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      They say lightning never strikes twice, which I'm pretty sure is complete and utter bullshit. If you think about it, we could make up any number of equally inane sayings and just go around telling people they're common idioms, and before you know it the whole country would be nodding at one another, saying things like, "pepperoni doesn't come from a tree," or "cotton isn't culled without work."

      My mom told me once about a guy in Oceanside who had actually been struck by lightning four times throughout his life, and that guy would be the first to spit in your face if you told him lightning didn't strike twice. He had the shock white hair and pronounced limp to prove it.

      Ahem.

      Maybe I've gotten off track a bit. The point here is that the things we're told are impossible often aren't.

      When I was a kid, most of the adults I knew told me becoming a pro soccer player was a pipe dream—all but impossible. And yet? Here I am. And I know quite a lot of other guys for whom that "dream" came true with a lot of fucking determination and hard work.

      And as I grew up, I can't tell you the number of times society dangled that true love fallacy in my face. There's only one great love in our lives. Finding true love is a kind of magic...

      Yes. A kind of magic called math. And I've performed that trick enough times now to know that most of the shit society teaches us as to how we should think about our world is crap.

      You want love? I got it right here. Just give me your vital stats, and Mr. Match will handle the rest—provided that a likely mathematical match has already been entered into my database. (It takes two to tango, you know).

      The number of successful matches reported to the Mr. Match website has grown exponentially over the last months—and two well-known South Bay Sharks players talking about their success with the site on the local news doesn't hurt. It does, however, cast a bit too bright a light in my direction, and the media is circling, trying to figure out who exactly Mr. Match could be and what his connection is to the South Bay Sharks.

      Fernando Fuerte is the only guy who knows I'm Mr. Match, and while he's a shitty actor, he's also intimidating enough to keep anyone from asking him too many direct questions.

      My sister Cat is a little less reliable, but I'm hoping the sibling loyalty connection is working in my favor there. Plus, her lips are usually locked to Xavier's, so it's hard for her to form words.

      And you know, maybe it wouldn't be the end of the world if people found out—it's exhausting keeping secrets, really. But if the world knew I was Mr. Match, the inevitable questions would begin:

      - Why aren't you matched yourself?

      - Why don't you date?

      - What, exactly, is your deal, Max?

      And I'm not ready to answer those.

      That said, I'm hoping no more Sharks are going to decide they need to make a love connection for a few months. I'm ready for the spotlight to shine somewhere else for now.
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      "It's on, losers!" Trace Johnson was standing, waving his arms at our teammates, who were gathered in Fernando Fuerte's rather opulent Coronado waterfront condo, lounging around in front of the television. Most of the lads on the team were there, and there were a few ladies as well.

      Besides Hoss, of course.

      The groupies of the moment were there, Evans and Toofer always seemed to like a variety of company in the off season, and then of course, Erica, Magalie, Melinda Isley, and Winchell's sister Cat were all there too.

      "Shhh," I cautioned the group, and surprisingly, they all shut up as the segment began on HOT-LA, the prime time gossip show we'd been told was going to feature a few of our guys tonight.

      

      Tonight we're going to talk to Trace Johnson, the unstoppable South Bay Sharks keeper, and Fernando Fuerte, often called the Fuerte Fire for the way he drives relentlessly to score time and again.

      

      "UnSTOPpable!" Trace shouted gleefully. Magalie smacked him on the arm.

      

      These two have more in common than playing for a conference-leading soccer team and being some of the most respected players in Major League Soccer, though. These men have also recently gotten engaged to women they met through the dating site that's been sweeping the southland—the site known as "Mr. Match." Let's welcome these players to HOT-LA.

      

      On the screen, Trace and Fuerte appeared, dressed in their team polos and both smiling broadly at the hostess, who wore a tight fitted red dress that would not have been considered respectable work attire in Durnland, where I'm from. But I'm in the United States now, and I had no complaints about the view afforded by the woman's garment, immodest though it was.

      

      "So, gentlemen, you've both recently proposed, is that right?"

      Fernando and Trace bobbed their heads, and Trace shifted his weight, saying, "Correct."

      "And Fernando, am I right that you're actually engaged to Trace Johnson's sister, Erica?"

      Fernando smiled, every one of his trademark white teeth showing as he confirmed. "That's right," he said.

      "But you didn't meet Erica through Trace, right? You met her..."

      "Technically I met her at work," Fuerte said. "She was managing PR for the team last year, but we would never have gone out because ..." He paused and looked around as if he wasn't sure whether Erica might charge in and smack him on the arm at any second. "Well, we weren't the best of friends. We kind of hated each other."

      "But when the website, Mr. Match, said you were a good fit, you just put that hatred aside?"

      She perched on the edge of her chair, pressing her chest forward as she spoke, and I found it hard to remove my eyes from the low-cut neckline. News was not like this at home, where most coverage featured what was now referred to as the Durnish Doom Line. The Doom Line was the marker at the capitol wharf where the rate of ocean rising was measured. Durnland was sinking into the ever-rising North Atlantic at a frightening pace.

      "Not exactly," Fuerte said. "It took a while, but the site ended up being right, and we'd probably never have even tried if Mr. Match hadn't suggested we were a fit."

      "That's amazing," the hostess gushed. "And you, Trace? What was your experience with the site?"

      Trace sat up straighter and stared into the camera, as if he'd suddenly realized he was being filmed. Fernando socked him in the arm, which seemed to jolt him back to reality.

      "Yeah. No. She...Magalie, that's my fiancee, we..." His shoulders hunched a bit and the hostess leaned forward, putting a hand on his forearm. "We would never have met," he finally said. "Without Mr. Match. I don't know who the guy is, but I owe him big time."

      

      "That was horrible," Trace moaned, and Magalie leaned her head into his shoulder, her hand dropping to his thigh in comfort.

      "Yeah, it's like you've never been on TV before," Isley said.

      "Quiet down," Fuerte said.

      

      The hostess continued. "So did you use the site because Fernando or your sister recommended it, Trace?"

      Trace nodded. "Yeah."

      "And what made you decide to use it Fernando? I hope you'll forgive me saying, but it didn't seem like you had trouble with the ladies before you met Erica."

      

      Erica made a little gurgling noise where she sat next to Fernando on the couch, and I turned to see her face reddening. Fuerte leaned over to whisper something in her ear, and her frown was replaced with a smile, but her face reddened even more.

      

      "I was looking for something real." Fernando smiled at the camera as he said smoothly, "True love. And that's what Mr. Match delivered."

      "That's amazing," the hostess cooed. "So let's get to the heart of things, shall we? Two Sharks players have found love with Mr. Match in a pretty short period of time—does Mr. Match himself have some connection to the team?"

      Trace made a scoffing noise. "Two Sharks players and a ****load of other people, you mean."

      A loud beep covered half his statement.

      

      "Nice," Erica said. "Good job cursing on prime time, Trace."

      Trace smiled proudly.

      

      "True," the hostess said. "But there have been other rumors around town that Mr. Match himself might be part of the Sharks organization—a coach? Maybe someone related to the owner, Marissa Molson?"

      "Your guess is as good as ours," Fernando said smoothly.

      "Well, I can tell you that more and more lonely hearts around the Southland will be flocking to the popular matchmaking site, hoping for the same results you two have found. And I can assure you that HOT-LA will be keeping an eye out for more solid confirmation of the connection there. Thanks for joining us tonight, guys."

      "Thanks for having us," Trace said, managing a polite sentence with no profanity and a fairly normal expression on his face.

      

      The room erupted into hoots and cheers as the segment ended and the station went to commercial. Fernando switched off the set, and people started to rise.

      "You're a star," Erica said to him.

      "I was already a star, baby," Fuerte said, but he didn't have the arrogance to back up those kinds of statements—part of the reason I liked the guy.

      As everyone got up and began milling around, helping themselves to more beer and snacks, I found a spot out on the patio and sat down to stare out at the impressive blue Pacific. Sometimes, when the weather was perfect (and honestly, this was San Diego—the weather was always perfect), I missed my family. I wished I could spend time with them here like this, with no pressure, enjoying the environment, just being together. My family was huge, and chaotic, and very busy at all times. That's how things were when you were the royal family in charge of saving an island nation from sinking into the sea.

      And while some of the MacEvoys might be sticking their heads in the sand, reluctant to face the truth of the Durnish Doom Line, I saw it plain as day. The country I loved might not last much longer, and that made me deeply sad. It also made me want to grasp tight to those things about Durnland I could hold, to reinforce my connection to the place I loved.

      I didn't know when I'd get back to Durnland, and while I was technically in line for the crown, I knew it would never be mine. (And for that, I was very grateful. Because for me to become the Durnish king, something terrible would have to happen to about sixteen other people I cared very much about, all of them my relatives, and many of them children.) But the potential disappearance of my country made me want to preserve my connection all the more, to be part of something that had been a critical part of my family for hundreds of years.

      That said, it made little sense that the king was going to hold me to the exact terms of my legacy if I wanted to maintain it. And maybe it made even less sense that I cared enough about a distant and impossible crown and a tiny sinking country to actually be considering those terms.

      "You're looking thoughtful," Erica said, coming to sit next to me on the patio. "Everything okay, Hammer?"

      I nodded, aware that I looked glum at best. "Aye, lass. All's well."

      "You might be a good fullback, but you're a shit liar." Her long hair fell over one shoulder as she leaned toward me and narrowed her eyes. "What's going on?"

      It wouldn't help things to tell her, but it couldn't really hurt either, I figured. "It's my mam," I told her.

      Her face elongated, her mouth forming a little "o" before she interrupted me. "Oh God, she's not sick, is she?"

      Fuerte's mom had been very sick when they'd met, so Erica was probably sensitive to sick mothers. "No, nothing like that. I spoke to her today on the phone. She called to remind me of some of my royal duties."

      "It's crazy that you're actual royalty," she said.

      "I don't know about the actual part. And you have to remember, I'm not exactly Prince William."

      "Just Prince Hamish," she said.

      I winced. Technically I wasn't a prince, but the American media had taken that one and run with it, so it was hard to shoot down now. "Right. Well, my mam called to remind me that to retain my claim, I'm to be married before my thirtieth birthday."

      Erica's eyebrows shot up. "And do they have someone lined up for that? Have you been, like, promised since you were young?"

      "No, it’s not an arranged marriage. Nothing like that."

      "Just an ultimatum that says you have to be married by a certain date or give up your claim to your legacy," she quipped.

      "Touché," I said.

      "And when do you turn thirty?"

      "Well it's January. So I have almost a year. My birthday's in early December."

      She nodded. "Then it's time to sign you up, I think."

      "What? For Mr. Match, you mean?"

      "Yep."

      A tiny finger of panic poked at the base of my spine and skittered north, spreading out along my ribs. "No thank you," I said, as politely as I could. "Afraid it's not for me."

      "Finding your soulmate is for everyone," she said, just as Max emerged onto the patio, looking immediately invested in our conversation.

      "Who's looking for a soulmate now?" he asked, looking between us and settling on me. "Hammer? Really?"

      I stood, finishing my beer in a long gulp. "Nope. Not even a little bit." Case closed, I walked away, heading in to get another beer and hoping Erica wouldn't share everything she'd just learned with Max, but knowing she probably would. Erica was a sweet lass, but there was one thing certain about the Johnson twins: neither of them could keep a secret to save their lives. I strolled inside, hoping to turn the tide of conversation to something less personal and less potentially humiliating. Because while I might have been a star footballer and a decent-looking chap, especially when I wore my tartan, I didn't need anyone to know exactly what else I was. A man who had already found his soulmate. And lost her.

      And an almost thirty-year-old male virgin.
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      "Let me get this completely clear," I said in as delicate a voice as I could muster. If I'd learned one thing working in the wedding industry in the United States, it was that brides could be skittish. Like horses. They would seem perfectly content and calm one second, but a false move or a wrong word, and they'd spook. And then you'd have problems. "The cake you're imagining will be six tiers, and you want it divided in color down the exact center—one half green to represent the verdant and living nature of your ... wait, I wrote it down so I'd get it exactly right." I scanned my notes. "Your growing love. And that half should be decorated with vines and flowers. And the other half will be pure black, to represent the darkness within each of us?"

      The bride's face remained serene as she nodded. Her dark hair was pulled back into a low bun that made her slim neck look even longer and more graceful than it was. I'd been enchanted by Felicity Cooke when she'd first come into the shop where I worked to discuss her wedding. She was a yoga teacher, and very open and optimistic and bright. But she was marrying a man I would never have chosen for her—Arlo Anderson, who had evidently spent more years in darkened rooms reading Stephen King and playing Dungeons and Dragons than most people were comfortable admitting. The dark and light of their desired cake actually fit them very well. It was just a bit unconventional.

      "Don't forget the blood," Arlo added cheerfully. He wanted bright red layers of frosting (made with raspberry) between the layers of delicate sponge in the top layers, and a trickle of red royal icing dripping from the black side of the cake. I was glad they were going to forgo the traditional couple atop the pastry, or the blood trickling down from where the little couple stood might look like the signs of some kind of unfortunate accident. Or the beginnings of a Satanic ritual.

      "Yes," I said, forcing a smile at the couple. "Okay, well, most of this is absolutely achievable. The only thing I'm a teensy little bit concerned about is—"

      "May I just ask," Felicity interrupted in her smooth calm voice. "I've been wondering for a while. Where on earth is that adorable accent from? It's like...Scottish?"

      I laughed. "I get that a lot. No, not Scotland, though not far from there. I'm from a country most have never heard of. Durnland."

      "Not a real place," Arlo said definitively, wiping out my homeland and everyone I'd ever known one swift declaration. In my head I saw my small island home vanish beneath the waves of the North Atlantic. It would be happening soon enough if everything they said about the Durnish Doom Line was to be believed.

      "Well, my family would beg ta' differ," I assured him. "It's just a wee island in the North Atlantic."

      Felicity tittered pleasantly at my use of the word "wee." I might have been playing up the brogue just a touch in defense of my homeland.

      Arlo snorted as if he still didn't believe me. Not that it mattered.

      "So six layers, you see, is quite a lot. Most cakes we do have three or four at a maximum. It's a question of stability, really."

      "Yes, but there's really no getting around it," Felicity said, spreading her hands in front of her as if this was out of her control. "We met on June sixth, see? And we are getting married exactly six years after that date."

      I was surprised they'd dated so long. Both because I would have imagined Felicity would have given up on this grumpy Gus sooner, and because most people seemed to know within a year or so whether things were meant to be. I liked the idea of a long engagement though, it was worth making sure.

      "That's lovely," I told her. "How did you meet?"

      "Well, that was before Mr. Match," she laughed. "So we met the old fashioned way. Through friends."

      I nodded. "Okay, well, what if we had the layers offset?" I drew a quick sketch of a cake that was built on a series of platforms, forming a gentle curve around a center pillar, which would add stability. "Like this?" I dug through my sample book to find a similar structure I'd made before. "That way the the stability comes from the actual construction and doesn't have to be built into the cake itself. I'm confident about building up four tiers, but once you're moving a cake around town, I'm not sure six will hold up."

      Felicity was nodding, but Arlo was squinting at me. "Maybe we need a better cake maker," he suggested.

      Felicity whipped him in the shoulder with the back of her hand, and then giggled. "She's the best," she whispered, a pleading look in her eyes. "That's perfect," she said, conceding the point.

      "Lovely." I input the final details into the order form. "I'll have a 3D model of the design for you to see next week, and you've already chosen flavors, so I think we're all set."

      "I can't believe we have to pay in installments for a cake," Arlo complained, more to his bride than to me.

      He had a point. My cakes were ridiculously expensive. It shocked me what I could charge here for a single cake, but weddings in the States were a bit of a different affair than they were at home in Durnland. Not that I would ever be involved in one of those. I planned to stay here, meet the man of my dreams—or at least the next man of my dreams because I'd let the first one get away when I was too young to do anything about it—and live happily ever after in a place that isn't sinking.

      The couple departed, and Anna, my partner, began cackling from the back. "Just be glad he doesn't want a dragon cake!" She pointed at the tiny fondant dragons she had been making for her latest client.

      "I like dragons," I said. "I'm less sure about blood on a wedding cake. Seems a bit grim." I walked to the back and put my notebook on the long counter. Our shop was tiny, but it was bright and sunny and situated perfectly on a busy block in downtown La Jolla, next to a bridal store. The kitchen was the biggest draw for Anna and me, besides the location. We could do all the baking and assembly here, and we kept a little display case up front full of mini cakes for off-the-street shoppers or couples who tasted something they wanted to take home. It was perfect, if a little ironic since neither Anna or I had any hopes of getting married any time soon.

      "I know you're going to ask me today, so I'll just tell you now," she said, her voice as annoyed as if I had actually asked her a question she didn't want to answer. "I still haven't heard from Mr. Match. Evidently I'm unmatchable." Anna pursed her plump lips and widened her eyes at me, waiting for me to reassure her. The truth was, I hadn't heard from the dating site either, and in a way it was a relief. I wasn't sure I wanted to be matched, but Anna had talked me into signing up after we'd seen some news coverage about the site the year before.

      "I'm sorry Anna," I said. Anna was the only woman I'd ever met who saw a husband as a means to an end. She wanted children. Lots of them. And she was less picky about the man who provided the sperm. "It'll happen."

      "Well, I'm on Tinder and match dot com too, just in case."

      "So your odds are good then."

      "And what about yours?" Anna leaned on her forearms on the counter, looking sad for me unnecessarily.

      I shook my head and smiled as brightly as I could manage. "I'm not so invested in all that. I'm just happy to be here, where it's sunny and warm and I get to bake all day and call it work."

      "Well, it is work when you deal with people like Yoga and Dark." We ended up with nicknames for most of our couples.

      "True," I said. "They weren't so bad though, really." The couple I was most dreading was scheduled for later in the day. And I only dreaded seeing them because of their connection to the one person I'd vowed to avoid here in the states. I'd seen him once, soon after I'd arrived, and that had been enough to prove he was well and truly over me. I didn't want to put myself through that pain again. So when Erica Johnson and Fernando Fuerte of the Sharks came in later today, I'd do my best to get them in and out quickly, and avoid all discussion of other Sharks players. Especially big, handsome Durnish princes.

      Hamish MacEvoy was in my past, and I needed to keep him there.
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      I went home that afternoon to my quiet apartment in the Gaslamp and tried to relax, but found that the idea Mam had planted—that I had to get married or give up my birthright—wasn't an easy thing to sit with. Giving up my birthright would be like giving up my homeland. And while I wasn't sure if I'd ever go home, partially because I wasn't sure the place would still exist when I was ready, I liked knowing it was there. It was part of my blood, my heritage. And my family had ruled Durnland for the last three hundred years. We were a fecking dynasty, and while it didn't change the fact that I still had to pay rent and do my own laundry, it did make me feel a little bit special to be a part of that.

      The idea of marriage though... Jesus, Mary and Joseph, that scared me. I didn't date much in general. There were the girls who flocked to the team bar, the ones who made it known they were willing to put up with just about anything you wanted to throw down. And those girls didn't interest me even a tiny bit. Many of them were hot as the Durnish Sea is chilly, but the idea that their interest lay in my status as a footballer was a turnoff. I wanted more.

      What I wanted was something I'd never have. The one who got away, as they say.

      After making a pot of chili and serving myself a hearty bowl, I sat down at the quiet little table in my kitchen and let myself think about her.

      Sophie James.

      I conjured an image of her fiery red locks and the wicked smile that stretched her plump pink cheeks from ear to ear. What was maybe a little sad was that my best memories of her were largely from childhood, so the Sophie I saw in my dreams, the one I imagined now, was part imagined grown up Sophie, part well-loved childhood Sophie. We'd been best friends growing up; she'd practically been an adopted member of the MacEvoy clan, darting in and out of my brothers and sisters as we ran here and there around the house. I swear, Mam probably just figured Sophie was one of hers, and that she'd miscounted us somehow.

      But I was always glad Sophie was not my sister, because every time I looked at her, even as a wee laddie, something inside me jumped to attention. Some buried secret part of me recognized something in her, and I'd spent my whole life knowing she was the girl for me. Of course when I'd had her in my arms, when I'd finally gotten the chance to tell her, to make things right ... well, for a guy who deals in balls, it's a sad truth to admit that my own were not up to the task that night.

      The next day, I'd boarded a flight to America to play football for the Sharks, and here I was six years later, still dreaming about what it had felt like to have Sophie by my side, her hand in mine.

      "Ach." I stood up abruptly, nearly knocking the chair over. Wallowing was not going to solve any of my problems, and Sophie certainly knew where I was, so if she'd ever wanted to find me, she would have. I'd called and written and emailed enough to humiliate myself good and well with no response before finally giving in to the silence she seemed to want between us. It was not meant to be, and now my task was to convince my stupid sad sack heart of it and move on.

      As I rinsed the bowl in the sink, my cell phone chimed on the table where I'd been sitting. I dried my hands on my jeans and crossed to pick it up.

      Marigold. My sister.

      "Mari," I said, picking up the phone. "How are ya?" A smile that spread over my face as I took the phone to the couch. My older sister and I had always been close. In a family of seven children, the relationships between siblings were as varied as they'd be in any crowd of folks who were overly familiar with one another, but Mari and I had a bond like none other.

      "Little lad," she cooed (Mari still treated me like I was four, despite the fact that I towered over her and outweighed her by more than half again.) "Mam says she had a talk with ya."

      My sister's voice and inflection carried the sounds of my homeland to me, and my heart ached a little for the quiet island made up of craggy cliffs, more sheep than people, and everyone I'd ever loved as a kid. "She did, but I've got no good news to share. I'm not married yet."

      "Hamish," my sister's voice turned serious, and I felt myself still. Even my blood seemed to slow. "I don't know if you really intend to marry. It seems a silly thing in some ways to me. James and Dane didn't worry about it. But there's something you need to know, whether you do or you don't."

      My brothers James and Dane were twins, just a year older than me, and though they'd both dated women, neither seemed too interested in marriage. "What do I need to know, Sis?"

      "I should have told you years ago, but I knew it would hurt you."

      "You've got me worried now. Better just spit it out."

      She paused, and I wanted to leap through the phone and pull it out of her, but Marigold got to things in her own time, her own way. "It's about Sophie, lad."

      I sucked in a breath. Even her name made my blood heat. But this...this could only be bad news. I steeled myself. "What is it?"

      "Hamish..."

      "I'm going to keel over here, for God's sake, just tell me." My voice was harsh, but I thought I might actually explode.

      "She moved to the states, lad. Soon after you. Told me she was going to find you, and she wanted it to be a surprise. But she emailed me a few days after she arrived and told me she'd changed her mind, that she didn't want any more contact with our family—to thank Mam and Da for everything, but that she needed a fresh start."

      "What?" I hadn't seen Sophie since that last night in Durnland. She'd followed me here? "But I've never heard a word from her. She's here?"

      "I don't know now. She said she was going to find you. I emailed her back when I got the email telling me she'd changed her mind, even offered to come, but she never replied again. Wanted a clean break, like she said, I guess. But it's been years now, and I'm worried...I mean, anything could have happened."

      My mind blackened and I found it hard to see through the dark soot smearing its way over every thought. "I can't believe you didn't tell me." Anger rolled through me, but worry was right on its heels. "Do ya think..."

      "I've never known what to think, but I thought you should know. I know how you felt about her."

      Feel. How I feel about her. "Right." Why hadn't she contacted me? Was Sophie hurt? Dead? Sophie had no real family back at home, just a stepfather who didn't treat her right, and she was closest to me and Mari in my family. I knew she wasn't speaking to me—six years had proven that. I'd called her, sent letters to her home in Durnland, tried emails, but had never gotten a response. My pride had kept from asking Mari about her much before now, and when I had managed it, Mari had changed the subject without ever really answering me.

      A pit of fear hardened in my stomach. "You should have told me back then. Anything could have happened to her." I swallowed my anger and took a breath, worry taking over. "Do you think I should look for her?"

      "I should have told you, probably. But you seemed settled. Happy. And her email left little room for misinterpretation. She wanted to give you space to go on, to be whoever you were going to become, and she didn't want anything to do with us. But now that you're thinking of a bride, I know you might be thinking about her, since you have never mentioned anyone else. I figured you should either find her or maybe just find out where she is so you can let her go."

      Let her go? I wished I could, but this news had only brought Sophie's bright beautiful face to the forefront of my mind. If I'd struggled to forget her before, now it was impossible. "Thanks for letting me know," I said, my voice flat and dull.

      "Are you going to look for her?"

      "I don't have a choice." My heart would allow no other options. "Can you ask her stepfather if he's heard from her?"

      "I can try. He doesn't like to have much to do with us now, but I'll give him a call. If you find her, you let me know what happens?"

      "Aye, I will."

      We said goodbye and I stood for a long time at the window in my apartment, looking out over the city lights and letting my mind swirl through a confused mix of new and old parts of my life. I saw Sophie, laughing and running with me as a girl through the fields that surrounded my family's house. I saw myself, walking away from her that night to prepare to leave the next day. I saw her coming here to find me...and I saw every possible variation on the terrible things that might have happened to stop her getting to me. America was free and glorious, but it was also wild and dangerous for a girl from a small island nation.

      "Oh God, Sophie," I whispered, turning to pull up a browser on my laptop to begin my search.
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      I watched from the front window as Erica Johnson and Fernando Fuerte approached the store. They were still almost a block down the sidewalk, but their arrival was notable because of the way everyone else walking along the street behaved. There were the 'hey, isn't that guy famous?' double takes, and there were the kids dragging their parents toward the couple, probably seeking a selfie or an autograph. Mr. Fuerte was patient, and his smile never faltered as he graciously paused with every interruption and signed autographs, made conversation, and snapped photos. His bride-to-be looked far less gleeful, tugging at his hand and checking her watch with an exasperated expression.

      As they pushed in the front door, something strange came over me and I dropped beneath the counter, where they couldn't see me. Hiding like a child.

      "Hello?" Erica Johnson's voice called, following the tinkle of the silver bells on the door. "Anyone here? We have an appointment?"

      Anna bustled out from the back, one hand covered with buttercream frosting. It was also smeared across one of her cheeks. She gave me a quizzical look as I huddled on the floor, obviously hiding, and then addressed our guests. "Hi there! Welcome to Cake Me Up!"

      "Hi," Erica said, and there was relief in her voice. I got the sense that Erica Johnson was not going to be a calm and relaxed bride. "We have an appointment with Sophie MacMartin?"

      "Ah, sure," Anna said, drawing the words out and glancing down to where I was shaking my head. I did not think I could sit with these people who knew Hamish, who knew where he lived and how he was, and basically everything I'd banned myself from wondering about since I'd seen him years before. "Can you hang on just a second, please? I'll go see where she's hiding."

      Anna held open the door to the kitchen in the back, and I skittered through on my hands and knees, fully aware that there was a chance the couple at the counter had just watched my ass disappear at knee-level through the door.

      Nothing like watching your wedding baker crawl away from you without saying hello to inspire confidence that you've made the right choice in cake vendors.

      "What exactly is going on?" Anna hissed once the door had swung shut and I'd stood up again.

      I shrugged. "I'm not sure. I just don't think I can work with them."

      She glanced out the porthole window and back at me. "Why not?"

      "The Sharks. He plays for the Sharks." I was losing my mind. I had never told Anna about Hamish, about my connection to the Sharks. About the fact that I'd sworn off any and all connection to him that day when I'd gone to see him and realized he didn't need me or want me in his new life.

      "You knew that when you booked them, right?"

      "Yeah."

      "What's changed, exactly?"

      I shook my head. I'd thought I could
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