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            PROLOGUE

          

          JUNE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hatch

      

      

      

      “Welcome aboard, Hatchling!”

      I grinned at my dad, thankful that for once he hadn’t used his other nickname for me, Dino Boy. Better that people thought less about my conception origin story and more about the aggression I was bringing to the ice.

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      “Eh, it’s ‘captain’ now.” My little brother Conor lifted his Diet Coke and brought the straw to his lips. “The guy’s not just dad, now he’s your freakin’ boss.”

      “True, true.” Theo Kershaw—Dad, team captain of the Chicago Rebels, and one of the most legendary defensemen in hockey—nodded sagely before breaking out that smile he had gifted the entire family. That would be me, the eldest, my sister Adeline, twins Conor and Landon, and our baby sister Tilly.

      I had recently signed a contract with the Chicago Rebels. While Dad and I had faced off against each other during my time as a power forward with Denver, it was his dream to play professionally on the same team as his son. To be honest, I had resisted efforts by the Rebels to bring me on board. It might be my hometown team, but Chicago was the last place I wanted to be. However, this would probably be the Theo Kershaw’s last year in the league, and who wouldn’t want to be part of that legacy?

      My uncle Jason, a defenseman with the Boston Cougars, set another IPA before me.

      “J, I haven’t even drunk the first one yet.”

      “Call yourself a hockey player.” He pointed at Conor who was eying the three, now four, bottles lined up in front of me at the Empty Net bar in downtown Riverbrook. Located about thirty miles north of Chicago, this was the team’s and fans’ usual watering hole. “Don’t even think it, Connie.”

      “Me? Why, I’ve never touched a drop in my life.”

      That set Jason and me off. Dad was too busy chatting with his co-defenseman on the Rebels, Lars Nyquist, but would probably have found Conor’s profession of sobriety just as amusing. A few months shy of drinking age, the kid was a rising senior at the University of Michigan, my alma mater. I knew what college was like, and Conor was no saint. But he was also aware that our family had a certain rep to maintain. Underage drinking in the Net was liable to get him splashed over the pages of that tabloid rag, Hot Goss.

      Instead he indulged in another vice by turning to the cute blonde at his elbow who had been making eyes with him all night. This gave Jason a chance to lean into me and murmur under his breath, “You okay?”

      We’d had this conversation before. “Fine.”

      “Yeah, but”—he lowered his voice even further—“I know this isn’t exactly what you wanted.”

      Unfortunately, I’d shared that confidence with my uncle after a few too many of those IPAs a while back. I had a good reason for not wanting to join the Rebels, but I had set it aside because this was my dad’s dream. Time was running out and I couldn’t deny him.

      “It’ll be fine. If anything, I just need to ignore the media who think I’m getting a spot on the team handed to me on a silver platter.” Never mind that I was drafted in the first round to Denver four years ago. Or that my stats the last couple of years with that same team had been as solid as they came. The sports media loved to scream “nepo baby” whenever my name came up. Playing with my dad would be a unique type of pressure cooker, but I could handle it.

      As for the real reason this trade wasn’t my favorite thing, I would ignore it. I would have to.

      “I better hit the head before I make a dent in these.” I pointed at the pretty row of IPAs. “Conor, hands off.”

      My brother grinned and gestured with a nod to the girl beside him. “Got my hands full here, H.”

      Yep, that kid was going to knock up some chick before he could legally drink.

      My journey to the restrooms was like a wade through Chicago streets after a Winter blizzard as I was forced to stop every couple of seconds to accept backslaps and congratulations from fans and future teammates. Near the jukebox, Rebels forward Peyton Bell, aka Dingaling, shoved a shot of bourbon in my hand.

      “Dude, you must be psyched to finally be on a good team! Drink up!”

      So the Rebels had made it further than Denver in the playoffs this past season, but that level of shade was, well, shady. Such was the lot of a pro hockey player, though. Chirping was our love language.

      I knocked back the shot and got whoops of approval from players Cody “Jakey” Jacobs and Noah “NoBo” Boden. I’d hung with these guys at holiday parties and cookouts, on visits to the practice rink and to locker rooms. They were my dad’s crew, and now they were mine. Together, we would make or break Theo Kershaw’s final season, and I would be on hand to bear witness. To be a part of history.

      The bourbon was warming my stomach and softening my edges. This year would be fucking awesome.

      “Kershaw Junior!” Dash Carter shoved Jakey aside and threw his arm around my shoulder. “You here to steal my spot?”

      Carter had been three years ahead of me at Michigan, senior to my freshman, so we played together briefly back in the day, sometimes vying for the same position. A trust funder who didn’t need to play hockey, he was a decent left-winger yet acted like he could happily give it up any day if he chose. That attitude was only one of the things about him that pissed me off.

      “We’ll see how Coach wants to play it.” Seemed I could throw some shade of my own.

      “So you are gunning for me!”

      What was I supposed to say? Don’t worry, man, we’re not in competition every time that roster is posted?

      “Better watch your back, Carter,” Jakey said with a wink at me.

      “I’ll leave now,” I said, “and you guys can bitch about me when I’m gone.”

      “Starting the text thread now. ‘KJ puts C-Dog on notice.’ That’s Kershaw Junior.”

      NoBo shook his phone with a laugh but sent me a look of approval as I walked away. I got the impression Carter wasn’t a locker room fave, which pleased me more than it should have. He certainly wasn’t a favorite of mine, and it wasn’t only because of his smack-talkin’ attitude.

      Finally, I made it to the hallway where the restrooms were located, but before I could enter, my phone buzzed with a text from Rosie.

      
        
          
            
              
        Congrats, friend! Finally where you belong.

      

      

      

      

      

      That made me smile. Rosie and I had grown up together and were inseparable as kids. I’d pulled her pigtails, she’d kicked me in the nuts, that kind of thing. She and my sister were best friends, currently on a round-the-world trip and lapping up the rays on some Greek island. I kind of wished I was there with them.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        It's a good move.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rosie

      

      
        It is. This is going to be a great year for the Rebels.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hoped so. That moment with Carter reminded me that I would have to put my head down, ignore everything happening off the rink, and focus on my game. Nothing else mattered. Not the press, not my imaginary competition with Carter.

      Not the woman coming toward me now.

      For someone so petite, it constantly surprised me that Summer Landry would have such an outsize impact. After all, she was just another WAG, so I shouldn’t have cared that all five foot three inches of girl-next-door, violet-eyed blonde seemed to light up every room or that the sight of her changed the air around me.

      Assistant to Rebels GM, Ryder Calloway, she was one of those sunny girls who was friends with everyone. That was probably why I hadn’t warmed up to her: she was far too nice for someone like Carter, who treated her like a trophy. And because of that—because I could see her taking the shit he shoveled with a perky smile and an indulgent “oh, Dash!”—I assumed she was your standard gold-digging puck bunny. She met players every day, could get anyone she wanted, so why else would she choose that dick? It certainly wasn’t his personality.

      Today she wore a peach-pink sundress with thin straps that revealed perfectly rounded shoulders and a hint of cleavage. I had at least a foot on her, and this close, I felt like I was looming over her like a fairytale ogre.

      I made to move around her, but she stopped right in the center of the corridor, forcing me to pull up short. In the dim light, she shone like a beacon, and I hated that for this one brief moment, I loved the feeling of being bathed in her glorious, fucking glow.

      “Hatch! I haven’t had a chance to congratulate you. Welcome to the Rebels!”

      “Thanks,” I muttered. Please carry on.

      “You must be psyched to play with your dad. We love him so much. If we could clone him, we would, so maybe you’re the next best thing!” She laughed at this incredibly funny joke she’d made.

      “I’m not my dad.”

      Her face fell, thinking she’d offended me. Had she? Not really, but I didn’t mind letting her think so. Anything to get away from her.

      She grasped my arm. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that how it came out. I just wanted to—well, you know …”

      “Sure.” I inched forward, clueing her in that I needed to pass. Her hand was still on my arm, her fingertips searing my skin, her floral scent curling into my lungs. I had a sudden urge to lift her against the wall and shut her well-meaning mouth with my own.

      She dropped her hand.

      The madness passed.

      “Okay, you take care now,” she said as I walked by. The words came out twangy, almost irreverent. Interesting, that. I wouldn’t have thought she had that kind of snark in her.

      A couple of minutes later, I headed back into the bar, determined to start putting away those IPAs.

      I was just in time for the main event. The player group I had passed on my way to the restroom was standing in a circle, wider than before, and as NoBo leaned to one side, I saw why.

      Carter was on one knee.

      “Babe,” he was saying, his dark head turned up, his hand outstretched with the Tiffany-blue box open to reveal a rock the size of a puck. “Will you marry me?”

      Jakey’s broad back blocked Summer, so I shuffled an inch to my left and fixed my gaze on her face. Two spots of color flagged her cheeks, and she pressed a hand to her chest.

      “Dash, I-I can’t believe this.” She blinked quickly and snatched a breath. It was quite the act.

      “C’mon, babe. Just say yes.” He pushed the ring toward her, dangling it like a leash, an owner encouraging his puppy to go walkies.

      My heart thundered. Maybe she’d have the common sense to turn him down. Surely, she saw what I did. What everyone did.

      He’s not good enough for you.

      You need a guy who knows your worth. Who will worship the ground beneath your feet and the air above your head.

      “Okay, uh, yes?” She let out a nervy tinkle and blinked again.

      The crowd roared its approval like Carter had just found the net. The circle around them tightened as the team rushed in to offer the happy couple their congratulations. They were completely surrounded but I caught a fleeting glimpse of Summer’s face, her eyes all a-glitter now that she’d won her prize.

      Pulse rocketing, I turned away and headed for the bar where the beer bottles celebrating my acquisition were lined up like a row of accusing judges.

      As elder statesman and team captain, my father had already moved in to give Carter his best. No sign of Conor, which meant someone was getting lucky. That left my uncle Jason at the bar, watching my approach with a concerned frown.

      “You okay?”

      “Just fine.”

      His green eyes, same as my dad’s, same as mine, searched my face.

      “Seriously, J, it’s all good.” I eyed the bottles on the bar. I wasn’t sure they would be enough, or that there was sufficient alcohol on the planet to blot out what I’d just witnessed. “I’m going to head out.”

      Jason gripped my shoulder. “Your dad’s thrilled you’re on the team, Hatch. You’ve done a good thing.”

      “I know.”

      He wanted more, but I didn’t have it in me to give it. As I left the bar, a champagne cork pop and a celebratory cheer mocked my exit.

      This next year was going to suck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          ONE YEAR LATER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Summer

      

      

      

      “Is that … a tattoo?”

      Arabella Carter’s shriek pierced my ear drums, but to be fair, my hearing had become attuned to the decibel levels. For the last week, my future mother-in-law had criticized every aspect of the wedding preparation in the highest volume possible.

      Nothing I did passed muster. My wedding dress showed too much leg (who wears a high-low hem beyond the age of six?), the rehearsal dinner had too many guests (I’m sure half of these people were not on the list), the wedding favors of hockey puck Christmas ornaments were too tacky (in July? And adding a diamond to the center is trying a smidge too hard, isn’t it?), the reception table centerpieces had far too much lilac (a trashy flower choice). Even the church was too liberal (was that a rainbow flag I saw outside?).

      I could go on and on, but then I might sound like Mrs. C.

      I longed to shout at her that this was what she was getting. A daughter-in-law from the backwoods of Mississippi, who up until a few years ago had only seen centerpieces in waiting room magazines. If the woman had the slightest inkling such dubious blood was about to contaminate her family tree, she would choke on her Van Cleef double string of pearls.

      The Carters had certain expectations about the woman their son would marry. She should be elegant, pleasant, attractive, but most of all, malleable. She should be good at fitting in and not too flirty with his teammates. She should be the perfect wife to a hockey superstar. Not that Dash has reached superstar status with the Chicago Rebels. He was good, with the potential to be great, but I always suspected his non-hockey wealth gave him an excuse not to work as hard as everyone else.

      Dash Carter’s wife should not be a shack-dwelling swamp child who had lied her way into every good thing she had.

      “Summer, you can’t show that on your wedding day!”

      Mrs. Carter’s hand hovered over my bare shoulder, not touching, yet I still felt her disdain dripping on me like the creature’s acid saliva in the Alien movies. Though she’d never said so aloud, she didn’t like my name, which sounded like a snake’s hiss on her lips. As if, in trying to speak it, she sensed the truth about me.

      Such a liar, Summer. Ain’t no one gonna take you for a society princess.

      Oh, shut it, Shelby Mae.

      My inner voice had become noisier the closer we got to the big day.

      In the mirror Mrs. Carter spoke to my reflection, locking her steely gaze with my decidedly less steely one.

      “A butterfly?”

      A souvenir of my rebellion from Rusty’s Tattoo Parlor in Biloxi, inked when I was fifteen, the first time I’d run away. I thought I’d escaped for good, that I wouldn’t have to marry Jem Boudreaux. The butterfly was my reward, the symbol of my rebirth.

      They found me but I still had the tattoo.

      “Her dress will cover it.” Rosie Burnett-Moretti was one of my bridesmaids, though not my maid of honor because Dash’s mother had insisted that exalted position be taken by Dinah, Dash’s sister. Along with Adeline Kershaw, Rosie was the only person I knew in the wedding party. The rest, all cousins of Dash that I had met a couple of days ago for the first time, were chosen by Mrs. Carter.

      The old battleaxe sent a disparaging look Rosie’s way, evidently concluding that my bridesmaid’s full sleeve of colorful ink disqualified her from commenting on the appropriateness of my tiny shoulder tattoo. I didn’t think it was the end of the world if it peeked through the gossamer silk bodice, but then I had never been part of a high-society wedding before.

      Right now, I wore only the undergarment bustier, panties, and a well-placed towel across my lap. My collarbones poked from my skin like antlers through a tarp. I hated how I looked. Thin, gaunt. Panicked. One of the bridesmaids, Dash’s cousin Genevieve—or maybe Geneva—had spilt champagne on the dress, so I had removed it to clean it up. Now it hung a few feet away, almost daring me to daub it with lipstick. Ruin it before it ruined me.

      Mrs. Carter tutted. “I’ll go see if that make-up girl has concealer.”

      My unsuspecting cosmetic artist would be seated in the church along with the rest of the four hundred guests. I had wanted something small, but Dash let his mother control the invite list, a concession I made so we could marry in Chicago. (This should be happening at Stately Wayne Manor! Joke. The Carters called their ten-bedroom mansion on Cape Cod The Arbor, which made it sound like a retirement home.)

      “If we’re not doing it on the Cape, at least let her have this, babe,” he had reasoned.

      So I did. Because I was pliant and malleable, the good girl who did as she was told after years of scratching my way through the dirt.

      Things would be better once we were married.

      This had been my mantra since we got engaged over a year ago. I’d dated Dash for almost four years prior to the proposal, and up until he asked me to marry him, I had considered our relationship fun and rather unserious. We didn’t live together, hadn’t even stashed extra toothbrushes or claimed a dresser drawer. Dating a hockey player for that long might look like a monumental commitment, but not for me. Only when I started taking an interest in my career did Dash start taking an interest in me.

      Babe, it’s time we got down to brass tacks. Marriage, the whole nine yards. You’re twenty-five and my mother thinks we should be three years in with a couple of kids by now.

      Not the most romantic of viewpoints, but Dash tended to see things in black and white. I still held out hope that he wanted this independently of whatever his family believed. That he wanted us.

      At least I had until this morning when I’d come across a printout of his vows. I couldn’t resist a peek. Positively lovely, they made my heart go boom and assured me that maybe this could work after all.

      Then I re-read them and realized he had left the AI prompt in. Write my wedding vows with some love shit.

      Love shit, indeed.

      With Mrs. Carter gone, I lay my forehead on my arms and took a breather on the vanity. Peeking up, I caught Rosie’s concerned gaze in the mirror. “I know, I know.”

      “Didn’t say a word.” She placed her warm hands on my shoulders. “Now what can I get you? Tequila? Nunchucks? An Uber ride?”

      All of the above …

      I offered a pinned-on smile. “What happened to Adeline?”

      “Oh, she’s on the phone to Lars, asking him to bring her favorite guitar pick.”

      Adeline would be singing during the ceremony, a choice not approved by Dash or his mother. I’d insisted on it, a way for me to add a personal stamp to the proceedings.

      The rest of the wedding party had left to flirt with the single hockey players, the society princesses going wild with the jocks for the evening. Unlike me, a swamp girl finally nabbing her prince.

      I looked at my dress, and the sight of it filled me with a peculiar dread.

      “I should probably put it back on?”

      Rosie frowned. “Only if you want to.”

      I hadn’t meant that to sound like a question. Of course I wanted to don my dress. How else would I get married?

      Sure, wear the dress, Summer. What’s one more lie to all these nice people?

      Zip it, Shelby Mae!

      Rosie squeezed my shoulder. “You know, it’s just one day. Once it’s over, you’ll be back to normal. Chinese food in sweats, binging Netflix, hanging with the girls. All the stuff you did before you were married.”

      Not all. There was the honeymoon to get through first in St. Bart’s, though it would be less honeymoon and more family vacation. As we would be staying at one of the Carters’ many homes, Arabella—sorry, Mrs. Carter—saw it as a perfect opportunity to get to know each other better. Then I would return to life in Chicago, except not to my “low-paying administrative job” as assistant to the general manager at my husband’s place of work.

      How would it look, the wife of a billionaire hockey star filing folders and doing coffee runs for my franchise? There was also this gem: I earn millions, babe, and even if I got injured tomorrow, it wouldn’t matter because … trust fund!

      Adeline came in, her green gaze troubled.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Of course. I just hated having to make Lars turn around with Mabel in the back seat. But he’s getting it now.”

      Mabel was Lars’s adorable toddler. “We can wait for him. No one will mind if I’m late.”

      “He won’t be long.” Her expression cleared. “So, I saw Dash’s mom, giving off Mrs. Danvers energy.”

      “She’s searching out concealer for this monstrosity.” Rosie grinned and gestured to my tattoo. “We’re just about to put the dress back on.”

      Time to make this real. Accept my fate.

      The girls helped me into the Sadie Yates A-line wedding dress with a tight-fitting V-shaped bodice, sleeveless but with wide enough straps that my tattoo was concealed. (See, Mrs. C?) Crafted from silk satin, the skirt featured delicate pleats and an asymmetrical cut that showed off my legs. I thought it charming and modern.

      As for Mrs. Carter … well, she had sent numerous photos of princess gowns with voluminous fabric and multiple tiers, had even wanted Vera Wang to custom design a dress because off-the-rack was for “the rudely aspiring middle class.” I had insisted on a dress by Sadie. The funky designer was married to Gunnar Bond, a former Rebels player, and her playful fifties-era and rockabilly style spoke to me.

      “Oh, wow!” Adeline touched her collarbones and looked a little weepy, even though she’d seen me in the dress once today. “You look so beautiful, Summer.”

      I blinked at my reflection. The dress was lovely, the make-up on point, my blonde hair perfectly styled and flowing down my back.

      “Now, the veil.” Rosie pinned it in place. Suddenly conscious of a need to get this over with, I stepped into the Jimmy Choo satin pumps. It was almost showtime and I couldn’t delay any longer.

      And why on earth would you want to⁠—

      Not now, Shelby Mae!

      “Absolutely gorgeous.” Rosie stood back to let me fill the mirror’s entire reflection. It was me and it wasn’t. The girl I was and the woman I was trying to become. Successful, accepted, important.

      I gave up my job.

      Working as assistant to Ryder Calloway, the Chicago Rebels general manager, I had been learning the ins and outs of the franchise. It wasn’t all filing and coffee runs. But Dash was right. It was one thing for the girlfriend of a player to support herself this way, but keeping the position once married was just greedy. There were plenty of women who needed a job like that, who harbored ambitions to learn the business of high-stakes professional hockey. I might have been one of them once, but not anymore.

      I would be Dash Carter’s wife.

      I shook myself back to my new reality.

      “I think I’ll call Lars again,” Adeline said. “See how close he is.”

      With a nervous smile, she stepped outside, leaving me with Rosie, who regarded me with a curious expression.

      “Sure you’re okay?”

      “Just jitters. Normal, right?”

      “Definitely. But …”

      “But what?”

      She shrugged. “You’ve gone awfully quiet. The closer we get to lift-off, the quieter you’ve become.”

      I gave up my job.

      After today, I would spend two weeks with Dash’s family on an inescapable island, then I would return to a life I wasn’t prepared for. Society princess. Player wife. Stay at home—don’t even think it. Not yet.

      “I-I’m fine. Just think I should potty one more time.” I probably should have thought of that before I put the dress on.

      “Okay, need help in there? I could probably stand to the side and hold the skirt, as awkward as that sounds.”

      “Oh, I’m fine!” I picked up my phone and placed it in the hidden pocket Sadie had sewn into the gown. The heels felt a little wobbly but nothing I couldn’t handle.

      Inside the restroom, my fingers went instinctively to the rectangle of plastic wrapped in paper, secreted inside my bustier. My momma’s words came back to me, both counsel and warning.

      You ain’t got boobs big enough for a comfy bra, hun. But there’s always room for a GOOD-lite. Make sure you got one, no matter the situation.

      Pretty much the only decent advice she ever gave me.

      A streak of sunlight from the window above the trash can lit up my GOOD-lite as I took it out. A one-hundred-dollar bill wrapped around my driver’s license and my ATM card. Most people had more practical necessities for the equivalent of a go bag: a first-aid kit, a multi-tool knife, a decent supply of cash, even a passport. From the age of sixteen, I carried my survival kit, minimalist as it was, on me at all times.

      Get Out Of Dodge. GOOD-lite.

      So much for spine and gumption, earned from my scrappy journey to this point. I gave up my job. I caved to Dash’s demand without much of a fight. I could have managed the rest—Dash’s family, his occasional self-centeredness, even the lies I had to tell to get here, but my job? Anger rose, swift and sharp. That job meant the world to me, maybe more than my fiancé. He hadn’t even questioned when I said my family was dead and I wanted no one from my childhood at the wedding.

      He didn’t want to know, and I didn’t want to tell him. Now here we were, setting sail on a new life with nothing but secrets and resentment to steer us.

      I can’t do this.

      Time to GOOD the hell out of here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Chicago Rebels bosses are keeping the roster plans for the upcoming season on the down low, though sources tell us that the franchise has definitely offered legendary defenseman Theo Kershaw a one-year contract renewal after he indicated he might be willing to forego his planned retirement for another season. Kershaw had hoped to go out on a high but was denied in a Game 7 Finals heartbreaker last month. Does the Rebels lynchpin have the legs and will to stick around for one more year? And will the franchise keep Hatch Kershaw on its books after his, frankly, disappointing maiden season with his father’s team? The novelty and popularity of a father-and-son duo on the Rebels roster might have to give way to reality.

        - @RebelsInsider

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Hatch

      

      

      

      Groomsman by default wasn’t a very promising start to a marriage.

      Not that my “friendship” with the groom said anything substantial about his impending nuptials, but it did say something about him. Dash Carter and I had not become particularly close in the last year. I didn’t even want to be in his wedding party, but he’d pissed off someone and a spot opened.

      It would’ve been churlish to refuse. The guy was a teammate, and professional hockey franchises tended to operate better when the players got along. No one wanted a repeat of the drama of last season when my dad and his partner on the defensive line demonstrated that there were limits to team friendships.

      Nyquist’s nose wasn’t the only thing fractured.

      They made up, but games were lost in the process. The team dynamic was upended and all because of what? A woman. Worse, my sister. These days Nyquist and Adeline were sickeningly in love, he and my dad were pals again, and the Rebels had made it to the Finals. Winning the whole shebang would have been the perfect send-off for my father, but alas, it wasn’t meant to be.

      Sometimes I wondered how much his blow-up with Nyquist contributed to our failure at the last hurdle. By the time the Finals rolled around, they were back to being the Defense Dream Team, but had that breakdown in the earlier part of the season taken its toll? I’d rather think that than reckon with my own mistakes. How I flubbed the shot that could have won Game 7.

      I checked my phone. Ten minutes to go. Groomsmen were supposed to dawdle at the church entrance, handing out programs and directing people to their seats. I’d told my teammate and fellow wedding party member, Peyton Bell, that I needed to slip away for a moment, so here I was, back against the wall below the church’s gable as I scrolled through the hockey news. The muggy July air was making my underarms damp, or maybe it was the post-playoffs sports gossip. More of the same flashed from the screen, some sports journo making digs at me because I was Theo Kershaw’s son, and how I’d only made the team because the legend wanted to play with me before he retired.

      This summer my dad would consider whether he wanted to stay with the Rebels.

      While I would consider how best to leave them.

      “What are you doing skulking out here?”

      I lifted my gaze to our tender, Noah Boden.

      “The church is still filling up. Figured I’d get some air before the show starts.”

      NoBo smirked. “Kind of weird that Carter put you in.”

      “That’s what happens when you fuck off one too many people, and your mom demands you have an even number on both sides.”

      “Yeah, he’s kind of a momma’s boy, that’s for sure.” Words you rarely heard uttered about a hockey player. “Thought you were going to crack his head at the bachelor party.”

      “I said I’d be a groomsman. Didn’t think I had to attend the groom’s bridal shower.”

      But NoBo wasn’t referring to my reluctant attendance. I had no problem hanging with the guys in social situations, getting into rowdy messes, and waking up with killer hangovers. I just didn’t enjoy the forced camaraderie of a bachelor party—and I didn’t need to bear witness to the groom’s bad behavior as he slobbered all over the hired stripper. Just seeing him play the asshole I knew him to be had me itching to beat him to a pulp.

      NoBo laughed. “I don’t think I’ve ever thrown up so much. Carter’s looking a little green around the gills in there, though it was two nights ago. But he drank a ton at the rehearsal dinner, too. Poor Summer won’t have much of a wedding night.”

      Yeah, poor Summer.

      The thought of standing there, watching her slow-walk down the aisle, was starting to piss me off, so I changed the subject, which I usually did whenever Carter’s fiancée was mentioned.

      “You bring a date or are all the strippers taking naps around about now?”

      We chitchatted for a while, but eventually NoBo looked at his Rolex.

      “You coming?”

      “Soon. See you in there.”

      I checked my phone. Five minutes to lift off, so I really should head inside. Pin on a smile and show the world I’m a good teammate. I took a step toward the front courtyard, but didn’t get far as my attention was snagged by a noise behind me.

      Someone was opening a window.

      A shoe emerged above the frame. A white high-heeled shoe with tiny pearls dotting the strap. Inside the shoe was a tiny foot with a shapely ankle giving way to the pale curve of a calf. If I hadn’t been standing there, I didn’t think I’d have believed what came next.

      The sight gave new meaning to “Here Comes the Bride.”

      She straddled the sill, her veiled head bent so she could clear the top of the frame. With each jerked movement, my pulse rate notched a few beats higher. She seemed completely unaware of my presence, or of the fact she was a good six feet off the ground.

      She recognized both problems in the same instant, and two seconds later, the fact that one of those problems could be solved by the other.

      “A little help here?”

      I looked up.

      She looked down.

      “The church is the other way,” I said.

      “Well, I know that, don’t I?” She sounded different, more … country. Of course, she barely spoke to me, and I usually avoided her like the plague, so I probably hadn’t picked up on that before.

      This should have been my cue to ask her why she was choosing to leave the church by a side window instead of through a door like a normal person. Either way, she appeared to be hightailing it out of her wedding.

      I wasn’t the hero of this tale, so I made no move to help her.

      At which point she jumped.

      Summer Landry, all five foot three inches and 110 pounds even with a shit-ton of bridal fabric, landed on my chest, a hard-core check that took me down.

      “Oh God, Hatch, are you okay?”

      She stared down at me with those violet-blue eyes, her blonde hair falling like a wispy waterfall over my face. Splashes of color washed her cheeks, blushing through her bridal make-up. Her rouged lips parted in concern.

      But not so much that she thought to climb off me. No, she remained where she was, her dress ridden up as she straddled me. All I could feel was the heat of her against my stomach. That, and the pain in my hip where it had hit the ground as I collapsed to break her fall.

      “Maybe get off me so I can see.”

      “Oh, right!” She clambered to her feet, pulling her dress down but not before I caught sight of her thigh, gift-wrapped with a garter. The bodice of the dress had slipped a little, giving hints of tempting cleavage while the floral garland holding the veil had been knocked askew.

      She offered her hand. I ignored it and scrambled to a stand, mentally checking my body for injury. Other than what would likely be a bruise to my hip, I was in good shape.

      My mind, however, was still reeling from what had just occurred.

      A million questions duked it out, and the winner was, “Are you hurt?” I might have taken the brunt of that fall, but it didn’t mean she hadn’t sustained an injury.

      “No, I-I’m fine.” She chewed on her lip, stepped forward, and looked around for the shoe she’d lost in her unorthodox exit.

      Spotting it a few feet off, I moved to retrieve it. Before I could hand it off, she closed the gap and grasped my arm.

      “I need your help.”

      “I’ve got your shoe right here.” Though I knew that wasn’t what she meant.

      “Hatch, I’m not getting married today.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Summer

      

      

      

      Hatch Kershaw was the last person I expected to see as I made my great escape.

      With one foot over the window sill, I’d asked for his help, and he ignored me. Just stood there, hands fisted on hips, looking every inch the hockey god in his tux. He didn’t like me—never had—but he was Theo Kershaw’s son, and I suspected a vein of decency within him that wouldn’t allow me to fall without some attempt to catch me.

      His dark, wavy hair caught glints of sunlight, giving it copper tones. Perfectly bladed cheekbones angled down to meet full lips, almost too sensuous for a man. But his eyes were the real stars of the show. Like his sister Adeline, his were a jewel green with dark gold glints. Unlike her, those eyes had always held nothing but contempt for me, where the not-so-secret message was “I hate you, Summer Landry, and you’ll never know why.”

      He held my shoe in one hand, and something about his demeanor told me I might have to bargain for it. Finally, he spoke. “What did you say?”

      “I’m not getting married today.”

      His dark brows slammed together, not, I suspected, in confusion, but in annoyance. Of course, the last thing he wanted to deal with was a bride who had changed her mind. I considered how far I’d have to walk to catch a taxi. I could call an Uber, but even then, I’d need to wait somewhere inconspicuous—namely, far from this church.

      In a day of wild notions, I felt another one taking root. Hatch Kershaw despised me. Time to see how much.

      “Could you give me a ride?”

      “You’re actually leaving Carter?” The full import of what I was doing had finally reached his puck-battered brain.

      “Like I said, I’m not getting married today.” I spoke a little slower and enunciated each word.

      His eyes narrowed, that gorgeous green gaze darkening in suspicion. “What’s going on here?”

      Good grief, did he think I was pranking him? How many brides had he seen make their escape through a church bathroom window?

      “What are you not getting? I need to leave.” I looked over his shoulder, expecting Mrs. Carter to appear any moment in a plume of Sulphur-accented smoke. “I told them I needed a moment in the bathroom, and now that moment has stretched from wedding day jitters to bride’s prerogative to holy-shit-this-ain’t-happenin’.”

      Hatch glowered, and I was reminded that (a) my accent had slipped there, which inevitably occurred when I was stressed, and (b) this man was the worst person I could have landed on when I scrambled out that window.

      “Oh, never mind!” I took a step around him, which was enough to remind me that I was toting one heel, a wedding dress, and an ever-increasing sense of dread about what I had just done. Maybe it wasn’t too late to change my mind. I would need a hike up and back through the window or I could call Rosie to meet me at a side door. All the reasons I had for going a little mad could be dealt with. AI vows … the worst in-laws on the planet … I gave up my job …

      Sure, go back in there and lie your pretty little head off, Summer.

      Screw you, Shelby Mae.

      I turned back and gestured for the shoe he was still holding hostage. But instead of that, he delivered something unexpected.

      His hand.

      He wrapped it around mine, gave a gentle tug, and said, “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      If this was a fairytale or a rom-com, I would have bundled myself and my wedding dress into the front seat of a convertible and driven out of that parking lot to the tune of George Michael’s “Freedom.” My veil would have been whipped off my head by the wind, the perfect symbol to my new-found liberation. No more Mrs. Carter and her micro-management of everything, no more snooty, snarky comments from Dash’s awful family, and no more playing the little woman to my superstar fiancé.

      But this wasn’t a fairytale. This was my life, and I’d just fucked it up.

      They would come looking for me. The wedding cost a fortune, more money than I’d ever dreamed possible for a girl’s big day, and I had not upheld my end of the bargain. Dash would be pissed, and then he would be persuasive. After all, I’d cozied my cold feet against his warm ones several times over the last year and he’d always managed to allay my doubts.

      It’s just nerves, babe.

      You know this is meant to be.

      Four years together. That’s a long time.

      Hearing Dash talk about the “sunk costs” of our relationship had assured me he was right. I was an investment, both Dash in me, and me in myself. I had emerged from my sorry background, pulled up my knee-highs, and found a man worthy of the new me. I had a job I loved (once), friends I enjoyed (who knew zilch about me), a life I’d built from nothing (through blood, sweat, and lies), and this wedding was supposed to be the topper on that delicious cake I’d baked.

      Turned out I’d used too much salt.

      “Where to?”

      Hatch had released my hand to open the passenger side door of his SUV, and now he stood with his hand on the open door, looking down on me. Familiar, that look. Still didn’t like me, though I was hard-pressed to know why. I suspected he saw right through me. Knew me for the impostor I was.

      “I-I’m not sure.”

      “Changed your mind, have you?”

      Those sensuous lips curled in a sneer. It was hard to believe he was the son of the beloved captain of the Chicago Rebels. He looked like him, but in temperament they were so different. Where Theo was cheerful and sunny, Hatch was broody and closed off. Or maybe that was just with me.

      Something about his attitude rankled. He didn’t like me, but he wasn’t a fan of Dash either. I thought Hatch would have liked if I returned to that church, leaving behind this fossilized evidence of my bad behavior, information he could lord over me.

      “Can we just leave?”

      “Fine.”

      He slammed the door, catching my dress in it, but I didn’t care. It was so representative of my life right now. I unpocketed my phone and sent a text to Dash:

      
        
          
            
              
        Please forgive me. I can’t do this.

      

      

      

      

      

      Then I switched it off. Once in the car, Hatch turned, dipped his gaze quickly to the phone, then back to me.

      “You sure?”

      “I am.”

      With a curt nod, he peeled out of the parking lot space and headed for the street. In the rearview mirror, I spied Peyton Bell, one of Dash’s groomsmen, at the church entrance. Had he seen me? Would he recognize Hatch’s car? Did people already know what I’d done?

      So much for fearlessly embracing my new path. Coward that I was, I ducked my head.
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        Hatch

      

      

      
      Even in distress, the bride looked beautiful.

      Brides always looked beautiful though, right? I couldn’t recall an ugly bride, so my conclusion about Summer’s appearance wasn’t really all that startling. Or maybe I liked that she looked upset. She should be after what she’d done.

      None of which explained why I was helping her.

      This woman had just jilted a teammate, and I assumed she had not done it to his face, judging by her scrambled exit from a church’s side window. My initial instinct to help a woman in need was now giving way to annoyance that she’d placed me in this position. My team should always come first, and even if Carter was a jerk, he didn’t deserve to be humiliated like this on his wedding day.

      “I’ll drop you at home.”

      Her gaze snapped to mine, and she bit her lip, which accounted for that bruised fruit look.

      “No. Dash will find me there.”

      “Right now, he’s being comforted by his friends and family and is probably halfway to getting hammered. He’s not likely to be chasing you down.”

      “And you’re sure of this?”

      “It’s what I’d do if the woman I was about to marry lost her nerve and jilted me at the altar.”

      “I didn’t lose my nerve.”

      “Ah, so you planned the poor guy’s destruction on his wedding day.”

      I took the corner into downtown Riverbrook where Dash and Summer lived.

      “It wasn’t planned! I just knew I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t⁠—”

      “Yep, you said. You more than said. You actually did it. Left the guy in front of everyone he knows.”

      She glared at me. “Stop the car.”

      “We’re almost there.”

      “Stop the car!”

      I pulled over, just past the gates to Founders’ Park. She yanked at the passenger door handle. It took her a couple of tries to get it open.

      “Seriously?”

      She held up a hand. “Thank you kindly for the ride. I’ll make my own way from here.”

      Thank you kindly? “We’re just a couple of blocks⁠—”

      She slammed the door. Through the window, I watched her lean on the hood of the car while she adjusted the strap of her shoe, dipping her body so the dark valley between her breasts was exposed. Then she smoothed the dress and without a glance in my direction, headed back the way we’d come. Was she planning to return to the church?

      While I did not approve of her actions today, I could not in any shape or form condone that. No way in hell was she going back to him after what she’d done. Giving everyone whiplash because she couldn’t make up her mind.

      I exited the car and caught up with her. “Where are you going?”

      “None of your business.”

      “Back to Carter?”

      She stopped. Turned. Delivered a look of such pure hatred I felt my balls shrivel.

      “You really think the worst of me, don’t you?”

      Her lipstick had smudged, her mascara made her look like a miserable panda, and the bodice had slipped again, revealing another sliver of creamy skin.

      “I don’t think anything.”

      “Liar.”

      Guess I wasn’t winning any acting awards.

      She lifted her dress, though it was one of those that was short at the front and long at the back and didn’t touch the ground or need lifting. Instead of walking straight down the street, she hooked a left into the park.

      I gave her a short head start, then followed until she took a seat on one of the benches facing the pond. It was peaceful here. A few people strolled the path on the other side while over here a couple of ducks playfully skirted the edge of the water near the rushes.

      I approached. “Mind if I sit?”

      “It’s a free country.”

      I took a seat at the end of the bench. “If you can’t go to your apartment then where were you planning to go?”

      “I-I don’t know. I just need to get out of here. Out of the city. I need time to think without all that.” She waved at some point behind her, then slid a look my way. “You’ve never made a bad decision in your life, have you?”

      “Everyone’s made bad decisions. You don’t have a monopoly on that.”

      “Okay, tell me one.”

      “A bad decision?”

      “Yes. Tell me something you’ve done that you regret.”

      “I screwed up a pass to Cody Jacobs my first time out on the Rebels and the Motors scored a goal.” I’d rather recall that than the game-losing error I’d made in the last game of the Finals.

      Her expression was withering. “A game mistake? That’s the worst you can think of?”

      The worst thing I could think of was not for her ears.

      “So what’s your worst decision? Backing out of marrying Carter?”

      She scoffed. “Backing into marrying him. That’s what it felt like. Being backed into a corner. Trapped into this life I thought I wanted. My reward for working so hard.”

      Even gold diggers felt like they worked their way to the top. Carter always treated her like a trophy, and she had put up with it. It was the price she was willing to pay to be married to a dick and now she was experiencing buyer’s remorse. Was I supposed to feel sorry for her?

      “So you’re out of it. It sucks but you can move on.”

      “Like that’s possible. I don’t even have my job!”

      “Why not?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said sullenly. It was kind of fascinating to see a bad-tempered Summer. She was usually all glitter and unicorns, a total Miss Sunshine, not that I’d ever bought it.

      My guess was that Carter encouraged her to quit. He made a tidy sum playing hockey, but the family billions were the true jackpot. No way would the heir to the Dominion Hotel Group want his wife working in the front office for his team. He probably expected her to stay home, nesting and keeping house.

      If I had billions, would I expect my wife to play Susie Homemaker and prep for the passel of kids I’d fill her with? I like to think I’d be open-minded enough to let any wife of mine choose her own path. But the partner of a hockey player often had their life circumscribed in ways partners of civilians did not. The threat of trade was ever present, and a trade upended a family. It was hard for a spouse to build a career that was location-dependent when their husband’s took precedence. That might have sounded harsh, but it was the reality of a pro-hockey athlete’s life.

      “Seems like the least of your worries. You’re going to have to talk to Carter sometime.”

      “Not now.” She stood, grasping her skirt, and headed over to the edge of the pond. For a second I thought she might hurl herself into the water, but then she pulled out something from a hidden pocket at the side of her dress. A moment later, the pond’s surface was dotted with pieces of cracker. Momma Duck and her two babies attacked.

      I moved forward to stand beside her. “You just happened
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