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PLEASE READ...

Dear readers, please be aware that this is a darker style 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 golden retriever
stalker you have been waiting for. Ari Lancaster will do what it takes to get
his girl.

Themes include ice hockey, stalking, manipulation, dark obsessive
themes, sexual scenes. Our MC has issues with self hate, self harm, an
eating disorder, and trauma from her parents’ death is alluded to and
described. Cheating is involved but not between the main love interests! Ari
and Blake would never cheat on each other.

There are no harems or sharing involved. Ari Lancaster only has eyes
for her.

Prepare to enter the world of the L.A. Cobras...you’ve been warned.



THE PUCKING WRONG GUY

I came to L.A. for my fresh start...and then my past showed up.

I’m happy. At least that’s what I tell myself. I’'m working hard to pursue
my dreams. I’m finally out from under the thumb of my adopted parents.

I’'m happy.

But then a 6’4 tattooed hockey star who thinks he’s god shows up at the
restaurant where I’m working...

And changes everything.

He tells me I’m the one. That he’s been searching for me for years...

That he’s never going to let me go.

The question is...is Ari Lancaster going to break my heart? Or has
my Mr. Wrong been the right guy all along...
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“I didn’t hear him because my two Stanley Cup rings were plugging
my ears.”
—Goalie Patrick Roy

3 Hockey Boyfriends Annn}lmuusﬂ’
@hockyboyfriends ancnymous

Bunnies, hold onto your panties, because this news is
coming in hot. #sizzle Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome, Ari
Lancaster himself, is no longer a Dallas Knight. #wtf A
shock considering he just won his first Stanley Cup with
his longtime team. In a news conference held today, the
L.A. Cobras announced they had successfully
completed a trade for the star defenseman.
#welcometolalaland I've put my head to the ground
bunnies, trying to figure out the reason. But so far I've
got nothing. Tweet us if you hear any news. We have a
feeling that whatever the reason is...it's going to be
juicy.

12:00 PM - Sep 5, 2023 - Twitter for iPhone
326K Retweets  18.9K Quote Tweets  74.BK Likes
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PROLOGUE



BEFORE



LAYLA

y heart was a heavy stone in my chest as I walked hand in hand

with my case worker toward the looming group home. The gray

sky mirrored my mood, and the air seemed colder than usual. It had
been just a few weeks since I lost my parents, and the pain was still so
fresh, it was an open wound that would never heal.

I didn't see how it could.

The building was old and intimidating, its tall brick walls casting a
shadow over the entrance. I swallowed hard, gripping my teddy bear even
tighter to my chest for comfort. I wished I could turn back, that this was all
just a bad dream, that I could go home and my parents would be waiting
there with open arms.

My case worker, Ms. Thompson, squeezed my free hand gently. She had
kind eyes and a warm smile, but they couldn't chase away the sadness that
clung to me like a second skin. "It's going to be okay, sweetie," she
whispered, her voice soft and soothing. I nodded, even though I didn't really
believe her.

I was here because there was no one who wanted me. She could say
otherwise, try to be positive and comforting about all of this, but that was
the truth. I was alone. I had no one.

As we stepped inside, the hallway seemed to stretch forever in both
directions. The walls were a dull beige, and the fluorescent lights overhead
buzzed like angry bees. It smelled kind of musty, like old paper and
cleaning supplies. The place didn't feel very welcoming.

Ms. Thompson led me toward a door at the end of the hallway, her
footsteps echoing in the silence. We entered a small office where a stern-
looking woman sat behind a desk cluttered with papers. She had gray hair
pulled back into a tight bun, and her glasses perched on the edge of her
nose.

"Ah, Ms. Thompson," the woman said, her voice brisk. "This must be
our new arrival." She glanced at me, her eyes briefly softening before
pressing back into a tight line. Her sharp eyes bored into mine with an
intensity that sent chills through my body.



"Yes," Ms. Thompson replied, her tone respectful. "This is Layla."

I shifted nervously from foot to foot, clutching my teddy bear even
tighter. I wished Mom and Dad were here. They always knew how to make
me feel safe.

The woman and Ms. Thompson exchanged a few whispered words that
I couldn't quite catch. My heart raced as I strained to listen, feeling like they
were talking about something important.

"I heard about her parents," the woman said, her voice low. "Such a
tragedy."

"Yes. This one is definitely a more difficult case,” Ms. Thompson
replied, her voice filled with sympathy.

“Have they figured out why he killed her?”

I felt a lump forming in my throat, and I stopped trying to listen. They
were talking about Mom and Dad. My eyes welled up with tears, and I tried
to blink them away. I didn't want the women to see me cry.

I also didn’t want to think about Mom and Dad like that.

After a few more whispers, the woman smoothed her gray hair back,
even though there wasn’t a strand out of place in her severe bun. She stood
and walked over to me before crouching to my level, her expression
softening a little. "Hello, Layla,” she said kindly. "My name is Mrs.
Anderson. We're here to help you, okay?"

I nodded, my voice caught in my throat.

"Let's get you settled in." Mrs. Anderson held out a hand for me, and I
instinctively grabbed it. It was cold and boney, nothing like my mom's
hand. None of the strangers I’d been passed to since the police found me in
our house had felt like Mom, though.

Mrs. Anderson didn't waste any time, leading me out of the office and
down another hallway.

As 1 followed her, I wiped away a tear that had escaped, almost
dropping my bear in the process.

The hallway we walked down was lonely feeling, each step echoing like
a heartbeat in the stillness. Mrs. Anderson's footsteps were steady beside
me, only a slightly reassuring presence as I ventured further into the
unknown. The walls were lined with old photographs of children who had
lived here before, their smiles frozen in time. I wondered where they were
now.
Had they ever been happy?



We arrived at a door that Mrs. Anderson pushed open with a gentle
creak. The room inside was small and simple, and cold. There were two
beds with neatly made quilts, a desk with a chair, and a shelf with a few
books. Dim light filtered through the curtains, casting a gray tinged glow
over everything.

"This will be your room, Layla,” Mrs. Anderson said, her voice kind.
"You’ll be sharing it with Michelle. I’m sure she’ll be by soon and you guys
can get to know each other. Feel free to do whatever you want to make it
your own."

Staring around, it didn’t seem like Michelle had done anything to make
it her own. My stomach trembled with even more nerves.

I looked around, feeling...grief. It wasn't my old room back at home,
filled with familiar posters and the lingering scent of Mom's cooking. I
knew I should be grateful to be here, since no one else had wanted me, but
everything was wrong. The walls weren’t painted a soft shade of lavender,
pictures of our little family’s adventures all over. The bed wasn’t
overflowing with stuffed animals. And there weren’t flowers on the
nightstand, like the ones Dad had brought me every week along with the
ones he got Mom.

"Thank you," I whispered, a wobble in my words.

"You're welcome, dear," Mrs. Anderson replied with a soft smile, as she
ignored the pain in my voice. "If you need anything, don't hesitate to ask.
I’ll send someone to give you a tour in a little while. Dinner will be at six in
the main room."

I nodded, still struggling to find my words. She left me alone in the
room, closing the door behind her. As I sat on the edge of the bed, my teddy
bear clutched to my chest, a sense of loneliness washed over me. The tears I
had held back earlier now streamed uncontrollably down my cheeks.

The more minutes that ticked by, the more my emotions swirled like a
tempest, a violent storm I couldn't control. The pain of loss, the raw
loneliness, it all crashed over me like a relentless wave, tearing through the
fragile dam of my composure. I felt like I was drowning in an ocean of
tears, each sob an echo of the ache buried deep within me. Panic clawed at
my chest, a vicious beast threatening to break free.

The room, this alien space, seemed to constrict around me, a
straightjacket of unfamiliarity that I couldn't escape. My heart raced,
breaths came in shallow gasps. I was teetering on the edge of an abyss. The



world spun, a dizzying dance that left me disoriented and struggling to find
my footing.

Enough. I couldn't stay here. With a desperate gasp, I lurched off the
bed, my vision a blur of saltwater, my teddy bear falling from my hands. I
sprinted down the corridor, a mad dash to outrun the encroaching panic. I
burst from the building and into the field behind the orphanage, the cool
breeze on my face a sharp contrast to the turmoil inside.

I collapsed onto the grass, panic tightening its grip. It was as if the
world had shattered, and I was lost in the debris. Then, from out of the
chaos, a voice sliced through.

"Hey, hey, it's okay. Just focus on your breath. I’'m right here."

I blinked through tear-soaked lashes and saw a boy standing there,
concern shining from his eyes. He looked at me as though he really saw me.
There was no pity like there had been in the eyes of the officers...of
everyone. His deep green gaze was absent of the resignation that Ms.
Thompson and Mrs. Anderson directed my way. No, all I saw in the depths
of his stare was that he cared. His presence was like a lifeline in the storm,
grounding me in the midst of my panic. His eyes were gentle, his voice
soothing as he spoke.

"Deep breath, angel, and then exhale slowly. You're doing great."

The panic began to ebb away, replaced by a sense of calm that I hadn't
thought possible.

For a minute, the frenzy was gone. The world around me disappeared
until nothing but silence was left.

As the panic receded, I wiped away the remnants of my tears and peered
up at him, a mix of gratitude and curiosity in my gaze.

The boy looked a little older than me, his hair a storm of wild black
waves that seemed to have a mind of its own. His vibrant green eyes
sparkled with mischief, and something about them made my heart race.

There was a smudge of dirt on his cheek and his grin was wide, like he
knew a million secrets and couldn't wait to share all of them. His lips
curved up with a natural feeling of confidence that I’d never seen in
someone.

He stood there like he owned the world, his posture relaxed and ready
for anything.

"Thank you," I finally managed to rasp out when I realized I was just
staring at him.



His smile grew broader, like there was sunshine inside him he couldn’t
contain. "It’s no biggie.” His gaze darted over my face and I wiped at the
tears still dripping down my cheeks. “I'm Ari, by the way."

My voice wavered as I replied, "Layla."

“Layla,” he repeated, holding out his hand to help me off the ground.

I stared at it for a long minute, not understanding why taking it seemed
like such a big decision.

When I finally reached out and grabbed it, my fate was sealed.

I just didn’t know it yet.






CHAPTER 1

%Blake

uY ou got the fucking job!” Kelsey screamed into the phone, making

me wince as I pulled it away from my ear so I didn’t lose all my
hearing. Waldo growled at the sound, lifting his head from the

floor where he’d been napping in the sun streaming in from the window.

It took a second for what she’d said to sink in.

“I got it,” I whispered, my fingers trembling as I touched my mouth in
disbelief. Waldo’s front paws landed on my leg, and he started whimpering,
obviously sensing the tension suddenly coursing across my skin.

“L.A., baby!” She was screaming again, but this time, the noise didn’t
even touch me.

Because the longshot, life-changing thing I’d been trying not to think
about, trying not to hope for...was finally coming true.

Clark’s face flashed through my mind.



I hadn’t even told him about it, because I didn’t want to risk a fight
about something that wasn’t going to happen.

But now here it was, and...

Speak of the devil. My phone buzzed, signaling an incoming call.

Clark.

“I’ve got to take this,” I told her, cutting off whatever else my agent was
about to say as I switched over.

“Hi!” I squeaked out in an overly excited voice.

“Hey, baby. Ready for tonight?” he asked warmly.

My stomach churned just thinking about the party I was supposed to
attend with him later that evening.

All those eyes.

My gaze darted to the mirror on the wall, tracing the lines of my body in
the reflection, noting all the imperfections. All the things they’d all see.

All the things they’d think about me.

I studied the neat line of scars on my hip and swallowed my anxiety
down. “Yep. Seven, right?”

“Yes,” he answered. “I sent a dress for you. Can’t wait to see you in it.”

“Perfect,” I whispered softly, squeezing my eyes shut as if that could
take away the hot shame licking at my insides as I thought about how I'd
look in that dress.

“I’ve got to jump into a meeting. I love you,” he murmured, in a voice
that should have given me butterflies.

“Goodbye,” I whispered as the phone clicked, staring out the window of
the tiny studio apartment I could barely afford. Clark knew it, too. He’d
been asking me to move in with him for three months, but I'd always had
an excuse.

How long until he got tired of my excuses...and then I was all alone?

I’d be all alone in L.A. though....

Waldo barked, as if he was offended by my thoughts.

I knelt down and buried my face against his soft black and white fur.
“I’m not alone, am I, boy?” I cooed, a smile peeking at my lips as he
lathered kisses all over my face. I stayed like that for a moment, soaking in
the warmth of him before I stood up and glanced around the room.

My cramped studio apartment was a chaotic disaster. The exact opposite
of the life I'd been forced to live after I'd been adopted. From the moment
you walked through the door, it felt like you were diving into a whirlwind



of colors, patterns, and creative clutter that would probably make no sense
to anyone but me. Every inch of the small space was crammed with objects
that spoke to my...eclectic personality.

The futon against the far wall functioned as both seating and my bed. Its
cushions were worn, but I thought they still looked inviting, an assortment
of throw pillows creating a nest where I often lost myself in books or
daydreams.

Against another wall, a vintage record player stood proudly, surrounded
by stacks of vinyl records collected from thrift stores and flea markets.

An old wooden coffee table, adorned with paint splatters from
impromptu art sessions, acted as the centerpiece of my living space.

The kitchen area was compact, containing nothing more than a tiny
stove, barely large enough to fit a single pot and a rusted old sink and mini
fridge. Pots and pans were stacked precariously on open shelves, alongside
an assortment of mismatched mugs and plates.

In one corner, a distressed bookshelf groaned under the weight of my
extensive book collection. It was my personal library, filled with dog-eared
pages and highlighted passages that had impacted my soul in one way or
another.

There wasn’t a closet in here, so my clothes hung from a clothing rack.
Piles of shoes were tucked away in the corners, each pair scrounged up
from my favorite thrift stores.

Clark hated this place.

He hated the color and how much stuff there was.

He couldn’t understand that all I’d had when I’d gotten to that
orphanage was a teddy bear. He couldn’t understand the need I had to
surround myself with things that were mine.

My adoptive parents didn’t understand either. They’d offered to pay for
a penthouse, and been...disappointed when I’d refused, wanting to try and
make it on my own.

No one understood.

“One step at a time, Blake,” I murmured to myself, pushing my dark
thoughts away and striding toward the bathroom to grab the anxiety pills
waiting for me before I started getting ready for tonight.



I took a deep breath in the elevator, cold dread sliding down my skin as the
floors beeped by. The fabric of my dress whispered against me, elegance
that I never quite got used to. The gown Clark had sent was a work of art, a
masterpiece of pale pink satin and lace that flowed around me like a dream.

Its beauty was a reminder of the life I'd been thrust into—one of glamor
and perfection that I’d never lived up to. My adoptive mother had expected
refinement, and the fashion world had only reinforced it.

Tonight, like so many other nights, it felt like I was wearing a costume,
one that didn't quite fit. I should be used to it; I've felt like that from the
moment the Shepfields picked me up from that group home, changed my
name, my identity, my world.

Perfection was the decree in that cold mansion they’d taken me to,
woven into every corner like a delicate but unyielding thread. The only
imperfection allowed was that Maura Shepfield couldn’t have children.

Hence the need for me.

From the moment I entered that world, her impossible standards
enveloped me, shaping my existence into a mosaic of precise expectations
that went against everything my mom and dad had taught me. I was stuck in
an intricate web spun from her vision of what life should be.

Maura Shepfield was the definition of opulence, with a fevered taste for
the finest things that life had to offer. She’d projected this onto me like a
mirror image.

The clothes I wore were always meticulously chosen. Every occasion,
no matter how casual, demanded an aura of perfection that felt like armor I
had to constantly wear.

It wasn't just about the clothes, though.

It was about the posture, the way I spoke, the way I held my fork during
meals. She trained me to glide through life as if every step was
choreographed, as if every word was scripted. My appearance and behavior
were meant to be a canvas that reflected her, and any deviation from her
expectations was met with sharp disappointment that cut deep into my skin.

In her world, even a speck of imperfection was a stain that tarnished the
glossy veneer she worked so tirelessly to maintain. She believed that life
was a performance, a grand stage where we were all actors in an elaborate
play. And her role, it seemed, was that of the director, guiding every scene
with precision and determination.



Her insistence on perfection had been a heavy weight on my shoulders
since that first day they’d picked me up, a burden that left little room for me
to breathe, to stumble...to exist. And amidst the glamor, the designer
dresses, and the extravagant events, I often found myself wondering if there
was a place for...me.

At the bottom of the stairs, I glanced toward the waiting car, a bitter
ache settling in my chest that I refused to examine closely. Clark was
standing outside the car waiting for me, a phone to his ear, his gaze dancing
across me admiringly. I tried to return the grin...but I didn’t have it in me.

What did he see when he looked at me?

Because I was sure he didn’t see the real me.

He was his usual picture of beautiful sophistication. The only thing out
of place was his black hair, which fell in calculated disarray over his
forehead. He’d once told me he styled it that way because it made him look
more personable. Turns out, he also thought everything was a performance.
His vibrant green eyes stared at me with the same interest they’d had since
that first night when we’d met. I couldn’t find fault with him about that.

I’d seen him with his friends though, times when I’d gone to the
bathroom and hovered in the hallway like a creep as I watched him smile
and shine with them.

It wasn’t the same smile and shine as when we were alone. He smiled at
me like a burden...or maybe that was my imagination. I never could be too
sure these days.

Or maybe that was just my crazy talking. Because as Mrs. Shepfield
always said...only a fool wouldn’t want Clark.

Dressed in a perfectly tailored tuxedo, the suit seemed to mold to his
form as if it were a second skin. There was a tension in his posture right
then, a subtle restlessness there that told me whoever was on the call was
not doing what he wanted.

And Clark always got what he wanted.

Even me.

He slid his palm down my back and waited for me to slide into the limo
before following behind.

As the car glided along the city streets, I watched him discreetly,
conflicting emotions churning within me. There was a time when his
presence was a sanctuary for me, when I thought he was my hero, helping



me escape the weight of the Shepfields’ demands. But now, in the confines
of that car—

I opened my mouth several times to tell him about the life changing
news I’d received that morning.

But I couldn’t quite get the words out.

The car pulled up outside the Metropolitan Museum then, breaking me
out of my gloomy thoughts, and its grandeur loomed before us.

Clark ended his call and his attention shifted to me, his gaze meeting
mine. "We’re here, sweetheart,” he murmured as if I hadn’t noticed,
reaching up to brush his fingers across my cheek. His tone was gentle, but it
still served as a reminder that tonight held a weight beyond the glittering
surface of the gala.

His business partners and all the who’s who of the city would be there.
Another night of pretending to be something I wasn’t.

His eyes lingered over me and his gaze intensified, as if he were taking
in every detail, every nuance of my appearance. I felt a rush of vulnerability
under that scrutiny, my insecurities threatening to bubble to the surface.

“Most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen,” he finally said, when his inspection
was complete.

But I didn’t feel the words like I should’ve.

His driver, Ryan, opened the door, and Clark’s mask slipped on, that
gorgeous smile of his there for everyone to see. Backlit by the camera
flashes of the paparazzi who stalked these events, he extended his hand to
help me out. His touch was warm, his demeanor exuding confidence and
charm as he guided me onto the steps of the museum.

We stepped into the horde of flashing lights and the chorus of society
photographers calling our names. Clark moved me this way and that,
making sure they got all our best angles. It was a dance we’d perfected, a
game of smiles and posed elegance that masked the real emotions lurking
beneath. I plastered on a smile, my gaze fixed on Clark like he was
everything as he expertly navigated the spectacle.

The cameras captured our every move, the bright flashes turning the
night into a whirlwind of frozen moments. With each click of the camera, I
felt a wave of pressure, the weight of expectations crashing over me. And as
Clark led me inside the museum, his arm tightly around me like he knew I
wanted to bolt...I felt like I was going to be sick.



Inside, the museum had undergone a remarkable metamorphosis,
shedding its usual air of quiet reverence for an opulent transformation.

Maura had outdone herself.

The entrance staircase bloomed with cascading flowers and flowing
drapes of purple and cream, like a grand portal into a realm of
extravagance. The atrium had become an ethereal ballroom, aglow with the
radiance of crystal chandeliers that dripped from the ceiling like suspended
stardust. The velvet curtain-lined corridors whispered with the melodies of
live music, inviting guests to twirl and converse amidst the echoes of
artistry. The museum’s scholarly skin was gone, in its place a living,
breathing masterpiece of elegance.

We mingled with the crowd, or should I say, Clark mingled with the
crowd. I stood there. Kind of like an accessory. Clark's hand rested lightly
on my back the entire time, his conversations a drudgery of smooth, fake
words. He was a master of this world, and I...was not.

I grimaced when I heard a familiar, tinkling laugh.

Maura.

I didn’t call them Mom and Dad behind closed doors. That was only in
public.

Her laugh was somehow a mixture of refinement and superiority, and it
always made me cringe inwardly. Taking a deep breath, I waited for her to
approach, dread dripping down my spine like a bead of sweat.

And then there they were. Thomas and Maura Shepfield.

Maura’s appearance was as polished as ever, a vision of refined beauty
that drew eyes to her like a siren song. Just looking at her, she could be
anywhere between her twenties and forties, not a line marring her face. Her
blonde hair was perfectly coiffed, every strand carefully placed. Her black
gown the epitome of couture, clinging to her figure in all the right places.

I actually resembled her. I’d overheard them discussing it one night,
how that was one of the reasons they’d picked me instead of a baby.
Because anyone meeting them would assume I was really theirs.

Lucky me.

Thomas, standing beside her, was the embodiment of classic charm. His
tailored tuxedo exuded an air of effortlessness, his silver streaked hair
adding a touch of distinguished elegance. His eyes held a warmth that
offered a stark contrast to Maura’s demeanor, a warmth that I knew,
however, didn’t go skin deep.



As they approached Clark and me, Maura’s eyes scanned my body with
a scrutinizing gaze that only made the dread clawing at my insides thicken.
With a calculated smile, she said, "Blake...I see you didn’t use the makeup
and hair team I suggested."

Her words were laced with subtle venom. And the comment, which
would sound pretty innocuous to anyone listening around us, hit me like a
brick to the face, the pain a stark contrast to the facade of smiles and
laughter around us.

“It’s good to see you too, Mother,” I replied coolly as Clark brushed his
fingers down my back soothingly.

She and Thomas cooed over Clark and he spat back some equally
idiotic pleasantries. I could normally force myself to listen to them for
however long I needed to, but tonight the sound of their voices was like ants
burrowing into my skin.

“I’ll be right back,” I murmured, pulling away from Clark’s hand with a
strained smile, ignoring the shock and dismay all over Maura’s face over
my rudeness.

I turned to head toward the bathroom. I just needed a minute, a minute
to gather my thoughts and mend the cracks that threatened to widen within
me. I could feel their gazes piercing into me, and that ever present feeling
grew. The one that said I’d never be good enough.

For anybody.

The bathroom was somehow blissfully empty when I walked in, and I
stood in front of the mirror, taking a few deep breaths, trying to get ahold of
myself. Trying to keep all that emotion thrashing around inside me, firmly
locked in my chest.

I stared at my reflection in the gilded mirror, my gaze filled with self-
loathing. I was a model. The world called me beautiful.

And I hated everything about myself.

Blond waves framed my face, a cascade of hair that others might
admire, but all I saw were imperfections—strands that never seemed to fall
just right, a perpetual messiness that clashed with what everyone wanted
from me. My dark blue eyes stared back, their hue an exotic anomaly that
was almost violet, yet all T could think about were the dark circles that
blemished the skin beneath them, a reminder of sleepless nights and
anxious days.



And then there were my lips, oversized, drawing attention I didn't want.
I despised the way they looked when I smiled, as if they were shouting for
attention, betraying my discomfort with the mask I wore. My reflection
seemed to taunt me, every detail an assault on the confidence I struggled to
hold onto.

When I stared at my body, I saw bulges and angles that seemed to
amplify my flaws. The neckline that was supposed to exude allure only
made me feel exposed, my bare skin a testament to my vulnerability.

I pinched at the fabric near my waist, the critical thoughts in my mind
forming a symphony of self-doubt. Everything felt wrong—my hair, my
eyes, my lips, my body—each aspect of my appearance a gateway for
relentless scrutiny. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn't silence the chorus
of negativity that echoed within me.

The bathroom door swung open then, and Michelle, my best...frenemy
sauntered in with an air of all the confidence that I lacked. Her dark brown
hair cascaded in sleek waves around her shoulders, her doe-like brown eyes
held a glint of mischief, and her lips were adorned with a bold shade of red
lipstick.

Her figure-hugging black dress clung to her curves perfectly, a daring
slit revealing just enough to leave an impression. She moved with a grace
that was both captivating and enigmatic, an embodiment of self-assuredness
that had always drawn people to her.

"Blake," Michelle greeted, her voice carrying a blend of warmth and
sarcasm that only she could manage.

I glanced up from the mirror, meeting her gaze with apprehension.
"Hey, Michelle."

She leaned against the counter, her eyes scanning me with a hint of
amusement. "Oh, wow, Blake. You look...different."

I sighed at her comment, because it was par for the course with her,
trying to ignore how her words were a direct hit to my already fragile state.
"That’s...nice to hear," I said sarcastically. You couldn’t show weakness
with Michelle. She was like a shark constantly on the hunt for blood.

And I’d been her favorite target since our days at the orphanage. She’d
been adopted by one of the Shepfields’ friends...and I’d been stuck with
her for better or for worse.

Her red lips curled into a sly smile, her gaze never leaving my face.
"Well, I've never seen you wear so much makeup before. It's like you're



trying really hard tonight."

Her words stung like a slap, sending me further down the spiraling path
I’d already been on. I glanced away, unable to meet her gaze as the knot of
humiliation tightened in my chest.

"And that dress..." Michelle continued, her tone light, "Did they send
the wrong size?"

I clenched my fists, my nails digging into my palms as I struggled to
contain my rising anger. "You look gorgeous as well, Michelle," I drawled,
stepping away from the mirror and moving past her.

She shrugged casually, her gaze shifting to her perfectly manicured
nails. "Don’t be like that. I’'m just speaking what everyone’s thinking,
Blake. You need that in a friend."

Taking a deep breath, I finally met her eyes, a mix of hurt and
frustration simmering beneath the surface that I did my best to hide.
"Right."

Michelle's gaze was triumphant as she watched me.

She knew every button to press, every insecurity to pull at.

And she was great at doing both.

I turned away from her, but my reflection in the mirror seemed to
support everything she’d just said.

Michelle moved on from me and started chatting about the event, her
voice a distant echo in my ears.

She didn’t even notice when I walked away, doing my best to lock up
the weakness, determined to hold my head high and face the gala once
more.

Clark lifted an eyebrow when I reappeared in the crowd, silently asking
me if I was okay. I nodded, letting him take my elbow and lead me to our
table in the center of the room, a seating arrangement that couldn’t be more
suffocating. The table was set with pristine white linens and glittering
crystalware. Plates adorned with meticulously arranged delicacies were
presented like works of art as soon as we sat. The soft glow of candlelight
danced across the faces of the attendees, casting an enchanting spell over
the proceedings. I’m sure the food would taste delicious.

If I allowed myself to actually enjoy it.

Which I would not.

I’d never hear the end of it from Maura.



As the courses were served, Maura took the stage for her keynote
address.

"Ladies and gentlemen, esteemed guests." Her voice carried through the
air, laced with practiced grace. "Tonight, we gather under this roof not only
to celebrate our friendship, but to channel our resources and collective
power toward a cause that holds a place in all our hearts—supporting
underprivileged children."

"Every child, regardless of their background, deserves a fair chance at a
brighter future," she continued, her tone softening for dramatic effect. "Our
commitment to their upliftment isn't just an act of philanthropy; it's a
testament to the empathy that binds us together as a community."

I watched from my seat, my gaze tracing the gestures and expressions
that accompanied Maura's words. She spoke with an air of sincerity, each
phrase a carefully crafted thread woven into the tapestry of her
performance. But inwardly, my eyes rolled with every platitude, every
rehearsed sentiment that danced on the surface of her speech.

"As we indulge in the splendor of this evening, let us not forget the
faces of those who will benefit from our generosity," Maura continued, her
voice taking on a note of heightened emotion. "The children who dream,
who aspire, and who deserve a chance to break free from the chains of
circumstance."

My mind wandered, my thoughts a whirlwind of cynicism as I listened
to the flowery language that disguised the hollow reality. It was all fake.
Maura could care less about underprivileged children. I’d seen her fire
household staff for getting pregnant. And I’d never forget her pouring her
iced coffee on a small boy who’d asked for some money in Central Park.

Maura droned on, and when she was finished, applause erupted like a
wave, the attendees drawn willingly into the illusion she wove.

As the applause echoed, Clark suddenly rose from his seat, a
shimmering glass in hand. He tapped the glass, the clear sound slicing
through the hum of conversation like a clarion call.

I frowned. It wasn’t like him to perform public toasts. He considered
that beneath him.

"Ladies and gentlemen," he began, his voice carrying a confidence that
held the room captive. "Tonight is more than just a celebration of a noble
cause. It's a celebration of something far more personal, something that has
changed my life in ways I never anticipated.”



I sat there, frozen in shock, my breath caught in my chest as Clark's
voice wove anticipation around us. My gaze remained locked on him, my
mind racing to comprehend what he was saying.

He turned towards me, all the warmth his eyes usually lacked...
suddenly there. "Blake, from the moment we met, my life took a turn I
could have never predicted. You showed me a world that mattered. A world
I never would have discovered without you. You've been my foundation,
my confidante, and my muse."

My heart raced, the gravity of his words sending shockwaves through
my being. The room seemed to blur, my focus narrowing to Clark's figure
standing before me.

"And so," his voice trembled slightly, a rawness there that made my
insides ache. "I can't imagine a more perfect moment to ask you the most
important question of my life."

He sank to one knee, a box materializing in his hand as he held it out.
My breath caught, my mind struggling to process what was unfolding
before me. The world seemed to spin, the implications of his actions
colliding with my inner turmoil.

“Will you marry me?”

I stared at him kneeling there, and for a moment, I was tempted to say
yes.

It would be so much easier.

But then my thoughts drifted, unbidden, to the life he was asking me to
accept. Maybe he would love me. Maybe he’d even do his best to make me
happy. But this life would only lead to loneliness masked by grandeur. I
would crumble under the weight of it.

I’d have a fake smile plastered on my lips.

Forever.

And I’d never stop being lonely. I’d never stop yearning for something
more.

My fingers clenched at the sight of the ring. I knew the cold metal of it
would feel like an anchor dragging me into a sea of despair.

“I’m sorry.” The words escaped my lips in a whisper, my voice tinged
with sorrow.

Because he really was such a good man. And I was the fool who
couldn’t take what he was offering.



"What?" Clark's expression shifted from confident anticipation...to
shock.

I hadn’t known I would say no before this moment. I never would have
guessed it, in fact. But I steadied myself, meeting his gaze with a mixture of
resolve and pain. "I can't marry you."

The words hung in the air, a declaration that shattered the spell that had
enveloped the room. Gasps and whispers erupted around us, the shock of
my rejection echoing like a thunderclap.

Without another word, I pushed away from the table, my steps urgent as
I fled the room. The clatter of my heels against the marble floor was a
rhythm to my escape, a desperate sprint toward the freedom that awaited
outside those lavish walls. The gala's grandeur was reduced to a blur as I
burst through the doors, the cool night air a welcome contrast to the
suffocation that had gripped me.

With every step, the weight of my decision grew lighter, the whispers of
the gala fading into the distance as I embraced the possibility of a different
future, one where happiness...

Was a possibility.






CHAPTER 2



AR

C al-i-fucking-forn-ia.

I grimaced at the sunshine and sighed for the millionth time since

my plane had touched down.

I was standing in the parking lot of the arena, just staring at the
building.

Practice started in thirty minutes. And I had a bunch of bullshit I needed
to do before I stepped onto the ice.

Instead, I decided to procrastinate a little bit longer and call my good
ole buddy Lincoln.

“How’s the land of milk and honey?” Lincoln drawled as soon as he
picked up.

“Ugh, you sound way too smug and self-satisfied. You just had sex.”

“Yep,” he said with all the happiness of an asshole who was being laid
regularly by his soulmate.

“Tell my bestie I say hi,” I snorted.

He scoffed. “She is not your bestie,” he immediately shot back.
“Monroe only has one best friend, and that’s me.”

I cackled, because he had the same reaction every time we had this
conversation, and it was making me feel better.

“You’re standing in the parking lot, aren’t you?” he said.

“Yep.”

“Just getting pumped to see Soto.”

“Yep.”

There was silence for a moment.

“This season is going to be weird.”



I swallowed, because now wasn’t the time to get all emotional about the
fact that I'd given up my dream life to spend a year in California.

To get my dream girl.

Ok, it was worth it.

“I’m going to go piss off Soto,” I said, rather than answering, because I
needed to hold onto my mantra that big girls don’t cry and all of that.

“Knock ‘em dead.”

“One year,” I said.

“One year,” he answered.

And then the phone clicked off.

Now that I’d gotten that dreamy motivational speech, it was time to go
in.

I started towards the colossal structure before me, because L.A.
obviously had to overcompensate for things...

Its architecture was sleek and pragmatic, tall columns framing the
entrance, reflecting the sunshine and the pulsating energy around. The
oversized windows, branded with the team's insignia, gave me a sneak peek
of what was inside — a sea of blue seats, the pristine ice waiting for skates,
and the anticipation that only a roaring crowd could generate.

In that moment, I could almost hear the distant cheers, the sound of
blades cutting through the ice, and the satisfying thump of a puck
connecting with its mark.

I took a deep breath, the salt tinged air mingling with the distant hum of
the city.

And for the first time...my fingers tingled with anticipation.

Let’s go, boys.

I ambled into the Cobras locker room, the colors assaulting my eyeballs like
a fashion disaster at a circus. Seriously, who decided that purple and yellow
were the ultimate power combo? My inner fashion critic went on strike
right then and there.

But, I had to begrudgingly admit, the place wasn't a dump. The lockers
shone like they were auditioning for a toothpaste commercial, and the gear



was so neatly arranged, one of the employees had to have a raging case of
OCD.

As some enthusiastic voice from the front office droned on next to me
about team history, my mind decided it was a great time for a mini-
vacation. My feet, however, were on a mission of their own, leading me
down the locker-lined path like they knew something I didn't. Maybe they
thought there was a hidden treasure chest of snacks at the end of the line of
jerseys.

I caught bits of the presenter's spiel about team dynamics and the
upcoming season. Yeah, yeah, synergy, chemistry, blah, blah. My brain was
pondering more important matters, like how in the world I'd ended up in
this fucking locker room. But there I was, surrounded by the scent of
sweaty balls and Lysol.

And there he fucking was.

When I turned the corner, John Soto was leaning against one of the
lockers, my rival extraordinaire, or as I liked to call him, the poster child for
"bad hair dye,” looking like a mole on someone’s left ass cheek.

Not my left ass cheek, obviously. There was only perfection there.

But someone’s...

“Do you need anything before practice, Mr. Lancaster?” The office
minion finished his spiel, staring at me hopefully like he was going to get a
tip after one of the more boring experiences of my adult life.

Maybe he’d accept a stick of gum. That had worked for Kevin
McCallister, after all.

“Nice of you to grace us with your presence, Lancaster,” Soto drawled
then, yanking my attention away from bubble gum tips, to his ugly face.

The trade had just happened, so I'd missed most of preseason training.

But fuck my life.

Hopefully, Layla knew how to make cookies because I would deserve
several panfuls after my sacrifice this year.

Blake, not Layla—I needed to remember that was her name now.

Soto chuckled, temporarily pulling my thoughts away from my
soulmate. I shivered in mock disgust as I stared at him. Reddish hair that
could probably be seen from space, a nose that seemed to have been
designed by Picasso during his abstract phase, and eyes that were more
watery green than a kiddie pool at a summer camp—Soto was a walking
masterpiece of genetic mishaps.



It was like the universe decided to throw all the quirky features it had in
storage and mash them together into a character that even a caricature artist
would hesitate to sketch.

Other members of the team were watching us, and I gave them a little
salute, because I was classy like that.

“Hell must have iced over, boys. Ari Lancaster is in the house,” Soto
droned.

Soto's voice, I swear, was like a high-pitched car alarm that got stuck on
repeat. You know those cartoons where a character inhales helium and starts
talking like they're auditioning for a chipmunk choir? Well, Soto must have
had bad helium for breakfast, because his voice would have made those
chipmunks weep.

“Someone had to class you up, boys,” I drawled, surveying the team,
mentally cataloging what I knew about them from playing against them the
last few years.

First up was Callum, the human wall they called a defenseman. I had to
hand it to him, the guy had a wingspan that could probably block out the
sun. His nickname could've been "No Entry Zone" with those arms, but for
all his defensive prowess, he moved like a glacier in the Sahara. Give that
guy a GPS tracker, because he could use some directions on the ice. He’d
be relegated to second line now that I was here, but he wasn’t glaring at me,
so props to him.

Then there was Tommy, the sniper with a shot that could probably take
down satellites. His accuracy was like a heat-seeking missile, and he had
the kind of poker face that would make Lady Gaga proud. But get him into
a fight, and he turned into a deer caught in headlights. I guess body checks
weren't part of his playlist.

And let's not forget Frankie, the speed demon on skates. Seriously, if he
went any faster, he might turn into a blur and disappear into another
dimension. The guy was like a caffeine-fueled cheetah, darting around the
ice like he was late for a date with destiny. But his focus sometimes took a
vacation mid-game. I swear, he'd be zipping along one moment and then
suddenly doing the ice equivalent of interpretive dance the next.

My gaze flicked back to Soto. He had no strengths. Only weaknesses.
And I didn’t want to hurt my pretty brain going over them.

L.A. didn’t suck. But they were nothing like my boys in Dallas.

One year.



Soto sighed and held out his hand to me. “Truce?” he suddenly offered,
and honestly, keeping the laughter in was all I could do because...

NEVER WOULD THAT HAPPEN.

I acted like I was considering it and started extending my hand...before
abruptly yanking it back.

“Sorry, Soto. I can’t even pretend to like you.”

Soto’s face curled up in a snarl as he dropped his fake ass peace
offering. “Fuck you, Lancaster.”

I winked at him.

“Sorry, not without dinner first. Your tiny dick would be so forgettable,
I’d have to at least get a steak out of it.”

The locker room erupted in laughter, and I was impressed. Maybe these
guys had a sense of humor after all.

I strolled to the locker with my name on it so I could get ready for
practice, pleased with how the day was going. I could feel his gaze on my
back, like he was trying to shoot lasers into my buttcheeks.

“Walker Davis,” a voice next to me said as I pulled my skates out of the
bag I’d brought with me.

I glanced over. Ah, Walker, the team's resident heartthrob—before my
arrival, of course—and all-American poster boy. If life were a rom-com,
he'd be cast as the dashing lead who effortlessly steals hearts and has a
smile that features in forty billion Instagram pages. Brown hair that
probably had its own fan club, the kind of jawline that made sculptors
reconsider their life choices, and eyes that sparkled like they were in a
perpetual photoshoot—Walker was the embodiment of every high school
crush come to life.

I wouldn't be surprised if he woke up every morning to a choir of birds
helping him get dressed.

Get him in a room with Lincoln and me, and people would be fainting
all over the place.

He was also the only All-Star on the team before today, his skills
actually surpassing my boy Bender. He was a lot younger than Bender, too.

We’d be a dream team if you put him on the ice with me and
Lincoln.Something to think about for later...

“Ahh, Walker, the goalie with a face that could launch a thousand
ships,” I drawled.



He snorted and extended a hand like he was offering a VIP ticket to the
"I'm Gonna Steal Your Girl" show. "Nice to have you on board," he said, all
charming and Disney prince-ish. I shook it, fighting the urge to ask if he
always had a wind machine following him around.

I got dressed and followed him down a hallway to practice.

Out on the ice, it was the first time I felt like maybe I hadn’t landed on
an alien planet—the cold bite of the rink, the familiar swoosh of skates.
New team, but same ice. As I skated around, I could pretend for a second
that I was home in Dallas, about to lay Lincoln on his ass.

But then Soto skated by me and I remembered how bad this place
sucked.

A whistle blew, and it was time for practice to begin.

Cobras Head Coach, Kim Palmer, introduced me like I was the star
attraction at a circus. "Ari Lancaster, a man who needs no introductions
after the hell he’s put this team through. He's God’s gift to hockey and
we’re lucky bastards to have him." Okay, maybe that's not exactly what he
said, but close enough.

Coach Kim himself looked like he'd just stepped out of a motivational
poster. Salt-and-pepper hair, stern jawline—the kind of guy you'd expect to
find delivering a halftime speech in a sports movie. He had that "I've seen it
all" aura, like he could predict our plays before we even made them. I half-
expected him to start quoting Sun Tzu's "Art of War."

He was a decent coach surrounded by mid-tier talent. Not much he
could do about that.

Drills were the name of the game as practice began. Skating, passing,
shooting—we were like a discombobulated dance troupe, except with more
helmets and fewer sequins.

Soto, in his ever-enthusiastic state, decided it was a fantastic idea to try
to check me, like we were in the NHL version of a WWE showdown.

I laughed as I pried myself off the boards. "Is that all you got, birdbrain?
Because your check was about as effective as your mama’s mouth last
night."

Soto’s face went a violent shade of red that almost matched his awful
hair. “Fuck you!” he roared for the second time today, because his pea-sized
brain obviously couldn’t think of anything more creative than that.

He moved to come after me again when Walker skated by, all
diplomacy and dimples. "Soto, wish you tried that hard to hit people in



games.”

Alright, this Walker guy wasn’t too bad.

Soto grimaced at Walker’s comment, but surprisingly, he didn’t say
anything else. He just skated off in a huff.

I winked at Walker, and he rolled his eyes. We got back to practice, the
drills blending into each other like a workout montage. The ice echoed with
the slap of pucks and the scrape of skates, a soundtrack of effort and
anticipation.

It felt all wrong.

After all these years, I could read Lincoln and my other Dallas
teammates easily, predict what they were going to do before they did it.

The only thing I could predict with this team was that Soto would suck.

At least I could take solace in why I was doing all of this. What the end
game would be.

When Walker asked if I wanted to hit happy hour afterwards, it was
easy to say no. Because today...my plan for that endgame began.






CHAPTER 3



BLAKE

I ’d found myself in the whirlwind of Los Angeles, a city where the glitzy
guise of stardom hid the darker stories of shattered dreams.
And I was on the verge of becoming one of those darker stories.

That job that was supposed to be the game changer? The one that
promised to kickstart my career...it had crumbled like a sandcastle before
the waves.

The magazine editor in charge of the huge photoshoot I was supposed to
star in with Voyage magazine had gotten embroiled in a sexual harassment
scandal that had canceled the whole project. There was now an
investigation going on that was in the headlines of every news outlet as
more and more Voyage staffers and models came forward with horror
stories.

Maybe I’d dodged a bullet.

But I felt more like I’d become the epitome of a cautionary tale. Yet
another girl relegated to waiting tables as I tried to make it big.

But at least...I could finally breathe.

The restaurant I now worked at had a reputation—it was the kind of
place where celebrities went, where you could see the A-listers sipping their
fancy cocktails at one table while aspiring actors and models balanced trays
at another.

My agent had gotten me the job. Said it would be good for me to be
hobnobbing with the stars.

Maybe it was.

But mostly it felt like I’d volunteered for sexual harassment instead of
being paid for it.



There was a buzz against my thigh as a text came in, and I sighed,
knowing exactly who it was.

Clark.

We were still together. Or at least I guess we were.

He’d been devastated about my rejection of his marriage proposal. And
even more devastated when I told him I was moving.

But he’d told me he’d do anything to make it work.

That he loved me.

That I was it for him.

Much nicer things than the Shepfields had to say about me blowing up
their carefully laid plans for me.

“You ungrateful, selfish brat. We’ve done everything for you. Given you
everything! You were nothing but the daughter of a murderer. And I gave
you my name! This is how you repay us? You’re a disappointment. A
nothing.”

Daughter of a murderer. A disappointment. A nothing,.

The words were a constant chant in my head, lining up with all the other
ones that I told myself on the daily.

My phone buzzed again, and I peeked around to see if anyone was
watching before I pulled it out of my pocket.

Clark: I love you. | miss you. You're all | think about.

He said all of it so easily.

And I couldn’t even say I love you in my head.

Guilt flooded my insides, the taste of it thick on my tongue, making me
sick.

“Girl, your order’s up,” my coworker Bailey hissed as she passed by,
her warm brown eyes bug eyed and slightly crazy looking as she sliced
them toward the back where Daphne, the executive chef, was glaring at me
impatiently.

I hurried to grab the waiting dishes, having to cover almost the whole
distance of the restaurant to do so. The place had a sleek, modern aesthetic
that had graced many an interior design magazine. Minimalistic yet
sophisticated, with soft, dimmed lighting that cast a warm glow, bathing the
space in an inviting ambiance that drew you in. The walls were adorned
with abstract paintings, the tables inlaid with polished marble, and the
plush, low-backed chairs all contributed to an atmosphere of understated



luxury. A marble-topped bar stretched along one side, serving artisanal
cocktails that looked more like works of art than beverages. The open
kitchen, framed by a massive glass pane, allowed patrons to catch a glimpse
of the culinary maestros in action.

It definitely wasn’t a shithole.

I grabbed the tray of dishes with names I could barely pronounce and
navigated the maze of tables as I headed to my section, filled with faces that
expected to be known.

Hollywood was the exact opposite of New York, where the rich there
prided themselves on understated elegance. Maura would be sniffing in
disdain at the lime green getup the actress at this table was wearing. It
included a large plume of feathers that seemed out of place at lunch. I had
no idea who she was, or what she’d been in, but Bailey, the restaurant
gossip queen, made sure I at least knew what industry guests were in as I
served them.

The woman didn’t say thank you as I set down her salad, but that was
par for the course. The tips weren’t even that impressive, honestly.

But I was elbow rubbing like my agent wanted. And I did have some
auditions for small campaigns next week.

And I could breathe.

No matter how difficult things got, I wouldn’t forget that.

The restaurant door swung open then with its usual soft chime,
something I’d always thought was weird about a fancy place like this, but
others considered homey and charming.

But this time when the door chimed, the atmosphere in the room seemed
to ripple in response. It was as if a switch had suddenly been activated,
pulling the collective attention of every soul in the establishment to its
source. I couldn’t help but glance over my shoulder.

My eyes locked onto a man, and the world seemed to freeze in place.

His presence was a force of nature, all-consuming masculinity that
demanded attention. With raven-black hair that fell effortlessly across his
forehead and those penetrating green eyes. He exuded an air of dominance,
the very embodiment of an alpha male. He was like a predator in a world of
prey, and every instinct in me knew it.

For a heartbeat, I forgot how to inhale. The captivating seduction of his
gaze had ensnared me, leaving me helpless under his spell. Those emerald



eyes bore into mine with an intensity that felt like they could strip away my
every secret, leaving me vulnerable in their wake.

He leaned towards the hostess and murmured something to her, and yet
he didn't take his eyes off me. I didn’t know him. I was sure about that.

But the way he was watching me...it sure seemed like he knew me.

I stared, both captivated and unnerved, as he was led to the section of
the restaurant I was in charge of.

Something extraordinary had just stepped into my world. I knew that.
Judging by the quiet whispers that had filled the room the second he’d
walked in...everyone else knew that as well.

And I had to serve him dinner.

I tried to avoid going to his table as long as I could, too nervous to face
all that hotness. I had tables to do refills on, orders to bring by. Silverware
to be rolled...I couldn't help but steal glances at him the entire time though.

He sat there, his gaze tracking me, an amused grin tracing his full lips,
like he knew exactly what I was doing and he was perfectly content to wait
me out. There were people stopping by as he sat there, like everyone else in
the place wanted to bask in his light, too.

I swore I’d never seen him before, even if every part of my DNA was
convinced he was the most beautiful man I’d ever come across. But he had
to be someone big, someone famous. Why else would the other A-listers in
the restaurant be saying hello?

A woman I knew was in a popular tv show went up to him as I was
filling a water pitcher. She said something and he threw his head back and
laughed. Immediately, my insides tightened. Something like jealousy
slithering through me.

Because I wanted that laugh to only belong to me.

What the fuck was wrong with me?

His laughter was warm and amused, weaving through the air like a soft
breeze on a summer day.

I was completely captivated by it.

Finally, I couldn’t delay it any longer, and I approached the table, a tray
with a decanter of water trembling in my hands. He was lounging
effortlessly on the bench, commanding the space around him. The closer I
got, the more I began to truly see him.

I’d always had a thing for guys with dark hair and green eyes. I blamed
it on the crush I had as a child in the group home. I had a type, and I didn’t



venture far from it...case in point: Clark.

But this guy was like my fantasy on crack. My naughtiest day dream
come to life. The walking embodiment of allure.

His dark, tousled hair was like a midnight storm, a stark contrast against
his golden-tan skin that seemed kissed by the sun's rays. His eyes, a
mesmerizing shade of green framed by long, dark lashes, held a hint of
mischief and a touch of danger.

Even with his clothes on, the fact that he was rocking a very well-built
—if not perfect—physique couldn't be concealed. He was wearing a crisp
white V-neck shirt that clung to his sculpted chest, accentuating every sinew
and curve. A black cross necklace hung from his neck, drawing attention to
the chiseled contours of his collarbone. His wrists were adorned with an
array of bracelets, and they jingled softly as he moved.

My body had an instinctive reaction to his presence, a primal response
that I couldn’t control. As his gaze locked onto mine, a wicked glint in his
forest green eyes, my nipples hardened beneath my clothing, electric
charges zooming across my skin. My core softened, aching with a need that
pulsed with every beat of my heart. I could feel the undeniable wetness
between my thighs, an unbidden response to the raw attraction he exuded.

I was caught in a lusty spell, one that left me breathless and craving his
touch.

I was aching for him. Desperate. [—

“Hi,” he murmured, and my panties were freaking soaked.

His voice was a sensual caress, a velvety whisper that sent shivers
dancing along my skin.

I opened my mouth several times to respond, but I was worried all that
would come out was a moan.

“Hi,” I finally stuttered, inwardly wincing at how freaking lame I was.

My phone buzzed against my thigh. Reminding me I had a sweet, sexy
boyfriend. I had a feeling that the man lounging in front of me could do far
more damage to my heart than Clark ever could.

Not that there was a chance in flying hell this kind of guy would ever be
interested in me. I mean...what had I been saying?

I realized then that the handsome stranger’s amused gaze had
transformed into a blazing furnace of hunger. It was as if he was undressing
me with his eyes, his imagination running wild with all the ways he could
claim my body right then and there.



I'd read about these kind of men in countless romance novels, where
they were portrayed as the elusive dream, the kind of alpha male perfection
that left you yearning to throw caution to the wind and surrender to their
charm. I’d always thought they didn’t exist, that they were just characters
on pages, figments of an author's imagination.

Yet, here before me was the living embodiment of that fantasy. A
stranger who you knew—one night with him could be the stuff of dreams,
an unforgettable encounter that would leave you breathless and forever
changed.

YOU HAVE A BOYFRIEND, a voice screamed in my head.

I understood that...it’s just I was having trouble remembering his name
at the moment.

Ari

She was like a lightning strike, breaking my fucking heart with her
beauty. She had me and every other guy—and girl—in the room doing
double takes.

I immediately wanted to gouge out all their eyes with the fork on the
table in front of me.

Mine, my insides—and my dick—were screaming.

And honestly, it was all I could do to keep that crazy fucker down.

Her golden locks tumbled around her face like they had a mind of their
own, and her eyes? Well, let's just say they were like two cups of coffee—
one look, and you were wide awake and ready for action.

She was the hottest thing I'd ever seen. Every inch of her a gravitational
pull I couldn't resist, even if I tried.

Not that I was trying to resist. I wasn’t an idiot.

My attraction to her was like a freight train, powerful and unrelenting,
and my dick was so hard I was afraid my pants were going to rip.

It felt like I could breathe for the first time since I’d seen that billboard
and realized it was her. Like I’d been holding my breath since she’d
disappeared on me as a kid.

And now I was free to exhale.



I’d been driving along a Dallas road, the city's skyline stretched out
before me, a sprawling maze of buildings and lights that seemed to go on
forever. As I approached an intersection, my gaze wandered to the
billboards lining the roadside. Advertising for everything from fast food to
luxury cars flashed by, each one vying for the attention of passing
motorists.

But then, one particular billboard seized my attention, causing me to
slam on the brakes in disbelief.

There she was, larger than life, an embodiment of over a decade of
wishing and longing. A massive leopard was draped around her, its fierce
eyes locked onto something beyond the camera's lens—it was some kind of
perfume ad.

I"d immediately known it was her, Layla, the girl I’d lost. The only girl
I’d ever loved.

A million memories came rushing back...ones I’d long buried and tried
to forget.

I shook my head as I relived the moment I’d found Blake. Kidnapping
her and taking her with me to some remote island didn’t seem like a bad
idea at the moment.

Because now that I’d found her...Now that I could breathe...You could
fucking bet I would never let her go again.

“What’s your name, sunshine?” I asked, instead of grabbing her and
dragging her away.

I deserved a mother fucking medal for that, by the way.

She frowned, as if she hated the nickname. I’d have to workshop that.
But it was hard to think of anything else when I looked at her. Like she was
the sunshine finally here after so much fucking rain.

Look at me, waxing poetic. I’d have to remind Lincoln how smart and
artistic I was next time we talked.

“My name is Blake and I’ll be your server today,” she said in a
professional but very unsteady tone. I grinned to myself because Sunshine
was definitely as affected by me as I was by her.

I’d also just found my new favorite thing...listening to her talk.

Her voice had obviously changed from when she was a little girl...but
there was still that same unique allure that had dragged me in from the
beginning. That had the boy in me recognizing I’d found magic...even back
then.



She bit down on her delicious bottom lip before going into the daily
specials. None of which I was interested in since she hadn’t said tacos or
steak, but I nodded along anyway. I could listen to her say...anything
actually.

“Sir?” she said, and I realized I’d been staring at her...awestruck.

"Is there a special where I get to have lunch with you?" I quipped.

Because I really was that much of a fucking idiot, apparently.

I watched as her features grew cold, a clear rejection that left no room
for misunderstanding. "I'm not for sale," she shot back, turning around in a
clear dismissal.

With a rueful smile, I stared as she walked away. The view from behind
was just as captivating as it had been from the front.

That was okay. I could do the whole redemption arc. I needed to
concentrate on my plan without making her hate me on our first encounter
though. I was usually more charming than this.

After seeing her on that billboard in Dallas, I’d immediately gone to
good old Google, hunting down the ad campaign to make sure I hadn’t gone
crazy from years of wishful thinking. As soon as I’d had any resources to
my name out of college, I’d searched to see where Layla had disappeared
to. And I hadn’t found a single hint. It was as if she’d never existed.

Or died.

Over the years, that thought had creeped around in my head, as much as
I hoped she was out there somewhere, living a far better life than the one
she’d had at the group home.

I’d found out from Google, though, that the campaign model’s name
was Blake Shepfield. With a little help from Lincoln’s creepy PI, I’d then
found out that Blake had been adopted and was living in New York City all
these years...and that she’d had her name legally changed upon adoption—
although the P.I. couldn’t find details on what her name used to be.

It explained a lot.

Can’t find someone who doesn’t exist anymore.

Even if I hadn’t been able to find out all that information, I still
would’ve known it was her. No one had eyes like that. No one but her.

Her eyes, a mesmerizing shade of deep blue that seemed to fade into
violet, were unlike anything I'd ever seen before. They held a depth that
seemed to have no end, like the vast expanse of the night sky just before
dawn. They were enigmatic pools of mystery, framed by long, dark lashes



that accentuated their intensity. When she looked at me, it felt like she was
peering into the depths of my soul, and my fear, even as a kid, was that she
would find me lacking.

I sat up straighter when I saw her returning my way, glancing frantically
over the menu to see if there was anything I would eat. This place was
fancy. I’d always felt more comfortable stuffing my face in a hole in the
wall than in places like this.

But this was where she was. So this was where 1’d be.

“Have you decided what you want? Or do you need more time?” she
asked coolly, obviously still not impressed at all with me after my word
vomit.

“I’1l have the steak frites,” I told her, inwardly fist pumping at the small
glint of amusement I spotted in her gaze as I butchered the word “frites.”

“French fries okay?”

“Do you have Russian ones? I’ve heard those are better.”

She snorted that time, and I knew the wide grin on my face was
ridiculous...as was everything coming out of my mouth, but at least she
wasn’t mad at me anymore.

“I’m afraid we’re all out of Russian,” she said, now smiling prettily.

“Mmmbh. I’ll survive,” I mused, finding myself leaning forward because
she was so fucking intoxicating. “Could I have a refill of water, though? I’m
parched.”

I hated the idea of her waiting on me, but I’d have to make it up to her
later. I had work to do.

“Oh, of course!” she exclaimed, her eyes going wide, like she was
alarmed she’d get in trouble. She dashed away and grabbed a water pitcher
before hurrying back.

It was hard to keep myself in my seat. I wanted to leap forward, throw
her over my shoulder, and get her out of here.

But the plan wouldn’t allow it.

I’d pushed my glass further away, and intentionally didn’t pick it up to
make it easier for her to refill it. That made it so she had to lean over the
table to pour my water, so I could more easily slip the phone from her
pocket I’d seen her looking at a few minutes ago.

Years of pickpocketing as a kid on the streets made it easy.

She didn’t even notice.



“I’ll go put in your order,” Blake murmured, a faint blush to her cheeks,
hopefully at how close she’d been to me.

I watched her wistfully as she walked away, and then stared at the
phone in my lap. This was actually a much simpler version of the plan I'd
come up with. I’d figured I’d have to hire someone to hack into her phone
and change things, but little miss sunshine didn’t have a password on her
phone. I’d have to talk to her about cyber security at another date.

I scrolled to her contacts, inwardly raging when I saw how many times
Clark—the boyfriend I'd found out about from the P.I.—had called and
texted today. I blocked his number and then made a new contact with my
number that I labeled “Clark.” A second later, I was downloading the
tracking app the P.I. had told me about onto her phone. It would also allow
me to see any messages she sent or received, as well as her app activity. I
blocked Clark in her social media apps for good measure.

There. Perfect. I knew today was going to be a good day. What I’d just
done, what I would do to get her...weren’t things I’d seen on my dream
board, but hey, you worked with what you had.

Scanning the restaurant, I saw that she was busy with other tables. That
gave me some time to do recon on the texts she’d been getting. My girl was
mostly a loner besides a roommate and a few model friends she went out
with occasionally. Her file had included observations from her modeling
agency which noted she was “uncomfortable in the social scene.” The
friends she did have were assholes. It was easy to tell, even in texts. That
wasn’t going to work.

It was Clark that made me the angriest, though. Homeboy was telling
her he loved her on the daily.

Deep breaths, Ari. He’ll be gone soon.

Movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention, and I
realized she was almost to the table with my food. I quickly dropped the
phone into my lap and shot her what I hoped was a winning smile.

“Here you go,” she said brightly, but it was in that bland way that
people used with strangers.

I couldn’t wait to not be a stranger to her anymore. I wanted to be her
best friend, her everything.

It was the only ending I could accept.

“How long have you worked here?” I asked as she turned to walk away.
I already knew the answer, but I was desperate for her to talk to me.



“Only a few weeks. I just moved here,” she blushed again, and I wasn’t
sure why. “It’s a filler job.”

“Trying to get into modeling?” I pretended to guess.

Her blush deepened. “I’m a walking cliché. I know.”

“Normally, that would be the case. But with a face like yours,
sunshine...I have no doubt you’ll be one of those supermodels soon
enough.”

Her face darkened for a moment...and I wondered, did she even want
that?

“Yeah, that would be incredible,” she finally murmured.

But she didn’t sound enthused.

“Well, you know what? I just moved here too. That means we should be
BFFs.”

This time, a real smile popped across her face. And she snorted! I gave
myself another inward fist pump...because I believed in celebrating
victories.

“BFFs, huh?”

“Yes,” 1 said seriously, nodding my head for emphasis. “I’m a really
good BFF. Everyone says so.”

“Oh, so you’re BFFs with everyone, then?”

My eyes widened.

“Well, no,” I stuttered. “I actually only have one BFF right now. But he
assures me I’'m the best. But I really think I’m up for the task is what I’'m
saying.” What in the ya hoo was coming out of my fucking mouth right
now? I was an embarrassment to all humankind.

“I can’t believe that we’ve said BFF this many times in a row,” she
giggled before suddenly stiffening up.

I glanced over to where she was staring and saw a stern faced woman
who looked like she ate puppies heading our way.

“I have to get back to work,” Blake said hurriedly before hustling to
another one of her tables.

Well, now I was not happy. I had a million more things I wanted to talk
to Blake about.

“Mr. Lancaster, I apologize for Ms. Shepfield’s behavior. She will be
dealt with,” crooned the uppity woman who I assumed was the manager of
the establishment.



“Nothing to deal with, ma’am,” I drawled. “Best service I've ever had,
actually. You would be a fool to let that one go.” I watched as her face
flushed with embarrassment as I emphasized fool.

I stood up and threw some cash down on the table, way more than that
fancy meal had cost so my girl would obviously get a great tip too.

“Thanks for dinner,” I muttered, even though I hadn’t actually eaten it. I
stalked towards the front of the restaurant, giving Blake one last lingering
look as I did so.

She was staring at me too while she poured some asshole’s water who
seemed to be mesmerized by the front of her shirt.

It was all I could do to keep dragging myself away.

“I think my waitress dropped her phone,” I told the hostess, handing her
the phone I’d stolen and ignoring her “please fuck me now” look as I did it.

“Maximus 5000” aka “Little Ari”, wasn’t interested in anyone else now
that she’d been found.

As soon as I got out of the restaurant and was walking down the
sidewalk to my car, I texted Lincoln.

Me: I just want you to know that your bff is artistic and smart.

Lincoln: Oh really...

Me: I also have a lot of self control.

Lincoln: Ok, who is this? Who took Ari Lancaster’s phone?

Me: No, I'm serious. Blake was right in front of me and I totally
controlled all my impulses. And I was waxing poetic about her. So
see...artistic and smart.

Lincoln: I'm afraid to ask this question, but exactly what impulses were
you controlling?

Me: Absconding her to a deserted island, of course.

Lincoln: This is how I know you're not as smart as you think you are,
bud.

Me: Scoff. What?!!!!

Lincoln: If given the chance to "abscond" the girl...the answer is always
yes.

Me: ...

Lincoln: ...

Me: I will keep that in mind.

As I got into my car, I imagined doing just that.

I would definitely be keeping that in mind.






CHAPTER 4



BLAKE

hree never-ending days had crawled by since the gorgeous stranger at

the restaurant had set my world on fire. Meanwhile, Clark had turned

into a human emoji, answering my texts with nothing but 'yes' and
'no', his frantic texting from the weeks before completely gone.

I didn’t even know what the stranger’s name was. It would have been
easy to find out, but I was trying to stay as far away from temptation as
possible. Getting his name would have made it hard to do that. I knew that
because even without his name, his smoldering gaze and electrifying
presence refused to leave my thoughts.

My day had been a relentless grind, made even worse by a call from my
agent saying I didn’t get yet another job I’d been after, and then a scathing
text from Maura wanting to know when I was going to stop being a
“pathetic nothing” and come home.

I couldn't help but think the universe was coming after me, punishing
me for getting all hot and bothered over a guy besides my sweet boyfriend.

I was teetering on the edge when I finally trudged home after my
grueling shift at the restaurant where I’d had my ass grabbed no less than
three times. Upscale didn’t mean better behavior.

But I’d known that already from living with the Shepfields.

I stopped outside my apartment door, sighing as I listened to the
booming music coming from within.

My roommate, Charlotte, was evidently home. And my energy level
was nowhere where it needed to be to handle her.

Stepping into our apartment was like entering a whirlwind. Charlotte
was dancing to T Swift’s “Karma”, while Waldo barked and jumped around
her frantically. I stopped in the doorway and took in what I was seeing.



Charlotte was a fireball, her personality perfectly matching her long, fiery
auburn hair and hazel eyes. The exact opposite of my shy, unsure one. She
was another model with my agency, someone I hadn’t known before the
move. So far I'd been pleasantly surprised by her though, if overwhelmed.
She was the kind of person who could light up a room with her infectious
energy, while I seemed to drain the energy out of them.

Maybe we were perfect for each other.

As soon as she saw me, she let out a shrill scream and ran towards me,
waving a pair of tickets like she’d won the lottery. I reached down to hug
Waldo, a good way to prevent her from jumping on me as well as giving my
perfect doggie some love.

"Blake, you won't believe it!" She bounced on her toes. "I got tickets to
the Cobras' opening night, and check this out!" She reached for something
on the coffee table and soon brandished jerseys with “Lancaster” on the
back, a mischievous grin dancing on her lips.

I usually excelled in turning down invitations. Nights out never ended
how I wanted. I opened my mouth to deliver my usual blurb about
exhaustion and a headache...but Charlotte was having none of it tonight.

"Blake, you're always working, and you hardly ever go out with me. We
need to roommate bond! And I just got that new job with Burberry today.
We need to celebrate! Please. Please. Please."

Something clenched in my insides...because the Burberry job was the
one I’d found out I didn’t get. But that feeling just meant that I probably
needed to go. Because I didn’t want to be the girl who was ever bitter about
her friend’s success.

Before I could say anything, though, Charlotte crossed her arms and
gave me a look that screamed determination. "Blake, you can't keep hiding
from the world. We're going, and that's final! I will drag you out of this
apartment."”

Okay, so this girl was a bit of a badass. And that had a reluctant smile
gracing my lips. "Alright, alright, I'll go," I began to say, before crashing to
the floor as she tackled me. My ears would never recover from her squeals.
Waldo smothered both of us in wet, sloppy kisses as I struggled to get out
from under her.

Way too much touching going on here.

She finally bounced off me and did a little shimmy, right in time to
“Style” starting. “It's going to be epic! Everyone has been trying to get



tickets to this game now that Lancaster’s on the team. Seeing him and Davis
next to each other...I might faint.” She grabbed her crotch and did a weird
hip thrust like the players in question were in the room with us now and she
was trying to direct their dicks to the sweet spot.

“Okay, we’ve got to leave in like ten minutes,” Charlotte said guiltily,
and I realized for the first time she was perfectly done up, while I'd just
gotten done sweating for hours. And I smelled like food. A lethal
combination.

I was tempted to change my mind and back out, but she slapped a hand
over my lips and started pushing me toward the hallway that led to my
bedroom.

“Ten minutes, Blake. Don’t make me drag your cute butt out of here,
young lady.”

I giggled, a miracle considering the shitty day I’d had, and she froze in
the hallway.

“Did you just laugh?” she asked, sounding shocked.

My giggle transformed into a scowl and I marched into the bathroom
and practically slammed the door behind me, her laughter ringing in my
ears.

Fifteen minutes later, I’d managed to make myself somewhat
presentable, and we were loaded into an Uber and headed through L.A.
traffic to the Cobras arena.

“So what’s the story with Lancaster?” I asked Charlotte, figuring I
should know something about the team. I was a football fan myself, but I
could pretend to like hockey for the night.

She grinned mischievously and made a weird moaning sound that had
the driver shifting in his seat uncomfortably. "It’s actually a crazy story.
He’s been a star defenseman for the Dallas Knights since he was drafted,
and he freaking won the Cup with them last year. Then, out of the blue, the
guy asks for a trade to L.A."

I hummed in confusion. "That's strange. Why would he do that after a
championship win?"

Charlotte shrugged. "No one really knows. It's a mystery. But trust me,
Blake, he's the best defenseman in the league, and everyone's buzzing about
his arrival. It's like a dream come true for L.A. fans."

I gave her what I hoped was an excited grin before staring out at the
passing city lights, her continued chatter a comforting background to the



drive.

Ari

Tonight was the night. The first game of the NHL season with the
motherfucking Cobras.

And I was nervous.

Which never happened. I was Mr. Cool. Mr. Collected. I left it to
Lincoln to be nervous.

Okay, that was a stretch. Lincoln didn’t get nervous either. But my late-
summer trade had disrupted my rhythm, leaving me with fewer practices
with my new teammates than would’ve been ideal. Would have been nice to
see Blake’s billboard like the week after the Stanley Cup win. Ya know?

I was stepping onto the ice with a group of guys I barely knew, one of
which I hated, and the weight of expectations hung heavy on my shoulders.
If I wanted any chance of making my way back to Dallas next year, I
needed to have a stellar season, a perfect season, in fact. Be so good that
Dallas had to forgive me and take me back.

I stared at myself in the mirror, trying to come to grips with the fact I
was dressed in an oh-so-vibrant purple and yellow uniform. And there was
a big fucking snake on my chest. It was like trading a steak for some cold
oatmeal. Everything about it felt wrong. Blue and white was a much better
color combo, in my opinion. The Knight emblem was a badge of honor,
stitched into the very fabric of who I was as a player.

Now, here I was, part of the Cobras crew, and it was like swapping my
noble steed for a...well, a slithering snake.

And I’d always hated snakes.

For a fleeting moment, despondency slipped over my skin. It felt like I
was standing on the edge of a precipice, uncertain of what lay ahead.
Doubts crept in, like insidious whispers in the back of my mind,
questioning whether this would all work out. What if I couldn’t get her
back? What if I suddenly sucked at hockey?

I chuckled to myself at that one, shaking off the weird feeling. Yeah,
none of that was going to happen.

I couldn't afford to indulge in self-doubt, not now.



With a determined sigh, I reached for my phone and tapped out a text to
my bestie. I could use some of his sage wisdom right about now.
Me: | hate purple and gold.
Lincoln: It's true. It washes you out.

Me: Fuck you. Take that back. | look amazing in purple and
gold. Everyone thinks so.

Lincoln: ...

Me: Ok, well I don't know if everyone thinks so. Let's
crowdsource this.

Lincoln; ?
I added Monroe to the chat and sent a selfie...

Me: Monroe, what do you think of me in purple and gold?

Lincoln: Monroe? Don't talk to him. Don't answer that
guestion.

Monroe: | really like purple and gold.

Lincoln: But not more than me in blue and white...right?
Right?

Me: The people have spoken. | look good in purple and gold.

Lincoln: She's not your people. She's my people. Monroe, tell
him you're not his people.

Lincoln: Wait, don't tell him anything!
Monroe: Sigh.

Me: Gif of athlete doing victory lap.
Lincoln: middle finger emoji
Me: | still hate purple and gold.
Lincoln: I know. One year, buddy.
Me: One year.

Lincoln: Knock 'em dead tonight. You've got this.

I sent a giant heart after that text, because what else did you do to tell
someone you loved them bunches?



A throat cleared, and I glanced up from my phone, realizing I'd been
staring at it with a manic grin. Walker was standing there, leaning against
the doorway like the Disney prince he was.

"Ready for the game?" he asked in that typical, casual Walker way.

“Yep. Go Cobras!” I tried to say exuberantly. Came out a little flat
though, if I was being honest.

Walker suddenly shifted awkwardly, like a puppy unsure of its footing.

I raised an eyebrow, waiting for whatever he was going to say.

"Um, well," he began, fumbling for words. "I know you must be feeling
weird, so...is there anything that you and Lincoln used to do before the
game that you'd want me to do?"

Oh, this was good. I practically jumped up with excitement. "Yes!" I
exclaimed, unable to contain my enthusiasm.

"Okay, what is it?" Walker asked with determination.

Lincoln and I didn’t really have a pregame ritual. We were basically just
badasses whose badassery was a ritual in and of itself. But this was a good
distraction.

"Well, it’s a little weird,” T warned, but Walker just nodded intently.
“Linc and I...we shake it off," I said, deserving an Oscar because my voice
was so steady.

Walker blinked. "You shake it off?" he repeated, his voice tinged with
disbelief.

I grinned. "Trust me, it works wonders. But hey, it was a Linc and me
thing. Doesn’t have to be a Walker and me thing, ya know?"

“No, no,” he said quickly, holding up his hands. “I can shake it off.
Let’s do it. Let’s get you ready for the game.”

Where was the motherfucking camera when I needed it? No offense to
anyone’s mothers by the way; it had been ages since I’d done something
like that. And mothers were forever safe from me now that I’d gotten Blake
back.

I guess until she became a mother.

Fuck. Don’t get hard now, Ari.

I grabbed my phone and pulled up my "Shake It Off" playlist, cranking
the volume to the max. Taylor Swift's infectious beat filled the room, and I
launched into an exaggerated shimmy that would make every Swiftie proud.

Walker hesitated for a moment, then got into it. His awkward moves
slowly morphed into a goofy dance, and soon enough, we were both



grooving like nobody was watching. I kept my ear out for the sound of
anyone coming, and when I heard footsteps, I conveniently stopped and
leaned against the wall like the cool stud I was.

The door swung open, and some of our teammates entered, stopping
dead in their tracks at the spectacle of Walker doing the “robot” to Tay-Tay.

Their jaws dropped.

I burst into laughter at their stunned expressions, and Walker came to a
screeching halt, his cheeks reddening as he stared at his teammates.

“Nice moves, Walker,” I drawled, doing a slow clap.

“What. He—” Walker stammered, before shooting me an exasperated
glare.

“I feel much better,” I told him seriously as other players filed into the
room, word spreading of Walker’s “moves.”

Before Walker could respond, Coach strode in, his presence
commanding immediate attention. Everyone quickly sobered up.

"Gentlemen," he began, his eyes scanning the room, "tonight is the first
game of the season. The beginning of a new journey. We've worked
tirelessly to get here, and now it's time to show the world what we're made
of."

He paused, letting the gravity of the moment sink in. "Remember, we're
not just a team; we're a family. On this ice, we fight together, we bleed
together, and we win together. The Cobras have a legacy, and it's our job to
uphold it. The fans out there, they're counting on us to give them a season
they'll never forget."

The coach's voice grew more intense, a fire of determination burning in
his eyes. "I don't need to remind you that every shift counts, every pass,
every shot on goal. But I will remind you that you've got the talent, the
skills, and the heart to be champions. Believe in yourselves, and believe in
each other. Trust your instincts, and leave everything out there on that ice."

He paused once more, the room filled with a charged energy. "Tonight,
we're not only playing for ourselves; we're playing for this city, for the
Cobras' faithful. So go out there and give them a show they'll never forget.
Let's bring home that victory, boys!"

It was a great speech, and as we all roared, chanting “Cobras” at the top
of our lungs, for a second, I could almost feel that first game excitement.

Just like I always had with the Knights.



But then I noticed Soto in the corner, his sneer all too evident. And there
went all the happy feelings.

Focus on the fact you might get to see Blake tonight, 1 told myself as we
headed down the hallway that led to the ice.

And wouldn’t you know it, but that was finally enough to make me feel
alright.






CHAPTERS



AR

he crisp chill of the ice seeped through my gear, waking me up better

than a double shot of espresso. The arena erupted into a chorus of

enthusiastic furor at our entrance and the energy hit me like a tidal
wave, a deafening roar of cheers and applause that could rival a rock
concert. It was the kind of thunderous applause that made your eardrums
question their life choices.

Underneath my skates, the ice was as smooth as a freshly waxed dance
floor. Each glide was like a sweet serenade from the rink itself, reminding
me that I was the lead in this little ice ballet, and I had a standing ovation to
earn.

I scanned the seats where Blake was supposed to be, but she was
fashionably late, leaving a conspicuous gap in the crowd.

Or maybe she wasn’t going to come.

No, I’d been assured by my contact at Blake’s agency that her
roommate would be as persuasive as she needed to be if the tickets came
with the condition she had to bring Blake.

Tonight was the place to be, after all. There were celebs everywhere
according to the team PR goons. The roommate would not want to miss out.

I shook my head and brought my mind back to warmups. I had a
soulmate to impress and a game to win, and I intended to do it with flair.

The game was about to kick off, and the announcer's voice echoed through
the arena, introducing each member of the Cobras. It was yet another



strange moment, hearing my name connected to this new team instead of
the Knights.

Walker, always the motivator, slapped me on the ass and threw out a,
"Slay, baby!" I blinked at him in disbelief.

"Did you just tell me to slay?" I asked, my eyebrow arched.

He grinned. "Seemed like something Lincoln would say, you know? Get
the vibe going."

I couldn't help but shake my head, my expression deadpan. "Lincoln is
much cooler than that, Walker. He would be shook if he was with us right
now."

“Oh,” Walker said glumly, his features falling like I’d spit in his ice
cream.

I patted Walker's rear, and I gave him a nice nod of appreciation.
"Thanks though, buddy," I said before gliding around the ice.

The game was about to begin, and it was time to show them what this
Cobra was made of.

I let the electric energy of the arena wash over me. Dallas fans were
better in every way, of course. But in a pinch, an L.A. crowd would do.

This was what I lived for, after all—the adrenaline, the spotlight, the
game. I couldn't help but flash a cocky grin as I lifted my stick in
acknowledgment of the fans. They loved a showman, and I was more than
willing to oblige.

I gave a little bow because I was fancy like that, and the crowd went
wild. Hockey for me wasn't just about playing the game; it was about
putting on a performance. The crowd was here for entertainment, after all,
and I aimed to give them a show they'd never forget.

I may have been showing off for the crowd, but there was really only
one thing on my mind at that moment—the fact that Blake was here.

There she was, in my jersey, looking like my wildest wet dream. The
fabric clung to her like a glove, accentuating all the right curves. Her gold
hair framed her face, and those eyes...fuck. Those eyes were blowing my
mind.

Like they always had.

She would have looked better in silver and blue, but the view right then
was pretty close to damn perfection. She was outshining every star in this
arena.

Blake was also staring at me in total shock, her eyes wide and surprised.



And dare I say...excited?

At least she remembered me. I would’ve been quite disappointed if in
three days' time I’d been forgotten. I’d tried to be more memorable than that
at our little lunch date.

Not that it had been three days since I’d seen her. You can bet your
bottom lip I was catching as many glimpses of her that I could. I’d been
past the restaurant twice today just to get my fix.

Now I understood why Lincoln was such a fan of that little app. My
BFF was brilliant.

I’d have to remember to tell him that next time too.

As Blake and I stared at each other, the roar of the crowd seemed to
dim. It was as if time slowed, and in that suspended moment, it was only
the two of us, lost in a sea of people.

I winked at her and blew a kiss, snorting with how freaking red she got.

She was a-dor-able.

Her roommate started bouncing around like a pinball, spitting questions
at her.

"Get your head in the game, Ari!" Coach Kim’s voice snapped me out
of my Blake induced reverie, his tone no-nonsense.

I nodded, trying to focus. The game was about to begin.

As a defenseman—the best in the league, might I add—my role was
critical. I always had to be ready to intercept passes, break up plays, and
deliver bone-rattling checks when needed. My job was to protect Mr. Prince
Charming on the blue line. It was helpful that Walker was a shot-blocking
machine. But based on last year’s team...he needed me. Bad.

The puck dropped, and the game exploded into motion. The Boston
Reds charged forward, and I readied myself for the onslaught that was
about to begin.

“Let’s do this, boys,” I shouted as Tommy skated past.

He winked at me, skating faster, and I decided I liked him. At least for
now.

Determined to impress Blake...and everyone else, I intercepted passes
with surgical precision, disrupting Boston’s plans at every turn. The crowd
roared with each successful play, their energy spiking higher with each
passing second.

A few minutes into the game, we found ourselves on a power play. Our
first goal came from a blistering slap shot from the right circle, a rocket that



left the opposing goalie helpless.

I whooped and tackled Tommy, along with the rest of the team. Getting
that first goal of the season was clutch.

Play continued, and a few minutes later, Boston suddenly had a deftly
executed breakaway, blowing past Soto as I was checked hard into the
glass. Walker made a jaw-dropping save.

“That’s my fucking goalie,” I yelled as he sent the puck across the ice.
He smirked at me cockily.

Maybe Walker was a little bit of a badass. I could consider letting him
into Lincoln’s and my badass club.

Maybe.

While most of the team was meeting my expectations, Soto was
blowing right past even the shit of what I expected from him. He was
fucking sucking, a huge liability seemingly more interested in causing
bedlam than playing the game. At one point—in a bizarre twist—he
smashed me against the boards, a move that had me snarling in both
frustration and disbelief.

"Your mama hits harder than that, Soto," I quipped, my voice dripping
with sarcasm.

He just smirked at me like the giant douchebag he was, and the game
continued on.

During breaks, my gaze wandered over to Blake. She was tracking my
every movement, it seemed, blushing prettily every time I skated past.

“Having fun?” I mouthed at one point, smiling as she ducked her head
and nodded shyly.

Fuck, she was killing me with her perfection.

As the game reached its climax, we found ourselves in a tight spot. The
score was tied, and time was running out. Tommy seized the moment once
again. With a burst of speed, he danced around defenders and unleashed a
wrist shot that found the top corner of the net.

Tommy pumped a fist in the air as he skated across the ice. I checked
the clock. Two more minutes and the win was ours.

Boston wouldn’t go down without a fight, though. With thirty seconds
left to go, their coach signaled for their goalie to head to the bench and sent
out an extra skater in a last-ditch effort to secure a win.

As a defenseman, I usually focused on protecting our own net rather
than scoring, but sometimes, the stars aligned just right.



Case in point.

With twenty seconds left, the puck found its way to me at the blue line.
With the net empty, and the arena buzzing with anticipation. I decided to
have some fun.

I wound up for a slap shot, and the puck sailed toward the vacant net,
hitting the back of it with a resounding thud. The red light illuminated, and
the arena erupted into a deafening roar.

The crowd was fucking wild. I did a little shimmy, just for Walker, and
then I skated toward the glass in front of Blake’s seat, blowing her a big
kiss. I was tackled to the ground before I could see her reaction, the buzzer
sounding as the game ended.

My teammates were pounding me on the back, the crowd's applause
continuing to echo around us.

And I thought to myself...maybe the season wouldn’t be so bad after
all.

Blake

Charlotte's voice was a constant stream of excitement, echoing off the
dimly lit corridor that led to the locker rooms. Her fiery auburn hair
bounced with each step, her hazel eyes glittering with glee. She couldn't
stop talking about the game, about the celebs we’d seen...about what Ari
Lancaster had done.

"I still can’t believe you’re trying to claim you don’t know him," she
hissed, sounding a bit surly.

I shifted uncomfortably, attempting to downplay the situation.
"Charlotte, you're making a big deal out of nothing. I served his table at
Franco’s. That’s it. We barely talked."

I sounded nonchalant, but inside, I was a different story. I was replaying
the moment when his eyes locked onto mine, the wink he'd given...the
blown Kkiss.

And obsessing/freaking out over the fact that his name was Ari.

My first crush was a boy named Ari.

But there was no way this was the same guy.

Kids from a group home didn’t end up becoming star hockey players.



He’d been twelve when we’d met, and that Ari didn’t play hockey. It
was a miracle that I’d been adopted at ten. Ari being adopted after I'd left
would have even been rarer, not because he wasn’t incredible...but because
people didn’t usually want older kids. Not unless they had a motive.

And there weren’t any kids at that place playing sports.

It was just a weird coincidence.

I’m sure there were a million Blakes out there with similar features.

An arena employee, clad in a sharp suit, met us at the end of the hallway
and interrupted my inner freak out. His smile was almost as blinding as the
arena lights had been as he guided us toward the locker room.

"You’re two lucky ladies, being invited into the locker room on opening
night,” he smirked.

The way he said it made me feel dirty, like we were groupies expected
to service the athletes once we got in there.

“Where did you say you got these tickets?” I murmured to Charlotte,
realizing I’d never asked. For all I knew, it was a player who had those
kinds of expectations that had given her them in the first place.

Charlotte either didn’t hear me, or didn’t want to answer, because she
didn’t acknowledge my question as the door leading to the locker room was
opened.

I should just leave. Yep, that’s what I needed to do. What was I
thinking? I should go home, cuddle with Waldo, and call Clark, figure out
why he’d gone quiet.

That’s what a good girlfriend would do. Someone who owed Clark as
much as I did...

But my feet didn’t seem to be in agreement with my head because I
followed Charlotte through the door, my heart threatening to burst out of
my chest.

The sound of laughter spilled from behind a door at the end of the
hallway in front of us. We started forward, but Charlotte stopped halfway
down and turned toward me. "Blake, don’t fuck this up for me,” she said
seriously.

My eyes widened, hurt flooding through me at the unfriendly tone of
her words.

“Of course,” I finally monotoned back after I got over the sudden switch
in my roommate’s personality.



The door at the end of the hallway swung open before she could say
anything else, and we were instantly enveloped in a whirlwind of
sensations. The air was thick with the potent blend of cologne, sweat, and
adrenaline—a heady cocktail that made my head swim and my nerves ramp
up even more. I’d grown up around rich people, world leaders, socialites...
but hot as fuck professional athletes had not been in the Shepfields’ crowd.

This was a first for me.

As I ventured deeper into the locker room, a warm blush hit my cheeks.
The players weren’t covering up on our behalf.

My modeling jobs had gotten me used to naked bodies.

But none of the male models were as hot as these guys.

Their gazes tracked us as we walked through the room. It felt like a
spotlight was trained on us, and most of them had a gleam in their eyes like
they wanted to eat us alive.

“Well, well. What do we have here?” one of the players purred. A
douchebag looking red head that I remembered had tackled—oops, wrong
sport—checked Ari at one point. As unfamiliar as I was with hockey, I was
pretty sure you weren’t supposed to hit your own teammate.

Accident or not, he wasn’t my favorite.

Charlotte shot him a flirty grin as he leaned against the lockers and took
her in. His gaze flicked to me. “Two for one special? Must be my lucky
day,” he said.

“In your dreams, Soto,” a deep, growly voice said from behind me.

Ari Lancaster.

I was shaking slightly as I turned, almost unbidden like I couldn’t resist
his gravitational force, and I was having trouble breathing all of a sudden.

Of course, my mind had gone to what he would look like under
clothes...but it certainly hadn’t prepared me for this.

His emerald eyes met mine with an intensity that stole my breath. Time
stood still as our gazes held with a charged connection.

He was only wearing a towel, and it was sitting obscenely low on his
lean hips. His skin was a sun-kissed bronze color that had me salivating, a
sinful masterpiece, chiseled by the gods of desire themselves. Every inch of
him exuded raw, unadulterated sex appeal, a living testament to masculine
perfection.

His broad shoulders sloped down to a taut, sculpted chest that begged
for exploration, each defined muscle an invitation to temptation. His



abdomen was a landscape of sinewy ridges and valleys, leading the way to
a set of washboard abs that had me wanting to weep. That sexy-v, the one
responsible for wet panties everywhere, dragged my eyes directly to his
towel...that was slowly rising in front in a huge tent that had my eyes wide
and a squeak passing from my lips.

I quickly yanked my gaze up to Ari’s insanely handsome face, an
unrepentant smirk on his lips. He lifted an eyebrow, daring me to say
something, his damp, ebony locks falling over his forehead, the wet tendrils
framing his striking face like a sensual curtain. Glistening droplets of water
clung to his bronzed skin, tracing a path down the landscape of his chest.

Ari Lancaster was the embodiment of desire.

His gaze was roaming my body hungrily, so I gave myself a few more
seconds to take him in.

Tattoos adorned his golden skin everywhere. Intricate designs, some
inky black and others vibrant with color, painted a vivid story that I could
spend hours exploring. In the center of Ari's sculpted chest lay a tattoo of a
large, broken birdcage. The intricate details of the cage were etched with
precision, its bars twisted and shattered, as if they could no longer contain
the wild spirit within.

Inside the fractured cage, a magnificent bird soared, its wings stretched
wide as if it had just tasted the sweet nectar of freedom. The bird's feathers
were exquisite, each one a testament to the beauty that lay beyond the
confines of captivity.

My body reacted with a rush of warmth, a primal response to this
magnificent specimen before me. Every cell in my body recognized his
perfection on a visceral level. My core clenched with needy emptiness. My
breasts felt tight and aching. My breathing was unsteady. [—

An arm slid into mine as Charlotte pressed against me. I actually
jumped from the interruption to my lust fest.

“Introduce me, roomie,” she purred as she eyed Ari’s body...and huge
erection, like he was her last meal.

The room suddenly came alive again, the noises of the other players
filling the air as the spell I’d been under was broken. We were, in fact, not
alone. And I'd probably just embarrassed the hell out of myself by eye
fucking their star as if I was in a trance.

“Blake,” Charlotte hissed, shooting me a harsh side eye.

Something nasty slid around inside of me.



I realized...I was jealous. It wasn’t a sensation I was used to. Actually, I
couldn’t remember having this particular feeling once with Clark.

Right. Boyfriend. Clark.

Fuck, I was a terrible person.

It didn’t change the fact that it was making me sick to my stomach to
think of her seeing the same delicious sight that I was seeing.

What if he thought she was hot? I mean, she was hot. Charlotte always
had a guy a snap of her fingers away.

“Hi,” I found myself saying, also realizing that Ari and I hadn’t said
anything to each other yet.

“Hi, sunshine,” he drawled.

“Sunshine?” Charlotte’s gaze bounced between the two of us. “Sorry,
have you actually met my roommate?” she said sarcastically.

The smirk on Ari’s face slipped away, and his gaze hardened as he
seemed to size up Charlotte for the first time. He yawned and his gaze came
back to me, a clear dismissal that I was positive Charlotte wasn’t used to.

“It’s nice to meet you,” Charlotte said in a sickeningly sweet, desperate
sounding voice...that was also unlike her usual tone.

“Why you bothering with Lancaster, sweetness?” The skeezy red head,
Soto I think Ari had called him, sidled up to Charlotte and slid his arm
around her waist. She reluctantly turned away from Ari and flashed Soto a
fake, flirty grin.

Soto didn’t seem to mind though, because his hand slid further down
and he squeezed her ass as she placed her palms on his chest.

After my roommate’s strange turn in behavior tonight, I was almost
thinking they deserved each other.

Soto glanced at me over Charlotte’s head. “You two coming out with us
tonight to celebrate the big win?”

“Yep,” Charlotte all but squealed, right at the same time I said “no.”

“Aww, come on, Blake. I need my bestie with me,” Ari said cajolingly,
drawing my eyes back to his—bare ass.

While I’d been distracted, he’d turned around and dropped the towel,
showcasing a backside so yummy that...I wanted to sink my teeth into it.

That was a weird, but very accurate description for what I was feeling
as I took in the sight.

I squeaked and turned away, but not before realizing he had a large
butterfly tattooed on his back.



I heard the low husk of his laughter, but I didn’t dare turn, not caring
how idiotic I looked.

A long minute passed. “What do you say, BFF? Going to help me
celebrate?” Ari said in a voice that was scarily alluring.

I’d never been attracted to the sound of a voice before, but judging by
the way my insides were fluttering, a tingling pulsing warmth spreading
everywhere, Ari had changed that.

Mayday. Mayday. Mayday.

My internal alarm was blaring as I took in Ari’s clothed form.

He was puffing out his bottom lip beseechingly. Which was somehow
attractive on him instead of annoying.

“Okay,” I found myself saying softly.

Ari gave a fist pump and then another freakishly attractive man with
light brown hair was slinging an arm around his shoulder. “Let’s get
drunkkkk!” he yelled. And the whole locker room cheered in agreement.

Sitting in the sleek black sports car next to Ari, Walker in the backseat, my
nerves were on edge. Adrenaline from the game and locker room was
pulsing in my ears, an odd mix of unease and excitement that I didn’t know
what to do with.

Charlotte had left me in the locker room to “go fuck Soto”. Her words
exactly. She’d said she would meet me at the bar we were headed to. And
I’d somehow ended up in the car with the two hottest men I’d ever seen in
my life.

Although Walker somehow didn’t have even close to the same effect on
me as Ari.

Ari and Walker's conversation about the game flowed around me like a
river, their voices blending into a distant hum. I couldn't help but glance at
Ari every now and then, and he seemed to return the favor, his gaze flicking
my way every few seconds in a hungry way that had me shifting in my seat
uncomfortably.

My fingers toyed with the hem of my jersey as I tried to focus on their
chatter, but my thoughts kept drifting. I couldn't help but stare at Ari's hand
resting casually on the gearshift, his tattooed fingers strong and capable.



They looked like they could do so much more than just handle a car. Like
they...

Guilt tearing into me, I pulled out my phone and texted Clark a quick
“hello”, wondering if he’d answer me this time.

Ari's voice interrupted my thoughts, and I jolted in my seat. "Who ya
texting?" he asked, his tone casual.

I hesitated for a moment, my heart racing. Clearing my throat, I tried to
sound as nonchalant as he did. "Just my boyfriend," I replied, clutching my
phone tightly.

From the back seat, Walker let out a knowing inhale, and I couldn't help
but feel self-conscious. I knew how it appeared, like I was teetering on the
edge of something I shouldn't. Like I was some slut about to hurt the guy
who loved me for a chance with a NHL star. There was a name for girls like
that, wasn’t there. Puck something?

I desperately clung to the idea that I was merely making friends in a
new city, even if those friends happened to be with two incredibly appealing
men.

“Boyfriend, huh? I knew you were too pretty to be single,” Ari drawled,
not sounding upset at all.

I bit down on my lip. “He lives in New York. [—I’ve been with him
since I was 16. He’s the son of the Shep—my parent’s friends.”

“Can’t be too smart,” Ari commented. “Not following you to Cali. Who
knows what might be waiting to scoop you up.”

Walker snorted from behind me, and I didn’t dare to look back at him.

“He runs SEC Media with his father. It keeps him quite busy,” I said
lamely, not adding that I’d recently obliterated his heart.

“If you were my girl, there wouldn’t be anything that would keep me
away.”

I choked on some spit in my mouth, so shocked at what he seemed to be
insinuating.

“Good thing I have a new bestie to keep me safe,” I finally said lightly,
ignoring the storm of tension building in the car.

Ari chuckled lowly. “Yes, that’s a good thing, sunshine.”

Walker and Ari went back to talking about the game, leaving me
shaking in my seat for the rest of the drive.

And Clark never texted me back.






CHAPTER 6



BLAKE

he upscale L.A. bar exuded sensuality, its sleek, modern exterior

basking in the soft, seductive glow of neon accents. Tall palm trees

swayed in the balmy night, their fronds brushing against one another.
Inside, the subdued, jazzy music set a sultry tone, as if the very air itself
was caressing those who entered.

We pulled up, and a valet, impeccably dressed, waited at the ready. I’d
heard of this place. More relaxed than the city’s trendiest clubs, it was the
place celebs came to when they wanted a more quiet night out...Charlotte
had actually tried to get in last week with some friends and had been
rejected at the door.

She’d bitched about it for hours that night when she’d come home to me
sitting on our couch, reading a book.

My nerves shot up as I glanced at the line of eager people wound
around the building. So many eyes that could stare at us when we got out. I
pulled at my jersey, second guessing keeping it on when I saw how nicely
everyone was dressed. I glanced at Ari and Walker. They were dressed to
impress as well.

Ari emerged from the car first, igniting a chorus of cheers from the
crowd. The valet was standing by my door, reaching out to open it, when
Ari barked something at him. The guy immediately backed away, opening
Walker’s door instead, which had another cheer coming from the crowd.

Ari opened my door, peering down at me with a dark promise in his
eyes that had me hesitating to accept his extended hand.

“Come on, pretty girl. Let’s celebrate,” he murmured. Our fingertips
met, and I swear there were sparks, desire and want crackling between our
palms.



My heart quickened in my chest as he helped me out of the car, pulling
on my hand a little harder than necessary so that I fell forward into his
chest. For a second, we just stared at one another.

Had his mouth always been that delicious looking? The overall appeal
of him was overwhelming, licking at my skin in lusty waves. He winked at
me and then led me forward toward the bar by the hand he was gripping
unyieldingly. I ignored the crowd, trying to pretend they weren’t there even
as women, and men, screamed Ari’s name.

I grew up a Shepfield. I was used to flashing lights and people shouting
for me to “Look here! No, here!” at society events. But there were people
crying as we walked past the line, Walker flanking us from behind.

I wasn’t used to that. Was this normal for an NHL player? I stared
speculatively at Ari, and he just flashed me an amused grin, like he wasn’t
phased at all.

Inside the bar, an air of sophistication blended seamlessly with an
intimate ambiance. Soft, golden hues bathed the décor, casting a warm and
inviting atmosphere over the polished mahogany bar and plush leather
seating, beckoning guests to relax and enjoy. The walls displayed tasteful,
contemporary art, while modern gold and black lighting overhead
illuminated the scene with a subtle, elegant radiance.

The room was buzzing with lively conversation and laughter, and I
could see that a lot of Cobra players were already gathered by the bar across
the room. A lot of Cobra players and Charlotte, who’d somehow managed
to bang Soto and change into a skin tight blood red dress before getting
here.

She waved to me, her other hand clinging to Soto’s shirt. He was staring
at me pretty intensely for a stranger, and I shifted uncomfortably.

“Oh my goshhhh,” Ari suddenly screeched, sounding like the epitome
of a tween girl as I was dragged to the right toward a very attractive-looking
couple standing at the other bar in the room. Their expressions brimmed
with amusement, as if they were no strangers to Ari's animated entrances.

“You came,” Ari cried...his voice almost emotional as he threw an arm
around the golden haired dreamboat we’d been headed toward and hugged
him tight. The man chuckled and clapped Ari on the back...who was still
holding onto me with his other hand, by the way. Once again I tried to pull
away, but he wasn’t having it.



“Wouldn’t miss it, buddy,” Ari’s friend said in a delicious sounding
voice. There was an absolutely stunning woman standing next to him with
long black hair and sparkling green eyes. She had a gentle smile on her lips
as she glanced from the guys to me, staring at me curiously. A peaceful
feeling settled over me as we gazed at each other. Kind of weird actually,
but something instantly told me this girl could be my friend.

Ari let go of the golden god and pulled me forward. “Blake, I want you
to meet my second best friend, Lincoln. And my third best friend, Monroe.”
Ari moved to give Monroe a hug.

“She is not your best friend, Ari,” Lincoln said exasperatedly—and a bit
possessively, I thought—as he pulled her into his body so she couldn’t give
Ari a hug.

I stared at them for a second longer than was normal. But it was crazy
the way they seemed to gravitate around each other. Like even though they
were talking to us, they were still wrapped up in each other. A longing
settled in my gut.

I wanted that feeling. To know that your soul was safe in someone else’s
hands.

I couldn’t even imagine what that would have felt like.

“Blake?” Lincoln repeated slowly, a glint of surprise and admiration on
his face as his gaze flicked from me to Ari. “Is this the girl who stole my
first best friend spot?”

He almost sounded like he’d heard of me before. But would Ari really
have talked about me to his best friend after a random encounter in a
restaurant?

Something that felt like butterflies soared around in my chest at the
thought.

“Blake Shepfield, Lincoln Daniels. Lincoln Daniels, Blake Shepfield,”
Ari said casually, as if it wasn’t weird at all that he’d told him about me.

“It’s nice to meet you,” I said nervously.

“You don’t follow hockey, do you?” Monroe asked gently in a sweet,
amused voice.

I bit my lip and glanced shyly up at Ari, hoping he wouldn’t be
offended. “Tonight was the first time I’ve ever watched. I’'m more of a
football girl.”

Ari staggered like I’d stabbed him in the chest. “You don’t know what
you’ve been missing,” he said theatrically.



You, a voice blared in my head. I’'ve been missing you.

I pushed that thought away as quickly as I could.

“It will be nice to have someone who isn’t falling at these guy’s feet,”
said Monroe with a smirk.

I glanced at her...boyfriend? Husband? “He plays hockey too?”

“We played on the Knights together. We’ve actually played together
since prep school,” Ari explained, and there was longing in his voice.
Longing that made my heart hurt for him.

I wondered if I’d ever feel comfortable enough to ask him what made
him leave the Knights. It was obviously a very sensitive subject.

“You were awesome out there,” Lincoln said, making Ari freaking
beam. “You even made up for Soto being on the ice somehow.”

The mention of his name made me glance over to where Soto and
Charlotte were chatting with other members of the team. Soto was glaring
at us even as my roommate tried to get his attention. A shiver stretched
across my skin.

Ari let go of my hand though and instead pressed his palm against my
lower back, in that space you’re not supposed to go if you’re just a friend.
His thumb slid back and forth, and even through my jersey it felt like
electricity sparking across my skin from his touch.

“So, Blake,” Lincoln drawled. “How did you become besties with my
boy, Ari? I would question your taste, but he did the same thing to me all
those years ago, so I can only empathize with you.”

Ari let out an indignant bark of laughter. “Admit it. I’m the classy one
of this relationship. You would be lost without me.”

Lincoln smirked, and I felt a bit dizzy from the delicious, grade A,
alphamale energy radiating off these two guys.

And then Walker decided to sidle up next to us.

“Hey guys,” he said, his voice adorably nervous.

Ari sighed and rubbed a hand across his face as if he were pained.
“Lincoln, meet your number one puck slut. Mr. Disney Prince himself.
Walker.”

Walker groaned and turned to leave, before Ari reached out and grabbed
his shirt with a laugh. “Come here, buddy. We need to tell Lincoln about
our new pre game ritual.”

Walker’s face went an almost violet shade of red before he covered it in
embarrassment. It was kind of funny to see this big, tattooed hottie cringing



in embarrassment.

Lincoln studied Walker for a moment before a slow grin spread across
his beautiful face. “You were fucking amazing tonight, bro,” he said,
holding out a hand for Walker to shake.

Walker seemed like he was about to faint from Lincoln talking to him.
“Really?” he said. “I mean, yeah. Thanks. It was a great game.”

Ari was shaking with laughter as his gaze bounced between the two of
them, but his palm had slid to my lower hip and I was now pressed against
his side.

It felt like I fit there, against him like that.

But then Clark’s face flashed in my mind and the sour taste of guilt was
once again flooding me as memories of the past hit me hard.

I felt a numbness wash over me as the icy water of the bathtub
surrounded my trembling body. The pills I’d taken were doing their job,
sending me into a disorienting haze. The world around me blurred, and my
thoughts became muddled. I was spiraling into darkness. It was almost
over.

I was almost free.

As I lay there, the water seemed to consume me, its cold fingers
wrapping around my limbs, dragging me deeper into a chilling abyss. The
room's harsh, artificial light cast eerie shadows on the walls, creating a
surreal and haunting atmosphere. My body felt heavy and unresponsive.

Numb.

Just how I liked it.

Everything was a disjointed blur, and my consciousness slipped away
like a wisp of smoke. It was a sensation of sinking, sinking deeper into the
unforgiving depths of despair.

But then, in that suffocating darkness, a pair of hands reached into the
void and grabbed hold of me. I was lifted, pulled from the cold. For a
fleeting moment, I regained a fragment of awareness.

"Blake!" a voice called out, filled with panic and desperation. It was
Clark. His voice echoed in my foggy mind, a distant cry in the wilderness.

I tried to respond, tried to reach out to him, but my body was still
betraying me. The world remained a jumbled mess of sensations and
disjointed images. I could see Clark's face, twisted with fear and anguish,
hovering above me.



And then, I was no longer in the bathtub. I was being carried, my body
limp and motionless, cradled in Clark's arms. His footsteps echoed in a
frantic rhythm as he rushed me out of our apartment and into the cool night
air.

We reached the car, and I was placed gently in the back seat. I could
hear Clark's ragged breathing, his voice trembling as he spoke to me, trying
to keep me conscious. His words were a lifeline in the darkness, a desperate
plea for me to stay with him.

The car sped through the city streets, its tires screeching against the
asphalt. Sirens wailed in the distance, drawing nearer with each passing
second. I was fading, slipping further away from the world.

And then there was the harsh, fluorescent lighting of a hospital room.
The sterile smell of antiseptic stinging my nostrils. I could feel the weight of
monitors and tubes connected to my body, a reminder of the fragility of life.

Clark, his face etched with relief and anguish, was sitting by my
bedside, holding my hand as if it were the most precious thing in the world.

He had saved me, and I owed him everything.

“Blake?” Ari’s voice called, and I was jolted back to the present where I
stood pressed against his hard body.

“Sorry. Um. I’m just going to use the restroom real quick,” I mumbled,
feeling the faint blush on my cheeks. I needed a break from him. I couldn’t
breathe, couldn’t think, couldn’t do the right thing when he was around.

I pulled away from him, and he let me go without a fuss.

It was all I could do to keep my footsteps steady as I headed toward the
hallway that led to the bathroom.

I stood there in the dimly lit restroom of the bar, my eyes meeting my
reflection in the mirror. And for a moment, I hardly recognized the person
staring back at me. It was as if a veil had been lifted, revealing a version of
myself I’d never seen before.

Gone was the haunted, hollow look that had followed me for so long.
The exhaustion that had etched deep lines under my eyes had seemingly
vanished. Instead, I saw a face that was alive, vibrant, and, dare I say it...
happy.

I shook my head, my heart racing like a hummingbird's wings as I
splashed some cool water on my face, attempting to calm the storm swirling
inside my chest.



Okay, I was fine. I could go out there. Establish firm boundaries. Be
friends.

I pulled out my phone first though, hovering over the keyboard as I
thought about sending Clark another text. But he hadn’t even read my other
one according to the read receipts...so I didn’t bother.

All my good intentions seemed to run away when I finally stepped back
into the hallway, and my senses were immediately overtaken by Ari's
arresting presence. He leaned casually against the wall, his strong frame
surrounded by the soft, muted lighting. His dazzling green gaze cast a spell
over me as we stood there in the hall.

"You didn't need to wait," I managed to murmur, though my voice
betrayed my struggle to maintain composure.

Ari's response was a slow, seductive smile that made my knees feel
weak. "Someone would be a fool not to wait for you, sunshine."

His words hung in the air, heavy with unspoken desires, and I could feel
the invisible thread that drew us together, weaving a tapestry of attraction
and longing. My heart pounded in my chest, and my voice trembled as I
met his unwavering gaze.

"Ari," I began, my voice laced with a husky undertone, "we can only be
friends."

“Yeah, sunshine? And why’s that?” he asked, crowding me against the
wall with his hard, perfect body. His spicy orange and leather scent washed
over me and I took a deep breath, wanting as much as I could get.

The way he was staring at me. It was like he wanted to eat me alive.
Like he was starstruck by my mere presence.

Like I was his good thing in life.

“Because I have a boyfriend.”

“You should probably put him on notice then, sunshine,” he murmured
with a slightly crazed grin.

“Of what?” I whispered.

“Of the fact he’s about to lose his girl.”

His lips brushed against mine then, so, so softly, and it felt like a piece
of my heart was clicking into place. Ari pulled back and stared at me for a
long moment.

“Fuck it,” he swore roughly, and his lips crashed against my mouth. His
tongue licked into me, sliding against mine, changing my fucking life.

I’d never been kissed like this.



Like someone would die without the taste of me.

I broke the kiss and stepped back, our heavy breaths mingling in the air.

He smiled at me, the kind of smile that could break a million hearts, that
would break mine...and he pressed his lips against mine. One. More. Time.

And then I ran.






CHAPTER 7



AR

watched my phone, tracking her across town as her Uber took her home.

That kiss was a revelation, a seismic shift in my existence. I'd obviously

kissed and been kissed before, but nothing compared to the fire that had
ignited between us in that stolen moment. It was as if the universe had
meant for our lips to meet.

And she’d kissed me back. I know she had.

She’d run away, and I’d let her go.

Just for tonight.

I’d had months to wrap around the idea of her. I could give her some
time to adjust to me too.

Obsession didn't even begin to cover what I felt. It was more than that;
it was an insatiable craving, a need that clawed at me from the inside. I
thought I'd known what it meant to desire someone, to desire her...but
tasting her, feeling the soft press of her lips, the sweet taste of her mouth
against mine...it was like a drug, an addiction I couldn't shake.

The promise of what could be between us was better than anything else
I’d ever had...anything else I’d ever dreamed. She had no idea of the
relentless yearning that had taken root. I was a man possessed, and she was
the forbidden fruit I couldn't resist.

I’d been looking for Blake Shepfield forever. I’d fucking yearned for
her all this time, no one else was good enough because they weren’t her, no
one else could ever be enough.

And then I saw her on that billboard

I finally had her back, and I’d stop at nothing to make her mine. She
might not see it coming, but destiny had already set its course, and I was
powerless to fight it.



My phone buzzed, jolting me out of my reverie. It was a text from the
P.I. I'd hired to help me find Blake...he was also looking into Blake's
boyfriend. Actually, I was going to start calling him Blake’s “Other.”
Because I couldn’t take the thought of anyone other than me having the title
of her boyfriend.

I opened the message, hoping for something, anything, that would help
me out.

The text read, "Boyfriend is squeaky clean. Word on the street is he's
not giving up on Blake. He’s told everyone she’s the love of his life. He just
landed in LA this evening, return flight tomorrow for an important
meeting."

Fuck. I was hoping he was disinterested enough that it wouldn’t bother
him not to hear from her, but I’d obviously misjudged the guy. Anger and
unease coiled in my chest as unbidden images of him wrapped around her
tonight, of him touching that perfect body that I’d only begun to explore.

Not happening. I muttered a curse under my breath, wishing he were the
stereotypical rich guy with a closet full of skeletons. It would make things
so much easier.

But it was okay, I could work with hard. I’d been doing it since my
mom dropped me off at the group home as a toddler and called it good.

I returned to the bar, where Lincoln was wrapped around Monroe, his
tongue down her throat.

Awww, young love.

Couldn’t wait for my tongue to return to Blake’s throat. Or whatever the
romantic version of that was.

I felt much better seeing my buddies here. I still couldn’t believe that
they’d come. Lincoln hated L.A. and he had to be at his first game of the
season by noon tomorrow. Made me feel all warm and fuzzy.

For a second I’d had my three favorite people around me. Couldn’t wait
for that to be my new life.

I cleared my throat because as much as I was all about celebrating these
two love muffins...I needed some guidance at the moment. I launched into
the story as soon as Lincoln unstuck his lips from Monroe’s face.

"What car did he rent?" Lincoln asked casually after I was done.

I chuckled. "A rich guy like him probably has a driver like you.” I
pulled up the information from the P.I. though, just in case he’d said. "He



rented an Audi R8,” I said, my eyebrows raising. Figures he would have
terrible taste in cars.

Lincoln got a mischievous glint in his eyes. "Well, why don't you figure
out something that could happen to the car?" he suggested innocently.
"Even us rich guys don’t like a little legal trouble."

I gaped at Lincoln, and then glanced at Monroe, who was blushing and
biting down on her bottom lip.

NOT LOOKING SHOCKED AT ALL.

"He's more devious than I've given him credit for," I mused.

Monroe's eyes sparkled. "You have no idea," she replied.

There was a story there, one I was very interested in. But it would have
to wait. I had plans to wreck.

And a girl to get.

Blake

I trudged toward my apartment door, my thoughts a chaotic mess, each
step heavier than the last because they took me away from him.

That kiss still pulsed through me. I could still feel him there, an
exquisite phantom pain that I missed.

That I was worried I would always miss.

I couldn't help but compare it to the feel of Clark.

Ari's kiss was an all-consuming blaze that threatened to destroy me.

Clark's kiss had never set me on fire. Not even that first time.

And maybe I could have lived with that. Because I didn’t know what it
could be like.

What was I supposed to do now that I’d been enlightened?

How was I expected to go back to the way it was before?

What if I couldn’t?

As I reached for my apartment key, my hand trembled slightly. The
events of the past few days had been a lot. They’d unraveled my sense of
self, however fragile it had been before.

The memory of Ari’s glittering green gaze staring at me in the darkened
hallway was haunting me, taunting me with his seductive promises.

I wanted to go back to him.



I wanted more.

Right as I inserted the key into the lock, a voice emerged from the
shadowy entryway of my building. "Blake."

I jumped, my heart leaping into my throat.

"Clark? What are you doing here?" My voice wavered, caught
somewhere between astonishment and confusion as I slowly turned to look
at him. After days of either silence or one word answers, his appearance
now was a little shocking.

My boyfriend stepped out of the shadows, his dark hair disheveled and
his green eyes reflecting hints of exhaustion. His usually immaculate suit
was wrinkled, his tie askew.

More guilt flooded me as I studied him, my constant companion the last
few days it seemed. While Clark was undeniably handsome, he seemed like
a cheap replica as he stood there. Like Ari was the original and everyone
else that existed could never compare.

"You've been ignoring me," he snapped, his voice sharp and frustrated.
"Of course I was going to come check what's wrong."

I frowned, not understanding what he was saying, even as I winced at
the rawness in his voice. We stared at each other for a long minute, the
awkwardness there feeling like a cavernous gulf I didn’t know how to cross
over. Finally, he reached out toward me, his expression softening. "Come
here, sweetheart. I need to hold you."

Instinctively, I stepped into his embrace, just like I’d been doing since I
was sixteen, allowing him to envelop me in his arms. But even as I leaned
into his familiar warmth, everything felt wrong. There was a void there
now, one that Clark's presence couldn’t fill. The contrast between his touch
and Ari's was stark, and the wrong sensation gnawed at the edges of my
consciousness.

"Can I come in?" he finally murmured, his voice harried and exhausted.
"I've been waiting here since seven for you to get home. I just kind of
panicked today when you didn't answer again. And...I hopped on a plane.
I've got to be back in New York for a meeting tomorrow at eleven."

I was so confused. He was the one who hadn’t been answering me! I
was struck though, by what a big deal it was for him to be here. Clark was a
creature of habit. Everything in his life was organized and in its place. We’d
always been opposites like that, and my disorganization had always driven
him crazy.



“Yeah, of course. Let’s go inside and we can talk more,” I quickly said,
feeling like I needed to appease him.

Please him.

Like I always felt when it came to my life in New York.

I opened the door and flicked on the light. It spilled out onto the
shadowed entry where we were standing.

He took a step forward and then stopped, a frown on his lips as he cast a
curious gaze over me, evidently noticing the hockey jersey I wore for the
first time. "You were at the game tonight? I didn't know you liked hockey."

I grappled with what should have been an easy response.

"l..uh," T finally stammered. "Charlotte had some tickets, and she
insisted I come along. I figured, why not?" My attempt at casual
indifference felt hollow, even to my own ears.

Clark's gaze bore into me, his green eyes searching mine, as if he sensed
there was more to the story. I must have been better at hiding things than I
thought, though, because he stepped inside without asking any more
questions.

"Welcome to my humble abode," I said with a flourish, a feeble attempt
at lightness, as we walked into the small apartment. It was a far cry from the
cluttered, colorful space I had in New York City, but I wasn’t living alone
anymore, so I couldn’t decorate how I wanted. Everything about the place
was mundane...fine. But it definitely didn't feel like home.

But then again, nothing had felt like home since my parents died.

I went down the hallway to let Waldo out of my bedroom, giving myself
a minute to love on him before I went back out there. When I returned to
the living room, Waldo pattering next to me, Clark was staring at the
furniture like it had personally offended him. It was similar to how he’d
always looked at my New York place. Both were a stark departure from the
luxurious lifestyle he was accustomed to—that I’d once been accustomed to
—but there wasn’t a price on the freedom living without it meant for me.

“It’s alright to sit down, ya know. The furniture won’t bite,” I said dryly,
trying not to let any shame creep in.

Clark's face went blank, and he reached out to pull me into him, the
other hand gently cupping my cheek, his thumb brushing against my skin.
"You deserve so much more, Blake. You could have so much more.” 1
stiffened at the clear reference to his marriage proposal.

I was farther away from that now than I’d been before.



But he didn’t know that.

“I’ll talk about something else,” he murmured finally. “Or maybe...we
shouldn’t talk at all.” He leaned forward, his lips hovering just inches from
mine.

I flinched...my heart racing. It was as if a thousand voices inside me
were screaming, urging me to resist, to pull away from what was no longer
right.

“You said I’ve been ignoring you, but why haven’t you been answering
me?” I pressed, hoping he would miss my hesitance.

A furrow etched across his forehead at my question, a subtle crease
marring his otherwise chiseled features. He opened his mouth to answer and

Pound. Pound. Pound.

The banging on the front door reverberated through the room, and
Clark’s hands slipped away. He stalked toward the door, swinging it open as
Waldo barked and yipped like crazy. Three stern-faced police officers stood
on the doorstep.

For a second, I had a flashback of a different set of cops, standing at a
different doorway, on another dark night.

Pull yourself together, Blake.

"Which one of you owns the R8?" one of the officers snapped, his tone
laced with authority.

Clark's jaw tensed as he replied through gritted teeth, "I'm renting it."

"Well, you're under arrest. We got a tip and checked your car. Turns out
you've been a naughty boy." With that, he held up a small bag filled with a
suspicious white powder.

I stared at it, confused...waiting for the punchline, before staring at
Clark with uncertainty.

“Don’t look at me like that,” he snapped at me before turning his
attention to the police. "That's not mine." His features were calm, but his
voice was sharp with anger and disbelief.

The officer laughed and shook his head mockingly. "That's what they all
say, fancy pants. You’re coming with us. And we’d suggest you not make
this difficult."

“This is ridiculous. Do you know who I am?” Clark snarled, his voice
rising in a crescendo of protests as they handcuffed him and led him toward
the door.



“Think we haven’t heard that before here in Lala Land?” another
officer snorted.

"Call Ed and stay here," Clark threw at me as they pushed him out the
door. Ed was general counsel for his company. An absolute shark. He’d
know what to do.

I stood there, trembling with a mix of fear, confusion, and anger, as the
door slammed shut.

Trying not to think about the fact that the overarching feeling coursing
through my veins...was relief.

Because he hadn’t kissed me.






CHAPTER 8



BLAKE

gasped, my heart racing as I peered around my dark room trying to

figure out what had woken me up. The muffled sounds of screaming

came then, from somewhere in the house. Or maybe it was just outside?

I frowned and slipped out of bed, my feet making almost no noise on the
carpeted floor as I tiptoed to my bedroom door, opened it, then carefully
peeked out.

There was screaming again, and I realized it was my parents. They were
the ones yelling so loud. Mom and Dad never talked like that; they were
always extremely gentle with each other. All my friends said they were gross
because they were completely in love all the time. Nerves...and fear gnawed
at me as I opened the door wider and made my way down the hall, watching
the scary way my shadow crept across the walls. I could hear them clearly
now, their voices filled with so much anger and sadness. Things I also had
never heard from them before.

"How could you do this to me? To us?" My father raged before he
released a harsh sob, the sound absolutely terrifying.

"It's not what you think, John. Nothing happened,” my mother's voice
quivered.

I didn't understand what was going on, but I knew I had to make them
stop fighting. We didn’t do this in our family. They always told me that when
I got angry. Slowly, I tiptoed down the hallway, clutching my favorite stuffed
bear, Mr. Whiskers. I would tell them that everything would be okay, that
they should stop yelling. Just like they always told me.

As I turned the corner, I came to a halt. The room was darker, the
shapes on the walls more menacing. I saw my father standing in the kitchen



doorway, his face twisted in anger, holding something I couldn't quite make
out. It gleamed in the dim light.

"Daddy!" 1 tried to scream, but no words came out. My voice had
disappeared, leaving only a silent cry.

There was a deafening noise—a bang that echoed in my ears.

I jolted awake, hot tears streaming down my face as Waldo leaned on
my chest, licking me all over as he tried to comfort me.

It had only been a nightmare. What had happened that night was long in
the past.

I was fine.

I chanted it over and over again. Like if I said it enough, it would make
it true.

The images were etched in my mind, though.

And I didn’t think they’d ever go away.

The Shepfields hadn’t believed in therapy. But as a ten year old little
girl, I sure could have used it.

I could’ve gone now. I should’ve gone now. But my list of problems
was so long, I was too embarrassed to talk about them.

“Thanks, Waldo,” T whispered, softly stroking his fur. He always woke
me up from my nightmares, at least since I’d moved out from under
Maura’s thumb and he was allowed to sleep in my bed.

I didn’t know what I’d do without him.

Reluctantly, I slipped out of bed, heading to the shower to wash off the
salty sweat that coated my body from the dream.

The scalding water pricked at my skin and I soaked in the pain,
fingering the line of scars along my left inner thigh.

My fingers itched to grab a razor, to release some of the hurt that was
always bubbled up under my skin.

But I had an audition today.

And new cuts wouldn’t do.

Later, I sat at the kitchen bar, nursing my coffee, the warmth of the cup
seeping into my palms as I stared down at my phone. It had been four long
days since the hockey game and Clark's abrupt arrest...and we hadn’t
spoken on the phone. Ed, Clark's lawyer, had been the one to relay the
information about Clark's release, and his subsequent flight back to New
York. The terse text messages Clark had sent in response to my attempts at
conversation since then hadn’t gotten us anywhere.



It felt like he was somehow blaming me for what had happened, even
though I didn’t know how he could come to that conclusion. Still, the
unease festered beneath my skin, making it difficult to concentrate on
anything else.

Charlotte stumbled through the front door, her disheveled appearance
telling a story of another wild night out. I glanced up from my coffee,
taking her in. She looked pale, hungover, and positively miserable.

"Rough night?" I asked, trying to keep the annoyance out of my voice.
She’d been partying with Soto nonstop since meeting him at the game,
coming in at all hours of the night. I think she’d even been an hour late to a
job yesterday because she was so hungover.

I didn’t know if I was annoyed because she’d been waking me up
constantly...or jealous because she had someone who wanted to be around
her all the time.

Charlotte let out a groan, sinking into a chair across from me. "You have
no idea," she mumbled, her words slurred from fatigue and alcohol.

I was about to offer her some water when she dropped a casual
bombshell. "So, Ari was at the party last night. Looked pretty cozy with that
actress from one of the new drama series. He couldn’t keep his hands off
her."

I tried to hide my reaction, keeping my expression carefully neutral as I
took a sip of coffee.

But my hands were shaking.

That slithery feeling...the nasty one I’d felt in the locker room...it was
there again. The mention of Ari at some party, getting cozy with another
woman...it shouldn’t have bothered me.

He was nothing to me.

I had no right to be jealous or hurt.

"Yeah?" I said nonchalantly, feigning disinterest. "That’s good for him.
He seemed like a nice guy."

Charlotte shot me a curious look, probably expecting a stronger
reaction. I couldn't blame her for thinking it was odd, but I didn’t want to
admit the hold Ari had on me. The feelings for him that had rooted much
deeper than they should have.

I refused to think about that Kkiss...

Charlotte rambled on about her wild night with Soto, and I tried to hang
on every word. Anything that would distract me from thinking about Ari



Lancaster.
Because he was nothing to me.
Right?

I entered the audition room hours later, my steps echoing in the sterile,
white-walled chamber. The harsh glare of the fluorescent lights illuminated
a long table where an intimidating panel of agents and clients sat, their
expressions like stone. It was a daunting scene, one I’d never get used to no
matter how many I attended, and one that made my heart race as I walked
to the center.

The other models waiting their turn lined the room. Tall and poised,
they exuded an air of confidence that I’d never have. Their svelte figures,
flawless skin, and designer outfits screamed perfection. They exchanged
polite nods and strained smiles as we all silently acknowledged the
cutthroat competition.

As I began my walk, I tried to project confidence, but the critical eyes
tracking my every step weighed me down. The panel's whispered comments
cut through me like a knife. "Her posture needs work." "She lacks the 'it'
factor." "Her look is too ordinary."

Panic coursed through me as I felt my self-esteem plummet with each
critique. The room grew stifling, and my chest tightened with anxiety. I
couldn't shake the feeling that they were peeling back my layers, revealing
every insecurity I had ever hidden.

Desperation clawed at me, and I sneaked a glance at the mirror behind
the staff. In its unforgiving reflection, I saw every single one of my flaws
magnified, highlighted in agonizing detail. Their gazes were locked onto
me, analyzing every supposed imperfection. I'd been a fool to even show
up today. I did much better when I was hired based on my pictures.

No one ever thought I was enough in person.

I kept my head high, struggling to maintain my composure the entire
time I was standing there. The second they said I could leave, I bolted, not
bothering to stay and see if I’d been chosen. There was no way I had.

As 1 stepped out of the unforgiving audition room, the weight of
everything bore down on me like a leaden cloak. Panic surged, and the



walls of the building were suddenly closing in on me. It was as if every set
of eyes in the vicinity were dissecting my every flaw.

My breathing grew rapid, shallow gasps that failed to fill my lungs. My
vision blurred at the edges, and the world spun around me.

My legs shook as I stumbled down the corridor, my steps unsteady. I
was on the verge of collapsing, the panic attack gripping me in its merciless
grasp. The world swirled with voices and faces, a nightmarish kaleidoscope
that threatened to consume me.

In that desperate moment, I spotted an alleyway just ahead. I pushed
myself forward, each step feeling like an eternity, until I reached the
sanctuary of the dimly lit alley.

As I huddled against the alley's cold, graffiti-covered walls, the panic
attack reached its peak. I trembled uncontrollably, tears streaming down my
face as I struggled to catch my breath. It felt as though the world had turned
against me, but in that dark, secluded space, I found a moment of respite, a
fleeting escape from the relentless scrutiny that had nearly brought me to
my knees.

“Blake?” a concerned, familiar voice called from somewhere nearby. A
second later I heard someone walking toward me.

I blinked away my tears and, through my blurry vision, glanced up, hot
shame licking at my insides when I saw Ari approaching, his face etched
with genuine concern. He crouched in front of me, his eyes locked onto
mine, and his voice softened with worry.

"Hey, sunshine," he said gently, "what's going on?" His presence alone
felt like a lifeline, and I struggled to find the words to explain the
overwhelming rush of emotions that had consumed me.

“Just a bad day,” I finally squeaked.

“This looks like more than just a bad day...but we can go with that
story if it makes you feel better,” he said, reaching out to brush a tear from
my face.

All thoughts escaped me as I watched him bring the tear to his lips.

He licked it off.

And he seemed to savor the taste.

“There, now we can share the bad day,” he murmured with a wink,
completely unrepentant for the weird as hell thing he’d just done. A
shocked cough came out of me.

But a part of me also felt a little bit better.



Because now it kind of felt like we were connected.

And I couldn’t help but like that.

“Let’s get you out of here, yeah?” he asked, holding out his hand.

Embarrassment settled in then, and I became acutely aware of my
disheveled state. Crouched down in this dirty alley, my cheeks stained with
tear tracks, and my eyes probably swollen and puffy...I was a mess. In
contrast...Ari looked perfect.

His crisp white henley clung to his broad chest, contrasting with the rich
darkness of his jeans. His raven-black hair fell gracefully over his forehead,
emphasizing his striking features.

My cheeks flushed as I continued to study him.

“Let me take care of you, Blake,” he murmured.

Ari's offer to take care of me, to provide a distraction, hung in the air.
He was waiting patiently, like he had all day, even though he must have had
a million better things to do than rescue this mess in front of him.

I froze.

"Not like that!" he yelped, holding up his hands frantically. "I mean,
yes, I’d like to take care of you like that, but...Fuckkkkk.” He brushed his
hands down his face and a giggle squeaked out of me.

He moved his hands and grinned shyly. “You like me making a fool in
front of you, sunshine? That make you feel better? Because I'll do it all day
if it’ll make you smile.”

“No one will be mad about us hanging out?” I asked cautiously,
Charlotte’s story about his girl from last night front and center in my head.

Ari's confusion over my question was clear, and he shook his head
firmly. "No one will mind," he assured me, his tone unwavering. "And even
if they did, I wouldn't care. You'll find I'm a ride or die kind of guy, baby."

“Okay, let’s go,” I whispered finally, taking hold of his hand.
Remembering another time, with another boy, when I’d felt this same way,
like I was stepping off the edge of a precipice, and bracing for the fall.

“That’s my girl,” he smiled, helping me up and then leading me down
the alley, back to the road, our hands still intertwined.

I gazed up at him one more time as we made our way to where his fancy
black sports car was parked, a ticket on the dash from his illegal parking.
"Nothing more than friends, right?" I questioned.

“For today, sunshine. Just besties for today.”



He helped me into the car and reached across my lap to buckle my
seatbelt.

Um...”

“I’m only doing my bestie duties,” he said seriously as he clicked it into
place.

He smelled so freaking good. I had to concentrate on keeping my back
plastered against my seat so I didn’t lean in and take a bigger sniff.

“Lincoln must really enjoy this part of the friendship,” I remarked.

He threw back his head and laughed, and now I’'m the one who seems
starstruck, because the sound of it is the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard. “Oh,
no doubt, it’s the best part for him, for sure.”

We hovered there, him leaning over me, big, silly grins on both of our
faces.

And I suddenly couldn’t remember any of the reasons I was upset today.

Ari

My hands gripped the steering wheel, but my attention wasn't on the
road ahead. Nope, it was fixated on her, Blake, sitting in my passenger seat,
her beauty a force that couldn't be ignored. There were still tear tracks on
her cheeks, and a desolation in her eyes that made me want to burn the
world to the ground for daring to make her sad. Her pain sliced me to
fucking pieces. Her tears were the most beautiful and the worst thing I’d
ever seen.

She’d always been my sad girl, though. Since the day we’d first met.

From the moment she’d arrived at the group home after her parents’
deaths, tears were an ever-present companion. More often than not, I’d find
her curled up in some corner, sobbing over what she’d lost.

I’d had it much better than her. I couldn’t remember the parents who
kicked me to the curb, but she’d actually watched her parents disappear.
Watched her dad kill her mom...and then himself. The file the P.I. had put
together on her hadn’t offered much detail about her adoptive parents, just
that they were wealthy socialites who frequented NYC’s social scene.

But it didn’t take a fortune teller to guess they hadn’t been good to her.
That they’d maybe even been abusive. Made me even more fucking mad at



her “other” because he had done a piss poor job of protecting her the last
couple of years. If I hadn’t lost her, I would have done everything to keep
her safe.

Anything.

Blake had always been an intoxicating mix of fragility and strength. A
masterpiece if there ever was one. Now that I had her back, I would make it
my life’s mission to see her smile. To replace the haunted expression in her
eyes with happiness.

She was staring out her window now, and I had to hold myself back
from tipping her head toward me, so I could look at her, gauge how she was
doing.

Blake was so in her head she hadn’t even thought to ask how I’d found
her. Which was a good thing, since saying that I happened to spot her as I
was driving on a random street in one of the biggest cities in the world
seemed a little unbelievable.

Still a better answer, though, than telling her I’d been waiting outside
her audition because I was her living, breathing, obsessed stalker.

I turned on some Tay-Tay to try to get her talking, and sure enough,
after “High Infidelity” started playing—a banger of a track, by the way
she turned her head back toward me.

“I’m starting to believe there’s nothing wrong with you,” she blurted
out, a gorgeous shade to her cheeks as I glanced at her, amused.

“Sunshine, you might be onto something there,” I grinned, flashing her
what I knew was a panty-melting smile.

Her blush deepened.

I did think it was perfect that I was so obsessed with her I’d followed
her to L.A., bugged her phone, and planted drugs in her boyfriend’s car. All
the other fun things I had planned were pretty perfect as well.

A few minutes later, I pulled up to a bakery I’d found my second day
here, when I needed help with my midnight brownie tradition. Her violet
eyes stared at me questioningly.

"I find that sugar always makes me feel better,” I mused, opening the
car door.

She hesitated, her gaze flickering to the tempting treats on display in the
window. "Not when you make a living on how you look," she whispered, a
hint of uncertainty in her voice.




I made a show of running my gaze from her toes to her angelic face
until she was squirming on my seat. "Sugar won't change perfection, Blake.
It'll just make it sweeter."

A bashful smile graced her lips, and she searched my face as if she was
making sure I really meant that. “Sugar does sound good,” she finally
murmured, something that looked a lot like adoration in her eyes.

Good job, Ari, I told myself. Because it was important to give yourself
mental high fives when you were fucking amazing.

“Stay right there,” I told her hurriedly when she tried to open her own
fucking door. Was it weird I got actual anxiety at the thought of her letting
herself out?

Yes.

Was I going to worry about that?

No.

I hustled to her door and opened it, pulling just a little harder on her
hand than I needed to so that she fell against my chest. I was taking any
opportunity I had to have her touch me.

The bakery was a cozy little place, tucked away in a quiet corner of the
city. A small smile caught Blake’s lips when we stepped in and she caught a
whiff of all the sugar. She obviously had good taste because it smelled
bomb in here.

Blake scanned the glass display. I usually would have scanned it too,
but of course I was watching her. Because that seemed to be all I did
nowadays.

Her eyes darted from one tempting treat to the next. But she seemed to
get more agitated the longer she looked.

The way she doubted herself puzzled me; she was nothing short of
perfection. Why couldn’t she see that?

Taking a chance, I leaned over the glass counter, almost jumping when I
saw how intensely the teen employee was staring at me.

A little less eye contact, thank you very much.

"She'll have a strawberry cupcake," I declared, confident in my choice.
It had been her favorite back when we were kids.

She arched an eyebrow, a hint of surprise dancing in her eyes as she
glanced up at me. "What if I don’t want that?"

A playful grin tugged at the corners of my lips. "Well, you can have
whatever you want...but I just have a good feeling about the strawberry



cupcake."

Now would be the perfect time to tell her who I really am.

I’m not sure why I haven’t yet.

Maybe it would be an easy way to get her back.

But if I’'m being honest, I haven’t said anything because I’'m afraid she
forgot me. That the eight months in the group home together has
disappeared from her mind.

When it’s stuck in mine forever.

For now, I was content to savor the reunion, to make her fall in love
with the Ari I was today.

“I actually do want the strawberry cupcake,” she finally whispered,
before frowning as the employee boxed it up. “It used to be my favorite...I
haven’t had one since...” Her words trailed off.

“Since when?”

She shot me a smile, but this time, there was a hint of wistful sadness
lurking behind it. “Since I was a little girl.”

I didn’t press her any further, and after I ordered the same thing—just in
case Blake wanted more after she finished hers—we got back in the car.

She was lost in her head again until we pulled up to the gates of the
neighborhood where I was renting a house. It cost an arm and a leg, but
with my year timeline, I didn’t want to invest in property when we’d be
back in Dallas next year.

Emphasis on the “we.”

I was sure I could educate Blake on all the finer things about Dallas life.

Which was basically everything.

"This is gorgeous, is it your house?" she asked, her voice tinged with a
hint of nervousness. I didn’t know what she was nervous about; I knew
from her file her adopted parents had been like the parents in Richie Rich,
so she would be used to nice things.

"Yep, home sweet home. Don't worry, I won't charge you admission," 1
teased, giving her a wink.

She bit her lip and her shoulders finally relaxed. She was smiling as we
got out of the car.

I led her up the steps and through the grand front door, making a mental
note to introduce her to my housekeeper, Miss Carlie, who’d been with me
since I’d signed my rookie contract. She was like family to me and I’d
brought her with me to Cali. She lived in the guest house in the backyard.



Even after all these years of making money...it was still weird to think I
lived somewhere with a fucking guest house and a housekeeper.

The kid version of me would have called me a pretentious asshole.

The kid me would have only been kinda right.

Miss Carlie happened to be the best cook in the entire world though,
and I would have been an idiot not to keep her around.

I parked in the driveway and led her to the front door, unlocking it and
kicking off my shoes. Her silence continued as we walked through the
foyer, gazing around curiously.

I rubbed the back of my head, trying to see it from her perspective. I
guess it wasn’t very homey. No pictures or knick knacks anywhere.

I couldn’t exactly tell her I wasn’t really interested in decorating until
she moved in.

I noticed then that Blake’s eyes were glued to the skin peeking out from
where my shirt had risen.

She looked positively starving.

Oh, you like that, sunshine? There are plenty of abs for you to stare at
where that came from.

Blake saw that I'd caught her staring, and she flushed and quickly
glanced away.

“Don’t worry, bestie. You can look as much as you want. It’s part of the
friendship package,” I told her as I grabbed her hand and led her into the
sunken living room, my favorite part of the house.

She just groaned and covered her face with her free hand.

“It’s okay. I know I’m a thirst trap.”

“A thirst trap,” she snorted.

I wanted to say I could be her thirst trap, but again, I restrained myself.

I’d have to remind Lincoln how much of a saint I was. AGAIN.

My phone buzzed right as Blake pulled away to take in the views from
the floor to ceiling windows that lined my living room. I grabbed it and saw
it was Lincoln. Speak of the devil.

Lincoln: How's Operation Blake going?

I glanced over to where Blake was staring outside, rubbing her bottom
lip absentmindedly.

Me: Well...it's going.



Lincoln: That good, huh?
Me:...

Lincoln: Let me know if you need any cuffs.
What did that have to do with anything?

Me: Cuffs? Why would | need—wait. You're not talking about
some kinky sex thing, are you?

Lincoln: ...

Me: ...
I glanced at Blake again.
Me: | could probably use them.

I slipped my phone back into my pocket, setting aside my new inkling
that Lincoln was either a psychopath...or the smartest person I knew. I
strolled over to Blake, opening the cupcake and sliding it under her nose.
“Ready to Netflix and chill?” T asked innocently.

She wrinkled her nose at me and I got a little caught up on her gorgeous
face. As I stood there and looked at her...I wasn’t entirely sure she was real.

No one was that fucking perfect.

“I don’t think besties Netflix and chill, Ari,” she murmured in a soft,
enchanting voice.

I was having trouble really concentrating on what she was saying
though. I was too busy thinking about kissing her again.

Or fucking her against the glass.

Choking her with my cock until she was gasping for breath.

Burying my face in her cunt until she screamed.

Well...okay then. Maybe Lincoln’s cuff idea wasn’t so crazy after all.

Fuck, my dick could cut glass. Back away, Ari. Back away.

"Alright, we can table the Netflix and chill for now, and go to the stuff
our faces with cupcakes and watch whatever movie you want portion of the
day,” I drawled. “But the offer’s always open if you’re interested,
sunshine.”

She wanted it. Oh, she wanted it. But like the good girl she was, she
trotted toward the couch like her ass—her very nice ass—was on fire.



It took her ten whole minutes into the movie to take a bite of the cupcake.
My intention to save the other one had flown by the wayside, and she’d
watched me gobble it down like the fucking Cookie Monster as soon as
we’d sat.

And here was the thing. It was not my finest moment...because I almost
came in my pants watching her savor that first bite.

Like, what the fuck.

It wasn’t even fair that I couldn’t stick my dick in her mouth after that.

I could just picture her tongue licking at my dick like she was licking at
that frosting.

Strawberry frosting on my dick. A dickcake.

Brilliant.

“Ari...why are you staring at me like that?” she asked, and I was
brought out of my fantasy where her sweet little tongue was torturing my
tip...
And now I was the one blushing.

“I just like cupcakes!” I threw out frantically.
Her gaze turned suspicious. “Okay, weirdo,” she finally said, before
turning back to the movie.

I was a weirdo, because I kept watching her with that cupcake.

Except she stopped when she got halfway and she set it down, leaning
back into the couch and hugging herself in the universal “I am not okay”
move.

That wouldn’t do.

“You know what I’ve found over the years, sunshine?” I began as I
scooted closer to her and got all snuggled up.

“What?” she murmured, not looking at me. She was using that defeated
voice again, the one that I absolutely hated.

“It helps to talk about things with someone who cares. Seems to make it
feel at least a little bit better...at least that’s what my experience has been.”

She finally turned toward me, her blue-violet eyes glossed over and her
lips pursed. She was trying to hold in her tears.

“Why do you even care?” she finally whispered. “Why am I even here?
With you. IN THIS HOUSE. What am I doing?”

A tear finally slid down her face, and the effect was...devastating.



“Tell me where it hurts, baby.”

She continued to hold my gaze for a long, long minute. And then she
took a deep breath.

“I am so fucking tired of being the villain in my own story, Ari. And I
have no idea how to stop.”

Her eyes grew wide as soon as the words came out, like she was
shocked she’d actually spoken them.

But once those words came out, more spilled out. The panic attack at
the audition, the texts from her asshole adopted mother...the fact that the
“other” was barely speaking to her. The fact that she couldn’t eat a fucking
cupcake without freaking out.

I mean, I was to blame for her problems with the “other”, but there was
no part of me that felt bad about that.

And he wouldn’t be a problem for very much longer.

“Aren’t you sorry you asked?” she finally murmured, staring at her lap
in shame as she twisted her fingers together anxiously.

I reached out and stilled them.

She was so wrong. I wasn’t sorry.

I was enthralled.

She’d just told me way more about herself than her fucking file ever
could.

“Not at all, sunshine. Just reinforces the fact that you need me. A bestie
in your corner to tell you you’re the motherfucking most perfect creature
I’ve ever come across in my life,” I said confidently.

She gaped at me as I flashed her my most winning smile.

“We’ll fix all those problems together. I promise. But for right now,
you’re going to let me feed you the rest of this scrumptious cupcake, and
you’re going to believe me when I tell you that your body literally makes
me feel like I’ll die because you won’t let me touch it. And then we’ll watch
whatever terrible rom com you just picked, even though Harry Potter would
obviously be the superior choice. And I’ll feed you tacos...or whatever else
you want. And you're going to forget all about everything else for the rest of
the day.”

You’re going to forget all about “everyone” else is what I wanted to say.

Baby steps, though. Baby steps.

“I’m still thinking I can’t find anything wrong with you, Ari Lancaster,”
she finally said shyly as I picked up the cupcake and did an airplane move



to her mouth. She bit down and hummed happily as it hit her tastebuds.

I reached over and wiped some frosting off her lip before sliding it into
my mouth. After I’d licked it clean, I whispered, “Then stop looking.”

Ignoring the shock on her face, I pulled her into my arms and we did
every last thing I’d suggested.

The rest of the day would go down in my history as one of the most
perfect days I’d ever experienced. And I decided, right then and there...

I was done waiting.






CHAPTER 9



BLAKE

few days had passed since my afternoon with Ari, and we hadn’t
spoken since then.
I’d realized after he’d dropped me off at my apartment...he
didn’t even have my number.

Which was probably for the best.

I totally hadn’t watched his two games since then either.

Okay, that one was a lie. I had watched them, jealous the whole time
that Charlotte was there cheering on Soto.

She hadn’t invited me, and that was also probably for the best. Every
second I was around Ari made it harder. It was like he was my personal
kryptonite and he got things out of me way too easily.

Things I’d never even told Clark. And he’d seen me at my very, very
worst.

I examined myself in the mirror, my reflection an unsettling reminder of
the choices I'd made. Doubt gnawed at the edges of my conscience. Clark
had been my savior, my rock, the one who'd held me together when I was
falling apart. He'd been there when no one else would have stuck around,
and he'd saved me, literally.

My blood chilled at the memory of that one dark night.

He was flying in for the party tonight though, and I was considering it a
chance for a new beginning. A fresh start, I thought, as I examined the
Catwoman suit that clung to my figure. I adjusted the sleek fabric and
sighed, wishing I could look in the mirror just for once, and be happy with
what I saw there. I eyed the toilet, thinking of the protein shake I’d drank at
lunch. Maybe...



No. I wasn’t going to go there. Plus, it would bloat my cheeks...and
there would be cameras out front for sure.

I worked on applying some red lipstick and tried to push down my
nerves about the upcoming night. Maybe this party would mark a turning
point in our relationship, a chance to rekindle how he’d made me feel.

Doubt crept in though, and it had everything to do with Ari Lancaster.
Because once you felt what it was like to burn...did you ever forget?

I was starting to think the answer was no.

Cold water. My heartbeat slowing. The world going dark...

I shook my head. Clark deserved my loyalty, my commitment. He'd
been my lifeline, and I owed him everything. The pull of temptation was
strong, but I had to resist. Tonight was about rekindling something real...
something I couldn't afford to lose.

The Halloween party tonight was legendary in L.A., hosted by one of the
big tequila companies. It was the kind of event where everyone who was
anyone would be in attendance, dropping all of their plans to play dress up
for the night. My agency had managed to score invitations for a bunch of
their models. Dress to impress, they'd said, and I’d done my best.

One more glance at my reflection, and then I sent off a text to Clark,
just making sure one last time everything was good for tonight. He was
supposed to be there as Batman. Clark was more of a Superman, lacking the
dark magic of Batman, but at least we would be a matching pair.

Ari’s energy would have matched Batman though...

Shut-up, Blake, I snarled to myself.

I walked out to the living room where Charlotte was buzzing around the
room with a vodka bottle in her hand. She was going as something akin to a
sexy vampire, complete with dramatic makeup and a corset that left little to
the imagination.

She surveyed my outfit and smacked her lips. "Girl, I don’t think that
could get any tighter," she commented. There wasn’t enough inflection to
know if that was a compliment...or not.

I hesitated, self-doubt settling in like an unwelcome guest. "Yeah, is it
okay?" I replied, my voice betraying the insecurity creeping in.



Before she could say anything either way, our conversation was cut
short by a honking from outside. She screeched and held up the bottle,
drops of vodka falling to the carpet.

“Let’s do this, bitch,” she cried as she threw open the front door.

I knelt down and put my forehead on Waldo’s. “Be a good boy. Mommy
will be home soon,” I crooned, and he licked my face and whined. “Nope.
None of that. I took you on two walks today!”

He just snorted, like he thought I was ridiculous.

My heart swelled up with love as I gave him one last pat and then
headed outside where a sleek black limousine was waiting, courtesy of the
agency. It was packed with other models, all dressed to the nines in a
dazzling array of costumes. As I took my place among them, the
atmosphere inside the limo buzzed with anticipation. Chatter filled the air,
conversations ranging from excitement about the party to speculation about
which celebs might make an appearance.

With each passing moment, my anxiety continued to rise. The thought
of facing the crowd and having that many people staring at me...

I grabbed my phone, fingers trembling slightly, and sent a text to Clark.
I needed the reassurance one more time that he would be there, a familiar
anchor in a sea of strangers.

My phone buzzed with his reply, and I felt a little bit of relief as I read
it. He’d be there. I wouldn’t be alone.

The limo glided through the streets of Hollywood, the city transforming
into a mesmerizing array of lights and sounds now that the sun was down.
The bustling streets that had been teeming with people during the day now
took on a whole new life. Bright signs flickered to life, casting a vibrant
glow on the sidewalks below. Cars blared their horns in a bustling urban
medley, forming a discordant blend that possessed its own unique tempo.

Skyscrapers stood tall, their windows illuminated with a myriad of
colors, forming a breathtaking tessellation that stretched up into the night
sky. Each building seemed to compete for attention, vying to outshine its
neighbors with its unique display of lights. From the top floors the cityscape
looked like a sea of stars that had descended to Earth.

Kind of like the amazing view at Ari’s place.

Don’t think about that...

The girls started throwing back shots to gear up for the party. Coke
made its rounds, and when Charlotte offered it to me, I declined. She



shrugged and snorted some off the back of her hand with a rolled up dollar
bill. T wasn’t phased in the least bit.

Cocaine and the New York socialite scene went hand in hand. I’d never
been particularly tempted by it.

I had too many issues to give up much control during social situations.

I did decide to take a shot though, just to take the edge off. I winced as
the tequila slid down my throat, leaving a fiery trail in its wake.

The loose warmth that spread through my limbs was almost as good as
the first pass of a razorblade.

Almost.

The limo finally came to a stop, and the excitement inside the vehicle
reached a fever pitch. Doors swung open, and we spilled out onto a blood
red carpet, bathed in the glow of cameras and flashing lights. As we moved
along the red carpet, the air filled with the hum of celebrity names and
fashion praises. I kept my composure, going into my “plastic mode” as I’d
called it in New York, when my sole purpose was to smile for society
cameras. Just like there though, I couldn't help but feel like an imposter in
my skin, like any minute someone would shout, “she doesn’t belong.”

The entrance to the party was a spectacle in itself, a surreal transition
from Charlotte and I's cramped apartment. The party organizers had
morphed the historic Hollywood mansion into something straight out of a
chilling Gothic novel-—a haunted mansion designed to send shivers down
your spine, complete with the imposing presence of a wrought-iron gate, its
intricate details crawling with contorted, ominous vines.

Past the gate, a cobblestone path had been set up. It twisted and turned,
guiding guests toward a grand, ancient-looking door adorned with sinister
motifs like haunting gargoyles and demon figurines with mouths stretched
into a sharp-toothed scream. Dim lanterns, sheltered in ornate wrought-iron
sconces, flickered erratically, casting an uncertain light that played tricks on
your senses.

Right as our group got to the entrance, a sudden, chilling gust of wind
swept through—movie magic at its best—rustling the fallen leaves that
littered the path. The heavy door, with its hinges groaning ominously,
swung open slowly.

We stepped inside, and I was...immediately impressed. Gargantuan
spider webs adorned with sparkling faux jewels stretched across the grand



entrance. Pumpkins, meticulously carved with intricate designs, lit up the
hallways, casting dancing shadows.

Celebrities and industry insiders mingled under the soft glow of
chandeliers draped with cobwebs. Elaborately costumed guests swept past,
their outfits rivaling any cinematic character. The walls were adorned with
creepy paintings, and the floors were covered in red, rich, velvety carpets
that silenced our footsteps as we navigated the maze of rooms.

A massive dance floor beckoned on one of the floors, pulsating with
music that seemed to reverberate through the very foundations of the
mansion. DJ booths disguised as haunted houses overlooked the revelry,
while performers in elaborate, otherworldly costumes entertained the
crowd.

Cocktail bars offered spooky concoctions, from "Witch's Brew" to
"Vampire's Kiss,” and the aroma of gourmet food stations wafted through
the air.

It didn’t take more than a few minutes for the group to disperse.
Charlotte was the last one to stay with me, but after one drink she ducked
away, claiming she “would be right back.” Spoiler alert, both of us knew
she had no intention of coming back.

So there I was, navigating the crowded venue in a vast throng of
unfamiliar faces. I stood in the corner, Hollywood’s version of a wallflower.
I kept glancing at my phone, waiting for a message from Clark. Where was
he?

Finally my phone buzzed.

Clark: Meet me on the third floor.

Hmm. That was odd. Why wouldn’t he just have told me when he got
here so I could meet him at the entrance. I headed towards the stairs
anyway, relieved I wasn’t going to be alone at this party any longer.

The haunted mansion theme was carried upstairs, more cobwebs strewn
along the bannister, candles flickering against the walls while speakers shot
out a mix of thumping sexual beats and low groans. Kind of like what you’d
think monsters would sound like if they were having sex.

I passed a dusty, cobweb decorated mirror leaning against the wall and
stopped to check my outfit. In the dim lighting of the place, I didn’t feel like
I looked quite so bad. The sleek, form-fitting bodysuit was crafted from
glossy black vinyl, hugging my every curve with tantalizing precision. The



outfit featured a plunging neckline, showcasing a ton of cleavage, while a
slender zipper ran down the front.

My legs were sheathed in matching thigh-high boots, adorned with
sleek, silver zippers that glinted in the dim light. A wide, black belt cinched
my waist, making me look like I actually had an hourglass figure and
adding a touch of danger with its faux-leather texture.

My mask completed the transformation. The girl in the mirror looked
nothing like Blake Shepfield. That had to be a good sign for the night.

I couldn’t help but wonder what Ari Lancaster would think of it.

Charlotte obviously hadn’t said, but I’d assumed she was meeting up
with Soto tonight. Would the rest of the team be here too? If so, I’d just
have to leave. I couldn’t let anything mess up my night with Clark.

Me: Okay, I'm up here. Where are you?

There weren’t as many people up here as there’d been on the other
floors, and I made my way through the rooms, my heart beginning to race
for reasons I wasn’t quite sure of. The music had shifted, transforming into
a dark, sensual thumping beat that seemed to reverberate deep within me, a
tantalizing rhythm that pulsed in between my legs. The sound of laughter
and hushed whispers filled the air.

I glanced at my phone to see if he’d texted, because it felt like he was
playing some kind of game at this point, but Clark hadn’t sent anything
else. I typed out a ?, and stared at it for a moment, sighing when he didn’t
respond right away.

Continuing to stroll through the dimly lit rooms, I caught sight of a
lot...evidently this was where all the hookups were happening. A gorgeous
brunette in a Playboy bunny costume was moaning against the wall, a large
man dressed as a lumberjack on his knees in front of her, his face buried
between her legs. My cheeks flushed as my gaze connected with hers. She
reached out her hand towards me, a enigmatic smile on her face. I hurried
away, my core feeling suspiciously wet by the erotic scene.

A few steps into the next room and I saw him, Clark, leaning against the
wall in his Batman costume. He was striking, his tall, muscular frame
accentuated by the snug-fitting costume. The dark fabric clung to his
chiseled physique, emphasizing every sinew and curve beneath.

He looked good. Better than good. I’d been wrong about him not
pulling off Batman...because I was having a wild reaction just staring at



him. My breasts felt heavy, my nipples tightening under his dark green
gaze. My insides were softening...my thong was soaked.

Had he always been this big, this powerfully built?

His strong jawline was adorned with a hint of rugged stubble, adding a
raw, primal edge to his handsome features. HIs green eyes smoldered
beneath his mask, a lusty animal look in them that had me rubbing my
thighs together...desperate for some relief.

The room's shadows danced across his sculpted form...and I wanted
him.

I raised my hand to call out to him, but before I could make a move, he
slipped away into the next room. "What the fuck?" I muttered under my
breath, following after him. Was this some kind of sexy roleplay?

I crossed the room and slowly stepped over the threshold into the next
room. The atmosphere grew charged with a sensual tension. Suddenly, I felt
a strong grip around my wrist, and I squeaked as I was pulled into a dark
closet. The door clicked shut behind us. The lighting was even dimmer in
here, and I could just make out the outline of Clark standing in front of me.

“Are you done playing?” I teased.

He didn’t say a word though, he just crowded me against the wall and
slowly started to unzip the front of my suit, inch by tortuous inch until my
breasts were completely uncovered. A rough finger trailed around my
sensitive, exposed skin, teasing me. I was dripping wet, my chest heaving
and a soft moan coming out of my mouth. Had his hands always felt like
this?

My hands roamed over his costumed chest, feeling how hard he was.
His chest expanded with a heavy breath and he shuddered, like my touch
was almost too much. My clit was absolutely throbbing as I tried to find the
zipper on the damned thing. I wanted to touch him too.

Clark cupped and kneaded my breasts, his thumbs continuing to tease
my nipples until I was whimpering.

“Please,” I whispered, leaning forward for a kiss. He ducked down
before our lips could meet, suckling my nipple into his mouth, sucking
hard. Heat built in my core.

I’d never been able to get off with Clark, not without the use of a toy.

And suddenly, here we were...and I was about to fall off the edge, just
with his mouth on my tits.



Except...where had he learned to do this? Because it had never been
like this with him before...

His teeth grazed my nipple as a hand reached between my legs, gently
rubbing over my core through my bodysuit, his fingers applying more and
more pressure with every pass.

The perfect pressure.

I cried out as I came, the sound of my screams reverberating through the
small room.

He snarled out a rough curse and then he was on his knees, his hands
ripping down the latex bodysuit, somehow miraculously not tearing the
fabric.

I hadn’t even recovered from my last orgasm before his face was buried
in my pussy, his mouth sucking and licking at my clit like I was his favorite
meal.

Holy Batman—when had CLARK gotten this good at fucking head?

I must have been moving too much for his liking because he pinned my
hips against the wall so I couldn’t move. His tongue fucked into me, a
growl reverberating against my core as his tongue thrust in and out.

“Clark,” I moaned. “I don’t—”

“You know who I fucking am. And don’t you fucking say his name
again, or I'm going to choke you with my mother fucking cock,” Ari
Lancaster growled.

I stood there, the realization of what was happening sinking in like a
heavy stone in my chest.

Except...hadn’t a part of me known all along the man on his knees
wasn’t Clark, despite my feeble attempts to deny the truth to myself?

Ari's gaze locked onto mine, his glittering green eyes shining in the dim
lighting.

His stare was intense, smoldering with a mix of challenge and desire.
He broke the silence, his voice a low, seductive murmur.

"Say my name," he dared, the words carrying a weight of expectation, a
provocation to acknowledge the undeniable connection that had been
simmering between us. His proximity was intoxicating, his presence
captivating, and in that moment, I was powerless to deny him.

“Say it.”

“Ari,” I finally murmured, and his eyes closed, like his name on my lips
was some kind of miracle.



After a moment, they flashed open again, and he trailed a finger up my
thigh, hovering near my still pulsing core.

“Tell me you want me to fuck you.”

I gasped, biting down on my lip to keep myself from making an
embarrassing sound.

“Blake. Say it.”

“I want you to fuck me.”

“No, say it with my name.”

I hesitated for one more moment, because this would change
everything. After this moment, I could never go back to how it was.

Whatever that meant for me, good or bad.

A voice in my head told me to run away, to stop this mess before it
began.

But I was awfully tired of listening to it.

“Ari. I want you to fuck me,” I said slowly.

He grinned at me, and it was like the sun peeking out from a cloud after
a storm.

“I thought you’d never ask.”

Ari moaned hungrily as he pressed his face against my core and
breathed in deeply. His mouth sealed over my clit, licking and sucking with
the perfect pressure.

Fuck, I could've come just from the hungry noises spilling out of him. I
pulled off his mask, wanting to see him...desperate to see him. And he
didn't stop me. Like he was rewarding me, his tongue slid to my entrance,
dipping in softly, worshipfully. My hands tangled in his hair, pulling him
closer. He grabbed my left leg and pulled it over his shoulder as his other
hand grabbed my ass...so I was literally straddling his face.

Ari pushed a finger inside of me, then another, immediately finding that
one perfect place in my core, the one Clark had never been able to find.

As if Ari could tell that another man's name had crossed my mind, he
pushed a third finger inside of me, and I screamed from the fullness as he
worshiped me. I began to grind against his face, no longer concerned with
anything but coming.

I was about to fall over the edge when his movements slowed. A sob
slipped out of my mouth as I tried to move my hips faster, chasing that
elusive high.



"Fuck. I knew it would be like this. Your pussy this fucking delicious.”
His tongue licked through my folds as if he was trying to chase every last
drop of my wetness. “Say my name,” he demanded again, his tongue and
fingers stilling as he waited for me.

“Ari, please,” I cried, feeling like I might die if he didn’t let me come.

“Good girl,” he praised, and a flush of heat coursed through my
bloodstream.

His tongue hungrily worked my core, his fingers relentless until I was
screaming again as my whole body exploded with pleasure.

He lapped at my clit through my orgasm, desperately, like he couldn't
get enough.

"You’re my perfect girl, sunshine. You taste so fucking good," he rasped
as he slid my leg off his shoulder and stood up from the ground.

"Kiss me," he murmured, his intensity sharpening as we stared at each
other. "Taste what a good girl you are."

He leaned closer, and I made up the difference, capturing his lips in a
soft kiss, my tongue licking into his mouth, taking in the salty taste
of....me.

I liked him like this. Tasting like me. I wanted him to walk around with
me on his lips forever, so everyone would know he was mine.

Getting a little ahead of yourself, Blake.

“Let me into that perfect cunt,” he demanded roughly. Ari reached
between us, undoing his tight black costume pants as his mouth descended
on mine again, eating and licking at my lips, swallowing my cries.

I shifted against him, my body arching forward, my breaths coming out
in gasps. He licked his way down my neck and across my breasts, the heat
of his mouth once again engulfing the sensitive peaks. It was everything,
the suction, the smooth glide of his tongue...the subtle scrape of his teeth.
Ari Lancaster was more than a master of his craft. Every move he made was
seduction in his finest form, beckoning my body and my heart to the
pleasure he was promising.

“You are so fucking hot," he groaned. "I couldn’t have even dreamed of
how good this would be." He gave me one last lingering kiss. "Now, let me
fuck you, Blake.” His hand slid into my hair holding my head so I was
forced to look into his vibrant green eyes.

"I’'m going to make this so good for you, baby. You’ll never want
anything else."



I didn't tell him that I was already ruined. That I honestly couldn't
comprehend the thought of anything better than this. That I didn't know
how I was going to survive without this.

"Are you going to let me take care of you?" he murmured, his kiss
sealing over my mouth before I could respond, like he didn't actually want
me to answer that. His hands grabbed the back of my thighs, picking me up,
and I wrapped my legs around him as my hands went to his shoulders. He
reached between us and pulled his cock free from his tight pants, and I was
deceased.

Because Ari Lancaster's cock was completely pierced from root to tip.
A Jacob's ladder extending from the bottom of his gigantic dick, all the way
to the top. I would have known it wasn’t Clark the second he whipped that
thing out, obviously. Because Clark’s dick could not compare in any way.

He must have seen the look of awestruck horror on my face...

"Don't be scared, baby, it's gonna feel so fucking good," he groaned as
he pressed in slowly.

I couldn't breathe. He was only an inch in and I was stretched beyond
comfort.

Completely beyond.

I whimpered and he ran a hand soothingly down my face. "You're taking
me so well. Look at you."

He was about to split me in half, because there was no way that that
dick was fitting all the way inside me.

There was no way that was fitting inside of anyone—okay, Blake, now
was not the time to think of that dick in someone else.

The thought made me feral.

Which obviously was the kettle calling the pot black under the current
circumstances.

“Oh, fuck," I cried as he forced his way further in. I could feel every
inch of his piercings as they moved against my sensitive core. His hand slid
between us and he worked on my clit, softly rubbing it. My inner muscles
slowly relaxed and he was able to steadily shove his way in.

"Just a couple more inches, baby girl," he murmured, sounding like he
was in pain himself from holding back. "I’ve thought about this since the
moment I found you again," he chanted in a rough, forceful voice.

I was only faintly aware of what he was saying, or that there was
something slightly off about it. I was too full to think about anything other



than the nine or ten inch pierced dick that was currently spearing into me.

His gaze, an intoxicating blend of desire and longing, was fixed on my
face, and I couldn’t take it; the intimacy of the moment already felt like it
was going to swallow me whole.

I looked away, because his gaze was simply too much to bear. There
was too much in his eyes.

Ari wasn’t having it though; he grabbed my chin and forced my eyes
back to his gorgeous fucking face.

“You don’t get to look away from me. I’ve waited too fucking long for
this.”

His other hand was gripping my ass, and his fingers slid into my crease,
finding my puckered flesh and gently rubbing over it. I froze, because
nobody had ever been there before.

"Shhh. Just relax. That's it. There’s not going to be anywhere I don’t
touch...that I don’t taste.”

Right as he said that, he thrust forward, completely impaling me with
every inch he had. My head fell back as I cried out from the fullness.

The stretch was painful...but perfect. Like I’d been incomplete all this
time, and only now, connected to him, could I be whole.

His mouth closed over mine, his hungry tongue pushing its way in.

Ari eased out of me slowly, before slamming back in, like he wanted to
make sure I would feel him there for the rest of my fucking life. His rhythm
sped up until he was literally bouncing me on his cock, the slide of that
piercing the most exquisite thing I’d ever experienced.

A few more passes and I was there, falling, screaming his name as I
came.

“Yes, that’s it. Look at you, coming on my big cock. What a fucking
good girl.”

My insides clenched, another tiny orgasm fluttering through me at his
words.

He grinned wickedly. “Looks like someone likes to be praised. Which is
my lucky day. Because I’'m going to spend every day in this sweet pussy,
telling you how perfect you are.”

“Ari,” I whimpered, because his words. His dick. Everything about him.

It was too much.

My heart wasn’t prepared for this. I didn’t have the walls up that I
needed.



His voice had a raw, eager quality to it. It made me want to believe him.
To believe every word that came from his pretty mouth.

I leaned forward and sealed my lips against his, trying to cut off his
equally pretty words.

I moaned, and fisted his hair as his finger slid into my ass. The
sensation was...good.

So good.

My reaction must have excited him because his movements sped up. He
pushed my back against the wall behind me so I couldn’t move. All T could
do was take his dick as it slammed in and out of me, each stroke so deep it
felt like it was butting up against my womb.

“More,” I whispered, and he nipped at my bottom lip.

“Every day, sunshine. Every day this pussy’s going to be mine.”

I was lust drunk, about to orgasm again, and in no shape to argue with
him.

His cock’s pounding pace was punctuated by his growls and my soft
cries...and was it possible for a moment to last forever?

Because if there was any moment I would want to last, it would be this.

It would be him surrounding me.

It was maybe the first time I’d ever truly felt safe. Truly felt wanted...
seen. In my life.

“Come one more time for me, baby,” he pleaded, as if his world
depended on it.

I couldn’t help but listen.

The flutter started. Building. Spreading. Until I was falling, not sure
where I ended and he began.

He shuddered violently against me as he came with a long growl, his
cum filling me until it was dripping down my thighs.

The afterglow stretched on.

And then it was gone.

And I was standing in a closet, with his cum inside of me.

And my boyfriend was nowhere to be found.

Words from the past shot through my head.

"How could you do this to me? To us?" my father had cried.

My mother was a cheater too. The reason our perfect family fell apart.

And here I was, just like her.

Hurting a good man who had done nothing but love me.



Even when I didn’t deserve it.

“No,” Ari’s sharp words shot through me. “You’re not going to regret
this. You’re not going to regret us.”

“I have a boyfriend,” I whispered as he pulled out, and I flinched
because of how fucking empty I felt. “I’'m a cheater. A whore—"

“Don’t you dare fucking call yourself that,” he snapped, grabbing my
chin and forcing my eyes to his.

“What if I told you, you were always supposed to be with me? What if I
told you that we were always meant to be together? What if I told you he
was in the wrong for taking you from me!”

“Then I would try not to call you a liar,” I muttered, dark self loathing
hitting me when he winced like I’d slapped him.

He opened his mouth, and then closed it, like I didn’t deserve the words
he wanted to give me.

Or maybe I was just imagining that. Because Ari Lancaster seemed to
be under the misguided impression that I always deserved everything.

"What happens now?" I asked, dread..shame...euphoria...anticipation
floating through me as I pulled up my costume and he tucked his somehow
still hard dick back into his pants.

"What happens now is that you break up with your boyfriend," he said
gently, those emerald eyes shining at me in a cautious plea. "And you give
us a chance. Because I'll make sure you never regret it."

Uncertainty churned within me like a stormy sea, its waves crashing
against the shores of my heart, threatening to pull me under its tumultuous
depths.

Could I summon the courage to take this leap of faith?

All my life, it seemed I'd never been able to hold on to the good things,
to those flickering moments of happiness that as humans we rarely get.

But Ari Lancaster was different—he was the embodiment of all that was
good and beautiful, the hero of my story, patiently waiting for me to let him
save the day.

His eyes, those mesmerizing jade pools, held a tenderness and
understanding that tugged at my heartstrings. They glistened in the dim
light, silently urging me to trust, to believe in the possibility of us.

As I gazed into those eyes, I felt a rush of emotions, an overwhelming
desire to let go of my fears and doubts. With Ari, there was something
extraordinary, something worth risking it all for. The thought of finally



allowing myself to embrace happiness, to give in to his unwavering
devotion, filled me with hope and a profound sense of longing.

In that closet, surrounded by shadows, I realized that this might be my
chance at something beautiful, something enduring. With trembling hands, I
reached for him, silently conveying my willingness to take the leap, to trust
in this thing between us, and to let Ari be my hero, not just for a day but
maybe...for forever.

"I'm scared,” I finally murmured.

His smile was heartbreaking...life saving...everything.

"I know, sunshine. But I knew what you were the moment I met you."

“Oh yeah, and what is that?”

“Mine,” he said softly, without a trace of indecision.

He held out his hand, silently begging me to accept his offer. I stared at
it for a few more seconds.

And then I took it and I followed him out of the closet.

Because what else could I do?

Ari's grip on my hand was unwavering as he pulled me down the spiraling
staircases, through the throngs of people, and into a party that had escalated,
becoming even more out of control. The music was deafening, a pulsating
beat that reverberated through my entire being, a rhythm that seemed to
sync with the frantic pounding of my heart.

The air was thick with desire, a heady cocktail of temptation and
recklessness that hung like a palpable veil. Bodies entwined in a passionate
dance, stolen kisses—and more—exchanged in shadowy corners, a dark
sensuality everywhere you looked.

I could feel the weight of knowing eyes on me, judgmental gazes that
followed our every move. I wouldn’t normally get any attention by myself,
but I was with Ari Lancaster, and you couldn’t help but watch him.

I held my head high, his touch a lifeline in the midst of the
pandemonium. With his hand firmly wrapped around mine, I felt safe and
protected, as if nothing else in the world mattered.

Ari guided us towards the exit. The cool night air greeted us like a
soothing balm as we stepped outside, leaving the raucous revelry behind.



The cobblestone path stretched before us, now illuminated by scattered
lanterns to lead drunk partiers to the exit.

A shiver ran down my spine as a breeze brushed my skin, and Ari
wrapped his arm around me, drawing me close to his warmth. I couldn't
help but lean into his embrace.

"Forgot to tell you," he began, his voice low and seductive, "I’ve always
been a dog person, but all of a sudden, I'm really liking cats."

I rolled my eyes at him, a small, fond smile tugging at the corners of my
lips as he exaggeratedly dragged his gaze over my costume. His teasing was
a welcome contrast to the intensity of the night.

We approached the valet, only waiting a few minutes as they pulled
Ari’s sleek car up. He held the door open for me with a charming flourish,
and I settled into the plush leather seats. Ari leaned in, buckling my
seatbelt, and I realized that it already felt like a habit, like something he’d
been doing for me for forever.

His lips found mine in one final, searing kiss before he closed the door,
walked around the hood of the car, and took his place behind the wheel. The
sensation of his kiss lingered on my lips, a tantalizing reminder of what had
happened tonight.

We set off, Ari humming along to an Olivia Rodrigo song.

"Can you take me home?" I asked shyly, my voice trembling with a mix
of anxiety and anticipation. The need to end things with Clark was like a
rock in my chest, battering against my ribcage.

"I can take us home," he said charmingly.

I stroked his forearm soothingly. “I need to call him, end this. Please,” I
whispered.

Ari's expression shifted, a low growl escaping his lips. His furrowed
brow and the restless tapping of his fingers on the steering wheel betrayed
his internal conflict.

“Okay,” he finally murmured reluctantly.

The city passed by in a blur as Ari navigated the darkened streets. The
rhythmic hum of the car's engine filled the silence between us, a soothing
backdrop to the fierce emotions swirling inside my chest.

Arriving at my building, Ari walked me to my front door. We stood
there, bathed in the soft glow of the porch light, our gazes locked, a shared
moment of uncertainty and desire.



He leaned in, his lips tantalizingly close to mine, and the anticipation
hung in the air like a charged current. Our lips finally met, and the kiss was
electric, a fusion of craving and longing that left me breathless and
desperate for more. He pressed against me hard, like he was trying to tattoo
the feel of him on my lips. So I wouldn’t forget what we’d started tonight.

The world fell away, and there was only Ari and me, entangled in a web
of desire and surrender. The kiss deepened, our tongues intertwining in a
sensual dance that sent waves of pleasure coursing through me.

"Tomorrow," he finally whispered against my lips, his voice laden with
promise and a hint of reluctance.

I nodded, my heart fluttering wildly in my chest as I stepped inside my
apartment.

I closed the door behind me, leaning against it as I traced the feel of
him, his taste still lingering on my lips.

Sighing, I walked to my bedroom where Waldo was laying on my bed.
He sat up on his haunches, his tongue sticking out as he huffed excitedly. I
sat on the bed beside him and buried my face in his soft fur, searching for a
moment of comfort before I finally pulled out my phone.

My trembling fingers hovered over it, an instrument of both liberation
and heartbreak.

This was what I needed to do—wanted to do. I could do this. I could
end it. I could call Clark and break the bond that had held us together for so
long, to shatter what we'd built, which I’d now cracked beyond repair.

But as I dialed his number, my heart thundered in my chest, with so
much regret over what I’d done. Not regret over Ari. But regret that I hadn’t
been able to wait.

The phone rang and rang, each tone a painful reminder of what was
coming. Like the universe was trying to prolong my agony, making me wait
for the inevitable.

And then, without warning, the call ended abruptly, as if Clark had
silenced it before even answering. It felt fitting, in a way, that our
relationship would end like this—unanswered, unspoken, and void of any
closure.

Defeated, I turned to the next option, my fingers flying across the
keyboard as I crafted and re-crafted a message a million times over. Each
word felt like a dagger through my heart, nothing fitting the end of
something I’d had for so many years.



Me: I'm sorry. But we're done.

The text was simple, direct, devoid of the complexities and intricacies
of our emotions. It was a finality that I couldn't escape, a truth I couldn't
deny any longer. My thumb hovered over the send button, my breath caught
in my throat, and with a heavy heart...I pressed it.

The message was sent, and with it, the end of a chapter that had defined
so much of my life. Tears welled up in my eyes, but I refused to let them
fall. I needed to be strong, to stand firm in my decision, even if it meant
breaking the heart of such a fucking good man.

As I sat in the dimly lit room, I was transported back to the sterile, white
walls of that hospital, a place where the boundaries of life and death had
blurred.

I saw Clark by my side, holding my hand with a tenderness that spoke
volumes. He'd promised me that he'd always be there for me, no matter
what, a vow made in the face of uncertainty and fear. It was a memory that
lingered, a reminder of the love he’d given me, of what he’d put up with to
give me that love.

But life had a way of changing, of twisting our paths into unexpected
directions. What we’d had, was never going to be enough to sustain us. To
sustain me.

We deserved happy.

Even if it hurt like hell to get there.

I laid in bed that night, and a bittersweet smile played on my lips. It
wasn't the ending I could have anticipated, nor was it the ending I'd ever
wished for. But it was the right thing to do, the necessary step toward a
future that promised something different, something new.

Thoughts of Ari danced through my mind, of the fact that everything
about him called to me like nothing had before. Tomorrow held the promise
of a new beginning, a journey into uncharted territory, and for the first time
in a long while, I felt a glimmer of hope.

I closed my eyes, tears finally escaping and trailing down my cheeks. It
was a painful goodbye, but it was also a necessary one. As I drifted into
sleep, the weight of the past began to lift, replaced by a sense of liberation
and the anticipation of what the future might bring.






CHAPTER 10



AR

slouched on the lounger on my back deck, my gaze locked on the

horizon as the sun began its ascent, painting the sky with shades of

orange and pink. The smell of alcohol lingered in the air, a testament to
my futile attempt to drown out my overwhelming urge to go to her house, to
sneak into her bed, and keep her close.

My longing for her was all-consuming, a relentless desire that gnawed
at my insides. I craved her presence, her warmth, her essence by my side at
all times. Patience was becoming an unbearable burden, each moment
without her a slow descent into madness. The ache in my chest felt like it
might actually be the death of me.

Needing some distraction, I picked up my phone to text Linc.

Me: Hypothetically....
Lincoln: Oh boy.
Me: What?
Lincoln: I'm just preparing myself for what you're about to say.

Me: What do you mean you’re preparing yourself? | spew
excellence, golden boy. Remember that.

Lincoln: You spew excellence? | just spewed my Gatorade
everywhere.

Me: | don’t drink Gatorade. | don’t put chemicals in my temple.

Lincoln: You don’t put chemicals in your “temple.” Are you
drunk?

Me: ...



Lincoln: It's 9am and you have practice today...California’s
that good, eh?

Me:...
Lincoln: Ok, so what were you saying?
Me: About what?
Lincoln: Hypothetically...
Me: Hypothetically what?
Lincoln: Go sleep it off.

Me: | wish | could...

I threw my phone on the seat next to me, because that had only made
me feel marginally better.

I could probably use some Gatorade though, now that Lincoln had
brought it up.

I didn’t actually have anything against it...

Walking inside, I headed towards the kitchen, the world spinning a bit
around me. I did in fact have team weights in two hours, so I needed to at
least be able to walk straight before showing up.

Grabbing a purple one out of the fridge, because grape was obviously
the superior flavor, I paced the kitchen, sipping it slowly so I didn’t throw
up.

Tequila in last night’s case...was not a good idea.

She’d at least sent that text to him though...and tried to call him. I
mean, he’d never gotten it, but I’d take care of that. I never wanted her to
talk to him again. No matter what he’d meant to her.

I wanted to mean everything to her. He was never supposed to have
been around in the first place.

Fuck. I was going to go crazy, and I needed to fix my name in her phone
before I called her. Was there a way to hack that shit?

I’d just stop by after weights. I could do that. It was a couple of hours.

I wouldn’t actually go insane.

I sniffed my shirt, wincing with how bad it smelled. A shower was
definitely in order. I couldn’t have hygiene like Soto.

Stepping into the water, I turned it to scalding hot to try and clear my
head. The rhythmic sound of droplets pattering against the tiles filled the



air, a soothing backdrop to the tumult of thoughts swirling in my mind.

I leaned forward, my palm pressed firmly against the slick, tiled wall,
feeling the heat seep into my skin.

Closing my eyes, I let the warm water wash over me, caress against my
skin. I took a deep breath, willing myself to relax, to let go of the tension
that was gripping me.

But the memories of last night were stuck in my head, the taste of her
lips, the feel of her tight, perfect cunt...

My hand found my aching dick and I stroked it from root to tip. It was
Lincoln and tequila’s fault that I had this piercing to begin with. We’d
signed our rookie contracts and got absolutely shit-faced. Before I knew it, I
was getting my cock pierced and we were getting matching butterfly
tattoos. Somehow, I think he got the better end of things... At least the
butterfly tattoos had a meaning.

Although I had to admit, the sex was next level with it. Blake’s eyes had
practically rolled back in her skull when she’d felt it on her G-spot.

I continued to stroke my dick, thinking of the taste of her. And then
suddenly...

Blake was on her knees in front of me, naked. Blowing my fucking
mind. Her breasts were full with rosy pink nipples just begging to be
sucked. She was wide-eyed, her pupils blown from how turned on she
was....from sucking my cock. I twisted my fingers in her hair, surging into
her sweet, hot mouth. She choked out a moan as I hit the back of her throat,
her breasts arching towards me. I knew if I reached down between her
parted legs, she wouldn’t just be wet from the shower.

“Touch yourself,” I groaned as I fucked into her mouth.

Her hands went to her breasts and she pulled and kneaded at her tips.

And I was dying. Obsessed...

And coming. Fuck. I was on fire. Possessed. I surged into her mouth
and emptied hot cum down her throat, pulling out halfway so it spurted all
over her tits and chest. I wished we weren’t in the shower, and that it wasn’t
washing off. I wished she could just walk around like that, covered in me.
So everyone would know who she belonged to.

I came back to earth, cum coating the shower wall. One of the most
intense orgasms of my life...just from thinking about her.

And I was still hard.



Can you sprain your dick? Because that was going to happen now that it
had found nirvana. The “Maximus 5000” would need to be fed. Daily.

Hourly actually.

Fuckkk. T dragged a hand down my face and finished my shower,
resisting the urge to wank off again like a...wanker, I guess.

An hour later, I was in an Uber on the way to the practice facility for
weights...still slightly drunk.

The team gym was an assault on my senses, way too much clinking
weights, grunts, and the persistent thump of bass-heavy music. It was how I
usually liked it, when I didn’t have a bottle of Patron still swishing around
in my gut.

Walker, Mr. Prince Charming himself, was already there, his hulking
figure bent over a weight bench. His hair was damp with sweat, and his
muscles strained as he pushed the barbell up and down with ease. He had
the kind of build that could stop a tank engine, which made him an
excellent goalie.

"Morning, sun sizzle," Walker quipped as I approached, his voice a
rumble beneath the music. "Or should I say 'morning after'?"

“Did you just call me “sun sizzle?”” I asked incredulously, chuckling in
disbelief, or at least I hoped it sounded like a chuckle. Kinda sounded like a
witch cackle to my own ears. "Walker, my man, you're looking disturbingly
awake for someone who was at the same party as me last night."

Walker paused mid-lift to give me an arrogant look. "Welcome to Cali,
Ari Lancaster. We know how to party here."

“You’re from Tennessee originally, right?” I drawled.

As 1 sauntered over to the weights, my muscles singing a chorus of
protest, Walker set the weights on the rack and flipped me off..

"I knew you were unhinged, buddy, but “sun sizzle” just confirms it."

He let out an exaggerated sigh, pretending to contemplate his statement.
"You forgot about your hangover for half a second, didn’t you?"

I mean, maybe I was just drunk, but I was really starting to think that
Walker deserved to be in on the bromance Lincoln and I had been in for all



these years. I mean, he would be mostly the bro and less of the mance since
Lincoln could only have one Ari. But it was worth considering.

I’d circle back to it when I was sober and thinking clearly.

"So, the big game against Dallas is coming up? Any secret tricks up
those sleeves of yours?"

I shot him a sly grin, wiping a bead of sweat from my brow. "Ah,
Walker, my friend, the secret is an ancient and mystical art called
teamwork."

Walker's eyes widened dramatically. "Teamwork? You're blowing my
mind here, Lancaster. But that's it? No secret rituals...pregame dance-offs
with Lincoln?"

I grinned. "Walker, you just want an excuse to hang out with ol’ Golden
Boy again, don't you?"

Walker freaking blushed, and I was rethinking letting him into the circle
of trust. He was a simp if there ever was one.

“I hate to break it to you, Walker, my man, but Lincoln is my best
friend. You simp for both of us, or you don’t simp at all,” I said, shaking my
finger at him.

Walker gaped at me. “I—I do simp. I mean—"

“Ari, quit torturing our goalie,” Tommy yelled from across the room.

I grinned at both of them, feeling remarkably better all of a sudden.
Walker was just too easy.

We got back to lifting, and of course, my mind wandered to Blake. She
was a song stuck on repeat, one I was never going to get tired of. I slipped
out my phone, pulling up my handy dandy tracking app. Good, she was still
at her apartment. I could just picture her sprawled on her bed, her hand
between her legs—

The gym door swung open, saving me from what was going to be a very
embarrassing and untimely woodie, and in walked Soto, a smug grin on his
ugly fucker of a face. His arm was thrown around Charlotte, who was
definitely high on something judging by the distinct glaze over her eyes,
like she'd stumbled into a room she hadn't quite intended to enter. The
corners of her mouth were upturned in a dreamy smile, and she was
swaying in place.

Soto then tried to choke her with his tongue, pushing it so far down her
throat, I was shocked she wasn’t throwing up. He squeezed her ass and gave



it a slap, well aware of everyone watching. I exchanged a bemused look
with Walker, who simply rolled his eyes.

"I guess the fun’s over now that asshole has arrived," I sighed, and he
shook his head in amusement.

Soto released Charlotte, and unfortunately decided to wander our way.
He walked with an exaggerated swagger, his chest puffed out like a bantam
rooster, his eyes also glazed over. Hope this week wasn’t his turn for a
random drug test. He’d be screwed.

Actually...what the fuck was I saying? Of course I hoped he got tested
this week.

I was never drinking Patron again. I obviously couldn’t think straight on
it.

“You disappeared last night...you and Walker find a dark room to play
in?”

I looked at him, a bemused smile playing on my lips as I kept in the eye
roll that was twitching in my face. "Soto, my man," I greeted him, my tone
dripping with a faux-friendly sweetness. "You seem positively brimming
with enthusiasm today. But you have some white powder right..." I pointed
to his banana sized nose.

Soto's face reddened, and he swiped at his face. "Don't get smart with
me, Lancaster," he growled.

I shrugged, feigning innocence. "Who, me? Never." I leaned in a little
closer, lowering my voice to a conspiratorial whisper. "But if you ever need
tips on wooing the ladies without making a scene, you know where to find
me. It's all about finesse, my friend."

“Fuck you, Lancaster.”

"You know, Soto," I began, my voice dripping with mock concern, "I
would. But they say beauty is in the eye of the beholder. And I've yet to
meet anyone whose eye is that forgiving to let you in their bed."

Soto's face contorted with rage, and he sputtered for a retort that never
came. I resumed lifting weights as Walker chuckled next to me.

I winked at him. “Spot me on this, and we can get out of here. It’s
starting to smell.”

Walker nodded and stood over me as I lifted the bar.

Half an hour more and I could see my girl.






CHAPTERTI



BLAKE

he day had started with a sense of anticipation, but it quickly turned

into frustration. Clark hadn't replied to my text—which I guess was a

good thing. But I'd also remembered that Ari and I still hadn’t
exchanged numbers.

I could still feel him between my legs. I’d cheated on Clark with him.

And I didn’t have his freaking number.

So I may have been panicking this morning.

Charlotte's untimely entrance into our apartment only added to my
stress. She stumbled in, disheveled and clearly nursing a hangover from last
night's escapades with Soto. I sighed as she barged into my room, holding
her phone up like a prized possession.

"Blake, you won't believe what I found," she slurred, thrusting her
phone into my face.

I squinted at the screen, trying to make sense of the images she was
showing me. At first glance, it appeared to be Ari, my Ari, with a beautiful
brunette. Panic washed over me, and I could feel my heart racing. I
examined the photo closer, trying not to spiral.

"Charlotte, wait," I said, a slight tremble in my voice. "Look at his hair.
It's shorter, right? These pictures aren't recent, are they?"

Charlotte blinked at me, her alcohol-addled brain working in slow
motion. She squinted at the phone screen, her brow furrowing. "You're
right," she mumbled, her enthusiasm deflating. "I guess they're old photos."

I let out a shaky breath, relieved that my worst fears hadn't been
realized. But Charlotte's little stunt had brought something else to the
forefront of my mind—the fact that Ari was a famous hockey player.



I was used to powerful men—New York was full of them. Clark was
one of them. Most of the women I knew were in relationships where they
were required to turn a blind eye to what those men were doing. I hadn’t
heard anything that said Thomas and Maura had that kind of arrangement.

But it wouldn’t have surprised me.

An NHL superstar would have even more options than those men. Was
Ari like that? Would I be enough for him?

It felt like I’d never been enough for anyone.

And now that the chase was done, and he’d caught his prize...would he
lose interest?

Or did I deserve something like that happening to me after what I'd
done last night?

After Charlotte stumbled out of my room, I couldn't resist the urge to do
some googling. I typed in Ari's name, and my screen was flooded with
images of him, always surrounded by an entourage of women. Beautiful,
glamorous women who smiled at him as if he were a prize to be won.

I clicked on an article that featured a series of photos of Ari at various
events and gatherings. Each picture showed him with a different woman on
his arm. They clung to him, obviously well aware they were holding
something special. He looked every bit the charming, charismatic athlete
that fans adored.

Another picture had the headline: Ari Lancaster's Annual Gala Raises
Record-Breaking Funds for Lost Children Organization. In the picture,
he was a wet dream in a perfectly fitted tuxedo. I clicked on the article.

Dallas, TX — In a dazzling evening that left attendees
spellbound, Ari Lancaster, the celebrated star
defenseman of the Dallas Knights, hosted his renowned
annual gala to benefit the Lost Children Organization.
The event, now in its fourth year, proved to be an
extravagant dffair that captivated Dallas' elite while
breaking previous fundraising records for the charity.

The Lost Children Organization, dedicated to assisting and
rehabilitating homeless and at-risk youth, has long been
close to Lancaster's heart. Every year, he leverages his
star power to gather support and resources for this noble
cause. The gala, held at the opulent Grand Dallas



Ballroom, saw an impressive turnout of Dallas' most
influential figures, philanthropists, and celebrities...

Rehabilitating the homeless and at-risk youth? Why was that close to
Ari’s heart? I mean, it was a good cause for anyone to have. But there were
a lot of good causes out there. I would know. I’d attended charities for
about a million of them.

A thought flickered in my head. But it still seemed so crazy. There was
no way...the world was too big.

Shaking my head, I closed the computer and started to get ready for
work. I needed to stop stalking Ari and being a stage 5 clinger. If he was
really serious about what he’d said last night...I guess he’d stop by at some
point.

Either way, everything would be fine.

It was a promise I made myself.

I just wasn’t sure I believed it.

Work had been a bitch. It was a typical bustling day, but our general
manager was in an unusually sour mood. She’d made it clear that everyone
was in her line of fire today, with me seemingly at the forefront.

I didn’t know there were so many things I could do wrong in a single
shift, and I was teetering on the edge of walking out. But just when I
thought my patience couldn't be stretched any further, I saw him at the
entrance of the restaurant...

Ari.

He ambled inside with the casual grace of someone accustomed to
public attention, dressed in jeans and a tight Cobras t-shirt that accentuated
his muscled chest. Like last time, it seemed like everyone stopped what
they were doing and just stared at him.

Once again, it was crazy to me that the only person he was staring at...

Was me.

His steps didn’t slow at all until I was in his arms. Maybe I should have
been embarrassed this was happening at work, but he hungrily kissed my
lips, parting them with his tongue. There was an immediate ache between



my legs, like my body had been asleep all day and just remembered what
was missing. Him. I could feel him harden between us as his tongue slid
over mine.

He only stopped after some of the patrons started freaking clapping.

“Forgot we weren’t alone for a moment,” he said with a wink.

I swooned. Because honestly...same.

“Hi,” I squeaked.

He grinned in response, just a subtle upturn of his lips that danced in his
eyes. My stomach fluttered, the sensation like a swarm of fireflies dancing
in my belly, He was a sun-kissed god. Like a dream, everything about him
had a heroic, almost ethereal quality to it. Intense, enchanting, and utterly
captivating.

He held out his hand. "I think we have an issue we need to remedy,
sunshine. I need some digits."

The world seemed to slow for a heartbeat, as relief rushed through me. I
hadn’t realized until then how much I needed this connection. I grabbed my
phone out of my pocket, my fingers trembling as I pulled up my contacts so
I could add his number. “Okay, what’s your number?”

But Ari slipped my phone from my hand, his fingers brushing against
mine. The brief touch sent a jolt of warmth into my veins, and I swallowed
hard as my heart somersaulted.

"I'll do it," he quipped with a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. He
inputted his number and a few seconds later held up his buzzing phone. His
playful grin broadened as he handed my phone back to me.

"Now it's official. We’re besties," he declared, his voice a husky croon
that had that spot between my legs growing...achier. “Besties” didn’t have
quite the same charm as it had when I’d first met him.

He leaned forward, his lips brushing against his ear. “Would you rather
me say, “it’s official. You’re mine?”” he murmured.

A grin lit up my face.

“I see you, sunshine. I’ll ace every test.”

A throat cleared, and my manager—who obviously didn’t know what
the beginnings of true love looked like based on the prune looking snarl on
her face—popped up behind Ari like one of those whack-a-moles.

Ari glanced back and jumped, pressing a hand against his chest. “Jump
scare!”



Rachel did not appreciate this, but she was well versed in sucking up to
celebrities. Ari definitely qualified as one, especially since the Cobras were
on a five game winning streak, their first in four years.

“Blake, dear, how about you get back to work?” she asked in a tone that
broached no argument.

“Yes, of course,” I murmured. “I’ll see you later?” I asked Ari, hating
how desperate I sounded.

Way to play it cool, Blake.

He didn’t seem annoyed by it at all though. “What time do you get off
so I can count down the hours?” he murmured.

“Blake!” Rachel snarled, her patience lost. Probably because there
happened to be an A-lister in my section at the moment and it was the
dinner rush.

Whoops.

“Eleven,” I said regretfully, and his face fell. I braced for him to make
an excuse, to say he had better things to do.

Because who wouldn’t?

“I’ll be here,” he said instead.

And that seed of hope inside me, the one that had sprouted the day I
first met him...

It grew a little more.

Ari

I strolled into the little coffee place situated right across from Blake’s
restaurant, the scent of roasted beans hitting me like a warm hug as 1
walked in. I didn’t want to get that far away from Blake. But if I’d stayed in
that restaurant for one more second, I probably would have thrown a tray at
her dickwad manager. In here, I could catch glimpses of her without
causing anyone bodily harm.

I looked over the menu, ready for a caffeine fix. Oh good, they had
pumpkin cream chai tea lattes. My favorite. I was a basic bitch when it
came to my fall drinks.

The barista, a twenty something year old girl with chestnut hair
cascading down her back and hazel eyes, stood behind the counter. She



wore a standard brown apron, and her skin had a warm, olive-toned
complexion. In the past, I might have thought she was attractive, but now
she might as well have been paint on the wall. There was nothing about her
that piqued my interest.

All T could fucking see was Blake.

The barista flipped her hair like she thought I was taking auditions for a
shampoo commercial, flashing me a flirty smile. Staring at the baked goods
behind the glass, I really hoped she hadn’t baked them. I’d hate to bite into
a pumpkin muffin and get some hair in my teeth.

Would totally ruin the experience.

"Hey there, handsome. What can I get you?" she purred. Sigh. The curse
of being so damn good looking. Everyone wanted a piece of Ari Lancaster.
Next time we talked, I needed to remind Lincoln I was the better looking of
the two of us, just so he didn’t get a big head.

“A pumpkin cream chai tea latte with almond milk, please.”

‘Really?” she asked, looking behind me, like I was ordering for
someone else.

“Yes. I know I have good taste. Anyone who orders a black coffee
during pumpkin season obviously doesn’t like fun,” I drawled.

She grinned at me and I inwardly cursed...because she seemed to think
I was flirting with her.

As she prepared my drink, I scrolled through my phone, stalking Blake
on Instagram. She was so fucking pretty.

“Here you go,” the barista said in a sing-song voice.

“Thanks,” T murmured, distracted by a lingerie shoot Blake had posted
this morning. There were already five thousand likes.

Fuck.

Maybe I could convince her to let me photoshop the pic so her undies
had something like “Property of Ari” on them, because the comments men
were leaving made me feel...feral.

I grabbed the cup, not amused at all when I saw the girl had jotted her
name and number on the cup without hesitation. She hit me with what I’'m
sure she thought was a seductive smile.

I raised an eyebrow and pushed the cup back toward her. "Give me
another one, please," I said, my tone firm and no-nonsense.

She blinked in surprise, her smile faltering. "What?..."

“A cup. I need a new cup. One that doesn’t have your number on it.”



The girl stared at me, flabbergasted, for so long, I was slightly worried
she’d lost all brain function.

“Is this a joke?” she finally asked.

“I. Am. Taken,” I spelled out for her, holding up the phone to show her
the most beautiful girl that existed on the planet. Adding “you do not
compare,” probably would have been taking it too far, but I had the words
ready, just in case she was one of those persistent types. "Just the coffee, no
extras,” I said slowly, because she really was a slow mover.

Her expression shifted from disappointment to annoyance as she
grabbed a new cup and dumped my drink in it. I frowned. She’d messed up
the pumpkin cream! THIS WAS A TRAVESTY.

The next step was her probably spitting in my drink...or trying to roofie
it, so I decided not to complain. I stalked towards the bench closest to the
window, the one that would give me the best view of little miss sunshine,
and I sat down to wait.

I took a sip of my chai tea, humming happily when it didn’t suck. My
eyes of course landed on Blake across the road, watching her flash a bright,
friendly smile at a customer. It was a different smile than the one she gave
me, one that felt more cold and less...mine. The crazy thing was...I wanted
all of her smiles. I didn’t want anyone else to get any version of her.

Self control, Ari. Self control.

The guy that was on the receiving end of her smile...it was evident that
his smile was genuine. He was tracking her ass across the restaurant as she
sauntered away. I clenched my jaw, a flicker of annoyance bubbling up. I'd
never felt this insanely territorial...this, well...insane before.

To divert my attention, I decided to scroll through social media some
more. Lincoln's latest photos caught my eye. There he was, happily
munching on a taco with Monroe. My eyes narrowed as I recognized the
very familiar-looking tacos.

HOW DARE HE!

I immediately pulled up Lincoln’s number.

Me: YOU CHEATED ON ME. I'LL NEVER FORGIVE YOU.

Lincoln: Back to the 8th grade girl impersonations, | see...
what’s up?

Me: You took Monroe to our place.



Lincoln: What place?
Me: Don't play games with me, sir!
Lincoln: Maria’s?
Me: Yes, Maria’s! The embodiment of perfection in taco form.
Lincoln: Relax, drama queen. It was once.
Me: So you admit it!
Lincoln: | thought you just said you knew already.
Me:...

Lincoln: Does it make you feel better if | tell you tacos make
Monroe horny? So it's a win, win for everyone.

Me: How does that make me feel better?

Lincoln: I'll be nicer to you in next week’s game if I'm well...
fed.

Me: Fine. I'll allow it. For the good of my face.

Lincoln: I'll bring you some to the game. Still love me?

Me: ...
Me: Duh.

Lincoln: XOXOX.

I was smirking when I glanced up, meeting Blake’s shocked gaze across
the road. I started waving at her furiously and she ducked her head,
pretending to ignore me as she took an order. She was very aware of me
though, sneaking glances at me constantly.

Hi, 1 texted her, getting a weird little thrill now that I could message her.
I mean, technically I had been texting her this whole time. Just as that
douchebag “Other.” But responding yes, no...or not responding at all had
been absolutely brutal. Now that I’d fixed my name on her phone—keeping
Clark’s number blocked, of course—I could say whatever I wanted. Like...

Me: | love your boobs.

It took her three heart pounding minutes to check my message, but the
big grin that crossed her face when she did was well worth the excruciating



wait.

I adjusted the front of my pants and threw my head back against the
padded leather of the high backed booth. This was going to be a long
fucking night.

Because now I wanted her boobs.

The minutes ticked by, and I sipped at my drink, texting back and forth
with Lincoln, and sometimes Walker, trying not to follow Blake’s every
move.

At some point my gaze snagged on a group walking along the crowded
sidewalk in front of me.

A teenage boy dressed in all black, no older than sixteen, was deftly
weaving his way through a crowd of businessmen. I could tell what he was
about to do before he even did it—he was being way too casual. He
sideswiped one of the corporate yuppies, his hand grabbing the man's
wallet, no doubt fat with credit cards and cash. He got it out without the
man noticing, but because of his rookie status, the boy totally fumbled his
sleight of hand.

The wallet slipped from his grasp and plopped to the concrete. Which
obviously caught the attention of the guy he’d just stolen from. There were
some yells from the group, and it was pretty comical to watch the emotions
dancing across the businessman's face: anger, disbelief, and the sudden
realization that he’d become part of an impromptu street drama. He bent
down to retrieve his fallen property, but the boy scooped up the wallet from
the ground and made a daring escape, disappearing into another bustling
crowd.

A skilled pickpocket's retreat.

It was a sight to behold; art, really.

As I watched this scene unfold, it triggered memories I tried not to think
about very often, dark chapters from my own past.

The group home where I'd been unceremoniously dropped off as a
toddler could have been literal hell. Neglect and cruelty were the only
hallmarks of that place, and I’d barely survived.

When I was eight, I’d run away. I’d figured I had a better chance of
surviving out on the streets than in that place. I was terrified when I left, but
I couldn’t take it anymore.

I was a child, lost and alone, navigating a world that had given me
nothing.



After a few days, it was clear I did not have what it took to survive on
the streets. I thought I would die out there, crouched in a grimy alley, and I
was ready for it.

Then Logan showed up. Nothing about him said good intentions, but he
became the savior I desperately needed.

He took me under his wing, took me to a rundown house where other
lost boys, just like me, sought sanctuary. Logan assumed the role of both
our mentor and protector, teaching us the art of survival. And in Logan’s
world, survival meant pickpocketing.

Those three years with Logan and the others had been an interesting
blend of ruthlessness and camaraderie for a little kid. I thought I’d found a
band of brothers, people who cared about me. For awhile, It almost felt like
I had a family for the first time in my life.

I also got damn good at pickpocketing.

But nothing like that lasts forever. One of the other boys tried to
pickpocket a federal agent. After being caught, he told them all about us,
and they raided our place. Amidst the chaos, Logan was shot, and I was
forcibly torn away from the makeshift family I had come to love, and taken
to a different group home than the one before.

As 1 watched the teenage pickpocket sprint around a corner and
disappear, there was a little ache in my heart. Life had a peculiar way of
intertwining our past and present, reminding us of the roads we had traveled
and the choices we had made.

I guess everything happens for a reason. I never would have met Layla
—Blake—if it weren’t for all that.

But a lot of that had really fucking sucked.

My phone buzzed and I grabbed it like it was a lifeline. I hated thinking
about my past. It was Blake, thank fuck. Her texts came in rapid fire...
adorably awkward. I’d changed her name in my phone to Mrs. Lancaster,
and I felt like a giddy little kid watching it pop up now.

Mrs. Lancaster: They're letting me off early since it's a slow
night.

Mrs. Lancaster: But we totally don’t have to hang out.
Mrs. Lancaster: Because it's late.

Mrs. Lancaster: Sorry I'm texting so much.

Me: On my way, sunshine.



I grabbed my empty cup, smirking to myself at how the barista was
avoiding looking at me.
It was go time.






CHAPTER 12



BLAKE

A ri’s car pulled up to the front of the restaurant and he got out and
raced to my side to open the door for me. My cheeks flushed as I
stared up at him, his warm breath brushing against my ear.

"I'm taking you back to my place. Don’t try and say no," he murmured,
his voice low and husky. Lust spiked in my veins at his words, and the
world took on a sparkly edge.

"Okay," I managed to say, my voice barely above a whisper. I wanted to
go. I’d been thinking about it for my entire shift. Waldo was at the pet sitter
anyway, because I hated leaving him alone while I was at work and...

We weren’t alone last night. Clark had been there in the room, whether
we wanted to believe it or not.

Tonight there weren’t any ghosts.

Tonight...there was just us.

There was something about the way he looked at me, the intensity in his
gaze...he was hungry for me. Desperate.

And I couldn’t wait to feed him.

He buckled my seatbelt, rubbing his nose against mine.

“I missed you,” he said. And there was an ache in his voice.

The same ache that I’d felt as soon as he’d walked out of the restaurant.
The one still there even after I realized he was just across the street.

I missed him.

It seemed absurd, irrational, to ache for someone's presence so intensely,
especially when we were still only getting to know each other.

But that's exactly what I felt.

My heart seemed to have already memorized the cadence of his
laughter, the way his eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled...the



warmth of his touch. We were two souls inexplicably drawn together, like
magnets pulled by a force greater than ourselves.

It was as if my soul recognized him. As if we'd met before in another
life, in another time. I couldn't explain it, but there was an unshakable
feeling that our destinies were intertwined, that our connection went far
beyond now.

Ari got in the car and took my hand, settling it on the gearshift while he
drove.

As Ari's car glided through the night, enchanting anticipation hung in
the air, shimmering like a thousand stars in the velvet sky. The engine's purr
seemed to serenade us, the gentle rhythm of the tires against the road a
soothing melody that underscored the emotions hovering there between us.

My heart was dancing in my chest, not exactly nervous anticipation...
more like happiness.

Was that what this felt like?

I couldn’t remember feeling it before.

I stole glances at Ari, his gorgeous features bathed in the soft, ambient
glow of the car's interior. He kept looking at me too. With a beguiled,
mesmerized look in his green eyes every time.

Ari Lancaster thinks he’s lucky to have me.

And until he figured out otherwise, I was going to enjoy the moment.
Because no one else in my life had ever made me feel like more than a
favor. After Clark had saved me, I’d seen it sometimes, like he felt he was
this good guy for sticking around, for hanging on despite all my issues.

And honestly, that look in itself made me want to die.

Because he hadn’t even known half of the issues I really had, the
demons always floating around in my mind.

“Don’t go anywhere in that pretty head,” Ari murmured, showing that
he knew me better than anyone else ever had somehow. “It’s just me and
you now, sunshine. And this thing between us is so big, there’s never going
to be room for anyone else.”

“How do you do that?” I sighed, finally dragging my gaze away from
him. “How do you see me like that?”

He chuckled to himself and shook his head. ““You’re all I see, Blake. I
feel like I’ve been looking for you my whole life.”

I wanted to sob. Because the emotions inside me felt like too much, like
they needed somewhere to spill over.



As he navigated the winding roads, we moved away from any heavy
words. The conversation flowed like a gentle breeze. I was fascinated by
every word that came out of his mouth. I wanted to know everything there
was to know about him. I felt like I’d been talking in a secret language my
whole life, that no one else could understand except Ari Lancaster.

It felt like maybe I could give him my sadness someday.

And he wouldn’t want to run away. He would just understand.

That the fact that my parents had irreparably broken something in me all
those years ago wouldn’t scare him away.

The world outside the car had dissolved into the night, and there was
only Ari and me, a cocooned universe I never wanted to leave.

With every mile, the anticipation in the car grew like an enchanting
spell, a dance of emotions that rose to a fevered pitch. Arousal mingled with
longing, creating a heady cocktail of emotions that pulsed through our
veins. We both knew what was coming when we got to his house.

Finally we were there, and we pulled into his enormous garage, the soft
rumble of the car's engine coming to a gentle rest. As the garage door
closed behind us, I noticed two other vehicles in the cavernous space, a
striking red lifted truck, and a sleek black motorcycle.

Ari’s vehicles were freaking hot.

“You look like you’re interested in a bike ride later, sunshine,” he
chuckled after he opened my door for me and saw what I was drooling at. I
didn’t miss how he emphasized later.

I was all about the later as well.

Ari took my hand loosely, our fingers intertwined, and led me into the
house. His other hand gently grazed my face as he leaned in for a kiss. But
before our lips could meet, I pulled back slightly, my cheeks burning with
sudden embarrassment.

"Can I.can I take a shower first?" I stammered, feeling self-
consciousness wash over me. I smelled like food...and sweat. And he
smelled like sunlight and sex and fuck...it was the best smell on earth.

Ari's fingers traced a gentle path along my jawline. “Sure thing,
sunshine," he purred, his voice tender. "As long as you borrow my clothes
when you’re finished.”

He winked at me and I was a pool of lust. Men that looked like him,
acted like him, breathed like him...they should not be allowed to wink.



Ari led me into his master bathroom. The moment I stepped through the
door, I immediately loved it. It was fancy, all marble and glass, shouting out
luxury and comfort. Soft, warm lighting filled the room, making it feel cozy
and inviting.

Right there in the middle of it all, was an enormous bathtub. It gleamed
like a pristine oasis, just waiting for someone to dive into it—aka me.
Above it, a chandelier sparkled, scattering light into a thousand little shards.

The vanity was made of polished marble and decked out with shiny
silver fixtures. He showed me where the heated towels were and then he
stopped, his cheeks turning red.

‘There’s a drawer,” he muttered, pointing to one in the vanity. “It’s for
you.”

I shot him a confused look and slid the drawer open, only to find fancy
toiletries laid out neatly inside—many of them my favorite brands, ones I
didn’t buy now that I was trying to live out from under the shadow of the
Shepfields’ money.

“Um Ari...is this a drawer for women you invite over?” I asked softly,
feeling hot and icky all of a sudden.

“No!” he practically shouted. “I bought—well, my housekeeper bought
—these for you. No one else. No...no one’s been here but you.”

“Oh,” T blushed. “In that case, thank you.” I was embarrassed by my
reaction, but he seemed to be more worried about it than annoyed.

Ari smacked a kiss on my lips. “I’ll give you some space for now...but
just know that next time, I’m joining you,” he said huskily, before he
literally left the room at a run, muttering something about needing to “leave
now while he could.” There was also something in there about tacos, but
that one just left me confused.

Taking a deep breath, I undressed and stepped into the shower, the hot
water soothing my skin as it cascaded down like a gentle rain. The scent of
his shower gel surrounded me, a subtle reminder of his presence that made
my insides warm. I hurried through the shower, wanting to see Ari again.

When I was finished, I dried myself off with one of the warmed towels
he’d pointed out and I reached for the pile of his clothes. This felt like a big
step. There was something about wearing your man’s clothes that just did
something to the female population. I slipped into his shirt, and it
swallowed me whole, like a cocoon of soft fabric as it hung off my



shoulder. The sweatpants were loose and comfortable and I pulled the
drawstrings tight so they were able to stay up.

As I made my way to the kitchen, I was greeted by the sight of Ari, now
dressed in a pair of joggers that hung low on his hips, showing off those
dimples right above his ass that were one of the sexiest sights on earth. He
was shirtless, the butterfly on his back standing out in stark relief, and the
sight of his tattooed sculpted chest and defined muscles made my breath
catch in my throat. His hair was wet and slicked back, and there were still
some droplets of water glistening on his tanned skin from the shower he’d
obviously taken somewhere else in the house.

"Hey," he said, his voice husky and inviting as he turned to face me.
The air between us crackled with tension, as his eyes devoured me,
bouncing all over my body. It seemed like the sight of me in his clothes did
as much to him as wearing his clothes did to me. Ari was squeezing his fists
at his sides, like he was trying to hold back from reaching for me.

"Hi," I replied, my voice soft and uncertain. I couldn't help but feel a
rush of desire, a yearning to be closer to him. His presence was both
overwhelming and comforting, a contradiction that made my heart race.

He gestured to the kitchen island, where he had put together a spread of
food that smelled incredible. “I only know how to make one thing. But
that’s okay because it’s the best food in the world, so I know you’re going
to like it,” he said, gesturing proudly to the island. “It’s taco time, baby.”

I giggled and his face lit up like the sound made him happy.

Ari made my plate, walking me through the correct way to make a
perfect taco, and then we walked to his kitchen table to eat. I was about to
sit down when he slid under me and pulled me into his lap, setting his plate
down in front of us.

“My house. My rules. And my rules say we have to eat just like this,”
he purred into my ear.

I bit my lip and then found myself nuzzling against him. I craved this
kind of closeness. I was desperate for it. He wasn’t going to have to fight
me on this kind of thing at all.

“Good girl,” he murmured, and I melted, belatedly realizing that I’d
missed the beast I was now sitting on. It was going to be quite memorable,
sitting on his erection and eating tacos at the same time.

He hummed against my hair before grabbing a steak taco off his plate
and taking a big bite. Ari’s moan of delight was...erotic. He really loved



tacos.

He munched away happily, telling me about his favorite taco place in
Dallas that Lincoln had recently betrayed him at by taking Monroe. I was
quite confident of Ari’s three favorite things at this point: hockey, Lincoln,
and tacos. Four things, I amended. I was beginning to suspect that I was one
of his favorite things as well.

The conversation flowed effortlessly, as if we had known each other for
a lifetime. The tension that had hung in the air earlier had transformed into
something more intimate, a connection that went beyond words.

Ari

I was dying. Literally. Not sure if I was in heaven...or hell.

I had the hardest erection of my entire life and she kept pushing against
it. And I was eating tacos.

Fuckkk.

And she was so easy to talk to. She was relaxing, opening up to me.
And it was the sweetest thing.

I took my last bite of dinner, mentally congratulating myself because I'd
killed it on the carne asada tonight. I was tempted to eat more, but I had
plans...big plans...and I didn’t want to be too full for them.

There was nothing worse than a meat fart.

Don’t think about meat farts when you’re about to seduce your woman!,
I screamed at myself.

She turned and smiled at me, and all other thoughts thankfully
disappeared.

I wanted her. I wanted her so badly it honest to goodness felt like I
would fucking die if I didn’t have her. Right now.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, cocking her head innocently.

I stared at her for a second, trying to find some kind of self control.

But alas...there wasn’t any to be found.

I scooped her up, enjoying her little squeak of surprise, and I stalked
towards my bedroom. From the moment I’d moved into the place, I’d been
dreaming of her in my bed. Getting off to it multiple times a day.

And I was all about dreams becoming a reality.



I threw her down on the bed, and she stretched out like a languid cat.
Laying there in my clothes. Fuck, the sexiest thing I’d ever seen...only to
be beat by the scene I'd get in a second when I stripped her completely
bare.

I kneeled on the bed and crawled to her, her violet eyes wide in
anticipation.

I was suddenly overcome with gratitude. It was enough to make me fall
forward and just lay my head on her stomach. I’d actually found her. All
those years of feeling lonely, like I’d lost the one person meant for me.

And I’d found her.

“Ari,” she said softly, her hands sliding through my hair.

I nuzzled against her, my fingers tracing the skin peeking out from
where my shirt had slid up on her. I glanced up at her face, and fuck, I was
witnessing true perfection. I’d never get tired of staring at her. I was sure of
it. Never ever.

I was reminded then, just how close I was to her pussy. And I had
promised that I would be tasting it...and inside of it...every day for the rest
of our lives.

Or if I hadn’t said it...I’d definitely meant it.

I should definitely keep those promises. Because it’s really, really good
to keep them.

I lifted up and pushed her legs apart so I could get what I wanted. She
watched me slowly pull my sweats down her legs. My hands were slightly
shaking. Last night, in the dim lighting, I didn’t get to see everything I
wanted.

I was going to make the most of it tonight, but it felt like I'd been given
the most precious gift. And I was suddenly so scared that I'd fuck it all up.

I’d never let her go. No matter what.

I’d glue myself to her side if I had to.

I growled when the most perfect pussy on the planet came into view, all
pink and plump...and wet.

“Look at how pretty you are, sunshine,” I purred, and she flushed. I
pushed her shirt up, revealing her braless tits...because I wanted to see if
she flushed everywhere when she got turned on like this.

And sure enough...the answer was yes.

There was indeed a rosy flush all over those plump, delicious fucking
breasts.



I slapped my face and she giggled in surprise. “Sorry. Just making sure I
wasn’t dreaming, because there’s no way this kind of perfection actually
exists.” I squeezed one of her breasts and then leaned over and lightly
licked at her nipple until it was beaded.

“Fuck.”

I definitely wanted to play with those more, but I had a pussy to eat.

I kissed it first, because...I just had to. And then I held onto her hips
and I licked into her, moaning as her wetness hit my tongue. I couldn’t even
really describe the taste. I just knew it was delicious. My favorite.
Necessary to my fucking existence.

I sucked on her clit. And I was feeling feverish. Feral. She was crying
out and riding my face as her hands dug into my hair. I needed to get in
deeper so I pushed her legs apart and fucked my tongue into her pussy as I
rubbed her clit. I wanted every part of her though, so my tongue was
everywhere, sliding down her ass cheeks and dipping inside her rosebud as
she screamed my name. She tried to move away but I held her there because
I wanted it all. There was no part of her that wasn’t going to belong to me.

Fucking her with my fingers, I returned to her clit, suckling it as she
came all over my face. The sound of her screaming my name. Fuck. There
was cum dribbling out of me like a faucet, and I somehow kicked off my
pants without lifting my face from her pussy. I was fucking into the bed as I
continued to suck and lick, unable to stop without getting one. Fucking.
More.

When she came again, I almost lost fistfuls of hair because she was
pulling on it so hard. But what a fucking way to go. Just the sound of her
voice and the taste of her had me riding the edge. I reached down and
pinched the top of my dick because there was no way that I was coming
anywhere but in that tight fucking cunt.

I came up for air, although death by pussy sounded like a beautiful
fucking death...

The way she was staring at me, those soft eyes a mixture of desire and
something else...something that looked awfully like love. I’d almost got it.
I’d almost got her heart.

I leaned forward and licked her nipple, sucking it into my mouth while I
kneaded and played with her breasts.

“Ari,” she whispered, her head thrown back, her fingers digging into the
comforter underneath her. “I want—"



“What do you want, sunshine?” I soothed between sucks.

“I want to touch you.”

She sounded desperate, and I did live to serve...

I quickly flopped to the bed next to her, my hands behind my head, my
dick extending up to my stomach. The lust was so intense, I was riding that
fine line between delirium and sanity.

Blake sat up and moved hesitantly to her knees, her eyes wide as she
stared at my dick. I had to admit it did look pretty badass with the piercing
winding its way through the shaft.

Muchhh better than a little old dick tattoo.

I frowned, wondering if Blake would appreciate it nonetheless.

She reached towards it, a faint flush to her cheeks. I didn’t know where
to look. That face. Those breasts...my gaze darted down to that gorgeous,
glistening pussy. So much eye candy.

She smoothed her fingers over the crown, squeezing gently as a gush of
moisture seeped from the slit. I’d never had this much pre cum before, but it
was gushing out, my dick on high alert. Locking eyes with me, she brought
her fingers to her plump lips and licked at the tips, tasting me.

“Mmmbh,” she whimpered, and a fresh batch of cum trickled out because
fuck...she was hot. I had to close my eyes for a second...because I was too
fucking close. “I want to suck on you, Ari. Take that big cock in my mouth.
I want you to fuck my mouth.”

My eyes widened, because golly gee willikers, I’d died and gone to
heaven. Blake had a dirty mouth.

“How bad do you want it, sunshine?” I growled as she leaned forward
and lapped at my head, her small pink tongue peeking out and sliding over
my slit.

Her hand curled around my cock, her fingertips not quite meeting as she
stroked up my shaft, every pass over my piercing making me grit my teeth.

Dead kittens. Old man balls...Little Ari, don’t let me down
now....Fuckkkkk.

Her lips closed over the head and I couldn’t help but fuck into her
mouth until she gagged. Her hands were squeezing and rubbing along my
length, and she was sucking on me like I was fucking candy.

“It’s so good. Soo good. Blake,” I moaned. And she smiled before
taking me deeper, sucking on me hard. “Suck it, baby. Suck my fucking
cock.”



She worked me even further down her throat somehow, pulling off
slightly to flick the head of my piercing around with her tongue.

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck,” I growled, completely losing control.

I dragged my fingers through her hair and down to her jaw, holding her
head still as I fucked into her mouth, muttering a mixture of fucks and
praises. “Yes, fuck. You’re such a good girl. Take more.” I thrust in deeper,
in and out, until I got the rhythm I wanted.

“You’re so fucking good at this,” I growled, because I’d never gotten
head this good. Ever.

Her hands had moved from my shaft and were now roaming my skin. I
loved her touching me. Loved it.

Her eyes were wide and my precum was dripping from her mouth, onto
her tits.

“Look at how fucking beautiful you are, sweet girl,” I murmured in awe
as I continued to fuck her face.

I groaned when one of her fingers slid down below my penis, massaging
the entry of my asshole.

“Holy fuck!” T all but screamed as I surged into her one more time,
flooding her mouth with pumping bursts of cum. She continued to lick and
suck, as if she was desperate for every drop. I pumped into her a few more
times, still leaking cum. I wanted her to have all of it. I loved that a part of
me was inside her, like that just bound us more.

My breath was coming out in gasps when she finally slid her lips off my
dick with a sexy pop.

I reached over and smeared the drops of cum into her skin, sliding it
down her neck and across her chest. I wanted to coat her in it.

She sat back, biting down on her bottom lip and looking unsure all of a
sudden. “Was that...was that okay?” she whispered.

I barked out a harsh laugh because fuck..was that okay?

“That was the best fucking thing I’ve ever experienced besides the feel
of your cunt last night. A million out of ten. Best fucking blowjob anyone
could ever have.”

Her eyes glimmered with relief and I sat up and kissed her, tasting my
cum on her lips. My dick stirred to life and I didn’t even try to talk it down.
I had a feeling I was going to be aroused and ready to fuck her for the rest
of my life.

Is this what madness felt like?



She lay back beside me and I just stared at her in awe. I was so gone for
this perfect fucking girl, and I was never going to let her go.

Ever.

She was mine, and I'd never allow her to slip away. The mere thought of
losing her, of someone else even daring to lay eyes on her, ignited a dark,
all-consuming obsession within me. It was a hunger, a need to possess her
completely, body and soul. I wanted to envelop her in darkness, where there
was no escape from my grasp, and she’d be forever bound to me. She
wasn’t just everything; she was the only thing, and I’d descend to the depths
of madness to ensure she stayed mine.

“What are you thinking about?” she murmured, her hand reaching out to
stroke down my face.

That I’'m crazy about you. Mad about you. Obsessed.

“That I’ll never let you go,” I answered with a soft, amused smile.
Because that was the truth.

“I’d like that,” she answered.

And I considered it a vow.

Blake

He made love to me all through the night.

That’s what it was. There was no denying it. His body whispered it to
me every time he thrust inside me.

We were both insatiable, unable to stop for hours. I was addicted to him.

The soft, warm rays of the morning sun bathed us as we laid intertwined
on the lounger on Ari's back patio much, much later on, watching the sky
gradually lighten with the approaching sunrise. I was sore...everywhere.
The morning sun was a gentle kiss on our skin, and I’d never felt more...at
peace.

“So, how’d you get into hockey anyway?” I murmured, tracing the
outline of the birdcage tattoo on his chest. I wanted to know everything
about him.

I just didn’t want him to know everything about me.

His heartbeat was a comforting, steady rhythm beneath my head.

“Mmmbh, I sort of stumbled into it, really late actually."



I shifted slightly, surprised. "Really? I’d pictured you skating in
diapers."

Ari chuckled softly, his fingers tracing idle patterns on my skin. "Not
quite. I didn’t get into it until right before my 13th birthday. I was kind of
an angry kid, and I’d skip school to hang out at the mall. There was an ice
skating rink inside, and I stole a pair of skates and would sneak in every
day, and just skate...for hours.”

His fingers traced below the blanket wrapped around me, slipping to
circle my nipple. I shifted against his chest. I was achy, but I’d give him
anything he wanted if he asked.

"There was this free skate event hosted by a local Catholic parish,” he
continued, his voice taking on a wistful tone. "They'd set up a makeshift
rink in their parking lot during the winter months. It was open to anyone, no
matter their skill level."

I stared up at him, his beauty overwhelming for the millionth time.

"One of the priests,” he continued, "Father Donaldson, started to
recognize me. There was a hockey net set up during the free skate, along
with some old equipment. I’d be out there from beginning to end, smashing
pucks into the net, playing with anyone I could get. Father Donaldson must
have seen something in me. Because one day he asked if I'd ever played
before."

"What did you tell him?" I asked, grinning at the mischievous glint in
his eyes.

Ari smirked, watching me, pressing a soft kiss on my lips that had my
heart absolutely singing, "I may have told a little white lie and said I was
basically a pro."

I giggled and his smirk widened. "He signed me up for a local league.
And fuck. He changed my life, Blake. I put everything into the game.
Everything." He trailed off, his eyes unseeing as he spent a moment in the
past. “A coach from Dalton Prep scouted me during one of my games. He
gave me a scholarship to attend school there. I met Lincoln and...the rest is
history.”

“Your parents must have been so proud,” I murmured, trying to imagine
myself good at anything. What my parents would have thought.

I realized suddenly that Ari hadn’t said anything. I looked up at him and
he was staring at the sunrise, his brow furrowed, the usual twinkle in his
eyes dulled and...stressed. His grip on my hip held a touch of desperation.



“I didn’t have parents, sunshine,” he finally murmured, turning to watch
me with his verdant green gaze. “I was dropped off at a group home when I
was a toddler.”

I gaped at him, mind racing but...no. Things like that didn’t happen.
Not in real life.

“A group home?” I whispered.

“Yes,” he said gently, his eyes urging me on...

The night had stretched its inky canvas above, adorned with twinkling
stars, and I was in the backyard of the group home again, tears tracing an
endless path down my cheeks. 1 was convinced I was never going to be
happy again. I missed them, my parents. So much. Everyday it was there,
and it didn't feel like I was ever going to be okay.

I lay there, staring up at those distant stars, as if they held the answers
to questions I didn’t know how to ask. The world felt too big. Everything
inside me was lonely. It was never ending.

And then, like a gentle whisper in the night, Ari was there, just like he’d
been every day since I'd gotten here. His hand found mine, fingers
entwining, and we lay there together beneath the canopy of stars.

"Ari," I spoke in a voice barely above a whisper, "do you think I'm going
to be sad forever?"

He was silent for a moment, as if contemplating the vastness of the
universe above us. I watched the stars twinkle in his eyes, and in that
moment, I realized he carried his own burdens, his own share of sorrows.
Yet, he had always been my refuge, the one who understood without needing
words.

"I'll make you happy," he finally said, his voice tender and resolute. "It
might take a while, but someday I'll make you happy for the rest of your
life."

Someday. The word hung in the air, a fragile promise in the darkness. I
couldn't help but feel a flicker of hope, a glimmer of light in the shadows of
my sadness. But forever sounded like such a daunting expanse of time, an
eternity I couldn't quite grasp at ten years old.

I looked at Ari, his face illuminated by the soft, silvery glow of the
moon, and I felt a bond between us that was stronger than any of the losses
I’d endured. He was my constant, my protector, the one who had always
been there to wipe away my tears and chase away the nightmares.



As we lay there, hand in hand, gazing up at the stars that had witnessed
our childhood sorrows, I clung to Ari's promise like a lifeline. I didn't know
what the future held, but with him by my side, I felt a glimmer of the
happiness he had vowed to bring into my life. And though forever seemed
like a really long time, I believed him.

I’d left with the Shepfields the very next week.

The revelation hit me like a sudden burst of sunlight through stormy
clouds. Staring at the grown man who’d once been a boy I didn’t think I
could live without, I couldn't contain the overwhelming rush of emotions
that surged through me. Tears welled in my eyes, happiness and shock
exploding through my veins as the realization of who he was washed over
me. I sobbed into his chest, completely overcome.

“Ari?” I finally whispered, staring up at him through tear strung eyes.
There was a newfound significance behind his name.

“I made a promise after all, Layla,” he murmured with a soft smile.
“The universe just finally decided to help me with it.”

My eyes closed as he said my name, my real name, the one I never
allowed myself to think about anymore.

I clung to him, my sobs shaking my entire being, as if I could release
the years of pain and uncertainty that had accumulated in my heart. A piece
of myself had been found, clicked back into its rightful place, and I sobbed
for all the years we’d lost and for the future I desperately wanted to have.

“I’ve been so lonely without you,” I finally admitted. He brushed a soft
kiss across my hair.

“Lonely doesn’t exist for us anymore, baby,” he soothed.

And as he made love to me under the sunrise, whispering his devotion
over and over...

I believed him.






CHAPTER 13



AR

was leaving practice, about to head over to the restaurant to pick Blake

up from her shift, when my phone buzzed from inside my practice bag.

I cursed as I dug around in it, my equipment badly needed to be
washed. It fucking reeked.

“Got it!” I cried out victoriously. Walker shot me an amused look as he
headed to his truck, and I was tempted to throw some of my sweaty socks at
him. Staring down at the message though, I forgot all about Walker.

The text was from my P.I.

Creepy David: Blake's booked a gig tomorrow for the new
Renage Campaign. Thought you might like to see the details.

I clicked on the link he’d sent, skimming through the information for
the job. Everything looked fine until...

MOTHERFUCKING DEREK THORNTON!

I nearly choked on my protein shake, the rich liquid taking an
unexpected detour to my lungs. Derek Thornton? The same A List actor
Derek Thornton who had more romantic connections in Hollywood than the
entire LA phonebook? The guy whose commitment issues could give the
Great Wall of China a run for its money?

Not fucking happening.

I wasted no time, immediately dialing David’s number. "David, are you
absolutely certain about this? Derek Thornton?"

“Yes, Mr. Lancaster. I’'m quite positive,” David’s weaseling voice said,
obviously perturbed by me questioning his intel.

I cursed beneath my breath. The last thing that was going to happen was
Derek Thornton in a room with Blake. He would take one look at my



gorgeous goddess of a woman and try to leap in for the kill.

Like I’d just said...not fucking happening.

I really needed to be able to play in Dallas next week, not go to jail for
homicide.

“Okay. Thanks, David,” I said, hanging up without another word and
frantically dialing Remy, the agent I shared with Lincoln. It took me three
fucking tries because I was freaking out so badly.

“What’s up, my man?” Remy asked when he picked up. I could hear
tons of people talking in the background. There was no one quite as good at
schmoozing as Remy.

"Remy," I began, my mind spinning. "I need you to work some magic
for me. Find out everything you can about the shoot Renage is doing
tomorrow—whose brainchild it is, the concept, the entire angle they're
pitching. Then, make sure I'm part of the shoot instead of Derek Thornton."

There was a pause, almost as if Remy was contemplating the absurdity
of my request. "Ari, let me get this straight...you want me to get you in a
campaign scheduled to shoot tomorrow where you replace an A list actor as
the male lead?"

“Yes,” 1 said, relieved he got it.

“Ari, buddy. You’ve been playing great, but not this kind of great.”

I scoffed. I was playing fucking phenomenal!

I paced my living room, desperation overtaking reason. "Remy, despite
the fact that you clearly have lost your mind—because I’'m fucking amazing—
I need you to promise them anything they want to get me in this campaign.
I will do it for free. TELL THEM I HAVE A FUCKING PIERCED DICK!
Just find a fucking way."

Remy sighed, an audible resignation in his voice. "Alright, Ari. But how
do you expect me to explain your sudden, burning desire to participate in
this campaign? Do you want to explain it to me?"

I ran a hand through my hair, my thoughts a whirlwind. "Think outside
the box, Rem-dog. Tell them I've had a sudden 'epiphany,’ or that I've
recently developed an addiction to Renage. Well, actually...what exactly
does Renage sell?”

“Ari Fucking Lancaster!” Remy spit.

“Kidding. Kidding. Of course I know what Renage is. Psssh. Tell them
I’m a devoted believer in...Renage. Just get it done."



“I’ll do my best,” Remy said in the most resigned fucking voice I’d ever
heard.

This was not that hard of a sell, for fuck’s sake. I was amazing.

Hours crept by like an eternity, each minute feeling like a countdown to
the end of my fucking life. The prospect of Derek Thornton hovering
around Blake was driving me insane. If this didn’t work, I was going to
have to puncture her tires, break her phone so she couldn’t call an Uber,
puncture my tires so she couldn’t borrow my car...kidnap her and take her
to some deserted island. I was sure I could find one in a pinch if I really
needed to.

Daddy Lincoln would let me use his new private jet.

Finally, Remy texted me. "YouTre in. Get ready for some media
attention." There was more information he sent in a link but I didn’t click
on it. I was currently on the floor, breathing in relief.

I hadn’t quite been prepared for a kidnapping.

Blake

The day of the Renage photo shoot had arrived, and I was a mess. It was
the first job I’d booked in California since the Voyage Magazine job had
fallen apart. Renage was a colossal opportunity, one that I hadn’t thought I
had a chance at. It could be the break I’d been looking for.

As I sat in my room though, my anxiety swirled around me like a
malevolent storm.

Waldo lay at my feet, his big brown eyes filled with concern. He
nuzzled his wet nose against my hand, trying to offer comfort. I scratched
his ears and offered him a weak smile, grateful as usual for his unwavering
presence.

But no amount of furry affection could stop the relentless anxiety
gnawing at me. Doubts plagued my mind, whispering insidiously that I was
going to fuck it all up.

And then there was the pizza box sitting on my nightstand. I’d lost my
mind and eaten it with Ari last night. I could still feel the greasy, cheese-
laden slices churning in my stomach.



I stood in front of the mirror, hating every part of myself as I examined
my reflection. The soft morning light filtered through the curtains, casting a
harsh spotlight on my features. The voice in my head was loud this
morning, making me an avalanche of self-doubt and self-loathing.

My eyes traced the lines of my body, lingering on the areas where I felt
the most insecure. I was spiraling, despising every curve, every
imperfection, every ounce of flesh on my body.

The guilt washing over me was familiar. I’d struggled with...food issues
early on with the Shepfields. Maura kept a careful eye on my weight,
weighing my food and restricting it so I looked exactly how she wanted.
She’d raised me to think of food as the enemy. But an enemy I could defeat
as long as I was disciplined.

A part of me knew my thoughts were unreasonable. But the other part
of my brain, the one that was cursing me for daring to eat a slice of pizza
before such a big job...it was much louder.

Tears welled up in my eyes, and I blinked them away, unwilling to let
them fall. I could control my thoughts. I could—I turned sideways,
scrutinizing my profile. My fingers traced the outline of my ribs, a
ritualistic gesture that provided me with a twisted sense of reassurance. The
bones beneath my skin were like a map of my self-control, a testament to
the discipline I had imposed upon myself.

Without warning, I bolted from my seat and rushed to the bathroom,
Waldo following closely behind. I stared at the toilet, trying to talk myself
out of throwing up.

It didn’t work. I clung to the toilet bowl, my thoughts spiraling into a
chaotic abyss.

Twenty minutes later, I rose unsteadily to my feet and rinsed my mouth.
Waldo looked up at me, his eyes filled with concern, and I patted his head,
trying to comfort him.

With trembling hands, I tried to pull myself together.

The worst part was that not only did I not feel thinner...but now I felt
sick. My throat was sore, my eyes were bloodshot, my skin felt clammy...
and my stomach muscles were aching.

“I’m a mess,” 1 whispered, wishing I could engage in my other dirty
little secret and release some of this pain.

I walked back into my room and my phone buzzed on the nightstand. I
rushed to pick it up, the screen illuminating with Ari's message: "Good luck



today, sunshine. See you soon."

A surge of warmth immediately washed over me...but also shame. He
was my chance...my chance for a good thing. And when he found out how
messed up I was...it was going to fuck it all up.

My phone pinged again, signaling my Uber was there.

I was close to hysterics as I grabbed my bag and headed out into the
living room. Charlotte was on the couch flipping through channels on the
tv, and she gave me a weird look as I passed by...crying. I whispered, “see
ya,” and went out the door before she could ask me any questions.

I wiped at my face before I stepped into the waiting car. I could get
through today. I could seize the opportunity. I had to seize the opportunity.

I couldn’t lose Ari.

The driver set off, the city rushing past me and the weight of my past
feeling like a weight stretched taut across my skin.

Thirty minutes later, we’d made it to the expansive warehouse hosting
the Renage photo shoot. My stomach had churned the whole ride over with
lingering discomfort. I thanked the driver and walked inside, immediately
enveloped by all the activity on the set. The bustling makeup artists,
hairstylists, and wardrobe assistants, all seemed distant, as if they were
moving through a haze. My steps were unsteady, and I clung to each breath,
willing the feeling of unease to subside.

Bright lights hung overhead, their intensity exacerbating my discomfort,
casting stark shadows that danced before my eyes. The vivid backdrop, a
surreal mural of vibrant colors and intricate details appeared almost
dreamlike, like a mirage shimmering in the distance.

I rounded a corner, and froze in my tracks. My eyes widened and my
jaw dropped as I spotted a familiar butterfly tattoo on a well-built, bronzed
back.

Instead of Derek Thornton, Ari Lancaster was there in front of me,
modeling a pair of tight black Renege boxer briefs that left almost nothing
to the imagination.

The thin cotton fabric clung to his body like a second skin, accentuating
the masterpiece of his muscles. My senses tingled, my body responding
instinctively to the sight before me, a surge of desire making my core
tighten. You could see the enormous outline of his cock through the briefs.
The sight was erotic and outrageous.

And mine. I knew what that cock could do. I knew how it felt inside me.



I’d taken his cum into my body, over and over again. No one ever had
his cum but me.

I squeezed my fists, taking in everyone around the room who was
staring at him, lusting after him. I wanted to rip him away, cover him with
my body so they knew he belonged to me.

My eyes traced the captivating lines of his V, and I could feel that my
panties were damp. I think it would take a lifetime to truly explore him like
I wanted to...to uncover his magic.

As if he could sense me, he glanced over his shoulder with a lazy
smile...and he winked.

Like “surprise!” I decided to star in your shoot without telling you.

Before I could do anything...or even react to his wink, a harried looking
woman with a large black headset popped up in front of me.

“There you are!” she snapped. “We need to get you ready.” When I
didn’t move as fast as she wanted, she clapped on her clipboard. “NOW!”

I hurried to where she was pointing, glancing over at Ari who was
glaring at the woman with the scariest face I’d seen on him.

Hoping he didn’t say anything to her, I rushed into the dressing room,
where a flurry of activity surrounded me. Within moments, I found myself
slipping into a barely-there black lace negligee set, oil and bronzer being
rubbed all over my skin. My hair and makeup were expertly done,
transforming me into someone I scarcely recognized. My eyes were
adorned with smoky, sultry eyeshadow and my lips were painted a vibrant
shade of crimson, a bold contrast to the smoky eyes. My hair was styled
into loose, cascading waves that framed my face. The soft curls tumbled
down my shoulders.

As 1 stared at my reflection in the mirror, the insecurity I’d been
distracted from in my shock at seeing Ari here...it came roaring back.

Knowing I couldn’t delay any longer, I took a deep breath and pushed
open the dressing room door, stepping into the studio. The moment I
entered, Ari’s gaze snapped towards me. His jaw dropped, and his eyes
were comically wide.

“Wow,” he mouthed, putting his hand on his heart and pretending to
stagger. His gaze roamed over my appearance and then he was wincing,
shoving a hand over his suddenly very erect cock. The briefs were small...
and he was abnormally large...large enough that the pierced tip was
peeking out from the top band and he was doing his best to cover it.



He started mouthing something to himself while he stared at the ceiling.
It kind of looked like he was chanting “grandpa balls” over and over again,
but that didn’t seem right.

I walked over to the set where he was standing, and he pulled his gaze
to me again, the look on his face pained. “You’re killing me, sunshine,” he
growled. He started chanting again, but this time I could hear him.

He was indeed chanting “grandpa balls.”

I giggled and his whole face softened.

“You want to explain what you’re doing here?” I asked with a raised
eyebrow.

A throat cleared from nearby before Ari could answer. It was the art
director for Renage, Elise Martin, a world-renowned figure in the industry.
Her gaze flicked toward Ari and me, dipping down to the “pierced
presence” in Ari’s briefs that was just starting to go down. A faint blush
crept across her cheeks, a testament to the undeniable charisma that Ari
radiated. . .because nothing affected Flise Martin.

Flustered but trying to maintain her professionalism she choked out,
"Alright, everyone, let's get started. This shoot is going to take us all day, so
let's make the most of it."

"You’re so fucking beautiful...and all mine," he whispered in my ear as
we followed Elise to the set, his words a balm to the jealousy that had been
simmering in my spine. The possessiveness in his tone was undeniable, and
it filled me with a heady mix of desire and reassurance.

The theme for the shoot had an edgier twist, titled "Sultry Rebellion."
The set was supposed to exude a dark and mysterious atmosphere, with
elements of unconventional sensuality.

The backdrop was made of distressed, exposed brick walls covered in
graffiti, giving the set an urban, underground vibe. Dim, moody lighting
cast intriguing shadows, emphasizing the edgy ambiance.

Rather than traditional furniture, the set featured industrial props like
steel chains, leather-bound cuffs, and vintage motorcycles, adding an
element of raw sexuality and rebellion.

My cheeks blushed when I saw Ari staring at the cuffs, naughty
thoughts obviously in his head.

They were in mine too.

Elise called for more body oil for Ari, and I bit down on my lip hard,
trying to edge off the jealousy as the eager employee rushed towards us,



holding out the oil like it was the holy grail.

“Blake can apply it,” said Ari firmly.

Elise opened her mouth to argue, her gaze darting between us, confused.
She finally seemed to get we were...something, and changing Ari’s mind
was probably a lost cause, because she shook her head and stalked over to
where the photographer’s crew was gathered, discussing something on the
screens in front of them.

I took the bottle from the very disappointed employee and, with shaking
hands, smoothed the glistening oil over Ari's sculpted body. I rubbed my
hands across the hard surface of his chest, fascinated as usual by all of the
tattoos inked across his skin. Ari was erect again, staring at me in what
looked like awed fascination. There was the click of a camera from
somewhere but I was too caught up in what we were doing to see what was
going on.

“I’m obsessed with everything about you,” he growled under his breath,
as I rubbed my palm down his abs...just for good measure.

“Same,” I responded, the word rushing out quickly.

We reluctantly got to work then, and even with Ari...my self-
consciousness began to claw its way to the surface like a relentless beast.
Flise and the photographer's growing frustration only intensified my
unease, their impatient commands slicing through me like a knife.

I couldn’t do anything right. Every look was wrong.

“Let’s take a break,” Ari finally said after I’d been snapped at for the
millionth time. There was a dark growl in his voice that broached no
argument. Without waiting to see if anyone agreed with his suggestion...
order, he dragged me into the dressing room, locking the door behind us.

His concern was evident in the depths of his eyes as he turned to face
me.

"What's wrong, sunshine?" His voice was gentle, a soothing balm to my
frayed nerves as he smoothed fingers down my cheek. But as if summoned
by the mere question, a tear slipped down my skin as I leaned into his hand.

I took a shaky breath, trying to steady the tremors that ran through me.
The words caught in my throat, as if they were too heavy to be set free.

I sniffled, struggling to find the words to convey the storm of emotions
raging inside me. "I...I just feel so ugly. Something’s wrong with me," I
finally admitted, the confession escaping me like a whispered secret.



Tears welled up in my eyes, and I hastily wiped them away with the
back of my hand. It was absurd, really, to be reduced to this—sobbing in a
dressing room, overwhelmed by my own fucked up head. But I'd had years
of my confidence being eroded, torn at until I was the nothing that Maura
had preferred.

It was hard to overcome a million you’re not enoughs.

“Oh baby,” he said with a pained groan, touching my lips with the most
exquisitely soft kiss I could have ever imagined.

Ari's intense green-eyed gaze bore into me, so many emotions flickering
within their depths. I was mesmerized by what I saw there. It almost
seemed like Ari Lancaster...

Could have loved me.

His lips closed over mine again, his tongue tangling sensually with
mine, a bite of hunger to every lick and caress.

Warmth spread through my chest, my nipples budding against the
smooth lace of the barely there bra I was wearing.

“Somehow I’m going to get you to see what I see,” he murmured before
glancing around the room. His gaze stopped on a full length mirror leaning
against the wall. “Come here, sunshine.”

He grabbed a chair and pulled me with him to the mirror, settling us in
the chair in front of it so we were both facing it.

Ari’s rough hands smoothed up my legs, plucking at the black garters on
my thighs. “I see you and I lose my breath,” he whispered in a graveled
husk.

Ari’s touch was a delicate caress against my skin, his fingers tracing the
contours of my body with a reverence that left me breathless. With each
brush of his hand, he whispered sweet words that danced in my ears,
painting me with desire and affection.

His lips pressed tenderly against my forehead, leaving a trail of soft,
lingering kisses. “I love your eyes,” he murmured, his voice a velvety
whisper that made me ache. “The first time I saw them as a kid, I knew I’d
found magic. I’ve spent every moment since then searching for them in
every crowd.”

His fingers trailed down my cheek, his touch feather-light and
electrifying. "Your lips," he continued, his voice husky with desire, "are my
undoing. The way they taste, the way they mold against mine-it's a
temptation I can never resist."



Ari's lips captured mine in a searing kiss that ignited a fire I swore
stretched into my soul. When he pulled away, his eyes burned with a hunger
that matched my own. "Your neck..." he sighed, his breath hot against my
skin, "every time I kiss it, I can feel your pulse quicken; it’s how I know
you’re just as deep in this as I am."

Ari's mouth moved with purpose, nipping and sucking at the sensitive
skin of my neck, sending waves of pleasure radiating through me. I arched
into his touch, my fingers tangling in his hair as I gave in to the exquisite
sensations.

His fingers pushed down my bra so my breasts jutted out, massaging
and kneading them before he leaned down and gently sucked and lapped on
one of my nipples, while his free hand cupped my other breast. His teeth
brushed against my sensitive skin and I came, just like that, an orgasm
softly sliding through my body.

He feasted on me for a few more lusty pulls before he pulled away.
"Your breasts...your fucking breasts,"” he whispered, his voice filled with
adoration, "are the embodiment of temptation. They fit perfectly in my
hands, and the way you respond to my touch—it could kill me."

Ari gripped my chin and made me look at myself in the mirror, as his
other hand continued its journey, tracing the contours of my waist and hips.
I love your hips, the smoothness of your belly," he purred. "They would’ve
worshiped you in every age. You're like a siren come to life." I couldn’t
stop staring at his reaction in the mirror, so much hunger, adoration...so
much love...for my body.

A soft sob slipped from my mouth as his hands stroked over every one
of my insecurities.

Ari's touch trailed lower, his fingers teasingly grazing my thighs, before
his fingers slipped under the edge of my panties and glided through my
folds. “This pussy is my heaven,” he whispered. “I’d do anything to have it.
Anything.” His finger slipped into my core, pumping a few times roughly
before it slid down to my ass.

My head tipped back and I closed my eyes at the sensation, but he
grabbed my chin again, forcing me to keep looking at the mirror.

“I have wet dreams about this ass. I think about it constantly. I can’t
wait to fuck it,” he murmured, as he teased my asshole through the lace of
my lingerie. I whimpered. I’d never been taken there by Clark, but I wanted
Ari everywhere, in as many places as he wanted to take me.



“I’'m hard for you every fucking second of every fucking day. I'm
obsessed with you, crazy over you in fact. I can’t stand to be apart from you
for any length of time. So when you tell me you hate this perfect fucking
body that I worship with every part of my fucking soul...well, we can’t
have that, sunshine.”

I couldn’t help it, my hips began to move over his hard cock, my hands
wrapping around his neck behind me, painting an obscene picture in the
Mirror.

He thrust up and I mewled, desperate for him to fill me.

Maybe a better girl would have cared that people were just outside...
probably knowing exactly what we were doing. But all I cared about was
getting Ari Lancaster inside me as much and as fast as possible.

Ari’s hands had moved back to my breasts, giving them another
squeeze. “Fuck, I love these.” He bit gently down on that sensitive space
between my neck and my shoulder, licking away the slight bite of pain.

“Look at how wet you are, sweetheart. We’re going to go back out
there, and these panties are going to be drenched. And everyone is going to
know that I got to fuck you. They’re going to be so jealous.”

I immediately went to scoff at what he’d said, but he sounded so
confident, so sure, and the ugly voice inside of me was less sure of itself as
a result.

“I want you to watch yourself in the mirror, sunshine. Watch yourself
get fucked by my big cock. Watch what you do to me...how you own me,”
he growled, reaching down and shoving my underwear to the side before he
impaled me on his hard dick.

My head fell back against his chest, gasping for breath because I was so
fucking full.

It felt amazing. Like if I could just keep him inside of me, I wouldn’t
have any room for anything else.

“Watch yourself,” Ari ordered in a strained voice, and my gaze snapped
to the mirror, watching as his cock stretched me, his sack shiny with my
essence and his cum. He pulled out, his decadent piercing displayed before
he surged back in.

“Fuck, that’s so hot,” I breathed, and he chuckled, reaching between my
legs to rub on my clit. Every thrust found that perfect spot inside me.

“I’'m going to take a picture of this, baby, of your sweet pussy
swallowing my dick. Every time you start to doubt yourself, I’ll show it to



you. I’'ll show you how perfect you are to me. How sexy...how gorgeous...
how good you take me. How this pussy was meant just for me.” He thrust
up into me again.

“Play with those perfect tits, sunshine. Make that perfect body feel
good,” he ordered roughly.

My hands immediately went to my breasts, playing with my tips while
he grabbed my hips and started bouncing me on his cock.

“Look at you. Fucking look at you,” he said thickly.

And I did look at myself, watched my pussy spread open by his thick
long cock, the way his fingers dug into my hips, the way my breasts
bounced with every thrust...the rosy blush to my cheeks, the gleam in my
eyes.

Right now, I really was beautiful.

“I’m going to keep you forever. Fuck this pussy every day. I own you,
Blake. Say it. Say you belong to me.” One of his hands slid up between my
breasts until it was stretched across my neck, holding it as he thrust into me.
Ari squeezed gently.

“You. Are. Mine,” he growled. “Now say it.”

“I’m yours,” I panted in a choked voice.

“My fucking perfect good girl,” he murmured thickly as he started
fucking me, harder...rougher.

“Say it. Say you’re a good girl.”

“I’m a good girl,” I immediately gasped as another orgasm hit me. I was
gushing, drenching his cock.

“Now say you’re perfect,” he commanded softly, his movements
slowing so that every ridge of his piercing rubbed against my skin.

My mouth opened, but it was hard for those words to come out. His
hand squeezed my neck a little more and I gasped. “Say it, baby. Tell
yourself the fucking truth.” His cock was glistening and dripping with me.
His eyes were locked on me. He was obsessed with me.

Maybe I was perfect...at least in this moment.

“I’m perfect,” I breathed, the words feeling like a balm on the cuts all
over my heart.

He buried his face in my neck and breathed deeply, his thrusts stopping
for a moment as his body shuddered, like my words had magic powers.

All of a sudden, he thrust in. Hard.



“That’s my good...fucking...girl,” he breathed as he hammered into me.
“Now reach down and touch that wetness. I want to taste it. It’s my favorite
thing.”

I brushed my trembling fingers across his soaking wet cock and then
brought them to his mouth. He moaned as he sucked on my fingers...like it
really was his favorite taste.

“I’m going to come. Going to come so hard,” he breathed. “Come with
me, baby. Please.” His voice was a ragged plea as his movements became
erratic. He feverishly rubbed my clit while his other hand gripped my neck
just a little bit tighter.

And that was it, I went off like a rocket, the edges of my vision
blurring...the world rearranging right in front of me.

His whole body shuddered behind me, and the accompanying groan out
of his mouth was the most erotic thing I’d ever experienced.

A few soft thrusts later and he came to a stop, and we both watched as
his cum dripped out of me.

“Fuck,” he whispered.

“Yeah,” I breathed.

A few minutes later, there was a hesitant knock on the door. “Um, Mr.
Lancaster, Ms. Shepfield...do you think we could get started? If you’re,
umm, if you’re ready,” one of the assistants called through the door.

Ari’s body started shaking with laughter, and a moment later, I was
giggling too...I felt a bit high at the moment. Well aware that maybe
laughter wasn’t the best fit for the career suicide I most likely had just
accomplished.

Ari slid out of me and I whimpered. “I know, baby. Me too,” he
breathed, like he missed our connection as well.

He helped me off his lap and my legs felt weak as I unsteadily walked
over to the makeup counter and grabbed some wipes to clean myself up.
Glancing in the mirror, my makeup was a bit smudged, my curls were
looser, and there was a flush to my whole body.

And like Ari’s cum had magical properties...I’d never felt hotter.

We walked out of the dressing room hand in hand, staff giving us
knowing looks.

“Ready?” Elise asked exasperatedly when we came into view.

“Ready, Freddie,” Ari quipped back as we stepped onto the set.



Elise shook her head and started to bark directions at us. But it was a
funny thing...the longer the shoot went on, the more excited she became.

“Yes! Just like that. Blake, that’s perfect,” she shouted at one point, and
Ari gave me a knowing, “I told you so” look.

For the rest of the shoot, I was more relaxed than I’d ever been.

And for the rest of the day, I managed to feel something I hadn’t on
every other day of my life.

[ felt perfect.






CHAPTER 14



AR

his fucking sucked. All my careful planning to make sure Blake and I
were always together...and mother fucking nature had screwed it all
up. What a bitch.

Blake had been scheduled to fly out after her shift, and then the storm of
the century had rocked La La Land, grounding all flights...even the private
flight I’d had scheduled for her. I was going crazy, checking the fucking app
every five seconds to make sure she was still at her house.

What if fucking Clark showed up? What if he or some other guy tried to
take her away? All that beauty. All that perfection. Her. How could they
not?

I Facetimed her for the millionth time, just needing to check. She was
alone. She was safe. She was still mine.

Sharp relief sliced through my veins when her exquisite face popped up
on my screen. Blake was lying on her bed, the soft glow of the television
reflected on her features. I kissed the phone and she giggled, that melodic
little sound that she rarely graced me with.

“Aren’t you supposed to be getting ready for your game?” she
murmured, shifting, and fuck...she was wearing my jersey in bed.

I groaned and grabbed the front of my pants because now was not the
time for Little Ari to make an appearance.

I couldn’t hit people with a hard on.

They might fall in love with me.

“Ari?” Blake said gently, and I sighed, because being away from her
was making me feel sick.

“I miss you,” I murmured sullenly, and she blushed, like it was
unexpected I would say that.



Fuck, I must not be doing a good enough job of proving to this girl, I’'m
gone for her. Destroyed. Forever changed.

“I miss you too. Go out there and kick some ass and come back to me,”
she ordered, and I nodded my head, determined.

“You’re going to watch, right?” I asked anxiously.

She flipped the view around so I could see her television was tuned to
the pregame show.

“That’s my girl,” I grinned, right as Coach came in, his eyes like a laser
missile on my phone. “Damnit, I’ve got to go. I—,” I caught myself right
before I said I love you because fuck, I couldn’t say it when I wasn’t there
to catch her if it scared her and she tried to run. I sighed and blew her a kiss
before I hung up.

Blake couldn’t miss another game. Even if I had to sneak her in my
luggage, she had to be there with me. I couldn’t concentrate properly
otherwise.

Coach's voice thundered in the locker room, his words dripping with
intensity. "Listen up, boys. We're up against Minnesota today, and you
know they play rough. But guess what? We're gonna be rougher. We're
gonna hit 'em harder, skate faster, and shoot like there's no fucking
tomorrow!"

The locker room filled with grunts of agreement and the sound of sticks
pounding the floor.

He continued, his gaze unwavering. "I don't wanna see anyone flinching
out there. This is our game, and we're gonna play it like it's our last stand.
We're not here to back down; we're here to stand our ground and show 'em
what we're made of."

The team responded with a chorus of fierce nods and determined
expressions, our competitive instincts kicking into high gear. Coach
pounded the whiteboard for emphasis. "When you hit that ice, remember,
you're not just players. You're warriors. You fight for every inch of this
territory. This game is ours, and we're gonna claim it, no matter what it
takes!"

We roared, Walker leading us in a chant of “Cobras” that made me
scratch my eyeballs out because Soto was right across from me, sneering at
me. And I missed Dallas so fucking much.

The team dispersed, ten more minutes before we got on the ice, and I
turned to Walker, needing to get my head on straight.



"Walker, it’s time to shake it off.”

Mr. Prince Charming shook his head stubbornly, his expression
unwavering. "Not happening. That’s not even a real thing. I’'m not falling
for it this time."

I raised an eyebrow, and solemnly threatened, "I'll call Lincoln and have
you kicked out of the circle of trust."”

Walker's eyes widened, giving me his best puppy-dog eyes. "What’s the
“circle of trust”? Am I in it right now?” He squinted at me. “Wait, is that
from Meet the Parents?”

“Get your ass up and dance me with me, Disney,” I snapped, flicking
my hips around as I got myself ready.

He groaned, but a second later he was up, goalie pads and all. “Start the
music,” he sighed.

I swiped through my options before clicking on "Bejeweled,” beginning
the banger with a cheeky shimmy of my shoulders. Then, I let my hips
sway side to side, my arms following suit, flailing in the air as if I were
mimicking an inflatable tube man outside a car dealership.

The other guys on the team watched us with a mix of amusement and
disbelief. Some even pulled out their phones to record our performance.
Soto couldn't hide his irritation and let out a snarl, muttering, "Fucking
idiots."

Which I ignored, of course.

I busted out a series of ridiculous spins, my limbs moving with wild
abandon. Walker added a bit of footwork to the mix, his skates gliding
across the floor in a ridiculous display of fancy footwork.

At one point, I grabbed Walker's hand, and we performed an
exaggerated cha-cha, complete with synchronized twirls and dips.

Tay-Tay stopped singing and I stared at Walker with a big grin. “There
is no circle of trust,” I told him, and he groaned as the whole team burst into
laughter.

We headed towards the hallway that led to the ice and I slapped him on
the ass as I passed him by. “But if we had one, you’d be in it, Walker!” I
yelled to him.

He flipped me off, as one does in the presence of greatness, and we got
ready to kick ass.



The atmosphere in the arena was insane as we skated onto the ice. Coach
hadn’t been exaggerating when he talked about how aggressive and rough
Minnesota played. From the moment the puck dropped, it was clear they
were willing to do whatever it took to win.

I had my work cut out for me helping protect Walker in the net.
Minnesota’s forwards were relentless, constantly testing our defense with
their speed and physicality.

Early in the first period, I was in a race to retrieve the puck in the
corner. Just as I was about to gain possession, Soto came barreling in from
behind and tripped me up. It was a deliberate move, and I couldn't help but
shoot him a “what the fuck” look as I picked myself up off the ice.

"Watch your step, Ari," he sneered, a taunting grin on his face, like it
was perfectly normal for your own fucking teammate to trip you up.

I shook my head and skated away, refusing to engage in his mind
games. It was no surprise Soto was the king of the idiots, but I had bigger
things to worry about—Ilike defending our net.

Throughout the game, Soto continued with his antics. He “accidentally”
kicked my stick while we were sitting on the bench, and pushed me when I
was hoisting myself over the boards.

As the game progressed, I was getting closer and closer to shoving my
stick up his ass.

Midway through the second period, it finally all came to a head. I was
battling for position in front of our net when Soto decided to take a cheap
shot, cross-checking me in the back.

“Do you want to die tonight, Soto?” I raged. Tommy came up behind
me and held the back of my jersey as I skated forward. “What the fuck is
your problem!?”

Soto got up in my face, the veins on his forehead looking like they were
staging a protest, bulging and pulsating theatrically. "One of these days, I’'m
going to fuck your little girlfriend’s cunt, show her how a real man’s dick
feels. I think I’ll do it bare. Yeah. Fill her with my cum, leave it there for
you to find it..."

Any sanity I had left snapped. Before I even had a chance to think, I
ripped off my gloves, tore off his helmet, and my right fist shot forward like
a rocket, connecting with Soto's jaw with a satisfying crack. His head
snapped to the side, and for a split second, there was stunned silence on the
ice as everyone processed what had just happened.



But that split second of quiet didn't last long. Soto spit his mouth guard
out and roared in fury, launching himself at me with a wild swing. I dodged
his punch and countered with a swift uppercut to his gut. He staggered
back, clutching his stomach.

I didn’t stop though, I continued landing blows with calculated ferocity.
Soto's attempts to fight back were feeble in comparison. He swung wildly,
but I bobbed and weaved, evading his hits with ease.

As the crowd roared, my focus sharpened. I could see the shock and
disbelief in Soto's eyes as he realized he was outmatched. He tried to tackle
me to the ice, but I spun out of his grasp. In a final, desperate move, he
lunged at me, but I sidestepped him and delivered a crushing blow to his
ribs.

Soto crumpled to the ice, gasping for air and clutching his side in agony.
The referee rushed in to separate us, and my adrenaline-fueled rage began
to ebb away, replaced by a sense of satisfaction. The crowd was on its feet,
some cheering, others stunned into silence by the spectacle they had just
witnessed.

I stood there, panting, my knuckles aching from the impact of my
punches. Soto, on the other hand, was a mess, his face swollen and bruised,
blood trickling from a split lip.

He looked fucking pathetic. People had better be seeing pictures of this
because I wanted Lincoln to see my work.

He’d be so proud of me.

The refs were trying to figure out what to do with me for attacking my
own teammate, Coach was going insane, his face a dark shade of red like
he’d swallowed a ghost pepper...but I didn’t care. Soto had it coming.

“Fuck, Ari, you have a little bit of crazy in you,” mused Walker,
elbowing me as we watched the refs argue back and forth.

“Disney, you have no idea,” I drawled.

I was given five minutes in the penalty box, but I couldn’t have cared
less.

When 1 finally returned to the ice, my heart was still racing with
adrenaline. Soto hadn’t returned, because he was such a fucking pussy...
and the team was better off for it.

The rest of the game was a relentless battle. Minnesota shit-talked me a
bit for beating up my own teammate...but they also seemed a little more
timid than before. We pushed to our limits, upping the intensity with every



shift. In the closing minutes of the third period, I found myself in a pivotal
moment, defending Walker as Minnesota pressed for a tying goal. I blocked
a frantic shot and cleared the puck...the clock ticking down. When the final
buzzer sounded, we’d fucking won.

As we celebrated on the ice, I couldn't help but cast a glance in Soto's
direction. He was staring at me, absolutely seething with anger—gritted
teeth and all. I blew him a kiss just to drive it in deep.

Later on in the hotel, I sent a text to Lincoln.

Me: Hotel Californication.

Lincoln: No. Just no. That's not right at all.

Me: There are too many songs about Cali, so I'm combining
them.

Lincoln: Cali now, is it?

Me: Look, I'm trying to immerse myself in the culture. Be a
good teammate and all of that.

Lincoln: Oh, is that what you call that fight you got into with
Soto tonight.

Me: Aww, you do love me. You're stalking me!
Lincoln: ...

Me: Don't worry, | won't tell anyone.

Me: And yes, | think punching Soto in his fat nose was being
a good teammate. Walker agrees.

Lincoln: Since when do we care what Walker thinks?

Me: Aww, and now you're jealous. Best Day Ever.

Lincoln:..
Me: Don't worry. | still love you the mostest.
Lincoln: ...
Me: Say it back.
Lincoln: ...

Me: Come on. | know you want to.

Lincoln: Sigh. Fine...ILY.



Me: VICTORY IS MINE!






CHAPTER 15



AR

wo days later, we had another home game, and I was buzzing from

spending the day with Blake as I drove her to the arena. I smiled over

at her, and she blushed. I adjusted my dick, trying and failing to keep
it down...because she looked so fucking hot wearing my jersey, I was
having to remind myself to breathe. I’d painted my number, #24 on her
cheeks. She thought it was cute, but I was just trying to be over the top
possessive. I’d also made her keep my cum smeared all over her chest from
an earlier bout of lovemaking.

It was a win-win for everyone.

She looked too stunning in that jersey. The way it clung to her boobs...I
needed to try and include in my next contract that she should get her own
penalty box during games just to keep her away from everyone.

Was that a thing? I could certainly try and get Remy to make that a
thing. Lincoln would def be on board.

“You’re staring at me,” she murmured, brushing some hair out of her
face.

“Can’t help it. You’re too damn pretty. That jersey looks way better on
you than it does on me," I said, winking.

She blushed.

“You know what, fuck this game,” I growled. “All I really want is to
throw you in the backseat and fuck your perfect cunt so I can have the
satisfaction of knowing my cum is dripping down your thighs while I play.”

She stared at me, her mouth in a cute little ‘0’ shape because I’d once
again shocked her. Blake shifted in her seat and I smiled...she was totally
turned on right now.



“Why don’t you do it then, Ari? If you want it so bad,” Blake suddenly
challenged.

When I said I almost crashed us into a ditch in shock from the mouth of
Blake, little miss sunshine herself. The brakes screeched as I pulled into a
parking garage.

I threw the car into park and then jumped out, jogging over to her side
and then practically throwing her into the backseat so she was on her hands
and knees.

I massaged the globes of her ass through her leggings before I ripped
them down. She wasn’t wearing anything underneath so I immediately got
the full experience of that perfect pink pussy and that mind blowing,
biteable ass.

I bent over her and licked from her cunt to her tight ring, pushing the tip
of my tongue into her ass so she started squirming. She was dripping wet,
so wet the insides of her thighs were slick. I moved to her clit before
fucking into her pussy with two fingers until she was screaming so loud I
was afraid someone was going to come over here to make sure she was
okay.

“You are fucking incredible,” I growled as I forced myself to pull away.
My dick was so hard it could cut glass, and I untucked it from my suit pants
and wasted no time in thrusting it into her. I put a knee on the seat so I was
crouched over her body, burying myself in the most perfect pussy on earth.

Who fucking cared about hockey? Who fucking cared about anything
when I got to have this every day?

I drove into her again and again, chasing the high only she could give
me. Her back was arched and she was meeting every thrust, sexy moans
filling the car. I slid my thumb down her crack, getting it slick with our
combined essence before I popped it into her ass.

She immediately came, screaming my name. Her pussy clenched my
cock so tightly I swore I saw stars.

I followed her over the edge, my insides heating and ridiculously
intense pleasure soaring through me as I pumped bursts of hot cum into her.
I slumped against her body, my suit a mess...everything else sweaty.

“Fuck. You. Are. Perfect,” I growled as I slapped her ass and reluctantly
pulled out with a groan. I took a minute to savor the sight of my cum
leaking out of her pussy. I gathered it with two fingers and pushed it back
into her, and she mewled at the sensation. Giving her one last lick from top



to bottom, I moved away, and helped her to adjust her leggings back up
because she was all dicked out by the looks of her.

“You’re such a perfect, good girl,” I crooned as I helped her out of the
back seat, and she swayed into me, her eyes dazed. Blake fucking loved to
be praised.

And I loved praising her.

I helped her into the front seat and buckled her seatbelt before getting
back into the car and resuming our journey. I was barely going to make it in
time for warmups, but who the fuck cared? I was riding a high I never
wanted to come down from. I could spend every second with this girl, and
never get tired of it. I would keep her, no matter what.

"I think I’ve established a new pregame ritual,” I said happily as I
nodded my head to one of Olivia Rodrigo’s new songs. Everything on the
album was a winner.

“Sex in your backseat?” she mused.

“Yes.” I nodded my head. “It’s necessary for me to even be able to
skate, I think.”

“Oh really? That sounds like pretty good sex.”

I held up a hand. “Perfect sex, sunshine. In a perfect cunt. Let’s not
downplay it.”

She blushed and ducked her head. “That sounds like a good ritual to
me...” she whispered.

I held up a hand to my ear. “Sorry, I didn’t quite catch that. Can you say
it again?”

She shot me an annoyed look. “I said, that—"

“I can fuck you whenever I want, including before games, during
games, and after games? Sounds great. I'm in,” I yelled over her as I pulled
into my parking spot at the arena.

She snorted and I gave her a victorious grin. I leaned over and rubbed
my nose against hers. “Now tell me I'm your favorite hockey player,
Blakey-poo."

Her eye roll was so intense, I swear they disappeared into her head. That
took talent.

“Say it, sunshine...I will stay out here all day.”

“You’re my favorite hockey player, you idiot.”

I brushed a soft kiss against her lips, savoring the taste of her. "That's all
I needed to hear, sweetheart. We will work on the “idiot” part. Now let's go



before I get benched."

Once we were inside, I went to warm up, but my eyes kept drifting back to
Blake the entire time. I couldn't help it.

“Lancaster, you’ve got it bad,” Walker drawled as he came up to where
I was leaning on my stick, staring at her longingly.

I sighed like a lovesick puppy. “It’s true.” I glanced at him as he went
down into the fucking splits...because goalies were show-offs.

“You have anyone special out there, Disney? A “princess” for “Prince
Charming”?”

He scoffed at the nickname, but there was nothing he could do about it.
It was his name now.

He should ask Disney for royalties.

“It hasn’t happened yet.”

“Disney royalties?” I mused, turning my head to watch Blake’s ass
when she bent down to get something.

“What? Disney royalties?” Walker asked, confused.

“Continue,” I sighed, gesturing with my glove while he did splits the
other way.

“My family believes in soulmates. Like, you see a girl and just know...”

I nodded, wondering if I was actually a long lost member of the Davis
clan since I too believed in soulmates.

“It’s stupid,” he muttered, frowning at Soto as he missed a practice shot
by a mile. “It hasn’t happened for any of my brothers. Hasn’t happened to
me. It’s probably not going to happen.”

I hit him on the shoulder as he tried to get up from his stretch. “Cheer
up, Walker. I believe in soulmates too. So does Lincoln.”

“Really?” he asked, his eyes excited.

“Yep. And since you’re in the circle of trust—"

“I thought you said there wasn’t a circle of trust.”

I shrugged. “It’s a new thing. ANYWAYS...before you so rudely
interrupted me, I was about to tell you that I bet you’ll find your girl.”

He whined. “Can we stop talking about this now?”

I chuckled and shot Blake another look. “Never.”



We’d just started the game when I noticed it...a group of idiotic frat boys
sitting behind Blake in the stands, obviously intent on getting her attention.

A spike of jealousy shot through me, which was stupid—she had my
cum dripping out of her pussy—but still!

Leaning forward, I squinted, trying to read their lips.

Damn it, I couldn't make out what they were saying—not that I had ever
possessed that skill before—but the idiots were definitely flirting with her.
My jaw clenched. I could not play under these conditions.

I turned to one of the staff members hovering behind the bench and
flashed my most charming smile. "Hey, buddy, you think you could do me a
little favor?"

The guy’s eyes widened eagerly, and he nodded his head so hard, he
kinda looked like one of those bobbleheads. "Yeah, of course, Ari, anything.
What do you need?"

I pointed discreetly at the guys attempting to chat up Blake. She was
trying to ignore them, but the shitheads were being persistent. Who throws
popcorn at a hot girl to get their attention?

Why Ari, a frat boy, of course.

"See those guys over there? I need you to give them new seats...kick
them out if you have to. Got it?"

The staff member grinned and gave me a thumbs-up. "Consider it done,
Ari."

With that, he walked over to the guy in the stands, and a tense
conversation later, they were being moved elsewhere.

Mission accomplished.

I returned my focus back to the game. I continued to steal glances at
Blake though, making sure no one else was trying to swoop in. She was
mine, and no one else's, and I intended to make that abundantly clear, both
on and off the ice.

Blake



The game had just begun, and I was settled in my seat, doing my best to
follow what was happening on the ice. Hockey was so fast moving—it was
hard to keep up. The arena was on fire tonight though. L.A. was facing off
against Las Vegas and the fans were going nuts.

Unfortunately I had attracted the attention of some very...persistent
guys in the row behind me. No matter what I did, they were not getting the
hint I wasn’t interested. They'd been trying to get me to talk to them ever
since the puck dropped, and while I’d initially attempted to be polite, their
relentlessness was past the point of being annoying.

Something hit the back of my head, and I glanced down to see that
they’d thrown some popcorn at me.

Mature guys. I was definitely ready to spread my legs with that move.

Hopefully they hadn’t chewed on it first.

A few minutes passed, and my frustration grew. The Cobras were
playing out of their minds, but I was having a tough time getting to enjoy it.
The assholes had gotten so aggressive that one of them was in my ear,
telling me how hot I was.

Just when I was about to give up and move to another seat, security
personnel appeared, flanking the group. My eyes widened as I watched
them, and the guys, who had been so vocal just moments ago, now
resembled scared little mice.

Security spoke to them sternly, and it didn't take long for the guys to
begrudgingly gather their belongings and follow them away from their
seats. I was instantly relieved, and I turned my attention back to the game,
glad I could actually pay attention now.

Just a few minutes later however, a Cobras employee, dressed in team
gear, took their place. She held up a massive sign, large enough to rival a
billboard, and my eyes widened in disbelief as I read the words written on
it.

"Property of Ari Lancaster," the sign declared boldly, an arrow pointing
downward directly at me.

I blinked, stunned into silence for a moment, before a surprised burst of
laughter bubbled up from my chest.

People around us were staring, and I shrunk into my seat, my face on
fire with embarrassment.

But also pride...because I wanted to belong to Ari. I was well aware 1
was the luckiest girl in the world to have him like I did.



A few minutes later, I glanced up at the jumbotron, shocked to see my
face up there on the massive screen. The crowd erupted into laughter and
cheers at the sight of me and the sign. I was caught in a whirlwind of
emotions—embarrassment, amusement, and a strange warmth spreading
through me.

I glanced at Ari who was leaning against the glass, pointing at me with
both hands, an impish grin on his ridiculously hot face that made my heart
skip a beat. I couldn't help but laugh, shaking my head in disbelief.

A few minutes later, another Cobras employee sat in one of the empty
seats behind me, also with the oversized sign. She waved it enthusiastically,
drawing my attention away from the game once more. The sign read, "I’m
serious,” and it had an arrow that pointed to the other sign. She held it high
for everyone to see.

This, of course, attracted the camera crew, and I found myself again up
on the jumbotron.

This continued through the game...a Cobras employee would come out
with a sign that they’d flash above my head, and the jumbotron would flash
a shot of me. The signs included such gems as:

"Ari's Better Half"

"Blake's Got Ari Fever!"

"No Trespassing: Ari's Territory"

"Ari's Soulmate: Hands Off!"

"Reserved for Ari's Queen"

"Property of #24 Ari Lancaster"

"Blake's the Goal, Ari's the Assist"

"Ari’s MVP"

"Warning: She’s Taken"

Ari was obviously determined to keep the spotlight on me, and the
crowd seemed to love every moment of it. It was endearing and absurd, and
that warm feeling in my chest...it was growing.

With two minutes to go, Ari executed a flawless pass, setting up a
potential goal-scoring opportunity for Tommy. The tension in the arena was
palpable, the crowd holding its collective breath as the puck soared toward
the opposing team's net.

The shot was taken, and my heart raced. Time seemed to slow down, the
fate of the game hanging in the balance. The puck hit the back of the net,
and the arena went absolutely insane. Cobras up by one!



As the seconds ticked away, it became clear that the Cobras were going
to win. The final buzzer sounded, and the crowd erupted in jubilation. And
Ari had one more sign for me...”Ari’s Lucky Charm.”

It was only later, when we were on our way home, the road stretched out
before us, that I started to second guess the signs...and the meaning behind
them. I felt the heaviness of my unspoken doubts and fears pressing on my
chest. The silence that had been comfortable only moments before, was
now pregnant with the weight of the questions I needed to ask.

Finally, I found the courage to voice the thoughts that had been haunting
my mind. My voice was barely a whisper as I said, "Ari, do you ever worry
about...about what happened with Clark? That I’ll cheat on you because I
cheated on him?"

His eyes remained focused on the road ahead, his profile bathed in the
gentle glow of the car's dashboard. After a moment, he let out a sigh, his
voice warm and reassuring. “Not even for a second. And besides...I’d never
let you. I’d never let any other man get in the picture.”

His words tried to wash over me like a warm, soothing wave...but there
was still a lingering ache...

“My mother cheated on my father and that’s why he went crazy that
night,” I whispered. “I found it out after I’d been adopted, found all the
articles online.”

“Sunshine, that’s not you.”

“But isn’t it? Because I remember, Dad did all the things you were
supposed to. I used to walk in on them dancing in the kitchen, thinking to
myself I couldn’t wait to have a love like that. He brought her flowers every
week. Treated her like a queen. And she still stabbed him in the back.”

I bit down on my trembling lip. “Isn’t that like what I did to Clark? Hurt
a good man?”

I didn’t know why this was coming out now. Maybe it was because I
hadn’t been able to apologize to Clark. Maybe it was because, every day,
Ari seemed too good to be true. A dream I could never live without.

The car suddenly seemed suffocating, like I was going to pass out if I
was trapped in here for one more moment.



“Please pull over,” I gasped, a panic attack fluttering to life, the edges of
my vision turning to black.

Ari immediately pulled to the side of the road, and I was jumping out of
the car before he’d even stopped all the way, taking in big desperate gulps
of air.

Ari’s arms wrapped around me and he held me against his chest.

"Deep breath, angel, and then exhale slowly. You're doing great,” he
murmured soothingly.

And T was transported to another time, another place, when he’d said
those same exact words...

His heart seemed to beat against my back, and somehow, my breaths
were able to slow.

Ari slowly turned me in his arms, and then grabbed my chin so I had no
choice but to look at him.

"Let’s get something perfectly fucking clear, sunshine. You didn’t cheat
on Clark. You were never supposed to be with him. He was a fucking
imposter, holding you back from your destiny. Clark wasn't your soulmate.
You weren’t supposed to be with him. You were always supposed to be with
me. No matter the circumstances, I would have found you, stolen you away.
It wouldn’t have mattered if you were married with ten fucking kids—I
would have made you mine.” His fingers dug into my skin, more intensity
in his features than I’d ever seen before. “We were always meant to be
together, Blake. No matter what."

A hiccuped sob burst from my mouth, and he gave me a gentle smile,
his thumb tracing delicate patterns on my cheek. "Blake," he whispered,
"you're the love of my fucking life."

Tears were streaming down my face, my heart beating erratically as his
words flowed through me...and remade me.

“You love me?” I whispered. Because I’d heard those words before
from a man, but somehow they’d never felt like this.

They’d never felt real.

“You haven’t been listening very good, sunshine. My soul’s been
whispering it to you every day.”

His lip