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Description: Never meant to cross that line with a soccer superstar
and my insufferable boss.

Vaughn Graham, a grumpy billionaire soccer superstar never valued
me and | hated him for that.

But one explosive argument and we end up having fiery sex right on
his desk, leaving my world spinning.

Now we’re back to our roles—dutiful secretary and arrogant
player—pretending nothing happened.

Yet the memory of his touch haunts me, and | can’t ignore the
electricity crackling between us.

As his demands grow more unreasonable and my frustration mounts,
I’'m torn between my burning desire and the need to prove my worth.
He thinks he can have it all—the fame, the game, and me at his beck
and call.

I’'m done playing by his rules.

It's time to show this cocky athlete that I'm not just another conquest,
and that he’'d be lost without me.

But | can't resist falling for him...
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Chapter one

Chapter One

Rachel

Meow!

With the speed of light and the lurking feeling of failure hovering over me in my bed,
| throw the covers off my body and sit up straight with swollen, pulsing eyes and hair
that birds would rather die than nest in.

“'mup! ’'mup! I'm up!”

Leaning over to the large pillow by my side, | plant a heavy kiss on the head of my
roommeate and best friend, Archie.

Meow.
The chubby orange thing never fails me when it comes to getting me ready for the
dreary days of my life. | blink the sleep out of my eyes and jump out of bed to

stumble into the bathroom.

| don’t think about either the comfort of my bed or the comfort of homemade coffee
as| pick up my toothbrush and, later, hop under a hot shower.

As the water pours through my scalp and down my body, | shake my head slowly and



wonder about the last time I’ve had a proper bath—with candles, a good historical
romance novel, and wine on a cool evening with no worries or responsibilities the
next day.

My life seems to be breezing right past me, and even now, | can picture Vaughn, my
six-foot-four boss with his sleeve tattoos, kicking me around a field, a horn on either
side of his head, and a wicked smile stretching his cheek.

Vaughn is apain in my ass, but maybe I’'m just the only one who sees him that way.
Every time he pulls up to Vaughn Charity Center—which seems to be every day now,
since his injury—he has a wide, welcoming smile for everyone except me. It's almost
like once he sets his eyes on me, his face turns sour, and suddenly, he tugs at his
collar like my presenceis suffocating. It's something | don’t seem to understand.

Everyone admires him, from the janitor who willingly offers to park his car properly
to the receptionist who always has a cup of coffee ready. Most people call him an
angel without a doubt, and boy, does he look angelic!

His face is in such perfect symmetry that it is amost otherworldly, sculpted with
delicate lines that hold both strength and gentleness. He has high cheekbones and a
jawline that speaks of his strength. Two large, soulful brown eyes stare at you when
he speaks, conveying every flicker of thought and feeling without aword. When heis
elated, they widen even more and have alighter shade. When he is angry, you can see
them turn dark amber.

| heard the faint ringing of my phone coming from the bedroom, pulling me from my
thoughts. Quickly, I rinse thelather off my head and grab my towel. There are only
two people in the world who call me so early in the morning: Vaughn and my mother.
| enter the room and find Archie hissing at my phone, the hair on his back rising.

It's with great luck that he hasn’'t thought of knocking the phone off the bed yet.



Sometimes, | wonder why the orange cat thinks he has more rights to my bed than my
phone. Before now, | used to keep my phone on the dresser, only to wake up and find
it knocked to the ground, making me miss my alarms. Archie loves his sleep very
much, and anything that dares to wake him from that slumber will have to deal with
the consequences.

| see him raising his paw to strike at my phone.

“Don’t, Archie!” | yell at him. He looks up at me and cocks his head. “Go away,” |
say, waving him off the bed with one hand while | hold on to my towel with the
other.

| read the number displayed on the screen, the last four digits jumping at me and
causing my heart to flutter. Somehow, | have convinced myself that not saving my
mother’s number will do much good for me as | will no longer feel that anxiety creep
up on me every time my phone starts buzzing. However, | can still recognize her
number without even having it saved.

“Hello,” | say, pressing the warm device against my ear.

“Hey, Ray!”

| hate whenever she calls me that, like I'm still eight years old, standing in front of
the bathroom mirror while she whispers sweet nonsense to me. | can imagine what
conversation that girl would be having with my twenty-seven-year-old self now when
she realizes that the mother we used to love so much has become our second biggest
problem—after Vaughn, of course.

“Mother,” | reply in aflat voice.

“Didn’t expect you to be up this early.”



“Why did you call then? To interrupt my sleep?’

“No, can we just not fight right now?”’

“I’m not fighting you or anyone. You are the one who is calling my phone, and how
can | help?’ | raise a brow, drumming my fingers on the dresser impatiently as the
cold begins to seep into my bones.

“Leo and | are getting married this weekend.”

“Good for you,” | blurt, my eyes stinging, the news hitting me like a bucket of ice
blocks thrown on my face.
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“You don’'t sound happy.”

“What do you want me to do? Throw a party because you are marrying your second
husband since my father died?’

“Ray, you can’'t keep blaming me for the death of your father. I'm sorry | moved on.
He loved you as a daughter, but | have needs, t0o.” Her voice cracked as she spoke.

“Too bad. | had needs too when you left me and Father for months with a failing
heart to go have fun!”

“Christ! What would you have had me do? We were divorced. Did you expect me to
leave my husband and come running? Y ou have no idea what your father did to me!

Noidea! You werejust akid!”

“l don't care. | couldn’t care. It's not going to change the fact that he died, and you
seem pretty fine with that.”

“You can't keep pushing me away because my marriage with your father did not
work. You can’'t keep doing that! It isas much hisfault asitis mine.”

“Well, you' re not dead, Mom! Happy?’
“Ray, listen to me—"

“1’m going to be late for work. What do you need from me, Mom? Is there anything |
can help you with?’



There is a brief pause with alot of heavy breathing in the background. | am making
lines on the mahogany table with my fingernail, a heavy weight on my chest making
it difficult for me to breathe.

“Will you come? | want you to,” she saysin aflurry.

“Why? Why would | come to your wedding? Why put myself through that level of
hurt?’

“Ray ...

“Goodbye, Mother.”

“Don’'t you—"

The phone line clicks dead. | drop my phone on the dresser and take two deep
breaths. My heart threatens to give out, and a tear slips from my eye. Suddenly, | feel
a soft thud beside me. | look down, and there is Archie, watching me with his big,
green eyes. Without a word, he pads over and climbs into my lap, kneading my legs
gently before curling up against me. | can feel the warmth of his body through my
clothes, and as he begins to purr, the steady, soothing vibration feels like it's
unraveling some of the tightnessin my chest.

“Hey, Archie. Thank you,” | whisper, running my fingers through his soft fur. He
presses his head into my hand in response, his purrs growing louder. | can’t help but
smile just a little as he curls tighter against me. Somehow, he knows. He aways
knows when | need him most.

Between my mother’s call and Archie’'s little cuddle session, | managed to get to the
office an hour late. As | sit in the traffic leading to the last turn before getting to the
office, | contemplate exiting the car and just walking down to the office. Two missed



calls from Vaughn mean | have to put my phone in airplane mode.

His breakfast sits on the passenger seat next to me. My eyes glance at the clock on the
dashboard—9:15 a.m. There is a sea of red brake lights stretching ahead of me. | sigh
and rest my head on the steering wheel. | am going to have quite a horrible day.
Vaughn will kill me for messing up his breakfast schedule by over half an hour and
fourteen minutes.

He has a thing with time where anything later than thirty minutes is enough to incur
his wrath. Even his managers knownot to interrupt his schedule ever, and here | am, a
sitting duck with no hope in sight, the universe playing some kind of cruel joke. |
curse my mother under my breath for messing up my emotional and mental state.

| flick on the radio, trying to drown out the noise of honking horns and my own rising
tension. The soft hum of a pop song fills the car, but it does little to ease the knot in
my stomach. My mind is aready at the office—meetings, emails, and the stack of
paperwork | left unfinished the night before all racing through my thoughts.

The car in front of me crawls forward again, and | press the gas, moving another few
feet before slamming on the brakes once more. | glance out the window at the chaos
of downtown: pedestrians darting between cars, delivery trucks clogging side streets,
and cyclists weaving dangerously close to bumpers. It feels like the entire city is
stuck in this endless, infuriating gridlock.

The light ahead finally turns green, and the cars begin to move more steadily this
time. | say asilent prayer as| switch lanes, hoping it doesn’t end soon.

| finally arrive and race through the parking lot, juggling Vaughn’s coffee, breakfast,
and my bag in one hand while holding a stack of documentsin the other.

“Miss Rachel!” the receptionist calls my name as | walk through the door.



“Hey, Carmen. Is Mr. Vaughn around?’ | signal with my head.

“Asking that kind of stupid question”—I jump around to see Vaughn behind me with
his hands in his pockets and a scowl on his face—"knowing very well that | told you
| would be here every day for the next two weeks while my injury heals is just as
annoying as handing me a cold breakfast which | assume very well that you are about
to do.”

| open my mouth but cannot find the words. His jaw clenches, his nostrils flare, and
his eyes are dark blue.

“Do you have an explanation as to why you are just coming now?’ Hisvoiceis sharp,
cutting through the noise like awhip. | wince internally before looking up at him. He
is still wearing his sportswear after his usual rigorous training just before breakfast.
Typically, he would have changed into a more formal outfit just after his meal but
seeing that heis still in his sportswear means he is waiting for his breakfast.
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“Areyou deaf? Not aword?’ He snaps his fingersin my face.

“l ... 1 got caught in traffic.” My words stumble out of my mouth as | try to find a
more fitting lie. “My car was at the mechanic, so | picked it up, then—"

“Where is my meal? It looks like you are about to tell me a crap load of nonsense that
| am not interested in hearing,” he interrupts me.

Ouch!My eyes begin to sting. There's never a chance that Mr. Vaughn gives a flying
fuck what | am going through.

“Here.” | hand him the nylon containing his food and give him his cup of coffee.

“This had better not be cold or wrong in the least.” He yanks it out of my hands,
unsettling my balance so that everything else falls out of my hands.

“Shit,” | mumble as | squat to grab the items off the floor while Vaughn opens his
food. The savory smell of poached omelets and egg salad fills the room as Vaughn
takes a bite of hismeal.

“Still good.” He lets out a satisfying low grunt as he munches. | whisper a little
prayer in relief, seeing that | won't have to deal with the bigger problem of having to
go back and get him a new meal. He was annoyingly picky. Too crunchy? Tossit in
the bin. Half burnt? Hand it to a staff member. Wrong order? Nag about it all day.

There are times | want to quit my job, but the satisfaction that would give my mother
always throws me back into my career. She has always wanted me to be a lawyer like



her, but | want to be a model instead. For two reasons: | love modeling, and my
mother hatesit.

“My office now, Rachel!” Vaughn yells at me with a mouth full before turning to
walk away.

| finally get al the items off the floor and place them on the counter behind me,
where Carmen is watching me with curious blue eyes. | try to ignore her and focus on
putting everything together so it’'s easier to lift.

“1 don’t know what’s going on, but you have to put it under control. You seem to be
the only one here who keeps riling Vaughn. At this rate, you might get fired. Are you
sure you don’'t want to ask the management for a different role? Working at the front
desk isn’t all that bad.”

| feel the hot air escaping my nostrils as | level a firm gaze at her. Carmen is one of
the severa ladies in the center who desperately want to do everything within their
power if it means that they can get closer to him, including switching places with me,
as she suggests.

“l guess I'm glad he hasn't fired me after al.” | shrug and pick my items off the
counter. “You might actually make a great assistant for him, seeing how much you
adore him,” | finish with the fakest smile that | can muster and watch Carmen’s face
fall before walking away.

After two knocks, | turn the handle and walk in.

“Oh, God!” | exclamed, turning my eyes away from the figure in front of me.
Vaughn istopless, his hair wet from just having his bath.

“What? Y ou’ ve never seen atopless man before?’



| fumble with the stack of filesin my hands, trying not to let my gaze drift, but it is
impossible to ignore the sight in front ofme. Vaughn stands over a cabinet looking
through some files, shirtless, his back to me, muscles shifting smoothly under his tan
skin as he stretches his arms above his head.

Oh, God.

| quickly turn my head, pretending to be far more interested in the paperwork | am
holding, but my eyes betray me, flicking back to him. His body is perfect—Ilean but
muscular, with broad shoulders and a sculpted back that tapers into a trim waist. The
way the light from the window highlights every curve and line makes it impossible
not to stare. Heat creegps up my neck as my pulse quickens.

This is not the time.l silently scold myself, but my thoughts keep dlipping into
dangerous territory.

“So, | called you into my office because there has been a recent development.” He
turns to look at me while trying to ease into a shirt. His front is exposed in the
moments it takes him to put it on. My breath hitches in my throat as my eyes rest on
his firm, swollen chest, rising with every breath he takes.

My gaze travels lower, taking in the sharp lines of his abs, the defined muscles
seeming to ripple with every subtle movement. | swallow hard, feeling warmth
spreading through me that has nothing to do with the room temperature.

| shift awkwardly, pressing the files tighter against my chest as if they can shield me
from the wave of desire slowly creeping up on me.

“We are traveling to the UK tomorrow. Once you finish al your tasks here today,
head home and get packed.”



Hiswords hit me like a pack of bricks, jolting me out of my drooling.

“What?’

His brows furrow together. “Y ou heard me, right?’

“Well, the UK?1 didn't—"

“Your contract says you are available to travel at any time, doesn’'t it?’ | nodded my
head slowly.
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“We. Are. Traveling. To. The UK. Tomorrow!” He speaks slowly and dramatically,
pausing at each word as though | have little understanding of the English language.

“Yes, sir. How long, sir?’ | sigh, knowing there is no use arguing.
“l can't tell. A week. Two. A month. Doesn’t matter. It's part of the job now.”

“Not a problem,” | whisper, my thoughts screaming. Who will watch over Archie for
aweek amonth or more?

“Well, what are you waiting for? Go get started. You can’t stand here al day,” he
barked at me, dismissing me.

It was at least 10:30 p.m. before | got back to the apartment to find Archie growling
with hunger.

“Hey, boy,” | say as he rubs against my feet. | lower myself to scratch his head,
fondling him gently. “Sorry, | know you' re famished, but we have a bigger problem

on our hands. Who will take care of you for the next few days?’

| hiss and shake my head. The picture of Vaughn kicking a ball across the field with
my face drawn on it flashes through my mind as | make Archie’ s food.

Chapter two

Chapter Two



Vaughn

Two middle-aged men accost me, stopping me in my tracks, hands outstretched and
eager to shake mine.

“Vaughn! Great job today!” one of them beams, his grip firm as he pulls mein for an
unnecessary pat on the back.

“Thanks,” | mutter, forcing a smile while my eyes scan for an exit.

Just moments ago, when | stepped out of the conference room, a wave of relief
washed over me. The shoot was finally over, and al | wanted was to escape the
barrage of people. Now, | am standing in front of two men who seem rather
overzeaous in impressing me with their chatter.

Where is Rachel when you need her?

My eyes move from the entrance and begin wandering again as | search for her in the
room. | try to push out the buzz andchatter from my mind. A part of me desperately
wants to wave the cane in my hand around and ask everybody to shut up.

| am in afoul mood, thanks to those bloody stairs that have succeeded in setting me
back by another two months. | still curse that defender who tackled me on the field
two weeks ago. Now, | am missing the entire season and caught up with two old men
trying to read all my achievements back at me in an attempt to get my attention.

| spotted her in the corner. Her black hair is packed in a bun. Her green eyes twinkle
in excitement as a handsome man with amazing hair towers over her, holding her
hand in his. Her head tilts back, the light catching her hair, and for a moment, | forget
about the crowd pressing in on me.



Another scene comes rushing back to me—Jessica, two years ago, with my best
friend, or rather aformer best friend, at that party. Thiswas long before | caught them
two nights after my engagement. It is one of the many reasons | am so hostile toward
Rachel. She reminds me too much of Jessica.

That flowing black hair, those expressive green eyes that have a perpetua glint of
light behind them, and the striking resemblance. They could easily pass for sisters,
with Rachel being even prettier than Jessica. Sometimes, | catch myself admiring her
as she walks away from me. Those graceful steps make her lithe body sway from side

to side.

Something twists in my gut. The way she leans closer and places her hand lightly on
his chest. My irritation flares as | watch them, and | feel the heat rise to my cheeks.

“Vaughn! Can we get a photo together?” one of the men speaks, breaking my
concentration.

| force myself to nod, but my gaze remains locked on Rachel. She is still laughing,
completely oblivious to everything else around her. The cameras begin to click, and |
turn my gazetoward the photographer, barely able to force a smile. The men around
me are striking poses when my patience runs out.

“Excuse me,” | mutter, my voice clipped, as | push past the man blocking my exit.
“Just one more—"

| ignore the pleading voice behind me as | make my way up to Rachel.

“Rachel, we need to go.” | brush past the man standing in front of her deliberately.

He is not even that tall.| make a mental note of the man standing beside me with a



surprised look on his face.

“Oh, are you done?’ The shock on her face is unmistakable, and for a brief second, |
feel aflash of guilt because she looks terrified.
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“Yes,” | grumbled, “we are leaving.”
“Alright.” Her gaze returns to the man standing beside me. “Bye—"
“l saidnow!” | snap the word escaping before | can pull it back. Instantly, | regret the
edge in my tone as her smile fades. There is confusion mixed with a hint of hurt in

her eyes.

| limp to the car with Rachel trailing behind me as we exit the building, the silence
between us heavy.

The drive back to the hotel is painfully quiet, filled with unspoken words that hang in
the air. | can sense she is on edge, her eyes on the window near her as we speed past
buildings and people.

| glance at her, awave of guilt crashing over me. | clear my throat and begin to speak.

“I'snot you. | just . ..” | trail off, running a hand through my hair. “It’s been along
day. I’m having a hard time adjusting.”

“It's fine,” she mumbles, her eyes never leaving the window. “I understand the
incident with your knee must have contributed.”

“Yes, yes, that.” | rub my forehead, wondering how easy it is to get out of the
situation without an apology.

“We are here,” the cab driver announces as we come to a stop. | watch Rachel step



out of the car with her eyes on the ground.

“I"'m going for my training later in the afternoon. You can take my card and go
shopping for anything you need. Make sure to buy nice things for yourself, too. |
insist.”

Even though I’ m trying to sound nice and empathetic, the words come out harsh and
commanding, but it is the best | can do given the situation earlier. | turn away and
walk toward my room.

The second | step into the suite; | feel the tension roll off my shoulders. | toss my
jacket onto the couch and sit at the edge of the bed, rubbing a hand over my face.

Silence. Finaly.

But, of course, that doesn’t last long. Two rapid knocks on my door cause me to sigh
heavily.

“Comein!”

Rachel walksin with atired expression. Her hand stretches out in front of her.

“Y our mother is on the phone.”

My mother is the last person | want to speak to right now. The news of my
aggravating injury must have reached her, seeing that | am limping around London all
day with a stick. Surely, one of those eager journalists has taken a picture. Nothing
can stop her priceless gem of a son. How else will she maintain her elite status and

brag to her elegant friends?

| clench my jaw and wave my hand at her. “Tell her I'’'m busy.”



Thereisabrief pause before Rachel responds. “ She said it’ s important.”

“Just tell her I'm busy, Rachel. | don’t have time for this.”

“Okay.” Rachel backs away from me involuntarily, placing the phone to her ear and
quietly murmuring into it.

“Anything else?’ | mutter, still not turning to face her.
“Nothing,” she replies, moving toward the door, but something catches my eye—a
tray on the small table near the window. | frown. A plate of food, neatly arranged, sits

on the tray.

“Rachel,” | call her name, irritation already prickling at the edges of my voice, “what
the hell isthat?’

She glances at the tray, then back at me. “Breakfast,” she says, her tone neutral.

“You want me to have breakfast before training, or you ssmply want me to eat a cold
breakfast when I'm back from training?’ My voice raises several octaves.

Realization creeps across her face, and she moves toward the tray of food.
“Sorry, sir?’ Her voice trembles.
“l don't eat breakfast before training. You know that. It's been two years working

with me, Rachel.” The words come out sharper than | intend, but | am aready too
annoyed to care. “Take it away.”
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Rachel nods quickly, grabbing the tray. | watch her, dlightly annoyed by how she
cowers in my presence, not even putting up defiance. A part of me wants her to fight
back to tell me | am being a jerk, but like everyone else, she nods her head in
agreement and does as | say.

“Anything else | should know?’ | ask, my voice dripping with sarcasm as she moves
toward the door. She doesn’'t say a word as she shakes her head dightly with the tray
balanced carefully in her hands. | lean back against the headboard, pinching the
bridge of my nose, trying to stop the pounding in my skull.

“Go on then.”

As she reaches the door, it bursts open, ssamming back against the wall with a loud
bang. Rachel stumbles backward, the tray flying out of her hands, the dishes crashing
to the floor asa group of fans suddenly flood into the room, screaming and rushing
forward.

“Rachel!” | shout, bolting up from the bed.

“It's him!” A group of girls scream as they charge toward me, completely ignoring
Rachel on the ground. “Please sign my ball.”

“Everyone, calm down! I’ [l sign outside the door to the hallway.”

They all rush out into the hallway the same way they came. | reach down and grab
Rachel’s arm.



“What thehellwas that?’ | growl, my voice dangerously low. “How did they even get
in here?’

“1 don’t know.” Rachel blinks at me, clearly shaken but still trying to keep that calm
exterior.

“Did you not think to ensure the security of the hotel first? What is this?’

“I...I'll talk to management—"

“You should’ ve done thatbeforethey barged in here!l” | snap, running a hand through
my hair in frustration. “This is your job, Rachel. To handle things like this. Not to
stand there like you’ ve got no ideawhat’ s going on.”

Her face is pale, and she opens her mouth to respond, but no words come ouit.

“Just . . . getit sorted,” | mutter, turning away from her and putting on a bright smile
as| step out into the hallway.

Chapter three

Chapter Three

Rachel

Ipress my finger against my temple as my head threatens to blow up in smithereens
from the throbbing headache radiating to the left side of my face. | hear knocking on

the door and turn toward the sound.

“Comein!” | yell, expecting it to be Mr. Nicholas, the driver.



“Are you done here?’ The driver pokes his head through the door, his cap shielding
his perpetually bloodshot eyes. On some days, | have the overwhelming need to do a
drug test on him. There is no way he is not on some substance. But Vaughn couldn’t
care less.

“Mr. Nick, I’'m done packing. | believe you can take this downstairs,” | say, pushing
the bag toward him.

He catches the rolling box with his feet and looks up at me.

“1 have orders to escort you out of your room,” he saysin agrave voice.

“I don’t understand.”

“Mr. Vaughn said not to let you out of my sight. He wants me to make sure you are
safe.”

“l1 am fine, Mr. Nick. Just get the bags to the car.”

“We are all leaving together. Fans are swarming the hostel premises. | parked the car
behind the hotel, so we are going that way—and | have to take you with me.”

| move toward the window and draw the curtains back. Looking down, | see hundreds
of people surrounding the building. The shut windows and our being on the fifteenth

floor mean | can’'t hear them.

“Alright, let’s go,” | say to Mr. Nicholas, pulling the hoodie over my head.
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We step out into the hallway, which is completely deserted and eerily quiet. The
elevator dings open, and we enter. Mr. Nicholas presses the button for the ground
floor.

“And Mr. Vaughn—nhow is he doing?’ | ask.

Mr. Nicholas turns to look at me with sad eyes and shrugs. “Not so great, | suppose.
He has been in a showdown with management all afternoon.”

| swallow the crushing feeling of despair in my chest. Even though | know none of
thisis my fault, I know Vaughn well enough to realize that | am not going to go scot-
free with this. | had explicitly told the hotel to keep it discreet. Knowing how they
operate, it is no surprise they have probably sold the information to some big network
company for publicity and afew extra bucks.

Mr. Nicholas did poorly in conveying Vaughn's state of mind because, even before
we step out of the elevator, | hear Vaughn's voice ringing out loudly. We turn the
corner, and there he is, pacing across the hotel suite. His jaw is tight, one hand
curlinginto a fist while the other pushes hair out of his face. | can see the distended
green veins aong the side of his neck.

“1 paid so much more to you to keep my identity here very discreet, and now we have
this? And you are telling me that it could have been anyone who leaked it? What,

then, did we pay you for?’

He steps dangeroudly close to the hotel’ s manager, seething with rage.



“Mr. Vaughn,” the manager begins, placing a hand on Vaughn's shoulder, which is
quickly shrugged off. “We sincerely apologize for the inconvenience. We've
increased security, and we're confident we can control the situation. We strongly
advise you to stay here for your safety instead of—"

Vaughn cuts him off, his voice low and steady but filled with the kind of authority
that brooks no argument. “We're leaving. Now.”

The manager’ s smile falters. “But, Mr. Vaughn, it’sreally not—"

“l expect a refund before the close of business tomorrow—unless, of course, you
want me to throw the full weight of my legal team at you.”

“Mr. Vaughn—"

“Is everyone set to go?”’

“Yes,” | answer.

Vaughn's eyes narrowed on me. “You and | have a lot of talking to do, but first, |
need to get out of here and be at the training ground.”

As soon as the words leave his lips, he turns and begins to move toward the exit.

The bodyguards follow him swiftly—one overtaking him to lead, another flanking
my side, and Mr. Nicholas taking up the rear as we move toward the exit.

The bodyguard presses his finger to his earpiece, his brow furrowing. “The crowd’s
pressing in near the exit. We'll have to go out the back.”

Vaughn turns around and takes one look at me. “ Stay close!”



As we step out through the back door, a small iron door that swings outward, the cold
morning air hits us. | can hear the noise now, even though we are far away from the
main exit. The chanting voices of a hundred, maybe a thousand fans, fill the air.

“Hey, there heis! Mr. Vaughn isright here!l” | turn in the direction of the loud voice.
It'salone boy in his late teens holding out aball and dashing toward us.

“Hurry to the car now,” the bodyguard beside me hisses, grabbing my arm and
starting to propel me toward the car. “ Stay back!” he hisses at the boy, who continues
advancing toward us regardless. “| said stay back,” he repeats, pulling a gun from his
pocket and pointing it at the boy.

| am stunned, a lump forming in my throat. The boy gets the message and
immediately falls to the ground with his hands raised to the sky. We al hurry to the
black limousine, waiting down the alley. It al happens fast, and soon, Vaughn and |
are wedged between the two bodyguards.

As we speed away, | catch sight of the screaming crowd rushing in our direction. For
at least a hundred meters, they charge like mindless zombies hunting their first meal.
Then, just as suddenly, they all stop and start waving. As they fade into the distance,

one thought lingersin my mind: how could they have known where to find us?

“Why did you do that?’ | adjust in my seat and turn to the bodyguard who pointed the
gun at the boy.

He looks down at me with araised brow and a smirk.

“Why would you point agun at him?’

“Would you have preferred that the crowd got to us first?”’



“That doesn’t warrant pointing agun at him. What if it had gone off and shot him?’

“It was a stun gun.” Vaughn places his hand on my knee and squeezes. “It’s fine now.
Just relax.”
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| look up at him, shocked by the sudden display of affection. His eyes are a warmer
hue, and his characteristic scowl is gone. A strange calm washes over me as my heart
slows, but just as that warm side of him jumps out, it vanishes just as quickly.
Vaughn removes his hand from my knee, as though a hot pot had singed him, before
looking out the window.

The car drops me off at the new hotel before driving off with Vaughn to his training
center.

As soon as | put all of Vaughn's items in his room and arrange his clothes in his
wardrobe, | rush back to my room and pull the Aspirin tablets from my bag. Without
hesitation, | pop two pills into my mouth. My hand is smarting like hell where the
door had hit my fingers. | find some ice and place it over the sore area before
dropping onto my bed.Finally, some rest.

Grr. Grr.

“No!” | let out aloud cry as | pull my hair and run my palms across my face. The
ringing doesn’t stop, and | know if it's Mr. Vaughn, he will make my day even more
miserable for not being at his beck and call during work hours.

| pick up the phone, and sure enough,My Bossis displayed across the screen.

“Hello,” | say in atired, flat tone, hoping he will catch on to how exhausted | am.

“Areyou at the hotel now?’



“Yes, gir.”

“How isit?’

“Up to standards, as you would have loved it,” | say, throwing in an exaggerated
yawn in case he hasn’t gotten the clue.

“And the food?”

“1 gave them very specific instructions on how it should be prepared.”

“Good then. Meet me at the training ground. Bring my lunch here.”

“Hello?’

“1 said meet me at the training ground. I’ m sending Nick back to get you.”

“Oh, okay,” | mumble and bury my face in my palm. The line clicks dead, and | let
out a loud screech before punching the air with my fist. “God, | just want a bloody

nap.

Mr. Nicholas finds me standing in the same spot he dropped me off before. In my
hand is a pack of food.

“Hey, Nick,” | greet him as | get into the front seat with him.

“You look like you have seen a ghost. Have you had any rest today?’

“Not that | know of,” | say as | lean back into the soft leather seat and shut my eyes.
That simple act sends me straight into a short nap.



It is Mr. Nicholas shaking me vigorously that rudely interrupts my peaceful napping
experience. “We're here,” he announces.

“Sorry.” | rub my eyesas | step out of the car. We are standing in front of what looks
like anormal building with men in black prowling the premises.

We move past the hefty guards at the door after they finish frisking us and swiping
their metal detectors. | find myself standing inside what 1ooks like a stadium. No one
would have guessed that such beauty is hidden inside such a simple-looking building.

The soccer field stretches out in front of me, a pristine sea of green, with lines neatly
marking the boundaries. The air is cool, and the smell of freshly cut grass mixed with
the faint scent of new paint hits my nostrils. | ook up and see a lonefigure sprinting
across the field, dribbling a ball past the lined-up cones.

He appears super focused on getting past the cones, and our sudden appearance does
not faze him. Just watching him stirs something inside of me. | watch as he moves
across the field, fast and precise, his feet controlling the ball like it’s an extension of
his body. His muscles ripple with every kick, every pivot, his white shirt clinging to
his back, soaked in sweat. My eyes trace the strong lines of his arms and back, and
my mouth suddenly feels parched.

Effortlessly, he finds the back of the net, the ball flying into the top corner. That is
when he turns to hisright and jogsin our direction. Thereisalimp in his steps, and |
can tell that he is straining himself just to train. His hair is damp, sticking to his
forehead as he arrivesin front of me. I hand him the pack of food.

He doesn’'t hesitate to rip the nylon open. | watch him take several bites in
succession. The sweat dribbles down his face, and a drop just sits at the top of his
nose, threatening to fall into his egg salad and spinach. | want to tell him, but he gets
to it before me, wiping it off with the back of hiswrist.



“Fans taken care of 7’ he asks, histone clipped but his mouth full and moving.

“Yes,” | sigh, hoping that he will not make me stay any longer than | have to.
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He picks up the bottle of water sitting by the fence and chugs it while holding his
food in one hand. In al of this, he looks rather content and not the vicious boss who
seems to scare everyone.

“Areyou sureit’s safe to be training with your knee?’

He looks up at me, saying nothing as he continues to chew slowly. | can tell that he
thinks | am asking a stupid question. | look down at my fingers and rub them slowly.
| can see a swelling beginning to appear around the areawhere it stings.

“What happened to your fingers?’ His gaze shifts down to my hand before | can pull
it away.

“1t's nothing,” | mutter, feeling embarrassed. “Got a bit bruised when the door swung

open.

Without a word, Vaughn reaches for my hand, his fingers surprisingly gentle as they
close around mine. His touch is warm, and there' s a softness in the way he turns my
hand over to inspect the bruise. His thumb brushes over the tender spot, and for a
moment, my breath catches.

It's strange to see him like this, focused but not in that cold, detached way I'm used
to. It’s the first time he is paying me any attention outside of work, which is often
negative. | look at him as he inspects my hand. What could possibly be going through
his mind? Does he like my manicure? Does he find my fingers too thin or my hands
too coarse? But then, just as quickly, he drops my hand, just like he had done when
he first placed his hand on my kneein the car.



“You'll befine,” he says, hisvoiceflat. “You can tell Nick to take you to the hospital
to have it checked out if it bothers you so much. Make sure you both get back here in
time, though. I'll be training for the next”—he pauses and flips his wrist to check the
time—"“three hours. Besides, every day not spent training is a day wasted.”

As he says the last words, he turns and jogs back onto the field.

| stare after him, my hand still tingling where his fingers touched. That's it? No
concern, no acknowledgment of what just happened—just back to business as usual.

| sigh, shaking my head as | watch him call for the ball again. Another man | hadn’t
noticed earlier throws a ball at him, and in seconds, his focus is completely back on
the game. He dribbles it with that same relentless intensity, his body moving in
perfect sync with the ball. Another shot flies into the net, and the soundof the ball
hitting the back of the goal echoes across the empty field.

“Mr. Nick?' | turn around to find the driver, who is sitting three rows behind me.
There isawide smile on his face as he watches Vaughn. | fedl irritation creep across
my skin.

“Yes?

“Take me home. We have to be back in three hours, and | really need anap asit is.”
There is no way | am going to waste another three hours waiting for him to be done
with training.

Chapter four

Chapter Four

Vaughn



“Didn’'t | ask you to get this checked yesterday? What were you then doing in the
three hours you were gone?’ | say, watching her face.

Today, she looks almost breathtaking. At the back of my mind, | always knew she
was a beautiful woman, but it’s stark and glaring now, making it hard to look away.
The way the lip gloss gives her lips awet, exciting invite.

“I ...l wastired. | dept off when | got home.”

“Y ou were supposed to go straight to the hospital,” | carry on scolding her as | finish
wrapping her hand. She winces as | wrap the gauze around her hand. | try as gently as
| can, but she yelps from time to time, complaining about the tenderness.

We are till at it when Nicholas walks into the room with a bag slung over his
shoulder. He smiles in our direction as ifexperiencing a blissful moment. | became
aware of the close distance between Rachel and me. Slowly, | moved away from
Rachel and drop her hand.

“What?’ | bark at him, irritated by the smile on his face.

“Thejet isflying back to New Y ork.”

“Are al the bags loaded?”’

“Yes,” hereplies, nodding aggressively.

“Alright,” | say, waving my hand and dismissing him.

| turn back to Rachel, who is inspecting her bandaged hand and poking it with a
finger.



“Stop doing that. Y ou are going to make it swell even more. Let’sgo.”

The morning air bites as we walk toward the jet, the sky just beginning to lighten
with streaks of soft pink and orange. My body feels like it's made of lead. Every
muscle screams, and my eyes burn. | am back on my cane, my knees burning. | had
hoped that moving them allittle would help loosen the taunt muscles and tendons, but
now, it is even worse than before.



Page 10

Source Creation Date: July 4, 2025, 9:43 am

Rachel catches up to me, and she eyes me from head to toe, her eyes pausing for a
while on my knee.

“You know, a day spent resting isn't a day wasted.” | can see the glint of mischief in
her eyes as she moves past me, walking ahead as if mocking me for moving slowly.
A smile creeps up my face. | am not sure why, but | find it funny that she has just
insulted me with a single sentence. My heart flutters with that brief interaction, and |
suddenly feel giddy.

My eyes rest on her backside as it swaysin front of me. She is wearing a rather short
gown, and her legs are gleaming. The way her butt bounces with each step makes the
blood rush down to my groin. | ook away instantly, afraid of having a boner.

Get ahold of yourself, Vaughn.

The cabin is quiet when we step inside. | let out a breath and drop into one of the
leather seats, immediately closing my eyes and feeling the weight of exhaustion
dragging me down.

The pilot’s voice booms over the speaker, and | secure myself with the seat belt. The
plane starts up with a soft hum, which | find rather soothing. | let my head fall back
against the seat.

In a few hours, we will be back in New York and back to business. A few hours of
sleep is needed. | shut my eyes firmly and recline further into my seat. I'm just
starting to drift off when | hear Rachel’ s voice—soft but firm, whispering.



“Yes, I'll need to cancel the meeting for this afternoon. Mr. Vaughn is unavailable
today, sorry. We'll have to reschedule. How about next week?’

| crack one eye open and see Rachel speaking into her phone.

“Who isthat, and what are you rescheduling?’ | mumble.

Rachel jumps dlightly, not expecting me to be awake. She turns toward me, her phone
still at her ear. “Mr. Devon was requesting a video conference once we land. Seeing
your condition, I'm not sure you need that right now,” she says simply, covering the
mouthpiece of the phone for a moment.

| want to say something, to tell her not to make decisions on my behalf, but | blink
instead and adjust in my seat. She's not wrong. | try to shut my eyes again when her
phone starts to buzz again.

“Ugh! Shut it down. Who isit?”’

“Y our mother.”

My eyes fly open, and | look at Rachel, who is staring at the screen, her thumb
hovering over the Decline button.

“Wait,” | say, surprising both of us. “I’ll talk to her.”

Rachel hands me the phone, her brows raised in mild surprise, and | swipe to answer.

“Vaughn, darling,” my mother’s voice flows through the line, smooth and controlled
asif she'saways on stage. “It’ s been too long since we' ve spoken.”

“Yeah, I’ve been busy,” | say, keeping my voice neutral.



“Busy,” she repesats, her tone making the word sound like an accusation. “Too busy
for your own family?’

| pinch the bridge of my nose, aready feeling the headache forming. “Mom, you
know what it’ s like. I'm managing the team, handling sponsorship deals, and—"

“ And neglecting the people who matter most,” she cuts me off, her voice tightening.
“Vaughn, | understand your career is important, but so is your family. When was the
last time you visited? When was the | ast time you called your father?’

| glance at Rachel out of the corner of my eye. She's pretending not to listen, but |
can tell she's catching every word. Her face is calm, but there's a flicker of
something—judgment, maybe?—in her expression. | grit my teeth, irritated by the
entire situation.

“I’ve been busy,” | repeat, my voice harder now. “I’ll call him when | have time.”

“You always say that.” My mother sighs, and | can picture her shaking her head in
the disapproving way she does. “It’s aways ‘when you have time,” Vaughn. At some
point, you have to make time.”

“Mom, | have to go. Once | get the chance, I'll give you aring,” | say abruptly,
wanting to end it as | can feel a throbbing headache behind my eyes. “I’m traveling
right now and exhausted.”

“You had better. Goodbye, Vaughn,” she says, and the line goes dead.
| hand the phone back to Rachel, my jaw clenched. She takes it without a word, but |

catch that look on her face again, the one she's trying to hide. Her lips press into a
thin line, her eyes flicking away from me too quickly.



“What?’ | snap more harshly than | intended.

She shakes her head, looking down at her phone. “Nothing.”
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“Y es, what manner of landing was that?’
“Landings can be very tricky. That is why we ask you to—"
“Y ou know what? Never mind. Everybody has an excuse to give.”

He gets up from his seat and grabs a bottle of water from the fridge before storming
off. The pilot gives me a curious look. | shrug my shoulders and grab my handbag.
Vaughn takes long strides as we cross the tarmac. | scurry after him, trying to keep
up. Vaughn’'s hands rest casually in his pocket, his sunglasses still perched on his face
even though the dim airport lights don’'t require them—a small disguise to keep the
fans at bay.

| exhale softly, my body relaxing now that the jet ride is over and we're amost at the
car waiting outside. Vaughn turns back and looks at me. | start jogging immediately;
he's most likely about to give me a new set of instructions. | have just closed the gap
between us when it happens.

The gentle humming of voices in the airport gives way to loud screaming and a
thunder of footsteps. A crowd of fans rush toward us, shouting and waving jerseys,
others holding up phones to capture the moment. My heart sinks into my stomach as |
realize what’ s happening.

“Oh my God! Marry me, Vaughn!” afemale voice yells from the crowd.

“Sign my jersey!” another yells, holding up hisjersey, eyes wide with excitement.



“Rachel!” Vaughn turns back to look at me, his voice low and tense. “What is the
meaning of this?’

My stomach twists into knots. This isn't right. We are supposed to head straight to
the car. No detours, no public appearances. | am clear about that. | look over at
Vaughn and open my mouth, but the words do not come out. The crowd has now

pooled behind mesh netting, stopping them from spilling onto the tarmac.

Two of the bodyguards who must have been waiting by the car start running toward
us.

“Who did this?’ His gaze narrows.

“| have no idea.”

“What do you mean you have no idea? You are my assistant. You are meant to be
ahead of everything. It is your duty to make sure nothing goes wrong!”

“1 made sure everything was in order, but—"

“Then who keeps setting me up for the paparazzi? How can | be sure that you are not
selling my location to people?’

“What?” My face burns from his accusation.
The two bodyguards arrive and form a barricade between us and the incoming crowd.
Just as we are standing there, a woman appears with a wide grin on her face. She is

wearing ajersey, and her hair istied back in abun.

“Welcome, Mr. Vaughn. We were expecting you.”



“Expecting me?’ Vaughn is taken aback.

“Yes, we are doing afundraiser, and all the people here are dying to meet you.”

“A fundraiser?’ Vaughn quips, turning to look at me. “What is the meaning of this?
Who organized this without even asking me first?’

| turn to the young lady and eye her with alook of disgust. “How did you know that
Vaughn would be here today?’

“We got the information, and | am so glad that it turned out to be true.” Her eyes
twinkle as she stares at Vaughn in awe.

“What information?’ | ask, fuming at the possibility that someone has told other
people that we are coming. Someone | can safely assume is his greedy agent, who
would take any deal just to make himself a profit. A part of me wants to shake the
woman vigorously until she tells me how she learned of our arrival. “Who gave you
thisinformation?’

She doesn’t respond to me and instead focuses on Vaughn. “We are doing it for the
orphaned children. It is nothing serious, just a few signings of shirts and maybe a
donation, if you will.” She ends with asmile.

“For the kids, huh?’

“Yes, for the kids. We have afew ill kids at the cancer center, too, who need money
for treatment. We raised some money by selling the jerseys after we promised you

would sign them.”

Vaughn takes another look at me and then pinches his nose in frustration.



“I guess helping the kids will always comefirst,” he responds with resignation.
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“Wait, we—" | try to protest, attempting to remind him that we have a meeting
scheduled in about two hours.

“Goon, Ms....” Vaughn cocks his head asif trying to remember her name.
“Laurie!” she blurts out enthusiastically.

“Laurie! Beautiful name for afine lady.” He grins. “Well, | would never turn down a
request to do good for the kids. I’ll be right there.”

Laurie’s face turns red, revealing yellow-stained teeth. “Thank you,” she mumbles
before turning away.

“We have the meeting with the Campbells. We don’t have any more time to waste as
itis”

He takes a step closer, his voice lowering to a dangerously calm whisper. “You
should have thought of that before setting up afundraiser at an airport.”

“l didn’t—" | start, but he cuts me off again.

“You didn’t what? Do your job? The gross irresponsibility.” He shakes his head,
letting out a harsh breath.

His words feel like a punch to the gut. Irresponsibility? I've been running myself
ragged, managing his schedule, juggling meetings, fan appearances, and his absurdly
unpredictable moods for months. | haven't missed a single detail, but he never misses



the opportunity to undermine my efforts.

| bite my lip, trying to hold back the flood of frustration threatening to spill over.
Vaughn turns on his heel and starts marching toward the crowd; the bodyguards
follow him, leaving me standing there.

“Vaughn!” | call after him, but he doesn’'t stop. My fists clench at my sides as | watch
him walk away, his shoulders stiff, his back straight, like | didn’t just call his name.
As he approaches the crowd, the fans go wild, pushing and shouting and holding their
jerseys. Vaughn forces a smile and waves at them.God, | hate him. For a minute, |
think of quitting on the spot, just walking away and hailing a cab home. But looking
for ajob right now was worse than hell; even if | did find one, it wouldn’t pay me as
much as VVaughn pays.

My phone buzzes in my pocket, pulling me out of my thoughts.

“Hello?”

“Rachel! IsVaughn at the signing yet?’ a squeaky voice blasts through the phone.
“What?’

“It’s Raphael .”

“1 know it’syou, Raphael. What signing?’

Vaughn’'s agent, Raphael, irritates me just as much as Vaughn does, especialy this
high-pitched voice of his.

“The jersey signing for the orphans at the airport.”



“So it was you, after al!” | hiss.

“Ishe—"

| hang up and dlide the phone into my back pocket. | have had enough nonsense for
one day.

Chapter six

Chapter Six

Vaughn

Afeeling of relaxation settles on my chest as Nicholas navigates skillfully through the
hills, each minute bringing us closer to my Hudson Valley mansion.

We have driven in total silence from the airport—not that we usually engage in
chitchat. Still, even if we did, | wouldn't have entertained him, as | am utterly
exhausted mentally and physically after the encounter with the fans at the airport.

Damn Rachel!
Thisisal her fault. Thisis an incident she should have anticipated and prevented, but

her dumbass couldn’t even do that. | bet she was the one who sold my location
because who else on earth knew | was landing at the airport?
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The car drives over abump and comesto ajolty stop.

“Welcome home, boss,” Nicholas says, breaking me out of my thoughts, his shadowy
face half turned in my direction.

Finally.

Nicholas turns off the ignition, hastily hops out of the car, steps around it, and opens
the door for me. | descend and place my hands on my waist as | gaze at my mansion
with pride.

My home. My abode. My haven.

| watch as the now-setting sun casts its warm rays on the zinc roofs and glass
windows, a smile crossing my face. It's such a mundane and natural thing, but after
the hell 1 have been through during my time away in the UK, just a photo of my
house would trigger positive emotions.

Nicholas appears from behind me with two bags in hand.

He walks ahead of me, and | follow closely behind. | specifically told Nicholas to
park the car just outside the mansion on our way home. | want to walk through those
gates myself. Despite feeling like all my joints will dislocate if | exert myself too
much, | know | have to work out as soon as | get in. Walking through the gates to the
entrance door is my way of warming up for what is to come.

| murmur replies to the greetings of the security men at the gate and walk straight to



the entrance, where Elena, my maid, is waiting to greet me with asmile,

“Welcome home, Mr. Vaughn. Would you like to—"

“Not now, Elena,” | wave her off.

The soft thud of my cane on the tiled floor annoys me for some reason, and | send it
flying across the living room, barely missing the LCD TV by an inch.

| turn to Elena, and her expression strikes a balance between being puzzled and being
terrified.

“What isthereto look at, Elena? Set me an ice bath!” | bark.

She scurries past me and straight to the bathroom. | limp to my gym and stare at the
treadmill longingly, cursing my leginjury. | need some dumbbell lifting, some bench
presses, and some leg presses, and then I’ll be done for the day.

Some people may think it's crazy that | have to do all this despite an injury, but what
most don't understand is that's what makes Vaughn Graham the greatest soccer
player in the United States. Being the best doesn’t fully cut it for me; | want to be the
best for many years to come and carve my name in gold in the Soccer Hall of Fame.

| feel a stinging pain in my thigh as | push at the footplate despite setting it to
medium intensity. My whole body is already drenched in hot, sticky sweat after going
through my dumbbell and bench press workout. | blink away a drop of salty sweat
from my eye, and in that instant, | sit up straight, frustrated, my chest heaving.

Now, | feel like | have earned myself an ice bath.

Feeling content, | head to my bedroom to wrap a towel around my waist before



heading to the bathroom. Medium-sized chunks of ice bubble afloat in the tub. | can
almost fedl their coldness on my skin before | sink in.

| settle into the tub, partially submerging myself in the water. With closed eyes, |
exhale deeply, savoring the chill of the water against my skin. | let my thoughts drift
freely, and they take me through all the activities of the day and my stay in the UK.
It's been a hellish three days, and the feel of the cold water against my skin is al |
need to deal with the aftermath.

Perfect.

Thefeeling is perfect, but not for long. My reality isn’t; my lifeisn’t.

Isn’'t it strange and unbecoming that, despite having a successful career that has
spanned over seven years and is still very active, | still struggle to deal with all that
comes with my career? The paparazzi, the cameras, the lack of privacy, the lack of
peace and quiet, and the expectations weighing heavily on meare all things | should
have gotten used to by now. But no—it seems like my aversion to them keeps getting
worse and worse,

| realize that my thoughts are taking me in a completely different direction than |
intended. | just want to enjoy a nice ice bath and possibly take a nap.

My eyes snap open, and all of a sudden, the ice doesn’'t feel so good against my skin
anymore. Frustrated, | step out of the tub, grab a clean towel from the rack, and wrap
it around my waist. | make my way to the bedroom and stand in front of my bed,
contemplating calling Rachel to book an appointment with my therapist.

Cold water drips from my body, forming a small puddle at my feet, but | couldn’t
careless.



| sink into the lush comfort of my bed and exhale in resignation. | pick up my phone
and dial Rachel’s number.

In the blink of an eye, it connects, and | literaly exhae in relief. Rachel and | parted
ways shortly after my interaction with the fans at the airport. Now, I’'m worried she

might have drifted off to a nap, judging from how sunken her eyes had appeared just
before we parted ways.

“Hello, Vaughn?’

“Hey, listen. | want you to schedule a meeting with Craig ASAP.”
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A brief silence ensues, and from the look on Craig’'s face as he examines mine, | can
tell that something ison his mind. Perhaps he sees that something is on mine, too?

He shifts in his chair, assuming a more upright position. “Well, speaking of soccer
playing, how have things been lately regarding your career?’

| have called him specifically to talk about this, but the question still manages to
catch me off guard.

| pause briefly before answering. “Y eah, well, about that . . . as you know, | haven't
been active on the field due to my injury. Ihave been more involved in deas and
sponsorships, and | spend more time at my charity organization.”

“1 see. And how would you say that has impacted you?’

| haven't given much thought to this. | have always had a busy schedule, and despite
theinjury, | still do. So, the injury doesn’t make much of a difference in my busy life.
But how does it make me feel?

“Well, Daoc, | think | feel less pressured since the injury. | get to have a more flexible
schedule when it comes to training, and not having the coach breathing down my
neck is sort of arelief. | get to spend more time at the charity organization, which |
guess is a good thing since it's something impactful.” | throw up my hands. “Well, |
guess it feels good to take a break.”

“Hmm,” Craig lets out a thoughtful murmur. It’s crazy that even a murmur could be
thoughtful. “So, would you say that the injury was a blessing in disguise?’



No. Thisain't no blessing in disguise! There’s no way being a limping man, even if
it'sfor ashort time, can be ablessing in disguise! | can’'t even train intensely.

A ripple of annoyance flashes through me as | recall how the asshole from the
opponent team tackled me roughly. | was with the ball, and | was already within the
eighteenth yard from the opponent’s goal post and could already see the ball doing
cartwheels in the goal net when, al of a sudden, | felt heavy boots crash on my right
thigh as | positioned myself to deliver a shot. | immediately collapsed on the floor in
agonizing pain. We scored a penalty with the foul, and the player was given a red
card, but | was still very injured.

“Maybe.” | shrug at the doctor. “I prefer to see it more as a break to do other things
than a blessing in disguise. | can't even engage in intense training, and my stamina

seems to have declined as well.”

“I"'m sure you will get it back with time. After al, you're the greatest player in the
country.”

“That | am.”

We go on to talk about my aversion to crowds despite being a celebrity, and | tell him
how it is part of the reason | feel stressed out after my trip.

“Well, there’s nothing much to do about that, is there, Doc? | have an assistant who
should oversee these things, but it seems someone sells information to publicity

outlets about my whereabouts. It’s annoying.”

“1 think we should address the root cause of your aversion. Is it something you think
you can control 7’

| assume my face takes on a contorted look of confusion. “There's no root cause for



why | don’'t fancy crowds that much. | just like to be |eft alone in peace. But given the
kind of life | lead, | know that’s not possible. Even when | try to keep it to the bare
minimum, it still doesn’t work.”

The doctor’ s blue eyes were fixed on my face, silently urging me to continue.

| inhale deeply. “I love my fans, but | am still human.”

His briefcase clicks open, and he brings out a notepad from inside, reaches into his
breast pocket, and pulls out a pen. Then, he begins scribbling something.

“1 understand” is what he smply says.

He looks up at me again, and then he drops a question | don’t think | want to reply to.

“What about your family? When was the last time you spoke with them?’

For some reason, the image of Rachel’ s judgmental stare when | talked to my mother
on the phone in the jet flashes through my mind.

“1 talked with my mother earlier today.”

Or did I?

| really didn’t talk to her. She wanted to talk, so | told her | was busy.

“You said you told her you were busy?’

| jerk my head up toward Craig. “Did | say that out loud?’

“You did.”
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| shake my head in embarrassment. At the same time, thereisa brief silence.

“Vaughn,” Craig says in alight tone, “1 hope you realize that it is important that you
always tell the truth during our sessions. | have told you severa times and will keep
telling you that this is a safe space, free from judgment. | understand why you may
not want to talk about certain things, and if such instances arise, you can tell me you
don’t want to talk about them. Are we clear?’

| nod in understanding.
“Good. Now, is there anything you would want us to talk about?”’
| shake my head negatively.

“Okay then. | better get going. Thank you for the dinner.” He flashes me with his
perfect smile and disappears through the front door.

| go back to my room and liein bed. My eyes are starting to get heavy with sleep, and
warmth spreads over my chest. As | said earlier, | am not really afan of therapy, but
with Doctor Craig, even when | don’t gain insight into my issues from our sessions,
talking to him makes me feel better.

The swirling fan gets blurry, and my eyes close sowly. | can aready feel my
consciousness drifting away when, suddenly, my phone shrieks, jolting me back into

full wake mode.

Rachel.



What the hell does she want?

| swipe right, and a shaky, apprehensive voice fills my ears.

“Mr. Vaughn, we have a serious problem.”

The tone of her voice sends a chill down my spine.

“Serious problem?’ | sit upright, my nerves on edge, my senses tense. “What
happened?’

| can literally hear her gulp before she continues, “Remember Novaspire
Technologies? The mobile tech company you did a shoot for in the UK? Well, we
mistakenly signed a contract with their rival company, Mobilix Solutions, and they
are calling for you to fulfill the terms of the contract, or else they are going to sue.”
“What?’ | spring up from my bed, my neck hair standing on edge.

“I’m so sorry, Mr. Vaughn.”

Chapter seven

Chapter Seven

Rachel

Archie's soft fur brushes against my chin, the tingling sensation bringing me back
from the land of dreams.

“You didn’'t have to do that, Archie. | am work-free today. No alarms!”



Meow.

He placed his front paws on top of my chest, nudging me.

“Oh, | understand now. Y ou're hungry, aren’t you?’

Meow.

My fingers curl around Archie sbody as| am sitting on my bed.

My bedroom window is wide open, and with the light flooding through my blinds
comes the nerve-numbing heat of a hot summer Tuesday afternoon.

| definitely shouldn’t be here.

It's a Tuesday. | should be at the office working for Vaughn, but | couldn’t bring
myself to do so. Vaughn is an asshole—that’s as evident as the sky is blue and the
sun is a hot burning ball of fire. But he's never scared me like he did two days ago
when | called him about the mistake | made.
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He was pissed beyond words, and | could imagine the veins on his forehead bulging
in frustration, and that’s putting it lightly. If he managed to scare me that much over a
phone call, he would probably make me piss my pants off if | went anywhere near
him.

So | am avoiding work—for now. But not after calling Carmen to tell Vaughn that |
am sick because, of course, | can't bring myself to tell him that, even though Carmen
Is unbearable. Of course, the Vaughn | know won't buy that lie, and | am surprised he
hasn’'t called me yet to tell me to haul my ass over to work.

Even after two days.

Two whole days!

That's hella suspicious, and it provokes a level of panic that | would have had if |
didn’t think to avoid him. With Vaughn Graham, you can never tell what he's
planning. |s he waiting patiently to see how far | will go? Is he waiting to give me the
ax upon resumption?

Two whole days.

For someone who wouldn't hesitate to call me for help tying his shoelaces, that’s an
accomplishment. But at the back of my mind, | can’t shake the feeling that something
Iswrong. It also doesn’t seem fair to avoid work when the mistake was mine to begin

with.

| should call him and apologize. No, | have already done that. | should go to his home



and apologize.

“Should | go to him and apologize?’ | ask Archie, who is snuggled in the crook of my
arms. His pupils narrow into a dlit-like aperture as he gives me a blank look. | stand
up from my bed and head to the kitchen to prepare some cat food.

| open the kitchen cupboard and pull the can containing Archie€’ sfood. It is empty!

“Shit!” | mutter. The crunchy bits of the leftover cat food swirl, making sonorous
sounds as | waveitin Archie' sfacein regret.

“I’m sorry, honey. | had no idea.”

He hops down from my arms onto the tiled kitchen floor and turns to face me, and |
think he is disappointed, the corner of his mouth drawn.

| retrieve abottle of milk from the kitchen counter and pour it into his pan, and after a
few sniffsand alittle hesitation, he licksit.

“Thanks, honey, for understanding.” | pat him on the head.

The faint sound of my phone ringing drifts into the kitchen, and my chest heaves
against my sleevelesstee.

Isit Vaughn?
My throat suddenly goes dry as | rush to my bedroom, where my phone lies on the
bed. The name on the screen sends my heart racing, threatening to burst out of my

ribcage.

“H-hello?’ | stammer. It's from the rival company with which | signed the contract



on Vaughn's behalf.

“Ms. Rachel, it's been two days since we called you. But it seems Vaughn Graham
had yet to turn up. In case what | said escaped your memory, let me repeat it: once
you sign a contract, you are under alegal obligation to honor it. If we don’'t hear from
you in three days, wereallyare going to sue.”

“But | already told you guys that it was a mistake. Mistakes like this happen
sometimes—"

The phone from the other end clicks dead before | can say anything else.

“No, wait!” | desperately say into the dead phone.

What an assholel

| toss my phone angrily on the bed and watch it bounce as a sober thought hits me:
this isn't about Vaughn being mad at me anymore; this is about his career, his
reputation.

| know | have to do something, but what exactly? Call Vaughn’'s lawyer. That's an
option, but I will have to speak with Vaughn about it first.

Without thinking twice, | flip the doors of my wardrobe open and select a chambray
shirt and Capri pants. My hair isamess, but | can't care less. | have to get to Vaughn,
even though every muscle in my body doesn’t fedl likeit.

My hand swipes over the bedside table for my purse and keys. | check my purse to
confirm that my credit card is still there because | plan to do some grocery shopping
and get some cat food on the way. With a quick kiss on Archie's head, | storm out of
my apartment and into my car.



“It's past 4 p.m., so Vaughn should be home by now, probably training,” | think,
taking the road that leads to his Hudson Valley mansion instead of the office.

| replay the moment that led up to the contract debacle. It was a silly mistake, one
that | hadn't realized | had even made until they called. | had been granted power of
attorney when it comes to signing some minor contracts, as long as they aren’t high
profile.
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A day before, | was informed that the shoot for Novaspire Technologies was to be
held in the UK, whose contract | had totally forgotten about; some documents were
shipped to the office for signing. | proceeded to sign them without thinking much
because | had seen “mobile technology,”and | had thought it was from Novaspire. |
had been too tired to re-read the terms since Vaughn and the company’s executives
had already had a meeting via Zoom.

| turn into the road leading to Vaughn's sprawling mansion, and | can see it looming
ahead of me. Eventually, my car pullsup outside the wrought iron gate of the house,
and | honk. The immaculate, well-mowed lawn spreads ahead of me as | ease my way

in, but the magnificent view does nothing to calm me.

| knock on the front door, and as | wait for it to open, | notice how the glimmering
sunlight reflects off the windows, casting long shadows onto the manicured lawn.

The door clicks open, startling me despite that being what | am waiting for. Vaughn's
maid, Elena, steps out with a flowing flowery dress, a friendly smile etched on her
face.

“Good evening, Miss Rachel. Welcome. | didn’t know you were coming in today.”

| smile nervoudly. “Yeah, | thought I’d surprise you guys. Is Vaughn around?”’

“Sure. Please comein.” She steps asideto let mein.

“I’'m sure he’sin his study. | heard footsteps toward there when | was in the kitchen.”



| nod my thanks and walk through the foyer, take aturn to my left, where the study is
located, and make a few taps on the door.

Silence. A heavy silence that only makes my heartbeat faster greets me, and for a
moment, it feelslike | am the only one in the mansion.

| tap again, and this time, heavy footsteps sound from the other end, and the door
pulls open.

Vaughn stands in the doorway, his hand still on the doorknob as he rests his shoulder
against the half-open door.

My breath catches in my throat, and | freeze, my eyes reluctantly drifting from his
half-naked body to his expressionless face, which surprises me because | expected
him to be pissed. For a moment, he just stands there looking at me, and | think he
iIsn't going to let mein. Eventually, he swings his weight to the other side.

“Come in, Rachel. I’'m sure you have alot of explaining to do, don’t you?’ he saysin
an intimidating tone.

He swaggers past me and settles on a desk, picks up a book from his side, and begins
toying with it absent-mindedly, his shoulders hunched and his gaze piercing.

“1 can’'t describe how sorry | am about what happened, Mr. Vaughn. It was a faux
pas, | admit.”

| pause, gauging his reaction, but none comes except for the disdainful sneer that
spread across his face. This only increases my nervousness, and | step closer in an

attempt to concedl it.

“l have tried all | can to rectify it, but all have proved futile. However, | will keep



doing all | can to rectify the issue, so please, give me some—"

“And | suppose your proof that you' ve been doing something to ‘rectify’ the issue is
the fact that you missed work for the past two days, huh?’ he snaps, violently
banging the book on the desk. “It took you two days to have the guts to face me for
your silly mistake! Two whole days only to do what? Tell me that you haven't
succeeded in rectifying the issue?’

The room is already dim, which emphasizes the darkness that has crept into his eyes.
He looks exactly like | have envisaged when | called to inform him the first time.
Sweat glistens on his delineated pectorals, and the delicate sprinkling of hair on his
chest scatters even around his nipples. | just stand there, frozen, more out of shock
than actual fear.

My hoarse voice betrays my emotions when | finally open my mouth. “ The managers
of the company wouldn’t listen to me when | tried to reason with them. | am thinking
we should—"

“We? You did this! Y ou messed everything up just like always!”

Did hereally just say that?

Furious, he hops down from the desk and strides toward me until we come to stand
face to face.

“You know what | was doing in my study before you came? Sitting back and
wondering at how dumb | must have been whenl hired a dumbass like you who isn't
good for anything as my secretary!”

His words drive sharp stakes into my heart as he keeps berating me with more hurtful,
heartbreaking words that | can’'t remember. All that stays with me is the heat of his



anger, his furious breaths brushing against my face as | cringe, my feelings hurt
beyond words.

But | said | was sorry.That's the thought | cling to, repeating it over and over in my
mind as | stand there, enduring everything he throws at me.

Y es, thiswas my mistake, but do | really deserve to be treated like this? Is this fair in
any way?

While lost in a pool of thoughts, | zone out and can only see his mouth move. | snap
out of my thoughts to catch him saying something.

“The other day, you came thirty minutes late to work, leaving me to—"
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| have had enough. | am his employee, not his dave.

“And when was the last time | came to work late aside from that day, you arrogant,
entitled, conceited son of abitch?’

My eyes sting with tears, and my chest rises and falls with heavy breath. | feel an
overpowering urge to slap him hard across the face, and | think | might have if avase
hadn’t caught my blurry vision instead. | storm to the table, pick up the vase, and

smash it against the floor, shattering it into tiny, irregular shards.

“1 dave for you. | amost don’t have alife aside from working for you, but where has
that gotten me apart from being treated like a subhuman? | am sick of you!”

Vaughn’'s angry expression slowly takes on a calm and sober form. His lips part like
he is about to say something, but then they close again.

What an asshole! He can’t even bring himself to apologize.

| march toward the door, angry as ever.

“Wait . . .” Hereaches for my shoulder, attempting to stop me.

“Don’'t you dare touch me!” | bark, pulling my shoulder away from him.
He literally sprints and blocks the exit door before me.

“Get out of my way, Vaughn.”



“You'recrying,” he says, and | have no ideawhy he said that.

Slightly embarrassed, | wipe my tears with the back of my sleeve. His eyes soften,
but he still doesn’t apologize.

“Have a seat. Let’'s talk, Rachel. Apparently, there’s alot for us to talk about.” His
voice has ahint of desperation init, adeep frown carved on his forehead.

“Just let me go, Vaughn.” | motion toward the door, attempting to step around him.

Before | can reach the door, afirm hand grips my arm and spins me around.

“No, we've got to talk about this.”

“Let me go!”

Before | can put up a physical resistance, he pulls me into the heat of his naked chest
and seals my lips with akiss.

A knot of shock and fear twists in the pit of my stomach, and | stand there
dumbfounded, his lips on mine. He backs away a bit to look at my face, his shocked
expression mirroring mine, but in place of fear, | see something elsein his eyes.

Desire.

He claims my lips once again, this time with more intensity than the first kiss. This
time, | kiss him back. Reasonable Rachel screams for me to back away, but horny
Rachel won't allow me to move a muscle. My earlier outburst left me with a
vulnerable feeling, and my biggest wish is for Vaughn to take me right here in his
study.



Chapter eight

Chapter Eight

Vaughn

Scoring a goa from the halfway line or beyond would have been a much easier feat
to accomplish than breaking the first kiss; a dim light of reason has slipped through a
crack in my mind. But then, | see the look of desire in her eyes when | pull back, and
| instantly know that the deal is sealed.

| ravish her lips with mine as | pull her further into me, and her body melts against
mine. The feel of her perky breast against my chest gets me unbelievably hard, and
even though my mind is clouded with lust, | can't help but gasp lightly at how she
can get me this hard.

Am | that attracted to her?

Rachel is anything but idle. She reciprocates my kiss with the same intensity,
matching my energy with each movement and each caress until | can't take it
anymore. | wrap my handsaround her waist and hoist her upward. She wraps her legs
around my waist and her arms around my neck. She doesn’t let my lips catch a break,
and | loveit!

The foot of my injured leg stubs against a chair as | make my way to my big desk. |
pull her in closer until my rock-hard member presses against her tightly. Still, | drown
out a moan escaping her mouth by kissing her even deeper to suppress ayelp.
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| sweep my hand over the desk, and | slap her ass on the spot. When | pull back, |
don’t think of catching my breath before unbuttoning her shirt. Besides, who says |
can’'t do both at the same time?

Rachel’s cheeks are red, her eyes filled with desire but also with doubt. She reminds
me of Jessica again, and a wave of painful nostalgia washes over me. But the bare,
perky breasts that shoot in front of me make those thoughts vanish like the wind. |
pinch anipple, and she lets out a stifled moan, making my zipper beg to be unzipped.

“Thisis wrong, Vaughn. We should be doing this—oh my God . . .” She gasps when
| free my cock from its prison.

No better expression in this world would have told me she wanted this as much as |
do, and | let her know that by whispering it in her ear.

“ S0 stop pretending.”

A look of surrender flashes on her face, and that only fuels me even more. | undo her
pant buttons, and in seconds, | am aready inside the lush heat of my secretary,
fucking her asif my life depends on it!

She writhes, gasps, and moans with each stroke. Her legs wrap tightly around my
waist, pulling me into her wetness, urging me on even more as | fuck her even harder.

| feel my orgasm approaching. This feels so damn good that | don’'t want it to end
soon, but I’'m not in control. | empty my loadinto her, letting out a loud groan of
pleasure. She pulls me in by the neck, her breath coming in quick gasps, her nipples



digging gently into my chest with each breath.

Post-nut clarity hits hard as soon as | come down my high mountain of bliss, and the
realization of what has just transpired hits me like amoving train.

| step back and regard Rachel, who quickly averts her gaze as soon as our eyes meet.
But | see enough of her face to notice a crimson blush rise up her cheeks. She hops
down from the table, confused and disoriented, and starts dressing up—all the while,

avoiding my eyes.

| feel | am not able to utter asingle word, and | hate it. But what could | have said to
my secretary at that moment?

“Hey, Rachel, this should not have happened, and | am sorry for fucking you?’

“Oh, don’t worry about it. It’ s just sex, and everything will just be fine.”

But would it? Would everything truly be fine after this? Shit. I'm done fucked up.

| watch as she storms out of my study, and despite the deep feelings of regret
plaguing my mind, an unreasonable urge to follow her swept through me. What we
just had felt so normal and so real.

Snap out of it! It' s still wrong!l scold myself, awave of shame sweeping over me.
And with the last ounce of self-control, | stayed put and just watched.

Chapter nine

Chapter Nine



Rachel

Ireach into my purse for my apartment keys, shaking my head in disbelief as the
reality of what has transpired in Vaughn's study sinks in even deeper.

How could | havelet it go that far?

Just as my door clicks open, my eyes catch my reflection in a nearby glass window.
My cheeks are still flushed, and wild hair frames my face. | glance at my bruised lips,
and | shudder when | briefly relive the sensation of Vaughn's lips imprinted against
mine like abrand. | can still feel the warmth of his body, which feels so redl.

| shake my head vigoroudly, trying to clear my thoughts, and gently push the door.
The sight before me—my beloved Archie—made my heart both melt and sink at the
same time.

It hadn’t even crossed my mind during the drive from Vaughn's to my apartment that
| had forgotten to purchase groceries. But as | open my front door and see Archie
gazing up at me with his welcoming eyes, guilt washes over me.

Poor cat.

He must have heard my footsteps across the hallway and come to welcome me.. . .
and demand for hisfood, which | have utterly forgotten.

But | don’'t blame myself. How on earth would | have remembered when | just had
the best sex of my life with my boss? | guess this is what they mean when they say
they had their minds blown away!

| pick up Archie from my doorstep and walk into my apartment. | place him on the
couch and head straight for the shower.



Archie is waiting for me outside my room when | step out after throwing on some
casuals. He trots behind me as | make my way to the kitchen to prepare some food.
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My mind is clearer after the shower, and | find myself questioning myself.

“Thisis crazy,” | mutter to myself as | let cold water run over the rice in the strainer.
| had just had sex with my boss. On top of that, the event leading up to that point, in
hindsight, feels surreal aswell.

I’ ve gotten so mad and bold in his office, even going as far as calling him a son of a
bitch.

Thisiscrazy.

How the hell did | manage to pull that off? Vaughn is someone I’'ve always been
wary of despite my attraction to him, someone whose tantrums and nagging |'ve
always tried to avoid. | would even go further and say that I've gotten a little bit
scared of him from all the constant fear of not wanting to step on his toes but always
managing to do so al the damn time! Sooner or later, I’'mgoing to get tired of
stepping on the toes he always putsin my way and blaming me for it.

Has he found my rebellion appealing?

| don’t think so. That's hardly the case. He kissed me to shut me up and get me to
listen to what he had to say, even though that one act morphed into something else.
I’d like to believe that he realized he had gone too far with those mean remarks, and
he kissed me to shut me up and get me to cam down. I’'m sure if it were a guy who
had flipped their lid in that manner, he would have been greeted with a punch to the
face.



But why couldn’t | stop him?

| feel it goes beyond the physical thrill that had come with the kiss; it was a release
and outlet for anger and frustration that had built up over the years.

Meow.

Archie gently paws my legs, snapping me out of my reverie.

“I"'m sorry, baby. You'll have to do milk again tonight. | promise | will get you your
food tomorrow.”

| pull out the milk can from the top counter and am about to pour some into his feeder
when | realize | haven’t washed it earlier.

| groan in frustration and quickly scrub it out before pouring some of the milk into the
feeder. Archie licksit, but this time, with less enthusiasm than he did in the morning,
and that is my warning that | might wake up missing an eye if | don’t get Archie
some cat food the next day. What a strange and unusual cat | have! Isn't it strange
that the last thing a cat wants is milk, afood a stray cat would sacrifice its kittens to
have?

“You’'ve got to learn to be more grateful,” | say to Archie, rubbing hisfur.
The rice finally comes to boil, and | turn off the heat. I'm about to turn off the heat
when my phone rings loudly from my bedroom, managing to startle me despite the

distance.

| just want to be left alone for the rest of the day, but | still drag my feet to my
bedroom only to seethat it is my mother calling.



There’sno way in hell | am picking that call!l yell inwardly.

Why is she calling me anyway? To tell me that she’s consummated her marriage and
Is pregnant? Knowing the kind of woman my mother is, | can swear that’s something
she could definitely do. She calls me for even the dlightest, most insignificant
reasons. | know she’'s only doing so in an attempt to reconnect with me. Still, that
ship sailed a long time ago when she decided to leave my father, who was struggling
with heart issues at the time, to go be with another man.

Worse, she wasn't present at the funeral despite living only a couple of miles away
from our house. | called and left a message, telling her that | needed her, only to seea
condolence letter addressed to me in the mailbox a week later from my own mother!
Even astranger would likely call than leave me aletter in the mailbox.

| ignore the call like | would a leaf blowing down the street and head back to the
kitchen to serve myself some food.

Archie is halfway done with his bowl of milk when I get back, and | feel a wave of
relief washing over me. | think he opts to go to sleep hungry instead.

| serve myself some food and pour some orange juice. | go to my bedroom, ready to
settle into a simple dinner before bed. As | dig in, | begin to savor the food, finally
managing to distract myself from my thoughts—if only for a moment. But just as |
start to relax, my phone rings again.

Oh, for God'’ s sake!
Annoyance creeps under my skin, but then annoyance turns into shock when | see the

number of the rival company’s manager. My spoon makes a clattering sound on my
plate as| drop it in frustration.



There’sno way in hell | am picking that either.

But as | stare at the ringing phone in defiance, a sinking feeling finds its way into my
chest. | had gone to meet Vaughn when | received a call from this same number. |
had gone to apologize for my mistake and discuss how to fix it, only to end up
making an even bigger mistake—without ever addressing the first one!

| think about the moment we shared and how good it felt at the time. A flicker of
embarrassment ignites within me as memories of how | acted wild and let my
animalistic desires take over my sanity. Even as | stormed out of his study, | had left
a piece of my sanity there as | felt myself wanting more of him al through the drive
back home.

A moist spot appears on my bed sheet, and that is when | realize that | have begun
shedding afew tears.

My lips spread into a smile as | find the whole situation funny as much as it is
emotional. Why am | getting so emotional over this?
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Of course, | still ask myself this despite the answer being that | just fucked my boss
and perhaps because the call from my mother had triggered some memories.

But the question whose answer | really need to figure out is, what will happen to my
work relationship with Vaughn after | yelled at him, smashed his vase, and also
smashed him?

Chapter ten
Chapter Ten
Vaughn

Afresh football season is due in about a month, and what other way is there to prepare
for it other than to train, train, and train as Vaughn Graham has always done?

Trust me when | say forget what all these sports doctors say about injured players
needing rest to get back on their feet. There's no better therapy for an injury than
further exertion. It makes you numb to the pain, and eventually, it’s no longer there!

“Why should | trust Vaughn?’ you may ask. Well, | am literally just shooting the ball
into the net, sending the goalkeeper flying in the opposite direction. Damn! | can’t
wait to start training fully with my team by next week!

For a July summer morning, it is unusually cold, and | shouldn’t be sweating as much
as| am. My jersey clingsto my sweaty body as | turn to address my fellow players.



“Got to take a break, guys.”

My agent, Raphael, and a couple of guys stand on the sidelines, seemingly engrossed
in conversation. | walk in their direction, panting heavily. I’'m not really tired; | just
need a quick water break.

Coach McLauren, whose arrival at my personal training ground has surprised me,
smileswarmly at me as he tosses me a bottle of water.

“You are fit as a horse, Vaughn. Y ou seem to have gotten even better than you were
before the injury.”

| catch the bottle midair and smile sheepishly as | unscrew the cap. “Thanks for the
compliment, Coach, but that’s only because | am not playing in a match yet.”

| might be a confident man, but | don’t make the mistake of being overconfident, and
that’s a character trait that has gotten me this far as this soccer player. Even at thirty
yearsold, | am still in my prime years, and it just keeps getting better.

“Are you saying you aren’'t ready for a match, Vaughn?’ Coach McLauren asks, his
jowlsfalling to an even lower level.

| chuckle. “Of course not, Coach. What have | been training for all these past weeks?
Next season, of course!”

“That’ s the spirit, my boy!” He punches the air, and his oversized bomber jacket with
“Soccer Samurai” written boldly on it moves gently with the wind. Coach McLauren
stands at an amazing height of five-foot-five, but do not let his height deceive you;
the old man knows damn well how to do his job. The team owes him a lot for his
victories and accolades, and | have the utmost respect for him.



We sit on a bench, and he continues talking. This time, his voice is amost
conspiratorial: “I don’t know if you know this yet, but the team’s manager had sold
off Mathew.”

| don't try to mask the shock on my face. “What? Y ou mean the team’s substitute
number 77’

He nods. “So, you're the only player in the team with the number 7 position, and this
is likely to be the case until when the season starts. Although he told me he has plans
for new recruits, anything can happen. We can't just buy any player!”

| nod in understanding. My eyes shift from his face to the ball, flying midair and
landing inside the goal post.

| wear the number 7 jersey, but | couldn’'t play in the finals last season due to my
injury. However, | went to watch the finals, and sadly, we didn’'t win the cup. This
circumstance almost makes me shed tears because of how hard we have trained
throughout the league. | speculate that is the reason they sold Mathew, but | decided
not to ask Coach McL auren about it.

“1 will put in my best, coach,” | assure him.

“Not only that—you have got to promise not to get injured again. The team needs

you.
“I will try not to, sir.”
He exhales and shakes his head; then he slaps his hat on his head, a contented twinkle

in hiseyes. “Okay, Vaughn. | have to get going now. Got to go prepare the rest of the
boys and stuff. See you on the field next week for the preseason.”



With that and a smile, he walks to his car, waves, and pauses just as Raphael begins
running in his direction.

What' s the deal with Raphael ?

| shift my attention from Raphael and look to the ground, studying the patterns on the
green grass. | am too exhausted to care at that point. It's Raphael, by the way; he is
always up to some shenanigans.
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Phew!

Preseason isin aweek! It feels like a dream. It has been amost two months since the
American Soccer League ended, with New York FC losing the final match to Pride
FC of Beverly Hills, California. A forward from their team scored a moment-defining
goal at the last minute after a goalless match for up tothe fortieth minute into the
second half. The crowd erupted into a cacophony of high-pitched cheers and
boos—sounds | only became aware of after | almost felt like crying.

No—I think | did cry and even wailed.

The image of that soccer ball doing cartwheels off the top-right corner of our goal post
is still etched vividly in my mind. Even as | think about it now, | can still feel a
thousand sharp needles prick my heart. | couldn't play because of the injury | had
gotten from the quarter-finals, but it still would have been a challenge with me on the
pitch.

Pride FC Beverly Hills has been the arch-rival of New York FC for aslong as | can
remember—a rivalry that goes far beyond the fact that these are the richest and most
famous clubs in the country.

Both teams boast the best players from all over the world, even scouting talent from
Brazil, the world capital of football. With the top players vying to prove their
supremacy, it’s no surprise that the competition between these two clubsisfierce.

Add to that the insanely passionate and strong fan bases they’ve built over the years
and the longstanding rumors that the club owners have been enemies forever, and you



can imagine the intensity of thisrivalry.

One thing | will never let repesat itself is Pride FC wiping the floor with our asses
again. Come next season, we shall show them that “pride’indeed does come before a
fall!

Speaking of pride, | should probably tone down and call my secretary, who | haven’t
seen or talked to in three days. | still smell her lavender-scented perfume in the office,
indicating that she still comes to work but has been avoiding me. It makes me want to
flip my lid, storm into her office, and shout at her for not taking her job seriously, but
it seems my injury hurts more when | even think of doing that.

Who am | kidding?It pains me to say this, but ever since our steamy sex in my study,
| have been somewhat avoiding her as well.

“Guess what, Vaughn.”

It's like a smiling face suddenly materializes above me. | don't even hear his
footsteps approaching me. | snap out of my thoughts to see Raphael’s smooth face
hovering above me.

“What do you want? Shit, you scared me.”

“My apologies, then,” he says, not looking the least sorry as his silly grin stretches
even wider. “You look stressed out. Is it the injury?’ His concerned tone is in stark
contrast with the silly grin on his face.

“Now, out with it, Raphael. Why do you look like you’ ve just won the lottery?”

“Oh, how kind is Coach McLauren, really? While you were training, before taking
your break, he was very impressed with the work we're doing here.”



He points at the videographer and the rest of the camera crew who are videoing my
training sessions. Since my injury, | have had my training sessions recorded to assess
my performance as | heal for signs of progress, but what | walked into on the training
ground this morning was nothing like the usual video sessions.

As soon as | saw a large camera mounted on tripods, | aimost called Rachel out of
panic to come shoo them away, even though it was an hour after dawn, thinking it
was those freaking reporters until Raphael reassured me it was normal sessions.

“Oh, hewas?’ | say, my brow raised.

“Oh yes, he was. In fact, he says | could shoot the promotional video for the New
Y ork FC when they start training in afew weeks.”

He pauses, the stupid grin still on his face. He looks at the videographer, who has an
embarrassed look on his face, then examines mine carefully, probably expecting
some sort ofreaction. Why is he so happy about this, though? It’s just a promotional
video.

He seems to have registered the blank look on my face when he says, “You don’t get
it, do you?’

| shake my head.

By now, he's stopped smiling. He dips his hands into his jacket and shrugs. “Well,
it's a steppingstone for me. | have always wanted to work with a renowned coach like
McLauren.”

My gaze falls to the ground to hide a grunt. Sneaky bastard. He probably knew the
coach would come by to visit and set up awhole VR studio to impress him.



| raise my head. “l see. You're my manager, after al. | wouldn't have hired you if
you didn’t have what it takes.”

| reassure him with a smile, and without missing a beat, | add, “I am much better
now, so why don’t you dial Rachel’s number for me? She could come to help edit and
compile the videos we have collected all through those weeks.”

“That would be nice.”

He pulls out my phone, dials Rachel’s number, and hands it to me.

| mentally put on my tough shell as| hear the phone ring at the other end, and as soon
asit connects, | speak firmly, “Come to the training field now, Rachel.”
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| am a tad nervous when | speak, but then | become astonished when the voice
replies, “l ... 1 can't. | mean. .. it'sgoing to take sometime.”

The voiceis hoarse. Freaking hoarse, like I-just-woke-up-from-sleep hoarse.
Are you fucking kidding me?

“Wait, are you just waking up?’

My astonishment turns into anger, and not even the fact that we fucked on my table
stops me from being angry. First, she messed up my contracts, potentially making me
look bad in theeyes of two rival companies. Then she took a“sick leave”’ because she
didn’t have the guts to face me. And now she stops coming to work?

“Yes, | ... 1—"

“1 pay you a good amount of money to be here as early as 7:45 am., and you're just
waking up from sleep. Now listen—I am gonna say this once. If you don’t haul your
lazy ass over here in the next twenty—no, ten—minutes, you might as well start
looking for another job.”

And with that, | cut the call and hand the phone back to Raphael without looking at
his face.

Great, Vaughn! There you have it. Nothing really changed! She's still just a secretary
to you.



Awesome.

| feel invigorated by this thought. Yes, that's all she is—a secretary and a one-night
stand changes nothing. Jokes on her, if she thinks it does. Fuck me—how did | even
let it get this far in the first place? The nerve of her, missing workdays like she owns
the freaking place!

A surge of energy courses through me as | tell myself there’'s absolutely nothing to
worry about. | spring up from the bench and sprint back into the training field.

* k%

The goalie throws the ball into the field, and when | jump up to control it, | almost
land on the side of my soles.

Rachel’ s ash-colored Honda comes to a stop, and she steps out as the engine quiets.
She looks left and right like she’ slooking for someone and then starts walking toward
the training ground.

| hastily avert my gaze just in time for a player to come with a sweep in an attempt to
gain control of the ball. | immediately regain focus and hastily pull the ball backward
with my feet. Mysenses are so on edge that | think for a moment | hear her heels
clanking as she approaches, but then | remember it is all grass here, no tiles or
concrete.

What the hell is wrong with me?

| get pissed a my focus being all over the place upon Rachel’s arrival. Frustration
spreads over my chest, and | concentrate a lot of force on my left foot before sending
the ball flying toward the goalie. He lunges toward the ball and pushes it outside,
making me even more pissed.



My chest heaves, rises, and crashes heavily as | wait for the ball to be retrieved. | pant
heavily, and it’s not just out of physical exertion.

| sneakily try to steal a glance—you know, when you try to look at someone without
making it seem like you are looking at them? Y eah, that's what | did. Guess what? |
fail miserably.

As soon as | turn my head in her direction, our eyes meet, and | hastily place my
hands on my waist because, for some reason, | think that will make it seem less
obvious. It is more of areflex response.

She lets the gaze linger. Then she slowly turns her head to face Raphael, and they
continue discussing whatever it is they are discussing.

The unbothered woman standing to my far right looks nothing like the somewhat
scared voice that | had spoken with some minutes ago. She seems to have gotten
bolder during the drive here. The way her mouth moves, coupled with the way sheis
dressed, makes her look very professional without taking away from her sexiness—a
pencil skirt that hugs her hourglass figure closely and a blouse with a subtle sheen
and ruffled at the edges. My eyes wander to her hips, and | feel something stir in my
pants as recollections of our time in my study flood my mind.

The ball flies back into the field, and | am thankful asit is the only thing at that point
that can stop me from ogling mysecretary. | play some more, but then | wave my
hand, indicating that | need a break. I’'m not tired at all or even thirsty. It is out of
pure curiosity. | want to see how she will react if | come up close. | am curious to see
if she will be nervous or fidgety around me. Not that | care if sheis—hell, | do care,
but in the sense that it might hinder her from doing her job like she's supposed to. It’s
not like she doesiit efficiently in the first place, so how much more useless will she be
if she's nervous around me?



The videographer and his crew take a snapshot of me as | walk toward the sidelines.
At the same time, Rachel continues to engage Raphael in conversation.

| position myself on a spot on the bench that will allow me agood view of her face.
“Toss me a bottle of water,” | say.

Rachel pauses mid-conversation and moves her eyes to me. The green color of her
eyes reflects the rays of the 8:00 am. sun, and she appears to catch her breath. If you
ask me, | will trandate the flustered expression on her face as “I am not in the least

happy to be here.”

She looks more annoyed than nervous. Is that a good thing or a bad thing? | will sure
find out if that’s a good thing or abad thing in our later interactions.

Without wasting time, Raphael dips his hand into a duffel bag lying aimlessly on the
floor and tosses me a water bottle.
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“Here, Vaughn.”

Shifting my eyes from her, | threw a hand in the air, breaking the trgectory of the
flying bottle, and begin chugging down its contents.

And that’swhen | seeit.

Sheesh. She is gesticulating in a manner that seems all too familiar because that’s
exactly how | move my hands!

Wait—or am | being delusional ?

No, it can't be. She's even doing the “corkscrewing” motion | do, especially when
being interviewed. How on earth could she not notice these things? Or does she? And
she'sjust doing it to mess with me?

“Once | get his schedule modified, | will communicate with you—"

Shejust did it again!

Our eyes met again, and | caught something in her eyes that made me readlize she
wasn’'t messing with me at all. Our encounter is as fresh in her mind as it isin mine,
and | know | was in for a tough one. It’s one of those things that are so subtle yet so

easy to notice if they are about you.

And | hated it.



Chapter eleven

Chapter Eleven

Rachel

It felt like my eardrums were being pierced by sharp needles when my phone shrilled
on the bedside table.

| curse softly under my breath, opening my eyes slowly, expecting to be greeted by
the sun’s blinding rays seeping through my curtain blinds. | raise my eyebrows in
surprise when | see that the sun isjust coming up—I can’t even fedl its warmth yet.

Who the hell iswaking me up at thistime? The sun itself hasn't fully woken up yet!
Before | can notice, Archie jolts awake beside me. He dashes toward my phone, but
not even the fast reaction time of a cat could beat my close distance to the bedside
table. | pick up my phone just in time before Archie can do any damage.l am
sorry,feline friend, for waking you up, but I am not about to let you damage my cell
phone.

My heart leaps into my mouth when | see the caller. It's Vaughn!

“H-hello?

Aside from the fact that | have a sore throat, and my voice already sounds as if a
series of heavy-duty chains are being pulled against a rail track from sleep, the

nervousness that envelopes me makes it worse—at least to me.

“Wait, are you just waking up?’ he saysin disbelief.



| clutch at my blanket even tighter. From his tone, | already knew what was coming
next, though | wasn’'t even expecting him to call me in the first place because of you-
know-what.

He goes on a tirade about how he pays me a good amount of money to show up at
work when I’'m supposed to and tells me to “haul my ass over here” right now. Just
like that, the automatic panic response one acquires after almost two years of working
with Vaughn triggers within me, and I am on my feet within seconds.

Archie, who still seems annoyed, looks at me with a puzzled expression. It’s the same
look she gives me every time | get ready for work, and it seems to always ask,
“Aren’'t you tired of your shitty job yet?’

Well, my shitty job makes sure you have enough milk in your bowl and enough cat
food to last you a decade!l yell in my head before storming off to the bathroom—the
first step in readying myself for a showdown with Vaughn.

***

Okay, Ray, you can do this. You are going to maintain a professional tone when
speaking to him and a professional posture when you see him because that’s what you
are—aprofessional.

Shit.

This exercise seems stranger than | thought, but at this point, | could give my next
month’s paycheck not to give Vaughn even the dlightest hint of how | feel about our
sexual encounter in his study. | don’'t want anything to interfere with our work

relationship, even though we' ve practically avoided each other for the past two days.

| look into my eyes through the rearview mirror, trying to make them appear as



determined as possible.
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Okay, Ray, you'll do just fine.

The drive to Vaughn Charity Center doesn’'t take more than fifteen minutes. Still, to
me, it feels longer than that because | struggle to maintain a decent composure
despite how tense | feel inside.

| hop out of my car and go straight to the training ground upon arrival, my eyes
sneakily scanning the areafor Vaughn so as not to be caught off guard. And then, just
afew yards away from the soccer pitch, | spotted him.

Good Lawd!

His sweaty body makes his jersey cling to his broad chest as he runs toward the
goalpost, kicking the ball as fast as he can while the other players chase him
relentlessly. For a fleeting moment, the thought of me running my hands over that
chest crosses my mind and—

Come off it, Ray. Think composure, think control, think classy.

| switch my gaze to Raphael, who is standing with a camera crew on the sidelines,
recording Vaughn’s training sessions. We are discussing something related to making
some edits to Vaughn's recorded training sessions when | catch VVaughn approaching
us from my peripheral vision.

Shit.

| swallow hard and gesticulate with my hands fiercely to hide that they are sightly



trembling. It takes real strength not to turn my head to look at him.

He sits down on a bench close to where we stand, and the man does not even try to
hide that his gaze isfixed directly on me!

| maintain my composure, putting on a straight face as | continue to talk until, | hear:
“Toss me a bottle of water.”

Okay, it is aready strange enough that he calls me out of the blue at seven in the
morning, acting all bossy and threatening to fire me if | don’t come over in ten
minutes after what happened in his study—not that | am expecting a kiss on the cheek
or a trip to the Eiffel Tower. But telling me to toss him a bottle of water so
nonchalantly seems strange to me. | am curious as to how he went from avoiding me
to acting as if nothing happened. Perhaps in an attempt to restore our normal work
relationship? That’ s fine by me!

| pause mid-conversation and meet his gaze. Well, hereally istalking to me.

| catch my breath, and just as | think of getting him a bottle of water, Raphael takes a
long stride toward a bag lying on the floor and throws him the bottle.

“Here, Vaughn,” he says.

Relief washes over me.Oh, thank God.Then comes the slight anger about being
relieved. | scold myself:What’ s so specia about handing him a bottle of water? | have
always been efficient at dealing with Vaughn, but now | can’t even hand him a bottle
of water. That sucks!

Then, | feel a wave of panic washing over me.Has Raphael noticed anything? Why
did he suddenly step in and toss the bottle of water himself? No, Rachel, it's just a
random gesture. Vaughn might have as well been talking to him since he said “Toss



me” instead of “Hand me.”

Snap out of it, Ray.

| go back to ignoring Vaughn and continue discussing with Raphael and the group.
Vaughn stands and goes back onto the pitch to keep playing.

Moments later, Carmen shows up with what | assume to be some food in a plastic bag
for the field.

Really? Bringing Vaughn's meal to the training ground?

But then, | assume that’s okay for someone like Carmen, who has shown several
times that she wishes to take my “position,” like that’s something to strive for.

| get it; Vaughn is as attractive as the word goes, and | am sure most girls would rip
faces off just to always be in close proximity to him. But Carmen knows how much
of ajerk heis, just as much as | do, so the fact that she still wants his attention so
badly baffles me.

“Hey, Carmen, you are looking awesome.”

It'strue. | couldn’t care less that she’s wearing a dress so seductive that even Raphael
and the camera crew can't hide the fact they’re eyeing her, trying to get Vaughn's
attention.

She gives me a dlight nod and says, “That it is.” She offers a tight smile, but despite
her attempt to be polite, | can tell she's not happy to see me, which is evident from

her eyes, now darker with annoyance.

She walks to the bench and sits down, her cleavage dipping atad lower.



Poor breasts. They are probably gasping for air by now.

Raphael swallows and clears his throat, drawing my attention back to him. The
expression on his red face amost makes me burst into uncontrollable laughter. He
starts saying something, but then Carmen interrupts.

“Are you sure you' re okay, though? Y ou know, you could stay at home for aslong as
you want. I’ ve got everything covered here.”
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Carmen is as pretty as she is stupid. When you add her arrogance to the mix, it
becomes even worse. Oh, the ignorance in what she just said! She's been around for
some time, but it seems to me she still doesn’t understand that being Vaughn's
“secretary” means being his personal assistant, his courier, his maid, his manager, his
secretary in the conventional sense, and oh, even his cook sometimes. It goes far
beyond being the person to deliver his morning meals!

“Oh, | appreciate the gesture, Carmen. But | can’t just leave everything to you. | am
sure you've got enough on your plate already, and that wouldn’t be very fair, would

it?" | reply sassily.

She opens her mouth to say something stupid and annoying, | am sure, when
suddenly, aloud bang rattles through my head, right to my brain and my molars.

The inflated ball ricochets off my head. The force behind the kick is so heavy that my
bun instantly loosens. My knees give way, and | fall to the ground, my vision blurred.

Raphael and some of the crew members echo in concerned voices: “Are you okay,
Rachel ?’

“I amfing,” | answer, clutching my head.
| lift my throbbing head to see that even some of the players who had been training
with Vaughn have rushed over to me. The ones who didn’t at least stop playing for a

while to acknowledge that someone has just been hit.

Vaughn?



He just stands there staring at a ball under his feet, and the indifferent look he has on
makes me feel like he only stopped because the other players stopped.

Hands pull me to my feet as | keep repeating, “1 am fine now.” Even Carmen has
come over to where we stand, but Vaughn, the asshole, just watches from the center
of the soccer pitch, like we are some sort of charactersin a TV show or something.

Son of abitch.

| feel a pang of intense hurt pierce my heart, and then | chastise myself for feeling
hurt about a man like VVaughn, who doesn’'t give two flips about me. It's not like he's
ever cared, so why even bother?

As | am escorted to the bench, reality hits hard: Vaughn Graham is an enigma, and |
am just a mere secretary in his vast world of fame and glamour. Nothing is going to
change that.

***

Would it have made much of a difference if | hadn’t taken practically two days off
from work a week earlier? | don't think so at all. The fatigue and stress | have
gathered over the week aren’t something a workaholic will be able to adapt to in a
short time.

Stressfuldoesn’t even begin to cut it. There have been a handful of tasks for me to
work on aside from the norma “non-strictly secretarial” tasks that come with
working with Vaughn Graham.

Preseason starts in afew days, and | have had to work on his schedule. And oh, did |
mention that Mobilix Solutions, the rivals of the company that Vaughn has done an
ad for, actually sued?



The professional soccer player, his lawyer, and | now have areal case. We have the
meeting in an “air-tight chamber”—meaning it is strictly confidential. | am thankful
the lawyer’'s presence fixes the issue of having to be with Vaughn for an extended
period.

Reporters will have afield day with this case if it ever comes out. We have negotiated
a settlement with Mobilix Solutions, but they refused and sued instead, so obviously,
it's only a matter of time before the whole situation comes to light. But before then,

we have to make sure that Vaughn is not painted in a bad light.

| have just gotten home from the pharmacy to get some painkillers when my phone
rings. Y eah, you guessed right—\V aughn.

“Rachel, come over to my place now.”

What?

“Okay.”

The line clicks dead.

That’s strange. What does he need me to come over to his place for? | should have
asked him, but my dumb ass reflexively mouthed off an “Okay.” Why? Because it’s
aways an “Okay” to all of Vaughn's requests?

Certainly, heisn't stupid enough to try any funny business with me again, is he?

| shake my head to dispel my thoughts. | head toward my car, but not before grabbing

my prescriptions because | know it will only get worse by the time | am done with
whatever it is that Vaughn wants me to do.



Shit. The car won't start.

It's high time | asked Vaughn for araise so | can save up for another car. By the way,
| more than deserveit!

Without wasting any time to see what’s wrong with it—because Vaughn will kill me
if | get left trying to figure that out—I hail a cab.
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* k%

Sometimes, | wonder how Elena handles VVaughn's mansion al by herself. From what
| see in movies, owners of mansions like this employ the maid, the cook, and the
butler as separate people. | would take as many leaves as | could if | were in her place
aswell.

| hum atune under my breath as | prepare a dish of Bronx-style chicken Parmesan. It
turns out that Vaughn wants me tocook dinner for afamily gathering since his people
are coming to visit. Elena will be gone for three days—something to do with her
mother being sick.

| pause and tug at the overly tight apron strings just before pouring some melted
mozzarella over the fried chicken. When everything's all set, | place the food on the
tray and take it to the vast dining room.

It appears like a heated conversation is abruptly stopped when | am seen approaching,
judging from the not-so-happy faces and the tense atmosphere in the dining room.
Without thinking much about it—because, obvioudly, it’s none of my business—I set
the tray on the table and begin unpacking.

Vaughn is drumming his fingers repeatedly on a spot on the wide walnut table. It
doesn’t take long to redlize that he is troubled. There's a certain way his right eyelid
droops slightly when he' s tense.

“Enjoy your meal, Mrs. Graham,” | say, turning to Vaughn’'s mother. She forces a
smilein my direction, making her eyes wrinkle at the edges.



“Thank you very much, Rachel.” She rubs her palms together and inhales deeply. “I
am sure this tastes so nice. Y ou can aways tell from the aroma.”

| guess that’s her attempt to lighten up the gloomy mood in the dining room.

“Thanks for the compliment, ma am,” | reply shyly, my eyes glazing over the rest of
the faces around the table.

Vaughn doesn’'t even acknowledge my presence as his gaze remains fixed on the
table. It's amost as if his secretary hasn’t just walked into the room with the most
delicious and mouthwatering chicken Parmesan you will ever taste.

Awkward.

| turn to leave when Vaughn’s mother decides to make the situation even more
awkward for me by saying, “Why don’t yousit down at the table with us? | am sure
there’ s enough for al four of us.”

Y ou've got to be kidding me.

| slowly turn back to face her. “Umm, | think it’s fine. | made some for myself back
in the kitchen—"

My throat gets dry when my eyes roam over the rest of the people around the table.
There is Vaughn's sister, Michelle, who looks about seventeen, and then there is

Steven, whose smooth, young face and huge stature make me unsure of his age.

“No. You eat here. | insist,” Mrs. Graham says with a smile. But even with the smile,
her tone is firm enough for me to know that | don’t dare object.

Vaughn is looking at his mom at this point, annoyance etched into all the lines of his



face. “Would you just let her go if she doesn't want to sit? By the way, this is
supposed to be afamily lunch, so | don’t get why—"

She waves her hand at him, and he stops abruptly. | swear it takes me a great amount
of self-control not to burst into fits of laughter right then and there when | see the
look on his face. It is like that of a nine-year-old whose mom won’'t buy him his
favorite cookies at the store.

“1 am hearing nothing of it, Vaughn.” She urges me to sit down, and | deliberately
avoid sitting next to Vaughn, walking around the table to sit next to Michelle. She
doesn't even lift her head to acknowledge me and just keeps surfing through
Instagram posts on her iPhone.

“Hi, Michelle,” | say.

She doesn’t even answer.

Sheesh, how typical for a seventeen-year-old.

“Put that phone away, Michelle,” Mrs. Graham orders just as Steven pulls a plate of
steaming hot food toward himself and begins digging in.

Michelle mumbles something under her breath but eventually puts the phone away.
Vaughn also calms down a bit, and we soon start eating in silence.

| occasiondly steal a glance at Mrs. Graham and notice how much older she's
become since | last saw her. We met some months ago during a fundraising game for
children with cancer, where a lot of parents were in attendance, and Vaughn
introduced me as his PA.

“Yo, Vaughn, | heard preseason is starting very soon. Is your leg feeling much



better?’ Steven says between mouthfuls. “I can't wait to see you get back on the
field. My buddies are all excited and want autographs signed.”

“1 am as good as new. Thanks, Steven. How’ s college, by the way?’ Vaughn asks.

Steven drops his fork and huffs, a frustrated look on his face. “Don’t even let me get
started. There' s been so much going on that | hardly have any time for myself.”

WEell, guess what, Steven—it’ s either we attend the same college, or we both work for
Vaughn because | am you, and you’' re me.
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“That doesn’t sound like the fun you made it out to be on the phone the other time,”
Vaughn says, forking chicken into his mouth.

“Well, things change, | guess.”

“While still on the topic of things changing, you won’'t believe who Mom and | saw
last week in the mall,” Michelle says, directing her attention to Vaughn on the other
side of the table.

She and her mother exchange a glance, and a frown appears between Mrs. Graham’s
eyes. “Michelle, don’t—"

“It was Jessica, Vaughn. | saw Jessica. She seems like a totally different person. She
offered to pay for some of our goods. She was nice to Mom and me, and she even
dyed her hair purple. She looked amazing.”

The color drains from Vaughn's face even though he tries not to show it, but the
oblivious teenager keeps talking with a smile on her face. The mention of

Jessica—whoever that is—clearly does not sit right with Vaughn.

“Will you just shut up!” Vaughn's mother barks at the young girl, startling both me
and Michelle.

“That was dumb, Micky. Really dumb,” Steven says, a disappointed look on hisface.

“What's so wrong with the mention of Jessica? It’s not like they are still together or
anything,” Michelle says indignantly. “I think | will just take some fresh air outside. |



am not even hungry anymore.” She pulls her chair back and walks away.

Vaughn's mom drops her fork and stretches her hand to touch his. “I am sorry about
that, Vaughn. | don’t know why she acts that way sometimes. | will talk to her.”

“No, no, it'sfine. She'sjust agirl anyway.”

He pulls his hand back and grabs his fork.

This is beyond awkward for me at this point. Might as well just stare at the table’s
hardwood until everyone disperses.

“Anyway, is there anyone you' re seeing at the moment, Vaughn? | know you players
hardly discuss these things with the media, but you know you can always tell your
mom,” she offers.

Steven just shakes his head and continues eating absentmindedly.

“1 don’t have time for that, Mom. | am a busy man,” Vaughn replies.

“1 can see that. In fact, Michelle counted up to five billboards with your face on them
on our way here. But don’t you think having someone in your life would help you get
over Jessica?’

At this point, | don’t think | am supposed to be here.

“I am fine, Mom.”

“Are you, though?’ Mrs. Graham turns to me and asks. “Don’t you think that’s a
great idea, Rachel? You're his PA. You should advise him.”



The immediate reaction that follows spares me the stress of thinking about how to
respond to Mrs. Graham’s statement. Vaughn's cutlery clanks on his plate, and he
jerks his head upward to face his mother, his eyes glinting with fury.

Chapter twelve

Chapter Twelve

Vaughn

“lam sick and tired of this, Mom! | am sick of you trying to influence my life
decisions and all of you acting like you give adamn! | am sick of Michelle acting like
aspoiled little brat. And you, Steven, | am sick of you only calling me when you need
something from me. | am sick of you, all of you!”

| switch my gaze from Steven to Rachel and spring up from my seat. “Let’s get out of
here, Rachel!” | demand, storming out of the room, leaving my mother and Steven in
the dining room and Rachel trying to catch up with my strides.

This shit fucking hurts, and it sucks. | had been in arelatively good mood all through
the week because | wanted to start the season in a good headspace, only for my
family members to come and fuck it al up. If only | had remained firm on them
notcoming or even lied that | traveled or something. | knew at the back of my mind
that it wouldn’t go well, but then | was hoping that it would, at |east for a change.

| am finding it difficult to concentrate on the road as | drive Rachel home—not that |
care much about her not bringing her car with her or having to take a cab back home.
| am only doing this because | need some of that fresh air to clear my head as | drive,
and it irks me that that’ s not even doing the trick | expect it to do.

Should I drive to Dr. Craig's office after dropping Rachel off?



Fuck no.
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That would be awkward. | haven’'t booked an appointment and today isn’t usually the
day we meet. | still need to process some things on my own before even thinking of
calling Dr. Craig.

“Are you okay?' the person gitting beside me asks. Her hair catches a beam of
sunlight that reflects from a platform we have just passed.

I’m not sure if the look was born out of worry or afeeling of awkwardness. Still, one
thing | am sure of is | don’'t need Rachel sticking—or potentially sticking—her nose
in my family business.

“Don’t | look okay to you?’ | say dismissively,too dismissively.

WEell, shit, | am anything but okay at this point, and it frustrates me that Rachel just
witnessed all that had transpired back in the dining room—my outburst, my lack of
control. That’s not areaction | would like to show to anyone, not even her.

So what do | do? | direct my frustration at her. Maybe she should have shut the fuck
up and minded her businessin the first place.

| turn into a street and say to her, “I think | should be the one asking if you're okay.
You didn't come to work the other day until | caled, and you didn’t bring me my
breakfast for three days straight. You hardly even do your job well, and the meal
youprepared today tasted like horse crap! So tell me, are you okay, Rachel? You
don’t have to move like a dloth. If you want a break, you can just say before deciding
not to come to work.”



That was harsh, but what was worse wasthat | didn’t feel the slightest hint of remorse
after spewing all that. And yeah, | lied about her meal tasting like crap. It was the best
| have had in ages, even though my family wasthereto ruin it all for me.

She falls silent and doesn’t say another word, which only makes the air in the car
more tense. Moments later, as if finally snapping from her thoughts, she mumbles
something.

“l am sorry | didn’t catch that. What did you just say?’

It better not be what | think | heard.

| feel afrown forming on my forehead as | angle my head toward her, my eyes still
on the road.

She turns and looks at me, making me take my eyes off the road for a moment. “I
asked if you have to be so mean to everyone around you. | used to think that | was the
only one you behaved that way toward. Seeing what you did back there, | guess |
should berelieved that | wasn't special. Instead, | feel ashamed and sad for you.”

Her face was surprisingly calm, but her hazel eyes appeared darker, bearing a whole
lot of judgment in them. Then | saw something el se—defiance.

It was much like what | had seen in her eyes at the time of her outburst in my study.

The memory of that night caused something to stir in my briefs, and | am sure |
would have become enraged and yelled at her if it hadn’t been so awkward.

Instead, | just camly switched my attention back to the road. | have had enough for
one day, and it’s barely 4 p.m. yet. | doubt her stupid asswould get it if | attempted to
explain why | acted the way | did back in the dining room. Not that | would ever



discuss my family issues with her. But still, | am just assuming.

She wouldn’t understand how it was to have been my sole supporter since the time |
used to play college soccer. Growing up in a modest household in the Bronx area of
New York was chalenging for me during my teenage years. The people who were
supposed to support my dreams did everything they could to talk me out of it, going
as far as telling the coach of the school’s soccer team to kick me off the team. There
was this time she almost got into an accident when we were driving to the beach. She
jokingly said, “The only thing that would have come out of the accident would be that
you wouldn'’t have to play soccer anymore.”

That’s even beside the point. My dad is long dead, so | can forgive him for not
knowing any better. But my mom? She takes it a step further now, aways
guestioning what | do with my life like | am Michelle s age mate or some young adult
who's trying to navigate through life. But | wouldn’t even be surprised if she doesn’t
know my actual age.

Then there' s the constant complaint that | don’t spend enough time with her. | am as
busy as one man can get. | do everything | can for her financially and otherwise, even
though, truthfully, | owe her none of that because she never supported my dreams in
thefirst place.

| don't really hate her or resent her in any way. Still, when she guilt-trips me about
focusing on my career—an aspect of my life she never realy paid much attention
to—I can't just control my anger. Why does she feel like she can dictate what | can
and can’t do with my life?

Shit, telling me | need to find a replacement for Jessica as if | don’t have enough on
my plate—Ilike the upcoming season or the big game in a month. Hell, | don’'t even
need a replacement for Jessica, even if | am not busy. That bitch betrayed me, and |
couldn’'t care less if she has “changed,” as my bratty little sister Michelle put it. She



might as well transform into an angel withlong wings and a halo hovering above her
head; | couldn’t care less. Once bitten, twice shy.

So yeah, I'd rather keep my mouth shut. | am not about to tell my secretary al these
things.

The traffic is heavy, and driving takes longer than it should. The traffic light flashes
red, and we stop. Rachel is silent and is playing with her black hair as she stares out
the window, almost absentmindedly.

When the car finally moves, | drive for some minutes before turning into the street
that leads to her apartment. We are just a few yards away from her apartment when |
ask a question that makes me almost stop my car in the middle of the road.

She shifts her gaze from staring out the window to my face and says it so casualy,
like that's the most normal thing in the world to say: “I was thinking you would
apologize, but again, you didn’t disappoint. Just like you refused to apologize the
other day in your study and proceeded to make love to me instead. You are a rea
jerk, Vaughn.”

The fuck. Did shejust say, “Make love?’

That’s the most ridiculous thing | have heard all week! It made me want to laugh and
feel uncomfortable at the same time.

And was | surprised! | was surprised that she would even bring it up when, for the
past week, we've been trying hard to prove to ourselves that it's better left
undiscussed. But it seems “undiscussed” doesn’'t transate to “resolved,” and the
encounter is still fresh in our minds like it was yesterday. | feel my chest tighten with
unease, much like how | felt when she was mimicking my mannerisms a week ago at
the training ground.



Chapter thirteen
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Chapter Thirteen
Rachel

“Who the hell is that guy? What a perfect corner kick. Just . . . look at that!” Raphael
exclaims and turns to the cameraman. “1 hope you captured that kick. It's too perfect
not to have been captured.”

The videographer nods with an absent-minded, forced smile as he focuses on his
work. | bet he's had enough of the seemingly unending noises from Raphael—the
graduate of the University of Y appahonics—himself.

| hardly blame him, though. Even if he amost never keeps his mouth shut, |,
too—who barely have any knowledge of the technicalities of soccer despite having
worked for Vaughn for two years—am engrossed.

“He must be anew player,” | offer. “Hisface doesn’'t ring any bells.”

“1 figured s0.” Raphael walks toward me with quick steps and sits beside me on the
bench. “With players like this, the Amaris Cup is as good as ours. Two more players

like this, and it is definitely ours,” he adds in awhisper.

| scoff. “I thought they say the more exceptionally good players there are in a team,
the lesslikely they are to get to the finals.”

He gives me alook that says, That’s the most ridiculous thing | have heard all week.



“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“l thought so, too. But | guess it has something to do with all the great players
thinking they arethe best . . . | guess?”’

I’m unsure where | heard that, probably from one of Vaughn’s interviews or perhaps
onTV.

“That sort of makes sense. But the club has always prided itself on its great team
spirit. | am sure that wouldn’t be a problem when it comesto NYFC.”

| shrug and stifle a yawn. | should have no business being at the New Y ork Football
Club’s headquarters at three in the afternoon. If anything, | should be in my tiny little
apartment watching a Netflix series while gently petting Archie. But what else would
one expect working for Vaughn Graham, the most demanding, arrogant, and entitled
man on earth?

For me, it’sjust another day in my life of being underappreciated at my job—normal.

“Aaaaaaand cut!” | hear the head of the videography crew yell just in time to see the
players walking toward the sidelines, all sweaty and out of breath.

“l guessit’stime for a break,” Raphagl says as he laboriously gets back to his feet to
review the footage of what has been captured by the crew. He is taking this newfound
task of hisway too seriously, and it’s obvious he wants something out of it.

Raphael would have done better as a politician than a footballer’s agent because he
seems more interested in thepolitics of it al rather than focusing on his job. | mean,
he tries, but | am 100 percent sure Vaughn would do just fine without him. We are
supposed to meet with the representative of Mobilix Solutions over dinner tomorrow
with Vaughn’'s lawyer, and he hasn't brought up the talk with me, even though he



plays a good role as Vaughn's agent.

“No, | think they are done for the day,” | say, a warmth of gratefulness spreading
over my chest. It ended sooner than | expected.

| turned my head to look at Raphael, only to see a mask of shock and disbelief on his
face. | follow his gaze, and then | see it: reporters, about twenty of them, bearing
microphones and broadcasting equipment, flock into the stadium. The expression on
my face must mimick the one | see on Raphael’s as | stare in awe at what just
happened.

“Who the hell let them in?’ Raphael asks no one in particular. “It’s not even the
season yet.”

But what really gets me is how composed each and every player is. It's almost like
they are expecting this to happen. Although some of them manage to get away, most
of them stay and professionally answer the questions thrown at them by the news-
hungry reporters, even though they are obviously exhausted.

Everyone except for Vaughn.

He appears visibly stressed, his pams on his hips and his eyes darting aimlessly
around the pitch as he answers questions. | take that as my cue to go meet him.

| nudge Raphael, and we both stand up from our seats and rush toward Vaughn. Just
as we get to him, the stamping of multiple feet follows, and a heavy, sweaty body is
thrust onto me.

| gasp for breath.What was that?

The next thing | see answers my questions. About a hundred soccer fans flock into



the stadium, and that’s when | aso realize their chatter and noise have increased—a
change that went below my radar because | thought they were reporters. Amid the
tugging and pulling, | panic and look around for any sign of Raphael or Vaughn. Still,
al | see are the multiple heads of soccer fans, who are starting to behave like zombies
at this point.

| hear avoice in the distance barking, “ Security! Security!”

At this point, | am in the middle of a crowd that has formed so quickly that al | can
do is stare. Worse, more of them keep gushing through the entrance.

Shit. They must have been waiting all day for the perfect opportunity to come rushing
in like a herd of cattle. And where the hell is security when you need them? Don't
soccer players have bodyguards or something?
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For whatever reason, the crowd becomes stagnant. The fans keep screaming and
cheering, and | can barely make out what they are saying. If it's an autograph they
want, | am sure whatever paper they have must be torn by now.

The push of the crowd makes me feel like my ribcage is about to be crushed, and |
gasp for air as| struggle futilely to navigate my way.

Just then, a hand grips my wrist. | amost jumped in fright. | don’t need someone else
to scare me more than | already am. But when | turn to see who it is, | become even
more confused. It’s the new player whose corner kick Raphael commented on earlier.

Before | can say aword, he gently tugs at my wrist. “ Thisway.”

Like Moses parting the Red Sea, a narrow path leading to aroom appears before him.
He starts walking, pulling me gently behind him, and soon enough, | find myself in
what appears to be the male locker room.

| heave asigh of relief and fall into anearby chair, struggling to catch my breath.

| hadn’t thought about how awkward it would be to be pulled into the male locker
room until | raised my head. The players are throwing sideways glances at me, and
embarrassment churns within my stomach.

| think of saying hello to them but then figure that my voice would likely sound like
that of atoad. That isn't likely to help with the embarrassment | already feel inside.
Instead, | turn to my helper.



“Thank you.”

My helper is still standing, his gaze fixed on me, and thisis when | study his features.
His chiseled jaw curves upward into asmile. “Don’t mention it. It's hard not to help a
beautiful damsel in distress.” He sits down beside me. He says amost in a whisper,
“And yes, | know ‘beautiful’ and ‘damsel’ sort of mean the same thing, but | figure
that’ s the only way to do you justice.”

Corny.

But | still can't help but smile as his amber eyes beam at me. It must be because of
how cute his eyes are.

“What’ s your name, beautiful damsel?”

“Rachel,” | introduce, extending my hand. He grabs my hand and shakesit. “Collins.”

Gosh. He has a perfect set of white teeth, too.

“1 might have been stomped to death if it wasn’t for your timely intervention.”

He appears to muse for a while. “ Seems so. That means we can do ‘knight in shining
armor’ instead of Collins, then.”

We share a laugh, and | also catch a smile on one of the players faces. He's as
handsome as he's funny, and judging from the fact that he helped me, he must be
kind as well. Is there anything el se awoman could want?

“Hey there, Rachel. We' ve been looking everywhere for you. Are you okay?’ | hear
Raphael’s voice from the entrance, and | turn my head. Standing beside him is
Vaughn, his shirt slung over his shoulder. A deep scowl is etched on his face, and his



well-sculpted body is glistening with swest.

Sweset Jesus.

He looks like a god as he stands there. | gasp lightly before quickly averting my gaze
to avoid embarrassing myself.

| force asmile at Raphadl. “I am fine, thanks.”

| maintain the smile on my face as | look back at Collins, my mind blank. The only
dominating thought in my mind at this point is that of time with Vaughn in his study.

|diot!
| feel my face flush with embarrassment and annoyance. How dare his mere presence
have such an effect on me? Is it because he's shirtless? | have seen him shirtless

countless times, so why?

Why does he get me feeling this way, even in the presence of a great guy like
Collins?

From the look in Collins's eyes, | can tell he senses something is off, as there isn’t
much warmth in the smile he returns.

Chapter fourteen

Chapter Fourteen

Vaughn
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Damn, reporters!

They are always snooping around where they aren’t supposed to—talk about getting
paid to invade peopl€’s privacy!

This is entirely their fault. If they hadn’'t provided an opening, the stampede by the
fans wouldn’t have happened in the first place. | literally had to remove my shirt and
put it over my head just to prevent the fans from seeing my face; otherwise, | would
have been toast.

“Let’s move thisway, Vaughn,” Raphael, who somehow found me amidst the crowd,
says.

“Where's Rachel?’ | ask. | haven't really seen her since Nicholas drove us here,
except for the occasional glances we sneaked at each other while | was on the field.

“1 have no idea, Vaughn. But let’s get you to the locker room first. | will go back to
look for her.”

We walk through the narrow path leading to the locker room, and | finally remove the
makeshift mask | made with my shirt.

| step into the locker room, and as soon as | do, | stop.
Rachel is talking with this new guy on the team, al smiles and doe eyed. The heat of

anger from what happened back on the pitch hasn’t died down yet and seeing her
with this guy only makes me want to explode.



What the fuck?

Worse, she doesn’t even acknowledge my entry. She doesn’t turn to look at who just
walked in. Sheis supposed to be catering to me, not flirting with my teammates!

| am about to snap my fingers when Raphael asks Rachel if she's okay. She turns her
head, meets my gaze, and lets it linger for a moment. Then she goes right back to
smiling and getting doe-eyed with the new player, like | am not even here.

| am already pissed from the chaos outside, and seeing her reaction sends waves of
jealousy coursing through my veins. Without thinking twice—or even thinking at
all—I storm over to where they are seated, just in time to hear Mathew, the defender,
call out to me.

The new player stands up, still smiling that stupid smile of his, and opens his mouth
to say something, but | shut him up before he can get the first word out.

“Stay the fuck away from my secretary, man! She's here to work for me and do as
she’ stold, not hang around for men to flirt with.”

Mathew gets to the scene just as the new player’s smile fades. | hear the clanking of
cleats and lively chatter coming from the hallway, indicating that the rest of the team
has found their way back. That does nothing to dissipate the tense atmosphere

between the new player, Rachel, and me.

| look down only to see this new player holding out an outstretched hand to me all
this while—only now the smileis gone.

Mathew whistles.

The guys in the locker room watch in amazement. Rachel looks down, probably



shocked as well. My anger turns into a hot embarrassment. | storm toward the exit,
walking past Raphael, who has a stunned expression. | get to the exit just in time for
the rest of the team to come rushing in. The first ones to enter actually quiet down,
probably sensing the change in atmosphere.

Security—wherever the hell they were earlier when reporters and fans threatened to
eat the players alive—finally litter the place.

The crowd has dispersed, and the only people left are Coach McLauren, the assistant
coach, and some other extras.

| sit down on a bench outside and ailmost punch myself in the gut. What the hell was
that? That was so stupid and unprofessional. Not to mention, | acted this way toward
anew player on the team. What will he think of me?

But isthat even the real issue here?

A voice speaks in my head. Why did | react that way in the first place, especially in
the presence of my teammates?

Why am | jealous that sheis being friendly with another man?

That's just one point. | have been thinking of Rachel, stealing glances at her every
chance | got. There was even a point where | got so distracted that Coach McLauren
called me aside to ask if something was wrong.

Thisis bad.

Perhaps it’s because | have come to see more of her—and | am not referring to her
breasts—in the past few weeks than | had since she started working for me. She's no
longer therobotic, timid, and submissive secretary | used to know, and that annoyed



me. She'srevealed a sassy and daring side, which, for the record, also annoys me, but
| guessitalso. ..

Stop, Vaughn.
| don’t care what it is. Whatever it is that’s making her the center of my feelings, it

must go. After al, she's just a secretary who appears to have developed an attitude.
That's all thisis.
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Nicholas drives us back home in silence. And | am not talking about Nicholas's
silence because he's silent most of the time. | am talking about the thick silence that
envelops the car. Even talkative Raphael keeps his mouth shui.

| am sitting next to Nicholas in front, while Rachel and Raphael are seated in the
back. | am still in the jersey | played in. | could not bring myself to go back into the

locker room and face my teammates.

| can see Rachel through the rearview mirror, staring out the window, seemingly lost
in her own thoughts. What is she thinking?

Rachel asks to be dropped off somewhere on the way, saying she has business to
attend to. Except for the “thanks’ she mutters to Nicholas, she doesn’t utter a single
word. She doesn’'t even look at me.

What is she thinking?

She had better not be mad at me because that would be a very big mistake on her
part!

Raphael is dropped off shortly after, and Nicholas drives me home.
On our way, my phonerings. It is a message from Rachel.

You have a meeting scheduled for 5 p.m. with the manager of the Kinetikor gym
wear brand. | told them you’ d show up.



Location: 24 St. John’s Avenue.

Playing games with me, huh? Or perhaps she is trying to make her anger known by
sending me atext instead of just telling me before she left? Pssst, like | care.

Without thinking much about it, | tell Nicholas to take a detour to the location. After
about aten-minute drive, we arrived at the place.

It is an isolated but sophisticated building at the far end of St. John's Avenue.
Thankfully, it has grown darker than when we left headquarters, so all | haveto do is
pull ahat over my face before stepping out to avoid being noticed.

A woman about the same age as Rachel is seated at the far end of the room I'm
ushered into. She has an authoritative air about her, and it doesn’t take me long to
figure out she is in charge. The two other men at opposite sides of the table nod and
stand up to greet me, as does the woman.

The meeting is boring, like most meetings of this sort: some cameras going off in my
face, crazy explanations about how great their brand is, crazier explanations about
advanced materials science and nanotechnology—whatever the hell that has to do
with gym wear. At the end of it all, they offer me a proposal to be the brand face of
their product, which I humbly decline.

It seems to me that | have been focusing more on modeling and endorsements than
my actual soccer career. As it is now, | am trying to clear out other endorsement
contracts | have already signed, not add another to my plate. The new season startsin
two weeks, and | am preparing to give it my all.

Chapter fifteen

Chapter Fifteen



Rachel

“What have you done?’ | mutter, pacing around in my apartment. | only went to
Vaughn’s place to apologize for my mistake. | know it's my fault that this happened.
| know what potential consequences there are, yet what | have ended up doing only
presents more consegquences!

A crazy thought pops into my head:Quit the job, Rachel Reed.

| pause in my pacing to further consider the thought.

That doesn’t seem like a bad idea at all. After the crazy sex that Vaughn and | had in
his study, he has probably lost all respect for me—that’s if he had any for me to begin
with. He would probably treat me more poorly as he now sees me as a conquest. Our
professional relationship has already been compromised. Vaughn would eventually
boot me out if hefelt | didn’t do my jobwell. So why not quit on my own while | still
have some of my dignity left?

A knock that | don't in the least appreciate sounds on my door. | almost didn’t go to
check, but it persisted. | open the door to see Vaughn—the man troubling my
thoughts.

My heart skips a beat—no, my heart skips two beats—and all my lips do in an
attempt to say something is quiver.

He is looking at me intently, but it's not the usual gaze that makes me feel like | am
being pulled in two different directions. It's a much warmer, tender look in his
beautiful blue eyes, and | feel my knees ailmost give way.

My grip squeezes on my bed sheets, and my clit and his tongue make the perfect duo.
| writhe in pleasure as he draws circles around my clit, my palms clutching at the



mop of black hair on his head.
“l can't take it anymore, Vaughn. Make love to me.”

He pauses and looks up at me, his blood-congested face and a smirk staring at me. He
wraps his strong, muscular arms underneath my bare thighs and pulls me roughly—a
little too roughly—toward him. He gets on top of me and presses hislipson minein a
hot, searing kiss. “Don’t you mean | should fuck you?”’

The sexiness with which he says it makes me wetter even more, and my, did | want
him to fuck me! Just like that, I am having sex with Vaughn again, just moments after
we'd had sex in his study.
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His rod sinks into me. | gasp for air, my arms clutching around his neck tightly, my
legs wrapped around his waist.

“Yes, Vaughn, | want you to fuck me,” | say—no, | more squeaked as that doesn’t
even qualify asavoice.

“Say less, baby,” he whispers into my ear, and then he nibbles at my earlobes and
sucksin tender flesh on my neck.

Thisman is about to drive me crazy.

| moan loudly, and just as if that’s what he's been waiting for, he starts thrusting in
and out of me, making me moan even louder.

He fucks me relentlessly, driving me wild with pleasure, fireworks exploding in my
head with each stroke. | can aready feel an approaching wave of orgasm spreading
all over my body. When | finally came, | let out aloud cry, my nails digging into his
hard back. He groans as he spits his load into me, and then he collapses on me.

“That's the best fucking sex | have ever had,” he says, his sculpted chest pressed
against my breasts. The contented smile on his face amost makes me believe him,
but then | ask, “Better than all the models you rich soccer players have access to?’

He laughs and leansin for akiss. “They don't compare, darling.”

Darling?



“Look how red your cheeks are,” he continues, tracing the red patch on my cheek
with soft kisses. “I could fuck you all day, you know.”

Hmm, romantic. Almost like it isn’'t Vaughn.
A wave of unease hits me, and then | pull back. | stare around like | am just being
aware of my surroundings for the first time. For some reason, | feel confused and

scared.

Something isn’t right. A couple of minutes ago, he was at my door. How the heck did
we end up on my bed?

He notices.

“What' swrong? Just realizing | am not really in bed with you?’

“What?’

He snickers. “Don’'t worry, you'll come off it shortly.”

And | did.

My eyes shoot open, and | literally wake up gasping for air.

That’sinsane! Did | just have a dream about Vaughn? A sex dream, for that matter?

The wetness | suddenly notice in between my legs gives me an answer, and
embarrassment churns in my stomach.

It's dreams like these that get you in jail. Wait a minute—had my subconscious
secretly wished Vaughn had followed me home on the day we had sex in his study? |



mean . . . the sex wasn’t bad, but to the point of imagining—no, dreaming of what
happened right after is next-level insane. It felt so real.

My chest tightens with worry as my feet find my shoes. Yes, it's a dream, but
notjusta dream. Two years of my life have been mostly spent working with Vaughn,
and if that ends any time soon, | sure don’'t want thisto be the reason.

***

Archie jumps happily as | put on alight shirt and a pair of jeans from my wardrobe. It
seems like she' sfigured out that today is going to be a good day.

| mean, why blame her? Rachel Reed, her human, is the busiest person in New Y ork,
slaving her ass off for a soccer player who doesn’t seem to care. That is one hell of an
improvement!

| drop lipstick on the mirror stand to pick Archie up. “Guess what, baby? We are
gonna go out, walk around town and meet new people, buy some snacks for a movie

night, and generally have awonderful time! Guess who's home with you today?’

She gently claws at my hair in response, undoing the perfect bun | had done my hair
into.

“Well, | guessI’ll just leave it like that then. Bet you like it better this way.”

| look at my reflection in the mirror, and a smile crosses my lips. | look . . . beautiful.
Carelessly beautiful.
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| always make it a habit to appear as professional as possible on workdays, even
though that is not really necessary. It's not like | work for a corporate industry. |
aways do my hair in a bun and wear professional outfits and shoes. Somehow, it
makes me feel more competent, and | think it also keeps me from punching Vaughn
in the face anytime he annoys me. | just look at myself and think,Y ou’re at work. Be
professional.

The streets bustle with activity: people rushing home from work in buses, younger
people making their way into bars and clubs, street vendors with merchandise in full
display, and yeah, the ever-present street performers looking to charm you into
parting with your last couple of bucks.

Archie won't let me appreciate the nice and warm weather as she keeps on walking
with quick steps, pulling me with her collar. Archieleads, and | follow.

Gosh! | have amost forgotten what it feels like to have fun outside of work!l think to
myself. | know simply walking your cat down the streets might not be many people's
idea of fun, but if thisisthe first real break you've had from work in months, it’s the
most fun thing on the planet. They say people crave what they don’'t have: afull day
off, in my case.

| couldn’t do thiswhen | faked illness just to stay home because, well, | was avoiding
Vaughn at the time. My troubled thoughts wouldn’t let me think of enjoying myself.
And now, | can enjoy myself all 1 want, knowing that | have gotten al or most of
Vaughn's schedules planned and managed to reach a settlement with Mobilix
Solutions so that they withdrew their lawsuit. For once, everything seems to be in
order.



| stopped at a mall to get some snacks for my movie night. Typically, days like this
should be spent with friends, but you don’t work all day for Vaughn and expect to
have friends. | pick up two bags of Doritos and a bag of Cheetos, pay, and exit the
mall.

My phone rang as soon as | stepped out of the mall. Just as | reach into my purse to
check who it is, desperately wishing it’s not Vaughn, | collide with someone—or they

collide with me. | am not sure.

“Oh, | am so sorry,” | say, frantically bending down and gathering some papers that
spilled out from the man’ s bag.

He reaches down and does the same. “Don’'t worry about it. | bumped into you.” He
gives me areassuring smile that helps make me less tense, and for the first time since
the collision, | notice he' s wearing a suit.

We finish gathering the papers, and he is still smiling at me. His tailored suit, his
well-groomed hair, his shoes, his eyes. He reminds me of Wall Street guys and
conmen at the same time, but | guess there isn’t much of a difference.

“Nice cat you' ve got there, young lady. What is its name?’

There's a way with which he asks the question that makes me feel he’'s genuinely
interested rather than looking for away to start up small talk.

“Archie.”

“Hmm, quite an uncommon name for a cat, don’t you think?’

| laugh lightly. “Well, that’ s one of the things that make him unique, | guess.”



“l see. Wdll, | just happen to be getting out of the hellhole | call work, and | am
heading back home. But could we grab a drink, if you don’t mind? Just my way of
apologizing for bumping into you.”

Y ou bump into someone, and the next thing you're asking is to grab a drink. A little
too random if you ask me.

| had misgivings about having a drink with a total stranger, but really, what do | have
to lose? It's a day off, so why not? Sometimes, it takes one stranger to make the rest
of your day.

“Sure, Sir.”

“Thank you.”

We walk to anearby café and take our seats.

“Can | pet your cat?’ he asks.

“Sure, why not?’

He reaches out to touch Archie on the head, and Archie swishes at the man’s hand.
“Hey! That’snot nice!” | scold.

He ssimply laughsit off and saysit’s okay.

We engage in small talk as we sip our coffee, only for him to steer the conversation in
an entirely different direction.

“There’' s a matter about Vaughn Graham | would like to talk with you about.”



I’m not surprised at the mention of Vaughn's name. | told him earlier that | worked
for Vaughn when he asked where | worked simply because he doesn’'t strike me as
someone who cares for soccer much. | usually don’t do that out of fear of some crazy
fan pestering me into getting their stuff signed like | even have the power to do that.

Still, it catches me off guard. “ Excuse me?’
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He draws a deep breath, looks to his left and to his right, and leans closer. “I have a
deal for you, Rachel. | just need you to do me alittle favor, and you’' d be glad you did
it for the rest of your life.”

| can sense the once jovial atmosphere dissolving into a more tense, dightly sinister
one. “What deal could you possibly have for me, mister?’

I’m curious at this point. What deal can atotal stranger have for me?

He pauses, a thoughtful expression on his face as if he’' s trying to figure out how best
to say it. “The new season starts in a couple of weeks, and | work for people who
want Vaughn out of the league.”

He pauses again, gauging my reaction. | try my best not to react even though | am
screaming, “What the fuck!” inwardly.

“Now, here's where you come in,” he continues. “You're the best person for this
because you' re always around him. | want you to sabotage his career by framing him
as adrug user. I’'m sure that will be a very difficult task for you if you agree to work
with us for a sum of six hundred thousand dollars.”

The mention of the money almost makes my jaw drop, and it's my turn to look left
and right. Archie is roaming around the table, minding her own business, and so is

everyone in the café.

“What did you just say?’



“You heard me right. Six hundred thousand dollars.”

| shake my head, fighting the thoughts that are beginning to go crazy in my mind.

He probably thought | was disagreeing because the next thing | hear is, “Seven
hundred thousand dollars. You'll do it for seven hundred K, won't you?’

The thoughts go even wilder. | swallow hard, my heart thumping against my ribcage.
If it weren’t for my composure, | am sure | would have screamed.

Holy Bejesus! Seven hundred thousand dollars! Crazy!

But | can’'t do that—not to Vaughn. He pays me enough to live comfortably, but what
| am truly worried about is how | will live with myself if | agree to this.

No, Rachel. No.

“No,” | say firmly. “I will not be able to do that.”

“Not even for seven hundred thousand dollars?’ he asks, perplexed.

“Not even for amillion dollars.”

The indifference with which | say that must have gotten to him, and the polite tone he
employed vanishes. “How stupid and ridiculous. Y ou'd throw away almost a million
dollars for someone who treats you like crap? Tell me, when was the last time he said
aslittle as athank you to you for all you do for him?’

He appears mad at this point, and | have had enough. “1 don’t see how that is any

business of yours or whoever it is that sent you, mister. So, if you don't mind, |
would like to take my leave now.”



| drop some dollar bills on the table, stand up, and tug gently at Archie's noose,
leaving “mister” staring after us.

This is nothing new to me at al. Over the period | have worked for Vaughn, | have
had bribe offers from various people who had to do with VVaughn. When you're as big
and successful as Vaughn, it's only natural for some people to want to bring you
down. But thisis different.

Seven hundred freaking thousand dollars!

No. Thisis a whole new level, too tempting to be real. Honestly, at this point, | feel
one more attempt at persuasion from the man, and | swear I'd give in. That’s enough

money to set me up for life!

| get asfast as| can from the café, heading directly home. On my way, | looked at my
phone and saw that it was my mom who had called me earlier.

Chapter sixteen

Chapter Sixteen

Vaughn

lexhale sharply in frustration as Nicholas brings the car to a staggering halt. Traffic.
The traffic is heavy. Now, that’s nothing unusual, but you never get used to it.
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Today’s training is light, way lighter than the rigorous sessions we have been having
in the past week. We hardly even play a match; fitness drills are the order of the day:
sprints, shuttle runs, footwork exercises, and some cone drills. Afterward, the fitness
coach does some assessments on us, and we are done for the day.

But the fact that I’m very tired physically doesn’t mean | am fine.

“Perhaps | should call Dr. Craig,” | say to myself. | feel irritable. Perhaps it’s because
Paul kept throwing side glances my way while | was in a one-on-one drill with
Callins.

Yeah, we had a one-on-one drill, which | had initiated. | feel guilty about how I
reacted when | saw him with Rachel. He didn’t seem bothered by it at all, and I’d like
to think we are pretty much on good terms now.

Paul, a midfielder on the team and my former best friend, wouldn’'t stop stealing
glances at me—awkward glances and a stupid half-smile. The fucker had the guts to
smile at me after fucking my former girlfriend two years ago!

It wouldn't be hard to guess that ever since that happened, we hadn’t been on
speaking terms. We had mostly avoided each other until necessary, but the fact that
this asshole smiled at me today made me mad. | was pissed, and | swore, if not for
Coach McLauren’s presence, | would have gone over and given him a smack on the
snake face.

What more? Nicholas hasn’t taken me home either—a place | desperately want to be
at this moment. Instead, he is taking me to the Charity Center to kick Rachel’s



ass—she has fucked up my schedule again, and | am beyond pissed at this point. If
not for my great lawyer, my name would have been on the news for terrible
reasons: Famous soccer player Vaughn Graham signs deals with two rival companies,
sparking controversy.

My patience wears thin as we wait for the lights to turn green, my chest heaving.
Even Nicholas shifts uncomfortably in his chair from the tension in the car.

When | finally get to the office, | hop down from the car and head straight to the
reception.

“Good afternoon, Vaughn. How is your day going?’ | hear a voice say from over the
table, followed by a smile that makes me even more annoyed. It’'s Carmen.

“Is Rachel here?’ | ask urgently without replying to her greetings, and | watch the
smile disappear from her face.

“Yes. | saw her come in this morning. She's likely in her office,” she replies
unenthusiastically, her thin, painted red lips flattening into a straight line.

| take the elevator and head to the third floor. | never thought there' d be a day when |
would be asking if Rachel came to work, but here we are! After having taken days off
in the last two weeks on her own, it won't be surprising if she takes too much liberty
in the free day, | gave her yesterday and adds days of her own. Y eah, she’'s changed
that much! It irks me even more that there's this feeling that is stopping me from
putting her in check.

| flung her office door wide open without taking the trouble to knock. “Oh, so you
came to work? That's cool. Any explanation as to why you didn’'t bring me my
breakfast?’



She raises a well-plucked eyebrow in surprise, but she still remained graceful. “I
didn’t think—"

“You know what, that’s even beside the point.” | close the distance between us in
long strides and stand over her. “You fucked up my schedules again. | am not
supposed to meet with that client you called me about until next week!”

| see her swallow. “Y-you mean the ‘energy drink for athletes' company?”’

| drag a chair opposite her and sit down. “Oh, are there more of my schedules that
you messed up?’

She shakes her head frantically and pauses to wipe a bead of sweat off her forehead.
“l am sorry, Vaughn. | . . . it was amistake. | thought it was scheduled for today.”

She does look sorry . . . and scared. And | love it! Cal me a sadist, but | don’t like
feeling like I’m losing control over something that should be under my control.

“I'll fix it,” she says.

Seeing that she does not match my scolding with a confrontational reaction, | calm
down a bit. “You don’t have to. It would be a waste of time to abandon the meeting
after gettingthere already, don’'t you think? It's been settled. What you have to do,

though, isinform the pilot to get my jet ready. We are going to Australia.”

“What? | thought that was in another two weeks.” Her eyes widen, and her lips
dightly part.

“Of courseyou do,” | grunt. “Might aswell be my own secretary.”

You wouldn't believe the look that she gives me. It’s subtle but obvious enough for



me to notice. She better not ruin my mood further with her newfound sassy
attitude—there’ s no telling how | might react.

She till has a doubtful look in her eyes. | bet she thinks she didn’t make a mistake.
She rolls her swivel chair backward and leans forward, exposing generous cleavage
between two swollen mounds as she pulls at a drawer.

Sweet Jesus.
My eyes wouldn’'t move an inch from her chest for about ten seconds, and it would
have taken even longer if not for the burgeoning erection in my pants. | have just

shortson. | can't risk it.

She daps afile on her desk, her expression serious as she scans through it, and then
she looks back at me in astoni shment.

“You are actually right—"
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“Of course | am right, Rachel,” | blurted impatiently. “Time to call my pilot instead
of trying to prove a point, don’t you think?’

She inhales, in what seems like frustration and presses the phone to her ear after
dialing a number. She talks with the pilot for some time, and as she ends the call, she
springs to her feet and says, “| have to get some supplies for both of us. | will be back
in like twenty minutes.”

“Y ou better.”

Her heels clank against the tiles as she scurries out of the office, her hips shaking in
her quick steps. She disappears, leaving me staring after her.

* k%

The last thing | expected to be involved in was a flight to Australiain the middle of a
tiring afternoon. | had taken the time Rachel had gone to get supplies to freshen up
and put on some clean clothes, but that did less than | expected it would.

The trip to Australia had gone completely under my radar, and | only found out about
it because of the promotional video that involved the whole team—something about
keeping the oceans clean or some shit. Great cause, of course, but it's mostly an
excuse to get the entire team in front of the cameras. Everyone loves seeing athletes
in action, especidly if it’s for something good.

If not for the coach who had reminded us after training, | wouldn’'t have thought
about it. | wouldn’t have been on my way to Australia now since it had also somehow



flown under Rachdl’ s radar!

Rachel and | settled ourselves in the private jet. Soon, we are speeding down the
runway into what | hope will be a smooth flight. | don’t even have time to think about
anything else. | barely let anyone know where | am or where | am going, and
honestly, | don't care. | just want to get to Australia, do this shit—oh, |
mean,shoot—and be done with it.

Rachel is sitting across from me, her face pale and drawn into a gloomy mask. She's
probably still trying to recover from her earlier mistake, | can tell. | am still angry at
her, but | can’'t bring myself to unleash on her again. She sits there, silent, camly
doing everything to fix it. It's not enough to calm the silent anger raging in my mind,
but | stay silent.

Thejet surgesinto the air, and for the first time since | woke up today, | feel astrange
calm wash over me. We are finally on track; everything is going to be okay.

About an hour later, in awkward silence, Rachel breaksit: “Would you like anything
to eat or drink? There’ swinein the cabinet and some snacksif you'd like any.”

Sometimes, it takes just a statement from someone about food for one to realize they
are hungry. That is the exact case with me. | made it arule to only eat after training,
and | only had a bottle of water down my throat from when | went to run the ad for
the energy drink brand.

My stomach grumbles, and | say with anod, “Sure.”

She stands up and heads to the cabinet. | watch her gingerly pour some wine into a
glass, place some snack bars on aflat plate, and head back toward me.

| switch my gaze to the leather chair close to me. | won't be caught staring.



| grab the glass of wine from the plate even before she sets it on the table and gulp it
al down at a go.

Tastes good. Feels good.

| run the tip of my tongue along my lips in relish. It's been a long time since |
restocked the wine cabinet in my jet, as | don't use it much. This wine right here
could be up to two years old.

| know Rachel is staring at me, but | couldn’t care less. | grab a snack bar from the
plate, pull the wraps down, and start munching. | returned her gaze this time. “You
know what you could do instead of watching me eat? Get something for you to eat as
well. We arein for along flight.”

“Don’t worry, | am fine,” she says, clutching asmall pillow to herself.

“1 am not worrying. That’s an order. | want you to be maximally efficient. Now, go
get something for yourself.”

She rolls her eyes and stands up. She had just taken a few steps toward the cabinet
when the jet shook—not so violently, but enough to make Rachel collapse back on
her sofa.

Then it stops.

The pilot bursts out of the cockpit, worry etched on his face.

“S-sir,” he stammers, “we lost an engine.”

| can’t help but see that my eyes widen in shock despite trying to remain calm. “What
do you mean, ‘We lost an engine' 7’



Rachel’ sfaceisamask of fear, her hazel eyesturning adark green.

“The left engine isn’t responding,” the pilot explains quickly. “We are losing altitude
fast, and we have to make an emergency landing.”

Just when | thought my day couldn’t get any worse.
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Rachel almost shoots out of her seat again. “This is my entire fault. If | had started
making preparations sooner, and maybe he would have checked—"

“Cam down,” | say in a tone that sounds more like an order than reassurance. |
turned back to the pilot. “How much time do we have left?” | ask, growing
increasingly aware of the tightening in my chest.

The pilot moves back to the cockpit, and | follow him with Rachel at my heels.

“Honestly, not much,” the pilot says. His face shows a bit of scare, but his voice is
confident, and that works for me just fine. “I am going to try to get us closer to the
water to reduce the impact when we go down.”

Rachel gasps beside me, her hands covering her mouth. | can see the fear in her eyes
as the redlity of the situation sets in. Her hands tremble as she grips the headrest of
the pilot’s seat.

| find myself telling her that we are going to be fine, even though I'm not sure if |
believe that myself. “See? We have got life jackets. We are close to the water. We
will befine.”

Rachel bobs her head, her eyes still filled with doubt. She's obviously scared, perhaps
as scared as | am, but | think there is more to her worried look. Is she still blaming
herself for what’ s happening, thinking that if she hadn’t messed up the schedule, then
the pilot would not have had to hurry and would have had enough time to check the
engines? And while alarge part of me wants to blame her, too, it doesn’t seem fair.



Thisistoo serious to be anyone’s fault.
It'sjust bad luck. Terrible fucking luck.
In the next few moments that follow, the jet descends faster and appears to be
plunging head-first toward ground level. We all hold our breaths. The assistant pilot
hands us life jackets, her trembling hands betraying the confidence her voice painted

as she says, “Everything will be okay.”

| pull the jacket on me, glancing over at Rachel as she fumbles with hers. “You
good?’ | ask.

She exhales. “I think so.”

“Okay, everyone, brace yourselves,” the pilot’s voice sounds.

The next moments happen very fast. The jet dips sharply, the wind whistling and
engines roaring. My grip tightens on the pilot’s headrest, my heart hammering against
my ribcage. Rachel’s knuckles turn white as she clenches her fists tightly. The
tension in the plane rises to an all-time high, the scent of salt water becomes more
apparent, and fear is choking all partiesinvolved.

And then, impact.

The force with which the plane hit the water amost knocks the living daylight out of
me. The sound of shattering glass and tearing metal fills my ears.

Thisisit. Thisishow it ends.

The forceful, turbulent rush of water into the plane reminds me of a typhoon, and
then | start randomly remembering scenarios of deadly typhoons | have seen in the



news; my heartalmost gives away. There's no way any of uswill survive this.No, this
ishow it truly endsfor all of us.

“Get out! Get out now!” the pilot screams, and he starts rushing to the emergency
exit, with Rachel behind him and the remaining two of us running closely behind.

The cold air hits me like a dlap in the face as we all jump out of the sinking jet. The
freezing water cruelly tortures my skin like it's been waiting for me its whole life,
pulling me mercilessly underneath. | desperately kick to the surface, struggling to
catch my breath as | look around.

| see no one, not asingle soul. | am the only one | can see as far as my eyes go. Scary
thoughts torture my mind.Where' s everyone? Where' s Rachel ?

My mind plays fearful scenarios of what could have happened, and | choke hard in
panic. | doubt | would have choked any harder if water had gotten into my airways.

Chapter seventeen

Chapter Seventeen

Rachel

The last thing | remember after the impact is the water closing in around me, cold and
persistent. | also remember feeling like | was drowning—not in the water but within
myself—my limbs growing heavy, my breath slowly ceasing until 1 am completely
submerged. Just before drifting into unconsciousness, | hear my name being called in

avoice that sounds so far away, so familiar—Ilike my father’s.

Could it be my father? Am | finally dead?



| let go of the “not now, not like this” mantra | have been repeating silently in my
mind. A weak smile crosses my lipsas| fall into a deep slumber.

| open my eyes as my consciousness zaps back into attention. Disoriented, | panic but
slowly calm down when the strange, blurry face hovering above me takes on a
familiar form. | stillcan’t connect the face, but my mind eases, knowing it's someone
who will not harm me.

A familiar voice, soaked in worry, speaks: “Rachel! Rachel? Are you okay?’
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The image sharpens into focus.
Thisisn’t my dad. Thisis Vaughn.

“Rachel, wake up, Rachel! Are you okay?’ His voice is hoarse and desperate. His
blue eyes remind me of the sea. But unlike the sea, with its raging tides and crashing
waves, his eyes are calming, reassuring—no, it's more like the clear, blue maestic
sky above me than the sea.

“Rachel, come on. Breathe!”

As soon as he says to breathe, | become aware of the tightening in my chest, and |
inhale sharply. Instead of exhaling air, | cough violently, sputtering seawater from my
mouth and nose. | try again, and this time, | inhale laboriously. For a second, | think
everything is some sort of dream, especialy since | can't recollect what had just
happened.

But then, the memories start to come back: Vaughn's anger about me messing up his
schedules, my surprise at how | managed to mess up the schedules, the unexpected
announcement of an urgent trip to Australia, the pilot’s warning for guilt, and then
finally—crash!

It all takes shape in my mind now. | open my mouth to say something, but all that
comes out is another violent cough, so forceful that | clutch at something close
by—Vaughn’'s arms. For the first time since | regained consciousness, | realize | am
cradled in hisarms, lying on wet sand.



His hands caress my cheeks while he looks at me endearingly.

“Oh, thank God,” he mutters, his worried voice giving way to relief. He pulls me
closer, bringing his forehead to rest on mine for just a second before pulling away as
if he just realizedsomething. | can’t help but be taken aback, even in my fragile state.

“Wh-what happened?’ | ask, my voice raspy and barely audible even to my own ears.

“You amost drowned,” he replies softly in a voice | have never heard from him
before. “Y ou weren’t breathing when | got to you. | thought . . .” Hisvoicetrails off.

Yeah, | don't even have the dlightest shred of doubt about this now. | am definitely
dreaming because there’ s no way thisis Vaughn.

Or maybe we all drowned and died, and thisis an alternate universe where Vaughn is
a nice, caring, and kind fisherman instead of a rude, arrogant, successful soccer

player.

But did we die, though?

| draw in arich lungful of fresh, salty seaair and hold it for awhile, savoring it to its
fullest.

| would have said | was in heaven, but | also don't think people in heaven wake up
with pain in their chests. The air is clean, but | still feel pain. So | guess | am
alive—barely,but alive, still.

Vaughn saved me, athough that is not what | might have imagined him doing. | am
sure he doesn’t hate me enough to let me drown if he had the chance to save me.
What surprises and terrifies me at the same time is his reaction—nhis softness, his
tenderness, and his genuine concern!



| find it amost unbelievable—no, | find it utterly unbelievable. My frontal Iobe
would have exploded if | had tried to imagine this version of Vaughn before the plane
crash or probably popped out of my head and given me the thumb-in-ear gesture. At
the same time, it laughs at me, but here it is happening in rea life, and my brain is
finding it difficult to process.

It’ s refreshing to see this side of Vaughn—caring, human feeling.

| guess all it takesis one life-and-death situation to realize you care about someone.

“You scared me, Rachel. | thought you were dead,” he says, his voice raw with
honesty, his eyes|locked on mine. Despite my condition, | feel warmth spreading over
my chest and those things people call butterflies in my stomach.

That statement | made earlier about being in an alternate universe with fisherman
Vaughn was meant as a joke. Still, | am starting to believe that's what actualy
happened, honestly.

It's my turn to reassure him now: “I am fine, Vaughn. | am fine. See?’ | dip away
from his arms into a sitting position to show him that | can at least sit on my own.
And then, for the first time since | regained consciousness, | looked around and saw
things aside from the sky and Vaughn's face.

Something seems totally off. We are the only people on this vast island, but we are
not the only ones aboard the jet—two people are missing.

A wave of panic courses through me as | ask Vaughn, “Where's the pilot and his
assistant? What happened to them?’

Vaughn's face drops, and a water drop trickles down from his hair. “1’d be lying if |
said | know. We are the only people who washed up here. We can only hope they got



washed up on another island and are fine.”

He doesn’'t sound very confident in his last statement, even though he tries to. A
series of scenarios plays through my mind—drowning, bodies washed ashore, eaten
by some hungry shark or whale. | chastise myself for having these thoughts. If
Vaughn and | are alive, why can’'t | hope that they are alive as well? Not with us,
obviously, but somewhere. | promise to remain optimistic that everyone on board is
safe.

Vaughn appears to have sensed my doubts. “Hey, all we can do is hope they are out
there somewhere. We aren’t going to live here forever. For now, let’s keep up high
hopes.”

| nod and say okay.

There is along silence as both of us come to terms with our situation. We may be
alive for now, but how long will we be able to hold up here without rescue? All our
belongings, including my cell phone, are locked up in the bag. Vaughn doesn’'t care
much about a phone. | handle about 98 percent of his calls. He definitely doesn’t have
his phone with him, so there’ s no use asking.
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“1 am coming with you.”

Ridiculous.

“No.”

“What? Y ou surely aren’t thinking of leaving me here all alone.”

“You seemed to have made that decision yourself. Now, you wouldn’t want to get
hunted down by a grizzly or abrown bear or even a dinosaur, would you?’

She pauses and comes closer. “There’ s no way | am letting you leave me here alone.
WEe'll fight the bears together if we happen to encounter them.”

| don't stifle the laughter that follows.
Ridiculous.

This is a person | had to carry, someone still visibly fragile from almost drowning,
saying this. From the look in her eyes, she seems to believe what she just said.

“What's funny?’
“Nothing. It’sjust that you haven't gotten your full strength back. Y ou stay here.”

11 NO-”



“It's an order, Rachel,” | scowl. | am certainly not strong enough to carry an
unconscious woman in my arms for the second time.

“Oh?’ Her brows rise. “It's an order, huh? And do what exactly? Get you your
dinner? Organize your schedules? Call a client to postpone your meeting with them?
WEell, the last time | checked, we aren’'t in Vaughn Charity Center, New York FC
headquarters, or Australia. We are in the middle of God-knows-where, so save that
for when we get back, if we ever do get back.”

Her eyes flash as she says this, and there’s no mistaking the defiant gleam in them.
Wherever she gets this audacity, she should be sure to return it once we're back in
New York. For now, there are more pressing issues to worry about, and | am not
about to waste what little energy | have left arguing.

| turn my back to her and shrug. “Y ou can come if you want to,” | say and resume my
walk. Without hesitation, she trails behind, trying to catch up to my quick steps.

| part a bunch of leaves and step into the opening, and the sight that presents itself
before meis as beautiful asit isterrifying.

Above us, tall canopies shelter the ground below, with beams of sunlight penetrating
it in various spots, casting a mosaic pattern of colorful rays on the smaller plants on

the ground.

The chirping of what sounds like lorikeets and flowerpeckers graces my
ears—sounds | hadn’t heard before.

“This is beautiful,” Rachel, who's now standing beside me, says, a smile spreading
on her face. She closes her eyes, draws a deep breath, and adds, “Hmm, wildflowers.”

Beautiful, yes. Terrifying, also yes. Because this forest stretches as far as the ocean



seems to stretch—no end in sight.

| don’t respond to her obvious soliloquy. Instead, | follow a steady path and make my
way deeper into the forest, hoping to come across any sign of civilization. Perhaps
there is a bay areaon the other side of the forest that connects the sea to the land. If
that’ s the case, then it’s possible to find someone here.

| hope that’s the case.

But then it’s too late for that already, | think. | will do more exploration tomorrow. If
| don’'t find any sign of civilization in my intended short walk, we are going back.
Ever since Rachel mentioned something about bears, a scenario has occasionaly
played in my mind.

As we venture deeper, we hear more birds and begin seeing small rodents scurrying
around. Two plum trees heavy with fruits and a peach tree come into full view,
making us pause.

“Well, | guess our little walk did yield some ‘fruits,” after all,” Rachel comments,
staring hungrily at the trees.

Funny.

She laughs at her joke and then laughs some more, which causes a reluctant smile to
spread over my face. I'm not smiling at her joke; I'm smiling at her ability to see
humor in desperate situations like the one we have found ourselves in. | guess she
won't prove too difficult to live with while we're out here. Ihopeshe won't prove too
difficult to live with while we' re out here.

“1 will climb the peach tree and get some for dinner. Y ou pick them up while | throw
them down at you.”



She nods. “Okay.”
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A few hops and grips later, | am atop the peach tree, selecting the juiciest fruits and
hauling them to the ground. She gathers the fruits into the hem of her dress, creating a
makeshift basket. | climb down when | think we have enough, and we start making
our way back to the seashore.

As we walk back in silence, she stumbles twice over objects that one wouldn't
normally have any problem avoiding. First, a small, almost insignificant stump, and

second, apile of dried leaves.

| suspect it must be from the fruits she is carrying, so | offer to carry them, but she
firmly declines.

“Areyou okay?' | finally asked after we' ve walked some more.

She says yes, but her trembling voice causes me to stop and regard her. Her black hair
IS strewn into a mess, with long, loose strands draping over her forehead and temple,
partially obscuring her face.

“Look at me, Rachel.”

She doesn’t need to look at me before | notice that she is shivering, but when she
eventually does, her face is as white as a ghost, and her eyes dim.

A pang of worry gnaws at my stomach, and | ask again, “Are you okay?’

Obviously, she’s not. But still, out of panic, | ask.



She saysyesagain, and | blurt out, “No, you're not okay.”

| removed my jacket, which, thankfully, has dried from the sea breeze, and wrap it
around her. “I am taking these,” | say as | drop al eight fruits on the floor. | remove
my shirt and tie the sleeves together into a knot, making a makeshift sling sack. | put
the fruitsin it and throw it over my shoulder.

With an arm wrapped around her and the other holding the hem of my shirt, we
continue toward the shore. But it seems the more we walk, the sicker she becomes.
She misses her steps several times, and | have to quickly grab her to prevent her from
falling.

“l am sorry for stressing you out, Vaughn,” she saysin afaint voice.

“Shh, conserve your energy. Y ou can apologize when you get better.”

At this point, she's gasping for breath. | contemplate carrying her in my arms, but
then an idea strikes me: since we' ve gotten close enough to the shores, we might as
well camp here for thenight. The shore will only get colder as nighttime approaches.

That won't be favorable for a shivering Rachel.

She's your responsibility as long as you're stuck here with her,a voice in my head
says. But what do | do in such a situation?

| lower her gently onto the grass, and she lies sprawled on the floor. What started as a
simple shiver now seems to have transformed into full-blown trembling, exacerbating
my panic.

What should | do? What if she dies?

| shake my head to dispel the thoughts. | look up and silently beg the heavens for



intervention. Still, al | see is the sun’s radiant beams reduced to a mere
twinkle—nighttime is drawing closer.

As if our luck couldn't get worse, rain clouds slowly begin to form, and | swear |
amost scream in frustration. | have heard stories of people stranded at sea or
abandoned islands, and to think we're going through al this despite not having even
spent afull day isterrifying.

What if thisisjust the beginning of our suffering?

| imagine several of my teammates lodging in the expensive hotels scattered all
around Melbourne in preparation for the promotion tomorrow. | imagine that Coach
McLauren has called me several times without success and is probably wondering
what happened. | curse my luck for turning out this way. If only, if only there was at
least a cell phone in hand!

But what am | to do? It’s my luck. | might as well make the best out of it.

“Arethose. . . clouds?’ | hear her faint voice again, snapping me out of my self-pity.

“Yes, but don’t worry. We will be fine.”

Asif fueled by the panic raging inside me, my survival instincts get triggered, and an
idea strikes me: There’' s enough material in the forest to make a not-so-bad makeshift
tent. | will have tobank on the possibility that it won't rain heavily, and if it does rain
heavily, then | guess we' re cooked.

| get back up on my feet and find some medium-sized branches off a nearby
hardwood tree. Afterward, | dig four holes using a stump | found lying around and
bury one end of four branches in each hole, angling them so that their other ends meet
in the center. | obtained some vine from a passionfruit tree and secured the meeting



point to a reasonable stability.

Next, | gather a whole lot of long grasses and palm fronds and layer them onto the
framework, creating atent.

By the time I’m done, more clouds have gathered, so | help Rachel to get into the tent
and rest her head on a pile of grass as a pillow.

Rachel falls asleep as soon as her head hits the grass, but she’s running a temperature
that only doubles my panic. Her epileptic shivering has subsided, replaced with a
lighter version.
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Small rain droplets begin to fall, and | know it’s only going to get colder for me, but
more importantly, for Rachel. So, | do the only thing | think will reduce the effect. |
wear the jacket and secure Rachel inside it so she can draw warmth from my body as
well as the jacket. Her face is still pale but peaceful, which is strange given the
circumstances.

Hunger pangs stab at my stomach, but | can’'t bring myself to eat the fruits we have
collected. My hunger is more than my thirst. But what do | drink, seawater?

What would Rachel drink when she wakes up the next day?

She’s my responsibility for aslong as we remain on thisisland for obvious reasons: if
it weren't for me, she wouldn’t be here.

As | muse on our predicament, | drift into a slow, uncomfortable sleep with the hope
that things will work out better the next day than they did today.

Chapter nineteen

Chapter Nineteen

Rachel

The warmth of the morning sun caresses my skin as | slowly open my eyes. My body
feels much better than it did the day before—less feverish, less weak, surprisingly

warm—and my throat is dry as a desert. The sun seeps through the palm fronds,
forming a canopy above me, and | wonder why the treetops appear so close.



Tunndl vision?

But when | look around, | realize | am inside a structure that looks like a tent. | jolt to
a sitting position and glance around. Then it hits me: | am aone!

Vaughn'sjacket is still wrapped around me. | throw it off and wriggle out of the tent.

Where has he gone? Has he abandoned me?

| glance around, my eyes darting from spot to spot, my heart thumping against my
chest—still no sign of VVaughn.

The whiff of salty air and the sound of crashing waves make me run in the direction
of the ocean. It isas empty asit was yesterday!

What if he made a raft out of some of the branches he collected yesterday and waited
for the perfect time—for me to fall asleep—nbefore leaving? He made atent; making a
raft wouldn’t be difficult for him, would it?

“Vaughn!” | scream his name in desperation. | knew it! | knew it was too good to be
true. His kindness and concern had all been a ploy to make me feel comfortable so he
could get away.

| break down in sobs, feeling betrayed.

| run back into the forest and keep running. | pass the tent and keep running. My bare
feet sink into the damp soil from yesterday’s rain as | keep on running and running,
screaming Vaughn's name repeatedly. How could he even think of doing this to

me—all for some stupid contract?

The hem of my dress gets caught in bushes, but | don't care. | keep running, tears



streaming down my face.

“Vaughn!” | scream again. Then, avoice calls out from the distance, making me stop
in my tracks.

“Vaughn? Is that you?’

My eyes dart around, trying to figure out where the sound is coming from.

“Rachel!” he calls out again, and | finally pinpoint the location. | run, hopefully, in
the right direction and stop at a tree. Looking up, | see Vaughn plucking fruits so
casudly, like he's been doing this every day for a long time. He is aready eating
some, and | can’'t help but smile.

A wave of relief and embarrassment washes over me, but | don’'t care. | am just glad |
am not alone in this godforsaken place. | bend down to pick up afruit that has fallen,
only tobe stopped by a sharp pain in my lower back. | try not to yell because | don’t
want to bring Vaughn's attention to it. | wish | had my medicine with me. When |
went to get supplies for the trip to Australia after Vaughn dropped the news, | went
home to grab some things, including my medicine. | didn’t have to worry about
Archie as the next-door neighbor had agreed to babysit her until | got back. Gosh, |
already miss her!

Now, | am worried about how much worse the pain will get since we've lost all our
luggage.

“1 heard you screaming my name from afar. Have you lost your way or something?’
he asks, making his way down to the ground.

| grunt, “No. | thought you left me all to myself. | got scared.”



He doesn't reply until he's fully come down. Then, his face contorts into an
expression of disbelief. “You think I'd do that? You really think | am evil enough to
abandon you here al to yourself?’

How do | answer this? A pang of guilt bites at me as | contemplate how to respond.
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His eyes widen further as he comes closer. “What? Y ou’ ve got nothing to say? You
really think | am that evil, don’t you? No—it is not even about abandoning you. You
actually think I might know a secret exit and am keeping it from you.”

There isn't an atom of hurt in his eyes, but there's a shit ton of accusation therein. |
know, | may have been crazy to think that he’'s done that, but gosh, why is he trying
so hard to guilt-trip me?

He steps closer, bringing his face just a couple of inches away from mine. “I may be a
pain in the ass, but | would never do that to another human being.”

“I"'m sorry. | don’t know what | was thinking. | guess | was just scared.”
There you haveit!

A mischievous smile crosses his lips. “It's aright. Come help me gather these,” he
says, pointing at the fruits on the ground.

| have always been cautious when asking Vaughn questions, even when those
guestions would help me understand work-related issues better. He hates to be
guestioned about anything and everything, and he always uses this annoyingly rude
sentence: “It’syour job to find out. That’swhat | pay you for.”

When you have worked for Vaughn as long as | have, you never get too comfortable
with him. That’s sad, but it’ s the truth. Y ou're trained from day one to always be self-
conscious around Vaughn, the unquestionable god. | have never been one to submit,
but working with Vaughn demands you do so. | have become so accustomed to his



annoying side that it comes as a surprise to see his caring side. Believe it or not, my
reaction was no exaggeration.

It's been just a day on the island, and the changes are glaring. It's almost like he's
morphed into a new person, and at this point, it scares me more than it relieves me.

“Why did you have to come all the way to get the same peach fruit?’ | ask.

“Figured it tastes juicier than the ones we got yesterday. Giveit atry.”

| biteinto it and chew. He' s not lying.

“How’ s progress with finding an escape route? Any success with that yet?’

A sad twinkle appears in his eyes. He shakes his head gently. “No, but | did find
something.”

He motions for me to follow him, and after about ten minutes walk, we arrive at a
waterfall plunging into a gorge, creating a beautiful freshwater lagoon below.

“This is where the forest ends,” he says, defeat in his voice. “But on the upside, we
could use this for water in the meantime.”

| nodded in understanding, and we exchange glances. Something about the way he's
handling the situation calmly and making the best out of our misfortune sparks
admiration in me. | wonder what would have happened if somehow, | had been the
only one alive in the crash—definitely dying the next day for sure.

We head back toward the beach. After storing some food in our tent for later, Vaughn
suggests we sit down at the beach. In his words, “Who knows, some ship might come
passing by.”



We sit down on the warm sand, watching the waves rise and crash as we munch on
our simple meal of peach fruit and water drunk from coconut shells—like we have a
choice. It is peaceful and simple—talk about making the best out of negative
circumstances.

“Look!” Vaughn points a a bag bobbing up and down in the ocean. It's almost
washed up on shore, but Vaughn stands up and immediately sprints toward it.

| follow when | realize it is my bag. | sprint toward him, but he has aready gotten
there before me. To my utter shock, the bag is wide open like it was never sealed in
the first place, and | rush to pull it onto dry land. | zip the bag up in fear and
apprehension, hoping he didn’t see what | was trying to hide. But when | lift my head
back up to meet his eyes, | realize I’ m too late.

Chapter twenty

Chapter Twenty

Vaughn

Inarrow my gaze, watching Rachel practically slam the bag shut, zip it up, and shove
it behind her like she's guarding some life-altering secret. It's the perfect way to
rouse suspicion, if you ask me. | would know something was up even if | hadn’t seen
the contents.

“Rachel,” | say inafirm, low voice. “| saw your things.”

She avoids my gaze and starts walking away—not to where we were sitting earlier,
eating fruits and drinking water, but somewhere closer to the sea: a high sand dune.

| stand there, watching her briefly before | start following. Something about the



contents of the bag doesn’t seem right, and | am determined to know what that is.

“Stop following me,” she snaps, but | remain unfazed. | have already promised
myself to let it slide anytime she gives me attitude while we' re on the beach.

“Not until you tell me what medicine that is and what you’ re taking it for.”
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She falls silent once more; she doesn’t ook like she will answer that anytime soon. |
sit beside her on the sand dunes before adding firmly but gently, “I want you to
understand that you have no right to hide anything from me as my secretary. If there’s
anything you can—"

“What the hell is that even supposed to mean?’ she snaps back. “Why would you care
about anything that goes on in my personal life? Y ou never cared while we were in
New York, you never cared while we were in the UK, and all of a sudden, you want
to pretend like you care now? Oh, please!”

She stands up from the dune and slings the bag over her shoulder, heading straight to
where we once sat. | don’'t say another word because there' s nothing to say. Sheisn't
wrong at all, and | don’t see why that should surprise her either. She wasn’'t much of
my responsibility before we got here, and she will cease to be once we leave. But as
long as we're here, she remains my responsibility, and | must find out what the
medications are for. Does she have a pill addiction? Or is it something that will help
her live a better life while we are here?

For now, there isn’'t much to do except wait.

For some reason, my thoughts drift to my mother when she said | shouldn’t pretend to
care. It'sthe same thing | told her when | had my first ACL injury while playing for a
smaller club. She said if only | had listened to her, | wouldn’t be in that position, and
| blurted that out. But one could argue that my mother had been against me playing
soccer because she cared about my physical health and was concerned | might get
injured,even though that did nothing to motivate me to pursue my dreams. In
Rachel’ s case, however, can you call itpretending?



Obvioudly, | wouldn’t care as much, even if she told me now, unless it affected her
work performance. But is the fact that | care now to be calledpretendingbecause it is
not sustainable?

Dol even care . .. now? Or am | doing it to make myself feel good about being a
good person?

So, she might be right about me pretending to care, but the way | was happy when |
found out she was aive didn’'t fedl like a pretense. Neither did when we cuddled
together last night. But for now, | choose to say nothing.

We kept to ourselves for the rest of the morning and afternoon, with Rachel in the
tent and me back at the shore. The sun is scorching hot, and | think of going back to
the tent. | decide against it, reasoning that it is best to leave Rachel to herself.

Or am | avoiding her?

No, | just want to be left alone. | should know if it was avoidance. We've avoided
each other before when we had sex in my study—

Wrong timing, bud. Don’'t even think about that. It's dangerous.

Thinking about Rachel in that way is dangerous, especially now that we are alone.
Eventually, we'll get out of here. Mistakes made here could reflect in our relationship
when we get back to our normal lives.

| remove my shirt when | see droplets of sweat forming on my chest and find a shade
underneath a tree just a few steps from the sand dunes. | lie there, thinking of how
things would have turned out differently if this jet engine hadn’'t malfunctioned. 1'd
probably have been preparing to get back to New Y ork while yelling at Rachel not to
forget athing!



My heart sinks when | remember that the new season starts in aweek. | amost shed a
tear. | trained, trained, and trained for this season; it will break me if | end up not
playing a match. And depending on how fast we are found, that could be a possibility.

What happened to the pilot and his assistant, by the way? If they died—although |
hope to God not—wouldn'’t their bodies have washed ashore like Rachel’ s luggage?

A thought flashes through my head, and | hastily sit upright with my back propped
against the tree trunk.

|s there a chance Rachel kept her mobile phone in her bag? Maybe not. Wouldn't that
be the first thing she thought of when she saw the bag?

There's only one way to find out. | stand on my feet and am just about to head to the
tent when | hear the rustling of leaves. Rachel emerges, a phone in her hand, scuttling
toward mein quick steps.

Oh, good God! Positive news at |ast!

My heart almost leaps for joy until | hear her say, “I have tried al | can, but |
couldn’t get a network signal.”

Fuck! Fuck this godforsaken island!

“Let me see.” The disappointment on my face must have shown, as the next thing is
Rachel giving me a sympathetic |ook.

“l don’t think anything you try would work. This place is. . . deserted.” She throws
her hands to her sidesin defeat. “ There' s nothing out here, Vaughn.”

| collapse onto the sand, and before | know it, | start laughing like a maniac. Rachel’s



brows furrow in confusion, and a worried look jumps into her eyes. She probably
thinks | have gone crazy or something. As bad as our situation is, it wouldn't be
accurate to say we' ve reached the stage of utter hel plessness and dejection to the state
of losing our freaking minds. | am laughing at how funny | find all this.

“Why are you laughing?’ she asks, sitting beside me.

“It's just funny, you know. It's funny how one minute, | am drinking the most
delicious wine | have tasted in along time, and the next, I’m drinking unfiltered rock
water. One minute, | am biting into a snack bar, and the next minute, my tongue is all
sore from eating fruits. One minute in a cozy private jet, the next in a large expanse
of godforsaken forest-cum-island. Life can be crazy.”

She's silent for some time as if processing what | just said. “Cool philosophical
insights, but | think it's more sad than funny.”

“1t can be both. Hopping on trees for all my food like a monkey isn’'t exactly my idea
of ahappy life either.”

We share alaugh, the tense atmosphere between us dissipating slowly.
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“What | do find funny, though, is that | saw a spinifex mouse hopping around when |
was in the tent. Spinifex isonly found in Australia.”

“Now that’sabig irony.”

“More like the universe mocking us.”

A brief pause ensues.

“Coach McLauren would be so worried,” she says.

“Sure, he will, but not before getting unbelievably mad at me first. | am sure he's still
mad at me—for now, at least.”

She scoffs. We stare into the ocean, and the tension that dissipated earlier comes
back, only this time it's of a different nature—born from agreeableness rather than
the opposite.

A moment’s silence passes. Then, she brings out a small pocket notebook from under
her phone. “I found this in my bag. You know, journaling helps in desperate
situations like this. One page per day to record your experiences for when you get
back home.”

“Hmmm, ajournal, huh? | thought that’s only for recording the most important things
inone'slife. Had no idea you could use it every day.”

“It’s entirely up to the user. Do you use yours for the most important events of your



life?’
| muse for a while, reminiscing about how | used to keep something similar to a
journal during my formative years, which were also the years | began building my

career.

Strength column, weakness column, “tips for improvement” column, “new skills
acquired” column.

That’sall therewastoit. And | recall it really helped me then.

“Well, | guess | do. | mean, | write about things | will never forget. But it’s not really
a habit.”

A seagull criesin the distance, and that’ s when she decides to ruin the moment.

“Did you write about the time we spent together in your study? Or would you say you
forgot that already?’

My heart skips a beat, and | turn sharply to look at her. She doesn’'t shy away; she
meets my full gaze.

The fuck does she want? Clearly not an answer to that question, or does she?

Chapter twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-One

Rachel

Not even the lines of discomfort carved on his face or his unsure stammers made me



regret bringing up my night together with Vaughn—at that moment, at least.

Now? | am not sureif | regret it either. But | sure feel disappointed, hurt, and stupid.
Jeez!

On second thought, | regret it a bit. | should have known the man wanted nothing to
do with that conversation from when he drove me back home after dinner with his
mom and siblings. But would you blame me? He seems different in a good
way—more caring, more cheerful. The atmosphere is serene, beautiful, and perhaps
even romantic?

| should have known.

But here | am, sitting miserably alone facing the ocean, my butt hurting from the hot
sand beneath it, still hurt and disappointed by his reaction to my remark despite it

being like two hours ago.

“Did you write about our time together in your study? Or would you say you forgot
that already?’

Stupid. So stupid.

| got too comfortable, and a crumpled facial expression and a snicker were what | got
In response.
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“A-are you s-serioudly bringing this up now?’ His brows furrow into an expression of
disappointment and disbelief. “I thought we both got the cue never to bring this up

again!”
It's my turn to stammer now. “I ...l didn't meanto...”
He stood up and disappeared into the bushes right after.

It's not so much what he said that made me feel hurt, but the tone. Underneath his
confused words was a somewhat angry undertone.

| get why he dismissed me the other time when he was driving me home and even
laughed it off before asking me to get out, but why is he avoiding it now? Does he see
our time together as something he' d rather put behind him, something disgusting and
distasteful? Even if that's what he thinks, why not say so? After all, it isn't
considered very kosher of him to be involved with his secretary in a sexua manner. If
that is what he thinks, wouldn’t it be better to discuss it instead and put all of it
behind usif that’s what he truly wants?

But why do | even worry? Vaughn has made clear that he doesn’t want to talk about
it, so maybe | should get past it and try to forget something that happened that day.
Our work relationship has survived just fine since then. | see no reason why it should
suffer now.

| keep working for the most miserable, most successful soccer player on earth while
breaking my back in the process, thencome back home right after to a dinner of pain
meds and cold soup while ranting about my day to a fluffy orange cat who's probably



tired of my rants.

Aslong as it guarantees a paycheck, why bother, right?

A series of waves crash rhythmically against the shore, accompanied by a soft breeze.
Tall shadows of the surrounding trees are cast on the ground, and the sun seems to be
sinking into the ocean in the distance.

| look at my phone to check what the time is, only to see that the battery is dead.

Fuck!

Powered by the frustration from Vaughn's reaction, our dire situation, and how
generaly miserable my lifeis, | send the phone flying into a small cluster of shrubsto
my left. | feel like yelling into the ocean, but that would likely attract Vaughn, whose
presence | am actively avoiding; otherwise, | would have gone back to the shelter
because it’ s starting to get cold.

Something falls from my dress as | stand up; it’'s the pain medication | had hidden
from Vaughn. A smile crosses my lips as | figure | might need it soon. After all, the
reason | use it all too often is right here with me. Perhaps the universe knows that,
and that’s why my bag washed ashore.

Nice one, universe.

As soon as | bend down to pick it up, | hear a startling cry in the bushes. My senses
instantly tense, my eyes darting in the direction it came from.

“What wasthat?’ | mutter to myself.

It takes a second cry for me to realize that this could mean trouble. It sounds human.



Vaughn and | are the only humans around here, and | could bet the cry definitely isn't
from me.

Without thinking twice, | grab the hem of my dress and sprint toward the bushes, my
heart pounding. | don’t run for more than two minutes before hearing the cry again,
and thistime, | stop.

On a branch of a white oak tree perch three northern mockingbirds. The shade from
the slender twigs and leaves partialy conceals them as two of them keep on wailing,
much like the cries | heard back at shore. | stifle a laugh as a wave of relief washes
through me. The third mockingbird, which | assume is the mother, is pecking gently
on one of the other’s heads. They would have looked cuter if they hadn’t just scared
the shit out of me!

“I might as well just go back to the shelter since | have come this far,” | say to
myself.

The leaves rustle against my tired feet as | walk toward the shelter, and | can feel soft
shivers creeping al over my body. Soon, | hear another set of footsteps approaching
me, and soon enough, Vaughn stands before me.

“Where the hell have you been?’ he demands. “l was just coming back from the
shore. | thought you'’ d tripped into the ocean or something!”

Yeah, that's it. Old Vaughn is back. The tone of voice, the mannerisms, the default
irritable expression, he's always had—all back. It is disappointing and kinda
heartbreaking. But on the upside, at least | now have my meds to cope with the
upcoming stress, so well, yeah.

“What am |, stupid?’ | snap back. “Why on earth would | trip into the ocean?’



“Who knows? You obviously can't just remain in one place!” he scolds in a strong
voice, alittle too strong of areaction for thinking | “wandered” off.

| got it now. This has nothing to do with him thinking | wandered off. He' s definitely
mad about something. He's probably mad about me asking what he thought about the
time we spent together in his study. But do | blame him? Absolutely not. Instead, |
blame my crazy feelings that keep hoping it meant something more to him other than
just sex. Besides, am | not theone who brought it up on not one but two separate
occasions? | literally set myself up for this sort of reaction! So yeah, | do not blame
him at all.

A flame of anger slowly overpowersthe hurt | feel, burning steadily in my chest as he
keeps mouthing off about how | shouldn’t roam about randomly. My palms clutch
tighter on the hem of my dress with each passing second. Just when | feel like | have
had enough, | stomp my feet aggressively on the ground and open my mouth to tell
him to shut his arrogant mouth and go fuck himself for the time being, only for him to
beat metoit.

“ Shut up, Rachel!”

What? So he' sfiguratively beating me up and stopping me from crying?
Unsurprisingly, this gets me even more incensed, so incensed that it takes me like
five seconds—five seconds | will forever be grateful for—to catch the look in his

blue eyes, which have now turned dark. His body language is tense, and his demeanor
aert.
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| shift my weight to my left leg, unsure of what to make of the sudden shift from
angry to tense.

“1 said shut up, and don’t move.”

The seriousness in his voice this time makes fear creep up my spine, and | instantly
know something is terribly wrong. The low, unmistakable sound of a hiss just behind
me makes my blood run cold, and the cold feel of an object against my ankle sends
me instinctively lunging toward Vaughn without so much as a thought. Though
neither of us is prepared for it, he manages to grab me with his strong arms just in
time, swinging me to the side. We almost crash into atree as the snake lunges at me.

My God! | swear my ribcage would have cracked if my heart had beaten any faster.
He lets go of me, but | would rather die than let go of him. Sensing my reluctance, he
says, “I need to try and kill it.”

“Hell no!” | bark. My heart is beating louder than my voice, so I'm not even aware |
sounded like that. “I am not about to be left alone with that thing. What if it tries to
attack me again? Or triesto attack you, for that matter?’

My grip on his sleeve loosens as | witness the reaction that follows. He first raises a
thick eyebrow, and then his serious expression morphs into laughter.

| feel alittle bit embarrassed, a little bit of anger, and a little bit of confusion. I, for
sure, know that none of what | just said was funny. No, none of what is going on here
Is funny. There's literally a big-ass snake just a few meters away from us, probably
looking for another opportunity to strike!



That sounds funny to you, Vaughn?

He gently removes my hands from his sleeve. “ Trust me, it will be fine,” he says. He
doesn’t sound reassuring, but his eyes ook the part. | reluctantly let go of him, and he
gently steps around me to retrieve a branch lying randomly on the forest floor.

“Don’'t make a movement,” Vaughn cautions. He moves slowly toward the snake,
which has now assumed a striking pose.

A few steps in, the snake strikes. Although | am practically glued to the cottonwood
tree behind me at this point, my knees give away. Vaughn appears to have timed the
snake's strike and catches it on the head as he swings the branch. The snake does a
swirling movement with its head before collapsing on the leaves.

“Isit...dead? | ask, finally straightening my back.
Vaughn is now standing over the snake, his back turned to me. “Looks pretty dead to
me. Wasn't expecting it to die from just aswing.” He turns his head to me. “It looks a

bit different from the common rattlesnakes | have seen.”

Snake knowledge is the last thing | am interested in right now. | am just glad we're
safe. Breathing a sigh of relief, | approach where he' s standing to take a closer 1ook.

My mouth drops instantly. “Jesus Christ! That could have bitten me.” A crawling
sensation runs under my skin as the thought of being a snakebite victim runs through
my mind. On this deserted island, | would be dead before sunrise.

His gaze lingers on me for awhile before he bursts into another fit of laughter.

“Seems like almost getting bitten by a dangerous snake is funny to you,” | say this
time.



“Oh, it's definitely not,” he replies, stepping over the dead snake as he heads toward
the shelter, “It’s your reaction. Y ou should have seen your face when you clutched at
me desperately.”

“Oh.” A blush of embarrassment heats my cheeks. “Well, | don’t reckon anyone
would clap and jump for joy when they encounter a big-ass snake like that.”

He laughs lightly again, and this time, it's infectious. We share a laugh as we head
back to the shelter, and for some weird reason | hadn’t noticed earlier (probably
because | was scared), | realize it’s strange hearing him laugh. | have never seen him
laugh that much before or even laugh at al. He snickers at most, and it’s usually not
for friendly reasons. | can’t decide if | find his laughter adorable and pleasing because
of its novelty or because of something else—something else like me getting all warm
and fuzzy inside because he's just protected me from a snake.

“See why you shouldn’t be roaming around aimlessly? Things could have gone—"

“Thank you, Vaughn.”

He slows down in his steps and looks at me, first from the corner of his eyes, then
fully. He doesn’t say anything. I’ ve already stopped, clutching at my sides against the
light cold. We stare at each other in silence for awhile, and at that moment, it seems
like the Vaughn who rescued me from drowning, the Vaughn who wrapped his strong
arms and jacket around mewhen | was sick, the Vaughn who climbs on trees to get
fruit so | don’t starve, is back. | hope he never leaves.

These are the warm blue eyes | first saw when | opened my eyes on this abandoned
island, and just staring into them pulls me in like the ocean.

A lump forms in my throat. | clutch a little tighter to my sides, and it has nothing to
do with the cold this time. One of those mockingbirds screams as it flaps its wings



above us, giving me the perfect opportunity to shift my gaze.

“Thank you for saving me back there.”

Still, silence.

“1 don’t even want to imagine what would have happened if you weren’t there.”

Okay, thisis starting to get awkward. | should shut up now.

His lips form into a smile, and without acknowledging that | just thanked him, he
says, “We better get going. It s getting late and cold out here.”
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A thunderclap echoes in the distance. Rachel’s eyes widen with surprise, and she
flinches. She clings to me in an instant, her fingers digging into my arm as if it's a
lifeline.

| laugh at the sudden change. “Y ou okay there?’ | try to lighten up by teasing.

She doesn’t answer with words. Instead, she presses closer to me, her warm body
against mine and her breath against my neck.

She finally mutters, “Don’t laugh at me,” with a hint of defiance in her voice, but it’'s
mixed with something alittle softer.

Now, | say, “I’m not laughing at you. I'm just . . . surprised you’ re so jJumpy.”

Again, Rachel shifts her expression and meets my gaze. She's got that vulnerability
in her eyes now, and | can feel the warraging within her. She's dlipping away from
the distance she tries to keep, and the pull between usisincreasing.

The rain booms against the ground as it intensifies, and in that moment, everything
else disappears. Like a moth to a flame, | lean closer. “You know,” | say, my voice
low, “we'reon an island, and it’s just us. Perhaps we should stop pretending.”

She gasps, and | see it register. There’satension in the air, and | can almost taste the
anticipation. | don’t know who goes first, but we crash into each other’s lips, and it's

like a dam has broken.

Thefire| feel from the kiss is hotter than the flames before us. Rachel’ s lips are soft,



and | feel her body melting into me. This time, there’s no hesitation. We succumb to
the lust that’ s been growing between us, a hunger that needs to be satisfied.

| pull her closer, wrap my arms around her, and deepen the kiss. This moment is all
that matters, and the world around us disappears. The rain falls harder, but it's just
background noise as my heart pounds and her taste lingers on my lips.

Y es, she eagerly responds, her fingers knotting themselves in my hair and drawing
herself alittle closer, pressing against me. The heat radiating off her reaches my core,
and | want to have her fully, to lose myself in her warmth. The storm outside is a
tempest in our relationship, and | savor every moment of it.

Our foreheads touch, and we pull apart for a breath. The flicker of uncertainty in her
eyesisinterrupted by a spark that | know is a stronger connection than just a physical
one. “Arewereally doing this?’ she asks, her voice awhisper.

| nodded, my heart racing. “Y eah, we are.”

She tilts her lips, happiness and fear fighting for resolution on her face. “But what
about everything else?’

| brush my thumb along her cheek and can’t help but chuckle. “We're just us right
now. Later, we'll figure the rest out.”

| lean in again, capturing her lips with mine. It is not lust this time—thisis more. It's
a promise, a vow to explore whatever this is between us. The kiss gets deeper, and |
settle into the feel of her body against mine, the feeling of the fire and the sound of
the rain coming down around us.

Rachel’ s moans are like music to my ears. She tastes sweet and sour at the same time,
and | don’t think | can ever have enough of her.



My hands might be a bit faster now and just a little rough here and there, but that
doesn’t stop me from being tender and loving. | want every bit of her body and will
aways remember the taste of her flesh, that tender spot just under her breasts, the
way that angle curves from her rib cage to her hip, and the smooth feel of it al under
my palm and fingertips.

It feels outrageously erotic as we roll together on the floor in plain sight, and | feel
her muscles tense from a mini orgasm.

She buries her face against my throat, fighting to catch her breath. “Vaughn, for
God' s sake. Now.”

“Not yet, not yet, not yet,” | say it like a chant.

Desperate, she sinks her teeth into me. “I’ll diein aminute.”

“Here, now. Here.” My mouth claims hers yet again as | slide my hand between her
legs, slipping my fingers into the heat of her vagina.

My lips take hers with a fierceness that sends shockwaves of hot, raging desire
through her body. Even as her heartbeat quickens, | change the pace, becoming more
tender until that raging heat flows slow and thick.

| capture her lips with mine, rub lightly, then go deep.

| kiss her as though I'm starving, and at that moment, 1’d spend the rest of my life
doing nothing else but this.

My lips touch hers, retreat, and | repeat the motions until her arms lock around me.
With an exasperated breath, she locks lips with me, and her tongue wrestles for
supremacy with mine.



Taking time for each other adds a new layer to the intimacy we share.

| can hear the low sound of arousal as | play with her belly button. When my lips
nibble down her throat, she turns her head away and sighs in wanton bliss.

All the worries and the fatigue that have bothered her are fast melting away. | can feel
her surrender to me, to the pleasure | give, and hear her breathing quicken as | take
my time.
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She comes like a flood, fast and full, with her body bucking against mine. | swallow
her cry of shock and release, absorbing it even as my blood burns for more. Then she
falls pliant, leaving me free to feast on her mouth, on her throat, on her breasts.

“Just let me have you for awhile.”
The pressure builds again, layer by layer, dick and dlippery, until Rachel dlides off
the edge a second time. My flesh is damp as hers, my heart jumping as high and fast,

my body tense and ready.

Once again, Rachel arches against me. Once again, she wraps her legs tight around
my waist. Our eyes meet in the shifting light.

“Now,” I murmur as| dlip into her waiting pussy, silky and smooth as if we had made
love athousand times before.

My breath tremblesin, then out. My hands cover hers, and she places her fingers with
mine. We watch each other as we begin to move.

Rising and falling, pleasure met with pleasure. Her eyes are darker now, that dreamy
blue going opaque as she loses herself. When she tightens around my turgid rod,
when her eyelids fall closed and a moan ripples from her throat, | hold on for dear
life.

Then | bury my facein her hair and let myself go.

| smirk and shove hard into her as she starts to lower herself. Rachel whimpers, and



the glorious peak of pleasure takes over my body. She gasps and seizes up, grabbing
my shoulders andsqueezing her thighs. | let myself come as well just to make her
orgasm all that much better. She gasps and flops down on my shoulder, her soft ass
shaking with pleasure.

When | begin to come down from my post-orgasmic daze, she pushes herself upright
and sighs, “Not enough yet. Hope you’ ve got more for me.”

“Oh, baby, do 1.” | grin and lift her from my dick. We stand up from the ground, and |
turn her around, rubbing my cock against her lower back. | crouch and rise, diding
my thick head up against her needy vagina. She bites her lips and hisses sharply as
her love canal is stretched wide open.

At this point, my dick feels as hard and hot as a poker rod, and she instinctively
clenches her vaginal muscles. | immediately get the hint and take a few slow thrusts
to work my way entirely into her.

“Sweet heavens, Vaughn. You are killing me,” she groans, her body a mixture of
pleasure edged with atinge of pain.

“Oh, it's going to get better,” | tell her, lifting her legs out from under her. Rachel
moans loudly as the last inch of my cock sinksinside. | grab her shaking waist tightly
and pull back, thrusting slowly into her as she’s tormented by the ecstasy of my cock
pulsating against her pussy.

| fuck her hard, and she screams, letting out constant streams of gibberish as her body
is assaulted endlessly with orgasms. After a few minutes of this treatment, | bury

myself completely in her and let loose.

Chapter twenty-three



Chapter Twenty-Three

Rachel

His gaze holds mine as he watches the heat flicker in the depths of my eyes and hears
the quick, quiet catch of my breath. Lowering his mouth to mine, he captures that
breath and skims his hands up and down my curvy body.

“Well, then, if that’s what you want.” | let my baser emotions take over and wrap my
arms around him.

The moment my mouth covers his, the instant my body presses against his, greed
swallows him. Vaughn givesin to hisinner Neanderthal and sinks his teeth into me.

| let out a muffled cry, expressing equal parts pleasure and shock.

“Come up here.” He releases my hands to take my hips, lifting me so that my legs
wrap around hiswaist. “And kissme again. | likeit.”

| feel his fingers dig into my hips, and | hear his breath quicken like a man who has
just finished a fast sprint up along hill. Deliberately, | arch my hips and press against
him.

Cupping my breasts, Vaughn finds himself fascinated by just how sexy they ook and
feel under his palms.

His hands move faster now and are just a little rough here and there. His mouth is
hotter and more impatient than it has been, but it doesn’'t stop him from being
thorough. He wants every bit of me, and he will always remember the taste of my
flesh, that tender spot just under my breast, and the silken feel of it al under his palm
and fingertips.



My strength is no small matter, and it is outrageously erotic as we roll on the bed
together and he feels my muscles bunch. It's erotic when he makes that strength
waver toward weakness, feeling me shudder against him when he finds some new
spot that pleases me.

He points his cock in my direction, and a thick musky flavor assails my nostrils,
making my pussy twitch in anticipation.

“1f you think you can,” | tell him, turning my assto him.

“We'll seejust how long you last. You won't be able to form a coherent thought by
morning,” Vaughn growls, watching my gorgeous ass rise up before him. It’s curvy
and feminine. He dides his hands slowly around my waist and brushes his cock
against my pussy. I'm burning hot, and just a little rub is al it takes to make me
moan. He nestles his tip between my folds and watches me push eagerly back against
him.
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| open my mouth to say something, but the only thing that comes out is a loud
exhalation and a gasp. His dick bottoms out in my incredibly tight pussy, and he
pushes against my womb.

Vaughn holds onto my hips and works back and forth, pushing more of his cock into
my pussy until his balls press firmly against my plush thighs.

“Ahhh! | don't think thisis going to be enough,” | moan, desire blazing in my eyes.

“Baby steps, darling. I'm going to have you screaming with pleasure soon enough,”
Vaughn says, sliding a hand up my spine.

| moan yet again, and my pussy squeezes tightly, my back arching to his touch. | push
myself back into his arms and grab my breasts. | moan again when he thrusts upward.

Vaughn wraps his arms around me and cups his hands against mine, feeling my
breasts as well. He squeezes my breasts and runs a finger down them, his cock
steadily rubbing my insides. He kisses my neck.

| moan as his cock rubs against a pleasurable spot inside me again, and | let my arms
fall. My chest is heaving, and I’ m squeezing around him over and over again.

We lose ourselves in each other, the heat of our bodies both cold and warm to the
fire. We're in a moment, two souls, and the world fades away—exhilarating,

terrifying.

| feel the raw energy as we move together, our bodies entwined, igniting afirein my



heart. His hands are all over me, exploring, claiming. | respond with a hunger | didn’t
know | had. Each touch sends sparks through my veins, and | realize I'm dlive in a
way |’ ve never experienced before.

It's the adrenaline from the snake encounter, the fear of being stranded, the
uncertainty about our future—all those feelings fade under the warmth of our
connection. I’'m no longer Vaughn’'s secretary. I’'m a woman, a partner, lost in the
intensity of this moment.

But when we're finally breathless and spent, collapsing against each other, the reality
of where we are begins to creep back in. | see how Vaughn's expression changes,
how his body goestense asif he's about to shut down. My heart sinks at that.

| can’'t allow him to leave me now—not after al we just shared. | grasp him, my arms
around his torso, trying to hold onto thisintimacy.

“Hey,” | whisper, my voice thick with emotion. “We can pretend this never happened
after we get off thisisland, okay?’

| turn to him and see the conflict in his eyes as he looks back at me. But there's a
flicker of something—fear?—that | don’t want to linger. | want to feel this bond, this
connection that we formed in the midst of whatever shit has been going around in our
lives.

“Rachel ...” he starts, but | pressafinger to hislips, silencing him.

My heart is racing, and | insist, “Let’s not think about anything else right now. Just
this. Just us.”

He kisses me in response, a soft, gentle press of his lips against mine that sends
shivers down my spine. Thistime, it’s different—Iless urgent, more intimate. | can tell



his breath is warm and mingled with mine, and | remember how vulnerable we are
tonight.

| kiss him and draw him deeper, burying my fears and desires behind it. It's strange
that we're on this island in each other’'s arms. | can't help but think: | have been
building walls to guard my heart, but | now am literally tearing down those walls
without a second thought.

We break apart, and | lean my head against his, trying to catch my breath. Vaughn's
eyes are uncertain, and the fire crackles beside us, casting flickering shadows across
the ground. | want to make sure he knows it’s okay to feel something, and it’s okay to
acknowledge this connection between us.

“We can take it one step at atime,” | say softly, my fingers tracing the contours of his
jaw. “And we don’t have to put alabel on anything. Just . . . let it be.”

He nods slowly and stares straight at me, and | can feel his shoulders start to relax.
It'sasmall victory, though, and it’s enough to make me hopeful.

The night drags on, and we whisper, tell stories, and laugh, lightening the burden of
what we are. Vaughn and | open up about the things in our lives, what we've done,
what we've tried to do, and what we' ve failed at, and it’s so good. | like that Vaughn
tellsme things I’ ve never heard before, and | do the same.

We grow closer with each word, forming a bond of intimacy that seems unbreakable.
It rains, and the rain continues to fall, but inside our shelter, it'swarm and safe. | lean
against him, his heart beating steadily beneath my ear, and | know that I’ ve never felt
more at home than | do right now.

Eventually, exhaustion starts to creep in, and | snuggle closer to his side, his warmth
acomfort as | fall asleep. | sigh contentedly as Vaughn hugs my shoulders and moves



closer.

What | drift off to sleep with is the thought that tomorrow will bring its own
challenges, but for now, I’'m comfortable being here with him, and in this moment, all
things are right. Whatever is next, we'll be able to face it together and perhaps even
learn how to survive beyond thisisland.

The rain lulled me into a dreamless sleep, the sound of it filling my heart with hope,
Vaughn warm beside me.

Chapter twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-Four

Vaughn

The leaves block out most of the morning sun, dappling the ground with patterns as |
wake to the sound of water dripping nearby. | blink against the brightness and turn
my head, taking in Rachel still sleeping beside me. Her hair is atangled halo, and her

face isrelaxed, serenein away | haven't seen before. It washes over me in a wave of
warmth, and | can’t help but smile, but | need to clear my head.
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| make my way into the cool morning air and slip out of our makeshift bed, not
wanting to wake her. My skin is drenched with humidity, and | seem to be wrapped in
acloud of it. | take a deep breath, trying to inhale the damp air. It feels earthy mixed
with saltwater, and | begin walking along the shoreline, looking for anything that
might have washed up in the night.

The rocks are uneven, the waves crashing softly against them, and | stumble about.
I’ ve been trying to find so little so far, and it’ s frustrating. | spot each piece of debris
asitis, and each piece feels like a reminder of our isolation. | kick a small rock into
the surf, the rock sinking beneath the surface.

Images of Rachel fly around in my mind like fleeting shadows. It makes me think
about how her laughter has dulled my anger and how her presence has moved
something inside me. | think of her, and there is a peace that settles into my chest and
an ease | did not think | would find out here. So, what does it mean that | feel this

way?

| shake my head to clear those thoughts. Not now. | can’t afford to get wrapped up in
feelings. But my feet seem to bring me back toward our shelter, to her. | feel the pull,
the inexplicable need to be near her.

| can hear water splashing; my heart quickens as | make my way back. | wonder
what’ s making that noise, but | step carefully through the underbrush. When | round a
cluster of treesand find her, | can’'t help but catch my breath.

In asmall pool, Rachel splashes playfully in the water. She doesn’t notice me at first,
and I’'m struck by the sight: the water glinting on her skin, the droplets falling from



her arms. | am overwhelmed by my primal urges as the sunlight dances on her curves.
| feel my desire rush, and she looks beautiful, wild, and free.

| clear my throat, and she turns at the sound, looking a me. Her gaze has no
hesitation. She doesn’'t shield herself or cower. Instead, she smiles—akind of playful
challenge in her expression.

“Careto join me?’ she asks, her voice light and teasing.

| start to process her invitation, and my heart races. The heat is rising in my cheeks,
but | want to jump into the water so badly. | dive into the pool, and the cold water
wakes me up as much asit shocks me at first. The distance between us closes quickly,
and | swim toward her.

She laughs, bubbles of water floating around us. “Didn’t think you'd take me up on
it.”

“Will | not take atempting offer?’ | respond, my voice quivering from the rush of my
pulse. | splash water, and she retaliates and laughs, the sound echoing in the air,
filling it with joy.

The water tosses us together in the pool, and | can’t help but wonder how easy it isto
be here together like this. Yes, the world outside our little paradise fades away. She
looks at me, and the laughter fades away to be replaced by something deeper.

She says softly, her voice awhisper above awhisper, “Feels good, doesn't it?’

Unable to say anything, | nod. The moment feels intimate around us, and | know
she's close, the water shifting slightly between us.

| look into her eyes and see mischief and vulnerability, and | remember how much |



want her. | can’'t ignore the hunger building inside of me—all at once thrilling and
terrifying.

“Rachel,” | say, my voice low, almost hesitant.

“Yeah?’ shereplies, her eyeslocked onto mine, filled with curiosity.

“And do you ever think about what happens after this? After we're off the island?’

As she hesitates and her eyes skip, | can see the contemplation pass over her.
“Honestly? | try not to think about it. | want to focus on now.”

“Right now is pretty good,” | agree, my heart racing as | inch closer. The water is
closing in al around us, becoming a barrier, making the atmosphere even more erotic.

“I think | want to enjoy it whileit lasts,” she continues, her voice awhisper, and | can
feel the weight of her words.

| don’t even think about it before | lean in and capture her lips with mine. The air
between us rockets with the kiss. | pull her close, feeling the warmth of her body
pressed against mine.

The water around us swishes and slaps over the edge of the pool, but I'm underwater,
her lips on mine.

This is unfiltered; this is raw. As | become consumed with the kiss, | can only see
everything else fade into nothingness. It's everything | want and everything | don’t
know | need.

I’d wanted to kiss her for hours. | craved the taste of her on my lips, on my tongue, in
my blood. And the feel of her—I think as | wrap an arm around her waist and pull her



tightly against me.

Her mouth is so full, so ripe, and much more intoxicating than I’ d expected. Her body
shivers once against mine, first in shock, then in response. At the moment, it doesn’t
matter much to me.

| keep whispering sweet nothings in her ear. At the same time, I’'m peppering her
face, the crook of her neck, and her exposed cleavage with kisses.

She can't take her eyes off my erect member, and she moans as | slide my hands
down her thighs and my questing fingers find the wetness between her legs.

Rachel feels my body’s instant response, my dick jerking back to life and my mouth
feeding off hers. As we make out, my hands begin to take, my fingers digging in to
claim her as mine.

She's aready wet and ready when she shoves me back. It's amazing how she
switches from being unwilling to taking control of the pace of our little romp.
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She would have straddled me and made quick work of it, but | sense her intentions
and flip her over, trapping her body under mine. | sink my teeth into her breast. Her
hips jerk, her hands clamp onto mine, and she grinds her pussy against my crotch in
frantic, furious demand.

My vision glazes with red as the fierce flame of need tears through my system. | fill
my mouth with her perky breasts evenas | shove my hand into the space between our
bodies, driving my fingers into her wet pussy and fingering her brutally until she
shoots over the edge.

She explodes all over my fingers, her body squirming, straining, then rearing up for
another leap. Her nails dig into my back, her hipsrolling until I’'m aswild as sheis.

We rall, struggling for more in a dlippery, mindless battle that has thrill ramming into
thrill. Her mouth is fevered and ravenous, her hands greedy and swift.

With her breath sobbing, she takes my erect prick and inserts it inside her with one
hard thrust of her hips, and she begins to ride me like awild horse.

Fast and hot, she rides me with a ruthless energy that turns her own body into a
machine fueled by greed. For speed, for passion. For more.

When she feels my fingers grab her hips, she throws her head back and flies off the
end of the world.

It's electrifying and intoxicating, and it lingers, but then it goes deeper. It getsraw. In
the water, the world around us fades from sight and sensation and desire as we feel



together. The cool water caresses my skin and the warmth and softness of Rachel’s
skin. Sometimes, it’s just each touch igniting the sparks and shooting all the way
through me. | can’t help but pull her closer and lose myself in the moment.

With the adrenaine rush from our earlier encounter heightened by our bodies
entwining, its urgency is amplified, and the intimacy of this secluded pool enhances
every sensation. We're the only two people in the world, separated from everything
else. The waves hit the shore softly, a soft rhythm to all this chaos of our emotions.

We float together, the lines between us dissolving, until there is no more than
this—heat, water, and this connection that pulses between us. We explore the depths
of our desires, oneto the other. We drown in each other, and it feels like we let
everything we have been holding back finally out.

Our mouths meet again. Thistime, it’s different. Every touch, every taste, every need
comes with a sense of belonging. | feel the blood rush back to my dick, and | grab her

butt, anchoring her in place as | slide my dick inside her wet pussy.

The first time was frenzied, but this time around, | fuck her with a slow passion that
can only be borne out of love.

She holds me tight and matches me beat for beat.

The emotions overtake me, sensations drown me, and all | can see at that moment is
Rachel—her dark eyes, her sleek hair, her strong mouth. As | make love to her, | feel
her tremble, hear her breath shudder and catch, and then her eyes become beautiful
and opague as she comes.

Her eyeslock with mine, no words spoken as she shifts.

When she straddles me, she takes me in slowly, slowly, deeply, deeply, to spin out



that pleasure, and she watches it conquer me even as it overwhelms her.

Her eyeslook into mine, and | can see pleasure in them, as well as power, knowledge,
and everything that makes awoman compelling, dangerous, and irresistible.

She moans, a woman embracing her own power, taking her own triumph. And she
never stops moving and never stops her slow, steady beat.

| have to grip her hips and hold on to her to stop myself from snatching that control
and taking my release when she shakes her hair back and smiles down at me.

No words, still no words.

Watching me, her breath coming in quick little sighs, she runs her hands up her body,
gliding them over her breasts until | can taste them.

She shifts, bowing down to take my mouth with hers. | feel her shudder and hear her
quick gasp as sherolls over the next wave.

The sound, just that small sound, snaps my restraint.

“I can't. | need—"

| spin her onto her back and hike up her hips. Undone, simply undone, | drive my
cock into her, half-mad with pleasure when those long legs wrap around me.

Thistime, the force of the tide sweeps us both under.
| cannot keep track of the world outside this moment. Time slips away, and | forget

the passing of time. | realize Rachel’ s breath against my skin, the way her body reacts
to mine, and the soft sounds of pleasure coming from her lips. It's a melody | don't



want to end.

At the height of our passion, we create a bubble, and suddenly, there’s a noise that
breaks through. My heart plunges to the bottom of the ocean as | hear voices above
the water, barely there but unmistakable. Reality crashes back into my mind like a
wave against the rocks, and my mind races.

“Did you hear that?’ My breath comes ragged from gasping, pulling away slightly.
Rachel’ s features are a mixture of surprise and concern, her eyes wide.

“Yeah,” she whispers, her voice barely audible over the sound of the water. We turn
our heads toward the noise, but we can’t hear what is being said. The voices grow
louder, and | can’'t believe what I'm hearing.
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“They found us,” | murmur, arush of relief flooding through me.

We look at each other, and in that moment, | see the same joy and disbelief in her
eyes. We're still exposed, vulnerable, here in this secluded pool—but the reality of
our situation hits me now. | look around for our clothes, abandoned and haphazardly
strewn about the rocks.

“Get dressed!” | urge, my voice low but firm. The excitement and panic cause us to
scramble and grab our clothes. The fabricof the shorts feels foreign against my skin.
After the intimacy of the water, my hands tremble dightly as| tug them on.

| can’'t help but steal glances at Rachel, too. She's hurriedly putting on her clothes,
and my heart isracing. It's hard to focus on the task at hand when her eyes flit open,
and she looks flushed and beautiful. The reality of where we are hastens us both into
action.

Sheties her hair back and asksif they might be looking for us.

“1 hope so,” | reply, pulling on my shirt and glancing back toward the shore. The
voices are louder and more distinct, asis the sound of footsteps on the sand.

“Let’'s go!” | say, my heart beating with the excitement of hope and anticipation.
Back at the shelter’s entrance, we step out of the water, the cool breeze catching our
damp skin.

Continuing through the foliage, | catch a movement on the beach. | see figures in the
distance, framed against the rising sun. Their silhouettes |eap across my heart.



“Over there!l” | point, and Rachel’s eyes follow. | see wide-eyed smiles exchanged
between us, adrenaline coursing through us.

“Could they help us?’ she asks, her voice amix of excitement and doubt.

“They haveto,” | reply, feeling a surge of hope. “We're not going to be stuck here.”

We march together toward the voices, closer to the laughter and shouts getting
louder. With each step, it feels like a leap toward freedom, and | can hardly believe
rescue is within reach. The weight of the last few days—days of isolation, fear, and
uncertainty—beginsto lift, and | can feel relief coming.

As we approach the shore, | can't get this feeling that everything is going to change.
We've been on the island for days, and our time here has changed us. It's forged a
connection between us that | can't deny. | look at Rachel, her eyes wide with
excitement and fear, and | know that no matter what happens—or doesn’t
happen—we can’t pretend that what happened was an accident.

The voices grow louder, and | am able to see the figures now—search and rescue
teams with equipment in hand, scanning the area. | fedl relief, but | know that the
world we' re coming back to has things of its own to deal with.

| take Rachel’ s hand in mine and say, “Let’s go.”

Under her skin, the warmth against my pam is a promise and a reminder that
whatever is out there, we'll face it together.

Chapter twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-Five



Rachel

We step onto the beach, and the warmth from the sun feels brighter than | remember.
The thrill of rescue fills the air, and I'm still clasping Vaughn's hand. As we
approach the group of search and rescue workers, | can hardly contain my
excitement.

“Rachel!” One of the rescuers rushes over with awide grin. “Vaughn!”

| laugh—a sound that feels strange but freeing after days of tension and uncertainty.

Questions fly around us, but | can only fedl relief as they surround us. Finally, I'm
free from the idand. Vaughn is grinning, his eyes sparkling at the thrill of our escape,
and | look over at him. It's a simple moment of pure joy, releasing al the fear and
worry we've held for what seems like an eternity.

“Can you believe it?’ | say, turning to Vaughn, who hasn’t let go of my hand. “We're
going home!”

His expression is serious but warm. “Y eah, we made it.”

| revel in the excitement, but even as | do, a nagging thought comes to mind: what
happens next? | look over at the rescue team. They’re filled with energy and purpose,
and | can't help but think of how this will affect us. | can feel the weight of our
shared experiences hanging in the air. We' ve been through so much together.

Following a moment’ s celebration, Vaughn turns to one of the rescuers, arugged man
with a weathered face and kind eyes. “We need to get her medical attention as soon

aspossible”

“Right away,” the man replies, nodding.



Vaughn's demeanor shifts, becoming more intense. “| have to get to Australia, and |
need to do it now,” he says, his voice steady. “I’ ve got work to do.”

His words twist my stomach in a strange disappointment. “Wait, what?" Confusion
clouds my mind, and | blurt out, “You'’re leaving aready?’
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Vaughn looks at me, his face serious. “1 can’t miss this opportunity, Rachel. The team
Is counting on me. | need to get back to work.”

“But what about us?” My heart sinks. | thought we were going back together.
Suddenly, the joy of our rescue seems overshadowed by the reality of our lives apart.

“l know,” he says, his voice softening. “But you have to take care of yourself first.
Y ou've been through a lot. You should go back to New York for medical attention
and rest.”

| blink, absorbing his words. The logic is sound, but emotionaly, it cuts me to the
bone. “Are you just going to send me away? Just like that?’

Frustration flashes in his eyes. He shakes his head. “It’s not like that, Rachel. | want
you to be safe. Thisiswhat’sright for you right now.”

The tension thickens between us, and | can feel my heart racing. | want to tear down
the walls he's trying to build between us. | want to argue. “But what about us?’ This
time, my voice trembles, and | ask again, “What happens when you get to Australia?
What happens to what we have?’

His jaw tightens as though he's struggling with his own emotions, and he looks away.
He finally admits, “I don’t know. | just need to get this done. It’s important.”

The confusion and fear that have been there since we first came to the island settle
heavily in my chest, mixed with disappointment. What | want to do is scream, shake
him, and make him see that this isn't just about work. It's about us, about the



connection we made during those turbulent days.
Before | can say anything, the rescuer steps in and breaks the tension. “We can
arrange for a boat to take you both to the mainland,” he says, his voice cam and

reassuring. “We'll have to put her medical needsfirst, but . . .”

| notice the conflict in Vaughn’'s eyes. He nods. He says he'll arrange for a flight to
Australia as soon as he can, and | feel apang of frustration.

| hold my breath, trying to regain composure. Thisisn't how | planned our reunion to
go. “Fine,” | reply, my voice cold and distant. “Y ou do what you need to do.”

“Rachel . .."” he starts, but | cut him off.

“Just let me go, Vaughn. You'reright. | have to take care of myself.”

| step away, my heart catching in my chest, and | look away. | don’t want him to see
me fall apart, not right now. This sudden separation makes the excitement of being
rescued hollow. He sdoing this for my health, | remind myself, but the weight of his
decision presses down on my heart.

The rescue team gathers around us, ready for what’s next, and | try to bring my focus
to the present. Now, | can’'t let my emotions control my actions. | suck in a deep

breath to help myself stay strong and face the truth of our situation.

Vaughn steps closer. “Let’s get you taken care of.” His touch warms my hand as it
brushes against mine.

“Yeah,” | reply, trying to sound more composed than | fedl. “Let’ s do that.”

| look back at him. Our eyes meet for a moment, and then | slowly take a step away



to join the rescue team. There's so much more to say and so many questions hanging
intheair.

For now, | need to get medical attention and go back to New Y ork.

We make our way back to the mainland, the boat rocking gently with the waves
lapping against the hull—a constant reminder that we've just escaped the ocean. |
perch on the edge, staring out into the distance where the sky meets the water.

| keep seeing Vaughn's face, serious, as he held me close in that pool. There's a pang
in my chest, alonging and confusion. What’s going on in his head? Does he wish he
never shared what we had on the isand? Does he aready consider it a moment of
weakness, alapse of judgment?

| shake my head, trying to dispel the thoughts. He's told me time and time again that
work is his highest priority, and | can’t afford to get caught up in the what-ifs. |
remind myself that Vaughn does not want the mess of emotions anymore. The man |
knew before we were stranded is still there, just buried under the weight of his
responsibilities and career.

As the boat nears the dock, anxiety stirs in my stomach. I’'m going back to my old
life, which somehow feels alien after allwe’ ve been through together. What do | do
now that I’ ve lived so close to him? After sharing something so intimate?

As soon as we dock, | step off the boat and take in the fresh air of the mainland, the
smell of salt and freedom filling my lungs. As | head to the car, | try to shake the
lingering thoughts of Vaughn. The bittersweet ache in my heart for the island behind
me remains, but | can’t help feeling alittle excited that I’ m going home.

The drive is dull, and the scenery is blown past me as | concentrate on the road. |
replay the moments from the island in my mind—the laughter, the fear, the



connection. Of course, | can’'t stop thinking that | want to talk to Vaughn and figure
out what it all means. | know he's busy. He has responsibilities before anything, and
with every passing mile, | remind myself of that.

The relief washes over me as | pull into my driveway and see my home. |
immediately call out for my cat, Archie, as| step inside. “Hey, buddy! I'm home!”

Almost instantly, he races out from under the couch and runs toward me. | scoop him
up into my arms, bending down. He purrs softly in the space between us, and | smile.
“1 missed you so much,” | murmur, burying my facein hisfur.

His little body is warm against mine, and it comforts me after the whirlwind of
emotions over the past few days. | sit down on the couch with Archie still in my arms
and take a deep breath. | let the routine of home soothe me as | pet him, trying to
push thoughts of Vaughn from my mind.

But it's difficult. | remember every moment we spent together, and | cannot stop
wondering if something has changed inside me. | don't know—everything seems

different now. | can’t help but wonder if Vaughn feels the same way, too.

| look out the window, watching the evening sky turn pink and orange as the sun sets.
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“What do you think, Archie?’ | ask my feline companion, voicing my inner turmoil.
Hejust blinks up at me. “Do you think he'll call?’

| know | shouldn’t expect anything. After al, | had made it clear that | was going to
focus on my own life. Yet, | still hold onto the hope that this isn’t the end of our
story. A part of me wonders. weren't we real to each other on the island?

| shake my head again, frustrated with myself. “Rachel, stop it,” | whisper, setting
Archie down and standing up. “You need to be practical. He's got a career, and
you' ve got your own life to get back to.”

| find it hard to concentrate as | move around the house, unloading my things and
trying to settle back into my routine. Even the smallest sound brings my mind back to
Vaughn—nhis laughter, the way he looked at me when we kissed. And it makes me a
little mad. | can’t seem to escape the memories.

A while later, | curl up on the couch with Archie at my side, turning on the television
to try to drown out the feeling. Even the show’s mindless chatter can’t drown out the
thoughts running through my head.

What if | reach out to him? Would that be so wrong? | hope we can work it out. |
hope we can navigate whatever it is we feel for each other. | also know that it's really
hard for him to let anyonein.

| lean back against the cushions and close my eyes as the night wears on, finally
succumbing to tiredness. Archie curls up next to me, and | start to drift off, hoping
that when | wake, I'll have some clarity. Deep down, however, | know that clarity



may not come easily, especially when it comes to Vaughn. The questions of love,
connection, and what it truly means to let someone in, hover in the air. But the real
world iswaiting, and | need to move forward.

Chapter twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-Six

Vaughn

The engine hums below me, Sydney’s bustling streets speeding past as | sit in the
back of the car. The sun is out, but it feels a little cold; the weight on my shoulders
isn't in the least bit light. Every media outlet and headline is filled with news of our
time on the island.

“Vaughn Graham,” one headline reads, “A Picture of Resilience.”

| can’'t help but roll my eyes at how truly absurd it al is.Resilience?That word feels
hollow—a label that doesn’t even come close to defining the insanity of the past few
days or the mental anguish | am still in the midst of trying to overcome.

| look out the window, and the city looks blurry. The storm is brewing inside me, but
people go about their day, walking along the sidewalks, not giving a damn. They
don’t know what it is liketo be stranded on that island, scared out of your mind as the
hours tick away. The polished image of a soccer star does not include the man who
lost himself in the chaos of emotion and vulnerability.

And now, | can’'t think about that. | have a mission to focus on—my “Save the
Ocean” campaign. I’m here to stand up for something | care about, and | know I’ve
got to show up with agood front and be who I’ ve always been.



As we pull up a the venue, | exhale, square my shoulders, and shake off the
frustrations of the past week. | can see the banners being set up and the atmosphere
buzzing with activity. | can feel the energy of it. It's infectious, and my competitive
spirit kicks in. That's where | excel—on the field, in the limelight, where | can focus
on something bigger than myself.

| step out of the car, and | am immediately bombarded with camera flashes and
reporters shouting my name. | feel overwhelmed but put on my game face—the one
I’ve used so many times in public. | smile and wave at the crowd as they want, but
inside, I’ m fighting the thoughts of Rachel.

Snippets of conversation trickle over me as excitement hums in the air while | make
my way inside.

“Did you hear about histime on the island?’

“He' s such ahero for keeping it together.”

“What a dedicated athlete!”

| steel myself, not letting their perceptions shake me. | know that public opinion is
fickle and how fast things can turn. For now, | lean into it, letting their admiration
push me forward.

Onceinside, I'm led to the stage and positioned at the podium. The crowd settles, and
| can feel the weight of their expectations pressing down on me. | clear my throat and

start to talk. The words flow about ocean conservation and what we can do together.

“This mission is about more than just me,” | say, my voice steady and strong. “It's
about all of us protecting our planet. We can make a difference.”



| get arush of adrenaline as the crowd claps.

This moment is where | can channel all of what I’'m feeling—jpressure, uncertainty,
the chaos of the island—into passion and purpose. As | speak, | feel the connection
with the audience growing. | will talk about the initiatives we' re pushing forward and
the partnerships we' re forming.

Yet, | can’'t shake the thought of Rachel. As | glanced out over the sea of faces, | ask
myself again,How is she? Has she settled back into her life in New Y ork? What does
shethink of it all?

Something inside me has shifted. My time on the island unearthed emotions | had
buried for so long, and | can’'t help but feel the loss now that I’ m apart from her.

As the event ends, handshakes and congratulations pour in from all angles, but my
mind is elsewhere. | wander around the venue, shaking hands and posing for photos,
but it feels a bit flat. The cheers and applause turn to a distant hum as | look for
something—or someone—familiar.

Finally, | step outside to breathe in some fresh air. The sun has fallen lower in the
sKy, casting gray shadows across the pavement. | close my eyes, letting the heat wash
over me, and lean against arailing.
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Doubt creeps in as | hover over the Send button. What if she’s moved on? What if
Coallins is redly interested in her, and I’ve missed my one and only chance? I'm
frustrated with myself and shake my head. This isn't about competition. It's about
telling her the truth and myself the truth.

With an exhale, | hit Send with a surge of determination. The message is ssmple but
loaded with meaning:Hey, Rachel. Just wanted to see how you're doing, | guess.

| watch the message fade away into nothing, and | am relieved and anxious at the
same time. Whatever it is, I'm taking a step forward. It's a start. It may not change
anything, but it’s a start. Maybe that’s what | need right now—a chance to close the
gap that’s formed between us, even if that feels wonky.

Chapter twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Rachel

My life has settled back into my usual routine of work. A week and a few days have
passed since | came home—days I've spent buried in emails, meetings, and the
never-ending pile of paperwork that multiplies by the hour. | sit at my desk, and |
can’'t help but feel empty, aching for Vaughn, for the way he used to occupy my

thoughts, for the space he filled in the room around me.

But | trudge down its path as much as | can, trying to drown out the silence between
us. My phone seems to be getting more looks than I'd like to admit, as | hope for a



message that will never come. | replay how we spent our last moments on the island,
laughing and being intimate, but now those memories feel so tawdry, so marred by
the doubt that followed.

Today is a particularly heavy day as | sort through the everyday stuff that makes up
my life. | try to concentrate, to drown out Vaughn and the connection we had, but it's
like trying to hold back a tide. There is always this nagging worry—what if he's
moved on? Maybe he’ s forgotten all about me.

My phone buzzes on the desk just as I’ m about to lose myself in another spreadsheet.
My heart races as | see his name on the screen. | pick it up.

Hey, Rachel. Can you have a car sent to pick me up? I’ m back in town.
The message is simple and practical, yet aflood of emotions rushes through me. | feel
a mix of relief and disappointment—relief because he's finally reached out, but

disappointment because it’s so clinical, so cold.

My fingers hover above the Reply button as | stare at the screen. | want to say
something witty or clever, but instead, | feel another wave of frustration building.

You don’'t have to see me.

What does that even mean?

| take a deep breath and tell myself not to overreact. | won't let his indifference
bother me. | am not going to let him dictate how | feel. | put my phone down and

pace the room, trying to rel ease the emotions swirling inside me.

| relent after a moment and begin organizing acar. | can't pretend | don’t want to see
him, even if he keeps insisting he's acting professionaly. | grab my phone again and



type out a quick response:

Okay, I'll get a car arranged. When should it be there?

The wait feels excruciating, and | hit Send. | can’t help but imagine what he's been
up to in Australia, if he has thought of us at all. The longer | sit with those thoughts,
the more my resolve slips. How can | let myself hope for something more when he's
so determined to keep his distance?

The minutes tick by, and then my phone buzzes again.

In about an hour. Thanks.

| let out a frustrated sigh. That's it? No explanation, no small tak? The
disappointment sinks into my chest, and | try not to dwell on it. So, instead of that, |
force myself to get ready. | straighten my desk, and | clean up my appearance. | grab
a blazer, brush my hair, and fight the whirlwind of emotions threatening to make me
lose my composure.

| pace the living room as | wait for the car to arrive.

| check the clock, seconds ticking down. What am | even hoping for? A heartfelt
reunion? An apology for everything that changed between us?

The doorbell rings, and | jump because I’'m lost in thought. | take a deep breath,
forcing myself to remain calm as | open the door to let the driver in. “Thank you,” |
say automatically, trying to sound professional, but my heart is racing in anticipation.

| give the driver the directions from Vaughn and a pass that will grant him access to
the VIP section at the airport.



Vaughn, Collins, and another teammate cram into the backseat of the car | sent to the
airport to pick them up.

Sports channels are covering Vaughn's return, and | find myself glued to the TV set.
They drive out of the airport, and | can see the fans on the streets waving signs and
yelling his name. | can’'t help but envy the adoration he receives. That feeling fades
quickly into concern when the car finally grinds to a halt, trapped in the chaos of the
crowd.

| can almost picture the tension in his jaw, his eyes darting about like he's searching
for away out.

There' s something that feels urgent to me. | have to help them, and quickly.
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| suddenly have an idea. The spot where they’re stuck is not far from my apartment,
so | text Vaughn to come in with me.

| can get you out of the traffic. Meet me at my place.

| hear the door creak open, and in moments, Vaughn, Collins, and their teammate step
in. Vaughn'slook of relief isalmost comical; | can’t help but smirk.

“Thanks for the rescue,” he says, his voice tinged with gratitude, but there’s an edge
of something else—tension, maybe?

“Just doing my part,” | reply, trying to keep my tone light. | glance at Collins, who is
aready settling in my living room, knowing Vaughn's eyes are boring into me,
assessing, judging.

When the door closes, the atmosphere changes. The other teammate leans against the
wall, chatting about the upcoming game, while Collins lounges on my couch,
casually flipping through the channels. Vaughn stands a little at a distance, though his
posture is stiff, and he tries to project an air of indifference that he probably can’t
maintain.

“Nice place you got here,” Collins says, glancing around, and | can sense the
flirtation in histone. “Y ou should have us over more often.”

| try to smile, but it comes out forced.

Vaughn dlightly shifts and tightens his jaw as he watches the interaction. His face



flickers with atouch of jealousy, but it disappears just quickly, and before | can fully
process it, the mask he wears comes back.

“It'scozy,” | say, trying to keep the mood light. Inside, I’ m seething. Why is Vaughn
doing that? He's pretending nothing happened on the island, that there's no way we
could have connected in that way.

| feel invisible in my own apartment as the conversation continues. Vaughn's
interaction with Collins and then with that other guy while he avoids eye contact with
me is maddening to watch. | want to scream at him—make him see what it was we
shared—nbut | boil down to ssmmering resentment.

Eventually, the laughter dries up, and the room goes dead quiet. | look at VVaughn; our
eyes meet for a moment. He quickly looks away, but there’'s a flicker of something
there—something of the tension that hangs between us.

“1 need to use the bathroom,” Vaughn finally says, his tone slightly clipped. “Where
ISit?

| point to the back of the apartment where the bathroom is located, and as | turn to
enter my bedroom, he follows mein.

| am flooded with frustration and longing. | can't let thisgo on. | can’t allow him to
treat me like just another colleague, just another obligation.

“You can't just pretend nothing happened, Vaughn. | mean it,” | tell him. “You can’t
act like I’'m just another colleague.”

“What do you want me to say?’ he asks, his voice low, aimost frustrated. “It was a
moment, Rachel. We're back in the real world now.”



“Is that all it was to you?’ | chalenge, closing the gap, my heart beating faster. “A
moment? It was more to me.”

The space between us is now charged with electricity, and he takes a step toward me.
“You know it was more than a moment. But that’s changed.”

He closes the distance between us, and his eyes search mine before | can respond. It's
just the two of us, and the world outside fades away. It’ sjust us caught in the storm of
our emotions.

“Stop pretending,” he demands, his voice barely above a whisper.

It's gone, and the tension snaps. We are in each other’s arms. The kissignites aflame
that had been smoldering beneath the surface. It's desperate and passionate,
everything we' ve been holding back, a collision.

Vaughn runs his eyes over my body lasciviously and licks his lips. His antics are
silly, and | burst out laughing.

He places his hand on the back of my sweater, anchoring himself before jumping out
of his skin. The taste of my mouth, hot and ripe, overwhelms him, even as my tight,
sexy body presses and pumps against him.

He yanks the sweater over my head and throws it to the side. His hands are on my
breasts before the shirt even hit the floor.

Gasping, | work my hands between our fevered bodies, fighting to keep my mouth on
hisas | hurry to loosen his shirt. God, | want to feel him against my skin. To feel his
body inside mine. My skin feels alive again, the blood running hot under it, my heart
pounding in a primal rhythm, so hard and thrilling.



Desperate for more, |1 push his hand down and hold it firmly between my legs.
Overcome with pleasure, | tilt my head back, exposing the line of my throat to his
lips, his teeth, my hips moving as | press his hand to my crotch and the heat beneath
it.

It is like holding raw nerves. Nerves with edges of jagged glass. They scrape at his
own, al but tearing him open.

He pulls the button on my trousers and drags the pants down. Even as | struggle to
step clear, he plunges his fingers into the heat of my thighs. He watches the shocked
pleasure rush over my face as| pour into his hand.

I’'m as wet as a waterfall when Vaughn finally dlips his finger out of me, spins me
around, and straddles me from behind while | lean against the bedroom wall. He is
rough and sweet at the same time, and | loveit.
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“Don’'t stop.” My mouth is frantic and fevered under his, and my nails scrape
wickedly down his back before digging into his hips.

Vaughn grips my hips tighter, bending me some more and lining his cock against my
dlit. He groans as he dips inside me. | feel my mind going blank when Vaughn is
fully inside me. His cock throbs as he stays in place, catching his breath.

| moan, arching some more and waiting for him to fuck me. Vaughn slaps his cock
against my pussy before rubbing it against my ass. The feeling of need coursing
through our bodies as he humps my ass is nothing compared to what | need. | move
my body backward, rubbing myself against him as well.

Suddenly, he speeds up, his groin slapping against my ass. | gasp, my hands grasping
at thin air as he fucks me harder. His cock reaches degper inside me, brushing against
my most sensitive parts and driving me crazy. | turned around to look at him and see
his face contorted in pure ecstasy.

He pulls me closer, slipping his cock even deeper than | expected. | bite my bottom
lip to keep my moans from spilling out. His hands hold my hips, keeping me dlightly
bent. Vaughn leans in to kiss my sensitive earlobes before whispering dirty things
into them.

| ride that wild whip of sensation that snaps through my mind and body, shuddering
and craving more. It burns through me, fueling me until | think I’d go mad from the

sheer force of my own greed.

| grind my hips against him, pushing back in urgent demand, and cry out when he



drives hard and deep inside me. And till, it isn’t enough. My hips move in a brutal
bid for speed as | groan my desire over the sharp sound of flesh striking flesh,
striking the wall.

Equally as aroused as | am, Vaughn rides with me in that fast, sweaty race toward
release until his vison blurs and his blood screams. Then he drives us both,

quivering, to the finish.

| quiver through multiple orgasms and beg him to stop, but he keeps driving me wild
until my legs buckle.

My heart is still thundering when | drop my head to his shoulder. | gulp air, fedl it
catch, then tear into my parched lungs and out again.

| am naked, sweaty, and pinned to the wall inside my small bedroom, just a few
meters away from Collins and their other teammates. A mix of conflicting emotions
races through me. | feel horrified, yet for some reason, | am not really embarrassed.
In fact, | am delighted.

“You okay?' Hisvoiceis muffled, and | feel hislips move against my hair.

“1 think I’'m alot better than okay. | think I’'m still on a cloud somewhere.”

“You were. You are.” He'd just taken me against the wall. Or I'd taken him. “Can’t
think yet,” he admits, bracing a hand against the wall to remain upright and ease back
just enough to watch me laugh.

“Am | still standing?’ he asks.

“1 thought you wanted to remain professional,” | tell him in ateasing tone.



“Well, | lost control of myself.” Vaughn looks at me, his eyes filled with longing and
frustration. “Rachel, we can’t keep doing this.”

My heart is racing, and | say, “But | don’t want to stop. Not now, not ever. It's time
to talk about what happened on that island.”

“1 know,” he says, running a hand through his hair, the tension palpable. “But it's
complicated.”

| step closer again, feeling the energy between us grow. “Complicateddoesn’t have to
meanover.”

The world outside forgotten, we are once again caught in the whirlwind of our
feelings, and then we are flung back together.

Chapter twenty-eight

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Vaughn

It's match day, and the stadium’s atmosphere is electric as fans mill around to watch
the game. | can think of nothing but Rachel and how she refused to back down from
me earlier. | tried to hold things together, but she wouldn't let me dictate what she
did. It really angers me and fuels the jealousy | wasn't aware of, had been burning al
along.

The tension tightens in my chest as | step into the locker room. My teammates are
laughing and joking, and | laugh along, but it's hollow. | can't get that image of
Rachel’ s defiance out of my head—her defiance of me. It's exciting, and frustrating.
It scares me because she should be able to make her own choices. With Collins's



renewed interest in her and someone else trying to get close, it's enough to make my
blood boil.

“Hey, Vaughn!” one of my teammates calls out, breaking my train of thought. “Y ou
good? Y ou seem a bit off today.”

“I’'m fine, yeah,” | answer, smiling but not quite making it to my eyes.

Thetruthis, I’'m not fine. | am amess, feeling things, | thought | had under control.

| can’'t concentrate as we get ready for the game. | start to think of Rachel’s
words—her resolve to keep her word no matter what. | respect her power, but | also

think it's atest of my authority. I'm the one who is supposed to be in control, the one
who leads, but here | am, fighting to get control of everything.
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Relief meets anger as | nod. “Good luck with that,” | say, rising from my seat. | won’t
let her have the last word.

| walk out of the conference room, adrenaline coursing through my veins. It feels
empowering. |I've stood my ground. | will not allow anyone to determine how |
live—no one, especially when it comes to Vaughn. Thisis not about business for me;
thisis about respect, integrity, and the connections | hold dear.

| take a moment outside to breathe in the fresh air. | think about Vaughn—how our
relationship has gotten so complicated, how much | miss him, and how | want to
protect him from people like Jenna.

Chapter thirty

Chapter Thirty

Vaughn

The next day comes, and | still feel uneasy. My conversation with my mother is still
ringing in my ears; my mind still bears the emotional weight of her visit. | push the

thoughts aside as | get ready to begin abusy day.

The morning silence is broken as my phone buzzes on the table just as | settle into my
routine. | look down and see an unfamiliar number. | answer uneasily.

“Vaughn Graham,” | say, trying to keep my tone professional.



“John from the league’ s disciplinary office, Mr. Graham,” the voice on the other end
says. My heart starts to pound. “1 want to let you know that we're calling you in for a
disciplinary meeting because we just received a report accusing you of illicit drug use
and distribution.”

The words hit me like an actual punch to the gut, and | have a hard time processing
how serious it actually is. “What are you talking about?’ | demand, my voice sharper
than | intended. “There must be some mistake.”

“There s no mistake, | assure you. Thursday at ten am. is the scheduled meeting,” he
replies, speaking clinically with no empathy. “It goes without saying that your
presence is mandatory.”

| hang up, and my mind begins to spin. Accusations of drug use? This is outrageous!
My reputation has been built up—I can't let it be tarnished like this. | remember the
rumors that have gone around the league, the whispers of a doping scandal, but |
never thought it would involve me.

| pace the room, my thoughts racing, my heart pounding, the world around me
spinning as panic setsin. I’ ve gotta figure this shit out real quick. Rachel. She would
know what to do. She's kept everything organized. She's been my anchor. | dia her
number, hoping she’ll answer.

But it rings and rings. No answer. Frustration builds as | try again, but still no
response.

“Come on, Rachel,” | mutter under my breath, feeling a mix of anxiety and anger. |
know she has been working hard, but | need her to be there for me right now more

than ever.

The rising tide of panic pushes up my throat. | can’'t afford to lose my cool because



everything is on the line. Before this meeting, | need to collect my thoughts and
formulate a plan. The harder | try to concentrate, the more | think about Rachel. |
keep thinking I’ ve lost her—that | pushed her away.

Maybe I’'m the reason she'signoring my calls. | am frustrated as the thought gnaws at
me. | need her, and | can’t let my pride get in the way.

| wait a bit before trying to call once more. | open my laptop. A new email iswaiting
for me containing the official summons and other documentation from the
disciplinary committee.

| sigh deeply and start going through the papers for my upcoming meeting. The hours
pass, and the anxiety in my chest builds. Each minute feels like alifetime, and | can’t
stop feeling like I’ m getting trapped. Thisisasituation | have no control over.

| can’t take it anymore. Finally, | shoot off a quick text to Rachel:l need to talk. It's
urgent.

Frustration boils over as | stare at the screen waiting for her response. | know she is
off duty now and has her own life to manage, but right now, | need her. She's the one
who helps me—with her insight, her organizational skills, and her talent for making
something out of the chaos that is my life.

| push my phone aside with a deep breath and attempt to refocus. Thereis no time to
dwell on that. | have to get ready for this meeting. | have to gather evidence and
statements to clear my name. | check my emails to see if there are any that might be
used as a shield for my case.

The more | dig, the more | fed it crushing me with the weight of the situation. | don’t
get how this could be. There's got to be more to it. For months, the whispers of drug
use have been circulating. | had never paid any attention to them. Vicious rumors like



that are part of the price that elite professiona athletes like me have to pay, and | was
immune to those rumors—or so | thought.

Throughout the rest of the morning, | push, trying to keep my mind where it needs to
be, but | can’t shake the tension that is aways just under the skin. I'm exhausted and
on edge, and I'm being eaten up by the uncertainty.

But | refuse to succumb to despair. | will prepare for this meeting, gather my
evidence, and confront these accusationswith everything | have. | may feel isolated,
but I’ m not out of options.

Tomorrow, I'll reach out to my lawyer and gather my team. I’ll make sure I’ m ready
for whatever lies ahead. | can't let this define me. | won't let them take away
everything I’ ve worked so hard for.

Hours go by, and | check my phone for a message from Rachel. Nothing. | feel a
pang of disappointment, but | can’t wait for her forever.

After another long hour filled with anxiety about the upcoming meeting, | find myself
staring at my phone, willing Rachel to pick up. I've tried calling her countless times,
but each ring only deepens my frustration. | need her support, and the silence feels
like a wall between us. The weight of the accusations looms heavily over me, and |
can’'t face them alone.

Finally, | decide that enough is enough. | need to see her. | grab my keys and head
out the door, my heart racing with a mix of hope and desperation. | drive to her
apartment, the streets blurring past me in a haze. What if she’'s avoiding me? What if
Collins's flirtation has pushed her away? The thought gnaws at me, and | shake my
head to clear it.
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When | arrive, | park and head toward her building, my stomach churning with
anxiety.

| pause, noticing a coffee shop across the street as I'm about to knock on her front
door.

| spot afamiliar figure, and | walk over to the café, glance inside, and freeze. Oddly
enough, there’'s Rachel sitting at a table with Collins. They’re discussing something
seriously while leaning in close. | hate how cozy they look, and | feel my irritation
building.

What is he doing with her?

My fingers hover over the screen as | pull out my phone. Seeing them together twists
something dark in my stomach. Isteady myself with a deep breath. | know | shouldn’t
let jealousy rule my head, but I'm losing her all over again, watching them like this,

| call her number again, but it just rings to voicemail. | am annoyed, and the heat in
my cheeksis growing. | keep calling and calling, but still no answer. | cannot sit here

and do nothing. It’s not just business anymore; it feels personal.

Finally, she seemsto beleaving, | call her again, and she picks up then. | can hear the
relief in her voice. “Vaughn? What’ s going on?’

“Meet me at my place,” | speak firmly, my voice steady now. “We need to talk.”

“Isthis about work?" she asks, hesitation creeping into her tone.



“It's about everything.” | cut off any more questions and just say, “Just get over
here.”

| hang up before she can protest. | get back in my car and drive home.

| can’'t unsee her with Collins and the way they are so engrossed with each other. |
know | have to face these feelings so that she knows how serious this is. With all
that’s happening, | can't afford to lose her.

My thoughts spin as | drive home. What if she'sfallen for him? What if she’stired of
waiting for me to sort my life out? The jealousy festers, the insecurity grows, and a
part of me knows I’m being irrational. | have to get her to understand that I’ m sincere
with her about wanting her in my life and that | care more than I’ ve shown.

When | get home, there’'s nothing to do but pace the living room with my heart
hammering in my chest. | must take control of this and get everything out on the

table. | can't bear the uncertainty for amoment longer; it’s gnawing at me.

The doorbell pulls me out of my thoughts, and | run to answer it. Rachel isin front of
me when | open the door—confused and concerned.

“You sounded urgent on the phone,” she says, stepping inside, her eyes darting
around as she assesses the situation. “What' s wrong?”’

Chapter thirty-one

Chapter Thirty-One

Rachel

As | walk into the quaint neighborhood café, the air smells of freshly brewed coffee,



and it feels warm, like a hug wrapping around me. This has been a busy week, and
I’m just looking forward to a few minutes of quiet and the chance to relax. | look over
the menu as | stand in line, but as | do, | can feel someone behind me—and it's a
presence |’ ve felt before. | turn, and Collinsis there, grinning as he always does.

“Rachel!” he says, a bit brightly, a bit friendly. “Fancy seeing you here.”

“Hey, Callins,” | reply, forcing asmile. | don’t want to be near you after the last time
we interacted, but it seems like fate has other plans.

He points at the counter. “Would it be alright if | sat and had coffee with you? | could
use a break.”

| hesitate but nod. “ Sure, why not?’
After ordering our drinks, we find a small table by the window. | can't get rid of this
feeling that this might not actually be a casual catch-up. I’m not sure I’'m ready for it,

but there’' s some undercurrent in the air.

“S0, how have you been?’ Collins asks as he takes a sip of his coffee and leans back
in hischair.

“1"ve been good,” | answer, trying to keep it lighthearted.

He nods - “I’ve been thinking a lot about setting up my own sports business. Could

you help me with it? | could realy use your expertise. Could you work with me on
it?’

| blink in surprise at his suggestion. “I don’'t think that’s a good idea, Collins. I'm
Vaughn’s secretary, and | don’t want to mix things up.”



He looks earnest as he leans forward. “But, Rachel, I’'m serious. Someone like you—I
really could use your help. I know how Vaughn works, and | think we would be a
great team.”
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| shake my head, irritation simmering within. “I’m not interested in the offer, thank
you. | like my job, and | like Vaughn.”

| see Collins's demeanor soften slightly, and | can see the disappointment across his
face. He presses, with an air of defensiveness in his tone, “Are you sure it's not
because of Vaughn? Doesn’t he treat you that well?’

The words hit me with the force of a dlap, and my irritation burns to anger. “What do
you mean by that?’ | ask, my voice sharp. “There's alot going on for Vaughn right
now. Y ou don’'t know what he’'s dealing with.”

Collins raises his hands in mock surrender. “You could do better, is al I’'m saying.
Y ou deserve someone who appreciates you.”

“Stop,” | say, my patience fraying. “You don’t get to decide what | deserve. You
don’t know me or my relationship with Vaughn.”

He crosses his arms defensively and leans back in his chair. “I’m just worried about
you,” he says. “It feels like you' re always stuck in his shadow.”

| snort, and my anger boils over. “ Stuck in his shadow? He' s a person, not a shadow |
get cast over me. | have my own life, my own goals, and I'm not going to let
someone—I et alone you—tell me otherwise.”

Collins' s expression changes, and for amoment, | see him realize his mistake. “ Okay,
okay, | get it. | didn’t mean to offend you.”



| try to calm the anger bubbling within me, but a deep breath doesn’'t help. | just want
to be respected on my own merits.

“Callins, | don’t need you to comein and play savior,” | say.
He nods, and we just sit for a moment, the tension in the air so thick you could cut it
with a knife. My heart is racing, a mix of frustration and some other feeling | can't

quite put my finger on.

My phone buzzes on the table. | look down and see an onslaught of missed calls and
texts from Vaughn. My heart skips a beat as | swipe to check the texts.

Rachel, where are you?

| need to talk to you. It’s urgent.

Please pick up.

The urgency in his messages twists my stomach. How did | get so absorbed in this
conversation with Collinsthat | missed hiscalls?| can't believeit.

“1 have to go,” | say abruptly, standing up. | pick up my bag and think about what
Vaughn might need to talk about.

“Wait,” Collins says, standing aswell. “I’m sorry for pushing. | just—"
“Not now, Collins,” I cut him off, my voice firm. “I need to get to Vaughn.”
As | rush out of the café, | can feel Collins's eyes on my back, but | don’t turn

around. I'm listening—Ilistening to Vaughn, to the urgency in his words. It must be
important; whatever it is he needs to discuss.



Once I'm outside, | pull up my phone and | see an incoming call from Vaughn. He
wants to see me immediately.

| shake off the remnants of frustration as | make my way to my car. | don’t want to let
that get in the way of what’simportant. | need to be there for him, and he needs me.

The busy streets blur as | drive, my heart pounding in my chest. Anxious thoughts
swirl in my mind. What could have happened? Why was he so insistent?

| can’'t help but partially rush toward Vaughn's mansion. | can’'t move any faster.
Every step feels heavy, the urgency of his messages propelling me forward. What
could have happened to make him so frantic in the world? Something is terribly
wrong, and | can’t shake the feeling.

| pull into the driveway, and there’ s VVaughn, pacing up and down in front of the door,
his fury a full storm. When | get out of the car, | can feel the tension radiating from
him, the tangible energy sending a chill up my spine.

“Rachel!” he barks as | approach, his voice dlicing through the air. “What took you so
long?’

“l came as fast as | could!” | say, trying to keep panic from rising in me. “What's
going on?’

He takes a step closer, his eyes narrowing, his voice filled with anger. “You're lazy.
Y ou're too busy playing the field with my team and not doing your job!”

He accuses me, and | blink, taken aback. “Flirting? What are you talking about,
Vaughn?’ The words get caught in my throat.l can feel anger bubbling beneath the
surface. | don’t deserve this.



“Coallins,” he snaps, the name sounding like a curse. “You two are always together.
Y ou're my secretary, not his plaything!”
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“Are you serious?’ The hurt in my voice is evident as | shoot back. “Collins and |
were just having coffee. | can’t help it if he'sfriendly!”

Vaughn is clearly agitated. He runs a hand through his hair. “That’s not the point! It's
the work, not socializing with my teammates, that you’ re supposed to be focused on.”

| breathe deeply, trying to hold it together. “Hey, Vaughn, I'm not thinking about
anything else. What’ s got you so worked up? Did something happen?”’

| can see the frustration building beneath the surface as he hesitates. “| was just on the
phone with the league. They are accusing me of using drugs, and now | find out
you' re too busy with Collins to help me!”

The accusation hits me like a dap in the face. “What? That’s ridiculous! | know you
didn’t do anything wrong!”

“l need you in my corner, Rachel,” he says, hisvoice rising. “You're out there acting
like afool instead. Y ou should be taking this seriously!”

Anger surges inside me, but | suppress it. “You think this isn't serious to me? I'm
here now, aren’t 1? | dropped everything to come help you.”

“Is that what you call it?’ he retorts. “It’'s like you're more interested in dating my
teammates than supporting me.”

A swirl of anger and offense fills my chest, and | feel it sink. “I am not dating
anyone! I'm here to help, and I've been busy making sure everything is going



smoothly. You need to trust that.”

He shakes his head, his expression darkening. “Trust? Y ou want me to trust you after
everything? The guy who tried to bribe you—you didn’t even tell me about that!”

The words shock me, and | catch my breath. “Bribe? What are you talking about?’

“The guy who approached you about sabotaging my reputation,” he snaps, his
frustration boiling over. “Now you let that slide, and it's coming back to haunt us. If
you' re keeping things from me, how can | trust you?’

“1 didn’t think it was that important!” | protest, my voice rising. “1 was handling it. |
was going to tell you, but | didn’t want to make your stress any worse. | could deal
with it myself,” | say.

| can sense the distance between us growing as his eyes blaze with anger. “If you had,
you should have told me from the beginning. This is serious, Rachel. Do you know
how damaging that could be?’

His words land heavily on my shoulders, and | take a step back. “I’m trying to protect
you, Vaughn! It didn’t seem urgent at the time, and | didn’t want to burden you.”

“Protect me?’ he scoffs, the bitterness in his voice cutting deep. “You think keeping
secrets is protecting me? Rachel, | don’'t know if | can trust you. Or maybe you took
that bribe after al.”

My anger is on the edge of bubbling over. | fedl it, like aknife in my gut. “How dare
you! Never in a million years would | do something like that. You know me better

than that,” | say.

“1 thought | did, but you' re making it difficult to believe,” he snaps.



The tension is suffocating, and | can hear my heart pounding as | try to processit all.
Right now, it feels like Vaughn is pushing me away. I’'m not his enemy—I’m trying
to help him.

“You're accusing me of this?’ | ask, my voice quivering. “Y ou deserve my trust, and
I’m here for you. If you can’t see that, then maybe | should just go.”

“Maybe you should,” he replies, histone cold and cutting.

The words hit me like a blow, and tears threaten to spill from the corners of my eyes.
| won't let him see me cry. | swallow the hurt and straighten my back. “Fine, I'll
leave. And don’t think for a second that I’ m the problem here.”

| turn to walk away, but | feel his gaze on my back. I’'m hurt, and I'm furious—a
storm of emotions. | thought we were in this together, but the distance between us
feelsinsurmountable.

The cool air hitsmy face as | step outside, and | take a deep breath, trying to calm the
storm within me. But | won't let his anger define my worth. | can’'t let Vaughn make
me feel like something | know | am not.

My heart is heavy with amix of anger and disappointment as | climb into my car. The
drive home feels long and lonely, but | know one thing for sure: this won't be the end
of my fight—for my integrity, for my career, for my relationship with Vaughn. I’ll
show him. I'll show myself that | deserve better.

Chapter thirty-two

Chapter Thirty-Two

Vaughn



The pressure has been mounting ever since the accusations about the drug first
surfaced two grueling weeks ago. It’'s been a battle every day, and the league hasn’t
relented in their scrutiny. |’ ve been tested, searched, and questioned more times than |
can count, and today I’m just done.

| step onstage for the press conference, and the bright lights and sea of cameras make
my heart race. Reporters fill the room with their skeptical, curious faces. | adjust the
microphone and clear my throat.
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“Thank you for being here,” | begin, my voice steady. “| wish to address the latest
charges leveled against me regarding drug use and drug distribution. Let me be clear:
these accusations are false. | have been tested and gone through intense scrutiny, and
| have nothing to hide.”

The crowd murmurs, growing louder as the cameras flash, capturing every word. My
confidence rises with every sentence, and | continue, “I have dedicated my life to this
sport, and | will not let baseless claims tarnish my reputation or the integrity of the
gamel love”

| look out at the sea of reporters and take a deep breath. “Rumors can often fly around
at the speed of sound, but I'm here to tell you that I’'m committed to proving my
innocence. I’ ve always played by the rules, and | will always do so.”

The questions start flying as | finish my statement. With a calm expression, | respond
to each one, but inside, | feel the frustration bubbling under the surface. These
accusations have worn me down, and I’ m tired of constantly defending myself.

After the press conference concludes, | head back to the training facility. | need to
find some productive way to channel this energy. The gym is like a sanctuary—I can
focus on improving myself physically and mentally there. | change into my training
gear and get on the field, surrounded by the familiar scent of sweat, sport, and
determination.

| start my warm-up, and out of the corner of my eye, | see Collins approaching. My
stomach twists at the sight of him. Lately, he's been a constant presence, and | can’t
shake the irritation that | feel whenever | think about what | saw between him and



Rachel at the coffee shop.

“Hey, Vaughn!” Collins calls out, jogging over. “Good work at that press conference.
They’re saying you handled the questions really well.”

“Thanks,” | reply tersely, not wanting to engage more than necessary.

He stops for a second, and | can see the worry on his face. “Things have been rough,
but Rachel has nothing to do with any of this,” he says. “ She' s on your side.”

His words make my jaw clench. “Don’t tell me how to feel, Collins,” | snap. “You
don’t know what | saw.”

“What do you mean?’ he asks, his brow furrowing as if he genuinely doesn’t
understand.

“l didn’'t appreciate seeing you two together at that coffee shop. And now you're
telling me to trust her?’ | say, my frustration boiling over. “I don’'t know what’'s
happening between you two, but | don’t want you anywhere near her.”

Callins's eyes widen; he looks taken aback. “Vaughn, that's not fair. | had a
conversation with Rachel. You're reading way too much into this. Plus, you were
okay with me asking her out, remember!”

“Reading too much into it?" | scoff. “She’'s my secretary, not your personal
confidante. You're getting too close, Collins.” | didn’t want him to know that things
have changed now.

Exasperation creeps onto his expression as he runs a hand through his hair.

“I'm just trying to be a friend, man. You have to let go of the jealousy. She's a



professional, and she's been through a lot too.”

“l don't know what you know about what she's been through,” | shoot back, my
voice rising. “Just stop coming in to try to save the day, and let me handle all this
shit, aright? You don't need to defend her, either. | have to concentrate on my
training and this coming game.”

“Then do that,” he replies, his tone firm. “But don’t take your anger out on Rachel.
She's been in your corner this whole time. You'll lose her if you keep pushing her
away.”

The words slam into me, and | don’t know what to say for a moment. Collins cares
about Rachel—I know—»but | don’t want to lose her. | need her support more than
ever right now.

Finally, | say, “I’'m not pushing her away. | just need to figure this out.”

“Focus on what’ s important,” Collins says. “But don’'t shut her out. Y ou both deserve
better than that.”

Frustration and uncertainty churn inside me as he turnsto walk away. But | can’t help
but wonder if Rachel is truly on my side. The doubts linger, shadows in the back of
my mind. The thought of her getting too close to Collins only amplifies the feeling
that I’m losing control.

| push myself harder in training than ever before. For some reason, the physical
exertion clears my mind of the chaos; it feels cathartic. | concentrate on every
movement and every kick, pouring my emotions into the game. No matter how hard |
try to shake it off, though, | can’t shake the feeling that something is. . . wrong.

When | finish, I’'m drenched in sweat and adrenaline. | grab my phone to check for



messages and notice a missed call. There’s nothing from Rachel, and disappointment
washes over me. | know | need to reach out, to close the gap between us, but | can't
bring myself to do it.

The tension from my talk with Collins lingers as | leave the training facility. Yet |
hate to admit he's right. I've got Rachel, and | shouldn’t let jealousy control my
actions. That knot of frustration tightens my chest when | think about the coffee shop.

Just as | step out into the parking lot, Collins catches up to me. “Vaughn, come on!”
he says, irritation in his voice. “I’'m just trying to look out for you. You're pushing
everyone away, even Rachel. You need to get your head straight before this big
game.”

“Watch out for me? | don’t need looking after.” My voice is sharper than | mean it. |
shoot back, “I can handle my own life.”

“Obvioudly, you can't,” says Coallins, furrowing his brow. “You're making it harder
on yourself. Just talk to Rachel. Work things out.”

| turn on my heel and storm away. “1 said | don’t need your advice,” | snap. Trying to
tell Collins not to poke his noseinto my life or Rachel’s.

His eyes are on my back, and | can feel them, but | don’t want to deal with him right
now. | need space to breathe, to think.
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| drive to a nearby restaurant, one | frequent often, and the afternoon seems like a
very long and drawn-out affair. Even just for a moment, it's somewhere that | can get
away from the chaos of my life. | settle into the parking lot and look at the familiar
faces of the staff, their friendly smiles easing the tension of earlier.

Inside, the atmosphere iswarm and inviting as | step inside. As | make my way to the
bar, the air is mixed with the aroma of grilled meats and spices. | order a drink. I'm
trying to shake off the frustration that’s been building in me. The lady from the gym
wear brand sits next to me, but as | sip my whiskey, | feel a presence beside me.

“Vaughn!” she exclaims, her smile bright and welcoming. “ So good to see you again.
| was thinking of you.”

Just as | recognized her from the selfie with Rachel, the thought of her, my gut twists,
and | force asmile. “Hey, Jenna. What brings you here?’

“1 was hoping we could talk more about the campaign,” she says, leaning closer. “I
think you' d be a perfect fit for our brand, and I’ d love to hear your thoughts.”

| shake my head politely but firmly. “Thanks for the offer, but I'm not interested.
With the upcoming match, I’ ve got alot on my plate right now.”

She narrows her eyes a little, and | can see the tone in her change. “Come on,
Vaughn. It's really something you should consider. We can do great things together.
Can you think about the exposure, the opportunity to be the face of a brand that
supports athletes?’



“I'm not interested,” | tell her, losing my patience. “I can introduce you to my
teammates if you want, and there's a party for the match. They might be more
receptive.”

Jenna’'s smile fades. | can see the frustration in her eyes. “Vaughn, | don’t want to
meet your teammates. | want you. Y ou’re the one I’ m interested in.”

Her words linger in the air, leaving me both confused and irritated. | shake my head
dismissively and say, “That’'s not really how this works, Jenna. I’'m focused on my
career right now, and | don’'t have time for distractions.”

She leans closer, and her voice drops to a conspiratorial whisper. “This can be more
than just business. Y ou can have something special with me.”

She isinsinuating something, and my stomach twists at the notion. “I don’t think you
understand. Look—I don’'t want anything right now. I’m not here to make things
complicated.”

“Complicated?’ She scoffs, crossing her arms. “So you mean like the complications
with Rachel, your secretary? | saw you two at the training facility together. You
looked pretty heated.”

The mention of Rachel sends my simmering anger to a boil, and my body tenses. | tilt
my head, my voice low and dangerous. “You don’'t know what you' re talking about.
Thisisn't about her.”

She narrows her eyes. “lIsn’t it? You seem to still be hung up on her. Why would you
be so defensive otherwise?’

| took a deep breath, trying to stifle my frustration. “I don't think this is the
conversation | want to have, Jenna. | don't want your advances, and I'm definitely



not going to start something with someone who doesn’t respect my boundaries.”

She goes from frustrated to disappointed, and for a second, | feel a twinge of guilt.
But | quickly pushit aside. | need to be firm. | can’t be distracted—not right now.

“Fine,” she says, straightening up. “If that’s how you feel, then | won't push it. But
you'’ re making a mistake.”

“Maybe,” | reply, my tone clipped. “1t's my mistake to make.”

| can’'t help but fedl relief and uncertainty as she walks away. The encounter left me
unsettled—I didn’t want to lead her on. It’s time to refocus on my career, the game
coming up, and the tangled emotions | still have for Rachel.

| finish my drink and head home after a while. | have the weight of the day hanging
heavy on my shoulders, and | know | need to clear my head. | replay the conversation
in my head as | drive. | can’t ignore Rachel. She is such a big part of my life, but |
can't let my feelings get in the way of my judgment.

| feel a combination of determination and exhaustion when | pull up my driveway.
It's one more day tomorrow, and | have to be prepared for the next one. | can't afford
anything to take me off the game ahead.

| step inside and shut the door on the outside, but | can’'t help but feel that I'm at a
crossroads. The choices | make over the next few days will affect not only my career

but also the relationships | hold so dear.

| need to figure out what Rachel’s true feelings for me are, and | won’t let anything,
or anyone get in the way of that.

Chapter thirty-three



Chapter Thirty-Three

Rachel

I’m gitting on my couch, and a mix of emotions swirls within me. | can still see
Vaughn in my mind—the fight lingers because everything happened so fast. He was
hurt and angry, and | get why he's frustrated, but | can’t help feeling | should contact
him. | don’t want our connection to fall apart due to misunderstandings and jealousy.

| take a deep breath, trying to still the storm inside. | pull out my iPad and try to work
or, a the very least, catch up on emails. | scroll through my inbox, but al | can think
about is Vaughn and the accusations he's facing. | feel guilty for not being there for
him when he needed me. The pressure he' s under isimmense.

After afew minutes of trying in vain to focus, | know | need to be the bigger person.
My pride can't come before us. | grabmy iPad again and begin typing out a text to
Vaughn, my fingers hovering over the screen, thinking about what to say.
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Hey, Vaughn. | wanted to apologize for the way it went down. | never intended to
keep anything from you. I’m here for you.

| hit Send, my heart racing.

| can only hope he'll respond. | understand it's a risk, but | can't alow our
relationship to fall apart based on misunderstandings. He must know that | care.

Waiting for areply, | decided to stop thinking about the heavy stuff for a second. |
scroll through social media, hoping that something will lift my mood, and that’ s when
| find Collins's Instagram. He's been posting more often these days, and | feel an
urge to peek.

| click his profile to scroll through recent posts. Most are lighthearted, featuring him
training with his team and going on trips. But then | see it—a picture that makes my
heart drop.

It's apicture of Collinsin abar, and in the background is Jenna, the woman from the
gym wear brand. She is having drinks with Vaughn, and her laughter is spilling over
the edge of the frame as she leans into Vaughn, who has adrink in his hand. He looks
disheveled and clearly intoxicated. Seeing him like that makes me uneasy.

“Is this what Vaughn is doing?” My heart sinks as | murmur to myself. Vaughn
wouldn’t even get involved in something like this, especially with everything else

he' s going through.

| swipe through the photos, and my stomach turns as | see more of the same. In one,



Jenna is practically draped over Vaughn with her hand on his arm and her eyes all
flirtatious. Another shows her whispering in his ear while Vaughn's face shows a
mixture of drunken amusement.

Betrayal, frustration, and anger surge through me. How could he let this happen?
Doesn't he understand that he can't be seenwasted like this with the accusations
hanging over him? | didn’t think he was as bad as this.

My heart is beating like mad. | tossed my iPad onto the couch. | feel a wave of
emotions hit me—hurt, anger, but also an emotion of protectiveness for Vaughn. |
can’'t help but wonder where | could have stood by him, only for him to get tangled
up in this mess now.

| try to take a breath and calm the anger seething inside me. | don’t have the right to
tell him what to do. He's a grown man; he can make his own choices. It'sa dap in
the face to see him with Jenna after everything we went through.

| pick up my phone once more, about to text Vaughn and ask what the hell | just saw.
But then | hesitated. Shouldn’t | wait to hear his side before jumping to conclusions?
He may not even remember what went down. Maybe his judgment had been clouded
by the alcohol, and | know how quickly things can get out of hand.

| take a deep breath and tell myself to be calm about this. | can’t et my emotions rule
me; | have to be rational. Rather than sending him a message, | chose to wait for him
to respond to my earlier one. Because if he's redlly in trouble, | need to be there for
him, not alienate him.

| sit on the couch, and my mind runs with thoughts. | can’t get the image of Vaughn
laughing with Jenna out of my head. It stings with jealousy, but | know | must put my
emotions under control. | want to talk to him about the bribery incident and how he's
dealing with all of this, but | also need to let him come to me.



An hour later—and still no response. | scroll through the comments on the post, going
back to Collins's Instagram. Fans are speculating about the dynamics between
Callins, Jenna, and Vaughn, and | see a mix of admiration and confusion. My heart
sinks further.

Jealousy doesn’t take long to rear its ugly head, and | can feel the anger rising anew.
Seeing him with Jenna cuts in a different way. It’s one thing for Vaughn to flirt with
other women.

| decided to just throw caution to the wind and tackle him physically. | quickly get
dressed, grab my car keys, and exit the house.

The emotions inside me are just too much as | drive to Vaughn’'s house. The idea of
being the bigger person and the concern to begin with has escalated into simmering
jealousy that | can’'t shake. | can't erase from my mind the image of him laughing
with Jenna—how she leaned into him. It's consuming me.

The further I move toward his mansion, the faster my heart beats, but not with
excitement. Anger and hurt are about to bubble over. How could he get into that?
How could he throw away everything we've made together? | was convinced he
cared about our connection, but now, I'm beginning to wonder if | am simply a
convenience, aroleto fill until something or someone better comes along.

| pull into his driveway and steady myself for what's going to happen. I've had
enough tiptoeing around my feelings. But if he wants to act like it doesn't matter,
he'll have to face me. No more playing nice. | need answers, and | need to know
where | am with him.

| got out of the car and walked right up to the front door, heart pounding. | knock
hard, and it seems to echo through the quiet. In moments, VVaughn opens the door,
and | watch the surprise flicker across his face. He looks a little disheveled, with his



hair dlightly messy, and | can smell the faint scent of alcohol on him.

“Rachel,” he says, his voice a mix of confusion and something else—maybe guilt?
“What are you doing here?’

“l cameto talk,” | say, my tone sharper than | intended. “What we need to talk about
iIswhat’s going on between us.”

He pauses, and | can read his contemplation. He responds cautiously, but | can't be
sure he heard me. “I’m not sure thisisagood time,” he says.

“Not a good time?’ | step inside without an invitation, scoffing. “While I’'m being
accused of something | didn’'t do, you're out drinking with Jenna. Now would be the
timeto tak if there ever was one.”

His expression shifts, irritation appearing in his eyes. “You don't have the full
picture, Rachel. Y ou don’'t need to come in here making assumptions.”

“Assumptions?” My frustration is boiling over. “I saw the pictures, Vaughn. You
looked cozy with her, and now, you're telling me you've got everything in hand?
Why do you push me away? It feels like you' re pushing me away, and | want to know

why.

He runs his hand through his hair to process my words, and then he takes a step back.
“It's complicated,” he finally says, but | can see the defensiveness creeping into the
way he stands.

“Complicated?’ The jealousy makes my anger burn, and | laugh bitterly. “Is that
what you call it? I’'m out here trying to support you, and you're letting yourself be
seen with her? Do you even care how that looks?”’



He snaps, frustrated: “I care about what's happening with the team and this stupid
investigation. | have no time for this right now.”
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“Time for what? For me? For us?’ | demand, my voice rising. “Do you think I’ll just
sit here and watch you drown while you flirt with other women? Y ou're making it
more difficult than it should be!”

“Flirt?’ he retorts, his voice sharp. “It was a casua drink! You're the one who's
reading too much into it, not me.”

“If you weren't so secretive, | wouldn't have to read into it!” My anger overflows,
and | fire back. “All I’'m trying to do is help you!”

His eyes burn with intensity as he steps closer. “1I’'m not going to let you make me
feel guilty for wanting to keep my distance. Let's deal with this situation without
dragging you into it.”

“Drag me into it?" | scoff, my heart pounding. “You aready have. Does it mean
nothing to you that I’ m here because | care about you?’

| see the conflict flicker in his eyes as he opens his mouth to respond, but I’'m done
dancing around his feelings and letting him push me away while letting someone else
in. My voice shakes with emotion. “I can’'t keep doing this. Perhaps | don’'t belong
hereif you want to shut me out.”

They’re heavy words. They’re charged. | see aflash of something in his eyes—alittle
regret, a little frustration. Yet it disappears just as fast in favor of that familiar

hardness.

“You don’'t understand. Y ou don’t understand what’ s at stake,” he says.



“Maybe | don’t understand because you won't let me!” | can feel the anger spilling
over. “I’m not some distraction when I’m here for you!”

Vaughn backs away and puts some distance between us. “Rachel, |1 need to focus on
my career right now. | can’t get caught up in whatever thisis. | don’t have the time or
money to do that.”

“Whatever thisis?’ | repeat increduloudly. “It’s you who is making this complicated!
Now, I’m starting to think | was wrong. | thought we had something real.”

His expression becomes hard. He crosses his arms defensively. “Maybe you should
rethink what you' re fighting for. Right now, | can’t promise you anything.”

His words hurt more than | thought. My anger is replaced by hurt, then
disappointment. “I’m not going to let you push me away while you have drinks with
someone else, Vaughn,” | say. “| deserve better than that.”

| turn to leave, feeling a rush of determination and heartache all at once. He will not
dictate my worth. | deserve someone who sees me as something more than just a
secretary or an easy convenience.

| stop before | can get to the door, glancing back at him. “1 hope you get your act
together, Vaughn. | won’'t be here waiting for you to decide what you want.”

| step outside, and the cool air slaps me in the face. As | walk away, | feel a mixture
of sadness and resolve, and | somehow know that | am going to have to be strong for
myself. No more jealousy and frustration ruining my life. I am tired of making
excuses for not taking charge of my own life.

Chapter thirty-four



Chapter Thirty-Four

Vaughn

The day after dawns heavy with tension, and | can feel it in the air as | pace about my
mansion. | can't get the confrontation with Rachel from yesterday out of my head.
Her words dlice deep. | don’t even want to admit it, but that’s what they do, and I'm
left battling the chaos of my thoughts. I’ ve never been overly self-assured, but lately,
it feels like I’'m trying to control everything, and everything is slipping away from
me.

| hear a knock on the door just as I’m about to pour myself a cup of coffee. My heart
sinks. | know exactly who it is before | even opened it. | swing the door open, and

there she is—Rachel—with a set expression on her face.

“Rachel,” | say, an edge of annoyance creeping into my voice. “What are you doing
here?’

“Surprised to see me?’ she snaps, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation. “I
wanted to talk.”

| lean against the doorframe and fold my arms. “You only want to talk when it is
convenient for you. What do you want, Rachel? Haven't we already said enough?’

| can see the fire in her eyes, and her expression hardens. “Do you think you can just
brush me off like that after everything I’ ve done for you?’

| step closer, softly, firmly. “What exactly have you done for me? | see that you've
been too busy socializing with my teammates to even pay attention to your job.”

Her eyes widened, and for a split second, | see the anger on her face. “Excuse me? |



have no right to talk to you like that? I’m not the one out there flirting and pretending
to care about my career.”

The accusation stings, and my temper flares. “Rachel, you need to watch your tongue.
Thisisn't about me. Thisis about you doing your job.”

“Oh, please,” she retorts, stepping closer until she's inches from my face, her gaze
unyielding. “You think | will let you intimidate me? You're nothing, but a
disappointment as of late. You act like I'm the enemy,” | say. “I’m trying to support

you.

| feel the tension between us building, thick and electric. “Y eah, well, I’m not the one
who's been out flirting instead of working,” | say lowly, dangeroudly.
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She snapped, her voicerising. “You're a hypocrite. You' re doing the same thing with
Jennal What in the hell are you accusing me of when you' re the one who's so busy
letting her hang al over you?’

For a moment, | saw her eyes start to burn with anger. The tension in the room is
palpable. “I never asked for Jenna to be around,” | say, my voice strained. “You're
making it harder for me to deal with this mess.”

“Harder?’ She laughs, but the sound is bitter. “If it weren’'t for me, you’ d be nothing.
Y ou’ ve made me loyal, Vaughn, and now you want to pretend like it's all my fault.”

The words smack me in the face, and | blink. “Because you think I’ ve taken you for
granted?’ | say, incredulous. “I’ve done a lot to keep this team together, and I'm
under more pressure than you know. All I’'m asking is, please stay focused.”

“Focused?’ she repeats, her voice rising. “Because you've been so focused on
problems that you created, you forgot about the people who actually give a shit about
you. I’'m more than just your secretary, Vaughn. I’'m your partner. But you refuse to
seeit.”

| can feel the tension in the air crackling as we both glower at each other, and |
wonder for a second if thisis how it all ends—an abrupt explosion in which it all
becomes clear. But | can’'t back down. “Listen, | can’'t afford distractions right now.”

“Distractions?’ She scoffs, her anger palpable. “You mean like Jenna? You're the
one that's allowing yourself to fal into this mess. Don't you see how you were
sabotaging everything?’



“No, I’'m not sabotaging anything,” | say, the frustration boiling over. “I don’t need
you to dictate how | deal with my life or my career or anything else.”

The fire in her eyes doesn’'t waver. She shakes her head. “You don't get to decide
how | feel about this. I'm sick of feeling like I’'m not important. You're just gonna
stand there while I make afool of myself?’

“Maybe you should think about how your actions reflect on me,” | say, my voice low
and dangerous. “I don’'t want you out there with my teammates, and then you come
back to me as if nothing happened.”

Rachel looks pained and angry; she steps back. “I’m not a scapegoat, Vaughn. I'm
trying to support you, but you' re making it impossible.”

Her words weigh down on me, and for a moment, | can’t think. “Then what do you
want from me?’ | ask, my voice softer now.

“l want you to stop pushing me away,” she replies, her voice trembling. “It’s hard,
and | want you to know I’'m in this with you, no matter how hard it gets. But you
must let me in instead of shutting me out.”

The air between us crackles, and | can see the pain in her eyes. | feel angry, | feel
frustrated, and | feel | want to connect with her so badly. | can’'t help the feeling that
I’m standing on unsafe ground, not knowing in which direction to go.

“Rachdl, | ...” | start, but she cuts me off.

“Just think about it, Vaughn. | can’'t keep being treated like I'm disposable. | won't
stand for it.”

With that, she turns and storms out, leaving me standing there, more alone than I’'ve



ever been. Everything has been exposed, but nothing is resolved. | know my feelings.
| feel them, and | have done what I’ ve done.

The room falls into a heavy silence as Rachel storms out. Each beat of my heart feels
like a loud thud, the weight of our confrontation reverberating in every pulse.
Somewhere deep down, | know | can’t keep pushing her away, but | never wanted it
to cometo this.

| just need to process everything, but | can’'t get her anger out of my mind. Then, out
of nowhere, | have athought and call after her.

13 Wait! ”

| see her shoulders tense as Rachel pauses at the door, her back to me. “What?’ she
snaps, her voice sharp.

“Are you jealous?’ The question dlips out before | can stop myself. | can’'t believe |
just said that, but the air is charged with unsaid things, and | need to challenge her.

Her eyes are wide with disbelief. She spins around. “Jealous? Of what? You and
Jenna?”’

“Yeah, of what you saw on Collins's Instagram,” | clarify, coming closer. “Is that
what thisis about?’

She looks at me for a second, a flicker of uncertainty on her face, but it's gonein a
second and is replaced with anger. “1I’'m not jealous, Vaughn. | just don’t want to be
treated like I’ m disposable.”

| can't let her go like this. “So you are jealous!” | press, speaking a little louder.
“How come you care about who I'm with?’



“Let meleave,” she says, her tone firm, but I’m not ready to back down.

| block her path to the door as | step forward. “No, we won't talk about this until we
do.”

“Vaughn,” she warns, her voice strained, “I don’t want to argue.”

“Then what do you want?’ | ask, my frustration spilling over. “Because | can't keep
pretending that this doesn’t bother you.”
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“Let’s start then, right now.”

My lips take hers with a fierce hunger that sends shock waves of hot, raging desire
through her body. Even as her heart races, | change the pace, becoming more tender
until that raging heat goes slow and thick.

She floats back on the memories of our varied lovemaking over the past few
months—the passion and intensity of it. Then, her thoughts shift to the present
moment—a new level of passion and tenderness.

Helpless to resist either and craving the now-familiar sensations, she wraps herself
around my muscled frame.

Rachel slowly runs her hands all over my body, tracing every length of my long,
broad shoulders, caressing my hips. | can't admit this out loud, but I've missed this
intimate understanding of another and the rush of love that comes from the pleasure
of being loved by another.

She dlides into the old rhythm of our lovemaking. | ease my back and just look at her,
wanting nothing but to be pleasured by her.

“What? What isit?’
“1 just want to look at you.” | unbutton her shirt, taking my time about it, running the

tip of my fingers over her exposed skin, all the while never taking my eyes off hers.
“1 want you to look at me. Stareinto my eyesas| pleasure you.”



Still watching her face, | trail my fingers over the white lace of her bra.

She shivers as my lazy fingers brush her nipples. | drew her up and dlip her shirt off.
“Such alovely body. Just one more thing about you that drives me crazy.”

As my hands stroke her back, she links her arms around my neck. “You're awfully
patient tonight, Vaughn.”

| open the clasp of her bra and then move my fingers over her shoulders to nudge the
bra straps down.

My lipstouch hers as her arms lock around me. With an exasperated breath, she locks
lips with me, and her tongue wrestles for supremacy with mine.

That’s what I’'m looking for—that quick flash of need. | don’t want her to think but
only to feel what we can bring to each other—here and now and for the rest of our
lives.

My fingerstangle in her hair. Then my hands rest there, pulling her head back so that
| can plunder her mouth and her throat.

| could have devoured her in one reckless bite, but that would be too fast, too easy,
and this feels too specia to be rushed. Instead, | let the flames rage on, building up
till it threatens to consume us both.

| feast on her soft body, sampling and drinking my fill of her. My hands rush over
her, then slow and linger at her erogenous zones.

Her body has always been a source of pleasure to me. Not just the shape but its
lushness and eagerness to enjoy, her openness to sexual adventures. The racing of her
heart under my lips arouses me as much as her ripe breasts.



All that lovely silk skin shivering under the feel of my wet tongue is only more of a
thrill when she urges me to take her.

Her hands rush over me, pulling at my shirt. And her slutty purr of approval as her
nails scrape my skin sends my blood boiling, so | have to fight back my primal desire
to hurry.

I’ ve got no idea where my newfound patience comes from, but one thing’s certain: |
would drive her crazy with it. My muscles quiver under her hands, and she knows me
well enough to exploit my wants and weaknesses. Even as | meet her demandsas |
push her to the trembling edge, | hold back and leave her shaking with pleasure.

| feast on her, then sample her supple flesh with my lips. From the nape of her neck to
her soft and inviting breasts, my lips suck and feast with reckless abandon, and she

keeps moaning out in pleasure as | explore her erogenous zones.

The soft, smooth skin that trembles under the caress of my tongue and the gentle
scrape of my teeth only intensifies the thrill as she urges me to take more.

“For God' s sake, Vaughn, just fuck me aready.”

“You're not aroused enough yet,” | respond, chuckling as | pin her arms down and
continue to fan the flames with my mouth. “Neither am 1.”

There is so much of her, and like Oliver Twist, | crave more—I need it all. Her
sumptuous body, the questing mind—I need more than her desire and heat.

| release her hands to embrace her, to hold her tight asweroll over the bed.

Her skin feels dlick with sweat, and she's hot and wet and ready. | have only to cup
her pussy to send her over the edge. She cries out my name as her body erupts in



orgasmic bliss. And | know when she goes limp beneath my body that she's just
given me something | hadn’t known | craved.

Her total surrender.

“Rachel,” | moan her name over and over as my lips rush over her face. When her
eyes, so dark and heavy, open and look into mine, | fist my cock and slide inside her

waiting pussy.



Page 79

Source Creation Date: July 4, 2025, 9:44 am

It feels so warm and inviting that | lay there for a minute or two, alowing her to
adjust to the length of my erect cock in her. | link my fingers with hers, grip tight, and
start thrusting in and out, slowly again and again.

Accepting my thrusts, she arches her back, lifts her lips to find mine, and joins them.
The sweetness of it brings an ache to herthroat as pleasure builds on top of pleasure.
We match, beat for beat, thrust for thrust, as sweetness becomes desperation.

We're still joined—Iips, hands, loins—when we fall.

| pulled away for a moment, looking into her eyes, and | see the fire of our
connection burning within her still. “1 don’t want to lose you,” | tell her, my voice
thicker than rosewater.

Her breaths shallow gasps, she says, “But you need to stop shutting me out.”

The weight of her words sinks in, and | nodded. | just know | need to find a way to
make thiswork, to rebuild the trust that’ s been broken.

“I promise I'll try,” | say firmly.

She pulls me back in to kiss me again before | can say anything else, and | lose
myself in her warmth, the world outside vanishing entirely. It doesn’t matter what
else is happening right now. We are two entwined souls, ready to go into the rest of

thislife together.

Chapter thirty-five



Chapter Thirty-Five

Rachel

That heated moment with Vaughn hasn't been that long ago—a few days at
most—and I’ m so ready to find some semblance of normalcy. For over aweek now, |
have been running every day, channeling my emotions through the rhythm of my feet
hitting the pavement, trying to clear my brain and find clarity. Today, however, after |
return home from my morning run, | feel off.

The front door is dlightly gjar, and my heart drops as| call out, “Archie!” Usually, my
beloved cat is waiting for me with his soft purring and eager love. However, there's
no answer today.

Dread pools in my stomach, and | push the door open. The moment | walk in, the
sight that meets my eyes makes my breath hitch. The place is ransacked. Cushions are
thrown about, and furniture is overturned. It looks like someone searched
throughevery drawer and cabinet. My heart races as | call out again, panic setting in,
“Archiel”

My heart pounds in my chest as | rush through the living room. Every instinct in me
screams that something is very wrong. “Archie, where are you?’ Desperation creeps
into my voice. The eerie silence of my home is the only response.

| leap into the kitchen, looking under the table, in the pantry—anywhere | can think
to find him. But he's nowhere to be found. Reality hits me, and tears prick at the
corners of my eyes. Someone violated my home, my sanctuary, and now my little
companion is missing. A wave of helplessness washes over me, and tears stream
down my cheeks.

“Please, no,” | whisper, my voice trembling. This can’t happen. | need Archie back.



The thought of him being out there aone fills me with dread. He's my comfort, my
joy.

With shaky hands, | pull out my phone and dial Vaughn's number. Right now, he's
the only person | feel | can turn to. | wipe away my tears, trying to pull myself
together. When he finally answers, my voice shakes as | speak.

“Rachel?’ Hisvoiceisimmediately concerned. “What’s wrong?’

“l ... 1 got home, and everything’s amess. Archie is missing. Someone’ s been here!”
The words rush from my lipsin achoked sob.

“What do you mean, missing?’ he asks, urgency lacing his voice.

“He’'s gone, and my apartment is ransacked. | mean . . . | don’'t know what to do!”
My breathing grows uneven, and panic rises again, making my heart race.

“Stay cam. I’'m going to the stadium now,” he says, his tone firm and reassuring.
“Meet me there. We'll figure thisout.”

“Okay,” | reply, sniffling and trying to steady my breathing. “I’ll be there as quickly
asl| can.”

| wipe my tears quickly and hang up the phone, throwing on a hoodie. My mind
races. This can’t happen. | have no idea who would do this or why, but | can only

think about getting Archie back.

| look back into the chaos of my apartment as | dash out. I'm angry, I'm afraid, and |
know | cannot let that pull me under. | need to get stronger for Archie.

My heart pounds as | drive to the stadium. It seems to take forever. | can’t shake the



dread that has settled in the pit of my stomach. What if something has happened to
him? What if he’s scared and alone?

| finally pulled into the stadium’s parking lot, jump out of the car, and run toward the
entrance. | see Vaughn standing near the entrance, looking half concerned, half
determined.

“Rachel!” he calls out, rushing to meet me. “Are you okay?’

“I'm scared, Vaughn,” | say, looking into his eyes, my voice trembling. “I don’t
know what | should do.”
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He nods, looking over me. “We'll figure it out. Let’'s call the police and report this
first. They can help track down Archie.”

“Right,” | say, grateful for his calm demeanor. Together, we go inside, his presence
grounding me amid the madness.

We have a short walk to the team’s office. | take out my phone to dia the police, and
Vaughn stands silently by my side. | tell them my cat is missing, and my house was
broken into.

After | hang up, Vaughn looks at me. “They will send someone out to do a report. In
the meantime, let’s think—who could have done this? Who would want to hurt you
or Archie? Anyone come to mind?’

| shake my head, and tears well up again. “I don’t know. | can’t think straight. It feels
so personal, asif someone wanted to hurt me.”

Vaughn steps closer, his expression softening. “Rachel, you're not alone in this. We
will figure it out together. | promise.”

His words soothe some of the tension in my chest, washing over me like a balm. |
nod gratefully. I'll hold onto that promise for now.

| sit in the stadium office, waiting for the police to arrive, an eerie feeling filling me.
It's quiet here, with muffled sounds of cheers from practice filtering through the
walls. Tension lingers in the air as Vaughn speaks on the phone, trying to gather
information about Archie or the break-in.



| look through the small window facing out to the locker room area. When Collins
comes in, | see him, and my heart skips a beat. There's something that’s not quite
right. | can’t shake it. Recently, he's been acting weird, and | wonder if it's because
of all the chaos surrounding Vaughn.

Curiosity gets the better of me, and | lean closer to the window. What is he doing
here? I’m nervous about the way he's looking around. Then | watch him reach into
his bag and take out something small—a packet. | know what it is, and my stomach
drops.

“No, no, no,” | whisper to myself, disbelief flooding through me. | grab my phone
quickly, hitting record, the camera recording the scene unfolding in front of me.

One final time, Collins looks around to make sure no one is watching before he dlips
the packet into Vaughn’'s locker. | watch the betrayal happening right in front of me,
and my heart races. | can’t let this happen. Collins is destroying everything Vaughn
has worked for, and | won't let it be on my conscience.

As |I’m about to step out and face him, Collins suddenly turns, and our eyes meet. He
goes from being surprised to angry, and | feel panic welling up.

“Rachel!” he barks, his voice low and threatening. “What are you doing here?’

| quickly rush away from the window, my heart pounding as | sprint toward the exit. |
can't let him catch me. | need to get out of here and warn Vaughn.

“Stop!” Collins yells, his footsteps pounding behind me. | can hear him right behind
me, adrenaline launching through my veins and making me run as fast as | can. He's

making me fly.

With my heart pounding in my chest, | run through the hallways toward the exit.



Callins's footsteps get louder in the narrow corridor. | can hear him gaining on me.
Desperately, | burst through the main doors and out into the parking lot.

“Rachel, wait!” he calls, but | don’t stop. | can’t let him catch me. | fumble with my
phone, trying to dial Vaughn's number.

“Come on, come on,” | mutter under my breath as | run toward my car. In the
distance, | can see my vehicle, but the thought of Collins closing in on me sends a
fresh wave of panic through my body.

| fumble for my keys, my heart pounding in my chest, adrenaline surging. Collins's
footsteps are behind me, and | know | have to get away.

| jJumped into my car, samming the door shut and locking it just as Collins shouts in
frustration. “You think you can escape?’ he growls, his voice low and menacing.
“You' re making a huge mistake!”

The engine roars to life as | turn the key in the ignition. Collins is already at my
window, his face is a dark storm cloud. He yells angrily, his eyes filled with fury.
“You can't just run from this!”

“Get away from me!” | back out of the parking spot, screaming, my voice shaking.

Just as | press the gear into Drive, | see Collins shoot off to the side, his movements
amost too quick. | can feel my heart racing, and | realize he's trying to prevent me
from leaving. | slam my foot on the accelerator, and the tires screech as | speed out of
thelot.

“Rachel, no!” he shouts. | hear it, but | can’t stop now. | have to get away from
Callins.



| drive through traffic, heart pounding in my ears, looking through the rearview
mirror. His car weaves in and out of lanes, trying to catch up. Panic grips me, and |
have to focus on the road in front of me.

| accelerate, and the streets blur past, trying to get as much distance as | can between
us. | can see Collins's car inching closer with every passing second. He is gaining
ground. Adrenaline courses through my veins, a combination of fear and
determination.

“Come on, come on,” | mutter to myself, gripping the steering wheel tightly. | need to
think of aplan. | can’t let him catch me.

| turn down a side street, going as sharply as possible, hoping to lose him in the maze.
With the tires screeching and my heart pounding, | glance in the mirror once more.
Somehow, Collinsis still behind me, relentless and determined.

| press down on the accelerator, and in response, the engine roars. The world outside
goes blurry as | concentrate on the road, but | can sense Collins's pursuit like a
shadow behind me.
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“Think, Rachel, think!” | tell myself, looking for an escape route. Ahead, | spot a
parking garage and get an idea. | slam the car into the entrance, steering into the
winding structure, praying | could lose him.

| drive into the garage, the echo of my engine off the concrete walls growing louder
and louder. | spinright, left, right, my heartbeat picking up as| wait to hear the sound
of Collins'scar. I've got to think of somewhere he won't think to find me.

| finally see an empty spot at the far end of the garage. | shut off the engine and listen
as | pull in quickly, holding my breath. | hear tires screeching to a halt in the garage
and see Callins's headlights flash as he enters, searching for me.

| crouch down in my seat, my heart racing as he drives by. | feel the tension in my
body, waiting for what feels like forever for him to pass.

| watch him speed out of the garage, frustration etched across his face as he drives
away. A shaky breath leaves my lips, and relief floods me.

| get out of the parking garage, looking around to make sure nobody is behind me
before heading to my apartment. | still have adrenaline pumping through my veins,
but I’m not going to let fear do the talking for me. It’s time for me to take control, not
just for me but for Vaughn.

| lock my doors and think about what | just saw in the locker room. | need to warn
Vaughn about Collins; this isn't over. | can feel determination starting to build.
Collins's threats won't tear us apart, and | won't let them. We are stronger together,
and | am willing to fight for that.



Then, a car dows in front of my doorstep, cutting short my relief. | look out and
realizeit’s Collins. He must have known | was going home and tracked me here.

“Rachel!” he shouts, pounding on the window. “Y ou can’t just run away from this.”

| quickly dial Vaughn’s number and hold my breath as the phone rings, praying he
picks up.

“Come on, Vaughn,” | whisper, glancing up to see Collins pacing outside, his
expression amix of anger and frustration.

Finally, Vaughn answers. “Rachel, what’ s going on?’

“Vaughn!” | say, trying not to let my fear take over. “You need to listen to me. | just
saw Collins planting drugs in your locker!”

“What?" Hisvoiceis sharp, alarmed. “ Are you sure?’

“Where are you? I’ll cometo you,” he says, and | can hear the worry in hisvoice.

“Vaughn, he's right outside my apartment!” | look nervously at the window. “I don’t
know what he'll do if he catches me.” Collinsis pacing like a predator waiting for his

prey.

“Just stay hidden and lock the doors,” Vaughn instructs, his voice calm but firm. “I’ll
get thereas quick as| can.”

| hung up the phone, my heart pounding, staring at Collins, who is looking around,
his frustration turning to suspicion. | locked the doors earlier, and | am hiding behind
acouch, where | can feel the weight of my fear pressing down on me.



“Rachel!” he calls again, hisvoicerising. “You can't keep hiding. Thisis serious!”
“Stay away from me, Colling!” | shout back, my voice trembling with anger and fear.

| hide as he steps closer to the window, and | can see the menace in his eyes. “You
have no idea what you're up againgt, just waltzing in and ruining everything,” he

growls.

“I’'m protecting Vaughn!” | retort, my heart pounding. “You’re the one trying to
sabotage him. Y ou won’'t get away with it!”

“Smart move, Rachel,” he sneers. “If you believe you can out me, you're wrong.”

As he leans closer to the window, his expression darkens, and | feel a chill run down
my spine. “You don’'t know what I’m capable of.”

Chapter thirty-six

Chapter Thirty-Six

Vaughn

I’m too worried to focus on the road as | drive toward Rachel’ s apartment. The traffic
Is worse than | thought, and with each red light comes an eternity of my mind
spinning with thoughts of her safety. Maybe Collins has done something to her
aready. | can't get Rachel’s face from our last confrontation out of my mind—the
look of complete terror. And though | want more than anything to protect her, | know
it won't matter.

“Come on, come on,” | mutter as | inch forward in the gridlock. | can see my
knuckles whitening around the steering wheel and feel my heart pounding in my



chest. | haveto get to her, and | haveto do it quickly.

| spot a commotion up ahead just when | think | can’'t take it anymore. There's a
group of people on the side of the road, theirvoices raised in concern. | slow down
and pull over. My heart races at the thought that maybe something is wrong.
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| get out of the car and run toward the crowd, pressing my way through the observers.
“What's going on?’ | try to get a peek at what everyoneislooking at.

“There's a cat stuck in the gutter!” one of the bystanders exclaims, their eyes wide
with worry. | look at where they’ re pointing, and my heart drops.

| peer down into the narrow gutter at a small, frightened face that looks up at me. |
know with a jolt it's Archie. Instead of panic for Rachel, | fee a rush of
determination.

“Hold on!” | drop to my knees and reach down. “I’ ve got him!”

| carefully direct my hands around the scared cat, feeling his soft fur under my fingers
as the crowd parts. | murmur, “Come on, buddy. I’ve got you,” as | pull him free
from the gutter.

Archie scurries for a moment, but when he sees me, his eyes widen with relief. |
cradle him against my chest and feel the warmth of his tiny body. | pet his head and
say, “You're okay now. Let’s get you home.”

| clutch Archie tightly as | dash back to my car, ignoring the crowd staring at me.
Once more, the urge to get to Rachel surges in me. | place Archie on my lap, jump
into the driver’s seat, and turn the key in the ignition. The sound of the engine roaring
to life pumps my determination back to life.

“Hang on, buddy,” | say, glancing down at him as we pull away. “We're going to see
Rachel.”



The traffic is still heavy, but | weave through the streets as fast as | can. My heart
pounds in relief at having Archie back, but my worry for Rachel remains. | can’t
believe | actually found him. I’m going to get them both to safety.

| finally park, hastily throwing the car into park and shutting off the engine. Archieis
cradled securely in my arms as | dashout of the car. Thoughts of Collins and all the
trouble he could still cause race through my mind as | sprint toward the entrance.

With my heart pounding in my chest, | burst through the door and race up the stairs. |
bang on the door to her apartment, yelling, “Rachel! Open up!”

“Vaughn?' she replies, her voice sounding surprised. The door swings open a
moment later, and relief floods over me as | see her standing there, staring at me with
wide eyes.

“1 got Archiel” | exclaim, showing her the cat, and her face lights up.

“Oh, thank God!” she breathes, rushing forward to take him from my arms. Tears
well in her eyes as she cradles him in her arms, stroking his fur. “Y ou found him!”

The adrenaline kicks in, and | can fed it. “Where is he?’ | demand, scanning the
room for any sign of Collins.

“He left a little while ago,” she says, her brow furrowing. “I didn’t want to provoke
him further. He was angry.”

“But | think I’'m done letting him intimidate us,” | say. “I’m not going to let him get
away with whatever it is he’'s planning.”

Just then, | hear a noise from outside, and my instincts take over. | shoot to the
window, my breath catching in my throat. Collins is leaning against his car, looking



up at the building with a sinister smile.

I’'m so pissed off that | storm out of the apartment. He won't threaten Rachel or
Archie anymore. I’m not going to let him. Determination leads me to the door, and |
stride outside.

“Vaughn, wait!” she calls after me, but | can’t stop now. | have to face him so he
knows I'm no longer afraid.

| step outside and push through the door, locking eyes with Collins, who stands up
with alook of surprise on hisface.

“What' s the matter, Vaughn?’ he taunts. “Do you miss me?’ His voice drips with
mockery.

“I’m going to enjoy watching you regret messing with us, Collins,” | say, keeping my
tone steady but laced with anger. Adrenaline courses through me as | step closer to
confront him.

“Isthat right?’ he replies, a smirk playing on hislips. “And what are you going to do
about it?’

He lunges at me, swinging at my jaw before | can respond. | barely react in time,
instinctively sidestepping as his fist grazes my cheek.

| retaliate immediately, throwing a punch of my own that lands solidly on his gut. He
grunts, doubling over, and | shove him back against my car, grabbing him by the
collar.

“You think you can just mess with us and get away with it?’ | growl, my voice low
and dangerous.



His eyes narrow, and Collins pushes off the car. “You're going to regret this,
Vaughn.”

He comes at me again, swinging wildly. | duck underneath it and jab him in the ribs,
the satisfaction of impact filling me. He winces but isn't done yet. This time, he
throws another punch. | catch hiswrist and twist it, forcing him to his knees.

“Stop it! Just stop!” | hear Rachel’s voice. Memories of her fear and the violation of
her home make my anger boil over. | won’'t allow him to get away with this.
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| reach up to tuck a strand of hair behind Rachel’ s ear, and she wipes away her tears.
The moment is intimate, and warmth rushes through me. | lean closer, my heart is
racing.

“This doesn’'t have to be something you experience alone. Stay with me until
everything is cleared up.”

Her eyes widen in surprise. “ Stay with you? But . . . what about the match?’

“Exactly,” | say, my tone firm. “I don't want you at risk after everything that's
happened. | want you safe, and | can’t imagine a better place for you to be than with
me. | want to keep you close until we deal with Collins.”

Her wheels turn for amoment, and | can see they are turning. “Are you sure? | don’t
want to complicate things anymore. | don’'t want to impose.”

“Rachel,” | say, taking her hands in mine, feeling the warmth radiate from her touch.
“It's not an imposition. | want you to be safe, and | care about you. | can figure
everything out with you. You know that.”

| can hear the sincerity in my voice, and she relaxes her shoulders. “Okay,” she
finaly says, ahint of a smile breaking through the tears. “1’d like that.”

| feel the weight of the world lifting only a bit, but her agreement is arelief. “ Great.
Let’'s get you settled, then. When the police get here, we can talk to them, and I'll
take care of everything.”



| lead her back to my car and can’'t help but look back at Collins, who is still on the
ground, nursing hiswounds. | can’t help but feel alittle gratified at having gotten one
over on him, but it's Rachel | think about as | push myself onward. | have to keep her
safe no matter what it requires.

When we get to my car, | open the door for her, and she gets in. Finally, her body
starts to slacken. | get into the driver’s seat, and the engine starts. | look over at her.
“You okay?’

Softly smiling, she nods. “Yeah, | think | just need to breathe for a minute.”

“Take your time,” | say, pulling out of the parking lot and onto the road. It’s still
heavy but having her there lightens the day.

On the drive to my place, | can’t help but look at her. She's been through so much,
and | don’t want her to feel unsafe or scared again. | want her to know that she never

has to worry about me.

“Vaughn,” she says suddenly, breaking the silence. “I really appreciate everything
you'vedone. I've been abit . . . difficult lately, | know.”

| respond reassuringly, “Don’t worry about it. You're going through alot. | just want
to be here for you.”

Looking out the window, she admits, “I didn’t expect you to react the way you did
with Collins. It was kind of amazing.”

The corners of my mouth rise, and | chuckle softly. “No one can mess with you or
your cat. Not now, not ever.”

| turn off the engine and pull up to my mansion. Again, | look at her, and | see



gratitude in her eyes and something deeper. It makes my heart race. | try to keep my
voicelight as| say, “Let’s get inside and work out our next steps.”

| feel the tension in the air transform as we step out of the car. Now we're in this
together. | intend to make sure she understands she's safe with me. | open the door
and wave her in first.

| lead her into the living room, where the warmth I’m used to fills the space. “Make
yourself comfortable,” | say, watching as she sinks into the couch, her expression

finaly starting to relax.

| get a couple of bottles of water out of the fridge and sit down on the couch next to
her, giving her one. | suggest, “Let’ s talk about what we need to do next.”

She looks at me, a little relieved and fiercely determined. “1 want to help, Vaughn.
What | don’t want to do is sit here and wait for something to happen.”

| reply, “Then we will act.”

“What are we going to do about Collins and Archie?’

“We'll figure that out together. Rachel, you're not the only one in this boat. |
promise.”

I’ ve fought to keep her, our bond, and I'll fight for her, no matter what it takes. No
one is getting between us, least of al Collins.

Chapter thirty-seven

Chapter Thirty-Seven



Rachel

The police leave, and | finally catch my breath. Then Vaughn and | head out to take
Archie to the vet. The ride feels like it takes forever, every second weighed down by
the events of the day. Collins s threats still echo in my mind, but | need to shake them
off and focus on making sure my cat is okay. | can't believe he's been through so
much—scared and alone.
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“No, let me finish,” | urge, squeezing his hand tighter. “I get your behavior so much
better now. | thought you were just this mean and evil bastard—you'’ re not. | see now
you' re dealing with so much. | can see you' re working so hard to protect yourself and
everyone around you.”

He relaxes, and the tension in the air shifts. “Thanks for that, but where is this all
coming from?’

| take a deep breath, the moment stretching miserably between us, heavy with so
many unspoken words. “I’ve been angry and confused about everything that’s
happened. The truth is, | care about you, Vaughn. | don’t want to lose you to this
mess with Collins. | want to be here for you.”

His eyes search mine. “Rachel, what's the point of this? Where are you going with
it?’

| pause, mulling over my words. “I know you're afraid of what might happen to your
career and what that’ll do to us. | get it. | don’t want to just walk away because of
that. Just one more night with you—that is all | want. Before all of this pulls us apart.
Please, | need to know you're close. | need to know we can be us, even after all of
this.”

“Rachel . ..” he starts, but | cut him off again, my heart pounding.
“But in return, | need you to use your ability to help me get proof that Collins is the

one planting those drugs,” | say. “I’m not letting him get away with thiswhen it could
ruin everything for you. There must be a way we can work together, expose him, and



clear your name.”

Vaughn's expression changes, uncertainty flickering in his eyes. “Y ou want to spend
the night with me when we're on shaky ground? What if Collins triesto retaliate?’

| shake my head, my resolve hardening. “I’m not afraid of Callins. I've aready run
into him once today, and I’'m not backing down now. Together, we can take him on. |
just need to know that we' re on the same page.”

| see the conflict in his eyes as he watches me. “Y ou’ re serious about this?’

“Yes, | am. | want to fight for us, for what we have. No more fear controlling my
actions—I don’t want that.”

Vaughn moves closer, and | can fedl the heat through his thoughts. “Y ou’ re putting a
lot on the line. Are you sure you’ re ready for that?’

“l am,” | insist, my voice steady. “Never have | been more sure of anything.”
He takes a deep breath, and | can see him working through his thoughts. “Okay.
WEe'll do thistogether. | just need you to promise me you'll be careful. | don’t want to

see you hurt.”

“I promise,” | say, feeling a sense of relief wash over me. “We'll figure it out
together.”

He nods slowly, and | see hope in his eyes. The uncertainty still lingers, though, as he
admits, “I feel attached to you on alevel I’ve never touched before.” He speaks low

and forcefully. “Let’s make this count.”

The tension starts to dissipate. We stand there, knowing we're on the brink of



something new. | lift my hands to cup his face, and our lips meet in a soft kiss that
deepens quickly, like a lit match igniting kindling. The heat that had been simmering
rises.

“Well, guesswhat,” | tease him, pulling back slightly.

“Not now, Rachel. What’sthat?’ he groans.

“1 have video proof of Coallins planting the drugs in your locker. | recorded him in
action.”

Vaughn can’t believe his ears. He spins me around and kisses me like a man savoring
his last meal. His lips press against mine with an insistence | can’'t ignore, even if |
wanted to. His tongue teases the edges of my lips, just dipping inside before pulling
back, never quite giving in to what | want.

| find myself pressed against the wall just inside the room as Vaughn peels off my
clothing, taking his time to savor each sliver of skin he reveals.

My shirt is the first to go. The blue silk shirt peels away from my skin and makes no
noise on the hardwood floor when he tosses it aside. Underneath, I'm wearing a pale
pink bra that’s nearly transparent. My nipples are hard points from my arousal, and
Vaughn ducks his head and sucks one into his mouth. His perfect lips and that silver
tongue work on my nipple before switching sides to give the other equal attention. |
shiver at the sensations rolling through me.

He unbuttons my pants with one-handed ease that speaks of large amounts of
practice, skating his hands over my flat belly. His fingers dip inside theVof my open
fly to lightly tease the edge of my panties before investigating further. When his
fingertips touch my flesh, my knees amost buckle, and when two of those searching
fingers part my lips and breach the wet inferno of my entrance, it's only the wall that



keeps me upright.

Vaughn plays my body like an instrument. He's fucking me with his long, slender
fingers with maddening slowness,ignoring my clit and concentrating on stroking me
from the inside while his lips and tongue trace the contours of my neck.

| give a muffled cry, expressing equal parts pleasure and shock. Hungry for more, |
tug at hisjacket, pulling until it'sin a heap on the floor. His mouth ravages mine, my
hands pulling at histie as we stumble to the bed.

His muscled frame covers and pushes me deep into the covers, like sinking into a
mound of soft clouds; then he takes my breast in his mouth, and | stop thinking
entirely.

Before | can regain my thoughts enough to reach for his belt, Vaughn dlips his fingers
from me and drops to his knees in one fluid motion, dragging my jeans and panties to
the floor with him. Standing bare from the waist down, | fedl the usual twinges, but
they’ re quickly forgotten when Vaughn's mouth finds its way between my legs, and
he gives my pussy an open-mouthed kiss that has me gasping for breath.

Vaughn’'s tongue is everywhere. The interna topography that he'd been mapping
moments ago with his fingers is now the territory of his tongue. Like a serpent, it
dlides inside me before withdrawing to trace circles around my inner lips before
finally homing in on my clitoris.

At his first touch on that swollen nub, | dig my fingers into his shoulder, my nails
leaving marks even through the layers of damp fabric. Vaughn flattens his tongue and
presses it hard against my clit, and | see stars. Two of those fantastic fingers press
into my dlit, adding that perfect feeling of fullness that throws me over the edge as
Vaughn laps at my clit.
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Vaughn stands up and presses his mouth against mine, giving me another one of
those soul-searing kisses. | can taste my juices on his lips, and my only thoughts
areNaked. Bed. Now.

We fall back onto the bed, and | crawl down Vaughn's body, licking and sucking the
skin in my path, determined to give him the same pleasure he just gave me.

My first tentative lick across the head makes his hips jerk. Encouraged, | open my
mouth and take him in, sucking on the head like it's my favorite lollipop flavor.

| settle down and start licking my way down his shaft, following the line of the vein. |
pepper little teasing bites along his length, soothing the pressure of my teeth with a
kiss. He tastes salty and manly, and I'm completely happy to keep my face buried
between hislegsfor the rest of my life.

Vaughn's moans grow louder with each passing moment, a litany of filth pouring
from his mouth.

“Rachel!” he yells as his hips buck upward. Impossibly, the grip on my hair tightens,
and he starts to fuck my face in earnest.

Hearing thisincredibly sexy man coming undone from what I’'m doing to him sends a
lightning bolt straight to my pussy. As much as | want to swallow him down and feel
him flood my mouth with his come, | want to feel that cock inside me, stretching and
filling me much more.

It's rough and dirty and everything | had dreamed of. Despite having experienced an



orgasm so intense | almost blacked out only a few minutes before, I'm achingly
aroused again. | start to move my hand downward, ready to take care of myself, when
| feel aniron grip encircle my wrist.

“That’smy job,” he growls.

| kiss my way back up his body and straddle his hips. The thick head of his cock
presses against my entrance. | shift my hips, and he dlips inside. That moment a lover
enters you, everything stops. | freeze above Vaughn, just relishing the sensation of
him breaching my body before | lower myself down onto him, taking every inch of
hislength into my wet hest.

Vaughn reaches up and pulls me down to lay flush against him, thrusting his hips
upward and controlling the rhythm even from underneath me. His eyes dlip shut, and
the look on hisfaceis pure ecstasy.

“1 think your pussy must be the gateway to heaven,” he breathesinto my ear.

From anyone else, it would have sounded like a cheesy line, but somehow, Vaughn
makes these profane words sound like a prayer to the Greek god of pleasure.

Every rock of my hips sends shockwaves of pleasure through me. Riding Vaughn
with my skin pressing against his has me heading toward another peak already when
Vaughn hooks his leg around mine and rolls us over, pinning me beneath him.

“Easier to kiss you this way,” he says mischievously, tangling his hands in my long
hair and tugging me upward to plunder my mouth with his while his hips piston that
delicious cock into me.

“So hot,” Vaughn purrs, following the curve of my neck with his tongue. “ So tight.”
Small nips on my shoulder that he then soothes with kisses. “So wet.” Impressing me



with his flexibility, Vaughn leans down further and sucks one of my hard nipples into
his mouth, biting just enough to send a shiver of pleasure and pain down my spine. “I
could fuck you all day.”

“Is...isthat achallenge?’

Vaughn’'s lips curl into a smile that says it most definitely is a chalenge, and he sits
back on his heels, pulling me upward with him, his cock still buried in me. | wrap my
legs around his back for leverage, acutely aware that this position puts every aspect of
my body on display.

| glance at Vaughn's face and see that his eyes are locked on the spot where our
bodies connect. | can’'t blame him. The sight of his cock disappearing into my pussy
with every thrust is mesmerizing.

“Touch yourself for me,” Vaughn whispers, his voice sounding ragged. “1 want to see
it.”

Something about Vaughn strips away every bit of silly self-consciousness I’ve ever
felt. | dip my hand between my legs and find my clit. | circle it with my fingers,
finding a rhythm thatmatches Vaughn’ s thrusts. My orgasm takes me by surprise, and
Vaughn moans loudly as my inner muscles contract around his cock, squeezing him
like awet fist, driving him to his peak as well.

Then it's all movement, a frantic mating driven by hot blood. Flesh against flesh, the
ragged strain of quickened breath, the low cry of a woman at her peak. Bodies
plunging together in a dlick and sensuous dance.

| come again, and as my hands dlide limply onto the rumpled covers, | feel him
continue to thrust. In. Out. In. Out. Repeating the motions until 1 am close to passing
out from pleasure.



| lay still, wrecked, wonderfully wrecked, with his face in my hair and his long,
lovely body pressing mine into the bed. His heart still hammers; | can feel it knocking
against mine.

Heat floods me as Vaughn comes inside me, and we both collapse back on the bed,
boneless and satiated and joined in the most intimate of ways.

The world outside dies down, and it's just us now, together, ready to take on
whatever the world throws at us. Vaughn has become my anchor, and | don’t care
what happens; I’ m not letting anything come between us.

Chapter thirty-eight

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Vaughn

It's match day again, and as | set my feet on the field for the big game, the electricity
in the stadium is palpable. The crowd buzzes with excitement. Adrenaline courses

through my veins. This is what | live for: competition, the roar of the fans, and
proving myself to the world once again.
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With the whistle blown and the game underway, my focus sharpens. Today, I’'m not
just playing for myself—I’m playing for my team, for the fans, and for Rachel, who
Isin the stands supporting me. She's a bright spot in the crowd, and her presence fills
me with determination.

The game unfolds like a perfectly choreographed play. We move the ball with
precision and speed, working seamlessly together. Every tackle, every shot, every
pass brings us closer to victory. The moments of celebration blur together as skill
andteamwork merge into a beautiful rhythm. | lose myself in the tempo of the game.

On the final whistle, the crowd is screaming so loud you can’'t hear. New York City
FC has won. We've done it. | can hardly believe it. Everyone's cheering, and | feel
like I'm part of a celebration. Triumph fills me.

| turn my head and see my family in the stands. Their faces show both shock and joy
at seeing this side of me, the side hidden under layers and layers of pressure and
expectations. The barrier between us closes quickly as | run toward them.

“Mom! Dad!” | call out as | throw my arms around them, pulling them into a tight
embrace. “I’'m so glad you' re herel”

“l can't believeit!” my mom exclaims. “Y ou played amazing!”

My voice is thick with emotion, | apologize. “1 say sorry for everything. I’ ve been so
centered on my career that I’ ve neglected to realize how much | need you two. | was
wrong to push you away. I’ ve always done everything you' ve asked, and | took that
for granted.”



My dad slaps me on the back, his face full of understanding. “Y ou were always our
guy, Vaughn. That’s all we're happy to see.”

| see the surprise on their faces as | pull back. Here, | can feel it—this shift, this
moment |’ ve been waiting for in our relationship. | know thereis along way to mend
the gaps I’ ve created, but today feels like the beginning.

| turn to the stands again, searching for Rachel in the crowd. | see her, and my heart
jumps. Her smile brightens the entire stadium. She's beaming. In the past few days
we' ve forged a connection that’ s solidified, and | want to share this moment with her.

Adrenaline still rushing through me, | push my way through the throng of teammates
and fans. In the background, | can hearcheers and music blaring, but all | can focus
on is getting to Rachel.

| don’t hesitate when | finally get to her. Joy fills my heart, and | sweep her off the
floor into my arms.

“We did it!” | exclaim, looking into her eyes, the warmth of her presence grounding
me in the chaos.

“You were incredible!” she replies, laughter bubbling up as | set her down. “I'm so
proud of you!”

But | can’t wait any longer. | lean in and kiss her right in front of the world—in a
bold move. It is a passionate kiss full of relief and a promise to face whatever comes
together. The crowd around us cheers, and | feel their warmth surrounding us.

| pull apart and see her cheeks flushed with happiness. “Y ou just kissed me in front of
everyone.” She laughs, asparklein her eyes.



“1 would do it a thousand times over,” | reply, my heart swelling with love for her.
“Through all this chaos, you have been my rock. | want you to know how much |
love you.”

| feel the happiness radiating from her as she smiles wider. Our ears and eyes fade
into the distance as we stand—two souls united in joy.

Pulling her toward the celebration area, | tell her, “Let’s celebrate.” | turn back to my
family, smiling at them.

Thisis aday of change for me. I’'m more than a player. I'm a son and a partner, and
I’m ready to embrace all the love and support that’s there. | commit to repairing my
relationships and facing the challenges ahead with Rachel by my side.

As the cheers and laughter mix into a big, loud, happy noise all around us, | cannot
help but fedl like the luckiest man alive. | look down at Rachel’ s face. Sheis glowing
with happiness, and my heart swells. This feels surreal, like a dream | never want to
wake up from.

“Rachel,” | say, my voice rising above the noise. “Will you be mine?’

It's aloaded question, and | can see a surprise flash across her features. She doesn’'t
answer for amoment, her eyes wide in disbelief.

“Areyou serious?’ shefinally asks, her voice barely above a whisper.

| nod, this moment weighing on us. “I am. | want you to be my partner for the sake of
the word itself.”

She blinks, trying to process my words, and | know that | can see joy, confusion, and
something deeper in her eyes. “Do you . . . do you really like me?’ she asks



tentatively, asif testing the waters.

| can’t help but smile when | shake my head. “No, Rachel. | don't just like you. | love

youl.

As the words leave my lips, they feel powerful, and her expression changes. As she
smiles, her eyes light up, and for a split second, | believe she might explode with the
happiness radiating from her. Her breath always catches in her throat when she takes
astep closer.

“You love me?’ she repeats, disbelief and joy mingling in her voice.

“Yeah,” | say, my heart racing. “For awhile, I've loved you. | just can’t imagine my
life without you.”
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| can’t help but laugh at how the purest joy pours from Rachel’s face as it breaks into
the most beautiful smile. “You're serious! Oh my God, Vaughn!” Her excitement
bubbles over, and she jumps up and down, and | can’t help but laugh with her.

“I'm serious!” | say, pulling her into a tight embrace again. Her body, pressed to
mine, feelswarm. It islike home, and | never want to let her go.

“Okay, okay,” | say, pulling back dlightly, my eyes sparkling with mischief. “Now
you have to go with me to the locker room. | want to show you off to as many people
as possible!”

With a half-amused, half-skeptical ook, Rachel raises an eyebrow. “You want to
show me off? Isn’t that a bit much?’

“Please!” | beg. “I want them to know that you're mine and that you love me! It's a
big deal!”

My enthusiasm istoo much for her to resist. “ Alright, you win. Let’s go.”

Her hand grips mine tightly as we push through the crowd toward the locker room.
The atmosphere is still electric—the energy of victory, the sweet perfume of it al
lingering in the air.

I’m nervous and excited as we get closer to the locker room. I’'m about to share this
moment with my teammates—to tell them that Rachel and | are together. It's like a
new chapter, one full of promise and love.



Rachel stops at the door to the locker room and looks up at me, her face serious for a
moment. “ Are you ready for this?’ she asks softly.

| nod and squeeze her hand reassuringly. “Absolutely. | wouldn't rather be anywhere

else.

With that, | open the door, and we are hit by celebratory sights and sounds like a
wave. The moment they see us, the room goes quiet. My teammates, still buzzing
from the win, are high-fiving and cheering, but all eyes are now on us.

| can feel their gazes, and | take a deep breath. “Hey, everyone!” | call out, breaking
the silence. “1 want you all to meet my girlfriend, Rachel!”

The cheers around the room fade for a moment, replaced by surprise on everyone's
faces. But it quickly shifts to excitement. Rachel waves to the group, her smile
radiant. Pride swellsin me as | see how effortlessly she fits into my world, as though
she’'s dways belonged here.

One of my teammates shouts out, “Vaughn's in love!” The room erupts into howls
and playful teasing.

Rachel is beaming, and | can’t stop smiling as | pull her closer to me. | laugh along
with my teammates. It’ s the camaraderie and joy of the moment, and for the first time
inalong while, | feel like everything isfinally coming together.

“Congratulations, man!” another teammate calls out, slapping me on the back.
“You've got yourself agreat one.”

Their acceptance and excitement fill me with even more confidence in my decision. |
glance down at Rachel. Her eyes light up with joy, and | know this is just the
beginning.



Together, we celebrate, and | can’t shake the contentment coursing through me. In the
past few weeks, I’ ve faced chaos and uncertainty, but now, | feel more grounded than
ever. With Rachel by my side, | know | can face anything.

Nothing Collins tries next will stop me from protecting what we have. I'll fight for
her. We'll fight together, and our love will shine bright against any darkness that
dares to come our way.

Tonight, we're not just celebrating a victory in the game but a victory in our
relationship. | can’t wait to see what’ s next in this journey.

Chapter thirty-nine

Epilogue

Rachel

The soft glow of twinkling lights fills our cozy living room, wrapping the space in a
warm hug. It’s Christmas morning. The scent of fresh pine from our tree mixes with
the aroma of cinnamon and baked goods wafting from the kitchen, where Vaughn is
busy preparing our holiday breakfast. The clatter of pots and pans and the cheerful
hum of holiday music playing in the background surrounded me, filling me with
childlike joy.

| walk out of the bedroom cheerfully, marveling at our new winter home. The tree
stands tall, adorned with ornaments, each telling a story from our past. | smile as |
recall our trip to the Christmas market, where we carefully selected the beautiful glass
baubles now hanging from the branches.

“Rachel! Come help me!” Vaughn calls from the kitchen, snapping me out of my
reverie. The soft carpet under my feet adds to the cozy atmosphere as | make my way



toward him.

When | step into the kitchen, | find him in an apron, his hair dightly disheveled, and a
playful glint in his eyes. “1 need ataste tester for these pancakes,” he says, holding up
afluffy stack topped with berries and a drizzle of maple syrup.

“Isthat ajob or ademand?’ | tease, moving closer to him.

He laughs, a sound that’ s rich and warm, and my heart skips a beat.

Hewinksat me. “I’d say it's more of ademand, but I'll take whatever | can get.”
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| lean in to steal a bite from the edge of the stack. The taste explodes in my mouth,
and | give Vaughn an approving nod. “ These are amazing! Y ou’ ve outdone yourself,”
| exclaim.

“Of course they are. I've got a great coach,” he says with a grin, referring to the time
we' ve spent cooking together since he proposed a few months ago.

The memory of Vaughn down on one knee, asking me to be his forever rushes
through me with a wave of love for it. I couldn’t have known that one smple
guestion would change everything.

We sit together to share breakfast, and as the warmth of the moment envelops us, I'm
overflowing with gratitude for thislife we are building. The presents, the decorations,
the love—lovefills every corner of our home.

After breakfast, Vaughn and | exchange gifts. When he hands me a small box, | can’'t
contain my excitement as | unwrap it. Inside is a delicate silver necklace with a tree
charm adorned with little ornaments.

“It symbolizes our growing family,” he explains, a soft smile on his lips. “Each
ornament represents another memory we will make together.”

| fasten the necklace around my neck, tears pricking at the corners of my eyes. “It's
perfect, Vaughn,” | whisper as| lean in to kiss him softly. “I loveit.”

As we finish exchanging gifts, Vaughn glances at the clock. “We should get ready for
the family gathering,” he reminds me, and | nod, feeling a flutter of excitement.



We're hosting both of our families this year, and I'm thrilled to open up our home to
everyone. It feels amazing to bring them together, building new traditions and
memories that will last forever.

To our surprise, a few inches of snow blanket the ground outside. Stepping out onto
the street, we breathe in the crisp, cold air, our breath forming clouds in front of our
faces. It feels like a magical world, and | can’t help but laugh as | turn to Vaughn.
“Look at this! It'slike a scene from amovie.”

Wrapping his arm around my waist, he chuckles, his warmth anchoring me in this
perfect moment.

As we head back inside, my eyes catch a glimpse of our decorated tree and the
twinkling lights above. | know today will be filled with laughter, love, and the spirit
of Christmas that we' ve come to love and cherish.

The doorbell rings, and my heart races with excitement. Vaughn and | exchange a
guick glance before he hurries to open the door. Our families pour in, filling the
house with laughter and chatter. A deep sense of belonging washes over me as |
embrace my parents and then his.

Family life quickly takes over children darting around, parents catching up, and the
delicious aroma of holiday dishes filling the air. | pause to take it al in: the warmth,

the love, and the community. Everything feels perfect.

After dinner, we gather in the living room for dessert. | catch Vaughn looking at me,
his eyes soft and full of love. He leansin and whispers, “I’m so glad you're mine.”

| rest my head on his shoulder, my heart fluttering at his words. “I’m so glad you're
mine, too,” | reply.

As the evening winds down, we circle around the tree to give one final gift—the gift



of memories. | set the camera on a timer and captured a picture of us all huddied
together, smiling and laughing. Thisiswhat Christmasis all about: family, love, and
new beginnings.



