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PROLOGUE


Atlas

I stand outside Gray’s condo, knuckles hovering an inch from the door, but I don’t knock.

Not yet.

My heart is heavy, my hand clenched in a tight fist that could as easily punch the door as politely rap on it to announce my arrival. If I just stay here in the hallway long enough, maybe I won’t have to face what’s waiting inside.

I’ve been here many times before. Every time I played in Chicago, I stayed with Gray rather than at the team hotel. I couldn’t miss the opportunity to spend time with my closest friend.

This building’s nice, high-rise glass and steel, with a view of the lake if you’ve got the right corner, which he does not. Gray worked his ass off for it, although an accountant’s salary doesn’t get you much in the way of space these days. I remember relaxing on the balcony, reminiscing about the old days back in Buffalo. Distance may have separated us after we became adults, but we always stayed tight. Daily texts, weekly calls and in the summer, we always went somewhere together. Boys’ trips that involved adventure and way too much beer.

But that was all before… this.

Stage four lung cancer.

It doesn’t seem real, not when I say it in my head. Gray never smoked a day in his life, and still he’s the one whose body betrayed him. It’s not fucking fair and that’s really the reason I want to punch the door.

This is the guy who was always steady, always the responsible one, and now he’s fading from this earth.

I don’t have long to spend with him. The Titans play tonight against the Chicago Bobcats, and I’ve got to head to the arena in a few hours. I took a commercial flight here from Pittsburgh and I’ll reconnect with the team after tonight’s game for the rest of this road trip.

But I had to come. I couldn’t pass up this opportunity, not when Gray has been given a handful of weeks, maybe a month if he’s lucky. And just on the other side of this door, I’ll visit with him beside his hospice bed and try to put on a brave face.

I take a deep breath, flex my hand, then let it drop to my side. My stomach twists. I’m not ready to see how bad it’s gotten.

I picture him as a kid—us in Buffalo, sticks clattering on the pavement, pretending we were hockey stars while the streetlights buzzed overhead. Gray’s steady calm to my hot head. He was the one person I could count on when my parents flaked, when my dad missed another game or my mom shrugged me off with a “You’re tough, Atlas. You can handle it.”

Gray never said that. He just showed up. Always.

Which is why I can’t keep standing here like a coward.

I finally knock.

The door opens and I’m not surprised to come face-to-face with Maddie. Of course she’d be here. She’s the one caring for Gray until the end.

I already feel my jaw tighten, which happens whenever I’m in her presence.

Maddie St. James is petite, maybe five three tops, with a sharp blond bob that cuts at her jawline. Underneath, streaks of black peek through, deliberate and edgy. Her eyes are the kind of blue that catch you off guard—brilliant and intense. She bears a small silver stud in her nose. She’s striking, yeah. But she’s also prickly as hell, standing there with her arms crossed, expression flat like she’s already tired of me.

And the worst part? I don’t even know why she irritates me so much, but she does. The way she looks at me grates, like I’ve already failed some unspoken test.

She doesn’t greet me. Just steps back, silent, making space for me to come in.

“Where’s Grayce?” I ask, brushing past her, the silence too loud.

“Napping,” she says, clipped.

“And Gray?”

She tips her chin toward the bedroom down the hall. “See for yourself. He’s been waiting for you.”

I hesitate for a beat, then move down the hall. Maddie trails behind me, her presence a weight I don’t want but can’t shake.

The bedroom hits me like a punch.

It’s not Gray’s room anymore, it’s a hospital. The curtains are half-drawn and the smell of antiseptic hangs in the air. And in the middle of it all is Gray.

He’s in bed, wasted away. His face is gaunt, skin pale, cheekbones sharp where there used to be strength. His eyes are sunken but alert, his frame swallowed by the blankets. He looks fragile. And Gray was never fragile.

Maddie bustles around the bed, uttering a tut-tut sound that I distinctly remember my preschool teacher making when I spilled chocolate milk. “Gray, you promised you’d drink more,” she chides, taking a glass with water from beside the bed and handing it to him. Her voice is brisk—typical Maddie—but not unkind.

Gray groans and waves off the water. “Enough, Maddie. I’m not thirsty.”

“You need to stay hydrated,” she lectures, but I hear the panic in her voice. The body needs water to survive, and this is all part of dying.

“Why?” he counters, his eyes holding a tiny sparkle of mischief. “So I can fill my bladder just to piss it out of the tube into a bag?”

“But—”

“No, Maddie,” he says quietly, but with such conviction I know she won’t argue with him. “Give it a rest.”

She sets the glass down with a sigh, but I can feel her gearing up to push again. The air in the room crackles, buzzing with her stubbornness, and before I can stop myself, I cut in. “He’s not going to fall apart just because you’re not calling all the shots, you know. Gray’s tougher than you give him credit for.”

Her head snaps toward me, blue eyes flashing like ice. “Or maybe he just doesn’t need you swooping in once a month to tell him how tough he is.”

The hit lands because she’s not entirely wrong, but I’ll be damned before I admit it.

“Atlas… Maddie,” Gray says with that tone that says he’s tired of us bickering, because God know he’s heard us go at it plenty. “Just stop.”

Maddie glances in my direction and if looks could kill, I’d be dead. She turns on her heel and stalks out, muttering a string of curses under her breath, presumably all aimed at me.

The silence she leaves behind feels louder than the hum of the machines.

I drop into the chair by the bed, grumbling, “She drives me insane. How you are friends with that woman is beyond me.”

Gray’s lips twitch and his papery chuckle tells me the cancer hasn’t sucked out his humor. “You two are more alike than you think.”

“Don’t insult me,” I growl.

His chuckle rattles in his chest and leads to a coughing fit. It sounds bad, deep in his lungs, and I scramble up from the chair to grab the water. I stick it in his face, the straw nearly going up his nose before I manage to shove it in his mouth. “Here, drink this.”

“For fuck’s sake, Atlas,” he snarls, shoving the glass away with a strength that tells me he’s not exactly on death’s door yet. “I’m not thirsty.”

“I know that, you asshole,” I grumble back. “I thought it might help your cough.”

“It possibly could have, had you not tried to spear my brain through my nose with that straw,” he snaps.

We stare at each other, glares firmly in place.

He’s the first to break though, the corner of his mouth quirking up and then we both laugh.

I set the glass down, take my seat again and point toward the door. “I make a much better nurse than that harridan. Honestly, Gray. Why is she even your friend?”

Gray studies me for a moment, licking at his dry lips. “I’ll repeat… you two are more alike than different.”

I scoff, lean back in the chair and lace my fingers over my stomach. “You’re high on pain meds.”

“The medication is quite good, but I’m serious. You’re cut from nearly the same cloth. That’s why you’re both my best friends.”

I have to force myself not to grimace at that proclamation. I’m the best friend. The original. The one and only. I’ve known him since we were five years old and grew up a block apart from each other. She’s only been his friend since their freshman year in college and has no right to think of Gray in that way.

I try to rein in those toxic thoughts because I know they smack of pure jealousy over their relationship, even so, I can’t help but ask, “How the hell do you think we’re the same?”

Gray struggles to push up a bit on the pillows and I resist the urge to help him. My best friend is a proud man, and while I’m sure he lets Maddie get away with that, he won’t appreciate it from me. “You’re both stubborn as hell, neither of you will take help, and you both think you know best. You and Maddie—same flavor, different packaging.”

I scowl. There’s no fucking way we have anything in common.

“She’s been here every day,” he adds softly. “Taking care of me. Taking care of Grayce. Be nicer to her, Atlas. She deserves it.”

I look away, shame biting, and find myself giving him what he needs. “Yeah, sure. I’ll be nicer.”

He gestures weakly. “Sit closer. I don’t want to shout.”

I move closer and he pats the side of the bed. I gingerly sit on the edge and note that the change in him is worse. His hands tremble where they rest on the blanket. His breathing is shallow.

“Remember when we egged Old Man Johnson’s porch?” Gray asks, amusement tugging weakly at the corners of his mouth.

The memory makes me huff out a laugh, though it catches in my chest. “I remember you bolting like the devil himself was after you and leaving me standing there with a carton of eggs in my hand.”

“You were too slow,” he rasps, his eyes glinting.

“I was slow because you shoved me, asshole. I face-planted right into his poison ivy-infested bushes while you took off down the street.”

He gives a hoarse chuckle that turns into a cough, but there’s still humor in his gaze. “Worth it, though. The look on Johnson’s face…”

I can see it even now—the porch light flicking on, the old man roaring as yolk dripped down his screen door, me scrambling out of the hedges with twigs in my hair and Gray doubled over laughing halfway down the block.

“Yeah, worth it for you,” I mutter, shaking my head. “You didn’t get a weeping rash all over your arms and hands.”

His lips twitch again, softer this time, and for a moment it’s like we’re twelve again, just two dumb Buffalo boys raising hell on Halloween night, not sitting here in a room that smells like rubbing alcohol, waiting for the clock to run out.

But the moment doesn’t last.

“What are the doctors saying?” I ask, my voice low.

Gray exhales slowly. “Weeks.” He pauses, meets my eyes. “But between you and me? I don’t think I’ve got long.”

My throat burns. “Don’t say that.”

“It’s the truth.” His hand shakes as he reaches for mine. I don’t hesitate to grasp it, hating how bony it feels. “Promise me something.”

“Anything.”

“Look after her.”

My eyebrows knit together in confusion. “Who?”

Gray shakes his head, a frown in place as if he’s trying to explain it but isn’t doing a great job at it. “She’ll be alone in this world and she needs someone.”

He must be talking about his daughter, Grayce. Barely a year old. Her mother died in childbirth and now her father is almost gone.

I start to ask what he means, but his eyes are already fluttering shut. “Hey,” he says weakly. “I’m really tired and am going to take a little nap. Can you stay awhile?”

“Yeah, sure,” I say, but I have no idea how long a nap is to him. Hopefully he’ll wake up before I have to leave. I have no clue if I’ll be able to get back to see him again and I feel an immense sense of doom hanging over me.

Exhaustion pulls him right under and within seconds, he’s asleep, leaving me with the words ringing in my head. Look after her.

Maddie? Grayce? Both? I don’t know.

I sit there a while, staring at him, the weight of the inevitable pressing down on me. I gently pull my hand free of his and make my way back to the living room.

Maddie’s there, folding laundry. She doesn’t look up as I enter, just keeps at it, methodical and precise. The dark circles under her eyes are stark against her pale skin. Her mouth is drawn down, her shoulders tight. Grief hangs on her like a second skin.

Gray’s words echo in my head. Be nicer to her.

I lean against the doorframe, watching her. Yeah, she looks as exhausted as Gray and I can’t imagine what it feels like to not only be Gray’s caretaker, but to watch him wither away, day in and day out.

An unexpected dose of empathy hits me, which is completely antithetical to the continuous state of frustration I’m always in around her. It wins out over the jealousy that she’s been here, Gray’s constant, while I’ve been the outsider.

“How are things going?” I ask finally, my voice rough.

She stiffens, her hands tightening on the fabric she’s folding. “Fine.” The word is sharp, defensive.

I almost push but stop myself. She doesn’t want to talk. Doesn’t want to let me in. And maybe that’s why she grates on me so much. She’s just like me. Guarded. Closed off. Afraid that if she cracks open even a little, the whole damn thing will break.

“Fine doesn’t tell me anything,” I say after a beat, still leaning against the doorframe. “How is he really?”

Her hands still and she presses her lips together, then says flatly, “You saw him. You don’t need me to paint you a picture.”

My jaw clenches. “I’m asking because I want to know what the doctors are saying.”

Her gaze slices to mine, ice-blue and furious. “What the doctors are saying is that I should make him comfortable. That’s it. That’s all we’re down to now. Happy?”

The air between us snaps tight, and before I can stop myself, I push further. “I just need to know you’re doing everything you can for him.”

Her face goes white, then flushes scarlet. She drops the shirt on the pile with a sharp flick of her wrists. “Don’t you dare question me. Don’t you dare stand here and imply I’m not giving him everything. I am here every single day, Atlas. Every hour. Every breath he takes, I’m in the room making sure he has what he needs. Where the hell are you?”

Guilt makes my knees wobble. “I’m playing hockey,” I snap. “It’s called a career. One that doesn’t let me jet off to Chicago whenever I feel like it.”

Her eyes blaze. “And you think I don’t have a career too? You’re not all that special, Atlas. Meanwhile, I’m doing the best I can to make sure Gray has dignity in his last few weeks.”

I stare at her, seething, because she’s right. She knows him in ways I can’t anymore—day to day, hour to hour. But I’ve known him my whole life, and that should mean something.

“I’ve known him since we were kids,” I bite out. “Don’t act like you’ve cornered the market on loving him.”

Her chin lifts, her voice trembling with fury. “Knowing someone and being here for them are not the same thing. You may have history, Atlas, but I’m the one who’s been holding his hand while he fades. You couldn’t possibly understand.”

The words slice deep, sharper because they’re true, and guilt sweeps through me hotter than ever.

I drag a hand down my face. “Gray fell asleep, so I’m going for a walk. I’ll be back when he wakes up.”

I don’t wait for her answer. I grab my jacket off the chair and step into the hallway. My chest feels like it’s going to split open, grief and anger tangled so tight I can’t tell them apart.

Behind me, the door shuts with a soft click, but I can still feel her fury like static in the air.


CHAPTER 1


Atlas

The New York Phantoms are swarming our zone, desperate to break the tie late in the second. Their winger barrels down the boards, puck on his stick like he’s about to be the hero of the night.

Not on my watch.

I lower my shoulder and slam into him, sending him sprawling against the glass. The puck pops free, and I dig it out with my stick blade, adrenaline humming as the crowd explodes in disbelief. The angry boos from the Phantom fans calling for a penalty bounce off me.

“Middle!” my right-winger, North Paquette, shouts from the side, already taking off.

I grin, teeth bared behind my mouthguard, and fire the puck up the boards. It glides right to him, clean as a wrapped gift. He catches it, cuts hard toward the slot, then whips it across to our center, Foster McInnis. He snaps it back to me as I trail the play, wide open and not a soul around.

One-timer. Low and hard.

The puck hammers into the net before the goalie can blink.

The goal horn blares and the red light burns bright. The hometown arena falls silent and I pump my fist in victory at the shocked quiet. My line mates converge on me in a rush, all blades and helmets and gloves slapping against me.

North is first, smashing his helmet into mine so hard I see stars. “That’s the Karolak cannon, baby!” he hollers, grinning like a madman. “Goalie’s gonna be seeing pucks in his nightmares tonight.”

Foster is right behind him, stick cracking against my ass. “Hell, even you couldn’t miss that one, K. My pass was so perfect, Stevie Wonder could’ve buried it.”

I bark out a laugh, cocky and loud. “The assist was almost as perfect as the goal.”

He grins back at me. “Almost.”

Camden, one of my defensemen, skates up and grabs me in a bear hug, nearly lifting me off my skates. “That was a beauty, my man!”

“Beauty?” I shoot back, grinning wide enough to split my face. “Nah, that was art. Somebody frame it.”

They howl with laughter, shoving at me, sticks banging against shin pads as we pile together before the ref herds us toward the bench.

I soak it in, arms up, strutting a little as I skate the line of fist bumps from my teammates. A proud nod from Coach West. A handful of Titans’ fans scattered in the lower bowl are on their feet, pounding the glass for me, but the rest of the spectators are either dead silent or booing their lungs out. Perfect.

But even as I revel in absolute joy, my chest aches.

Because all I can think about is Gray.

He’s been crowding my head all game, every shift. I keep telling myself to stay locked in, to focus on the puck, the bodies flying at me, the scoreboard, but he’s there anyway, taking up a good chunk of my brain power. If I expected peace of mind after my last visit with him, I was so very wrong.

The way his hand felt like paper when I held it in Chicago three weeks ago. The dullness in his eyes. I pull hard on my memory and try to remember the sound of his laugh, which I’ve heard over and over again since we were five, and yet I feel like it’s already fading from my memory.

“You keep scoring like that and we’ll start expecting it all the time,” Coach West says as I approach the bench.

I smile as I toss my leg over the short wall but my heart’s not into giving a snappy reply, so I merely lift my chin. Coach doesn’t notice. The boys don’t notice. They see the same old Atlas, loud and loose. And that’s how I want it.

By the time the third period winds down, we’re up 4–1. The Phantoms look defeated, their playoff hopes dangling by a thread while ours just locked in. The final buzzer sounds and we’ve clinched the top seed in the division.

The boys pour over the boards, mobbing Kace in net. I leap into the pile, shouting nonsense, spraying sweat and grins everywhere. This is what we fight for—top of the standings, eyes on the championship Cup.

And still… my stomach knots with dread.

♦

The air smells of a hard-fought victory. Champagne materializes from somewhere being drunk and sprayed in equal measure to celebrate our first major milestone toward winning the championship.

First seed in our division has been on the horizon and now it’s in the bag. The Titans freight train continues to roll on.

“Welcome to the big show, Elliot!” Stone crows, shaking our backup goalie like he’s a wet dog. Our primary goalie, Drake McGinn, has been battling a groin injury, and Kace’s done an incredible job filling the net in his absence.

Kace sputters and grins, raising his arms like he just won the Cup. “Hell yeah!”

The room erupts with laughter and I’m right there in the middle of it. I snap Kace with my towel when he walks by and bark out jokes loud enough to get Lucky choking on his beer. I force myself to be the Atlas they expect so I don’t get swallowed in the despair that’s waiting with grasping fingers.

I’m peeling tape off my shin guards when Boone lumbers over, grinning like a fool, his jersey plastered to him.

“Yo, Atlas,” he says, dropping onto the bench beside me. “You keep padding your stats and you’ll take my position on the first line.”

I snort, reaching for a towel. “I hardly think that’s going to happen.”

Boone is an incredible player and there’s a reason he’s on the first line as a right-winger. “Good,” he says with a wink. “I don’t need you stealing my spotlight. I’ve worked too hard on my hair flow for the cameras.”

I can’t help laughing, a balm against the weight pressing at the back of my mind.

But even while I’m grinning, even while I’m pretending to enjoy every second of this, my thoughts keep drifting to the call I had this morning with Maddie.

Her voice wasn’t the normal brisk, no-nonsense tone I’ve become accustomed to when she obliges me with updates. It was small, frayed at the edges. Gray isn’t conscious anymore.

That’s all she said, but I could hear the crack underneath it, like she was barely holding it together. She didn’t have to spell it out—I knew what that meant. Gray’s slipping, and all that’s left now is waiting.

Since my visit to Chicago three weeks back, he’s gone downhill fast. Maddie’s been steady with updates—texts, calls, sometimes photos that cut like knives. I don’t pretend she does it for me, but rather for Gray. I’m sure he asked the same thing of her that he asked of me. Be nice.

Now every time my phone buzzes, my stomach drops, bracing for the call that I know is coming. The one that will tell me it’s over.

The room roars with continued celebration, but all I can think is how quiet it must be in Gray’s condo right now, how still he must be if he’s lost consciousness. Maddie has shared some of the medical details and I know he’s getting enough morphine to keep the pain at bay. I can even envision Maddie sitting beside his bed counting every breath, waiting for the last one.

I shove the thought down and crank up the volume of my own act, tossing towels, teasing Penn about his nonexistent receding hairline, but it does manage to send him running for the mirror.

Anything to keep the mask in place, but when I catch my reflection in the glass of my cubby, the grin looks hollow. For a second, I don’t even recognize the guy staring back—the mask is all anyone sees, but underneath I’m already bracing for the call that’ll break me. Because no matter how much I celebrate tonight, I know what’s waiting for me tomorrow or the next day or maybe even the day after that.

I know the next call I get from Maddie won’t be another update.

It’ll be the one that changes everything.


CHAPTER 2


Maddie

The cursor blinks at me from the half-finished report on my laptop screen. It taunts me, a pulsing reminder that I’ve typed only two sentences in the last hour. Not overly productive, especially since I’ve reread those two sentences about ten times.

Here’s where I am… the driven dedication to my job lost. Hell, I can’t even remember the higher purpose that drove me to be a social worker because none of that is important anymore.

There was a day, before Gray got sick, that it never felt like work. The long hours, the endless reports, the heartbreak of working with kids who had no one. Social work isn’t glamorous, and it sure as hell doesn’t pay much, but it mattered to me. Helping kids in foster care, working with parents trying to reunify with their children, and connecting struggling families with resources to keep them afloat. It fed my soul.

Some days it’s writing assessments for the courts or sitting in on home visits to make sure a child is safe. Other days it’s guiding parents through parenting classes, arranging counseling, or hunting down funding for food, clothing and rent assistance.

Every time I helped a family find resources or eased a child’s fear, it felt like proof that my past hadn’t broken me completely.

That the cycle of abandonment I lived through would not repeat itself on my watch.

Now, I can barely string together the words on a report. My heart feels dead, a precursor of protection to stave off the coming grief that I’m afraid might destroy me. That will most assuredly change my inner being because losing the most important person in your life can’t be good for anything other than destruction.

And I hate that I’m so weak. The families I work with deserve someone fully present, someone committed. The children I help deserve someone who puts their needs above everyone else’s, and right now all I can think about is curling up in a corner and shutting out the entire world. My higher purpose feels like it’s slipping away, just like Gray.

In some ways, it’s been a long two months following Gray’s diagnosis. In other ways, time is flying too fast because, as the doctors predicted, the aggressive cancer will kill him sooner rather than later, and I want more time with my best friend. I never hesitated to step in to care for him and Grayce. I convinced my supervisor to let me work part time from home, but even paperwork feels impossible when every nerve in my body is tuned to the next sound from down the hall.

The alarm on my phone buzzes, sharp and insistent, but it doesn’t startle me. My inner clock had already sensed it was time to give Gray his morphine. I have it set to go off every four hours, just as the hospice nurse instructed me to do.

“Keep him ahead of the pain,” she advised. “Even if he says he doesn’t need it, give it to him anyway.”

I close the laptop and push back from the table, stretching my stiff legs. It’s time to step into my role as caretaker. Whether Gray’s awake or not, whether he asks or not, I won’t let the pain catch up to him. Even if it means gently slipping the drops under his tongue without him ever being the wiser. I do this knowing he’ll sleep so deeply, my days of having beautiful conversations with him are over. I’ve already lost most of him.

I pass Grayce’s room on the way to Gray’s. The door is cracked, so I peek in. She’s curled up in her crib, one tiny hand flung above her head, her lips moving like she’s dreaming. Soft, wispy curls of dark hair halo her angelic face, and if her eyes were open, I’d be staring into her father. At least I’ll have that to hold on to forever, because Grayce will become mine the moment Gray dies. It’s something he feels strongly about, and all those arrangements have already been made.

My throat tightens. Grayce is eleven months old, on the verge of taking her first steps into toddlerhood, and she’ll never remember how incredible her dad was. She’ll never remember how much he loved her.

Gray wasn’t perfect, by any means. Lord knows he didn’t plan on becoming a single father after a one-night stand turned into a baby. But when Grayce’s mom died in childbirth, he stepped up without complaint. He figured it out—bottles and daycare drop-offs and working extra hours to cover bills. I watched him juggle parenthood with spreadsheets and client meetings, watched him fall asleep at his desk with her tucked against his chest.

And through it all, he never once resented her. Never once questioned that she was worth every sacrifice. He adored her and I’ll make sure she knows that every day of her life.

I pull the door shut quietly and keep going, past the framed photos lining the hall—Gray with his arm around Atlas in their teens, Gray giving his daughter a bath, Gray and me with our arms thrown around each other at college graduation. He was my constant. Foster care chewed me up, my own parents failed me and the world seemed determined to let me down, but once he came into my life, Gray was always there.

That’s what terrifies me now. Who do I become when he’s gone? Who will have my back when I’m feeling the weight of the world pressing down on me?

In his room, the drawn blinds mute the light. I don’t know why I’ve done that. It’s not like it would make it difficult for him to sleep and opening them would certainly make things a bit cheerier in here.

But fuck if I want to feel cheerful.

I turn on a bedside lamp and busy myself with the ritual of preparing his medication. I’ve learned to do it almost without thinking—measure out the morphine drops, grab a tissue to hold under his lower lip to catch dribble, check the timing again that I’m at the four-hour mark, double-check the dosage. The rhythm keeps me from falling apart.

“Gray,” I murmur, more for me than him, as I set things on the nightstand. “It’s time for your happy meds.” I shoot him a quick glance but don’t linger. His sunken cheekbones look ghastly. I instead continue with my monologue because even though I doubt he can hear me, on the off chance he does, I want him to know he’s not alone.

“Oh, don’t you give me that look,” I chide teasingly. “I know you hate having me fuss over you, but we’re not arguing about this today. For once in our friendship, I have the upper hand and I’m going to milk it for all it’s worth.”

My voice wobbles. He hasn’t been able to argue with me for days now, and what I wouldn’t give for him to open his eyes, sit up in that bed, and say, “Mads… quit being so morose. Get your shit together. It’ll be fine.”

I move closer to the bed, the little dropper filled with precious pain relief trembling in my hand. But something makes me stop.

The air feels… different.

I stare at Gray with the eyes of a hawk. God, I can’t tell if he’s breathing. It’s been so shallow for days, but I’ve trained myself not to panic. A tidal wave of apprehension hits me so hard, I go dizzy.

I set the dropper down and lean closer, eyes lasered onto his chest, willing it to move only a fraction of an inch. My hand shakes violently as I place it over his sternum.

Nothing.

I count to ten, because surely that’s enough time for his shallow respirations to catch up with the body’s need for oxygen, right? I run through everything the hospice nurse told me about when the end would come.

Gray’s jaw is slackened, mouth parted slightly, lips dried but covered in the balm I applied earlier. I move my hand near his face, holding my fingers close to see if I can feel even the faintest whisper of air.

Nothing.

For a moment, I can’t think. There’s a stillness in this room so complete, it feels like the entire world has paused right along with me.

“Gray?” I whisper. A question. Have you passed?

My eyes roam over him critically. It’s not the lack of chest movement or the paler than normal hue of his skin. It’s more about his jawline—that opened mouth parted as if to exhale his last breath. He looks… at peace.

I don’t check for a pulse. I don’t need to.

He’s gone.

A sob rips free of my chest before I can stop it, and then another, until I’m doubled over, clutching at the blankets. My body shakes with it, grief pouring out of me in great, shuddering waves.

I thought I’d be somewhat prepared for this, but I’m not. My best friend in the world is gone. My anchor. The only person in my life who never let me down. Gone.

I don’t know how long I stay like that. It could be seconds, maybe minutes. But eventually, the sound of my own sobs is too much. I force myself upright, wiping at my face with shaky hands, and step out of the room.

Grayce is still napping in her crib and my chest splinters all over again for this tiny creature who just lost the best dad in the world. I reach down and scoop her into my arms, pulling her gently against me. She stirs only slightly, her head turning to the side against my shoulder, still heavy with sleep.

I press my nose into her fine hair and inhale. The scent of baby shampoo seeps into me, soothing the jagged corners of my grief.

“It’s just us now, kiddo,” I whisper, my voice breaking on the words. “But I promise you… I’m going to give you the best life. Everything your father wanted for you, everything he asked of me. I’ll never let you down the way my parents let me down. You’ll always know you’re loved.”

Tears slip free again and I press my lips to her soft temple, then another kiss to the top of her head. I cling to her for one more moment like she’s the only thing tethering me to the earth before laying her back in the crib. She inhales, then lets out a sigh, completely oblivious.

I wipe the last of the wetness from my face and pull in a deep, steadying breath.

There are two calls I need to make.

The first will be to the hospice nurse. She’ll come out and do what my heart already knows—verify that he’s gone. Then she’ll call the funeral home, just as Gray planned, because of course he planned it all out.

And the second call will be to Atlas. Besides me, the only family Gray has.

I need to break the news that his best friend is dead. I will hold space in that moment with him as he understands what I already know—we’re worse off now because Gray Donovan is no longer in our lives.


CHAPTER 3


Atlas

I stand outside the door to Gray’s condo, just like I did three weeks ago when I came to visit. Back then, Maddie had opened it and led me to the bedroom where Gray was waiting. He’d been frail but alive. Breathing. Smiling at me through the pain.

Now, he’s gone.

The call came earlier today, no more than half an hour after the team plane landed in Boston. We’re in the middle of a week-long road trip, which started off with that amazing win last night against the Phantoms.

I saw her number on my screen, and I just knew. I was sitting next to Lucky on the bus from the airport to the team hotel, and I’d muttered under my breath, “Fuck.”

Lucky looked at me with concern but remained silent as I answered. It was the worst fucking call of my life. Maddie’s voice breaking when she told me he’d passed, and even though we’d known it was coming, it hit like a cross-check to the ribs.

The last few hours have been a blur. Not long after the bus reached the team hotel, I called an Uber to take me back to the airport so I could fly to Chicago. Our GM, Callum Derringer, knew about Gray and knew I’d be getting this call. Hard choices will have to be made given that we are in the last week of regular season play and the first round of the playoffs start next week.

But Callum didn’t hesitate when I asked to go to Chicago, and part of that is because we’ve clinched the top seed, so I’m not overly crucial to the games we have left. He told me to take the time I needed and to not worry about these last two matchups. Technically, I don’t have to be back to Pittsburgh for five days, but no amount of cleared schedule makes this any easier.

I knock softly on the door. After a few moments, it opens and Maddie is there. She has Grayce perched on her hip and I’m shocked by the relief that flickers through me to find her holding the baby. That means I don’t have to attempt an impossibly awkward hug because warm and fuzzy has never been our thing. I don’t know if we’ve ever touched outside of a quick handshake when we first met years ago.

But what stops me cold is the look on her face. Misery—raw and unfiltered. It matches my own pain, buried somewhere behind the armor I wear on and off the ice.

She steps back, wordless, a silent invitation, and I follow her into the living room. She lowers herself onto the couch with Grayce, who babbles happily and grabs at Maddie’s hair.

The innocence in it fucking stings. She has no idea her whole world has shifted. She has no idea what she’s lost.

Maddie stares at Grayce, holding her tiny hands and making silly noises at her. She completely ignores me.

“You okay?” I finally ask, the words heavy and inadequate.

Her head shakes. “No,” she whispers, eyes on the baby, which is shocking that she’d admit such a vulnerability. Maddie is all walled off behind layers of emotion-suppressing concrete. Then, after a beat, she glances up at me. “How about you?”

“I feel like nothing will ever be the same,” I admit. My own honesty surprises me, but what’s the point in lying? And truthfully, I probably won’t ever see this woman again after this visit.

Silence stretches between us, thick and awkward, broken only by Grayce’s baby chatter.

Finally, I find the courage to ask, “How… did it…” The words stick in my throat.

“How did it happen?” she asks bluntly, blue eyes flashing with ire briefly before turning back to Grayce, who grabs one of Maddie’s hoop earrings. She gently untangles the baby’s little fingers and I think she might ignore the question, but her soft voice drifts across the space between us. “I don’t know how it happened. I went in to give him medicine, and he was so still. I just knew he was gone. He looked so peaceful and I should have been grateful for that, but I wasn’t. I was angry that he was taken from me.”

And me, I think, but I know that’s not what Maddie wants or needs to hear. “What’s going to happen with the funeral?”

“There won’t be one,” Maddie says, her tone flat. “Gray didn’t want one. Said there was no one important enough to justify the expense or the effort. Maybe a few coworkers, but”—her eyes come to mine—“the only ones who mattered to him were me, you and Grayce.”

That decision doesn’t shock me. Gray had no family left, not really. Just the three people sitting in this room, and while he had a handful of casual friends and coworkers he liked well enough, the truth was, after he became a dad, those relationships sort of languished as he focused all his energy on his daughter.

“He left a letter.” Maddie stands Grayce up with her little feet propped on her thighs. “Said he wanted both of us to read it together after he was gone.”

That feels ominous. “A letter?”

“Yeah… it’s this piece of paper where people write their thoughts down and then we—”

“I know what a letter is,” I grumble.

“Good,” she says and pushes up off the couch. She walks my way and hands the baby to me. “Hold her while I get it.”

I freeze. “What?”

“Hold Grayce,” she says. “It’s in his safe and I need both hands.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I stammer, my palms outward as if to ward her off. Grayce merely gurgles and kicks her feet in her one-piece pajama outfit with panda bears on it.

“For fuck’s sake, Atlas,” Maddie snaps and actually shoves the kid into my arms. “She won’t bite. I mean, you’ve held her before.”

“Once,” I retort as I involuntarily clutch Grayce, “and that was right after she was born when she didn’t move around so much.”

“You’ll be fine,” Maddie drawls and turns on her heel to walk away.

My hands feel like clubs, clumsy and uncertain. I don’t have any experience with babies and the one time I held Grayce not long after she was born was so damn awkward, I swore I’d never do it again. Gray never pushed it on any of my visits, and I certainly didn’t ask. We were both content to let me peer down at her and sometimes let her clutch one of my fingers.

Grayce looks up at me with wide eyes, drool glistening on her chin. My stomach knots. What if she cries? Or God forbid, throws up? I hold her away from me, her brown eyes that look just like Gray’s staring at me inquisitively. I stare right back, willing Maddie to hurry the hell up.

I crane my neck, looking down the hall. What’s taking her so long?

Panic claws at my gut. I shift my arms, terrified I’ll drop her, but Grayce just warbles happily. She reaches her pudgy little fingers to clutch at the laces on my hoodie, her face scrunched up in concentration. Then her gaze comes to me and she looks at me so solemnly, I think she might be trying to communicate. Grayce blows a bubble and says something that I think might be “Da.”
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