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Dedication

To my red flag renegades who know “Yes, Daddy” and a spanking are both signs of a good time.
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Please read…

Dear readers, please be aware that this is a dark romance and as such can and will contain possible triggering content. Elements of this story are purely fantasy, and should not be taken as acceptable behavior in real life. Our love interest is possessive, obsessive, and the perfect shade of red for all you red flag renegades out there. There is absolutely no shade of pink involved when it comes to what Camden James will do to get his girl.

Themes include ice hockey, stalking—by the MC and the bad guy—manipulation, somnophilia, attempted kidnapping, dark obsessive themes, sexual scenes, prescription alcohol and drug addiction, cynophobia, dog attack, reference to prior underage s*xual abuse, blackmail, death, gore, abuse (psychological, physical, and domestic), but not from the love interest, and references to previous sexual assault references, but not involving the love interest. There are no harems, cheating, or sharing involved. Camden James only has eyes for her.

 

Prepare to enter the world of the Dallas Knights…you have been warned.

 





Dallas Knights:
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Lincoln Daniels, Captain, #13, Center

Ari Lancaster, Captain, #24, Defenseman

Walker Davis, Captain, #1, Goalie

Cas Peters, #42, Defenseman

Ky Jones, #18, Left Wing

Ed Fredericks, #22, Defenseman

Camden James, #63, Defenseman, 

Sam Harkness, #2, Goalie 

Nick Angelo, #12, Defenseman

Alexei Ivanov, #10, Center

Matty Clifton, #5, Defenseman

Cam Larsson, #25, Left Wing

Kel Marsten, #26, Defenseman

Dex Marsden, #8, Center

Alexander Portiere, #11, Right Wing

Logan York, #42, Center

Colt Johns, #30, Wing

Daniel Stubbs, #60, Wing

Alex Turner, #53, Center

Porters Mast, #6, Defenseman

Logan Edwards, #9, Defenseman

Clark Dobbins, #16, Wing

Kyle Netherland, #20, Defenseman

 

Coaches

Tim Porter, Head Coach

Collier Watts, Assistant Coach

Vance Connolly, Assistant Coach

Charley Hammond, Assistant Coach

 





Soundtrack

The Prophecy

Taylor Swift

 

FRAGILE

BLÜ EYES

 

Hero

Enrique Iglesias

 

MESSED UP AS ME

Keith Urban

 

Let It Happen

Gracie Abrams

 

My Hero

Foo Fighters

 

Guilty as Sin?

Taylor Swift

 

Rock ’n’ Roll (Part 2)

Gary Glitter

 

Pink Skies

Zach Bryan

 

Slow Burn

Kacey Musgraves

 

Fix You

Coldplay

 

Matchbox

Ashley Kutcher

 

Infinitely Falling

Fly By Midnight

 

I’ll Be Your Home

Phillip LaRue

 

Never Alone

Garrett Kato, Elina

 

Never Let Me Go

Florence + The Machine

 

Look What You Make Me Do

Taylor Swift

 

The Machine-Sped Up

Reed Wonder, Aurora Olives

 

Mastermind

Taylor Swift

 

Listen to the full playlist here.

 





Prologue

Anastasia

Ten years old

 

“You were fantastic today, Ana. You’ve almost got it down perfect,” Miss Gallagher murmured. I beamed under her praise. She rarely gave it, but when she did, it was magical. “Have you thought about the extra class I suggested? A contemporary class would be very helpful in getting you to the next step.” 

I ducked my head, not wanting to look her in the eyes. I had thought about it. 

A lot. 

I wanted it so badly. 

But I was already on scholarship here. I was afraid to ask if they could cover a new class too. The girls already made fun of me enough. The kids in the contemporary class were older...they would probably be even more mean about it. 

“Ana,” Miss Gallagher said knowingly, her finger tapping on my chin so I had to look at her...she hated when I wouldn’t. 

“Yes?” I asked, ignoring the shakiness in my voice. She always said there was no crying in dance. 

But I was really close to crying right now. 

“If you need something, you just need to ask. This dance studio is very invested in you. We want you to succeed.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” I sniffed, wiping at my eyes frantically because I couldn’t stop my tears. 

There was a pause, and then her voice lowered even more. “Is everything alright at home?” 

I stiffened. 

Why did adults always ask this question, like I could actually tell them the truth? 

Dad would get so mad if he knew I was even talking to her. 

And when he got mad—really, really bad things happened. 

I held in my shiver and tried my best to keep my face blank.

She was just trying to help. They all were. 

But there was no one that could help me. I just had to be okay until I was grown up. 

Or at least that’s what I told myself.

“Everything’s fine,” I said, my tone suspiciously high and squeaky. I tried to put on the dance smile that they’d taught me in my first class. 

“Happiness needs to beam out of your eyeballs,” Miss Franca had told us that day.

Staring up at Miss Gallagher with all the fake happiness I could muster…I wasn’t sure she was falling for it. 

Miss Gallagher sighed like I’d disappointed her and patted my shoulder. “Someday, you will trust me, ma chérie,” she said before she glided away, her posture elegant and confident, and everything I wanted to be.  

I wanted to run after her and tell her all about Dad and how mean he’d gotten the last few years since Mom left. I wanted to tell her how alone and scared and hungry I was all the time. 

But the last time I’d told someone, he’d hit me so hard, my head cracked open. I still got headaches all the time from it. 

Nope. I wanted to sprint after her, throw my arms around her waist and beg her not to let me go home.

But I didn’t let myself. 

I grabbed my bag, and I walked out of the dance studio, dread building in my stomach with every step I took. 

Trudging to the bus stop, I did my best to keep the happiness with me. Dancing was the only time I felt happy. The only time I felt like everything was going to be okay. My life didn’t have to turn out horrible just because now was really hard. 

The sun dipped low on the horizon, casting long shadows across the cracked pavement as I stared at the concrete, trying not to catch anyone’s attention. The regulars who caught this bus were used to seeing a ten-year-old riding by herself by now. But the new riders never were.

I nodded at the driver, a sweaty man with hair coming out of his squished up nose and pit stains under his arms that went halfway down his shirt. He didn’t nod back, he just made sure I swiped my bus card before his gaze moved to the person climbing on behind me. 

The bus was like a giant metal oven, baking us in the heat of the dying sun. But instead of cookies, it smelled like a mix of old socks and moldy cheese. Every time someone opened a window, it just seemed to make things worse, bringing in a blast of hot air and even more funky smells.

I tried to ignore it, pressing my face against the cool glass and watching the world pass by in a blur of colors.

I should have gotten used to the stench by now—I probably didn’t smell very good either after hours of dancing. I usually would shower at the studio, but with Miss Gallagher stopping me, she’d taken the extra time I had before I needed to get to the bus. 

Dad was usually passed out or at a bar. But if he was awake and I happened to be late...

That would be really bad.

I fingered the shiny, pink burn mark on my arm where he’d held my arm to the gas stove six months ago.

I had only been a few minutes late that day...

Staring out the window, I took in the “nice” part of town as we passed through. There was a line in this city, invisible but noticeable as soon as you crossed it. 

The rich and the poor side. 

Unfortunately for me, I didn’t live in just the poor side. I lived in the so poor everyone forgot about you side, where they didn’t even bother to send buses because very few people—if any—were ever leaving there. Thus, the bus stop was a mile from my house.

I watched as the shiny buildings and storefronts, the manicured lawns and towering mansions disappeared...making way for crumbling buildings and litter-strewn streets. 

It was symbolic of what it felt like to go from my dance classes to home. 

Glittering, gleaming dance studios to boarded up windows and struggle. 

I didn’t understand how in the same world, there were people that had so much...and others that had so little. 

The bus shuddered to a stop, the squeak of the breaks making me wince as it assaulted my ear drums. I threw out a “see you,” to the driver, knowing he wouldn’t say anything back. 

But sometimes I liked to pretend that we were friends. 

“Ana!” a familiar voice called, and I sighed before straightening my face and turning around. 

Michael Carver gave me the creeps. That was the only way to describe it. 

And that was saying something with where I lived, where down-on-their-luck men seemed to haunt every street corner. 

Maybe it was how he looked. 

So perfect. So clean. Not a hair on his head out of place. 

No one else looked like that around here, like they had stepped out of a Brady Bunch episode. 

Even in my dance outfit I didn’t look like that. 

Maybe it was the fact that he was a sophomore at the local high school, and I’d heard rumors already in middle school about how he was selling drugs. 

Or maybe it was the fact that he always seemed to be lurking around, popping up every time I was outside my house, even though I knew he lived nowhere near here.

That was probably it. 

“Hi, Michael,” I said politely. “I don’t have time to talk today. I need to get home.” 

He smirked and made a disgusting show of dragging his gaze up and down my body, like I wasn’t just a kid. 

I was at the age where I was definitely noticing boys, even if I was staying far away from them. 

But my boobs hadn’t even come in yet. I didn’t eat enough to have the curves that boys were already talking about at school. 

The way he stared at me...

Creepy.

It didn’t help that his eye color was what I would describe as “watery blue.” For some reason that color had always given me the shivers. I’d seen a character described like that in a book once and it had always stuck with me. Michael’s eyes looked empty...that was the word. Like he was wearing a mask and there wasn’t actually anything inside of him. 

A shiver crept up my back and I held it in. 

“I don’t know why you try so hard to not be friends with me, Ana. I could really help you out.” He brushed some invisible hair from his face, trying for a hot guy move that was never going to work for him—at least not in my eyes. 

“Anastasia,” I said stiffly. 

“What?” 

“Anastasia. My name’s Anastasia.” 

He snorted. “I’ve heard other people call you Ana before.” 

I opened my mouth to answer—to tell him that the only people who called me that were people I liked—or at least tolerated. 

Snapping my lips closed, I didn’t say anything. But somehow the words still hovered in the air between us, and the smile he’d been sporting transformed into a dark frown. 

“Okay, well, nice to talk to you,” I said instead, turning to step away. I really did need to get home. And it said something about how uneasy Michael made me feel that I would rather be at home than talking to him. 

It said a lot actually. 

His hand shot out and grabbed my arm. 

Tightly. 

“Ouch,” I growled, trying to pull away.

“Ana,” he answered, emphasizing the nickname in a calm voice that somehow made me flinch. “You just need to accept that we’re going to be friends. And that it will be a good thing for you.” 

“Uh huh,” I answered, finally succeeding in pulling my arm away. I could feel the lingering pressure of his grip as I backed up, not taking my eyes off him.

He didn’t lunge after me or do anything else, though. 

Michael did something scarier instead. 

He smiled. 

There were a whole bunch of promises in that smile that I wanted nothing to do with. 

As soon as he turned, I sped toward home, thinking that someday I wasn’t going to run from anything that scared me. 

But that someday was definitely not today. 

I dragged my tired feet up the overgrown gravel drive. It was a tangled mess of weeds and thorns and neglect.

Home sweet home. 

Well, it was more of a shack really, with its sagging roof, but it kept the rain out. 

Sometimes. 

Somehow it looked even more run down than it did this morning when I left. The paint peeled in long, jagged strips, revealing the decaying wood beneath. The windows were smudged with grime. 

I pushed open the creaking front door, its hinges groaning in protest. I winced, wishing there was a quieter way to get in the house. It was best for me to stay as unnoticed as possible. 

One step inside, and the familiar stench of alcohol hit me like a punch to the gut. I turned the corner and screeched to a halt. Dad was slumped in the armchair, the one that was so faded, and worn, and dirty, you couldn’t tell what color it used to be. 

He wasn’t snoring yet—which wasn’t good. He snored when he was in a really deep sleep. I had a test to study for tomorrow’s history class, and I didn’t want him waking up and messing that all up. 

I watched him for a moment, making sure he wasn’t going to jump up when I passed. His skin was a ruddy red color beneath a tangled mass of unkempt, greasy hair. His clothes were stained and wrinkled from days spent in a drunken stupor. 

Even in sleep, his face was contorted with anger and bitterness, the lines etched deeply into his brows like a roadmap of the demons that haunted him. 

As I watched him, fear and loathing curled in my stomach. 

There were bottles all over the floor glinting in the dim light. I winced when I saw them because they weren’t there this morning when I left, and that meant he’d spent money we didn’t have. I would have my free lunch at school tomorrow, but it would make it really hard for me to get through the day. I danced for so many hours that I burned a lot of calories. A slice of plasticky pizza and a carton of milk just didn’t do it.

I didn’t bother picking them up, I just focused on not tripping on them. 

Sometimes I thought about what would happen if he just died. If one day he drank so much, he never woke. 

And then I felt bad, because I knew that Mom leaving him really messed him up.

But he’d told me he would never leave me that day she’d disappeared.

He’d lied.

He’d left me every day. With every drop he drank. With every step he took from who he’d been to who he was now.

So it felt like it was okay that sometimes it was hard for me to keep my promises to him too. 

My stomach grumbled as I reached the hallway, and I bit my lip as I stared into the kitchen. 

Maybe...

I tiptoed into the room, noting the dirty dishes in the sink...and the pizza box. 

Had he ordered us dinner for once? 

I scrambled toward the box like someone possessed...I hadn’t had Papa Johns in forever. 

Flipping open the lid, I could have cried. 

It was all gone. Every last piece. 

Forgetting I was supposed to be quiet, I threw open the fridge door, staring at the one expired bottle of mustard on the shelf, a strange numbness flooding my limbs. 

I’d eaten nothing but school lunches and stale bread for weeks...and he’d ordered a pizza...and eaten the entire thing. 

A tear slipped down my cheek, and I let it drip to the ground. 

My stomach grumbled again, and I rubbed at it, grabbing the cup I kept clean in the cabinet and filling it to the brim with water. If I drank enough water, sometimes my stomach wouldn’t hurt as bad. 

I would just have to try and charm the lunch ladies out of some extra food tomorrow to help me get through the day. 

Making it to my room without waking him, I collapsed on my bed, trying not to wince as a spring dug into my back. I stared up at the ceiling, at the water stains and the cracks that I’d memorized. 

Someday I’d be the greatest ballerina the world had ever seen. I would dance on the stage with the New York Ballet and the entire audience would give me a standing ovation. 

Everyone would know my name. 

They’d throw flowers on the stage and they would love me. 

I would make them love me. 

A crashing sound echoed from the living room, and I scrambled up from the bed, preparing myself...just in case. 

Tiptoeing to the door, I carefully placed my ear on the worn wood, listening to what Dad could be doing out there. 

There was nothing but silence. 

Maybe he’d just had one of his fits he sometimes got, when he thrashed in his sleep and made a mess, but somehow stayed asleep. 

Another minute of listening, and I decided that must have been it, and I started to study. 

After I’d finished, I got into bed, pulling up my threadbare comforter, my eyes growing heavy almost the second my head touched my pillow—one good thing about dancing for hours, no matter what, it was easy to fall asleep. 

Tomorrow would be a new day...

* * *

My door slammed open and crashed against the wall with a bang that had me gasping for breath as I was dragged from sleep.

I blinked, trying to get my bearings, and when I did, I was immediately awake. 

And terrified. 

Dad was there, his body swaying in place as he stood in the doorway. 

I didn’t say anything. I didn’t move. Like he was a predator that maybe couldn’t see me if I didn’t move at all. 

“Demon,” he growled suddenly.

I started shaking, because sometimes when he drank a lot, he started imagining things that didn’t really happen, and that was always when the worst things had happened. 

Slowly raising my hands in front of me, I tried to calm myself and think. 

“Dad, you should go back to your chair. Everything’s alright,” I began, keeping my voice as soothing as possible. 

“Demon!” he raged, and he lunged toward the bed, his movements clumsy and erratic, the rest of his words slurred and incomprehensible.

“Dad! No!” I shrieked, trying to escape the covers that were tangled around my legs. 

He grabbed my wrist and pulled me toward him, his breath hot and putrid against my face. 

“I won’t let you get me,” he spit, throwing me to the ground. 

Dad fisted my hair, his knee digging into my neck. I coughed and thrashed under him, struggling to breathe. 

“Dirty little devil. Demon!” he screamed, spittle showering my face with every word. 

“Pl…ease,” I tried to choke out.

His foot connected with my leg with a sickening crack. Pain exploded through me like fireworks, and I crumpled to the ground, clutching my shattered limb as tears blurred my vision.

I blinked up at the ceiling as shock settled over my skin. He stood over me and leaned down, his breath reeking of whiskey as he glared down at me in disgust. 

“You’re a pretty thief,” he murmured as he squatted down. 

And another tear slid down my cheek, because suddenly he didn’t sound nearly as drunk as he had before. 

His palm caressed my face, and my head slid to the side, vomit launching out of my mouth because everything was too much. The pain, the nausea from the pain, everything. 

He staggered away, leaving me writhing on the floor, flayed open and broken. 

Eventually, I glanced down at my leg, my breath scattering as I saw that there was a bone popping out of my skin. 

My head dropped back to the floor as blood seeped out around me. 

It was so cold. 

I didn’t want to die. 

I wanted to live.

I wanted to dance…
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