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    For all the girls who might have lost it once or twice,

    So what?

Let those beautiful feelings rain on them, babe.






CHAPTER ONE

Adalyn

The head rolled off his shoulders and halted at my feet with a thump.

Goosebumps erupted at the top of my spine and spread down my body.

I should have been familiar with the scene. I should remember something I had lived and was watching on a screen. But I didn’t. So when silence fell, plunging the Miami Flames’ facilities into a sudden vacuum, my heart dropped to my stomach. And when the voice of one of the camera guys was caught by the mic asking in a whisper, “Dude, are you recording this?” I was pretty sure I stopped breathing.

Oh God. What—

The top of Paul’s head popped out of the headless neckline of Sparkles, the mascot’s costume, and a wave of panic washed over me.

Paul blinked, anger and shock meshing in his expression before spitting a “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

My lips parted, as if some instinctual part of my brain wanted to answer him. Now. Even when it wouldn’t make a difference. “I—”

The image on the screen froze, forcing my gaze up to the face of the man holding the iPad that had reproduced the thirty seconds that had been missing from my memory.

“I think we’ve seen enough,” Andrew Underwood, CEO and managing director of the Miami Flames FC and Miami-based business mogul, stated.

“I beg to differ,” the man by his side said with a light chuckle. “This is a crisis meeting and we should make sure we have all the details.” A crisis meeting? “In fact,” David continued, “I think we should play it again from the beginning. I’m not sure what Adalyn was grunting while decapitating our dear Sparkles. Was it just angry growling or actual words she was—”

“David,” Andrew interjected, dropping the device on the unnecessarily large desk separating them from me. “This is serious.”

“It is,” the younger man agreed, and I didn’t need to look at him to know he was smirking. I knew that smirk. I’d kissed that smirk. Dated it for a complete year. Then, worked under it when he’d been handed the position I’d dreamed of my whole life. “It’s not every day we get the head of communications of an MLS club gunning for the team’s mascot in six-inch heels.” I sensed—heard—that smile widening, and I felt my face turning to stone. “A shocking turn, surely. But also—”

“Unacceptable,” Andrew finished for him. “Everyone in this room knows that.” Those pale blue eyes met mine, sharp and unforgiving. Which wasn’t a surprise. I also knew that glare. I’d endured The Glare for most of my life. He continued, “Adalyn’s outburst was inexcusable, but you shouldn’t forget yourself. This is my daughter you’re talking about.”

I lifted my chin, as if the reminder wasn’t something I tried to ignore on a daily basis.

Adalyn Reyes, the overachieving daughter of the CEO of the soccer franchise she’d been working for all her life.

“I apologize for the tone, Andrew,” David said, and even if his tone had sobered, I still didn’t look at him. I couldn’t. Not after everything that had gone down in the last twenty-four hours. Not after what I’d learned. “But as VP of operations of the Flames I’m concerned about the repercussions of the incident.”

The incident.

My lips pressed into a tight line.

My father clicked his tongue, returning his eyes to the device and unlocking it again.

His finger swiped up and down, and left and right, until a document popped open. Even upside down, I immediately recognized what he was looking at. It was the template I’d designed for the press and media reports. The one that everyone used now. I’d created the color-coded system for priority items that was currently making the screen shine with bright red.

Red, as in top priority. Red, as in crisis.

We hadn’t had one in months. Years.

“I haven’t approved that,” I muttered, hearing my voice for the first time since my father had hit play on the video. I cleared my throat. “Every report should go through me before reaching management.”

But my father only exhaled, deep and long, ignoring me in favor of scrolling through the—I leaned forward—fifteen-page report.

My eyes widened. “Can I—”

“Media impact of the incident,” he said over me. “Let’s start with that.”

My lips popped open again, but David moved closer, his mane of dirty blond hair distracting me. His smirk met my gaze, and I could immediately tell he knew something. Something I didn’t.

“Virality rate,” my father continued, tapping the screen with his index finger. My stomach dropped. Virality? Of what? My father’s eyebrows crumpled. “How is an impression different from a view?”

“What platform are we talking about?” I rushed out, squaring my shoulders. “That’s why I have to approve these. I usually add notes for you. If you let me have a look I can—”

David tsked, his gaze dropping to the iPad in my father’s hands. Then he quipped, “I guess it doesn’t really matter, Andrew.” His eyes returned to mine. “The video has six million views across all platforms. I think we all understand that.”

The video.

Six million views.

Across all platforms.

My knees wobbled. I wobbled. And I wasn’t one to.

Often, I’d been told I was too clinical, my humor too dry, and my smiles too rare. My assistant, Kelly, the only one in the Flames’ offices who has made the effort to befriend me, openly calls me an unbothered queen. But I know most people here refer to me as an ice queen, or snow queen, or whatever variation of the term that references being cold and female. I’d never let it bother me.

Because I never wavered. Or wobbled. Or let things affect me.

Not until yesterday, when I—

David let out a chuckle. “You’re officially viral, Ads.”

When I’d gunned for the team’s mascot in six-inch heels, as David had put it.

My lunch crawled up my esophagus, partly because of that Ads I’d always hated so much and partly because I… God. I couldn’t believe this. I was viral. Viral.

“Six million views,” my father said with a shake of his head when I didn’t—couldn’t—speak. “Six million people have seen you bulldoze into the mascot, scratch at his face, and pluck his goddamn head off. Six million. That’s the population of Miami metropolitan.” The tips of his ears went red. “You even have your own hashtag: #sparklesgate. And people are using it next to the club’s.”

“I didn’t know it was all recorded,” I all but murmured, hating how my voice sounded. “I couldn’t know there was a video circulating, but—”

“There’s no but in this situation, Adalyn. You assaulted a colleague.” The word assault hung in the air, and my jaw clamped shut. “Paul is an employee and Sparkles is an entity of this team. He is a phoenix that embodies the fire, immortality, and transformation of the Miami Flames. Your team. And you attacked him while the press was in the house for the club’s anniversary. Journalists. Cameras. The team and their families. There were children watching, for Christ’s sake.”

I swallowed, making sure my shoulders remained squared. Strong. Image was everything in these situations. And I couldn’t break. Not here. Not again. “I understand, I do. Sparkles is an important symbol and he is well loved by the fans. But the word assault seems an exaggeration. I didn’t physically harm Paul, I…”

“You what?” my father pressed.

Apparently, I beheaded a six-foot-two bird made of foam, polyester, and acrylic feathers that goes by the name of Sparkles and represents immortality. According to the video evidence.

But saying that wouldn’t help, so my mouth hung open for what felt like the longest five seconds in history, and… I didn’t say a single thing.

My father’s head tilted to the side. “Please, I’d love for you to explain.”

My heart pounded. But there was nothing I could say, not without prompting a conversation I wasn’t ready or equipped for. Not right now, and possibly not ever.

“It was…” I trailed off, once more hating the quality of my voice. “A forceful encounter. An accident.”

David, who had been uncharacteristically quiet the last few minutes, snorted, and my face, so often called indifferent and cool, flamed.

My father placed the iPad on his desk with a sigh. “We’re lucky David persuaded Paul not to press charges or sue us.”

Charges. A lawsuit.

I felt sick to my stomach.

“I offered him a raise, which he obviously accepted,” David added. “After all, this was such an out-of-character outburst for our very… composed Adalyn.”

The way he said the word composed, as if it was something bad, a flaw, hit me square in the chest.

“We asked for the tape of the event,” my father continued. “After you all but fled the… scene. But someone must have recorded the incident with their phone. David suspects it was one of the interns that came in with the camera crew.”

David tsked. “Impossible to know for sure, though.”

I couldn’t believe this was happening. God, I couldn’t believe what I had done.

A foreign and odd sensation pushed at the back of my eyes. It was like a prick of warmth that made my sight… misty. Was this—No. Were these— No. It couldn’t be. I couldn’t be about to cry.

“It’s just a video,” I said, but all I could think about was that I couldn’t recall the last time I’d cried. “It will blow over.” The sting in my eyes increased. “If there’s something I know about the internet it is that everything is fleeting and short-lived.” Why couldn’t I remember the last time I’d cried? “No one will care about it tomorrow.”

David’s phone pinged, and he slipped it out of his pocket. “Oh,” he said, looking at the screen. “I somehow doubt that. Seems like we’re getting more than a few press inquiries. For you.”

That was definitely concerning, but something else clicked. “Why…” I frowned, looked down at my phone. Nothing was there. “That email should come to me. Why am I not cc’d?” David shrugged and my father exhaled loudly from his post. Again. I glanced back at him, and his expression made something in me shift into action. “We can turn this around.” My voice sounded desperate. “I can turn this around. I swear. I will find a way to benefit from the wave of extra attention. Even the hashtag. We all know the team is not making headlines as it is, and we have been stuck at the bottom of the Eastern Conference for so long that…”

My father’s face hardened, his eyes turning an icy shade of blue.

Silence, heavy and thick, crystallized in the room.

And I knew then, in the way his eyelashes swept up and down, that whatever battle I’d been fighting was over. I’d said out loud the one thing that made his switch flip. The Miami Flames were in the mud. We hadn’t gotten to the playoffs in more than a decade. We were far from filling up stadiums. This was the one investment Andrew Underwood had made that hadn’t turned a profit. The one that had cost him more than just money. His pride.

“I just meant that—” I started.

But my battle was now lost. “ ‘Mascot Slaughter in Miami Flames’ Home,’ ” he read from the iPad. “How’s that for some extra attention?”

I swallowed. “I think the use of the word slaughter is a stretch.”

He gave me a curt nod before continuing, “ ‘MLS Miami Flames’ Anniversary Ends in Massacre.’ ”

“Massacre also seems like the wrong word.”

My father’s index finger rose in the air. “ ‘Miami’s Favorite Bird Was Plucked and Roasted. Whose Head Will Roll Next?’ ” That finger returned to the screen and swiped. “ ‘Sparkles Deserved to Die.’ ” Another swipe. “ ‘A Love Letter to Lady Birdinator.’ ”

Lady Birdinator. Jesus.

I scoffed, earning a glance from a smirking David. “Those media outlets are just cashing in for easy clicks. They’re not making any serious assessments that should concern us or the franchise. My team will put together a strategy. We’ll send out a press release. We—”

“ ‘Daughter of Miami Flames Owner, Andrew Underwood, and Former Runway Model, Maricela Reyes, on the Spot After Horrible Incident with Team Mascot.’ ”

That clammy sensation that had covered my skin since I’d entered this office climbed up my spine. Arms. Back of my neck.

He continued, “ ‘Adalyn Reyes Unhinged. Who Is the Heiress to the Underwood Empire?’ ” I closed my eyes. “ ‘Miami Flames FC Under Review. Is the Club Finally Crumbling Down?’ ” A drop of cold sweat trailed down my back. “ ‘Has Dull and Boring Flames’ Head of Communications Finally Found Some Fire in Her? Female Rage Explained.’ ”

Dull and boring.

Finally found some fire in her.

Female rage.

It didn’t matter how straight I held myself in that moment, it was impossible to ignore how small I felt. Inadequate. And when I shifted my weight, even my tailored pantsuit felt wrong. Loose and prickly against my skin. Like I didn’t belong in it.

“Well.” My father’s voice brought me back. I refocused on him. His face. The hardness in his eyes. “I’m going to be honest, these are a little wordy to be headlines, but I guess it doesn’t matter when they hit the nail on the head.” A pause. “Do you still think this is attention we could benefit from, Adalyn?”

I shook my head.

The man I’d looked up to and tried to impress so exhaustingly hard throughout all the years I’d worked for the club sighed. “Would you at least tell us what in the world prompted this?” he asked, and the question caught me so off guard, so unprepared, that I could only stand there, gaping at him.

“I…” I couldn’t. Wouldn’t.

Not with David right there. Maybe if he’d asked me yesterday, intercepted me and demanded an answer right as I was fleeing the scene, as he’d put it. Maybe I would have told him then. I clearly hadn’t been myself. But I couldn’t now.

I’d only prove that those accusations were right. That I was unprofessional. Unqualified for my job, and the job I aspired to have one day. How could I be in charge of anything when I’d lost it like that?

“Sweetheart,” David said, making me turn toward him. I couldn’t believe I’d ever allowed him to call me anything but Adalyn. But at least now, I knew why he had the courage to still do so. “You look so pale. Are you feeling okay?”

“Yes,” I croaked, even though I didn’t. Not by a long shot. “It’s just warm in here. And I… I hardly slept last night.” I cleared my throat, met my father’s gaze, words toppling out of my mouth. “You know how hard I’ve worked and how dedicated I am to the club. Couldn’t you just…” Forget this? Take my side? No questions asked. Be my father.

Andrew Underwood leaned back on his chair, the leather creaking beneath him. “Are you asking me to treat you differently just because you’re my daughter?”

Yes, I wanted to say. Just this once. But the pressure behind my eyes returned, distracting me.

“No.” He sliced the air in front of him with his hand. “I have never done that and will not start now. You’re still an Underwood and you’re better than asking for special treatment after embarrassing me and the whole club.”

Embarrassing. I had embarrassed myself, my father, and the club.

I had always prided myself on not letting my father’s words or actions as my boss affect me. But the ugly truth was that they did. That this, this boss-employee relationship was the only relationship we had.

This was all I had.

“You breached the code of conduct,” he continued. “This grants me grounds to fire you. And I might be doing you a favor, all things considered.”

I flinched.

In response, Andrew Underwood narrowed his eyes as he looked at me. And only after what seemed like an eternity, he let both his hands drop on the desk. “I don’t like the media requests David’s been getting all day.” He tilted his head. “You’re a distraction, so I want you to leave Miami while we fix this.”

David muttered something, but I couldn’t be sure. My father’s words echoed in my head.

Fix this. There was a solution then.

My father stood up from his chair. “Your assistant. What’s her name?”

“Kelly,” David answered for me.

“She’ll take over all communications and media inquiries,” my father continued with a nod. “Adalyn will bring her up to speed before leaving.” He took a step to the right, opening a drawer and looking back at me. “Get a hold on whatever is going on with you and let us do damage control over here.” He stuck the iPad inside. “And I’d rather you not mention this to your mother. If she learns I’ve exiled her only daughter until the end of the season I won’t hear the end of it.”

Exiled.

Until the end of the season.

That was… weeks from now. Months. Away from the Flames and Miami.

I gave him a nod.

“You’ll leave tomorrow. On an assignment. We have a philanthropic initiative that will require your presence and all that newfound… passion of yours.” He paused. “It’s something I’ve actually been thinking about for a while. So I guess now is as good a time as any.” He walked around his desk. “And, Adalyn? I expect you to take this as seriously as your job here. Don’t disappoint me again.”






CHAPTER TWO

Adalyn

“The Green Warriors?”

I sighed, eyeing my phone on the dashboard of my rental.

“Are you sure that’s the name of the team?” Matthew’s voice came through the speaker again. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of them.” A pause. “Hold on, is it the Charlotte Warriors?”

“I think I would know if I was being sent to an MLS team like the Charlotte Warriors.” My shoulders sank as I gripped the steering wheel, but I tried to keep my tone as cheery as possible, which right then amounted to drained. “It’s supposed to be a philanthropic project, so think smaller.”

“Smaller, okay,” he murmured, the keys of his laptop sounding in the background. “Isn’t it a little odd that you’re already heading for this place and you don’t even know what for? Shouldn’t you be briefed for something like this?”

“Odd situations call for odd solutions,” I countered. “But I was briefed. I was given a location, a contact, and the name of the team. The problem is that I didn’t have time to research.” Not when I was left with twenty-four hours to get Kelly up to speed before catching my flight. A wave of exhaustion hit me, making me suppress a yawn. “I barely had time to pack.” Or sleep. “Luckily, I know someone who’s good at research and works well on a time crunch because journalism is his job and passion.”

“Career perks,” my best friend muttered, his voice dripping with something I didn’t understand. I frowned, but he continued before I could ask. “And I’ll help you, if you let me tell you what I really think first.”

“I forgot about that career perk,” I deadpanned.

“What I think,” he announced, ignoring my comment, “is that banishing your own daughter over such an idiotic thing is overreacting.”

“Please,” I said with a breath. “Don’t mince your words.”

“I was mincing my words. What I actually believe is that your dad is being a little bitch.”

The tension pulling at my shoulders doubled.

Matthew had never liked my father, just like my father had never liked him. I didn’t blame either of them. They were as different as… chalk and cheese. Day and night. Water and oil. Just like Matthew and I were. The man was outspoken, rowdy, and charming, whereas I—and my father for that matter—was measured, critical, and way too pragmatic to go around life joking about everything like Matthew did. Laughs and giggles didn’t bring in results. Not in my world, at least.

It had always been a wonder how we were even friends. To me, at least. Not to my best friend. He’d been very clear about his intentions since we first crossed paths years ago in the line at Doña Clarita’s Sandwich Shop.

He’d tried to hit on me and I’d looked him up and down before genuinely asking him if he was high. His reaction was raucous laughter, then an I like you. You’ll keep me on my toes.

We somehow became inseparable after that day.

“My father has a point,” I told him. “There’s a mortifying video of me grunting and growling while I rip the head off the mascot of the team I work for.”

“It’s funny. And the world is vicious right now. People are seeing themselves in you. They’re relating to that show of female rage.” Not the female rage again. “If anything, it’s empowering. Definitely not embarrassing.”

Embarrassing.

You’re better than asking for special treatment after embarrassing me and the whole club.

I swallowed, ignoring the way my stomach dropped at the memory of my father’s words. “I think you know better than to try to sugarcoat this for me.”

“I’ve seen worse things online, Addy. So you had a brawl—”

“It wasn’t a brawl,” I interjected, eyeing the maps app on my phone with a frown. “And don’t call me Addy, Matty. You know nicknames make me feel like a child.” It didn’t matter if they came from my ex or my best friend. I simply hated being called anything but Adalyn.

“Fine,” he relented, ignoring my tone. “So it wasn’t a brawl. You had an altercation—”

“A scuffle at most.”

“So you had a scuffle—at most—with Sparkles, then some idiot posted the clip on some app and now Gen Z’s is all over it, so what? Everyone wants to be liked by zoomers. It’s where the money is. You’re probably their favorite millennial.”

“I’m technically on the boundary. So in any case, I’m a zillennial, not a millennial.” I checked my phone again, wondering why the road was meandering and the greenery thickening on both sides. I hadn’t expected to climb so high, either. “Regardless, the video had close to eight million views earlier today. And when I checked with my assistant, she told me that paps were at the Flames’ facilities today. Paps. Like I’m some… I don’t know, some celebrity whose sex tape leaked in the mid-2000s.”

“And look at how that turned out for Kim Kardashian. Now she has a fortune, a brand, a questionable trail of exes, and soon a law degree.”

“Matthew,” I warned with an exhale. “I’m not going to discuss why you think the Kardashians are the best thing to happen to the twenty-first century—again. Not only have I no interest in becoming one of them, but you only are obsessed because they have…” I trailed off. “You know, big booties.”

“I also value their entrepreneurial abilities,” he countered with a theatrical gasp. “And being an ass man is not a crime. Anyway, listen. The paps were probably just trying to catch Williams or Perez walking into practice. I’m pretty sure your assistant was blowing it out of proportion because David told her to. He’s been your father’s minion ever since he was hired for a job you’d be a million times better at. But that’s Andrew for you. A little b—”

“You’ve been in Chicago for too long,” I interjected. And ironically, it turned out David had never been my father’s minion. Instead—I stopped myself. “I can’t remember the last time a Flames player got that kind of attention.” I heard the squeak of leather and glanced down. My fingers were white, gripping the steering wheel a little too tight. I released a breath. “My father is doing me a favor by giving me a chance to fix this. A way to redeem myself.”

We were in silence for a long moment, and when Matthew spoke, his voice was serious. Careful. I didn’t like it. “I know you have no problem standing your ground, but… this whole thing with Sparkles is not you.” My stomach dropped. “Did something happen? Something that pushed you to… this?”

This. That overwhelming pressure that had been on and off ever since those horrible moments before I launched myself at Sparkles returned to my chest. But once again, I didn’t feel ready to talk about what had preceded my outburst. All kinds of emotions clogged my vocal cords.

Seconds ticked by slowly until I cleared my throat. “If I had known you were going to start checking on my feelings, I would have dedicated this time to something else. Like a podcast. You know how much I love to drive to a deep voice recounting a complex and gruesome murder.”

“I’m being serious,” he said softly. Too softly. So much that it made that weight in my chest shift.

“Honestly, Matthew,” I told him, my tone coming out a little harsh out of pure survival. “I expected you to have shirts with #sparklesgate or #LadyBirdinator printed and in the mail by now. This touchy-feely display is disappointing.”

It wasn’t, but I couldn’t sift through everything currently rioting inside me.

The sound of him letting out a long and deep exhale came through the speaker. “Fuck, Addy.” He laughed, and this time I let that Addy slip. “Now, you’ve ruined my surprise.”

I felt myself relax. Only slightly.

Because just in time, I noticed the road ahead starting to twist, jutting in and out of a copse of trees. Where the heck was I?

“Can we get back to the reason why I called you?” I asked. “I should be close enough to my destination now, and I’d like to know what’s waiting for me when I get there.”

“All right,” he agreed, the sound of the keys on his laptop coming through the line again. “So we’re looking for the Green Warriors.”

“Correct. In North Carolina.”

A few seconds went by, then he said, “Nothing. Not a single thing. Are you sure that’s the right name?”

Old Adalyn would say that I was. But I wasn’t. The last twenty-four hours had been proof of how much I no longer was old Adalyn. “Try Green Oak. Try…” This was supposed to be a philanthropic venture, so perhaps I shouldn’t expect the team to be making headlines. “Try recreational.”

My last word seemed to hang in the reduced space inside the car, quiet except for the sound of the tires against the uneven pavement underneath.

When had I entered a dirt road? And why was Matthew not speaking? Was I out of reception?

I eyed the screen of my phone. The bars were there. “Matthew?”

A groan.

Oh no. “What did you find?”

“You’re not going to be happy about this.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“Have you packed sensible footwear?”

“Sensible? You mean house slippers?” I frowned. “I will be here for weeks, so yes.”

“Not slippers. More like boots.”

“Boots?” I repeated.

“The outdoorsy kind. You know, comfortable and sturdy and not attached to a five-inch heel.”

“I know what boots are.” I rolled my eyes, even though I hadn’t been thinking of that kind. “I’m going to work, though. I’m not here for a day trip to…” I eyed the maps app again. “A very large ridge of mountains.” Where in the world was this town? God. I should have really done my research before jumping on that plane. “I plan to dedicate as much time to the Green Warriors as I did to my job for the Flames. Plus, on the off chance that I have some free time, which I won’t, you know that I don’t engage in activities that include the use of Gore-Tex and the risk of falling off a cliff.”

“Oh, but you will.”

I frowned, taking a right on yet another dirt road. “What does that mean?”

The click of keys. Another groan.

My ears popped. God, how high was I? “Matthew, I’m about three seconds away from hanging up on you.”

“All right. What do you want first? The bad news? Or the worse news?”

“There’s no good news?” I asked, squinting my eyes and spotting the intersection I was headed for. I took the turn, the road changing to a mountain trail of sorts. Pebbles started jumping under the tires, hitting the bottom of the rental. I held on to the steering wheel. Tight. This couldn’t be right. I was pretty sure I shouldn’t be driving on a road like this one. The whole car was shaking—vibrating—with the bumps on the road that wasn’t really a road. “I think I’ve made a mistake.”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” Matthew said. And if I had really been listening, I would have heard the urgency in his voice. But I was too busy wondering why this wasn’t a town. I was entering a property tucked into the thick of the woods. The woods.

Matthew continued talking, his words getting lost in my head as I rounded a cabin. A cabin. An honest-to-God cabin with wooden beams and windows looking out at the mass of trees I’d left behind.

This couldn’t be right.

For some unfathomable reason, on my way here, I’d built up this idea in my head. On the plane, I’d convinced myself that I was heading to a North Carolina city—maybe a suburb, which would explain why I hadn’t heard of it. This was an assignment, after all. A philanthropic venture led by an MLS team. It was a serious project in a real town. But I found that hard to believe now.

Whatever place this property was attached to couldn’t be a city. Or a suburb. It didn’t look like there was a large enough town anywhere close, either.

I was surrounded by… nature. Woodland. Slopes covered in emerald greens and coppery browns. I’d driven down dirt roads that had led me to the kind of property I saw advertised as a rustic alpine retreat. There were birds chirping. Leaves rustling. Wind gusting. Silence.

I hated it.

I’d been too careless. Too hasty. I should have checked the location Kelly had sent me before programming it into the maps app. I should have researched. I should have—

“You’ve arrived at your destination,” the female voice of my maps app chanted.

I ignored the clogging sensation at the bottom of my throat and rounded the cabin again, looking for a place to park. There had to be an explanation. A reason. Probably a major town I’d missed coming up a shortcut in the mountains. And, hey, at least the cabin was… tasteful. Most people would be glad to be given the opportunity to escape to such a peaceful place. Mountain-fresh air. Cozy sunsets under a blanket. A porch facing the greenery.

But I wasn’t most people.

I hated the cold. And I didn’t have that strange need to travel across the country in search of fresh air. I liked Miami’s air. The city. The coast. Even the overwhelming heat. My job with the Flames. My life.

My stomach twisted, a ball of nausea climbing up.

Images of Sparkles’s head dropping to the grass flashed behind my eyes.

Breach of contract.

Female rage.

Embarrassing.

You’re a distraction, so I want you to leave Miami.

My palms turned clammy again, the steering wheel feeling slippery. Was the car still moving or had I put it in park?

“Adalyn?” Matthew asked, reminding me he was still there. Had he been talking? “Talk to me.”

But I was too busy trying to focus on whatever was going on in my body. Was this exhaustion? Dehydration? When was the last time I’d had water? Was I PMS-ing? I shook my head. Oh God, was I losing it again? I—

Something hit the bumper with a thump.

I slammed on the brakes, the action so sudden, so rough, that my whole body shot forward.

My forehead bounced against the steering wheel.

“Ouch.” I heard myself groan through the ringing in my ears.

“ADALYN?” came from somewhere to my right. Matthew’s voice. It sounded muffled now. “Jesus Christ, what just happened?”

“I hit something,” I announced, a stinging sensation burning the right side of my forehead. With a ragged breath, I gave myself three seconds, letting my head rest on the leathery surface of the wheel, before I straightened up and turned my head, looking for my phone, which had fallen from the dashboard.

Matthew’s voice returned.

“Tell me you’re okay or I swear I’ll call your mother right fucking now—”

“No,” I croaked. “Please, don’t. Not Maricela. She can’t know.” I blinked, trying to clear the tiny spots popping around the edges of my field of vision. “I’m good,” I murmured, spotting something moving outside the car. Something… that was running. And… Clucking? “I think I just hit a chicken.”

Unintelligible swearing came from the speaker while I released the seatbelt and picked the phone up from the floor. I returned to the upright position and—

My head swirled. “That was a mistake,” I murmured.

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you, Adalyn. The Green Warriors—”

“I feel like I need to throw up.”

“Get out of that car,” he said. “Now.”

With a nod Matthew couldn’t see, I put the car in reverse. “The car is in the middle of the driveway so I’m going to park and then—”

“No.”

“I can’t just leave the car here.” Pebbles jumped from under the tires as the vehicle started to move. “Maybe I should check on the chicken, too.” A thought formed in the haziness that was my head. “Oh God. What if I killed it?” My eyes drifted to the direction the chicken had run off. I couldn’t believe this. “Another stupid bird.”

My eyelids fluttered shut. Just for a moment. It couldn’t have been more than a nanosecond, a short-lived reprieve, but—

A thump jolted me.

A thump. I had hit something. Again. Something larger than a chicken. Something like a—God, don’t let it be a bear.

My eyes blinked open, panic surging.

In the same breath, a growl—a bear-like growl to my utter dismay—came from the rear of the car. My foot shot forward. But my head was fuzzy and my basic reflexes clearly amiss, because instead of the brakes, I must have hit the accelerator.

And hurled the rental against a tree.






CHAPTER THREE

Cameron

The woman inside the car was unconscious.

“Hello?” I called, squinting my eyes. I was trying to get a look at her face, but her head was against the window and the only thing I could see was a tangle of… brown hair. I knocked on the window and repeated, a little louder, “Hello?”

No reaction.

Christ. This wasn’t good.

Pushing aside the pang of lingering annoyance and anger, I wiggled the door handle, hoping the car was unlocked and feeling immediate relief when it opened with a swift click.

Relief that vanished the moment the woman toppled to the side like a dead weight.

“Fuck,” I muttered under my breath, catching her midair.

This had just escalated from inconvenient to concerning.

Without losing more time, I secured her against my chest and plucked her completely out of the vehicle so I could place her on the ground.

I kneeled next to her, that mass of hair still obscuring her face and pushing me to brush it aside with my hand. A set of parted lips, a button nose, and pale cheeks were revealed. Too pale, I noticed, my gaze inspecting her for obvious injuries. My eyes stopped at a bump on her forehead. It was an ugly shade of red and didn’t alleviate any of my concern.

“Hello?” I called a third time, not obtaining any reaction from her. I patted her cheek softly. Still nothing. “Christ.”

I tilted my head back for a second, dragging my hand down my face and dreading the reasonable course of action. I couldn’t wrap my head around the fact she’d almost run me over. Missing the fucking bird that had been roaming the property for weeks was fair enough, but me? I had been standing right behind the car. And I wasn’t a small bloke. She’d overlooked a six-foot-two man in broad daylight, then hurled the goddamn car against a tree.

“And now you’re going to make me call a bloody ambulance, aren’t you?” I whispered, shaking my head and pulling my phone out of my pocket. “Of course you are.”

Just as I was unlocking it, though, she finally stirred, recapturing my attention.

A groan left her.

“Come on,” I murmured, eagerly waiting for her to fully regain consciousness.

Her head moved to the side, her eyeballs flickering under the soft-looking skin of her eyelids.

I expelled a breath, growing restless. Once more, I reached out with my hand. I needed her to wake up and be fine. I was concerned about the likelihood of her having a concussion, sure, but I was also concerned about myself. And the last thing I wanted was having to report this and call in the emergency services or, God forbid, the authorities. I’d—

Her eyes popped open, bringing my motion to a sudden halt.

Brown eyes met mine.

“Who are you?” she rushed out in a strangled voice. Her gaze dipped toward my hand, just as it was about to make contact with her shoulder. “Don’t touch me.” She glanced up again. “I know self-defense.”

I frowned.

“I could take you.” Her voice turned into a whisper. “I think.”

“You think? That’s not very threatening,” I muttered. She scowled at me for an instant, and then shifted, wincing with the motion. “What’s hurting?” I asked, and when she didn’t move or speak, I stretched my hand in her direction again. I’d assess her injuries myself if I had to, make sure she was okay, then drop her off at the closest hospital for a checkup. She wasn’t my problem but I—

She swatted at me.

At my hand. One sharp and quick swat.

I blinked.

“I told you not to touch me.” The woman all but spat. Outrage twisted her expression. Or perhaps it was fear. I frankly couldn’t tell. I was also too baffled to give a single fuck. “So?” she insisted. “Who are you and why am I lying on the ground?”

I continued to stare at her, speechless. And when I could finally talk past my disbelief, what left me was, “You hit me with your car.”

The woman frowned. “I did not hit—” She stopped herself, her jaw slowly falling open. “Oh.” Realization washed over her face. “Oh.”

“Yeah. Oh,” I deadpanned.

“The growl,” she murmured. “It was you.”

“Of course it was me, what did you think you’d hit?”

“I don’t know. A… bear?”

My brows arched. “And you still didn’t brake?”

“I tried to brake.”

“You tried to brake,” I repeated, my eyes flickering to the upscale and definitely not-suitable-for-the-terrain car as it rested against the trunk of an oak tree. She’d been lucky she’d been moving relatively slowly and barely managed to scratch the bumper of the car. I’d been lucky, too.

The woman remained silent, seemingly lost in thought and leaving me no choice but to watch her as she probably recalled everything—at snail’s pace, too. My gaze trailed down, taking in her button-down shirt, pencil skirt, and heels. Everything about this woman, from her clothes—designer, no doubt—to her very impractical vehicle, reeked of entitled big-city life and overpriced beverages she snapped photos of on her way to the office. All of the things I’d intentionally left behind.

My eyes darted back to her face. To the spot on her head that was just as ugly as a few minutes before. “You should get your head checked. I’ll drive you to the closest hosp—”

She jerked upward, bringing my words to a stop when she only managed to fall back.

“Absolutely not.” I placed my palm on her chest to stop her from any other reckless attempt. She pushed upward and it barely took any effort on my side to keep her there. You can take me, my arse. “You’re not jumbling your way into another stupid accident.”

Her chin dipped, her eyes finding my hand. Right above her breasts. She scowled. “I told you not to—”

“Are you lost?” I interrupted her, undeterred by the menacing glance. My touch was purely clinical. Practical. “Is that why you’re here?”

Her eyes narrowed. “Why would I be lost? I was parking my car when you got in the way—”

“You’re either lost,” I interjected again, “or trespassing. Have your pick.”

That seemed to catch her off guard because she blinked a few times. I could see the wheels turning behind her eyes. “Oh God. Are you some crazy wilderness dweller who lives off scamming bypassers by jumping in front of their cars?” My brows furrowed and she shook her head. “I bet the beard and the accent are fake.”

I tilted my head. Okay, she was either a lunatic or had the biggest concussion I’d ever encountered.

“I can pay you,” she offered with a serious face. “I will if you go away. I can’t afford the distraction of a scammer right now.”

I took in a calming breath. “That cabin over there?” I pointed behind me with my head, hearing my voice harden. “I live there. I’m not a dweller, I’m spending a small fortune renting it. Including the driveway where I was almost run over by you, and the oak you crashed against.” The rooster unfortunately came with it.

“What?” she mumbled, her eyebrows knotting. She winced again.

My eyes shifted upward. To the spot on her forehead that was now swelling. “That needs ice,” I declared, pushing through my exasperation. I released her chest and offered her my hand. “You likely need a doctor, too. Come on, I’ll drive you. Do you think you can stand up without—”

“But I’m renting that cabin, the one right over there. And I did not almost run you over with my car.”

I assessed her for a long moment, trying to discern how delusional—or concussed—she was. And then, without any warning, I moved. “All right, I’m done wasting time now,” I said, my arms going around her back and legs. “I’m driving you to an ER, hospital, or anywhere that’s not here.”

A shrilling sound left her, piercing my ears.

“Jesus Christ—” I complained, and she twisted and turned in my arms. “Would you—” I lifted her up, her elbow hitting me square in the middle of the chest. “Oi—” I started moving in the direction of her car. Something pointy swung at my jaw. “Was that your knee?” It swung again. It was her knee. “Oh for Christ’s sake,” I mumbled, giving up and setting the tangle of arms and legs on the ground.

“I told you I know self-defense.” She bristled, passing her palms down the fabric of her skirt. Even in heels, she barely reached my chin. “And you’re not taking me anywhere. I feel okay, I don’t need a doctor, and I’m not lost.” Her shoulders squared, the image of sheer composure if not for the emotion swirling behind her brown eyes. “I’ve rented this place and I’d like to unpack. I have places to be and things to do, so you and your fake beard and silly accent can hit the road.”

My jaw clenched. I inhaled deep and long through my nose. I counted down from ten. Very slowly. Ten, nine, eight…

“Well?” she continued, her tone insisting, infuriating. Five, four, three… “Being manhandled and then scammed is really the last thing I needed today.”

I closed my eyes, something between a huff and a chuckle leaving me.

The absolute nuttery.

“What are you smirking at?”

I zeroed back on her. “Closest hospital is about thirty miles east,” I said, not giving her a chance to butt into the conversation. “Now take Daddy’s car and get off my property without killing anything or anyone on your way out, yeah?” The woman’s mouth fell open with what I was sure was outrage. I turned around. “And put some goddamn ice on that before it turns blue and you spend a fortune on makeup covering it up,” I added, walking off.

I was being a certified twat, but I couldn’t care less about some woman’s bruised feelings. I had tried to help her. She had refused.

So now I was done here. And hopefully, she was, too.






CHAPTER FOUR

Adalyn

Unbelievable.

I couldn’t believe he’d just said that and walked away.

Right back to my cabin.

With a huff, I stomped back to the car and fished out my phone.

The screen flashed with dozens of messages and missed calls. All from Matthew. I—

Shoot. I’d completely forgotten about him.

I scanned the notifications, finding everything from extremely concerned texts to threats about calling the fire brigade or worse, my mother, if I didn’t give any sign of being alive. I fired him a quick text.


ADALYN: I’m okay. Call was dropped and I was out of reception.



The only truth in that statement was about the call being dropped. And Matthew must have been genuinely concerned because in matter of seconds I had an answer from him.


MATTHEW: WTF ADALYN. YOU HAVE ANY IDEA HOW WORRIED I WAS?



I sighed. He was probably right to be a little upset but…


ADALYN: Stop worrying about me like I’m some helpless child and trust me. I’m fine.



I stared at the screen, feeling like a jerk for snapping at my best friend, but I was still rattled from the encounter with that… man. The three dots started jumping, but I didn’t wait around to see what he was typing.


ADALYN: I’ll call you later—and please, do not call Maricela.



I locked my screen and released a long breath, allowing myself a full minute to regroup. My head was pounding but it wasn’t anything a few painkillers couldn’t fix. I didn’t need a hospital. Or ice. And I surely did not need a complete stranger telling me what I did or did not need.

With a newfound surge of energy, I gave myself a shake and made my way to the cabin—my cabin, which he was currently, and possibly illegally, occupying—as I pulled out the booking confirmation from my email. After scrolling down a few times I found the message. I clicked on it, scanning the contents.

There. There it was. Booking confirmation number. Adalyn Elisa Reyes. Address. Lazy Elk Lodge, Green Oak, North Carolina.

Lazy Elk Lodge. God, that name painted a pretty obvious picture—if one would actually check such things before arriving at their destination, that was.

I climbed the steps of the porch and made the effort to push that thought aside. Beating myself up over it wouldn’t fix anything now. My gaze roamed around and now that I was actually looking at it, I understood why someone might come here. The cabin was beautiful—if you were into that kind of thing. It was tall enough to accommodate two stories and floor-to-ceiling glass windows on each side of the entrance door, providing an elegant yet rustic look that perfectly complemented the landscape.

I reached the front door, allowing myself one single inhale of air before I rose my hand to knock.

The door swung open, as if he’d been on the other side waiting for me.

That face that was all hard and sharp lines beneath a short but unkempt beard was revealed. Green eyes I hadn’t noticed being that green met mine. They were still angry.

I opened my mouth, but now that I could take a good look at him from an upright, standing position, a strange feeling struck me. There was something about this man, about his face or perhaps that head full of dark hair or maybe even the breadth of his shoulders, that was… familiar? But how? My eyes roamed some more, stopping at his mouth. His lips were pressed in a tight pout that almost rang a bell somewhere in my head. Maybe if they weren’t obscured by all that facial hair…

“This was a mistake.” I saw—rather than heard—his mouth move around the words.

I met his gaze. “What do you mean?”

But instead of answering, he started closing the door.

I thrust my hand and foot forward, placing them between door and frame. “Wait.”

To his credit, he waited. He could have easily overpowered me and shut it. I wasn’t what one would consider a small woman, and I was wearing heels, but he still managed to tower over me. He also looked lean. Strong. My eyes bounced to the shoulder and arm that were visible through the slit of the door. A single word came to mind: athlete. I recognized a high-performance athlete when I saw one. It wasn’t the right moment, but I continued my inspection, returning to his face. My hazy brain was about to make the connection. I knew.

Yes. I’d seen those eyes before. That stubborn set of dark eyebrows that dipped low. That long and straight nose, too.

He muttered something under his breath, and I sensed his grip on the door changing. That’s when my eyes dipped down, landing on his fingers. Strong, long. His middle one slightly crooked. His pinky wore a signet ring with a C.

A C. But it couldn’t be. It—

He cleared his throat, making me snap out of it.

I lifted my phone. “Here’s my booking. Have a look and see for yourself. I rented this cabin.” I pushed the device into his face. “Lazy Elk Lodge.”

He grunted something unintelligible and finally threw the door open again.

“Listen,” I told him, using the voice I always employed in press conferences. Polite but firm. Straight to the point. “Worst-case scenario, this is an unfortunate case of double-booking, which would be none of our fault. But if that’s what happened, we need to clarify this.” I checked on his expression as he reluctantly scanned the screen of my phone. “Best-case scenario, you’re simply wrong. In which case I’ll leave you a few hours to vacate and be back later. I have things to do in town. No harm, no foul.”

A snort toppled out of his lips. “That’s an awfully bad apology.”

“I’m not apologizing, I’m trying to be civil.”

“You’re also not the tenant of Lazy Elk,” he countered, making my eyes narrow. “It says there that you booked the Sweet Heaven Cottage in the Lazy Elk Lodge.” He arched that pair of angry brows, daring to look bored. “Wherever that is. Now, if you don’t mind, I have stuff to do back in my cabin.”

I retrieved my phone, zooming in on the details of the email. “That can’t be right.” I scrolled down. Two large fingers popped into my field of vision, bringing my attention to a line: Sweet Heaven Cottage, 423 Lazy Elk Street, Lazy Elk Lodge. “But that can’t be right,” I repeated. “I circled the property with the car when I got here and there was nothing.” My eyes scanned every single foot of property around, searching almost desperately at this point. “There’s no street. And there’s no other cabin.”

And there wasn’t. Not really. But I did notice something else.

To the right of the porch we were standing on was a shed.

Not a cabin. Definitely not the cabin I was staying in, right?

Only, the more I looked the more impossible it was to miss the number hanging off a… timber pole that bent sideways under the September sun.

The number read: 423 LAZY ELK STREET.

My stomach dropped with dread and… something else.

I hadn’t seen the interior, but I didn’t need to. I wasn’t equipped to stay there. That strange sensation intensified and for the first time in my life, I wanted to throw in the towel and run back home with my tail between my legs. I’d be a disappointment on top of being an embarrassment, but this? A shed in some rural area I was clearly unequipped for? It was too much. I—

A chuckle came from behind me, low and deep and dripping with such condescension that it snagged me right away from the edge of the hole I’d been ready to jump in.

This wasn’t me. I promised myself this morning I wouldn’t be wobbly Adalyn any longer.

“It’ll be perfect,” I announced, turning around and meeting his gaze. His green eyes widened slightly, but he didn’t cower. It was right then when it finally clicked. I knew without a doubt who this man was. It was in the way he’d been so… conceited. So self-assured. This was a man used to winning. And he’d just won. I’d been in the wrong. I squared my shoulders with the last ounce of dignity I had left. “And rest assured, neighbor, now that I’ve found it, I’ll get out of your hair and let you get to that very important stuff you have to do.”

“I’m not your neighbor.”

“Looks to me like we are sharing the property, though.” I spread my arms. “The beautiful and cozy Lazy Elk Lodge, in lovely Green Oak.”

“You’re not staying,” he said in a strange tone. “You can’t possibly live”—a nod in the direction of the shed—“there.”

The corners of my lips inched higher at the way he was telling me and not asking. “Of course I can. I’ve booked it and have very important business to do in town.”

He let out a bitter, humorless chuckle. “Darling—”

“Please.” My expression turned to stone. “Don’t call me that.”

He frowned, probably because I’d accidentally said please. “Adalyn,” he said in that English accent I’d been wrong to assume was fake, making my name sound a way I wasn’t used to. “Adalyn Elisa Reyes.”

I didn’t understand why he’d done that—said my full name like that. I narrowed my eyes. “So you know how to read, congrats.”

Rather than annoyed, he seemed amused by my jab. “That’s not a cabin,” he continued. “It’s hardly a cottage. It’s a goddamn shack.”

“Your point?”

His eyes gave me an incredulous once-over. “You can’t possibly think that you’ll make it in there. Not short- and certainly not long-term.” He tilted his head. “In fact, I don’t think you’ll make it a single night there.”

He wasn’t wrong, I probably couldn’t. But I’d spent half a lifetime surrounded by men just like him. Competitive, judgmental; I didn’t like to be underestimated. And I’d already lost one battle to him.

“I guess we’ll have to see about that.” I turned around and climbed down the steps. When I was at the bottom, I looked at him over my shoulder and added, “Neighbor.”



“What do you mean it’s all booked?”

“There are no hotels, motels, or Airbnbs in Green Oak. There’s no other available property to rent short- or long-term. Just the Lazy Elk Lodge. I could look in the towns close by, but that means you’ll have to drive back and forth. It’s also the end of the high season. There’re lots of trekking routes, waterfalls, lakes, beautiful—”

“Kelly,” I said, unconsciously using my boss’s voice. “I’m not interested in what the area offers. I’m interested in finding some other accommodation. Any other. I can’t stay here.”

She hesitated, then said, “Define ‘can’t.’ ”

I appreciated Kelly, I really did. She always worked hard, had initiative, and never allowed anyone to walk over her, which was why I had snagged her from the ticketing division, where her raw potential would have been wasted. But sometimes she tested my patience.

“Picture a hunter’s hut.” I humored her, going for a clear enough picture of where I was. “Rotten and creaky wood that bends under your weight, one single window, the biggest set of antlers you’ve ever seen hanging off one wall.” I zeroed in on the thing, goosebumps running down my spine. “And before you ask, no. They’re not even the cool kind of antlers. They are the kind that make you think of death and flesh and bones.”

She clicked her tongue. “But the pictures looked so cozy. Isn’t there a little fireplace?”

My gaze jumped to the so-called fireplace. It was some sort of iron furnace that made clanking sounds. “In theory, yes. In reality, it’s a black hole that probably hosts something I don’t want to stir awake.”

“You mean, like a spirit? Or—”

“Kelly,” I said, shaking my head. “A living something, possibly with teeth and claws.”

She hummed. “What about the bed?” I glanced at the horrible piece of furniture. She continued, “It was so… rustic and low-key sexy? Like the kind of bed a lumberjack would do nasty—”

“It’s a very dated four-poster bed,” I rushed out, my eyelids fluttering shut to spare me the sight of that monstrosity. “And I am—was—your boss. I don’t want to hear about your sexual fantasies. Particularly not if they involve lumberjacks, and especially not if they involve the four-poster bed I’ll have to sleep in tonight.”

“I guess you’re more of a bodice-ripper girl, boss. And I don’t blame you. I’m just a little darker than that.” I blinked, at a loss for words. “Maybe it’s not so bad?” she offered. “Maybe all you need to do is yassify the cabin. Make it yours.”

I looked around, wondering if I could take advice from this woman who claimed to have a migraine at every minimal inconvenience and once signed off an email with “apologies for existing. :)”

No. I wasn’t Kelly. We weren’t that far apart in age but we were universes away, and in my universe, yassifying wasn’t something I could or knew how to do.

“Hey, boss?” Her voice brought me back. She hesitated, then said, “I need to go.”

I thought I could hear someone in the background. “Is David there?” I rushed out. “With you?”

“Er…”

I couldn’t believe what I was going to say, but I needed to escalate this. And unfortunately, that meant talking to my ex. “Pass him the phone. I want to speak to him.”

There was some rustling. Then Kelly said, “Sorry, but we already have an office paper supplier.” What? “We also are against deforestation. In fact, you should be ashamed of yourself. Paperless offices are the future, sir.”

“I know David is there.”

“I’ll be right with you, David, yes!” she exclaimed, her voice piercing my ear. Then she added in a hushed voice, “I need to run, boss. Remember to stay strong.”

Stay strong? “What do you—”

“Bye!”

And the call ended.

Stay strong. What did that even mean? And why had Kelly pretended to talk to somebody else? Something was amiss. And usually, that kicked me into action.

With a renewed sense of purpose, I unlocked my phone and started snapping pictures of this horrible, tiny, grisly shed-turned-cabin that had been decorated by a psychopath. I needed proof that this place wasn’t… habitable.

Once done with that, I rolled my suitcase to the narrow and slightly crooked coffee table that sat between the alleged fireplace and a one-person settee I had no intention of ever gracing with any of my body parts.

I started working the zipper, side-eyeing the settee, the four-poster bed, and… everything, when his words smacked right back into me.

I don’t think you’ll make it a single night there.

With a huff, I pulled my suitcase open and located my makeup bag. I couldn’t forget that I was on assignment here. I still needed to drive into town and find the Green Warriors. Who knew, maybe I’d misjudged the whole situation. Maybe this was just how rentals worked in the area. No hotels or motels, just… this. Cabin fever was a thing. In fact—

A noise outside caught my attention.

I stiffened, turned around slowly, walked to the window on my tiptoes, and shoved the flimsy curtain aside with a finger.

A tall figure was crossing the space between the cabins with long, determined strides.

I narrowed my eyes at him.

“Look at you,” I murmured under my breath. “Strutting out of your fancy lodging like you own the place.”

Which, technically, he kind of did. He rented the place. Or half of it, at least. The good, fancy half.

Now that I’d had a few minutes to myself, I couldn’t ignore how bothered I was. It irked me that he’d been right and I’d been in the wrong. I wasn’t used to being put in that position and when he’d pointed at Sweet Heaven Cottage, I’d felt… stupid. Dumb. And his quick judgment of my character, even if probably deserved, had made me feel even worse. He had hurt my pride, my intelligence, my sense of direction, and my ability to read. Perhaps, if this had happened at another time, I wouldn’t have cared. But it had happened today, and I wasn’t used to repeatedly embarrassing myself.

I could still see past my pride to know I should have apologized, though. At least for accidentally hitting him with the car. I felt horrible about that. And yet… as he walked the gravel path crisscrossing the property, I couldn’t shake the way he’d looked me up and down, skeptical and knowing, as if he could see how everything about me was inappropriate and unsuitable. Out of place.

I was out of place.

But so was he.

What was Cameron Caldani—two-time winner of IFFHS World’s Best Goalkeeper, former Premier League starter and, as of the last five years, MLS star—doing in Green Oak, North Carolina? The news about his retirement from the L.A. Stars had been sudden and relatively recent. I didn’t keep tabs on every player in the country, especially if they played in the Western Conference, but it was my job to stay informed. I couldn’t recall any particulars about his retirement being said. Just that he’d surprised everyone by announcing he’d hung up the gloves.

Cameron stopped at the curve closest to the edge of trees surrounding the property. I moved a little closer to the glass. The man was tall, which wasn’t uncommon for a goalkeeper, but he seemed larger and wider in person. Our paths had never crossed, which wasn’t strange, considering the L.A. Stars usually made it to the playoffs while the Flames never did. But I knew what he looked like. Cameron Caldani was a man hard to miss or overlook. It was the beard that had thrown me off. Probably the hit to the head. The setting, too.

One simply didn’t expect to find Cameron Caldani in the middle of the woods.

Matthew—who was the biggest soccer nerd I’d ever met—was going to lose his mind when he learned that Cameron Caldani was in Green Oak. He’d probably make a shrine to the bumper of my car because it had grazed Cameron’s body.

Which was exactly why Matthew could never know.

The man on the other side of the window knelt and picked something off the ground with those strong and slightly crooked fingers I’d seen up close and inspected. After a moment, I watched him search the vegetation in front of him.

His baritone voice rang out. Something that sounded like Cruiser or Booster. A pet’s name? I waited with him, expecting something to dash out of the woods. A dog? What kind of pet did someone like Cameron Caldani have? I was so immersed, so intrigued, that when he turned around to face the window I was standing in, it caught me unprepared.

Green eyes landed right on me.

And I… I dove.

Straight onto the not exactly smooth or clean floor of Sweet Heaven Cottage. I didn’t even know why I did that. It wasn’t like I was doing anything wrong. I was being absurd considering I had faced meeting rooms and press conferences more intimidating than that man’s gaze.

With a shake of my head, I counted to three, lifted my chin, got up with as much class as I could possibly muster, and peeked out the window again.

There wasn’t a trace of Cameron Caldani.

He was gone, and in his wake he’d left behind what had to be… feathers.

“Oh God.” I groaned, a new rush of guilt washing over me.

Cameron’s pet. The one he’d been calling for just now. Cruiser or… Booster.

Could it be the chicken I’d hit with my car?

My eyelids fluttered shut. No wonder he’d been enraged.






CHAPTER FIVE

Cameron

Close to a dozen sets of eyes blinked slowly at me, as if I was speaking a language they didn’t understand.

I frowned, wondering how in the bloody hell had I gotten myself into yet another bizarre situation today. Only this time, I knew the answer. I’d agreed to be here. Even if reluctantly.

The intensity of the fluttering increased, reminding me of one of those silly cartoons I used to watch on the telly when I was a boy.

“What is all that eyelash flapping about?”

“Pretty pleaaaaaaaase?” eight out of the nine girls in front of me chanted in unison.

“I said no,” I told them, crossing my arms in front of my chest. “Now, whose turn is it to fetch the cones and balls? I’ll get the practice goals later on.”

The one with the asymmetrical pigtails stepped closer. “It will be just the one video, Mr. Coach,” María—one of the oldest girls in the group at the age of nine—said. “You don’t need to do anything but stand in front of the camera with us, and we won’t even post it anywhere. I promise.” She clasped her hands beneath her chin. “Pretty pleaaaase?” she repeated, stretching the word again. “Mr. Coach?”

Not the Mr. Coach bullshit again. “Just Cam.”

“Does that mean you’ll do it, Mr. Cam?”

I stopped myself from rolling my eyes. “No. Now—”

“But your name is literally cam.” She stepped forward, the whole group moving with her. “And what’s a camera for? Videos!”

I stared blankly at the kid. Jesus, I really needed that extra shot of caffeine I’d missed today. “That’s not where Cam comes from.”

“Where does it come from then?”

“Cameron,” I answered without thinking and immediately regretted it. “But you can call me Cam. Not Camera, not Mr. Coach, and not Mr. Cam. Just Cam.”

María’s head tilted, all that barely contained dark hair shifting with the motion. Out of the lot, she was the sassiest, most outspoken kid. Probably too smart for her own good. So when her lips popped open, I braced myself. Luckily, before she could speak someone shouted in the distance.

We all turned toward the voice, spotting a kid running toward us.

Chelsea.

I knew because out of the ten-player roster, not only was she one of the youngest kids at age seven, but also because she was the one that insisted on showing up to practice in a goddamn tutu. She had them in multiple colors. This one was blue, and it clung to her waist over her shorts.

Christ. That was why I insisted on them not calling me anything but Cam. Expressly, not coach. I was coaching them, but I wasn’t their coach. I couldn’t be.

“Sorry,” Chelsea said when she reached us, breathlessly doubling down. “My ballet class ran a little late, and my mom thought my dad was picking me up. But my dad thought my mom was. So my mom had to call my dad to drive me all the way from Fairhill.” Her chest heaved. “What did I miss?”

“Mr. Camera doesn’t want to record a video with us,” María said. “And he doesn’t even need to dance.”

Chelsea popped a piece of chewing gum into her mouth. “Why?”

“No gum during practice,” I reminded her. “And can the tutu go?”

“She’s channeling her inner Black Swan,” María answered for Chelsea. “Right, Chels?”

Chelsea reluctantly took the gum out with her fingers, tucked it in the pocket of her shorts and gave a nod. “That’s right, Mr. Cam.”

I blinked at them. I was sure that movie had come out before any of them were born. “Aren’t you too young to watch that movie?”

María shrugged. “My brother was watching it last week. I only had a peek, Mr. Cam.”

I eyed the blue thing. “Wouldn’t the tutu need to be black, too?” Another shrug. I suppressed a sigh. “And for the last time, just Cam is fine.”

“You are grumpy today, Mr. C,” María muttered, bracing her hands on her hips. “So… Is Cameron your first name or your last name? Do you have a middle name, too?”

“No middle name. No last name. And now”—I pointed at the girls closest to the supply shed—“can you please fetch cones and balls from the supply room? We’re losing precious time.”

Four of the kids trotted away and when I returned my eyes to María, her expression was skeptical. “So you’re like Zendaya?”

“No,” I answered. “I’m not a zendoya, whatever that is. I’m Cam. Now let’s all—”

“Oh. My. God,” María said very theatrically. “He doesn’t know who Zendaya is.”

“How old are you, Coach Cam?” Chelsea asked, walking around me very slowly, as if she was inspecting me in a new light. Only when she made it back to the front, she said, “You look younger than my granddaddy. He wears suspenders under his shirt. Mom says it’s weird, but I think it’s funny. Do you have grandchildren?”

“Yeah, when’s your birthday, Mr. Cam?” María quipped. “Oh, if you tell me, I could look for your astral chart!” She produced a phone from some cord she had been hiding under her shirt and started tapping at the screen. “I need date, time, and exact place of birth.”

I brought my hand to the bridge of my nose, the start of a headache pounding at my temples.

“How old do you think Coach is?” I heard María pose to the group. “Eighteen fifty? Or, like, older?”

“María,” a new voice huffed—Juniper, short hair, quiet, always listened when I barked out instructions. “Don’t be ridiculous, he can’t be over a hundred years old. He’d have to be… like, a vampire. Or at least someone who’s been injected with a superpower syrup and then frozen for decades before being brought back to life to save humanity.”

And much to my utter and complete dismay, that comment ignited a very passionate debate about sparkly paranormal creatures and… superheroes I didn’t know shite about.

So I stood there, wondering how advanced kids were these days while the headache settled in. Jesus. I was—had been—a bloody footballer. A small-town kiddie team wasn’t my place. I could barely get them to run a proper drill. I was here only because I had promised Josephine, and she’d caught me at a low moment. I’d had plenty of those lately. I just wished I’d had a goddamn coffee before practice. With that maniac who claimed to be moving in next door disrupting my routine, I hadn’t had time to grab one on my way out.

I closed my eyes, unsuccessfully trying to drown the growing chatter, and counted down from ten for the second time today. Then, I brought my fingers to my mouth and whistled.

The prattling came to an abrupt stop.

They all turned toward me.

“Juniper,” I said, pointing at the short-haired girl.

Her eyes grew wide. “I haven’t said anything. I can’t get in trouble for not saying anything.”

I clenched my jaw, wondering if I’d been too harsh. I tried to soften my expression and tone. “Come here, please. At the front of the group.”

Juniper looked as skeptical as she was flustered at my request.

María braved a question. “Does this mean you’re going to tell us your zodiac sign?”

“How could this—” I stopped myself. “No. It means that I’m going to fetch Josephine. And until I’m back, nobody will leave this field and Juniper will be in charge.”

Juniper immediately complained, “But I’m nine years old. I can’t be in charge.”

“Neither can I, kid,” I muttered. And I apparently looked old enough to belong to a different century.

But I couldn’t do this today, not without caffeine. It was my one indulgence in life. My one vice after a life of discipline and strict regime. Josephine was the sole provider in town, and I knew she was around the practice facilities because she’d mentioned something about some visitor coming in. I’d beg her for a coffee if I had to.
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