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Author’s Note and Content Guidance


If you’re reading this book, thank you. Truly. Thank you for giving Sam, Alex, Kane, and Bryden “Mountain” a chance to wreck you.


This book was probably the hardest for me to write for several reasons. It’s raw and often unfiltered. This was a lot of firsts for me, a new subgenre and new tropes.


Their story is harsher than any characters I’ve written before them. It won’t wrap you in warmth; it’s not soft, clean, or polite. You’ll hate these characters, but you’ll love them, too. You’ll judge them, root for them, scream when they get it wrong, and maybe, just maybe, you’ll see pieces of your own broken humanity through them.


This is for readers who aren’t afraid to feel all their pain and rage. To question where the line between love and destruction begins and ends. It shows the truth in the way trauma often feels… ugly, complicated, and sometimes cruel. It’s about survival, and what happens when the people who break you become the ones who help you stand again.


They’re not heroes. Not yet. Maybe not ever. But they’re trying. And sometimes, that’s the most honest kind of story to tell.


This won’t be a story for everyone, but for those who resonate with it, thank you for letting me share it with you. It touches on heavy and sensitive topics, so please take care of yourself FIRST.


XO,


Sade


This content contains depictions of bullying, dubious consent, verbal and psychological abuse, abuse of power, sexual harassment (off page) and coercion, physical assault, past sexual assault, mention of self-harm, suicide (off page), parental death, mental health struggles, profanity, violence, sex, alcohol, and emotional manipulation. It also references past and current trauma.


If you or someone you know is struggling with suicidal thoughts, please know you are not alone. Help is available. In the U.S., call or text the Suicide & Crisis Lifeline at 988.















Resources Used


When writing outside of my lived experience, it is important to do so with care and as much accuracy as possible. Below are the resources used in writing Bryden’s character. Thank you to the Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe for your help.




	The Ojibwe People’s Dictionary by Nora Livesay and John D. Nichols with support and collaboration from the University of Minnesota’s university libraries and Department of American Indian Studies


	The Tribal Council of Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe


	“5 Stereotypes to Avoid When Writing Native American Characters” by Sarah Elisabeth Sawyer


	“Writing POC 101: Native American Characters” by TalkThePOC


	“How to Write Indigenous Characters Without Looking Like a Jackass” by Reanimated Courier


















CHAPTER ONE
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SAM


Goodbye.


God, that word fucking sucks.


“See you later, little bro.”


Desmond clings tighter to my legs without answering.


I’m never good at saying the G word. The only people I held dear left, never to return. I won’t do that to Desmond, but I have no idea when I’ll return.


Standing in the doorway of this run-down house, I tell myself that this goodbye is only temporary. The paint is chipped and peeling. There are holes in the walls, some from water damage, others from fists. The carpet is stained, and there isn’t a single piece of furniture that doesn’t have a tear in it somewhere. No matter what, I’ll be back for him… for us.


“Don’t leave me, sissy,” Desmond pleads. I give him a squeeze and lean down to rest my chin on the top of his head, fighting back tears. I hate that seeing me walk out the door frightens him like this.


We’ve lost so much… first our mom—our lifeline—and now it must feel as if he’s losing me, too. We’re the only good left in our fucked-up world. One day, he’ll realize that I had to leave for him. I have to do what’s needed to save him from this dump. Even if it means the first step is damn near abandoning him.


I lift his head, forcing him to look at me. Tears stain his beautiful brown cheeks, and his chest heaves with each sharp inhale.


“Look at me, Des. I’ll be back.” I suck in a breath, blinking back my emotions. Being strong for him is the only thing that matters.


Who am I kidding? I also need to be strong for myself. Otherwise, I won’t make it in the real world without him. Since I was twelve, and he was only two, we’ve been holding each other when the nights felt like they would never end. Especially the nights that Gary, Des’s father and my stepfather, decided to take whatever anger he had from the day out on me after having too much to drink.


My eyes land on the bike leaning up against the tree. A small smile tugs at the corners of my mouth as I think about how happy Des was when I gave it to him for his birthday last year. I saved every penny I made from babysitting other kids in the neighborhood. With Gary finding my stash every other month and using my money to feed his vices, it took me almost two years. But the look on my brother’s face was worth every sacrifice.


“I have to do this so that I can come back for you.” I keep my voice down, barely at a whisper.


He sniffles and dries his face with the sleeve of his shirt. “You promise?”


I force a smile. “What do we say?” I watch his shoulders rise and fall in rapid succession. “Through shadows and storms—”


“It’s you and me forever.” Desmond swallows, nodding as if to remind himself.


“That’s right. I’ll only be on the other side of town, but I’ll call and come to see you every chance I get. You just need to be strong for me. Can you do that?”


“Mm-hmm.” He nods again, his breathing finally settling.


“I know you can.” I kiss his head and hug him some more.


“Hurry up and close my damn door,” Gary barks.


Desmond flinches as I peer up over his head at Gary without breaking our embrace. His tall frame stands there menacingly, a beer in one hand and a lit cigarette in the other. He seethes, staring at me with nothing but hate in his heart. A monster that poisons everything in its presence.


That stops with us. I’ll free Desmond from this hellhole if it’s the last thing I do. Luckily, he’s never made Desmond the subject of his physical torment. No, this asshole reserves that for me. Just like he did Momma, up until the day she left this earth.


That’s the one thing keeping me sane. There’s no way I could leave if I thought he might hurt Desmond. Gary may not have laid a hand on Des, but that doesn’t stop the yelling or the nights where he’d show up with no dinner but had enough money for a six-pack.


I turn my attention back to my brother, refusing to let Gary take more from me than he already has. So, with another peck to Desmond’s head, I lean down to whisper into his ear. “Be brave. And go to Evan and Mrs. Holmes if he gets too upset.”


I hate this, but I know it’s for the best.


The sound of a horn blares outside. Reluctantly, I back away. The tears I fought so hard to keep at bay pour down my face, and I don’t bother to wipe them.


I drag my luggage out the door. With a quick look back, I pass my brother a tight smile.


“I love you, little bro,” I choke out, my heart pounding.


“I love you, too.” He sniffles.


Gary has lost his patience. “That’s enough, dammit. If you’re going to leave, get the hell out.”


My teeth grind together as I bite back the words I want to say to him. They would be useless and would only give him what he needs to justify his actions. Not that it takes much to set him off these days.


I won’t give him that satisfaction.


I shake off the anger and step away from the doorway. Walking toward the small passenger bus, my eyes fall on the name stamped on the side in bold, gothic script. SOVEREIGN KING’S UNIVERSITY. This is it. My chance to make something of myself for both our sakes. Momma would have wanted it that way.


When I reach the end of the driveway, the driver is waiting by the luggage compartment. He’s a tall Black man with streaks of gray peppered throughout his hair, reminding me of my late grandfather. He smiles at me, but I can’t find the strength to return the gesture. Thankfully, he doesn’t seem to be bothered by it. I allow him to take my luggage, and I sling my small backpack over my shoulder before climbing the steps of the bus.


It’s empty except for two other students. One is in the first seat with her eyes glued to the book in her hand. The other is in the middle with his head up against the window. Both are in their own world, hiding within themselves from everything around them. A behavior I know too well.


As I move through the aisle, I can’t help but wonder what brings them to SKU. Did they also miraculously receive a scholarship to the most prestigious university in the county?


The guy glances at me and smiles. “Hey. I’m Xavier.”


I tip my chin. “Sam.”


“You transferring in, too?”


I nod.


“Cool. Maybe I’ll see you around.”


I don’t bother answering. He’s being nice, making small talk so that the twenty-minute ride across town isn’t so awkward. And it’s nothing against him. I’m just not interested in making friends, even with cute guys with freshly styled locs and warm eyes.


I settle in and peer out the window as the bus pulls away. Before long, all the houses with overgrown sidewalks and assorted trash on their lawns whisk by until there’s nothing but open roads and fields of grass. Still focused on the world outside, my mind wanders, thinking about these past eight years of pain and neglect. And for what? Because my mother fell in love with a man who turned out to be nothing more than a nightmare?


One day she decided death was better than living another moment with him.


That same day, I was forced to grow up before I was ready. To become a parent to a child who wasn’t mine. I’ve spent most of my life trying to convince myself things weren’t as bad as they were. But none of that matters now.


This isn’t the time to dwell on the past. I may be arriving at SKU a semester behind, given that my initial scholarship application was denied, but I’ll bust my ass and prove that I deserve to be there. Scholarship or not. The only thing that matters is moving forward… and then doing everything in my power to get my brother out.















CHAPTER TWO
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SAM


The ride to SKU is quiet. Peaceful. Something I’m not used to. The sounds of Melanie Martinez flow through my headphones, and I let myself zone out while listening to the lyrics.


Opening the messaging app, I tap on a thread with my best friend. The first friend I made when we moved in with Gary. We were eleven at the time, and when none of the other kids could be bothered to talk to me, Evan swooped in. He’s always had my back from day one, and when Mom died, Evan helped me through. Now we’ll be worlds apart.




Sam: I’m going to miss you, bestie.





I hit send, and a second later, he replies.




Evan: I know.





I laugh.




Evan: Love you, babes. And remember, you’re a badass.





A smile parts my lips, his words speaking life into me. As we pull off the main road, the entrance to the university looms up ahead. I sit up straighter, my heart pounding as I take in my surroundings. Students walk along the sidewalk, some with backpacks, others carrying books. A group of girls stands near the fountain laughing.


I imagine myself there with them, getting to live my life the way I want to—the way I deserve to.


The bus comes to a stop, and we get off to gather our things. The driver hands me my two suitcases and duffel.


I meet his gaze. “Thank you.”


“You’re welcome. Good luck.”


I nod and turn to face the quad.


A wave of nervous energy washes over me, a numbness that pricks its way through every limb. Historic buildings tower over me, their weathered stone architecture a reminder of this university’s age. I can’t help but stare in awe, my gaze moving from one end of the campus to the other. The grounds are perfectly manicured, with lush green lawns and flower beds.


It’s beautiful, even more so than what I saw online. And suddenly, I’m reminded of how out of place I am here. The unfamiliar opulence reflects the fact that I’m from a different world. I don’t come from a big, happy family or have a rich daddy to fund all my needs. While my peers have been rocking Prada and Fendi since infancy, I’ve learned to use my creativity to upcycle vintage clothing. No one bought my way into this school, and I damn sure don’t have a legacy that ties me to this place.


I shake away those thoughts, square my shoulders, and inch toward the central part of campus. My two suitcases and duffel bag weigh me down, but I press on, ignoring the pain in my arms and the stares from the students passing by. They probably had help from loving family members while moving into their dorms at the beginning of the school year.


I focus on the path ahead, doing my best to navigate the crowded sidewalk. Every few seconds, I have to dodge someone who isn’t paying attention. And each time I do, I stumble, nearly dropping my bags in the process.


After a while, I give up trying to avoid them, bumping into people who turn to give me nasty looks. I’m not winning any friends yet, but I like it this way. The fewer people I have to talk to, the better. The strap of my duffel bag digs into my shoulders, and the broken wheel of one of my old suitcases scrapes against the concrete.


And as my luck would have it, others notice, too. Their faces tell me what I already know… that I’m not welcome here. It’s in the way they look at me. How their eyes linger just a second too long. And maybe I don’t. I don’t know what it feels like to live with an excess of money instead of bruises. To not be broken.


I ignore them because, frankly, I’ve got enough on my plate to worry about. But one particular group of people catches my eye. Students are in a circle near the steps of the main building. The girls are all smiles, their eyes focused on the boys standing in front of them.


They’re wearing navy blue jackets like a badge of honor, the hockey team’s logo stitched on the back. That red and light blue armored knight is easily noticed. SKU is known for its D1-level sports teams, but the hockey team is their pride and joy. Given that they’ve won the last four championships, it makes sense. I only know that because Gary, along with many of the people in this town, sports the team’s jerseys as if they’re gods. The fandom here is almost cult-like, and I’m the odd woman out when it comes to how ritualistic the people of this town are when the season rolls around.


There’s an air of authority around the athletes, and it’s clear they command respect. It’s evident not just from the way they carry themselves but also from how everyone seems to hang on to their every word. I can’t say that I blame them. They’re fine as hell—too fine, if you ask me. It’s apparent that the three of them are friends, but they couldn’t seem more different.


The blond guy is clearly the ladies’ man of the group. His cockiness is evident in every movement, from the way he leans casually against the railing to the confident tilt of his head. He’s got that classic look, a mix of polished elegance and raw masculinity. His olive-toned skin glows in the sunlight, and his perfectly styled hair highlights the sharp angles of his chiseled jaw. He’s old money meets magazine cover sex symbol, but it fits him.


I’d bet everything I own—not that I own much—that he’s the king of this campus. Or one of them, at least. The way he engages with the girls—it’s all calculated, designed to draw them in and keep them hooked.


And it’s working. They lean in closer, their eyes wide with desire, laughing at his jokes—probably even the ones they don’t find funny. It’s as if they’re under a spell. He knows exactly what he’s doing, and from the looks of it, he’s loving every minute of it.


I slide my gaze to another—an absolute mountain of a man—and can’t help but focus on how beautiful he is with his strong jaw and smooth, tawny brown skin. His long, black hair is in a single braid that falls over his broad shoulder. But it’s the way his T-shirt hugs his thick, muscular frame under that jacket that truly holds my attention.


In addition to his powerful arms and a wide chest, there’s something about his presence that does it for me, a quiet intensity that sets him apart. Despite his commanding physique, he doesn’t seem as involved as his friend. He’s obviously utterly uninterested in the poor girl trying to get his attention. His eyes focus on his phone, his expression one of mild boredom.


The girl finally moves away, but he doesn’t glance up. It’s as if he’s in his own world, unaffected by the attention and happy to let his friend be in the limelight. He’s not here to impress anyone, and from what it seems to me, he doesn’t need to.


And then my eyes fall on the last guy, and my heart stops.


It’s him…


The only boy I’ve ever connected with… aside from Evan.


When my mother first attempted to take her life, in the psychiatric ward, that boy was there. We were alike or, at the very least, we bonded over the shared trauma of loving someone through their mental demons. He was a few years older and my first crush.


He was kind when the world was cruel and got me when everyone else failed, when nothing felt right in the world. He made me laugh and made sure I ate. When Gary caused a scene, he shielded me. Mature beyond his years, he made dealing with my mother’s attempt easier to stomach. New emotions grew in me like flowers in a barren land.


But it all ended when Gary forced Momma to check out and closed that door forever. Sometimes, I wish she would have fought harder to stay the course with her therapy. Maybe then I wouldn’t be doing life without her.


It’s been years, and if I’m honest, I never expected to see him again. We were young and had no way of keeping in contact. We weren’t old enough for emails back then, and Gary and Momma could never seem to keep a landline on at home.


So that was it, and I often wondered what became of him.


Everest.


My skepticism has been at an all-time high since I received the scholarship. Knowing someone here makes me feel less alone going into this new journey. Maybe things won’t be so insufferable after all.


He stands out from the rest. His stance is rigid, his shoulders tense as he stares out at the crowd. Then, his gaze shifts, and suddenly, he’s looking right at me.


His eyes trail the length of my frame before meeting mine again. A small smile meets my lips as I stop to give him a half wave that immediately falters when he doesn’t return the sentiment. He only stares at me coldly—angrily, I might even say.


Confusion knits my brow.


Realistically, he probably doesn’t remember me. I don’t know why, but it stings. Why would he remember that sad little girl? I’ve outgrown the barrettes, and he certainly looks nothing like the scrawny boy who loved anime and superheroes.


Now he’s Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome. A certified pretty boy, that’s for damn sure. His preteen acne is gone, and he has the smoothest light brown skin I’ve ever seen. The cornrows have been replaced by a tapered fade on his curly, dark hair.


His jaw looks like it’s been cut from glass and molded into pure perfection. I remember the soft flecks of green in his brown eyes and wonder if that’s at least the same. He’s filled out, every muscle evident beneath the fabric of his shirt. He’s solid, not as buff as his big friend, but solid all the same. And the way he stands, with his legs apart and arms crossed, gives off serious Big Dick Energy.


Back then, he was the kindest person I knew, yet the guy I’m staring at seems everything but. Nevertheless, there’s this invisible pull that is making it extremely difficult to look away. His gaze is intense, almost as if he’s challenging me. It’s as if it’s some sort of game of who will blink first.


Turns out he wins because I nearly run into someone.


“Watch where you’re going,” the guy seethes.


I stumble back a bit, then quickly regain my balance. “Sorry.”


He grumbles something under his breath and storms off. I shake my head, somewhat thankful for the distraction. Everest doesn’t remember who I am, and that could be a good thing. The thing I need least right now is to find myself caught up in a childhood crush with some hot hockey player.


Hell, I don’t even like hockey.















CHAPTER THREE
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EVEREST (KANE)


“Ready for the championship, Kane?” Vanessa asks, batting her eyes and fishing for attention.


“As ready as I’ll ever be,” I say unenthusiastically, then pull out my phone.


“I can’t wait to see you play. You always crush it,” she continues, stepping closer to me. But I ignore her, much like I have every day since the start of the season. She’s not a quitter; I’ll give her that. Don’t get me wrong, she’s bad as hell with perky tits, long curly hair, and a fat ass. And I certainly remember what her mouth does—but that’s as far as it’ll ever go.


She and every other girl here are the same… puck bunnies looking for their label of WAG one day. They can miss me with that. I have bigger things to worry about, things that none of them will understand, so there’s nothing she or anyone else can do for me. Unless they can solve all my problems and make them disappear, I’m good.


Vanessa eventually gets the picture and turns her attention to Alex. I smirk because he thrives on the love we get around campus. With a new girl in his bed every other night, I’m sure he can fit Vanessa into the roster.


The sad thing is, she’ll wait. They always do. As long as they can attach themselves to the hottest player with the best chance of making it big, they’ll do whatever it takes. Including letting us run through them whenever and however we see fit.


Play a sport on this campus, and you can pretty much have your pick of the litter. And the better you are, the more pussy you get. There’s barely a chick at SKU that the boys and I haven’t had, save for the nerds and rejects.


Except for maybe Mountain. He’s all respectful and shit, staying to himself and keeping his focus on the game. Hell, I can’t even remember the last time I’ve seen him smile. It’s scary how focused he is. His ability to set aside all the bullshit and hone in is why he’s one of the best damn goalies I’ve ever seen on the ice. He’s big and burly, which makes it easy for people to assume he’s slow. But then the six-foot, two-hundred-pound fucker will block your shot before you even realize it.


If anyone is good under pressure, it’s him. No matter how aggressive the girls get, he’s got nerves of steel. He’s the complete opposite of Alex, the biggest man whore you’ll ever meet.


Which is fitting. You can tell a lot about a person by the position they play.


While Mountain is guarded and dependable, preferring to stay in the background, Alex is a charming motherfucker. That and the confidence he possesses makes him the perfect center. He’s quick on his feet and can read people better than anyone I know.


Meanwhile, I earn my reputation of being as ruthless off the ice as I am on it. I hear all the shit the other students on campus call me: aggressive, scary, and rude as fuck. All perfect traits for a defenseman. I’ve been told I’m unapproachable more times than I can count. You’d think that would steer the bunnies away… It doesn’t.


And while getting my dick wet is always fun, that’s the last thing on my mind right now. With only three games left in the season and NHL scouts dropping in, all I’m trying to focus on is the game.


Well, trying to, at least.


Lately, I’ve been distracted, and it damn near cost us our last game. The fucked-up part of it all is there’s no reprieve. Nothing can make this better, and I’m reminded every damn day just how unfair this world is. The corrupt remain untouchable, poisoning everything in their path, while the people they hurt suffer in silence.


I glance at my phone and open the email from my mom’s doctor. For what feels like the millionth time, I read the single paragraph as if maybe the words will change this time. But they don’t. It makes me angry every time her doctor tells me that she’s spiraling and needs her meds adjusted or that her account is past due because my asshole of a father likes to make us beg for help.


He’s the reason she’s in that place. He’s the reason everything about my life is so royally fucked.


“So I was thinking maybe we can hang out,” Vanessa proposes. Damn, this girl doesn’t quit. Her eye for Alex was short-lived. “It’s been a while. I figured we could catch up.”


I open my mouth to tell her I’m not interested, but I’m distracted when I hear the bus screech at the end of the sidewalk and three passengers step off. The new students are easy to spot with their wide eyes that try to take it all in.


It’s like this every semester. A bunch of kids from the inner city with big dreams and a scholarship come from different backgrounds but somehow always seem the same. Damn near carbon copies of the batch from the previous season.


Then I take in the last girl, and every muscle in my body tenses.


Sam?


It’s not her… it can’t be.


But the closer she gets, the clearer I can see. It’s been nine years, and the dorky eyeglasses have now been replaced with large, stylish ones that accentuate her face. She’s no longer the little pipsqueak who followed me around the hospital.


She’s all grown up, and the way those tattered jeans fit on her, every guy with a heartbeat will see just how filled out she’s gotten. Her outfit sticks out among the crowd, a sore thumb next to the Gucci loafers and Prada backpacks. She’s just a simple pair of jeans and an old Adidas hoodie, but it works for her.


She drags behind her two large suitcases and a duffel, and something tells me that’s all she has with her. Why else would she take the bus instead of being dropped off with all her things?


If the pinched brows are any indication, she’s lost. I take her in as she glances between her phone and the buildings. She looks innocent, a feeble fawn in a den of lions.


She’s also the only other person who knows about my mom. Not even my best friends know what I’ve been dealing with all these years. I never wanted them to, and I did everything possible to keep it that way. I never invited them over to play video games or watch a movie. It was easier when I started playing hockey. All the practices and games made it so that I was rarely at home anyway. And if we wanted to hang out, we did it at Alex’s place since he had an entire game room in his house.


But now, with her here, they could find out. And once they learn about my mother’s condition, it’ll lead to more questions that they could never know the answers to.


I struggle to tear my gaze away, but it’s dragged back against my will. Our eyes lock.


Her face shows shock at first; then she waves. I don’t respond. I stare at her, my mind racing a mile a minute. Her sweet smile slowly gets pulled down into a frown, and I force myself not to care.


Her face twists into a grimace, and I know it’s because of me. It’s for the best. I’m not the guy she used to know. My world is dark, and she needs to be far away from me.


But right now, she’s close enough that I can’t help but notice the small details about her. Like the way the halo of tight, dark curls frames her face. Or how flawless and soft her golden-brown skin appears from here. Her expressive, almond-shaped eyes are framed by perfectly arched brows, and her full, glossy lips add to her allure.


Hell, she even looks like she smells good—like vanilla and cocoa butter or some shit. And even though she’s wearing glasses, they don’t hide the sadness in her stare.


For a brief second, I want to know how she’s been. But then I remember I don’t care—at least, I’m not supposed to—about her or any of the other students on this campus.


“Think they’re freshmen?” Alex’s voice slices through my consciousness. I don’t even bother looking at him. Instead, I continue to watch Sam as she turns and walks away. I shrug. She’s only two years behind us, so she would be a sophomore, but I agree anyway.


“Probably. They usually are.”


He nods in agreement. “That’s true. Are you ready for the new semester?”


“No.” The word comes out more like a growl than an actual response, but he gets it.


“Yeah, well, neither am I, but at least we have some fresh meat to play with.” He smirks and wiggles his brows suggestively.


I roll my eyes at his antics. If there is one thing you can count on when it comes to Alex, it’s that he never misses an opportunity to make things about sex. It’s how he’s always been, and I doubt he’ll ever change.


Not when every girl on campus throws herself at him. And who could blame them? He’s the golden boy and captain of the hockey team. Not to mention, his father runs the school.


“Have fun with that,” I tell him, not bothering to hide the lack of interest in my voice.


“Oh, come on, Kane. Don’t act like you won’t be trying to get a piece, too. Last time I checked, you were pulling just as much ass as I was.”


I shrug, unsure how to answer him because he isn’t wrong. We both ran through our fair share of women last year, so I can see why he’d assume that nothing had changed.


But it has. At least for me.


I’ve spent the break trying to figure out who I am outside of this life I’ve been handed.


“Seriously, bro, what’s up? You’ve been a little off lately.”


I suck in a breath, glaring at him for not letting this go. The truth is, shit changed for me, and he can never know why. I can never truly let him in because that would mean blowing up everything either of us has ever known. It would mean ruining lives and reputations. It would mean my mother no longer gets the care she needs.


It could mean the end.


So while it may disappoint my best friend that chasing ass isn’t on my priority list, he’ll just have to take it as it is.


“I’m fine.” My gaze lands on the girl again, and everything stills for a beat. “Look, man, I appreciate the concern, but I’m good, okay? Whatever happens between me and these girls, or lack thereof, is my business. So how about we focus on what’s important, huh?”


“Yeah, and what’s that?”


“Winning the championship.”


He grins. “Fair enough.”


Thankfully, he turns his attention back to the girls. Unfortunately, I know that’s not the end of it—it never is with him. But a win is a win.


I glance over at Bryden, or Mountain, as we call him. He’s been standing a few feet from us with his back turned. If it isn’t about hockey or schoolwork, Mountain wants nothing to do with it. And that includes girls. It’s one of the many reasons the team thinks he’s weird.


But in reality, he’s probably the most normal out of all of us.


“What about you, Mountain?” Alex pries. “Do you plan on getting any this semester? We have fifteen weeks left before college is over.”


Mountain glares at him. “Why are you so concerned with where the rest of us put our junk?”


I laugh. Mountain rarely engages, but when he does, it’s always hilarious.


“I’m just saying. This is prime time, and there are way too many girls around to not be getting some.”


“That may be true, but unlike some people, I have nothing to prove.”


Alex nods, knowing his friend is just teasing him and seemingly satisfied with Mountain’s answer. Even if he did care, he couldn’t do much about it. Everyone knows Mountain does whatever he wants when he wants, and no person on this campus could convince him otherwise.


“Well, now that I’ve killed your little peer pressure campaign, I’m going to go. I have things to do tomorrow, and I’d rather not spend my night listening to you two.” Mountain pats me on the shoulder and walks off.


I use this chance to get lost. “All right, man. I’m out, too. See y’all at the crib.”


“Yo. Where are you going?” Alex asks with his hand out at his sides.


“Away from you, Captain.”















CHAPTER FOUR
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SAM


When I finally make it to my dorm, the sun is setting. My keys rattle in my hand as I struggle with the lock, but after a few seconds, it finally gives way. With a grunt, I push inside, dragging my bags across the threshold.


“Shit,” I huff, dropping everything so that I can massage my neck where the strap of my duffel bag dug into my skin.


Toting all of these bags around campus while lost was no picnic. Now, I’m a tired, panting mess by the time I close the door behind me. Once I do, I turn around and come face-to-face with who I assume to be my new roommate. She stares at me, her mahogany eyes wide.


She’s cute in a bubbly kind of way, with long, brown hair that she wears straight, and brown skin that’s a similar complexion to my own. She smiles, immediately takes one of my bags and brings it farther inside.


“Hi,” she says, her voice high-pitched and full of excitement. “I’m Gracie Martinez.”


For a moment, I stare at her, taken aback by how friendly she is. I’ve only been at this school a few hours, but I can already say that she’s drastically different from everyone else I’ve encountered.


I clear my throat. “Sam. Sam Collins.”


She’s dressed in pink socks with polka dots, shorts, and an oversized T-shirt that hangs off one shoulder.


“Nice to meet you.” She sticks out her hand for me to shake.


I glance down at it, then back up at her before accepting her offer. “Likewise.”


She nods, sets my suitcase next to my bed, and then glances around the room as if unsure of what’s next. The air around us is awkward, but that has probably more to do with me than it does with her.


I’m not exactly the friendliest these days, and meeting new people has always been a struggle.


Gracie steps away, moving farther into the room. I watch her momentarily, then drop my bag on the edge of the bed. Finally, I take in my surroundings, mentally accepting that this will be my home until graduation.


It’s an upgrade from my room back home, even with having to share with a total stranger. The walls are intact, and the stench of cigarette smoke isn’t stinking up the place. In fact, Gracie has at least two wax burners going with a subtly cozy aroma.


It’s nice.


And the more I take in, it’s obvious she comes from money. Her side of the room reeks of spoiled rich kid. It’s not enough that she seems to have brought her entire bedroom here. Her perfume collection alone could pay my tuition for an entire year, and that’s not including all the expensive makeup brands she owns. Even her bedding is top-notch, with pink and yellow decor everywhere.


Then, there is my side of the room, akin to a prison cell with bare walls and a single desk. Not that I expected there to be more. After all, this is college. And I didn’t exactly expect them to roll out the red carpet for their students who don’t come from wealthy families.


At least the school splurged and provided us with a full-size bed, but the bedding is a dreadful beige. It’s better than nothing, so I’ll make do. But I can already tell this is going to be a long two and a half years as one of the few students born without a silver spoon.


I know it’s wrong to judge people. For all I know, she’s the sweetest person on campus, but it’s hard not to make assumptions when life has dealt you a shitty hand. Plus, if I’ve learned anything from my experiences back home, it’s that overly friendly people are masking something. Those are the ones you need to watch out for.


But I put my apprehension behind me and suck in a breath. If there’s one thing Momma taught me, it’s not to be rude when the person has been nothing but nice to you.


“So, you’re all moved in, I see,” I say to help break the silence.


Gracie chuckles and looks at her area. “Yeah. I’m sorry. I know it’s a lot, but I just wanted to feel at home.”


I unzip my duffel bag and shake my head. “No, I totally get it. We’ll be spending a lot of time here, so why not make it your own.”


“Exactly. I’m glad you get it.” Gracie smiles and sits on her bed with one leg beneath her.


“It must have taken you hours to set all that up. What time did you get in?” I remove my satin pillowcases from my bag and begin to cover the pillows. If I do nothing else, I’m going to protect my hair.


“It did. But that was two years ago, so I barely even remember it.”


I frown, taken aback by her response. “You aren’t a sophomore? I thought they assigned sophomores to the same room.”


Gracie shuffles in place. “Oh. Yeah, well. Usually, but I guess they made an exception for you.”


“Mm,” I mutter.


It seems they’ve been making a lot of exceptions for me. First, the scholarship, which isn’t such a surprise. They’ve given out hundreds of scholarships over the years, so that’s not out of the ordinary. But they didn’t stop there. Not only is my tuition covered for the next three years, but so are my housing and meals.


“So… Sam. Is that short for something?” she pries, her voice hopeful.


I feel bad because I get the sense that a friend is what she’s looking for, and that’s not really a part of the plan. Then I remember Momma’s words again.


Kindness takes you a long way, my pretty girl. Always kill them with kindness.


Sometimes I wish I could ask her where kindness ever got her.


“Samantha.”


“That’s pretty.”


“Thanks,” I quip.


There’s more awkward silence as I empty my suitcases and put my clothes in the dresser they have for me.


“You didn’t bring much with you. Is this everything you have?” she asks, her eyes wide.


I stop and look at her. My chest tightens, and my heart starts to race. And now the judgment begins. That didn’t take long at all.


Though I expect nothing less from people at this school, it still makes me uncomfortable. Not just because of what she thinks about me but more so because of how true the statement is.


This really is all I have.


All I’ve ever had.


With a sigh, I force a smile. “Yeah,” I say, holding her gaze. “It is.”


She nods, her expression softening. “I’m sorry.” Her voice wavers as if she’s embarrassed by her actions. “That was rude. I didn’t mean—”


“It’s okay,” I cut her off. “Don’t worry about it.”


We stay silent for a moment, staring at each other. Neither one of us moves, nor do we attempt to speak again. Instead, we just let the awkward silence fill the room while we both try to figure out what to do next.


“Wait.” Gracie finally hops down from her bed and saunters over to her closet. The door creaks as she slides it open. A moment later, she pulls out a square-shaped bag and inside it is a comforter set. One of those expensive ones that cost at least a few hundred dollars.


“Here.”


“What?” I ask, my brows pinched tight.


“You can have it.”


I shake my head, pushing the bag toward her. “No. You don’t have to do that.”


“Sam, I want to. And trust me. You’ll want these. The bedding they give us feels like steel wool. These will be much better.”


I glance down then back up at her. “But these are yours. I can’t take them.”


“Sure you can. I keep two extra sets in my closet anyway. Plus, we’re going to be friends, and last I checked, friends look out for each other.”


I stare at her for a second, studying her face. I’m speechless from her sudden act of kindness.


“Thank you.” It’s all I can say past the lump in my throat. Taking the bag from her, I turn to face my bed. The comforter does look like it’s made of the hardest fabric in existence.


“Let me help.” She gets to work stripping the linen from my bed.


I don’t even bother to stop her. What’s the point? I can see now that she would only insist. Maybe I was wrong about her.


“What’s your major?” Gracie asks while taking the bedding set from my grasp and removing the fitted sheet. I jump in to help, taking one end from her and stretching it onto the top portion of the mattress.


“Psychology,” I answer, my voice low and strained. “Yours?”


“Kinesiology. What classes are you taking this semester?”


I shrug. “I’m not sure yet.”


“How do you not know?” She pauses to look at me.


“There was some kind of mix-up with my schedule,” I explain. “I tried to get it worked out when I went to pick up my key earlier, but they were busy with only one person working and a line of students waiting. So all she cared about was making sure we got our dorm assignments.”


“Yeah, that sounds like something they’d do.” She sighs and continues toward the other end of the room. “Well, you should go first thing in the morning. It’ll be less crowded since most people won’t be getting up that early.”


“Thanks,” I add with a grateful smile.


When we finish dressing the bed, Gracie takes the old linen and tosses it in the bag the others came in before throwing them at the back of my closet.


“Have you eaten? I’m about to head down to the food hall. Did you wanna come with?”


I blow out an embarrassed breath. “That’s another thing I need to get tomorrow. I haven’t received my meal card yet.”


“They’re so unprepared this semester,” Gracie chimes.


“Yeah. Tell me about it. You go ahead. I brought ramen from home.”


“Come. I’ll cover you.”


I shake my head, sensing I’ll be doing a lot of that where she is concerned. “Gracie, really. I’m f—”


“Are you really going to make me eat alone? What a way to start off this budding friendship,” she teases. “Really. It’s not a big deal.”


“Fine. But tomorrow’s dinner is on me.”


She laughs while slipping on a pair of low-top sneakers. “Deal. Now let’s go, I’m starving for some tacos. They aren’t nearly as good as my abuela’s, but they aren’t bad.”


When we get to the dining area, my eyes roam over the room. Students are everywhere, most of them seated at tables or walking through the aisles with their trays full of food.


“Come on.” Gracie tugs at my arm.


I follow her lead, weaving through the crowd while staring at the walls. Everything about this place screams rich, from the marble floors to the flat-screen televisions mounted high above our heads. The chandeliers hanging from the ceiling look like they cost more than a person’s entire life savings. Not that I have a life savings, but that’s beside the point.


This doesn’t even feel like a college cafeteria. There’s no long line leading up to a buffet-style counter. No lunch ladies serving mystery meat on plastic trays.


This feels more like something straight out of a movie. Like those private schools for kids whose parents have too much money and not enough time. It’s set up like a mall food court, complete with different options of cuisine and beverage stations. You could probably find anything you want here. Hell, you might even be able to order a steak if you ask the right person.


“It’s crazy, huh?” Gracie says after clearing her throat to break my trance. “I know how overwhelming SKU can be, especially when you first get here.”


“Yeah,” I say breathlessly. “This isn’t what I’m used to.”


“Where did you transfer from?”


“The junior college.” I let out a puff of air. “It was nothing like this, that’s for sure.”


Gracie moves to the front of a taco station that has an assortment of options to choose from.


“Three steak tacos, please. Lots of onions and cilantro,” she tells the guy behind the counter.


He nods; then he looks over at me with his eyebrows raised.


“Can I do the same?”


“Sure thing.” He flashes me a smile.


A few seconds later, he hands us two plates. These aren’t those cheap paper ones that most schools use. They’re real and have gold edges. After grabbing drinks and checking out, we make our way to an empty table.


We sit in comfortable silence while we eat, only speaking when one of us wants to know more about the other. The conversation is easy now, no longer awkward like it was earlier. I find myself relaxing around her—and if I’m honest, that’s a little weird for me. I guess that’s what happens when you make a new friend. You become vulnerable.


“This is your third year, and your sanity still seems to be intact. So tell me, how does one survive here?”


She doesn’t speak right away. I notice her eyes are darting between me and whatever—or whoever—is behind me. I turn to see Everest and the guys he was with earlier.


My heartbeat picks up against my will at the sight of them. There are different girls with them this time, and another guy with dark hair and just as attractive as the rest of them.


One of the girls is sitting on the table, with her friends all around her. She stares in our direction, her gaze shooting past me and straight to Gracie. She’s blond and gorgeous, with a tan that says she just left the beach even though there isn’t a body of water for hours. She flips her wavy hair, a smirk playing on her lips.


I stare between them, both confused and concerned by the sudden change in Gracie’s demeanor. There is clearly bad blood between them, and whatever it is, Gracie’s probably got the bad end of it. Why else would she be over here with an unknown new girl instead of over there with the other popular kids?


Gracie doesn’t break, though. She holds the girl’s gaze with the same venom, and I can’t lie… it’s impressive. But then the dark-haired guy the girl is sitting next to turns in his seat to see what she’s looking at. With his attention on Gracie, all the life seems to drain from her face.


He smirks, too, and it’s almost as if they’re taunting her. Turning back to face Gracie, I slide over so that all she can see is me.


“Who is that? What was that all about?”


“Christina Lindsey.” She seethes, her bubbly persona an afterthought. “You wanna know how to make it at this school? Stay away from them.”


I frown, my curiosity stronger than ever.


“The girls or the guys?” I question with a glance back at their table, my eyes connecting with Everest.


His jaw ticks, and darkness flashes in his eyes. He really is different from the boy I knew. The sound of Gracie’s plate scraping the table grabs my attention, and I turn to see her standing to leave.


“All of them.”















CHAPTER FIVE
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ALEX


“There’s plenty of me to go around. I’m a lover, baby. The more the merrier.”


And just like that, they’re putty in my hands. It never fails. Show them a little attention, and the panties practically melt off. It doesn’t hurt that I’m a beast on the ice.


“And why would we say yes to a threesome?” Maria asks in return, a flirty smile tugging at her lips.


“Don’t you have a lineup of girls already?” Erika adds.


I smirk, staring at the taller of the two directly in the eye. “The only girls on my mind right now are you. So, what do you—”


“Ahem.” A throat clears behind me, stealing my attention away from the girls.


I glance over my shoulder to find Ms. Johnson standing in the threshold of the administrative office with her arms folded and a stern expression on her face. She’s unimpressed if the pinched lips and cocked brows are any indication. It’s that way every time she sees me. Hell, at this point, we should be best friends.


“Ladies.” I smile and back away. “Think about it.”


With a wink, I spin on my heel and give Ms. Johnson a nod. The sound of the girls’ whispers are followed by their shoes clicking against the marble floor as they walk away. And I’d bet a grand they’ll be taking me up on my offer.


They always do.


“I’d like to get this meeting going. Is that all right with you, Mr. Williamsburg?” Ms. Johnson asks.


That’s the most personality I’ve ever gotten out of her. Which isn’t surprising since she’s garnered the name Ice Queen for her sunny disposition. I personally think she needs to get laid. Maybe some good dick would loosen up those tight-ass laces.


I turn to face her, taking in every line on her face and each gray hair on top of her head. Unlike everyone else here, she hasn’t changed much since my freshman year.


As far as staff goes, she’s probably the only person who still looks the same. Everyone else has either aged rapidly or moved on to jobs elsewhere. Even some of my old professors are gone now. That’s what happens under my father’s tyranny. People get tired of his shit.


Except for my mother. Somehow, she manages to see the good in him. She’s the only one, that’s for damn sure. Don’t get me wrong, he provides designer clothes, can open any door with just one phone call, and kept us in a lavish mansion that was more like a golden cage. But those things are all for show. A show for others to see him as untouchable.


Actual parental support from him only comes in the form of suspended accounts, constant lectures, and emotional abuse. He’s a powerful man with a penchant for treating the people who work for him like second-class citizens. He’s managed to go through his forty-five years of life unscathed by consequences. There should be a course on how a person can be an utter asshole and still be so successful. But it’d probably be summed up with one word: money. I’m honestly surprised Ms. Johnson hasn’t dipped out like the rest of them.


“Of course.” I shake away my thoughts and brush past her. “So, Tanya, how are the kids?”


She makes a sound and scrunches her nose, telling me without words that I should watch it. So I do what anyone would do—I egg her on by holding up my hands defensively. If I were anyone else, I’d be kicked out before this meeting ever started. But because I am who I am, there won’t be any repercussions.


There never are.


I can feel her gaze burning through me, but I ignore it, knowing exactly what she wants to say. I also know she won’t dare speak those words aloud. Not unless she wants to lose her job. And despite everything, I wouldn’t want that for her.


She shakes her head at me and proceeds to walk around me to lead me over to her tiny cubicle—one of the many smaller spaces located inside the administrative office. There aren’t any doors on the cubicles, which are separated by tall glass walls and a cut-out to give the illusion of an office. That’s why I always come first thing in the morning, before any other students show up.


I don’t want anyone hearing that I, the chancellor’s son and captain of the hockey team, am failing. It’s not a good look and certainly won’t go over well with dear old dad.


Her space is bare save for the essentials—a desk, chairs, a computer, and a printer in the corner. You can tell she tried to spruce up the place with pictures of her family on her desk and a colorful calendar on the left wall that is from two years prior. I don’t know if she just forgot or simply gave up. This place—the people—can suck the life from your bones.


“Looks like somebody is stuck in the past,” I tease.


She frowns and then follows my eyes to the outdated spread. “Focus, Mr. Williamsburg.”


I tip my head. “Yes, ma’am.”


She pulls up something on her computer screen and then looks me dead in the eye. “I’m just going to get straight to it. The makeup exam—”


“I know, I know. I missed it. But practice ran late and, with national championships on the line, it was kind of important that I not dip out early. It was unavoidable,” I explain nonchalantly.


“And so is graduation,” she deadpans. “Now, you promised me at the end of the last semester that you would turn it around. I’ve pulled strings to get last term exams rescheduled so that you can walk with your class. And I’ve kept this from your father in favor of that promise. This only works if you do, Mr. Williamsburg.”


“Okay. So, I’ll take the test.” I shrug. “No big deal.”


She breathes in again, this time closing her eyes, seemingly to settle whatever I’ve stirred up inside her. “It’s a very big deal, and you need to start seeing that.”


“Fine.”


Ms. Johnson only stares at me with a look of discontent. Damn, maybe she’s survived working here this long because my father rubbed off on her. I swear she is staring at me with that same deadly look he gives me.


But I’ll take her over him any day. And a part of me believes that she knows that. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have helped me this far, going out of her way to bend the rules for me. Maybe she knows just how ruthless our esteemed chancellor gets when it comes to these types of indiscretions.


All he cares about is the image, keeping up appearances, and making sure the Williamsburg legacy lives on. The last thing I need is for him to find out I’ve fucked up yet again. Especially after throwing an unsanctioned Selection Sunday rager to await the NCHC announcements. Even more so because said rager resulted in a trashed estate, cops, and wild accusations.


If he knew his only son was failing, he’d kill me, and they’d never find my body. Maybe in death, he can ensure I never stray from the path he’s forged for me.


“You have another test scheduled for tomorrow.”


There’s a ding in the distance, one that says someone has entered the office, but I can’t be bothered to check. The only thing that matters is getting Ms. Johnson to type on her little computer and make this all go in my favor.


“I can’t. Practice.”


“You have practice at four.” She stares at me. “That’s why this one has been scheduled for the morning. Since this time seems to work best for you.”


I let out a sigh. “All right.”


She shakes her head. “If your grades get any lower, my hands will be tied, and I’ll have no choice but to recommend academic probation.”


I tune out everything but those two words—academic probation. Just the thought lights a fire under my ass.


I sit up in my seat, sweat starting to bead above my brow. “You can’t do that.”


“I can, and I will.”


“Come on, Ms. Johnson. There has to be something else.”


“This is it.”


“I can’t go on probation. Probation means being benched for the rest of the season. This is our chance to win nationals. There will be NHL scouts at these games.”


“Then I suggest you take this more seriously than you have been. I’ll hold off on my recommendation until after your exam tomorrow. If it’s reported to me that you didn’t show up, I will submit the paperwork, and your father will unfortunately have to be notified.”


“You don’t understand. This is my future.”


She calmly looks at me, and for the first time, there is sympathy in her eyes.


Ms. Johnson sighs. “I understand more than you think I do, Alex.” She pauses. “But it’s time you understand that rules apply to everyone, even you. Fix your grades or face the consequences.”


My career is riding on this. Not pissing off my father is riding on this. My emotions shift to something deeper than anger—something more akin to fear. “Please fix this,” is all I say. My hands clutch into fists so tight that my nails bite at the flesh of my palm.


“You’re the only one that can control how your future turns out.” She shifts in her seat, and I can tell she’s trying not to be fazed by the look on my face.


I don’t mean to take my frustrations out on her. It’s not her fault; she’s simply doing her job, but I can’t end up on probation. It’s out of the question.


Ms. Johnson glances around me, her sights fixating on the waiting area. “Samantha?”


A second later, the sweetest voice fills my ears. “Yes, ma’am.”


Ms. Johnson swallows. “I’ll be with you in a second.” She pauses and looks at me again. “Mr. Williamsburg was just leaving.”


“I’m not in a rush. I just need to correct my schedule and get my meal card,” the girl answers.


With my nostrils flared, I grunt and punch the desk. “Whatever.”


With that, I stand sharply, turn, and exit her cubicle, nearly running smack into the girl. Deep brown eyes and a cascade of curls peer up at me. She’s cute—really cute, actually—but I couldn’t care less right now.


Whoever she is—this Samantha—has heard everything that was said. Which means she knows what the people around me never could. The whole point of meeting in the morning is so that no one finds out. It’s the safest way of keeping my shortcomings away from not just my father but from the coach.


“Sorry.” Samantha attempts to go around me.


Her shoulders go rigid as she stares at me, her eyes widening when I step over to block her path. I don’t know why I do it; maybe there is some sick part of me that likes the flicker of fear that flashes in her eyes.


“Watch where you’re going,” I say while bending down so that we’re face to face, so close I can smell the vanilla on her skin.


Something clicks because that flicker of fear is short-lived. I see the moment the defiance builds in her chest. But it’s her response that solidifies it.


“Likewise, asshole,” she spits.


I continue to tower over her, watching her chest rise and fall rapidly. It’s the briefest distraction from the mixture of anger and humiliation running through me.


“You should get to class, Alex,” Ms. Johnson says from behind me.


My attention remains on this interesting girl in front of me. She’s clearly new to campus because she isn’t reacting to me like most do. She obviously has no idea of my status, so it wouldn’t be fair to hold that against her.


Instead, I opt for a warning. She may be new to this school, but she better quickly figure out the lay of the land. I scan her from head to toe, noting how out of place she looks.


“Watch that mouth, if you know what’s good for you,” I warn. My eyes drop to her plump lips for a moment before returning to the venom in her brown gaze.


Without a response, Samantha steps around me toward Ms. Johnson, but not without the last word.


“Jerk.”
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