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CHAPTER ONE

Cassidy

Twelve Years Old …

FAIRYTALES ARE FOR SUCKERS.

I used to live for the happily ever aft ers. Dreamed about what my perfect life would be like.

Now I know it’s all bullshit.

A twelve-year-old isn’t supposed to know these things. Isn’t supposed to be so jaded. But I’m not your typical twelve-year-old who gets to daydream and wish upon a star. Nope. Not this girl. Life has it out for me. It’s prepared to kick a girl while she’s down. I can see another gut punch coming from a mile away.

I can feel it in the air. The thick scent of doom. As our beat-up car rolls to a stop, life as I know it is about to change. And by the looks of it—not for the better.

Peering out the window from the backseat, I stare at the small trailer we’ve pulled up to. It’s old. Almost as fossilized as the tooth Dad lost in a parking lot bar fight, wedged so deep into the hood of his car, a pair of pliers couldn’t yank it out. Stripes of paint peel away from the siding. What was once white has now rusted over.

Corroded. Water-stained.

The roof is probably saving its collapse for the moment I step foot in the place. That’s life for me. One big punishment, occasionally punctuated by an odd serving of oatmeal or buttered toast.

I smooth out a hole in the backseat bench, fussing over loose threads, doing everything I can to avoid leaving this car. My mind shifts through a series of inconsequential thoughts.

Who was the last owner?

Is it abandoned?

And if so, for how many years?

Probably since the last world war.

It definitely looks like a casualty of one. I sigh, blowing a strand of hair out of my eyes.

The trailer sits on a snatch of grass, overgrown with weeds that scale up the sides like something out of a horror movie. It’s scary.

We sit here for so long that I convince myself that Dad’s thinking the same thing as me and we’ll ditch this place soon. But that hope quickly vanishes.

Reality is where dreams go to die.

Dad turns off the engine and steps out of the car. I watch as he walks toward my side. A part of me wonders if he’s coming for me. If he’ll open the back door and try to convince me it isn’t so bad.

He walks past me to the trunk. I knew it was wishful thinking. My dad barely acknowledges my existence.

My heart hammers, but I make no move to get out. He must realize I have no plans to exit because he storms to my window. His jaw clenches so tight it might snap.

“Come on.” He stomps his foot on the paved sidewalk, acting like more of a child than I am. “I don’t have all day.”

Normally, I wouldn’t want to piss him off. An angry Dad is a dangerous Dad. But right now, his impatience is the least of my problems. My lack of response must tip him off to the fact.

He yanks the car door open, glaring down at me. A stream of cold air blasts past him and smacks me right in the face. Goosebumps pebble over my arms.

I should get out. I should face my future head-on, but the uncertainty of what awaits me in this new dump I’m supposed to call home has me glued to my seat.

If I sit here a little longer, I can pretend this isn’t happening. Maybe Dad will grow a conscience. Maybe he’ll see how unfair this is and have mercy on me.

And maybe I’ll win the lottery and move to Maui.

It’s useless to hope. I know this. I’ve known it all my life. And still, I clutch my worn-down pink bag tight to my chest and hope.

Dad said I couldn’t bring anything. That we didn’t have room. Judging by the speck of a trailer, I can see why I had to leave my things.

I glance back down at my bag and force a smile, trying for positivity, but it’s short-lived.

This is all you have left in the world, Pippa.

That fact stings worse than the cold bite of air.

He slams a palm on the car frame, eliciting a flinch. “Get out.”

Dad must have more pressing issues than me and my turmoil. He always does. Everybody does.

Is it booze? Drugs? Probably gambling. It could be any of them—and more than likely all three. I imagine the time and attention he gives those three rival what a real parent would give their child. Not that I would know.

What I do know is we’re in this shithole thanks to these vices. It’s tempting to find some of my own. Anything to escape this hell seems good about now.

My heart rattles in my chest as I step out of the car on shaky legs. The door slamming shut behind me sends a shiver sprinting down my spine.

Dad pinches my crusty sleeve, almost disintegrating it. “Why’d I give you money for a new coat if you don’t even wear it?”

I turn in time to catch his vicious snarl. He scrapes his gaze up and down my practically see-through frame, sneering as though I’m dirt stuck to the bottom of his shoes.

I am wearing a coat. Just not a new one.

Turns out, Dad forgot we had no groceries. So, instead of warmth, I chose to eat.

I don’t say any of that because it would do no good. He’d grumble something, likely yell some nonsense excuse, and then stomp off, leaving me to wonder if I made a mistake

It’s always my fault.

I glance down at the white-striped, navy jacket. The coat has seen better days. Ripped and tattered, it’s practically useless. But the truth is, that’s not why I shake.

I’m scared.

I hate change.

And this is more than change. My whole life is about to be uprooted.

Nothing will ever be the same again.

I swallow down the lump in my throat and rub at my chest. I won’t be able to survive unless I fortify my walls. A skill I mastered at the tender age of ten, when everything went to shit, Dad lost his job, and I was forced to grow up.

This is your life, Pippa. You have no choice but to survive.

I find a new sense of purpose and stride up the path that leads to the weathered metal door. As soon as I’m in front of it, hand lifted to turn the knob, the squeak of rusty hinges sends me jumping backward. My spine goes ramrod straight as it swings open.

An older woman glowers down at me. Deep lines pepper her forehead, short gray hair sprouting from her scalp.

“Pippa,” my dad barks. “Get back here.”

The stranger narrows her eyes at me, running a hand down her pinstriped pants, her nose turned up. I blink several times until one bushy eyebrow lifts, and I realize my dad ordered me back to him.

Turning around, I try to navigate the rickety steps with tears welling in my eyes. I stand at the bottom, silently waiting for my father to approach. The muscles in my back tense as he strides past without a word, making his way toward the nasty woman.

“It’s about time you got here.” She motions him in, turns without waiting, and stalks farther into the trailer. “We have some things to go over.”

I follow behind, giving my dad some space. Crowding him only makes him angrier. The two of them start talking about things I don’t understand. I lose interest very fast. It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t pertain to me. Even if it did, I wouldn’t be allowed a say, anyway. I’m used to being invisible and easily dismissed. It comes naturally.

I take a step deeper into the small trailer, deciding I might as well look around. It’s much smaller than the last place we lived, which is oddly comforting. Dad might act like he’ll run the place, but I’m the one who will have to clean and care for this space. Small is a blessing.

Every inch of the trailer can be viewed from my spot by the door. Chunks of wood peek out of holes in the carpet. Dents pepper the walls, along with mysterious stains. Could be worse.

It’s a roof.

And walls.

That’s a plus.

In my nightmares, I envisioned this place. The reality is much better than the fears that plagued me before I arrived.

I catch bits and pieces of words the woman barks out.

Rent.

Utilities.

Maybe I should be at this meeting. These are all things Dad forgets to do when he’s drinking. I’ve never had the luxury of being a kid. My father is an alcoholic, barely around, leaving me alone to raise myself. When he’s not working, which is always seeing as he gets fired more often than he changes his clothes, he’s drunk.

And Mom …

She’s dead.

What does this mean for me? If we want to eat, I have to buy it. It also means that it’s my responsibility to cook the food. There will be no dinner if I don’t. If I want a clean space, free of beer cans and booze bottles, I pick it up. If I want to keep the roof over my head, I ensure the bills are paid.

If this woman wants the rent on time, she’d be better off telling me where to drop off the check, because my dad might appear sober right now, but this is temporary. By tonight, he’ll be passed out on the couch, not even realizing where we are.

Glancing at the woman, I know it would be pointless to insert myself. She wouldn’t listen to a thing I say. She’s bad-tempered and dismissive.

“Dad, can I look around?” I ask, wanting to get away. To explore my new living arrangement.

That’s what this is.

It’s not a home. It’s temporary.

One day, I’ll be old enough to escape. To have my own place. Somewhere I’ll feel safe. When that day comes, I won’t walk away.

I’ll run.

Dad gives me a nod, and I don’t wait for any more words before rushing off.

I have no desire to hear anything else that woman has to say. It’s clear she owns this trailer park. She’s only said it at least ten times in the last two minutes. Now she’s rambling on about rules. The lady should save her breath.

He’ll break them, anyway.

Seems pointless to waste her breath when she’ll need to explain them another forty times before we’re on to the next temporary situation.

Once, a few years back, before everything went bad and Dad lost his steady job, we had a home. A real one.

Now, I’m happy to not be living in Dad’s car.

That was our situation right after we got evicted. Then he started gambling and had a short run of luck, which allowed us to hop around to places that at least had beds and heat.

The farther I move into the trailer, the colder and draftier it gets.

It’s not hard to figure out why. The windows have broken seals, which explains the chill. I’ll have to forge a note from Dad to that woman in the next week to figure something out about the window situation. We’re renting. Surely, that’s something she must do.

My head tilts as I take in the living space. It’s a tiny area, large enough for the single couch facing the tiny, gloomy yard. The taupe material is worn and barren, even from the back. As if someone spent a lot of time here, gazing out into the glum world beyond the wall of windows.

How depressing.

There isn’t much going on in here. We could probably fit a TV stand and maybe a recliner. It’ll be tight, but possible.

I take several steps toward the filmy window to check out the view through the milky white residue built up on the glass. Some trees and a patch of grass. That’s it.

Beggars can’t be choosers.

Some of my reservations fade as I continue my tour.

Just a few steps down a narrow hall is a door. A door that’s hopefully the key to my privacy. Somewhere that I can make my own. Somewhere I can attempt to make my safe space.

I throw it open and know instantly that I was correct. There’s a tiny twin bed pushed up against the singular window that provides a sliver of light to stream in.

It’s the same sad view from the living room.

It’s more like a prison than a safe space. The dash of hope is gone. Suddenly, I feel claustrophobic. Like the walls are closing in around me.

Before I can stop myself, I run from the room, rushing toward the door to freedom. When I make it down the steps, the breath bursts from my chest. Cold air hits my face, but it’s not enough. I need to get far away from here. Away from my dad. Away from that awful woman and her grimy trailer.

I need to get away from my life.

I look from left to right, trying to figure out where I can go.

My gaze locks on a trailer a few feet away, and an elderly woman catches my sight. She’s at least in her eighties with sparse white hair and a wrinkled face. She lifts her hand and waves, a large inviting smile welcoming me. At least there seems to be one nice neighbor. That can come in handy in the future.

I raise my own hand and wave back. Normally I’d say hi, but right now, I’m too emotional to talk to her.

Instead, I take off in the opposite direction.

Picking up my pace, I head toward the trees I saw from the window. That’ll be the sole reason our utilities will be astronomical. The cold air will have our heater working overtime, and still, I’ll likely freeze at night, considering my one and only blanket is also threadbare and pathetic.

My feet carry me without a destination. My mind doesn’t care where I go. A dense path materializes beyond the trees. Maybe it will pull me into an alternate world. One with centaurs, and cozy homes with windows that work, and a bed as soft as clouds.

I follow the path, daring to explore. Hoping that maybe I’ll find some semblance of solitude from a world determined to tear me down.

My feet stop. I pitch forward. My hands slap my knees as I suck in deep breaths, desperately trying to stave off the attack that threatens to pull me under.

Inhale.

Exhale.

I continue to focus on my breaths, pulling in a lungful of air until my heartbeat slows and the panic slowly retreats. A trick I learned from the social worker at school.

I’ve been standing here for several minutes, giving myself time, when the sound of crinkling leaves alerts me that I’m not alone.

“Are you lost, kid?”

I twist at the throaty voice. When my eyes land on its owner, I freeze. The boy standing in front of me is tall. Way taller than me. I inspect the crest on the left side of the blazer he’s wearing.

I have no idea what it’s for. Maybe a school logo. Maybe not. It looks like the kind of logo you’d see on a fancy school uniform, but that makes no sense since he’s here. Unless he’s visiting someone.

I tilt my head as I take in the design, determined to figure this out. It looks a bit like a triangle, but not one I recognize. It’s silver, standing out starkly against the solid black of the rest of the jacket.

Realizing I’m not going to figure this out, I crane my neck, looking up into his face.

His features are hard to make out because the trees are blocking what little sun shines through the clouds overhead. He’s cloaked in shadows, and it’s a bit disconcerting.

I take a step back, and he takes a step forward into a space where more light filters through the trees. My breath hitches, and my mouth drops open.

He looks like a fallen angel. Dark and ominous. With chocolate-brown hair and piercing blue eyes. Eyes I can’t turn away from. They have me captive. His irises remind me of the water in the Pacific Ocean I once saw on a TV show. The edges, ringed in black like a violent storm. Looking at them feels like looking into a dark sky and waiting for lightning to flash.

“Hey, kid,” he says. “You alright?”

I shake my head and furrow my brows. Is he talking to me?

“Who are you calling a kid?” I straighten my shoulders, trying to appear taller as I glower up at him. I’m practically a teen, or at least I will be in six months. He looks like he’s one, too, so who is he to talk? It’s not like he’s an adult. Four, maybe five years older. Max.

He smirks down at me, and my stomach tumbles. I hate that feeling. The only time I’ve ever experienced that sensation was swinging on the swings at the park close to our last place. I’d lean back as I swung toward the sky, trying to contain the giggle that threatened to burst from me. I felt alive. Free.

This stranger doesn’t get to make me feel that way.

“Pippa,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest.

His eyes narrow as he looks down at me. “What?”

“It’s Pippa.” I move my hands to my hips. “Not kid. And I’m almost thirteen if you must know,” I fire back.

I start to turn and walk away when the guy speaks again.

“You looked like you were about to lose it. You good?”

I blink several times, not sure why I’m feeling warm all over and annoyed at the same time. “I’m fine,” I scoff, turning my back on him.

“Whatever you say, Pip.”

Looking over my shoulder, I level him with a glare. “As I said before, it’s Pippa. My name is Pippa. But since you clearly …”

“I like Pip. It suits you.” He shrugs. “Pippa sounds pretentious.”

I roll my eyes. “Big word.”

“Is it?” He grins. “What can I say? I guess my education is working.”

My face screws up. “Whatever.”

I turn on my heels, ready to run back to my trailer, and bump into a hard wall.

Not a hard wall. Another boy.

This one gives off a bad vibe that has me on edge immediately. I’m met with tapered eyes and a scowl. Trouble with a capital “T” if I’ve ever seen it.

“Watch it, you little shit.” His arms dart out, and before I know what’s happening, I’m pushed.

Things escalate quickly after that.

I fall backward, my eyes close, and I brace for impact. It doesn’t happen. Instead, large arms wrap around me, holding me in place.

“What the fuck, Ace?” the lesser of the two evils grits through his teeth, not looking down at me as he barks at the new guy.

He lifts me up, holding me in place until I’m steady on my feet. When he’s sure I’m okay, he moves away from me and steps into the asshole who tried to push me down.

“What the hell do you care, Slate? She was in my way. I was simply removing her from my path.”

Slate.

The name suits him.

Slate is eye to eye with the jerk, who doesn’t move an inch. “You don’t touch her. You don’t fucking look at her.” He straightens his back, effectively making himself taller than the douche. “Pip is off limits.”

I don’t have to see his eyes to know they’ve darkened to deep pools. A hurricane building as he levels the shorter guy with a look that promises violence.

The guy sneers, baring his teeth. “Pip? You’ve got to be kidding me,” he jeers, looking toward me. “Fitting. Fucking pipsqueak.”

“Cut the shit.”

“Or what?” Ace puffs out his chest, trying to look tough, but failing in comparison to the dark-haired god.

“Or I’ll kick your ass. It’s as simple as that.”

“Careful,” Asshat tsks. “Start a fight again, and the cops will come. Doubt your fancy school will keep you on, let alone let you skate …”

The threat hangs in the air. I look back and forth between the two, wondering what that’s all about. Finally, Slate steps forward, anyway. The space between the two is almost gone, and the bully’s back hits the tree.

“If you ever so much as touch her, I don’t care what anyone says, I’ll kick your fucking ass. Pippa is off limits.” Slate’s hand wraps around the guy’s throat, strangling him. “She’s under my protection. You hear me?”

Ace’s face begins to turn blue, and fear courses through me. I can’t make out the words he says, but it’s obvious Slate does, because he removes his hand, stepping away. The kid doesn’t waste time. He dashes off.

What a coward.

I have no idea what that was all about, but I do know that Slate just gave me a gift.

A place to feel safe.

And that place is him.
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CHAPTER TWO

Cassidy

Eight months later …

WHERE IS HE?

I knocked multiple times on his trailer door, but nobody answered. I even peeked into the window to check for him. Nothing. No matter where I search, I can’t find Slate, and that shouldn’t have me panicking like it does.

In the past eight months, he’s made life bearable.

He’s treated me like I was his little sister. Acted like he was my protector.

He made this awful place feel like home.

I slouch onto the worn couch, dust flying into the air and circling me. Huffing, I make a mental note to vacuum this room and pay special attention to this area. I blow out air to move the particles away. My gaze skates across the room and lands on the window.

It’s a nasty day out.

The sky is a dark shade of gray, with clouds forming in the  shape of black pillows. I’m just waiting for the clouds to open and the rain to drench the earth. The only downside to that is I’ll be stuck inside, sitting among the dirt.

Something moves in the distance, but it’s probably just a branch swaying with the wind. When it moves again, I narrow my eyes and lean forward, trying to focus on whatever’s out there.

The longer I stare, the more I question whether it’s a tree or a person. The object moves again, and I get a glimpse of a profile.

Someone is walking to the lake.

It’s got to be him.

Aiden Slate is a creature of habit.

Of course. The path that leads to that place. It should have been the first place I looked.

It’s his refuge. His escape. Now that it’s summer, he’d be heading to his tree.

So, that’s where I go.

I head outside toward the tree that faces the small lake that lies right beyond the outskirts of the trailer park we live in. A small piece of land that allows us both to pretend we don’t live here with parents who don’t care about us.

In the winter, the water freezes, and I love to watch Aiden skate. In the warm months, once the frost is gone, he likes to stare out into the horizon, I like too also.

Sometimes, I like to pretend we live in another town far from here. Hell, I’d even be okay living one trailer over with the Matthews. They might be old, but at least I’d know someone cares about me.

A crack of thunder halts my steps for a second. I wait for the sky to open again, but I trudge on when no more rain falls.

I thought the weather would stop him, so I didn’t bother going down the path and out the little hole in the fence that led to where he likes to spend his days. Instead, I wasted time knocking on his door, moving into Peeping Tom territory.

It was a mistake. A big mistake.

When he’s fixated on something, it wouldn’t matter if it were raining; he’d still be in his spot.

That’s how he is. I don’t know why, and after everything he’s done for me, I don’t ask questions. He needs structure, and he needs things to go a certain way.

Those two things I learned early on about him. It was strangely comforting to know that one thing will remain the same in a world full of constant changes.

Aiden is my North Star.

Which is how I know the shadow in the distance is him.

As I continue my trek, I’m hit by the smell of rain that lingers in the air. The ground is still damp from the earlier downpour, and the pungent stink of earthworms is harsh. I don’t let it stop me.

My heart pounds the closer I get to him. It’s always like this. My breath quickens, hands get clammy, and my legs become a bit weak. Today, my reaction is for a different reason.

I heard from one of the other kids who lives in a trailer a few down from his that he was upset. That’s so unlike Aiden, and it has me jittery. I put the kid through an inquisition but got nowhere. He didn’t have any answers for me. It’s what led me to search for Aiden.

Now, fear and worry course through my veins as I imagine what could have happened. Aside from Aiden’s penchant for things to be a certain way, he’s a fortress. One not easily shook.

Taking a few steps, the wind hits my face as droplets of water start to fall from the sky. The farther I get, the harder the rain falls. I’ll be drenched—like a drowned rat—in no time.

Wonderful.

I’m almost there, close enough to make out a body leaning against the trunk of the tree. The branches of the large oak give little coverage from the water belting down from the sky.

It’s Aiden.

His face is buried in his hands.

Shit.

I rush toward him.

My dampened clothes cling to my body, but I don’t care. All that matters is finding out what happened and doing what I can to help. Just like he’d do for me. Like he’s done a million times in the past eight months.

Since the very first day that I got here, he’s protected me. Taken care of me. It’s my turn to reciprocate. To ensure he’s okay.

It’s obvious right off the bat that something terrible has happened. The pain etched on his face makes my chest ache, and my feet slow to a stop. I’m careful not to disrupt him. I’ll be here if he needs me, but I won’t press him right now.

Cautiously, I take a seat on the dirt ground next to him.

He doesn’t react. He doesn’t say a word and doesn’t look my way.

We sit in silence for a few painstaking minutes. My hands twist around each other as I try to remain quiet. When Aiden scoots a little closer to me, I interpret it as a sign that he’s prepared to talk.

I suck in a deep breath. “Aiden, what’s wrong? Why are you out here alone”—I lift my hand, and a raindrop hits it—“in the rain?”

Aiden turns toward me, his eyes red and filled with tears. It feels like someone punched their hand through my chest and grabbed my heart. At this moment, I know the thing I hate most in the world is the way Aiden looks right now. Broken.

He wipes away the tears hastily and lets out a heavy sigh. “Pip, I …” He stops mid-sentence, letting the unsaid words hang in the air between us.

I reach out and gently touch his arm. “You can tell me anything.”

He looks into my eyes and holds my stare. “I need to get out of here.”

I nod, feeling the bile rise in the back of my throat. “I know.”

This day was always going to happen. It’s what I’ve feared since getting to know him. The realization that Aiden Slate has so much to offer this world, and that one day, someone would recognize it, swoop in, and take him away.

“Things will be different. Our lives will change forever.” My own eyes start to well with unshed tears. “I don’t know what the future will hold.” His voice shakes.

“What do you want, Aiden?” It comes out in barely a whisper. The fear of what he’ll say eats me alive.

“You know my mom wouldn’t let me apply to college,” he says.

It’s her way of keeping him stuck here so she can drain him. He can provide for her. He can pay the bills.

She’s a leech and Aiden’s her host.

“There’s this hockey game coming up, Pip. And well, this is it for me. This is my chance to break out of here. It’s my best shot at getting scouted by professional teams.”

I swallow the lump stuck in my throat. My body shivers at the thought of losing him.

“It’s the opportunity I’ve been dreaming of, but …” He hesitates for a moment, struggling to find the words. “She took all my money. I can’t afford the ticket to get there.”

“What?” I shriek, sitting up straight and forgetting about the rain and everything else he said, choosing to focus on the part about his awful mother stealing from him again.

“You know she—she doesn’t want me to succeed. She wants me stuck here for good.” He groans, head tilting back. “I feel like my dream is slipping away because of her. Because of money. It’s always money.”

My fingers grip the hem of my shirt. A nervous habit I’ve had for as long as I can remember. As I twist the material, I start to think.

I’ve always known he loved to play hockey and is incredible at it. I just never understood until now that it’s his way out. It’s his only way to gain freedom from her.

I have to do something.

I have to help him.

My mind concocts a whole list of ideas, some more ridiculous than others. Then, like a lightning bolt striking down to the earth, it hits me.

“I have money, Aiden,” I whisper as though someone else will hear.

Aiden’s eyes widen in surprise, but he shakes his head. “No. I can’t. Absolutely not, Pip.”

I crawl up on my knees, facing him. “I want to give it to you.”

“There’s no way I can take it.”

“Sure, you can. It’s no big deal.” My hand cups his knee. “It’s only money.”

“Pip. It is a big deal. You need it.”

For kids like us, any amount of money is a really big deal. It’s the difference between surviving or ending up on the streets when our time comes to escape our current situation.

“It’s not a lot. But it should be enough to get you to the game,” I say, mentally counting how much I have saved up.

His stormy eyes land on mine. “Pip.”

I scoot closer toward him so we’re eye to eye.

“No. Don’t ‘Pip’ me. I want to give you this.” My eyes stay trained on him. “Consider it an investment.”

A side of his lips quirks up. “An investment?”

I bob my head once. “A business arrangement,” I suggest.

“So it’s just business?” The heaviness from moments ago lifts slightly, and a grin spreads across his handsome face.

“Yep. And one day, you will pay me back.” I wink.

As the rain pours down and thunder rumbles in the distance, Aiden looks at me with a mix of disbelief and hope. He reaches out and takes my hand in his. “Just business?”

“Just business.” I smile up at him. “But you have to promise me one thing.”

He takes a deep breath, exhaling as he says, “Anything.”

I inhale, readying myself to be more vulnerable than I’m typically comfortable with. Even with Aiden.

“Promise you will never forget me.”

His head tilts to the side, his eyes still holding mine captive. The dark ring surrounding his irises moves toward the center, turning the deep blue even darker. Something … more.

“I’ll never forget you.”

I stick my pinky out. “Pinky promise on your puck.”

He links our fingers together with a smirk. “I promise.”
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CHAPTER THREE

Aiden

Ten Years Later …

I SLUMP DOWN ONTO THE COUCH IN MY HOTEL SUITE ACROSS FROM my agent, feeling the weight of stress pressing down on my shoulders.

Despite everything, round one looms over my head like a dark cloud, and I can’t shake the feeling of unease that gnaws at my insides.

Tomorrow is game one.

We’re facing off against the Detroit Renegades. As a five seed facing off against a four seed, I should have my head on straight. Hell, this is the best team we’ve had in well over five years, but being back in Michigan is fucking with me.

Which is not something I have time for right now.

Ever since getting my big break all those years ago, I’ve prided myself on having full control over my life and, in turn, the game. I’ve been focused and dedicated, but the moment I crossed the state line, it seems like my mind is a mess.

Everything rides on this.

I can’t fuck it up.

This is our best shot for the Cup. Something I’ve dreamed about my entire life. Since that day all those years ago, when the coach of the prestigious academy saw something in me and changed the trajectory of my life. Had I not gotten the scholarship to the private school for my academics, I never would have started playing hockey.

Hockey isn’t exactly a typical sport a poor kid from the trailers falls into.

Every sacrifice I’ve made has gotten me to this point, and I won’t let myself or my team down.

But instead of having my head in the game, it’s everywhere else, like usual.

My agent, Mike, leans forward in his chair, his brow furrowed with concern. “What’s going on, man?”

Mike is one of a kind. A good, loyal man. He’s supported me throughout my career, guiding me through the highs and lows of playing professional hockey.

“Nothing,” I lie, not in the mood to discuss my inner turmoil.

He sits back on a huff. “Cut the shit, Aiden. I know you.”

He does, and I know there’s no skating around the talk he’s determined to have.

I let out a breath. “I’m stressed.”

“Okay, and …” He motions toward me. “Aren’t you always stressed?”

“Not like this.” I ball my hands into fists at my side.

“I thought your routines helped with—”

I wave him off. “They do. But this is different. I’m on edge, and it doesn’t matter if everything is perfect, it still feels like …” I shake my head, closing my eyes and clenching my teeth. “Just forget it.”

“No. Explain.” His voice is harsher than it’s been toward me in a while, and I don’t blame him. I’m acting like a child, but when you’ve lived the life that I have, you’re just waiting for the floor to give out underneath you and for all that you’ve built to crumble into ruin.

“It still feels like my life is utter chaos,” I admit, giving him that much.

“It’s being back here, right?”

“Yep,” I respond. There’s no reason to deny it. Mike has known me for a long time. He knows what being back here means to me. It doesn’t matter that Birmingham, Michigan, is technically two hours from where I grew up. It still feels too close.

“You’re always edgy when you play here, but I assume it’s worse this time because so much rides on this game.” He sucks air through his teeth and taps his chin, eventually lifting one finger into the air. “You know what you need?”

Nothing good ever comes from those five words from Mike. His answer to everything is a pair of well-sculpted legs and two perfect double D’s.

“Something tells me you’re going to tell me.”

He smiles, leaning forward. “You need to get laid.”

I bark a laugh because I called it. “Easy for you to say … you can just fuck with no consequences.”

His head shakes back and forth while his lips purse. “Not true, but I hear what you’re saying. Puck bunnies are getting better at hiding in plain sight.”

I bite my lower lip, trying to refrain from laughing.

“Maybe it will take the edge off.” He shifts in his seat. “It could be the solution for you—a way to help you relax and get back in the game.”

“Yeah, but at what cost?” I bite out, knowing full well there are many problems with his plan.

“No cost. I know of a girl …”

“This is how all good intentions start. You remember I’m notoriously evasive with who I take into my bed. One wrong move and I’ll become Hudson.” My teammate is one of the best guys I know, but he can’t go anywhere without women throwing themselves at him. They know they have a shot because he’s a player, and I have no interest in having that happen to me.

My private life is my own. It needs to stay that way. “Also, since I’m so selective with who I spend my time with, the local press will be all over me, and for good reason. They’ll do anything for a glimpse into my life. A night in the sack with the wrong girl, and they’ll get that story and wreck my reputation in the process.”

Hockey players might not be followed around by the paparazzi like football stars, but the local news … they love a good story.

“Can you let me finish?” He crosses his arms over his chest. “You’re always so damn pessimistic.”

“Fine,” I huff. “Proceed.”

A faint smile tugs at the corners of his mouth. “A while back, a client of mine had the same problem as you.” I raise an eyebrow. “Okay, not exactly the same problems, but he needed to blow off some steam, and he told me about this girl.”

“Is she a professional? Because I can’t have that shit on record. The press would eat it up if they found out I paid—”

“Not a professional, per se. There is no money exchanged.”

My lips form a thin line before my mouth drops open in utter confusion. “I’m not following.”

“This is her thing. She enjoys helping players loosen up. She’s like a good luck charm. From what I hear from my client, he’s never lost after he’s seen her.”

“So, what you’re saying is she’s a puck bunny? That sounds like the beginning of a horror story.”

“She’s solid,” he says so nonchalantly, you’d think we were talking about a dog. “She just likes to be useful, if you catch my drift.”

I lean forward in my seat and lift my brow at him. “And what does she get out of it?”

“A mutually beneficial fuck. How the hell should I know? But she’s discreet. And we can have her sign an NDA.” He lifts one shoulder and widens his eyes. “It’s a win-win. She’s kinky as all fuck too. She’ll let you do anything to her.”

I don’t respond. Instead, I mull over what he’s said. Normally, I’m able to handle my stress better, but right now, it’s like pushing a large boulder up a hill. Nearly impossible.

“I know it might sound unconventional,” Mike continues, his tone softening. “But sometimes, that’s the only answer. Your mental state is all I care about right now. This is your shot at the Cup. Maybe this distraction is what you need to get your head back in the game.”

“It sounds dirty.”

“It sounds fun.” He grins. “This girl understands the pressures you’re facing, and if it doesn’t work, where’s the harm?”

The idea of sex holds merit. Most of my teammates claim they require sex before every game to help them loosen up. The difference is that they’re all matched up with girls they care about, or they’re the kind of guys who don’t give two fucks about what’s written about them.

It’s been far too long since I’ve been with anyone.

With how closed off I am, getting laid is a luxury I often have to go without. I can’t risk my personal life getting out. It’s not just about sex. Obviously, I don’t want that leaked, but it’s my past too. My family. My quirks …

I can still hear my mother’s voice. The things she used to say to me.

You ruined my life.

You’re useless.

You can’t get anything right.

Stop being so weird. I would have loved you if you were normal.

That one hurt the most.

No. I can’t let anyone in. Walls are just bricks of memories laid by the people who’ve hurt you.

The solution?

Keep everyone at arm’s length. Letting someone in is a recipe for disaster.

One I can see coming a mile away and need to stop before the collision does irreparable damage.

“I see those cogs turning, and I know you think it’s a bad idea. But I’m telling you, you’re wrong. This is a solid plan. A woman who knows what she’s getting into. I’ll repeat … is discreet. And best of all? Kinky, yet clean.”

Maybe he’s right. Maybe I am refusing to see reason. I can temporarily escape the relentless pressure on my shoulders and not have to worry that anyone will find out more about me than I want them to. This could work.

Perhaps it can even be the solution I need to find my focus again.

I sigh, my exhaustion evident. “You know what? Why the fuck not?”

A small glimmer of relief flashes in his eyes. “I’ll call my client and get her number. I’ll arrange everything.”

This is either the best idea ever or the worst.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Cassidy

THE CHILLED GOLDEN LIQUID SLOSHES IN MY GLASS AS I TAKE another sip of tequila. Its smooth burn travels down my throat, instantly loosening my nerves.

Today has sucked.

As did the day before and the day before that. My life has been a series of unfortunate events lately, and I don’t see a silver lining in sight.

I’ve been crashing on my friend Emma’s couch ever since I got evicted from my apartment. It’s your classic case of rent going up at the same time my salary went down. And by down, I mean it’s nonexistent. Zero. I’m unemployed.

Since I graduated from college, one thing has become clear … jobs do not come easy, despite what you’re led to believe.

I’ve been looking, but without experience, nothing comes through. The problem is, I can’t get experience if no one will hire me. Which brings me back to the here and now. Jobless. Homeless. Just … less.

The familiar taste of salt and lime brings me back to my college days. For a time, my life was easy. Or easier than normal.

With a full-ride scholarship, I made do. And that is the one silver lining if I have to find one. At least I didn’t come out of school with a lifetime’s worth of debt.

But now that I’m no longer living on the school’s dime and have no job, paying rent on the tiny apartment I had in Detroit turned out to be impossible. I’ll need to find something to make ends meet—and fast. As much as I appreciate Emma’s hospitality, I can’t make her couch my home.

It’s Friday night, and at least I have a roof over my head. For now, I’ll focus on that … and the booze gripped between my hands. Truth is, after what I’ve been through, I can live through anything.

My grip tightens as memories push through my mind.

You won’t always have someone there to protect you …

No. I can’t go back there. I can’t dwell on the past.

You can’t reread a chapter in a book you hate.

Closing my eyes, I remember my therapist’s prompts, then open them.

Something I can see: My drink.

Something I can smell: Also, my drink.

Something I can taste: That one makes me laugh.

All the previous thoughts and anxiety fade away.

Close call. If there is one thing I don’t want, it’s my past ruining my future.

I survived, and that’s all that matters.

The smell of popcorn fills the air as Emma walks over to join me, carrying a huge bowl of the buttery goodness in hand. She lifts an eyebrow as I bring the glass of liquor to my lips to drink my sorrows away.

“Mind if I join you?”

I place the glass on the coffee table, grab the bottle of tequila, and sweep a hand out, motioning for her to help herself to her couch.

The muted noise from the television draws my attention, but the cushion sinks as she takes a seat next to me. Both of our eyes are glued ahead. She begins flipping through the channels, which could go on for hours.

This is typical. Neither of us is good at choosing what to watch. She’ll likely still be scrolling in ten minutes. Meanwhile, I’ll be zoning out.

She channel surfs so quickly that the images fly by in a whirl. As they flash across the screen, a familiar profile captures my attention.

Everything around me stills.

I white-knuckle the bottle. “Stop.”

She turns toward me with wide eyes. “You wanna watch this?” She’s landed on some gorefest, but I can’t even focus on it to determine which one.

“Go back,” I tell her, motioning to the flat screen. My heart tightens in my chest. It feels like a hand is holding onto my heart and squeezing me.

Is this what it feels like when you’re dying?

“To the rom-com or the horror movie?” Her voice pitches with the latter, cutting through my morbid thoughts. “I’m so not in the mood to watch someone being hacked to pieces, but if that’s what you need to get out of this—”

What the hell is Emma going on about? I know she’s speaking, but suddenly there’s a ringing in my head that comes out of nowhere. Breathe, goddammit. You will not have a panic attack.

“Neither.” I finally spit out, pouring more booze into my glass, and then placing the bottle down. “Go back to the local news.”

From the corner of my eye, I can see she’s looking at me like I’ve sprouted another head. “Just do it, Em. Please.”

Emma is a stickler for manners even though hers could use some work. Ask nicely, and she’s far more malleable.

Her fingers on the remote echo through the small space as I hold my breath, nervous to see if it’s who I think it is. The blood pumps in my ears so hard it almost drowns out the sound of the TV.

A clip from a past hockey game dances across the screen. The newscaster is speculating if our local team has a shot at winning. My eyes scan over the opposing players as they fly down the ice.

“Hockey? Really, Cass?”

“Shh,” I snap a little too harshly.

Emma has no idea about the turmoil I’m currently experiencing. And how could she? I’ve shared absolutely nothing about the years I lived with my dad in the trailer with anyone, even her. But I can’t worry about her feelings right now.

I need to know if it’s him. The images on the screen aren’t helping at all. It’s nearly impossible to figure out who’s who. They’re moving too fast, making it difficult to see faces clearly.

I lean forward, squinting my eyes as I try to get a clearer view. Emma probably thinks I’ve gone nuts. I’m rarely this excitable, and never when it comes to sports.

The camera zooms in on a man’s back, and my whole body locks up. My heart skips a beat as I wait for him to turn toward the lens. The screen freezes, and then the commentator is back.

What the hell?

“Shit.” The word falls out of me on a harsh breath.

I didn’t get a good look.

The oxygen rushes back through my chest; the anxiety giving way to disappointment.

“Can I change it now?” Emma asks, completely missing my meltdown.

Which is good. That would only lead to questions, and I’m not sure I’m ready to talk about it.

“No. Not yet.” I don’t offer any explanation, and it’s clear she’s annoyed.

Emma sighs, but she doesn’t change it. The man on the screen is talking about the play, and I hold my breath again for what comes next.

A name.

One simple name, but it has the ability to render me speechless. And numb. And sick to my stomach.

It’s a name that has been haunting me for over ten years.

The camera cuts to a close-up image of the player they’re speaking about, and my stomach bottoms out.

“Damn. Now that I’m here for.” The sound of Emma’s voice reminds me of talking underwater, muffled and hard to understand.

It’s him.

Sure, I had a hunch it could be him. It’s not like I didn’t know he went pro. I even figured this day would come. But that hasn’t stopped me from spending the years since he left avoiding any reminder of him. It was pointless.

His memory is etched into my soul, burrowed so deep that no matter what I do, he’ll always be there. And that pisses me off.

He broke his promise.

He left and never thought of me again.

He didn’t protect me.

I watch for a second, and I’m not sure I even blink. Now that my carefully constructed plan to erase him from existence is foiled, I can’t help but hang on to every word as they discuss their guesses for what will happen during the playoffs.

The image on the screen changes to a video of him skating across the ice with effortless grace—the hockey player I had come to know so well.

Glad to see he’s fared better than me.

“You okay over there?” Emma’s tone is careful and concerned. Am I that obvious?

Shaking my head, I turn to Emma. Her eyes meet mine, narrowing slightly to study me.

“Yeah. Why?” I answer as I hug my knees to my chest.

Real smooth, Cass. Now it’s totally obvious you aren’t.

She inclines her head. “Well, for starters, your shaking head, body language, and words. Everything seems to conflict.” She widens her eyes in an Are you going to argue? expression. When I don’t, she continues. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. What’s the deal?”

A part of me wants to make up some lame lie in an effort to keep this one thing to myself. If for no other reason than to attempt a second try at erasing him from my thoughts.

Never gonna happen.

I take a deep breath and go with the truth. “I know him.”

She blinks and splutters before finally getting herself together.

“Hold up.” Her hand lifts. “You know who?” Her nose is scrunched, and her eyes are narrowed.

“Him.” I drop my legs back down to the floor and point at his picture frozen on the screen as they continue to talk about just how incredible he is.

I once thought he was, too.

Two minutes later, Em still looks like a deer caught in headlights. Her green eyes are wide, and she shakes her head back and forth in disbelief. It looks like she has a halo around her thanks to her swaying honey-blonde hair. “You know that man? The absolute hottest guy in hockey.”

I roll my eyes despite my turning stomach. “What do you know about hockey, Emma?”

“Answer the damn question, woman.”

“Yes,” I mutter before reaching toward the coffee table, grabbing my glass, and taking a long swig of the now warm tequila.

I don’t even react as it burns, sliding down my throat. I’m officially numb.

“You know a professional hockey player?” she questions.

I nod, wondering how I can possibly get out of talking about it anymore.

In true Emma fashion, she jumps right in. “You need to start from the beginning. How am I just hearing about this?”

“Umm …”

It’s not an intelligent way to bypass a topic you’d rather skip, but right now, my words escape me.

My brain’s gone foggy.

Emma’s lips purse, and she places the popcorn bowl on her lap. “No ‘umm.’ Talk.” She grabs a handful of popcorn and shoves it in her mouth, looking like this is panning out to be quite the entertainment for her.

Placing the glass down, I close my eyes and try to think of a plausible explanation. My past is just that—my past. He was the boy I once considered my protector. In the grand scheme of things, it was only for a moment, and the sad fact is, he forgot about me.

It’s heartbreaking.

Humiliating.

Typical.

I thought he was different. That—unlike my mom who had no choice because she died, leaving me alone with my drunk, negligent father—I meant something to Aiden. And that he’d choose not to leave me.

But he turned out to be no different.

Despite all that, I’m still not willing to share pieces of his past. Especially knowing how hard that past was. Like me, his life wasn’t sunshine and roses. The only difference is, he made something of himself.

I exhale, feeling defeated and tired. “I just do. How I know him isn’t the point.”

“Then what is the point?” she asks around a mouthful of popcorn. Butter runs down her chin. She swipes it away, undeterred. Emma is a dog with a chew toy.

Lifting my hands, I bury my head in them. “I don’t know,” I groan.

I’m so off-kilter at the moment. I can’t even think on my feet, which isn’t normal for me. I’ve gotten good at spinning narratives, but tonight, I can’t.

My stomach feels tight, and my heart seems to think I just ran a marathon. It’s beating so fast. Before I can contain myself, the words slip from my lips. “I wish I could see him … talk to him.”

See why he never came back.

A part of me knows … His hatred for his mom kept him away, but a part of me, a big part, wanted him to come back in spite of that.

Emma’s eyes narrow in on me. “Then why don’t you?”

Fear.

It’s the first word to pop into my head. But as I think about her question and forget all about the past and how scared I am to confront him, the answer is actually simple for a change. I wouldn’t even know where to start.

Finding him is easy enough, considering his schedule is plastered all over the internet, but gaining access to him would be much more difficult. They don’t let just anyone past security.

“Call him?” she suggests.

I frown. Emma is not typically an airhead.

“How exactly do you think I’ll find his number?” I roll my eyes.

“Google? Facebook … Insta? That’s how I stalk people.”

My palm hits my forehead. “He’s not just anyone, Em. I doubt his information is public. You saw him and heard what they said about his skills. Millions of hockey fans are trying to get a piece of Aiden Slate.”

“You’re right. There’s no way.” Her lips are set in a thin line. She looks off to the side. “Except …”

I turn toward her fully, eyebrows raised in an out with it expression.

“I could.” She sticks one shoulder out like she’s a big deal.

I laugh without humor. Emma’s always trying to lighten the mood, but I’m not into it tonight. Not when it concerns Slate.

“Yeah, okay.” I make it clear by my tone that I’m not here for her shenanigans tonight.

She places the popcorn down and scoots closer to me, wiping her buttery hands on her pants.

“I’m serious. I happen to have some intel that he’s staying at the hotel a few blocks away.”

My eyes narrow in on my friend. Moments ago, she acted as though she didn’t have a clue who he was. Just another hot hockey player. What’s this about?

“How do you know that? Better yet, why do you know?”

“You forget I work there. The whole team is staying at the hotel. I bet I can find out the room.” She waggles her eyebrows as though we’re embarking on a mission together.

This is the most exciting thing she’s been part of. She forgets what something like this would do to her if it backfires.

“You’ll get fired, Em.”

She pulls her bottom lip into her mouth. “But only if someone finds out.” She places her hand on my shoulder. “I can tell this guy means something to you. That isn’t normal, Cass. You have to go see him.”

I lean back and contemplate what she’s said. Her idea is all sorts of risky for a million reasons.

“No. I can’t put you in that position. This whole idea is crazy.”

Crazy, because I don’t know how he’d react. What would he even say if he saw me?

He never came back for me. Never bothered to visit the trailer park once he left. Never cared to check in.

He got his dream and never looked back.

As soon as I turned eighteen and graduated from high school, I got the hell out of there. That’s when I finally came to terms with the fact that the ship had sailed. I’d never see him again. Our lives had gone in different directions, and he chose that.

Then there was also the day I legally changed my last name. Started a fresh life.

And effectively making it impossible for him to find you.

I push that thought away. I did what I did to shield myself. If I made it difficult for him, then I could convince myself he’d tried, and my actions prohibited it. I could lie to myself. Trick my brain into thinking he actually attempted.

It’s pretty pathetic.

Why would I want to start the grieving process all over again? Why would I even consider setting myself up for rejection?

After all this time, it just seems like a bad idea.

Except all my efforts to forget have resulted in nothing. Maybe it’s closure that I need.

Closure I deserve.

The thought of being around him again, albeit in a different setting, sends a thrill through my veins.

My mind buzzes with the possibilities. Would he be surprised to see me? Would I get an apology? Would he even remember me?

He better.

I don’t know what I’d do if he didn’t. For almost a year of my life, he was my reprieve from the hell I was living in, and I thought I was his. Sure, I was just a kid at the time, but I knew I was the only person he had. He has to remember me, right?

To be turned away by him would be another form of torture for that little girl he left behind.

But I’m not that little girl anymore.

He only knew me as Pippa, my middle name. I’m Cassidy, a grown-ass woman who can more than handle rejection.

You’re also homeless and jobless …

Pathetic.

Yet as the tequila continues to flow and my inhibitions fade, the idea grows more appealing.

Liquid courage has a way of clouding judgment. A fact I know all too well and have always tried my best to stay away from.

Being rational is something I’ve had to be my whole life.

The desire to be nothing like my father gave me the strength to keep my head on straight.

But what would it be like for just a brief minute to pull down my walls and do something nuts?

Like showing up at the hotel of my childhood friend.

“I see you contemplating.”

I sigh, giving in. “I think I’m going to go see him,” I say, uncertainty evident in my voice.

Emma’s eyebrows shoot up, and a mixture of surprise and concern etches across her face. “Wow. Okay. I mean … I said you should … but I guess I didn’t think you’d actually do it.” She worries at her bottom lip. “Are you sure, Cassidy? I know it was my idea, but maybe you’re right. It’s pretty late.”

“It’s now or never. The liquid courage will wear off by morning.”

“Exactly. This isn’t really like you. You’re more—”

“Levelheaded?”

She nods vigorously. “You said it, not me.”

I let out a sigh. “Maybe I want to be daring. Why can’t I be more like you tonight?”

She’s quiet for several minutes, still biting at that lip. “Do you?”

“Do I what?”

“Really want to be daring? Reckless? Crazy?” she asks, eyes opened animatedly.

“I do.”

Em clicks mute on the remote and tosses it aside before she grabs her phone off the coffee table. The only sound in the room is the clicking of her fingers typing. My nerves intensify tenfold with every second that ticks by.

What the hell am I doing?

After a few seconds, she looks up, a smile spreading across her face.

“I don’t know the exact room number, but I know the floor.” She doesn’t look up as she continues to type. “Not sure how helpful that will be, but he’s on three.” She finishes typing and places her phone down. “The rest of the team is on the fourth, so at least you won’t be seen by any of them.”

A distant memory filters through my brain.

Aiden always had little quirks.

Superstitions.

The third floor makes complete sense.

I don’t say anything, just nod.

As a kid, I protected the little quirks that made him who he was as if they were my own. I was the only one who knew him and didn’t taunt him. Even his mom ridiculed him, but not me. I knew what it was like to feel less than. So I never did.

If he’s staying on the third floor, I have it narrowed down to which room he’ll be in.

“You’re really going to do this?” she asks, searching my face. I bob my head.

“Well, my contact says he’s there right now. He arrived after dinner and hasn’t left.” He has a game tomorrow. He wouldn’t be anywhere else. “Will you be okay?” she asks, and I wave off her worries with a dismissive gesture.

“I’ll be fine, Em. It’s just a short walk to the hotel. Besides, I can’t let this chance slip away. Who knows when I’ll get another opportunity like this?”

Emma sighs, her expression revealing a mixture of resignation and support. “Just promise me you’ll be careful. If you need anything, call me. And please, don’t do anything that could get you hurt.”

“I promise,” I reassure her, a mischievous grin creeping onto my face now that the earlier tequila is working its magic. “Help me find my shoes.”

“No.”

I stop looking for them and glance at her. “What?”

“Have you seen what you’re wearing?” She drops her gaze to roam up and down my body.

I peer down at my outfit. Black-and-red-checkered pajama pants and a stained
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