird to me that Crew is so casual about his cohabitation. Liv Garrison, unlike her cousin Tensely, is great. And she's been an excellent addition to Crew's life. Unlike his ex-wife, Liv gets the hockey life and doesn't interfere with it or complain about it. She's younger than Crew's ex but leaps and bounds more mature. She's what I would call an old soul. Still, I worry about how involved he is with her. They've been dating for less than a year and she essentially lives with him.

      “Things are still good with you and Liv?” He nods as he sips his smoothie. “She’s ready for the intensity of the playoffs?”

      “Her dad is Devin Garrison, dude. Her brother is Conner Garrison, the biggest comeback kid in the league. Her baby sister is Mae Garrison, the hottest goalie in the college league. She understands all aspects of hockey.” His tone is calm but I know I’m annoying him.

      I shovel more oats into my mouth to avoid saying more. I remind myself I like Liv. Crew watches me and a small smile tugs on his mouth. “You’re the one who jumped into marriage with a Garrison, not me.”

      I roll my eyes. “Ugh. Don’t remind me. I left an urgent email for Charlotte last night. I haven’t heard back yet.”

      “It’s a weekend, Nash,” he reminds me. “She might not get back to you until Monday.”

      “I don’t want to wait that long to fix this,” I complain as I finish the oats and drop the container into my recycling bin as I grab the burrito. “We start playoffs on Wednesday. I want this dealt with by then.”

      “I’m fairly certain you can’t annul a marriage in forty-eight hours.”

      “I’ll pay anything.” I sound so desperate I don’t even recognize my voice.

      Crew laughs. Asshole. I don't say it, but I glare it and he reads it loud and clear. "I'm sorry but it's hilarious how much your two repulse each other. You're not a bad-looking dude…"

      “Thanks.”

      He tips his drink toward me. "We look incredibly similar. Of course, I think you're good-looking because I know I am. Anyway, Tenley is five-alarm fire hot. Like the classic American wet dream, and yet you act like she's the Hunchback of Notre Dame. And vice versa."

      "Personality-wise the Hunchback is more likable than her."

      “Maybe to you, but I’ve gotten to know Tenley well because of Liv and, honestly, Nash, she’s a gem,” Crew says. “She’s always there for Liv. She’s there for Tate. She’s working her ass off to make her own dreams come true and she’s like a second mom to Dylan. Definitely the best aunt that kid could ask for.”

      “Great. I drunkenly, accidentally married a woman who is wonderful to everyone but me. Good to know.” I tear off another chunk of the burrito and when I’m done chewing and swallowing I add, “I’m still unmarrying her.”

      “Yeah. I get it.” Crew is still smiling.

      “Stop enjoying this.”

      “It’s just… You will get this sorted and no one will ever know that you and Ten were married,” Crew says, and I feel relief when his expression finally turns serious. “And when all is well hopefully you look back on this and laugh. Or at the very least the next time you want to judge me you remember this and realize that you, too, can get yourself into some really stupid predicaments. God, that’s so refreshing to know.”

      “I want to the throw this smoothie in your face.”

      “It cost twenty bucks. Don’t.”

      I don’t care about the cost but it is freaking delicious and hydrating the hell out of me, which I need since I had a couple more drinks when I got home last night to settle my nerves. “Want me to drive you to the meeting?”

      “Yeah. Sure.” I turn and head toward the floating stairs next to the bathroom door. “Let me throw on some real clothes.”

      
      Forty minutes later we're at the practice arena for our meeting. Usually, the smell of the ice (yes, ice has a smell, like fresh winter snow) and the familiarity of the stone walls and the people in Quake gear makes me feel good. It relaxes me, as does working out, which I intend to do after our meeting with the coach. But today none of this is calming me. I can feel a tension knot between my shoulder blades.

      Crew and I are meeting with our head coach Jude Braddock. It’s a standard regroup before we start our playoff run, since we’re captains and Coach wants to make sure we’re on the same page with our attitude regarding the team. It’s not just a physical challenge, the playoffs, it’s a mental one too and if the captains don’t keep a positive, motivated locker room it can tank a playoff run as fast as a bunch of injuries.

      Speaking of which… the dull ache in my leg isn't getting any dimmer. I promise to add that to the list of things I have to deal with before the first round starts. Braddock walks in wearing a Quake tracksuit and carrying a Coffee Bean and Tea Leaf coffee cup.

      "Hey, boys. How we feeling about things?" He drops down into his seat across the desk and puts his cup down.

      “Good,” Crew speaks for both of us. “We’ve been talking about how to keep the repeat pressure off and just get everyone to focus on the games one at a time.”

      "That's the hardest part. And there'll be a lot of 'you scored this many goals or blocked this many shots this last season, why can't you do it this time' from the reporters. It can really get into some players' heads, so watch for it. Cut it off if reporters start it. And don't let it get in your heads." Braddock knows what he's doing. He's won back-to-back Cups as a player. There are a lot of eyes on him because if he wins back-to-back Cups as a coach too, it's something for the history books.

      “Nash is better than anyone at keeping guys focused.”

      “And Crew is good at keeping them motivated.”

      Braddock smiles at us. “I gotta tell you both that I wasn’t sure we’d get here at the beginning of the season and I sure as hell wasn’t sure you two would become the leaders I knew you could be, together.”

      He looks both proud and relieved. I feel a heavy layer of guilt settle over me at that. He has no idea how bad it actually got between us, or why. But the fact is, when we started this season, a bunch of miscommunication had my twin thinking I was embarrassed by his sexuality and I thought he just plain out hated me. Turns out we were both very wrong. We worked it out, granted it had to come to actual blows, but now we're stronger than ever. And it shows in the way we co-captain this team. It's unheard of to name two captains but Coach Braddock insisted. And it's working for us and the team.

      "Our defense is weaker than I would like though," I admit. "I know he's basically a rookie since he didn't play a full season last year and only got pulled up after Landon left, and he's trying hard, but LeChance isn't as solid as we need."

      “Landon left a gap that’s hard to fill, but we won without him last year and we can do it again.” Crew is way more optimistic than me and, as usual, more tactful.

      LaChance turned over the puck seventeen times in last year’s playoffs. We managed to fix his mistakes, for the most part, and win, but we’re tired this time. And the other teams watch and study all our games, especially from last year’s Cup run. They all know he’s the weakest link now too, and they’ll exploit that.

      Coach nods. “I agree. But as you know I can’t trade LaChance. We’re locked in this close to playoffs. And he might be struggling but he doesn’t deserve to be waivered.”

      He sips his coffee again and then puts it back on the desk. “But he’s moving to the fourth line and will likely spend most of the run as a healthy scratch.”

      “Won’t that leave a bigger hole, playing short?” Crew asks the question I was thinking too.

      Coach smirks and points to Crew then me. “You know you two look way more similar when you’re both stressed. You furrow your brows the exact same way and you both pinch your lips tighter than an asshole.”

      He’s laughing but I don’t get why he’s so chill considering what we’re talking about. “Anyway, we won’t be short-handed. Landon will be back.”

      Both Crew and I jump in our seats, leaning forward with shock. “What? When?”

      “Is he well enough? Are you sure?” Crew adds.

      Coach nods and he doesn’t look the least bit worried, which is amazing. Landon Casco is an amazing player. He’s also Coach’s nephew. He collapsed during a practice and it turns out he had leukemia. He went back to his hometown of San Francisco for treatment and we’d been getting updates on him but no one said he was ready to come back.

      “I didn’t want to say anything until I knew he was really ready,” Coach explains. “I flew home last weekend and watched him skate. He’s been practicing with the farm team, and he’s got a nutritionist, a personal trainer, and the all-clear from his team of doctors. Cancer is gone. Completely. He really doesn’t want to wait a second longer.”

      The smile on Crew’s face is as huge as my own. “This is so great. Our motivation will be through the roof now. I’m so pumped. I can’t wait to see him again.”

      “It’s fantastic. I can’t believe it. Coach, you and your sister must be so relieved,” I say, standing up.

      “I’m not going to tell the team. I just want Landon to show up once he’s pulled off the Injury Reserve list by the league,” Coach explains. “We can let it be a surprise.”

      “Sure thing.”

      “Absolutely.”

      We leave Coach’s office feeling great about the team. This is incredible news. Crew smacks me on the back. “Workout? Come on. I know you want to.”

      “I do,” I admit and ignore his smug smile.

      We change in the locker room and hit the gym. Coach walks by and notices us there. He’s not surprised to see us, even though our first official playoff practice isn’t until tomorrow. It’s a little less likely to see Crew do this but not me. I’m known to come in on days off. When I’m not in the gym, I’m watching game footage, studying plays, whatever.

      It's a light, short workout for both of us, but my leg is aching like hell by the end of it so while Crew hits the sauna, I tell him I want to check in with Gabrielle, our head trainer. He winks at me but luckily doesn't say anything. I don't want to lie to him, but I'm not telling him about this potential injury. Crew will freak out, watch me like a hawk at practices and in games, and baby me. Or worse, tell our dad who will fly in experts from around the world, and then the media will hear about it and we'll be fucked.

      Gabrielle is alone in her office. She's in a Quake T-shirt and a pair of leggings that show off her very fit form. She's a former professional hockey player herself and represented the US at the Olympics. She could actually be coaching, but she got obsessed with the physiology of athletes, got a degree in kinesiology and is working on a masters in sports psychology. She's also drop dead gorgeous, and could pass as Kaia Gerber's doppelganger.

      “Nash.” She smiles when she sees me and stands up, circling her desk and walking towards me. “Work or pleasure?”

      “Work.”

      She closes the door. I stand there as she perches her butt on the corner of her desk, folding her arms in front of her. “Hit me. What do you need?”

      “That leg thing from last year. It’s back.”

      She furrows her brow. “You had surgery. It can’t be back.”

      “Not the injury. I know that’s fixed but like the pain I had after the surgery. That nagging ache and the tenderness,” I explain. “It’s back in a can’t-be-ignored kind of way.”

      "The timing is terrifying," Gabrielle announces as she walks over to the treatment room attached to her office. She motions for me to get up on the exam table. "If you aren't on the ice, we lose everything you bring plus half of what Crew brings. Twinstinct is your superpower."

      Twinstinct is what the media dubbed the synchronicity that happens when Crew and I are on the ice together. They think we can read each other’s mind and since we can pass to each other without looking, it’s some twin-related telepathy thing. Really, it just comes from playing together since birth, but whatever. I don’t care what anyone calls it.

      “I’m playing no matter what.”

      “Nash…”

      “No. You know how this works Gabby. It’s the time of year where we push it all aside, freeze whatever needs freezing, wrap whatever needs wrapping, and get on with it.” She frowns. I don’t care and my face shows it.

      She sighs and her hands go to my leg. I jump a little because her hands are freezing. She chuckles. “Sorry.”

      She spends a good five minutes pushing and prodding and then has me lie back and lifts my leg, twisting and turning the knee this way and that. She finally puts my leg back on the table. “You didn’t so much as flinch.”

      “I know. It’s just this constant radiating pain, not attached to movement. When I’m out there on the ice, I’m cool. But sitting still, I
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