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			You are a light in this world, don’t waste it on those who can’t see it.

			Find the people who can.

		

	
		
			One

			Elias

			Toronto Thunder’s golden boy keeps the ice cold and the women hot!

			Being a rookie in the NHL is as bad as you expect it to be. But being a rookie in the NHL who’s constantly in the media and hasn’t scored his first career goal is even worse.

			The hotel lobby has a selection of magazines to choose from, but the one on the coffee table has my name on the cover. It’s a blurry picture of a woman leaving the nightclub, with me right behind her. The rare time I could be persuaded to celebrate a win is when they catch me with a woman. If they bothered to do some research, they’d know the woman is Brandy, our team photographer. I had offered her a ride home, and didn’t expect someone to snap pictures.

			Avoiding parties and outings isn’t something I do intentionally, but it’s difficult to celebrate something you had no part in. I prefer going over the games and analyzing my mistakes to find what’s preventing me from getting that first goal. So that’s exactly what I have planned for tonight.

			Except we’re in Dallas, and I’m still waiting in the hotel lobby for my room to be ready. Despite knowing not to, I take a closer look at the magazine, and read the smaller headlines.

			Is Westbrook losing himself to fame? Another bad move for Toronto?

			“Mr. Westbrook?”

			I drop the magazine as if I’d been caught reading something illicit and head to the front desk. When I thank the concierge for the key, he shoots me a not-so-discreet wink that confuses me. Ignoring the weird interaction, I head up in the elevator to my room. Sliding my key card in the door, I waste no time heading straight for the shower.

			The hot water unravels the tense muscles in my back and the thoughts of the stupid magazine. Steam wafts out of the shower behind me as I wrap a towel around my waist and run another through my hair. I’ve been dying to get into bed and turn on the game highlights, but I stop dead in my tracks when I see what’s in my bed. Or rather who is in my bed.

			What the fuck?

			Clutching my towel, I take several steps back. “Sorry, did I get the wrong room key?”

			I didn’t. I’m sure of that since my luggage is only two feet away from me. Suddenly, the concierge’s wink makes sense. The woman’s long blond hair falls in waves around her face, red lips and perfect teeth forming a smile. She’s lying on the king-size bed in one of the hotel-provided robes with half-eaten snack wrappers from the minibar strewn across the covers.

			“The key seems perfect to me.” Her mischievous smile as she sits up makes me uneasy.

			“I’m not sure who you’re looking for, but it’s definitely not me.”

			“Trust me”—her eyes map every inch of my torso, lingering on the wet droplets slipping down my abdomen—“it’s definitely you, Eli.”

			If this is a prank, I’m killing my teammates.

			“I thought you’d want to celebrate tonight’s win,” she purrs, taking a step toward me.

			The only reason I’d celebrate is if I scored, and that hasn’t happened yet. I take several steps back and toward the door. “I’m sure you can find someone else who’s interested.”

			Her brows jump so high I can tell she’s never been turned down.

			My refusal doesn’t have her putting her clothes back on and leaving as I’d hoped. So I turn and walk out. In the hall, naked except for a towel, I head straight for a neighboring room. Aiden and I are only a few rooms apart since the rookies are paired together, and I’m hoping he’s still awake.

			Aiden Crawford, my best friend and teammate, isn’t like me. He got his first career goal the moment he stepped onto the ice in our very first game. His second goal came that next night with an assist by me. Since he’s joined the Toronto Thunder, he’s been nothing short of stellar, and I couldn’t be more proud. But Aiden’s not one to throw a party for each goal. His ambitions extend beyond a single game, a drive he’s had since he led us as captain at Dalton University.

			So right now I’m hoping he’s also bailed on celebrating, because hotel guests are walking in the corridor, and one has taken a particular interest in my half-naked state. If they recognize me, I’m sure cameras will start clicking.

			“Aiden!” I knock harder than I should, earning even more looks when the elevator opens to a new batch of hotel guests. Fantastic.

			Mid-knock, the door swings open, and Aiden eyes me with curiosity. “What’s wrong?”

			Before I can explain, the reason for my escape strolls out of the room, scanning the hallway for me. “That is.” I gesture to the girl and barrel my way inside his hotel room.

			“Again?” Aiden chuckles, closing the door. I see the phone in his hand, with his girlfriend, Summer, on a video call.

			“Hey, Brooksy.” She waves at me through the screen, and I wave back, clutching my towel a little tighter. Although, Summer’s probably immune, since she’s seen way more than she signed up for when she and Aiden started dating earlier this year. We’ve become great friends, and there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for her.

			“You need security, man,” Aiden says. “I’m pretty sure those people in the hall took a picture of you.”

			I sit on his bed and drop my head back against the headboard in defeat. All I ever wanted was to play professional hockey, but now it feels like the dream is slipping through my fingers. The extra attention and opinions wouldn’t bother me if I could shake off the pressure to perform. It’s a weight that conveniently snatches my ability to do the one thing I’ve always been good at.

			“Did Eli just virtually cockblock us?” Summer asks.

			Aiden shrugs and smirks at his phone. “I’m still down if you are.”

			I groan. You’d think them being in a long-distance relationship would give me some reprieve from the PDA.

			“I think I’ll pass.” Summer laughs. “Have fun at your sleepover!”

			I drop my head in my hands. “How am I supposed to focus on playing when I know this is the stuff that’s hitting the headlines first thing tomorrow?”

			Aiden tosses his phone on the nightstand and gives me a pitying look. One he does every time something stupid like this occurs. “This is some pretty shit luck, man. I can’t believe people are buying into the ‘golden boy turned playboy’ narrative.”

			In an unexpected turn of events, a video posted by our team went viral. I had hesitantly agreed to film a day in the life of an NHL rookie, and the fans loved it. I’m not sure if it was the bloopers they found endearing, or maybe my workout routine was just that inspirational. But as soon as the media knew what the fans wanted, they became hungry for more. And when I was two games in with nothing on my stats sheet, the criticism started pouring in. They credited my draft to my parents’ connections and discounted my talent, all within a few days. I went from being the endearing rookie to the rich playboy whose only goal is to get laid.

			“It’s my fault. I should have turned down the extra press when I had the chance.” When our social media team approached me with ideas for more content, I could have said no. Thinking it would benefit my image rather than dampen it, I stupidly agreed.

			“They would have talked you into it regardless. They need eyes on the game, especially with the ratings dropping last year.”

			I sigh. “ ‘Pretty boy hockey player who can’t score for shit.’ That’ll be the next headline.”

			“You’ve had plenty of assists. Trust me, you’ll get the goal too,” he assures. “Just find something that lets you breathe. Something that takes away the pressure you’re feeling.”

			“Easier said than done. We can’t all have a Summer,” I mutter.

			He smiles. “True, but the media only leaves me alone because of her dad. He’d shut that shit down before they tried anything.”

			Summer’s dad is in the NHL Hall of Fame, and we were all pretty starstruck when we met him at our last Frozen Four. “Maybe I should date him,” I suggest.

			Aiden chuckles and tosses me an extra pair of his sweats. “Good luck with that.”

			When I’m changing into the sweats, my phone vibrates with a text from Coach. It’s his sixth reminder about tomorrow’s event. We have to be ready for bidding since the team is auctioning dates with players.

			“You going to the fundraiser tomorrow?” I ask Aiden.

			“It’s mandatory. The whole Thunder organization is going to be there,” he says.

			Great.

			

			
				•   •   •
			

			Our flight back to Toronto this morning was more uneventful than anticipated. No new headlines and no more surprise visits from fans. The hotel even apologized for letting the woman upstairs, but they couldn’t have known since she introduced herself as my fiancée. Apparently, she attends every game, whether home or away. Her dedication to the cause would be commendable if it wasn’t so creepy.

			The collar of my dress shirt suffocates me as we enter the venue.

			“Relax, man.” Aiden nudges me to stop pulling at my collar. “It’s only a few hours, then we can head out.”

			“You’re only saying that because you’re not the one being auctioned off.”

			The auction happens every year, and since the older women in the crowd are the ones bidding, our PR team thought it would be great to throw me into the mix. That, or it’s a bit of hazing for a rookie. Aiden got to bow out by using his girlfriend as an excuse.

			“I got your back, but just know you’ll make someone’s grandmother very happy.” He grins.

			I roll my eyes just as Coach comes to stand by me, his presence alone raising panic.

			“Westbrook. A minute.” He gestures toward the bar.

			It doesn’t take a genius to figure out what this is about.

			When I join him by a table, he places his phone on it, revealing an article and a photo of the girl from last night leaving our hotel in a robe, and my face under yet another headline.

			Toronto Thunder’s rookie is out for the cookie.

			Seriously? Are they hiring an intern to write these?

			“I don’t make a habit of reading this shit, but when the GM questions why my rookie is seen covering more magazines than he is covering the ice, I have no choice.”

			Crap. The general manager, Marcus Smith-Beaumont, is the hard-ass of hard-asses. If he’s heard of this, I’m sure I’m the talk of the board of directors—the ones who decide whether I’m worth the advance they’ve paid me.

			When I first got recruited, I had heard a rumor that he was against my draft to the Thunder. It isn’t a norm to draft two players from the same college in one year, but it’s not exactly groundbreaking either.

			“There are a few articles from this month alone if you want to do some light reading.” His words come out less angry than they should. I’m single-handedly tainting the rookie image, and the organization can’t be happy about that. “Another scandal and another game without a goal. I don’t know how many press meetings we can control if things like this continue to surface.”

			The bartender offers a drink, but I refuse. “It’s all fabricated. I have no idea why they’re spinning it this way.”

			“Because you’re popular. That social media video of you went viral, and the people want more. It’s great publicity, but not great for your career if you become the next playboy.”

			“That’s not who I am.”

			“I’m sure, but the only perception the league cares about is the fans’. You need to pick up your game and keep your hotel rooms empty.”

			I run my hand through my hair, feeling a headache forming. “I understand.”

			“Get that first one out of the way, and I can downplay the press we’re getting about you. Don’t make the organization question whether they should have signed you. You’re a strong player, Eli, I can vouch for that, but I can’t do it unless you back it with some proof.”

			He takes the drink I had refused, downs it in one go, and walks off. The echo of his advice and a fading clink of emptied glasses circle my mind. The pressure is overwhelming.

			If I stay in here another second, my head might explode. I don’t stick around to find out, and bolt for the double doors, signaling to Aiden that I need a break.

			And maybe a solution to all my problems.

		

	
		
			Two

			Sage

			Broke ballerina.

			It kind of has a ring to it.

			“Auditions will be held again in the spring. We do not need any more background dancers.” Aubrey Zimmerman barrels through the rotating glass doors in a flurry.

			Next year? That’s an entire dancing season gone. Another year older. Another stack of unpaid bills. Another has-been.

			Broke, washed-up ballerina.

			Not so catchy.

			“Mr. Zimmerman, I’m here to audition for the swan queen.”

			Either he hears the desperation in my voice, or my statement is so bewildering that it stops him in his tracks. My focus lands on the back of his balding head, glistening in the sunlight. He isn’t old in terms of years, but he looks rough for a thirtysomething-year-old. I guess that’s what years in this industry do to a person. Some days, I feel halfway there.

			When he turns, his lips tip in a curve that makes me tilt my head to assess it. But then the sound that comes out of his mouth drops my shoulders.

			Aubrey Zimmerman is laughing at me. “The swan queen? You’ve stopped the artistic director of Nova Ballet Theatre to declare yourself as the lead for Swan Lake?”

			Well, when he says it like that, it sounds laughable. But even with the disdain dripping from his words, I stand tall. It took me three hours to get to this audition. Three. The man sitting next to me on the bus had a cold that I’m sure I caught when he sneezed on me. As if on cue, a chill runs down my spine, though that might be the product of Zimmerman’s icy gaze.

			“Yes,” I squeak. I hope my posture is doing enough for my confidence, because my expression has dropped into the depths of hell.

			He chuckles. “When I start taking orders from nobodies on the street, I’ll let you know. But thanks for the laugh. I really needed that today.”

			Zimmerman answers his ringing phone, dismissing me as he mutters something about never holding auditions in the crack of Ontario. Huntsville was the only city with an open audition because auditions in Toronto are invite-only, so I arrived two hours prior but had to wait in the line that wrapped around the building. By the time I made it to the door, they ended auditions early. They didn’t bother offering the rest of us another audition time.

			Irritation flares in my gut as I watch his retreating figure. His bald head and straight-set shoulders burn into my memory. At least I’ll have a new silhouette for my sleep paralysis demon.

			A few passersby give me pitying looks that only make my plight worse. It’s the same look I got inside from the director’s assistant.

			Nothing seemed to convince her to let me audition, not even the recounting of my dreadful commute and definitely not my childhood story about my love for ballet. It’s the story that got me booked in a winter showcase last year, and I hoped it would work again. Except that showcase was performed at high schools and colleges. It wasn’t exactly a grand production.

			“Excuse me.” A voice pulls me from my thoughts, and I turn to a woman dressed in a blazer and a pencil skirt waving me down. “I think you dropped this,” she says, holding a single sheet of paper out for me.

			I take the paper from her and see my name in familiar bold letters at the top. “This is my résumé. The assistant said I could leave it at the front desk.”

			There it is again, that pitying look. “I found it on the floor by the recycling bin,” she informs.

			Her words strike like a razor blade to the heart. A half whimper, half groan escapes me, and I plaster on a smile to distract her from how hard I clutch my résumé.

			“You know,” she whispers, cautiously eyeing our surroundings. “The theater holds these auditions as a formality. Most ballerinas they’ve hired this season are ones who have major social media followings.”

			My mouth parts in shock. They’re selecting dancers based on popularity? How is that ethical?

			“You seem like a determined dancer, so I wanted to give you a heads-up,” she says before rushing inside.

			Her heads-up only manages to heighten the doomed feeling in my gut. My ninety-three followers are chump change. If being hired is based on popularity, they’ll never consider me for the part. Despair clings to me as I toss my crumpled résumé in the trash and head to the train station, holding back a wave of tears I’ll be sure to release during my shower tonight. It isn’t until my phone rings that I shake off my depressing thoughts.

			“I have a last-minute job for you.” My uncle’s voice filters through the speaker.

			“Is it babysitting for your players’ kids? They’re cute, but one bit me, and I still have a scar on my finger.”

			Postgraduation, I was desperate for a job, but I had a rude awakening when I realized even a business degree couldn’t score me a career in this market. Yay for college education!

			So my uncle, who works for the NHL, extended a few offers for me to help out his hockey team during the regular season. Including babysitting, dog-sitting, and the one time I cooked for the team last year.

			They never asked me to cook again.

			“Not this time.” He chuckles. “We need a dancer for our fundraiser tonight. We had a last-minute dropout, and I thought you’d like a gig where you can actually do what you love.”

			My uncle has always been supportive of my ballet career. When I was younger, I used to dread looking in the crowd because of the lack of parents cheering me on, but he was always there.

			“Thanks, but I’m not feeling very motivated—”

			“It’s a thousand bucks for a thirty-minute performance.”

			My throat dries, and my words catch. That’s three zeroes for half an hour of my time? I’m discouraged, not stupid.

			“I’ll be there.”

			Currently, my only source of income is the ballet classes I teach near the university. I haven’t cemented my career there either, because the sign-ups for my classes are embarrassingly low. Why have a perpetual soloist teach your kids when you can have experienced teachers who have booked numerous principal roles?

			“I’ll text you the address.”

			I locate the nearest Uber because the three-hour bus ride would not cut it tonight. Besides, the money I’ll make would be enough to justify this one ride.

			Note to self: One bad situation doesn’t have to become a bad day.

			

			
				•   •   •
			

			Hours later, I’m immersed in the backstage whispers and last-minute run-throughs, and I find myself shedding the weight of today’s rejection along with my clothes. As soon as I slip into my leotard and my pointe shoes, there’s a tingle that electrifies my body as I wait for my cue.

			The first delicate notes of Ravel’s Boléro hit my ears as I follow the other dancers onto the stage and find my position behind the second row. Silhouettes of the audience are visible under the bright lights gleaming off the polished wood stage, and just like that I’m absorbed into the one thing that never fails to help me escape. My thoughts disappear like mist when I glide in perfect formation with the other dancers, mirroring each step as I learned it only an hour ago.

			I have a peculiar talent for replicating dances quickly, and that’s probably the reason my uncle was so confident that I could fill in for the last-minute dropout. My focus is on the music, but my gaze wanders the audience for a glimpse of him. It might be the eight-year-old girl in me, but when I see my uncle to the left of the stage, close enough that the bright lights don’t block him, I smile.

			The group converges into a tableau, and as the finale approaches, we dive into grand jetés and lifts, the stage a mix of swirling tutus and poised ballerinas. The applause pulls me back to reality, and somewhere, somehow, I hope Aubrey Zimmerman knows that I won’t give up easily.

			When the curtains close, encouraging words and high fives fly around the group, giving me the same rush of excitement I’d felt at the age of eight, the first time I found ballet.

			Up until then, my only focus was making sure the housework was completed and my younger brother, Sean, had everything he needed. I guess that feeling of responsibility comes with being mature for your age. At least, that’s what every adult I encountered has had to say to me. Soon enough, you start realizing that’s not a compliment. It’s a curse.

			But the one thing that would never be a curse? Ballet.

			When I was younger, the trip to the convenience store by our house was the highlight of my Sundays, but it became the beginning of the rest of my life. The checkout counter was cluttered with magazines of famous faces and gossip wild enough to scandalize someone’s grandmother, but on that particular day, only one stood out to me. Under the dust and fraying edges of the plastic cover, I saw a poster. The poster. Misty Copeland graced the cover of the newest production of Swan Lake, elegant and as beautiful as ever. I knew then that whoever she was and whatever she did, I wanted to be her.

			The poster still hangs on my wall.

			“Sage!” I turn to find my uncle climbing the steps backstage. “You keep dancing like that, and I’m sure they’ll hire you full-time.”

			I shake my head. “I’m not stealing the poor girl’s job, Uncle Marcus.”

			“I can pull a few strings,” he offers, a glimmer of hope in his eyes, just like every other time he’s tried to help me out. All my life, my uncle has felt obligated to care for my brother and me, but I’ve refused. We aren’t his problem, and I never want him to see us as one.

			“My auditions are going great. I’ll secure that spot at NBT pretty soon,” I lie.

			His smile doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “Never doubted you for a second.” His phone vibrates before he silences it. “Get changed, and I’ll have some food ready for you.”

			I give him a quick squeeze before darting backstage.

			After changing my clothes for the fundraiser, I find a plate waiting for me at my uncle’s table, filled with all my favorites. It isn’t until I’m scarfing down seconds that I remember I need to call Sean.

			My little brother is attending boarding school a few hours away. It’s been a difficult adjustment, but I promised to call him every night. Excusing myself from the table, I try to find a quiet corner, but with the auction starting, it’s impossible.

			Outside, the rain brings a breeze to cool my skin in my black silk dress. It’s the only nice dress I own, so I was sure to pack it when I headed over here tonight. No one needed to know it was also my prom dress. And my commencement dress.

			The phone rings a few times before it’s sent to voicemail. I can’t help the prick of disappointment that pierces my heart. That’s two days without a phone call, and both times it’s been because of my crappy schedule. I text him instead.

			
				Am I the worst sister ever? Promise, I’ll call earlier tomorrow. I miss you, kid.

			

			I stare up at the dark sky and try not to pity myself. That’s when I notice a couple arguing in the corner. Their proximity suggests they’re having an intimate conversation, but the guy backs away, his stance rigid and unwelcoming.

			“I’m not interested,” he says.

			It’s assertive, but not assertive enough to get the girl away from him. She is completely oblivious to his withdrawn attitude.

			Definitely not a couple.

			“You will be,” she says, pure determination in her voice.

			“Look—Lana, is it?” She must nod, because he continues. “You seem like a nice girl, but I don’t know you. Showing up at my hotel and to my work events isn’t helping your case.”

			She laughs. It’s a pretty, soft one that most guys would probably love, but he only stands there like a statue. His dark suit suggests he works with the Toronto Thunder, but his height and physique would be wasted if he isn’t an athlete.

			“I can only play your games for so long,” she purrs. This girl cannot take a hint.

			“Does that game include showing up naked to ambush me in my hotel room?”

			My eyes widen as I stifle a gasp, feeling tense as I eavesdrop on this embarrassing conversation.

			However, Lana must not feel it, because she scoffs. “You’re seriously turning me down?”

			Yes! I catch the word before it slips past my lips, barely holding myself back from interfering. But when his head hangs, and his shoulders sag, my legs propel me forward.

			Confrontation is clearly not his strong suit. Lucky for him, it’s mine.

			But the double doors screech open, and an employee dressed in black and wearing an earpiece steps outside.

			“Eli, you’re up in five,” he says, waving him inside.

			I halt, and Eli breathes a sigh of relief before slipping past the woman. His attention lands on my frozen figure, lingering for a split second, like he’s realized I was eavesdropping the entire time, before he disappears inside. Lana watches his retreat with a fire in her eyes, and when her gaze lands on mine, I pivot and slip past the doors too.

			The auction has started when I drop back into my seat just as my uncle excuses himself to head to the bathroom. I glance to my right and choke on my saliva.

			Aiden Crawford is sitting at my table—or I’m sitting at his. Either way, I’m freaking out. Not for myself, but for Sean, because he is going to flip when I tell him about this. I don’t pay too much attention to hockey, but from my uncle’s praises of Aiden Crawford, and the jersey with his name that Sean wants for his birthday, I know he’s a big deal.

			“Are you okay?” His deep voice forces me to look at him again, only to see him holding out a glass of water. I nod a little too vigorously and drink the water to hide behind it.

			“You’re Sage, right? Marcus told us his niece was performing tonight. I’m Aiden.”

			I shake his outstretched hand, trying to clear my throat. “My brother’s a huge fan.”

			“Yeah?” He smiles. “I can get—shit!”

			My head rears, but when I look at Aiden, his eyes are fixed behind me. Following his gaze, I see Lana, the girl from outside, holding a bidding paddle and looking happier than she did a few minutes ago.

			The auctioneer’s voice snatches my attention to the stage. “Next up, folks, we have a date with Toronto Thunder’s very own defenseman Elias Westbrook. Get those bidding paddles ready, and let’s see who’ll be the lucky winner!”

			I’m shocked to see the guy from outside standing onstage, his jaw clenched and posture stiff. Safe to say, he didn’t willingly sign up for this.

			The auctioneer’s voice slices through the hall, loud with excitement. “Let the bidding commence—who’s ready for an unforgettable night with Elias?”

			“Sage? How do you feel about doing me a favor?” Aiden suddenly says.

			I pull my gaze from Elias to find Aiden’s sheepish smile. What favor could I possibly do for Aiden Crawford? “Depends on what it is,” I say warily.

			“This is going to sound crazy, but I need you to outbid her.” Aiden points at Lana, and my eyes widen. He hands me a paddle and types something into his phone before showing me. It’s a sum. A large sum.

			“M-me,” I stutter, dumbfounded. Although, the request is reasonable considering what I witnessed outside.

			Green eyes lock on mine. “Look, I promised Eli I’d have his back, and that girl cannot win a date. She—”

			“Ambushed him in his hotel room?” I say, and he pauses. “I overheard them outside,” I clarify.

			His tense shoulders drop. “Good, so you know her winning wouldn’t be good. I’ll pay for it, but since I’m a part of the organization, I can’t bid. Will you do it?” he asks again.

			I fidget with the paddle, just as Lana shouts, “Two thousand!”

			Did she say two? As in thousands of dollars? The amount Aiden typed is more understandable now. However, I’m not confident that my mouth could perform the motor function necessary to say that number out loud.

			At another table, two older women whisper, paddles in hand like they’re preparing for war. “Twenty-two hundred,” someone else interjects.

			A trickle of relief cools my panic as I turn to Aiden. “Someone else might outbid her. He seems pretty popular,” I say, desperate for an out.

			Aiden nods. “Hopefully, but if not, I will need you to bid.”

			“Twenty-five,” a woman shouts, only for two equally eager women to raise the amount. My jaw drops with each increase, and my palms get sweaty when I realize I’ll have to raise my paddle pretty soon.

			The auctioneer repeats the number, eyes scanning the room for more.

			“Twenty-eight.” Lana’s smooth voice carries an authority that has the overeager women backing off. Uh-oh.

			“Wow! Twenty-eight hundred dollars, ladies and gentlemen. Can we top that?”

			Elias stands there with an air of confidence, dark hair perfectly styled, and his muscular form cloaked in an expensive suit. It’s no mystery why these women are throwing around two grand for one dinner with him.

			Yet, I can’t ignore the subtle tightness in his body as tension radiates off him in waves. He manages to stare ahead, doing his best not to engage with a very smug Lana.

			“Going once…”

			Aiden nudges my paddle, and I swallow, scrambling for an excuse. “I don’t even know him,” I whisper.

			“Going twice…”

			“Please?” Aiden shoots me a killer straight-teeth smile that has me chewing my lip in contemplation. Damn, he’s good.

			I sigh, knowing Sean would berate me for refusing to help his idol. My arm shoots up. “Five thousand!”

			Elias Westbrook whips his head around to look at me. I force a wobbly smile as more people stare, but I can’t seem to look away from the deep brown eyes that survey me with curiosity and a hint of recognition.

			The auctioneer goes around the room three times before he smacks the gavel. “And sold to the beautiful woman in black!”

			I won. Holy shit, I won.

		

	
		
			Three

			Elias

			She is not someone’s grandmother.

			Aiden knocks into me as I make my way offstage. “I did good, huh?”

			Good?

			Her brown hair is pulled up into a bun, a loose curl framing her heart-shaped face and hazel eyes. She’s darting glances around the room like she feels out of place—that makes two of us—as she pulls her full bottom lip between her teeth. My gaze drifts to the silky fabric of her black dress, held up by two thin straps and her perfect posture.

			That’s not something I’ve ever noticed before about a girl, but her upright position accentuates the length of her neck and makes her appear somehow graceful even as she sits.

			Then her bright eyes catch mine, and I look away. I shouldn’t be looking in the first place.

			It’s been four years, maybe five, since someone has caught my eye, and this perfectly prim-and-proper girl should not be the one to snatch my attention so easily. No one has challenged the rules I have for myself, not even in college, where I practically lived in a party house. But my mouth still feels dry.

			“You couldn’t find anyone else?”

			Aiden scoffs. “If you want to complain, I can call your not-so-secret admirer over.”

			I shake my head, unwilling to look over to where Lana is probably stewing.

			“You should thank her. She did you a favor,” he reminds me.

			With reluctance, I move to her table, my heart thumping. It’s then that Marcus Smith-Beaumont slides into the chair beside her and hands her a slice of cake, and I freeze in place.

			There is no way I managed to get a date with the one person who seems to know the man who despises my very being. I’ve been dodging him the entire event, and after the lecture Coach threw at me an hour ago, I know if Marcus Smith-Beaumont sees me, I’ll be in for another one. With him, it won’t be a gentle warning.

			Pivoting, I head straight for the terrace, but I’m stopped by our goalie, Socket, who’s just now coming off the stage after being auctioned after me. There’s an elderly woman in the crowd who eyes him eagerly, and I assume that’s his date when he waves and winks at her.

			“Where are you off to, Westbrook?”

			I clear my throat. “Getting a drink.”

			He raises a brow, but thankfully he doesn’t question me, and I slip outside for some air. The server comes with a tray of drinks, and I opt for water. I need something to cool down whatever is happening to my insides.

			I’m sipping on the ice water, forearms pressed against the balcony, when there’s a tap on my shoulder. I turn to the same head of brown hair, the same heart-shaped face, the same hazel eyes that caught my attention earlier.

			She smiles. “Hi, I’m Sage Beaumont.”

			Beaumont? Crap, is Marcus her father? I’m going to kill Aiden.

			I’m staring at her outstretched hand like she has some sort of disease, but she keeps it there for an awkward amount of time, waiting for me to take it.

			“You want to fist-bump instead?” she offers, curling her fingers. Like I’m five years old and haven’t learned how to shake hands, though it probably seems that way from my guarded body language. I still haven’t managed to turn fully toward her, my torso twisted awkwardly. I also think my words are caught somewhere in my throat.

			My agent, Mason, must have followed me because he comes to my rescue before I can find my voice. He’s watching Sage, calculating and assessing. “I’m Mason, and you are?”

			Her smile evaporates when she looks between us. “Seriously? You need your assistant to talk to me?”

			Mason steps forward. “His agent, actually.”

			Her scoff is one of disbelief. “Well then, Mason, can you tell your client I didn’t do that for him,” she says. “His friend asked, and my little brother happens to be a huge Crawford fan. So, you don’t owe me anything, especially not a date, Elias.”

			Her words are sharp, but the way she says my full name is a dart landing a bull’s-eye. No one calls me Elias, not my friends, not the fans, and definitely not someone who just met me.

			“It’s Eli.”

			She freezes, pivoting to look at me. “It talks! There’s been a miracle,” she exclaims. “Well, Mason, looks like you’re out of a job.”

			Mason doesn’t laugh, but I do. He shoots me an unimpressed look, then one at Sage, and turns to leave. I assume he’s declared the threat neutralized because Sage doesn’t seem like the type of woman to put me in a headline by tomorrow morning.

			“Thank you,” I finally say.

			“No need. I didn’t do it for you, remember?”

			When she’s going to walk away, I feel like an asshole. “But I still owe you a date.” I’m not sure why I say it, and she must be thinking the same thing, because her brows knit in confusion.

			She gave me a perfect out seconds ago, but I don’t want her to think I’m an asshole—not only because I’m terrified of Marcus, but because she did something nice for me.

			“No, thanks. I’m not really into hockey players anymore, and you just reminded me why.” Her words are sweet, but the insult hits just the same.

			“You’ve dated a hockey player?”

			“Wish I hadn’t,” she mutters. “You’re off the hook.”

			“But it’s for charity.” Why am I pushing this?

			Her patience seems to be a frayed rope, but she relents. “Fine, you can put your number in my phone.”

			With her phone in my hand, I realize I’m in way over my head, but I add my number anyway.

			“See you around, Elias.” This time I don’t correct her, and she disappears inside.

			To escape the gnawing feeling in my gut, I pull out my phone to see it littered with texts from the group chat. Leaving college for the NHL was a huge change, but since Aiden and I signed with the Thunder back in November, we had time to finish all our coursework a month before the end of spring semester and left Dalton a few weeks ago, but it doesn’t feel like it because of all the texts we get from our friends still at Dalton.

			
				Bunny Patrol

				Dylan Donovan: Another girl in Eli’s hotel room? I’m impressed.

				Aiden Crawford: He’s not happy about it.

				Kian Ishida: No one’s sneaking into Aiden’s hotel room.

				Dylan Donovan: Probably because they’re terrified of Summer.

				Kian Ishida: I don’t mind this. Eli’s barrage of fans found my account.

				Dylan Donovan: Kian’s never seen so many women in his DMs. I actually heard him giggling last night.

				Aiden Crawford: Good. He can stop spending every free minute texting my girlfriend.

				Kian Ishida: FYI Sunny was my friend before she was your girlfriend.

				Dylan Donovan: Who votes in favor of bringing back Bunny Patrol 2.0?

				Sebastian Hayes: Aye

				Cole Carter: Aye

				Aiden Crawford: Aye

				Eli Westbrook: Aye

				Kian Ishida: Now you answer?!

			

			When Kian found out we had a group chat without him—Dylan’s idea, and we called it Bunny Patrol 2.0—he moped, so we deleted it and promised never to make another.

			Dylan and Kian are undrafted seniors, which means to avoid becoming free agents they’re taking their time to finish their degrees by the end of the year. Neither has locked down where they’re going to play hockey after—or if they’re going to play at all. Sebastian and Cole are juniors, and aside from hockey and parties, they don’t focus on anything else, which is the norm for NCAA hockey players.

			The ice in my glass of water has melted in the time I’ve been out here, so as I’m heading back inside to orchestrate a getaway, my phone flashes with a text from my bank.

			The monthly money wire has been successfully transferred into the respective account, and the name that flashes on the screen adds to the weight on my shoulders. It’s not the money that bothers me, it’s the reminder of the person who receives it that adds a drop of dread into my stomach. That dread darkens with guilt when I read the encouraging messages from my parents after last night’s game. Another easy assist and nothing to be proud of, yet they cheer me on like I’d single-handedly won the Stanley Cup.

			My parents have been great about not looking at the tabloids, so I don’t worry about them seeing anything nefarious. When the very first defamatory headlines surfaced, they called me immediately, and I had to explain it was the media trying to sensationalize. That was an awkward phone call, but better than having them believe that I’ve hooked up with half of Toronto in the few weeks that I’ve been here.

			When another text comes through, it’s from Aiden, telling me it’s time to bail. I don’t waste another second and head straight for the doors.

		

	
		
			Four

			Sage

			“Five minutes.” Our stagehand’s shrill voice catches my attention just as the lights power on one at a time. The glare forces me to squint as the bright lights attack my exhausted eyes and rebooting brain. The rest of the dancers trickle onto the stage for the first act.

			Cursing under my breath, I take a deep inhale and redo the satin ribbons on my pointe shoes for a third time. The mundane task is second nature at this point, almost automatic, but today, my mind has been drifting off. Specifically, to the number that sits in my phone waiting for me to call it.

			Elias Westbrook might be the first guy I haven’t been able to break down in my head, and that fact is practically gnawing at me. So far, I’ve decided he’s the slightly obsessive-compulsive type, the kind that keeps the house tidy and has a specific place for everything. Even for those little plastic bread tags that keep the loaves fresh. He probably has a strict schedule he never deviates from and eats the same thing every day. Like oatmeal.

			But there’s a look to him that tells me if I had known him at another point in his life, my assessment would be proven incorrect. That’s where I hit a brick wall in my slightly psychotic hyper-analysis, and now there’s a very curious part of me that wants to pry until I uncover all his secrets.

			Maybe I have a proclivity for wanting to peel back the layers of people I find intriguing. It’s partly due to the plethora of my own problems. Daddy issues? Mommy issues? Eldest daughter issues? Take your pick.

			It’s been two days since the fundraiser, and the rookie’s been at the forefront of my brain. Even though I learned my lesson about athletes when I dated Owen Hart.

			Owen and I met when I was a freshman and dated until my senior year. When I was studying at Seneca College in Toronto, he got called to play hockey for the developmental team of the Vancouver Vulture’s. The last half of our underwhelming relationship was long distance.

			Owen wanted me to follow him to Vancouver, but I would never move away from Sean. I chose to study at a cheap local college after paying for Sean’s first year at York Prep. When my uncle found out I got into the University of Toronto, he offered to pay for both our educations. I couldn’t let him pay for me. However, even my stubbornness wouldn’t let me turn down his offer to help Sean. In turn, my uncle’s help allowed me to stay in the dingy college dorms instead of scraping my last penny to afford off-campus housing.

			That last year of my relationship with Owen was my breaking point, because with the long distance he became overbearing and controlling. He didn’t like how much time I dedicated to ballet or to Sean. At the same time, Owen felt he was perfectly reasonable in his pursuit of hockey, despite his failure to get called up. He’s the reason I didn’t make friends in college during our on-and-off relationship. Even my roommate requested a dorm transfer after hearing us fight on the phone every night.

			For some, the breakup would be fresh, considering it happened just a few months ago, but every cell in my body wants to move on. I wouldn’t say I’m actively going through a breakup, but maybe a therapist would debunk that and tell me crying in my rusty shower every week isn’t a coping strategy. But I’m not crying over him.

			So, going on a date with someone who, quite frankly, is the hottest guy I’ve ever had in my phone sounds like a solid idea to me.

			“Hustle, Beaumont,” the director urges.

			I snap out of my reverie, and with my pointe shoes on right, I fall into line with the rest of the dancers. As a soloist, I’ve taken on any and every role to remain an active ballerina. So, when my old ballet teacher invited me in for a guest spot as Titania in their company’s annual A Midsummer Night’s Dream showcase, I couldn’t refuse. Today is the first day of the school shows that we use as practice performances before the big night. It’s nothing fancy, and I don’t get paid, but it helps keep me motivated.

			Fixing my gaze ahead, I await my cue as two of the principal dancers acting as Hermia and Lysander complete their sequence, and that’s when I see him.

			Marcus Smith-Beaumont sits in the crowd, watching the performance with a tender smile, a prideful gleam in his eyes that makes me fight the burning sensation in my own.

			The guest spot of Titania, the queen of the fairies, is ethereal and solely aided by the play’s use of a love potion to entangle her in a spell where she falls in love with Bottom, a donkey-headed character. Our pas de deux is romantic, despite the donkey costume he’s wearing that garners laughs from the audience. My chest heaves as we make our last moves in the ensemble dance and the act loops to its end, until the curtains close.

			I watch the rest of the performance on the backstage monitor, itching to take off my uncomfortable outfit that somehow makes my headache worse. When one of the dancers offers me an ibuprofen, I take it. The final act finishes, so we all head back to the stage for our bows.

			The director pops her head into my shared dressing room when we’ve finally changed out of our tight costumes. “Get some water, then it’s time for notes.”

			By the time I’ve unwrapped my hair, wiped off some of my makeup, and peeled whatever’s left of the gems on my face, I head down to where we get our performance notes.

			A lack of musical phrasing, expressions, and coordination seems to be the theme for today’s constructive criticism.

			“Sage, I need you to pick an emotion and stick to it. Either hypnotized, infatuated, or playful, it’s your call.” She moves on quickly, and I make a mental correction for next time, already applying the note to what I missed in my performance.

			As I shuffle out of the metal doors and into the warm afternoon air, I spot my uncle by his car at the end of the lot. When I reach him, he engulfs me in an enthusiastic hug. It’s moments like this when I don’t ponder an alternate universe where my entire family would be in the audience, cheering me on and waiting with flowers. The reality of their absence is so stark that even conjuring up a fake scenario can’t distract me from it.

			The most recent memory that’s been trailing my thoughts every night before I try to sleep is from when I was fourteen. I took a not-so-legal dishwashing job at the local café to help cover my ballet lessons, and I stashed my earnings under my bed. Just when I had saved enough for a new pair of pointe shoes that wouldn’t blister my toes on every plié and a leotard that actually fit my growing body, it all vanished, along with my parents. All that remained was a heavy burden of disappointment pressing down on my chest, and a dusty cardboard box.

			“You did amazing. Best I’ve ever seen you,” my uncle says.

			“You say that every time.”

			He chuckles, shrugging innocently. “There was something different about you this time. It’s like you had something to prove.” His gaze practically lasers right through me.

			I shift my focus to rubbing off some of the blue eyeshadow that stains my fingers. To escape the third degree about whether my life is falling apart, I pull out my phone and excuse myself. I don’t know whether I’m prompted by recklessness or impulse, but I dial the number that’s been taunting me all day.

			The line rings a few times, and when it’s finally answered, it’s not the rookie’s voice at all.

			“Hi, can I speak to Elias?” I say awkwardly into the phone.

			“Who is this?” the throaty voice asks, and somehow I feel like I recognize it. He sounds gruff and exhausted, as if he’s been answering calls all day, and I’ve happened to catch him after a particularly bad one.

			“Sage,” I inform. “Elias gave me this number at the league’s fundraiser.”

			There’s a pause and some shuffling. “Auction Girl. Yeah, this is Mason, his agent.”

			I’m hit with a boatload of irritation. He put his agent’s number in my phone? You’ve got to be kidding me. He practically insisted on going on a date, and then he crushed the smidge of hope I had for him.

			“Can you give him the phone?” I mutter.

			“Nope. He’s training at the arena today. You’re out of luck, kid.”

			The patronizing response grates against my ears.

			“I can send him a text and I can coordinate a call if he wants to correspond.”

			“No, don’t worry about it.” When I hang up, there’s a restless fire kindling somewhere under my ribs. I turn to my uncle, who’s standing by his car. “Can I get a ride?”

			It’s obvious he finds this surprising, because I always insist on taking the bus. The less I rely on people, the less I’m let down.

			“Sure, but I gotta stop by the arena first,” he says quickly.

			I smile. “That’s what I was hoping for.”

			He drives to the music playing from some old radio station, and pretty soon I can see the blue and white of the arena illuminating the downtown core.

			When he pulls into a spot in the underground staff parking, he turns to me. “You can stay here or come up with me.”

			“I’ll come up. It’ll be nice to see some of the staff again.” And a certain hockey player.

			We take the elevator up and head straight to my uncle’s office. As he’s studying a file, I pretend to look interested in some of the news articles he has framed on his walls. The Thunder’s Stanley Cup wins, Sean’s youth hockey league articles, and my first ballet review. My uncle turns to his computer, so I inch back toward the door.

			“The bathroom is around the corner, right?”

			He’s not paying attention when he nods, so I slip out of his office and down the hall.

			With determination fueling each step, I head toward the arena dressing room where the guys are changing after practice. The halls are deserted, and I don’t encounter any security. I burst through the doors of the locker room. Not even the sight of naked guys, who startle at my sudden arrival, can throw me off.

			Only a handful of the players are in here, and I recognize Socket, the goalie, gawking at me. I don’t bother scanning the room further because it’s not difficult to spot my quarry from the overgrown hair at the base of his neck and the unmistakably broad shoulders. He’s too busy rifling through a gym bag to notice me.

			“You.” I’m pointing at Elias’s naked back, but when he turns, I’m not prepared for his wet chest. Water droplets skid down his smooth skin, and in a sort of trance, I watch their descent. They disappear past his happy trail, soaking into the towel he has wrapped around his waist.

			Somehow I manage to lift my gaze to a more appropriate destination, like his face, but it’s equally distracting. Inky wet hair sticks to his forehead, neat brows curving gently above his eyes, and the narrow bridge of his nose, which is somehow perfect even though I know it’s rare to play hockey unscathed.

			Elias’s gaze melts over me. He only looks away to glance over his shoulder at his half-naked teammates, all staring at the finger I have adamantly pointed at him.

			The silence inches toward discomfort.

			I finally find my voice again. “Do you make Mason do all your dirty work?”

			Dark brows knit together. “What?”

			Unbelievable. “Your agent? You put his number in my phone at the auction because you were too scared to just reject me like a decent human being.”

			There’s a low sound of disapproval from his teammates, some of whom I’ve met from hanging out at the arena with my uncle or picking up the odd job here.

			Seeing Elias’s throat bob brings a cool sense of satisfaction to the fire that burned beneath my ribs earlier. The part of me that worried if he even remembered my name dissipates quickly when he awkwardly brings a hand to rub the back of his neck.

			“Can we talk outside?” he says.

			I nod, understanding that being half naked with an equally exposed audience isn’t the best time for a confrontation. Though I have no qualms about it.

			I head out, pacing the halls and hoping my uncle doesn’t spot me.

			When I’m taking a sip of water at the fountain, I hear his words. “You have every right to be angry, Sage.”

			I wipe my mouth and watch his approach. He’s dressed in a dark blue Thunder T-shirt that stretches across his chest and biceps, easily snatching my attention and slowing my thoughts before I consciously reel them back.

			“You remember my name?”

			He stares blankly. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m sorry for giving you the wrong number. I was stressed that night, and as you know, I haven’t had the best luck with women trying to come into my life.”

			When he pushes back the damp hair that was sticking to his forehead, I find myself mapping the contours of his face. His brown eyes, straight nose, and a bottom lip plumper than the top one blend together effortlessly. He’s impossible not to stare at. It’s a shame they make hockey players wear helmets that obstruct the fans’ view of their faces. Maybe I should start a petition.

			“And I’m always extra cautious. Giving out Mason’s number is like second nature now.”

			Suddenly, I feel terrible for ripping into him for something that’s a safety precaution. I don’t follow hockey as closely as Sean, who knows everything about the players and their history, so this is past my area of expertise—which isn’t much to begin with.

			“I’m not going to stalk you,” I finally say.

			“I didn’t think you were, but it’s a habit.” He digs his phone out of the pocket of his sweatpants. “Here. Put your number in and call yourself.”

			I’m already backing away. This is so embarrassing. Getting a guy to pity me, then bullying him into giving me his number, is a new low for me. “No need. I get it, I don’t want to intrude.”

			“I want your number, and I want to take you on that date.”

			That’s what he said last time.

			“Are you sure this isn’t a burner phone?”

			He doesn’t laugh as he hands me his phone. Snickering, I punch in my number and call my phone.

			“Now, don’t go handing that out to just anyone,” I remark. “Unless they’re seriously hot.”

			“I thought you weren’t into hockey players.”

			“It seems I’ve made an exception.”

			He glances up from his phone with an easy smirk. “That makes two of us.”

		

	
		
			Five

			Elias

			There are a few weeks left before the hockey world falls into the frenzy of preparing for the Stanley Cup playoffs, a qualification nobody was expecting from the Toronto Thunder after the previous year’s poor season. The pressure is on, because Mason’s main selling point for me was my goal average at Dalton University. It was one of the highest in the NCAA, and it’s no secret that the Thunder banked on my ability to execute that for them. However, with my current circumstances, none of that seems possible, and the eyes on me are a heavy, unrelenting weight.

			To my surprise, even with the very real possibility of a trade looming over my head, my mind isn’t on the road to the finals today. I’m thinking about the text I sent Sage earlier this week about our date. There’s nothing good that can come out of taking her on a date, even if it’s technically for charity, because if we’re together, she’s going to be turned into another notch on my very public bedpost. However, I’m staying true to my word and hope to avoid a repeat of the locker room confrontation. I arranged a date for us with Mason’s help, and she agreed to meet today.

			“You look nice,” Aiden comments as he heads to the kitchen, opening the refrigerator to grab a carton of orange juice. His gaze lingers on me as I slip on my
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