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True

THE RULE IS CLEAR: if your father has an enemy, do NOT fall in love with his son.

Rival families don’t mix. It should be common sense, but not everyone sees it that way. Romeo and Juliet, for example, broke that rule and met a tragic end.

They ended up dead.

To this day, that classic story is sold as a beautiful love story. People even say Juliet was an incurable romantic, who gave up everything and broke down barriers for the forbidden boy.

Me, well... I thought she was a fucking idiot.

I thought she was blind. That she’d thrown her life away because she was foolish enough to go against the obvious: your family’s enemy is your enemy, too.

We must protect our own blood at all costs. Otherwise, love will kill us.

At least, that’s what I thought before I got involved with him.

Raiden Hayes and I spent our whole lives being told we should hate each other. It couldn’t be any other way. Our fathers were the main players in one of the greatest rivalries in professional hockey history.

A Crawford does not mix with a Hayes.

It’s a rule.

Well, at least it used to be.

Until the Hayes in question became the boy across the street and I ended up hopelessly in love with him: my forbidden boy.
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CHAPTER 1
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True

LIVING WITH A HOCKEY PLAYER should be a paid position.

And roommates should get double pay whenever he goes out drinking with the team and wakes up dead-hungover the next day. I should be getting double pay for that right now.

And then win a prize for not strangling the athlete who is currently face-down on our sofa.

“You’re going to be late.” It’s what I repeat for the thousandth time to Owen Prescott, my best friend, as I cross the living room and shove my things into my bag.

Sleepy and with his eyes still closed, he grumbles.

“I’ll get up in five minutes.”

“In five minutes, I’ll already be gone.” Looking around, I frown when I don’t find what I’m looking for. It should have arrived by now. I got a delivery confirmation notification just yesterday. “You didn’t happen to pick up a package for me, did you? I ordered a sign for the podcast, but the doorman said there was nothing at the desk last night.”

Owen grumbles again.

“No.”

“Shit...” I mutter softly, not knowing where else to look. “You think they delivered it to the wrong address?”

Almost as a silent way of telling me to leave him alone, Owen turns over on the sofa, now giving me his back.

“Dunno. Try Raiden’s apartment. They put our mail in his box last week.”

Irritation floods me, and I huff just thinking about the possibility.

Ever since Raiden Hayes became our neighbor a month ago, not even my packages have been safe.

I drop my car keys into my bag before going to the coffee table in front of the sofa and grabbing Owen’s phone, setting an alarm for five minutes from now. I need to get to campus early today for a class, and even though the Boston Hawks’ practice starts a little later on Thursdays, Owen can’t miss it and be late. He needs to start developing a sense of responsibility.

Owen Prescott and I have been best friends for as long as I can remember. He’s two years younger than me, and as an only child, I consider and treat him like my little brother.

Our parents played together for the Washington Capitals for years, so we grew up side by side. They were always inseparable. They were stars. And after they retired, the team was never the same.

Of all the kids from my dad’s friends from that era, I’m the oldest. We grew up like one big family, and my life got a whole lot better when they all came to the same university as me.

These days, we’re an inseparable quartet.

And with our families living far away, it’s good to have people to lean on.

“I set an alarm on your phone,” I tell Owen, my hand already on the doorknob. “Please don’t be late.”

Grumbling something I can’t make out, he lifts an arm and gives a thumbs-up.

Sighing, I open the door and leave the apartment, hoping some tiny speck of responsibility gets sucked into his brain. There are plenty of stereotypes about hockey players being difficult to deal with, and the truth is, Owen Prescott fits every single one of them. Right down to being a total man-whore.

If I didn’t love him so much, I probably wouldn’t have the patience to live with him.

I’d barely taken my first step into the hallway when the door to the apartment across from ours opens and a tall, blonde girl appears in my line of sight. She smiles at me while adjusting her skirt, and I smile back, pretending to be friendly.

Speaking of man-whores... My hated neighbor fits that description perfectly.

She’s the third different girl I’ve seen leaving his place in the last two weeks. And judging by the messy hair she’s trying to fix as she gets into the elevator, I can safely say that whatever they are, they’re not just friends.

Or at least they weren’t just that last night.

“Morning, Washington.” A deep voice grabs my attention.

I turn my head to find Raiden Hayes now filling his doorway. He holds an apple between his teeth before starting to pull on a t-shirt, tugging it over his head, and I lock my jaw just looking at him, feeling every tiny part of my body fill with anger.

Raiden has the same dark eyes and black hair as his father, and I hate that he’s my neighbor. I hate the nickname he gave me. I hate having to look at his face every morning. I hate that he transferred to my university a month ago and now plays on the same team as my friends. And I hate that, on top of all that, he steals my packages.

“Where’s my package?” Lifting my chin to meet his gaze, I get straight to the point.

Now dressed, Raiden takes a bite of the apple before pulling it from his lips, shooting me an annoying little smirk.

“Oh, I’m doing great, thanks for asking!”

He drips sarcasm, and I cross my arms, not finding it the least bit funny.

“You need to stop taking my things.”

“I don’t take your things,” Raiden defends himself. “The front desk just always mixes up our apartments.”

He disappears inside for a few moments. And when he comes back, he has his backpack on and a box in his hands.

My sign.

I don’t hesitate to take it when Raiden holds it out toward me. Heading to the elevator, I make a mental note to talk to the doorman and tell him about the mix-up they’ve been making ever since Hayes moved into the apartment across the hall. I’m caught off guard when I look back and find him following me.

“Your little boyfriend not going to campus with you today?”

I roll my eyes, calling the elevator and praying it arrives soon.

“Owen is not my boyfriend,” I correct Raiden, feeling my stomach turn at the very thought. “And he’s leaving soon. Your practice starts later today.”

Smiling, Raiden raises his eyebrows.

“Sure you’re not dating the guy?” He shrugs. “I mean, you even know his schedule.”

I part my lips, ready to reply that I don’t just know his schedule, but the whole hockey team’s, when I realize it’s not worth it. Raiden knows Owen and I are just friends. He’s just being obnoxious to piss me off.

To piss off the entire university, since no one is happy about his arrival.

Well, no one except the girls on campus he’s sleeping with.

Raiden doesn’t have a good reputation. The recent incident is just more proof of that.

His ego is bigger than anything else. And exactly like his father, Raiden thinks he’s superior to everyone. So superior, he was forced to transfer to Boston University after a list he made was leaked—ranking the players on his old team in New Jersey from best to worst—and he managed to piss off literally every guy he played with.

He may be a complete asshole, but I hate to admit he can be a good player when he tries.

Despite his performance being far from good recently, Raiden was a first-round draft pick for the New Jersey Devils last year, and his transfer to Boston University was to escape all the controversy he created and not ruin his future.

Becoming a professional player after graduation is already a given for Raiden.

It couldn’t be any other way. He carries the Maverick surname. And I know all too well how having a famous father can smooth the path for you.

Impatient with the elevator’s delay, I jab the button on the wall several times. On the display, I see it’s still stopped on the same floor and someone must be holding it.

“I’ll take the stairs,” I murmur to myself, heading for the fire door.

It’s better to walk down five whole flights than spend one more second in Raiden’s presence.

Just looking at him feels like he’s sucking all the energy out of me.

“Good luck with the podcast today!” the idiot calls out, that sideways smirk still on his lips. “Try to say something nice about me.”

Already inside the stairwell, I focus my eyes on his, forcing an equally bland smile in his direction.

“We both know that’s not going to happen.” It’s the last thing I say before slamming the door and heading down the steps, finally putting distance between us.

[image: ]

“TWO MINUTES TO AIR.”

I turn on the sign as soon as I hear Lora’s voice announcing it. The podcast’s name now glows behind our equipment table, and I smile with satisfaction as I hurry to my chair and get ready for today’s episode.

Loralei Parker is my best friend and assistant. Besides growing up with me, we both majored in journalism together and share the same passion: our podcast.

At first, it was just another audiovisual production project for university. We got one of the rooms in an abandoned building on campus and our idea was just to produce the content we needed for a good grade. Nothing more.

But then, one thing led to another, the podcast gained an audience inside and outside the university, we fell in love with it, and we got permission to continue. We still use the same room in the abandoned building, but now we’ve turned it into a studio and have even more professional equipment, suitable for more varied content.

We talk about everything, though we have a focus on sports.

On hockey, especially.

“Thirty seconds,” Lora announces from the control booth. She’s the one who produces everything, while I’m the one who hosts and delivers the news.

I adjust the microphone in front of my mouth, put on my headphones, and clear my throat, getting ready.

“True?” my friend calls, getting my attention. Beside her, the countdown timer continues. “Try to go easy on him.”

I smile, knowing exactly who Lora is talking about.

Raiden Hayes.

Considering his terrible performance on his new team, saying anything good about him will be impossible. Raiden is a Boston Hawk now. He’s one of us. And if we want to keep winning, we need to point out our players’ flaws, right?

“I’ll only speak truths.” It’s the last thing I say before the “ON AIR” light appears in front of me.

PODCAST - © After the Truth

Episode 101, recorded in Boston, Massachusetts

TRUE CRAWFORD: Good morning, listeners on duty! Welcome to another episode! My name is True Crawford, your most reliable source for updates, and you’re listening to “After the Truth,” the official Boston University podcast! We’ve prepared a wonderful lineup for you today, but first, to start the morning in style, do we have any questions, Lora?

LORALEI PARKER: Absolutely, True! Several, in fact. The vast majority are about love lives, but I think those can wait for our “Love on the Line” segment, right? Agatha Wilson, a law student, asked about the cheerleading tryouts for the football team. She wants to know if the results are out yet, and asked if either of us ever thought about joining the squad.

TRUE CRAWFORD: The results came out yesterday afternoon! You can check the list posted in the bleachers or even access it on the university portal. And about me becoming a cheerleader one day, hmm... I don’t think so. I mean, Lora would have my full support if she wanted to try out, but I don’t think I’d be any good at it.

LORALEI PARKER: Let’s just say, even though our mothers went to college together and were amazing cheerleaders, we two might not have the same skills they did.

TRUE CRAWFORD: Haha, not a chance!

LORALEI PARKER: Staying on the sports line, Paul Walter asked what you thought about the Washington Capitals game last night, True. He added that he loves the team, but wishes he’d been born earlier to have been old enough to follow them in your dad’s era. Said Austin Crawford was incredible and that he watched some games when he was really young, but doesn’t remember much.

TRUE CRAWFORD: My dad’s ego would skyrocket if he heard that. Thanks, Paul! Well, I thought the game was great. The Caps are finally climbing the standings and moving away from what seemed like an endless losing streak. I guarantee the retired roster is as happy as the current one.

LORALEI PARKER: Carter Houston wants to know: “What do you have to say about the expectations placed on the Boston Hawks? Are you hopeful with Raiden Hayes joining the team? Can’t deny he has an incredible history on the ice.”

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2
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Raiden

THEY ALL LOOK AT ME like they want to kill me.

Even Coach Harris seems to want me gone as soon as possible. The disgust on his face and the way he shakes his head in denial while staring at me are living proof.

“Pay attention, Hayes! How the fuck did you miss that pass? Dorian was wide open in front of the net!” His shrill voice reaches my ears as I skate away from the goal after another godawful play.

We’re in the middle of Boston Hawks practice, my new team. And while everyone else seems to be putting in the effort, practicing passes and shots, I look broken. Like someone sabotaged my system.

Because, holy shit, I’ve never played this badly in my entire life.

And I know it’s just practice, but it’s been like this in every game since I joined the team. For this whole month, I’ve been a different person on the ice. One with no spatial awareness, incapable of thinking.

A fucking rookie or a limp noodle.

I’m sure Frank Harris hasn’t benched me yet only because he knows my history and what I’m capable of. He might not be my biggest fan, thanks to all the shit I’ve pulled, but he knows I’m good. That I just need to wake up and find the same edge I used to have.

Which now seems fucking impossible, because it’s hard to be a good player when your whole team hates you, you feel invisible, and when you finally do get the puck, it’s because you went and got it yourself.

“For God’s sake, someone send this guy back to New Jersey,” Dorian McConel mutters loudly as he skates past me.

A few guys snicker, and I clench my jaw, fighting the urge to punch Dorian.

He might be a complete asshole, but he’s my captain now. And no matter how little respect he shows me, I have to show him some.

At least on the ice.

“That’s enough! We’re done for today!” Coach Harris blows his whistle, clearly out of patience. Not just with me and Dorian, but with all of us. It’s written all over my teammates‘ faces that they went out drinking last night. Their faces scream hangover. Obviously, they didn’t invite me, but I wouldn’t have gone even if there was money involved. Hockey and alcohol don’t mix. “You’d better show up sober for tomorrow’s game and stop half-assing it and glaring at each other like spoiled teenagers. I’m not here for games, goddammit! And if you want to win a single fucking thing this season, you’d better not be either.”

Frank Harris’s firm voice makes heads drop and muttered apologies spread through the rink.

I don’t waste any time skating across the ice toward the tunnel. I’m the first one to the locker room, and the voices follow me. As I open my stall to get my clothes, the space starts to fill up, and I hustle to get my gear off as fast as I can.

I like being one of the first in the shower so I can get the hell out of here as quickly as possible and spend less time surrounded by the stares that feel like they’re about to blow me to pieces any second, like I’m in a minefield.

“Good practice, Hayes,” I hear a voice say, catching my attention.

Glancing in the direction it came from, I see Owen Prescott opening the stall next to mine. He presses his lips into a half-smile and gives a single nod, like a silent “I mean it.”

“Thanks, but I know it’s not true,” I say, shutting my stall.

I don’t need pity compliments. I’m a good player and I know it. I’m just not at my best.

Yet.

“If it helps, the whole team was shit today,” Henry Parker says, right behind Owen, making me notice his presence. The blond guy offers me the same half-smile and shrugs.

They’re not my friends. Far from it. But they’re the only ones who don’t look at me like I’m disgusting or simply choose to ignore my existence. Well, them and Sarah, my newest and dearest captain’s sister, whom I’ve been hooking up with on the sly every now and then.

Sarah’s cool. And just like me, she only wants sex.

We’re not exclusive and it’s a no-strings thing.

I can see whoever I want, same as her, and that’s what I’ve been doing.

Even though I know it would be a giant shitstorm if Dorian found out, I can’t help but picture the rage in his eyes if he knew that I, the rookie he hates, was fucking his sister.

It would be fucking hilarious.

“Have a good afternoon,” I say to Owen and Henry before walking away without looking back, heading for the showers while every fiber of my being begs to get the fuck out of here.

I duck into the first empty stall I see, turning on the shower without hesitation. The strong jet of water helps a little with the tension as it hits my back, and I close my eyes, sighing.

I’ve always been a known guy, popular even, but I never had many friends.

I got used to the loneliness back in childhood, when the boys at my school seemed afraid of me. Not just because of my size and looks, but because of my last name and what it meant.

Maverick Hayes, my father, was a sick monster on the ice.

His favorite pastime was knocking out his opponents’ teeth. During his years in the pro league, he was known as Mr. Terror, and I guess that’s reason enough to scare eight-year-old boys.

My teenage years were lonely too. The team didn’t like me.

I don’t know if it was jealousy or they just didn’t like my face...

My time at the University of New Jersey was the only time that was different. Our team was tight, and for the first time in my life I felt like... I was close to having friends. Or almost.

While my current team looks like they want to puke or punch me whenever they see me, back in New Jersey my teammates respected me and included me. Well, at least they used to.

After the whole mess with the list, things changed. They started thinking I was a complete asshole.

And I never even got the chance to tell them what really happened.

An icy shiver runs down my spine just remembering the disappointed, furious expressions on my old team’s faces when they showed up at the rink for a regular practice and found the goddamn list taped to the wall.

Shawn Grayson was our youngest forward. I’d spent weeks helping him with his shots so he wouldn’t quit, only to find his name ranked low on the list and him looking more defeated than ever.

To them, it was like I’d betrayed them. What kind of idiot makes a numbered list ranking his own team and then rubs it in their faces?

Only a world-class son of a bitch.

Only... me.

I shake my head after turning off the shower, forcing my thoughts away.

It’s not worth reliving the past if you can’t change it, and that’s something you only learn after many tries.

I wrap a towel around my waist before leaving the shower stall and heading back to the locker area, opening my stall to get my clothes. There’s a group of players in a huddle near the wall, and they’re laughing loudly while watching something on one of their phones.

Dorian’s the one holding the device, and he breaks into a huge grin as he lifts his head and meets my eyes.

“How does it feel to be a star, Hayes?” I frown at the sound of his voice.

The other four guys in the huddle look at me too, finding it funny for some reason.

“Leave the guy alone...” Owen says from the other side of the locker room. Henry is still beside him, and they both look at me with pity, like they’re apologizing.

But what the hell is going on here? Why the fuck does everyone seem to know something I don’t?

As if he can see the questions on my face, Dorian decides to clear things up by connecting his phone’s Bluetooth to one of the ceiling speakers.

Within seconds, a familiar voice fills the locker room.

True Crawford’s voice.

“...as much as I’d like to say something good about him, we all know how his performance with the Boston Hawks has been lacking... Raiden Hayes had everything it took to be the greatest player to ever set foot in this university, but in reality, he’s more like Boston’s biggest disappointment.”

“Turn that shit off, Dorian,” Henry says, still standing on the other side of the room.

Dorian and the guys around him start laughing.

“There’s no need for all this,” Owen adds, joining Henry and, for some reason, standing by my side.

My jaw clenched in anger, I turn to the two of them, who look more embarrassed than anything as they glance at me. They’re close friends of True’s, after all. And for whatever reason, she chose to humiliate me on her podcast today.

Again.

The worst part is I’m not even surprised by her audacity, I’m just angry.

An anger that grows and grows as her words keep flooding my ears and mocking snickers spread through the locker room.

True Crawford hates me because of the old feud between our fathers.

And if it’s war she wants, it’s war she’ll get.
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True

“DO YOU THINK CHATGPT could help me if I asked for tips on how to ditch a guy without seeming rude?”

Caught off guard by Lora’s question, I let out a laugh.

I’m packing my things into my bag, getting ready to leave the podcast studio, while she remains seated in her chair, now staring at her phone with a vaguely disgusted expression.

“What’s up?” I let curiosity get the better of me as I move closer.

Lora lifts her chin, meeting my gaze. A long sigh escapes her lips.

“Remember Tom, that redhead obsessed with dinosaurs?” she asks, and I nod instantly. It was such a traumatic experience, I couldn’t erase it from my brain in a billion years. “He’s back, and now he won’t stop messaging me.”

“Why don’t you block him?” I suggest with a shrug. “That’s what I did with the blond guy.”

Turns out, about two months ago, Lora and I had the brilliant idea to agree to a double date. She’d been talking to this Tom guy on Instagram for weeks, and when she mentioned she had a single best friend, the two of them thought it would be amazing to bring their two best friends together while they got together.

In other words: they had their first date alongside me and Phillipe, the best friend in question.

And both dates were a disaster, to put it mildly.

Tom and Phillipe spent an hour and a half yammering on about dinosaurs, fossils, and rocks. They seemed more excited to talk about paleontology than to try and get us into bed.

Which was a major disappointment, because both guys were pretty hot.

Lora spent the entire dinner shooting me apologetic looks that simultaneously begged for us to get the hell out of there.

“I don’t like to seem rude,” my friend says.

“It’s better than replying and making him think you’re still interested.”

“You’re right.” She sighs, tapping something on her phone. “There. Blocked. I guess my fate is to go back to using dating apps, since life isn’t bringing me anyone interesting.”

“At least we’re in the shit together,” I point out, crossing the studio to grab my bag. “Both single and with no interesting options.”

My best friend lets her head loll back, giving me a bored look.

“You have options.” She continues when she sees my confused expression. “There’s Miles. And I’m sure you could get with him if you just tried a little.”

“Miles doesn’t count. He’s just a little platonic crush.”

Lora shrugs.

“You’ve never tried to find out.”

And I’m not going to, is what I think.

Miles Helmer is the goalie for the Boston Hawks. He’s two years older, and I’ve had a thing for him since I got to university, but I’ve never done anything about it.

Generally, I’m pretty confident and self-assured. I almost always get what I want, but... Miles is way out of my league.

Besides being really quiet and focused, he doesn’t pay attention to almost anyone. He’s about to graduate, and to this day I don’t know the name of a single girl from university who’s hooked up with him. Lots of interested parties, but no one who’s actually succeeded.

The competition is fierce, and I might be a coward for this, but I’ll never try anything knowing I could end up getting rejected.

Lora follows me as I leave the studio, locking the door behind us. Since the building is abandoned due to disuse, the elevator doesn’t work, so we’re forced to go up and down three flights of stairs every day.

“Think we have a chance against Michigan tomorrow?” Lora asks as soon as we reach the crowded parking lot.

The new communications building is right next door, and you always have to get there super early to snag an available spot. Today, I had to park in a no-parking zone. I wasted so much time arguing with Owen before leaving home that by the time I arrived, the lot was already full of cars.

“I don’t know,” I answer honestly, digging through my bag for my keys. “Our team is a mess.”

Lora scoffs, nodding in agreement.

“Owen and my brother must be really pissed about all this.”

She’s right. Even though it sometimes seems like the two of them are missing a few brain cells, Owen Prescott and Henry Parker care a lot about team unity.

Unity is connection. And without a connected team, it’s practically impossible to get good results.

I don’t know exactly why the team seems so distant, but I bet Raiden’s arrival is responsible for it.

Exactly like his twin sister, Henry gets fucking furious when things spiral out of his control. I’m sure if it were up to him, he’d sit all the players down in the locker room and make each one of them hash it out.

“Did you park really far away?” Lora wants to know.

Finding my key, I clutch it and lift my head, scanning the sea of cars in front of us.

“No, actually I parked right over there and...” I stop talking as soon as I notice something strange.

Thinking I’m going crazy, I frown.

I’m sure I parked there.

Absolutely sure.

But then... where the fuck is my car?

An overwhelming panic spreads through my body just thinking about the possibilities of what could have happened.

“I think I got robbed,” I say aloud, frozen.

Beside me, Lora is taken by surprise.

“What?” Her eyes widen. “What do you mean?”

Taking a deep breath, I force myself to stay calm.

“My car. I think my car got stolen,” I clarify, and her panic seems to double. Great. Now we’re both about to lose it. “The lot was already full when I got here, and I parked right there, near the flower bed, but there’s nothing. The car isn’t there anymore.”

My pulse quickens, an icy wave of fear, anxiety, and desperation shooting through me.

Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit!

“Are you sure about that?” Lora asks, trying to calm me down. “You couldn’t be mistaken?”

“No... I... I’m sure.”

Anxious, I start pressing the key fob button over and over, praying Lora is right. That I got confused, since I left home in a hurry. That somewhere in this parking lot, a light will flash and a blue Jeep will unlock.

Taking a step forward, I approach the curb, about to head out into the streets to look for the car. My feet barely touch the asphalt when the loud roar of an engine assaults my senses, grabbing my attention.

Lifting my head, I search for the asshole making noise while some students are still in class. At high speed, a big, all-black motorcycle comes straight toward us.

I don’t even have time to fully process what’s happening when it comes within inches of running me over. I take a step back, retreating so I won’t get hit. The asshole brakes hard, stopping right in front of me.

“What the fuck?” I snap, completely furious. “You almost hit me!”

The previously unknown rider turns his head in my direction. Wearing a leather jacket and black gloves, he brings one hand to his visor and lifts it.

And my blood boils in my veins the moment I meet the brown eyes I’d recognize anywhere.

“My bad, Washington. Thought you might need a ride,” Raiden Hayes says. Even though I can’t see his mouth, I’m sure he’s smiling just from the mocking tone in his voice. The asshole pretends to look around. “Where’s your car?”

Clenching my jaw, I ball my fists at my sides. Every part of me feels like it’s burning with hatred. I try to take a step forward, but Lora holds me back.

“What did you do?” I practically snarl.

Laughing, Raiden raises his gloved hands in the air.

“Me? Nothing. Now, about the tow truck, I can’t say the same...”

Processing his words, I frown as I watch him pull a piece of paper from his jacket pocket. He holds it out toward me, and I snatch it from his hand without a shred of caution, examining it immediately.

It’s a card.

JOHN’S TOWING.

For more info, call!

“What the fuck did you...” I start, but Raiden doesn’t give me time to finish the sentence.

The goddamn engine of his bike roars to life again. He closes his visor and tilts his head slightly in my direction, as if mocking me.

As if saying that today, he won.

“Next time you decide to talk shit about me on your podcast, at least make sure you’re parked in a legal spot, Washington. You made it way too easy. It was almost embarrassing.”

Completely beside myself, I manage to shake off Lora’s arms and lunge toward him. But before I can reach him, Raiden turns and peels out on the bike.

He accelerates, and the back wheel makes a mess as it goes through a puddle of water and mud, splattering it all over me. Left behind, I look down at my pants and my boots—which were white before but are now filthy.

Grunting in rage, I feel like screaming as I watch him now far away, leaving the parking lot.

“Come on.” Lora’s hands land on my shoulders. “I’ll give you a ride.”

Unable to find words to answer her, I just nod, letting her guide me to her car while my insides seethe with hatred.

Raiden crossed every line.

He went too far.

And I’ve never hated him as much as I do right now.
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“I’M GOING TO KILL HIM.”

Standing in front of the laundry room sink, I let the water run over my boots as I scrub them, trying my hardest to get them clean.

It’s already night, and I still haven’t managed to calm down. I spent the whole ride from campus to my building cursing Raiden with every possible name for Lora and praying I wouldn’t run into him in the hallway when I got to my apartment.

I was so angry, I’m almost afraid of what my reaction would be if I bumped into him.

If it were up to me, Raiden would leave Boston and never set foot here again.

“No, you won’t,” Owen yells, his voice coming from the living room. “Because if you kill him, on top of your towed car, you’ll also get life in prison.”

Yeah, he has a point.

A very important point.

The soft ring of my phone reaches my ears from a distance. Thinking it’s my dad, I turn off the faucet and dry my hands, leaving the boots behind as I head toward the living room.

“It’s Austin,” Owen says, holding my phone in one hand. Sprawled on the sofa, he’s eating chips with the other, and his fingers are filthy.

I thank him as I take the phone, stepping away a bit to accept the call.

I tried calling my dad several times, but he didn’t answer. He must have been busy. And unfortunately, Austin Crawford is the type of person who only looks at messages and answers calls when the world seems about to end and they’ve piled up.

“Finally.” It’s the way I choose to say “hi,” pressing the phone to my ear.

“Eight missed calls?” My dad’s voice doesn’t sound worried, but curious. He knows that if it were an emergency, I would have called my mom. She would answer right away. “What should I call you now? Baby Crawford or Miss Trouble?”

Somehow, even amid the sea of irritation filling me, I roll my eyes and smile at hearing the nicknames.

Baby Crawford was the nickname my dad gave me before I was even born. When I got older and started causing trouble and getting into mischief, I became Miss Trouble.

Basically, they reflect the two sides of my personality as a daughter.

“I need money.” I get straight to the point, not really sure how to explain everything that happened.

“What a surprise.” My dad is sarcastic. “Your dear old dad is doing great, by the way. Thanks for asking.”

Leaning against the wall, I sigh.

“Sorry,” I say. “My Jeep got towed this afternoon. I have to pay the fees to get it released.”

Austin goes on alert.

“What did you do?”

“Nothing major. I just... parked where I wasn’t supposed to.”

“True...” He scolds me just with his tone.

“I swear everyone does it, okay?” I try to assure him. “The lot was full, I had no choice. I just... had bad luck.”

And Maverick Hayes’s equally shitty son set it all up, is what I think of saying, but I keep it to myself.

It’s better not to talk about Raiden with my dad. Austin knows he’s studying at the same university as us, since he plays on the same team as Owen and Henry, but he has no idea Raiden is our neighbor.

I didn’t tell him because I don’t want to worry him with nonsense, even though Raiden is currently the biggest thorn in my side.

On the other end of the line, my dad sighs, absorbing the information.

“Alright. Text me the amount you need and I’ll transfer it.”

I close my eyes, hit by a stab of relief.

We don’t live that close to campus, and it would be hell to depend on Owen for rides every day. Our schedules don’t even match up.

“Thank you,” I tell my dad. “I promise it won’t happen again. Love you.”

I could swear Austin is smiling, even though I can’t see him.

“Love you too, Miss Trouble. Give Owen a kiss and tell him I said good luck in the game tomorrow.”

Pulling the phone away from my ear, I turn to my best friend, gesturing for him to understand what to do.

“Kiss, Uncle!” Prescott yells, his mouth full of chips.

My dad lets out a hoarse laugh before saying goodbye again and hanging up. I don’t even wait before sending the message with the amount I need, and, by some miracle, Austin reads it instantly.

Sighing in relief, I flop onto the sofa next to Owen.

“Want to go get ice cream?” he suggests, looking at me. “Always fixes everything. We can take my car.”

I arch an eyebrow at him.

“As if I had any other choice...”

Jumping to his feet, Owen lets out a laugh and extends a hand toward me, helping me get the momentum to stand up too.

​
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CHAPTER 4
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Raiden

DAD: HAVE A GOOD GAME.

SITTING AT MY LAPTOP DESK, I stare at the notification now glowing on my phone screen.

Of course my dad will be watching today’s game. He always does, even from Sweden.

No matter where he is, his eyes are always on me: his golden boy, the vessel for more expectations than anything else.

I’m not surprised by his terse message, nor by his habit of memorizing my schedule and watching me. What surprises me is that it’s already early afternoon and he’s forgotten what today represents. Or that he remembered, but chose not to mention it.

Chose not to talk about her.

About my mother.

About what happened six years ago and spread all over the internet.

Exactly like the old article currently open on my computer.

TRAGEDY! BRITISH SUPERMODEL ADELA HAYES DIES AFTER SUFFERING CARDIORESPIRATORY ARREST DURING LIPOSUCTION PROCEDURE.

My heart speeds up just reading the headline.

It doesn’t feel like six years. To be honest, I’ve felt lost in time ever since. Some days crawl by painfully slow, others rush past too fast.

But there isn’t a single day I don’t remember her. Her smile. Her scent. How she’d laugh at me whenever we spent too much time together and my accent started sounding more like hers.

A part of me left with my mother. And a frivolous reason ended her life forever.

My dad met her during a trip to England. Maverick was born and raised in Sweden, and only moved to North America because of hockey. He wanted to go pro, and he knew he could.

My mother came with him. And in the midst of my father’s peak career as a star for the Pittsburgh Penguins, I was born.

An American, from Pennsylvania, son of a London supermodel and a hot-headed hockey player from Stockholm.

Quite the mix.

I never understood what my dad had that made my mother love him so much, but I was always certain her love was real. It was there, present in our home every day, even when my dad proved to be a complete idiot.

Maverick was never easy to deal with. He still isn’t. But he got a lot worse after my mother was gone.

Bringing my hand to the mouse, I scroll down a bit, coming across the suggested news articles. The site focuses on hockey, and they’re all about my dad.

TEMPERATURE RISING! MAVERICK HAYES TAKES SHOTS AT AUSTIN CRAWFORD AFTER WIN AGAINST WASHINGTON CAPITALS. “THEIR DEFENSE WASN’T HARD TO PENETRATE. CRAWFORD WAS A COMPLETE EMBARRASSMENT. LOOKED MORE LIKE A ROOKIE THAN ANYTHING ELSE”

RIVALRY BETWEEN ICE KINGS? AUSTIN CRAWFORD AND MAVERICK HAYES FAMILIES COMPLETELY IGNORE EACH OTHER DURING HALL OF FAME EVENT!

SOCIAL MEDIA DRAMA? ON THE VERGE OF RETIREMENT, AUSTIN AND MAVERICK LIKE POSTS THROWING SHADE AT EACH OTHER AND THEIR CAREERS.

Tired of reading more of the same, I close the laptop screen without even shutting it down.

The image of True Crawford’s fiery blue eyes flashes in my mind, and I shake my head, pushing it away. She hates me because our fathers hate each other. It’s always been that way.

I wonder if she’ll be at the game today. If she’ll watch me, looking for any flaw, ready to tear me apart on her podcast once again.

She won’t miss the chance, that’s for sure.

[image: ]

MICHIGAN DIDN’T COME to play around.

And Miles Helmer is the sole reason we’re not getting our asses handed to us in our own house right now.

Our defense is shit, full of holes. It’s been way too easy to get to our net, and Helmer worked miracles saving four risky shots on goal just in this period, stopping them from scoring.

Meanwhile, our offense is terrible in every way. We’re so disconnected we look scared, like we’re hiding behind our sticks. And every time I step on the ice, I realize our line is the worst of all.

Thanks to Dorian, who keeps letting his anger toward me speak louder and acts like a spoiled brat by pretending I’m not on the rink.

The arena is packed today, with more fans than usual. And right behind the penalty box, as I imagined, is True. Supporting her friends, she’s wearing a team cap exactly like Henry’s sister’s, who, sitting right beside her, is focused on every play.

We reached the third period with a scoreless tie, but the crowd is still electric, full of energy, and I’m sure that’s the only good thing about the broadcast.

In college hockey, few games are televised, and today’s is one of them. I know we have big names watching us now. That my dad has the TV on right now, judging every tiny slip I make. That the New Jersey pro team has their eye on me, especially after recent events and the transfer.

And I know, most of all, that what True Crawford has been saying about me on her podcast hasn’t done my image any favors.

That girl is terrible.

And I need to show her she’s wrong.

I need her to know she’d better not mess with me again, and what I did to her car was just a warning.

That she doesn’t scare me, even if she thinks she does.

My blood boils just remembering her words.

Raiden Hayes had everything it took to be the greatest player to ever set foot in this university, but in reality, he’s more like Boston’s biggest disappointment.

Who the fuck does she think she is?

“Focus, guys! Only a few minutes left,” the coach yells as I leave the bench and step onto the ice. “Any mistake now could cost us the whole game. Tighten up the offense! Avoid overtime.”

I nod in his direction, showing I understand.

Avoiding overtime is what I’ve been trying to do since the first face-off.

I want to win. I really do. But it’s fucking hard.

“Let’s go, damn it!” Dorian shouts, playing his role as captain by skating close to me. “The center of the rink is the limit! I want to see that puck in the net!”

I feel like rolling my eyes hearing him act like he’s doing a damn thing, but I don’t even have time for that. We have possession now. Owen Prescott bolts toward the rival net like lightning, and Dorian and I follow in our respective positions.

Michigan’s coverage descends on Owen like starving animals. In the blink of an eye, one of their guys slams him against the acrylic wall. Prescott’s back hits with force, and he loses control of the puck, which slides away until it finds one of Michigan’s sticks.

The rival player tries to break away, pushing for speed, but Dorian stops him. Thanks to Michigan’s lack of attention, our captain shakes off the coverage, and before I know it, he’s coming toward me.

Everything happens too fast, as usual. Before I realize it, the puck is with me. I don’t even have time to think. And leaning my stick at a perfect angle, I launch the disk with force, watching it slip between the Michigan goalie’s legs before hitting the net.

Screams explode through the arena as I feel my heart race in my chest, adrenaline tearing through my veins.

One for Boston, zero for Michigan.

My first goal for the team.

With an assist from Dorian.

“Fuck yeah, Raiden! That was fucking awesome!” I hear Owen shouting amid the yells and celebrations.

I look back, catching him coming toward me as he celebrates, along with Henry and other defensemen. Near them, Dorian is standing still, shooting me a look that screams, no, he is not happy.

That I might have scored a goal and saved our skin today, but he still hates me and doesn’t trust me.

Great.

The feeling is mutual.
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FOR THE FIRST TIME since I arrived, Coach Harris praised me.

Almost.

“Good work, kid.” That’s what he said while giving me a pat on the back as we headed to the locker room, making my whole body relax.

I don’t want Frank Harris to hate me. I mean, I know it’s hard for him to like me, thanks to the reason for my transfer, but I know what happened was a huge misunderstanding.

If only someone had given me the chance to explain myself, maybe things would never have changed. Maybe I’d have stayed in New Jersey, or even transferred, but my reception in Boston would have been different.
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