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ALEXIS

Money has always been an issue, and if | want to stay enrolled, |
need tuition money fast. The schools Cute Couples Contest can be
my saving gracewhichever couple is voted most swoon-worthy by
Valentines Day is offered a tuition-free year. But my only option is the
one person | hoped to steer clear of. Blake Taylor is rich, cocky,
andflirting with me?

Ungodly tall and built like a house, Blake could keep me safe from
the person stalking me. But with every touch and stolen glance |
wonder if my heart needs protection, too.

BLAKE

As Brookside Us star hockey player | only want one thing: to make
captain and look hot doing it. So when my current captain asks me
for a favor in exchange for a good word to our coach, | dont have to
think twice.

The favor? Fake dating his sister, Alexis—the girl Ive been crushing
on for three years but whos never given me the time of day. This was
supposed to be a simple quid-pro-quo, but the more time | spend with
her the harder it gets not to fall for her completely. With only one shot
at her heart and five months to do it, | have to prove to Alexis that |
can be the oneor risk losing her forever.
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Chapter 1
Alexis

It isatruth universally acknowledged that a woman without money will be kicked out
of college.

Which makes it highly unfortunate that my final pay stub is unceremoniously pressed
into my aching hands, with my dream of becoming a teacher leaving the building at
the sametimeas| do. Could | become ateacher without a degree? Perhaps. But much
like Tinker Bell, | need external validation to live.

It's a short walk to the local café, but | need every minute to mull over my options. |
can pick up waitressing, but then | would be reliant on tips, and most of the students
here have too little to tip well. There is a TA position open, but only with the
professor who hates my guts. And the rest? Well, every other pamphlet on the board
classifies their openings as an internship , and we all know what that means.

Brownie this could be a good opportunity for you. How about this. you give us one
chance to find you a fake boyfriend—just one—and if it doesn’'t click between the
two of you, we drop it.”

“Just one?’ | ask. “And then we'll never speak of it again?’

“Never.”

| scan his face. Levi might not be my identical twin like Alissa, but we look a lot



alike. Same high cheekbones, the slightly too large forehead, the same crooked nose,
and silver-blue eyes that now held mine defiantly, waiting—no, daring me to argue. |
don't.

Because as much as | hate theidea of it, it’s the best option | have.

“Fine,” | say, and hope it sounds more confident than | feel. “But you better find me a
winner.”
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Chapter 2
Blake

| let myself fall onto the wooden bench and pull my water bottle from the gym bag at
my feet. To my left, Eric is still bitching about his latest girlfriend, as he has been
doing since we stepped off the ice half an hour ago. It’s getting harder and harder not
to tell him she'stoo good for him. Maybe I'll slip her anote at the next game, tell her
to dump his sorry ass and find someone better.

The door opens and | nod in greeting as our team captain, Levi Moore, walks past.

“And then she started getting all excited about that dumb radio thing, telling me how
those dates sounded so cute and she could use the money for her family or whatever.
But that girly shit would bomb my reputation for sure, so | shut it right down.” Eric
stretches his arms over his head, trying to exaggerate the bit of muscle he has, his
pale skin still glinting from the shower.

“Hold up, so she told you she needed the money, and you just...decided not to help
her?’ | repeat dowly. | promised myself not to get involved, but once again my lack
of impulse control decides otherwise. “Dude, if that were me, I’d have gone and
signed us up on the spot. She' s supposed to be your girl. ”

Eric shoots me alook like | just stepped in shit. “Why do you care? You just hit ‘em
and leave.”

Technically true—I do very much enjoy one-night stands. But | always make sure the



girls know what they’re getting into. None of them have ever entered my dorm under
the illusion that they’d see me again, and they don’'t care. So while I’'m not well-
versed in actual relationships, it doesn’t matter. Because for the short time that those
girls are with me, 1'd do anything for them, and | treat them like it too. Something
Eric clearly doesn’t relate to.

Eric is the embodiment of the kind of masculinity my father wishes | had, the same
kind he himself has. The kind | despise, as it is nothing short of toxic. That need to
dominate and be aggressive, to crush your feelings to a pulp so you can appear like a
real man, whatever that means. If he had any common sense he would see the flaws
in himself and work on them instead of his reputation. Maybe then he' d be deserving
of the girls he beds.

“Sure do,” | say, pulling up my jeans and grabbing a shirt. “So you can tell Bellato
come find me once she dumps your sorry ass, and I’'ll show her what respect looks
like.”

Eric's nostrils flare, the same look in his eyes as he gets when he prepares to slam
someone into the boards. | brace myself for the attack but refuse to back down,
holding his gaze as | watch him mull it over. He shakes his head and picks up his
gym bag, walking out the door without another word.

“Are girls okay? Why do they willingly go near that guy?’ my teammate and friend,
Rafael, says with a shake of his head.

| crouch down to tie my shoelaces. “Beats me.”
Eric might be a good hockey player, but off the ice, he is a complete and utter dick.

I’ ve never understood why girls flock to him the way they do, even if they rarely last
more than a couple of weeks. Respect to them—I wouldn’t make it five minutes.



Raf stares at his phone while he waits for me to finish up, probably hoping to go for a
burger on the way home. It beats soggy leftovers any day. Maybe, if I'm really lucky,
some of the cupcakes Levi’s sister dropped off yesterday will still be there on that
fancy plate by the time we get home.

Levi’s voice echoes through the empty locker room. “Taylor, mind hanging back for
a second?’

| motion for Raf to go on without me before walking over to where Levi stands on the
other side.

Levi jerks his chin towards the benches. “Were you for real back there?’

Here it comes. The reckoning. As captain, Levi is strict on a few fronts: no drinking
or parties during the game season, no infighting, and no outside drama on the ice. By
calling out Eric I’ ve squarely broken rule #2.

“Look, | know we' re supposed to be good, but he gets on my last nerve when he's
acting like that. Someone had to speak up,” | say, and on instinct | cross my arms in
self-defense.

“Not that. What you said about the contest,” Levi says with a calmness that holds a
sense of authority, a warning to straighten your back and listen. “Were you serious
when you said you'd do it?’

In a single moment the nerves that built up inside of me fal away, and | laugh. “I
don’t know, probably. Why do you care, Moore? Are you looking for a date?’

Levi’s expression doesn’'t change as he says, “Not me. My sister. She's not as lucky
asyou and |; she could really use the free tuition, or she might not graduate.”



Screwed . Utterly, royally screwed. That is what | am. There is no way around it—if
he is asking me to be her fake boyfriend...he might as well kill me on the spot.

| look at him for along moment, weighing my words, trying to figure out which ones
oppose the rapid beating of my heart. “Why would you need me for that? Isn’t your
sister aleshian?’

A flicker of recognition passes through his eyes. “You're thinking of Alissa—and
she's bisexual. Lis got into some kind of fancy art program, so she doesn’'t need any
help. Alexisis an English major, though, so not much chance of a scholarship there.”

“Wait, you have two sisters?’ | close my eyes, pretending to wonder why | hadn’t put
that together before. “So that’s why the hair keeps changing. | figured she was just
really into wigs or something.”

Levi laughs, which happens so little it takes a moment to get used to. “They’'re
identical twins, obviously. Alexis has long hair, Alissa’s is short and pink. Anyway,
would you be interested? Scamming the school out of a couple of grand seems like
something you'd enjoy.”

| shove his shoulder with a shake of my head. Fine, so | set a few small fires and
misled various administrations a couple of times. What can | say? | like causing
trouble. Harmless trouble. Levi is right, though; scamming this place out of a big
lump of money without consequences sounds like a fucking dream.

But no one will believe I’ ve settled down. For the past two years, I've built a solid
reputation of being a one-time-fling and nothing more. Me trotting around the same
girl for months with no side action? Well, | can name along list of people who'd call
bullshit. But that’s not what’s holding me back. No, the real reason is much, much
WOrse.



| know damn well who Alexis Moore is. She has occupied my mind every day since |
first heard her laugh right here on thisice. Better yet, | cannot count on my hands the
times | have tried to make her laugh like that again, falling for her a little bit more
every time she comes by our place. When life gives you sunshine as pure as her, you
bask init. And fuck if I'm not willing to be blinded by her light.

But there is no way this can end well, no way someone as pure as her could ever fall
for me. So | lie. “I don’t know, man. | mean, I’'m sure Alexis is awesome and all, but
arelationship isn’'t really my style.”

“Fake relationship. Touch her and find out what happens.” Levi holds up a finger, a
stern look in his eyes. Though he's barely half an inch taller than me and one of my
best friends, there is something about him that never allows me to fully relax, aways
wanting to impress him. “But if you choose to help out Alexis, I'll talk to Coach
Tucker and do my best to make you captain when | leave.”

| let out alow whistle. He's pulling out the big guns now, poking at the one thing he
knows | want more than anything. Being captain would make me irresistible to the
ladies, solidify my importance to the team, and maybe even earn my mother’s
approval. “You'd do that?’

“You've got the talent, man. But being captain is more than wearing the jersey. It'sa
whole lot of responsibility, hard work, and dedication, and from what |’ ve seen these
past few years you're not the type to stick with anything that doesn’t impact you
directly. Do this for Lex, show me you can invest in something bigger than yourself,
and who knows? Maybe you'll wear thisjersey next.” Levi claps a hand to his chest,
where alarge C is splayed across the fabric.

He can get it done. There's no questioning it. He might not be rich enough to buy his
way to importance, but he doesn’t need to. Levi Moore commands a room on his own
might, and | know for afact that Coach Tucker values his opinion.



The objective is clear: pretend to be in love with the girl I’ ve been crushing on hard
for two years, get her that prize money and I'll be captain. It sounds simple enough,
especially that first bit. But | know I'll fuck it up in no time at all. Still, when will |
ever get another chance like this?

Slowly, before | can let myself chicken out by something as stupid as rational
thought, | nod. “ Set up adate. I'll be there.”

A smile spreads on Levi’ s face, the one that leaves every girl on campus swooning in
itswake. “You better not let me down, Taylor.”

“Let me guess, you know where to find me?’ Most of us on the hockey team share a
house, so Levi’sroom is down the hall from mine.

“Sure do. But I'm not the one you should be worried about,” Levi smirks. “Alissadid
seven years of baseball—still has the bat, too.”

A shudder runs down my spine at the thought of being at the receiving end of that bat.
“If—and that’s a big if—we end up doing this, I'll be a perfect gentleman. Y ou have

my word.”

Levi scans my face, and for a moment | think he already regrets asking me. But then
he dips his chin in acknowledgment and turns to get changed.

A clear dismissal.

| rush for the door before he can say anything to make this situation even worse, and
as the door closes behind me | blow out a breath.

Holy shit .



What on earth did | just agree to?
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Chapter 3
Alexis
The text came only afew days later.
Lis
We found you a boyfriend. Meet us at The Crossroads at 7. Wear something pretty.
| groan as | glare at it, then drag my eyes towards the closet. Wear something pretty .
What does that even mean? | like all of my clothes, but taste is subjective. How am |
supposed to guess what a stranger thinks is pretty? And if thisis al fake, why does it
even matter?
Whatever. We have to make it look real, | suppose.
| settle for a skin-tight white top that shows a sliver of skin at my navel and my best
pair of black skinny jeans, topping it with a loose-knit cardigan for comfort. It's a
pretty standard look for me, but no one bothered to mention a dress code and | don't
want to overdress and give my date any wrong ideas.
Oh god.

| have adate.

With a stranger.



A stranger who, if this goes well, will pretend to be my beloved boyfriend for the
next couple of months. A stranger who, if they carry any ill will, has the chance to
humiliate mein front of the entire school by admitting our charade.

My veins fill with lead as | let myself fall backward onto the floral bedspread, my
face hidden behind my palms. A nightmare—thisisjust a nightmare.

What if | just...didn't go? Stayed home. Locked myself in my room like a petulant
child and researched getting a fake degree. Surely getting caught with one of those
would be less embarrassing than getting caught with a fake boyfriend. At least with
the degree, | was almost there.

No. | have to go, if only to keep from pissing off my siblings. They did promise to
dropitif I didn’t like the guy, so really, what do | have to lose?

A lot, | remind myself.

| shrug on my coat and take my purse off the hanger, still dragging my feet on leaving
the safe haven of my dorm. How do people do this? Do they actually like going on
dates? The endless line of strangers, hoping to be loved instead of hurt? | have to trust
my sister thoroughly vetted whoever they decided on, but some things you don’t
know until they do them. And that makes it awhole lot worse.

It's just one date. One meadly little dinner of pleasantries, and then we can drop this
whole thing.

| lock the door behind me and head for the stairs, keeping my head low and eyes on
the shadows. I’ve just reached the sidewak when | see it: a flash of broad shoulders

and black hair trimmed short.

My keys clutched like weapons between my shaking fingers | break into a sprint,



running as fast as these traitorous legs can take me. | feel my phone deep in my
pocket, but there’s no one to call. Alissa has a late class and will barely make it to the
restaurant on time, and Levi? Levi still doesn’t know.

And | can't tell him, becauseif | do, he'll take mattersinto his own hands and ruin his
future. | adore my brother, but when it comes to family, he can get a bit hotheaded
and overprotective. With him being so close to fulfilling his NHL dreams...it's best
to keep him in the dark.

The streets are quiet as | speed through, every shadow a threat as | run towards the
restaurant. A car comes up behind me and | push myself to go even faster, not caring
that the sweat and rain are ruining my makeup and I’ [l be drenched by the time | get
there. Because | won't be meeting anyone tonight. When | get there, | will call Alissa
from the parking lot and ask her to drive me home.

| get so lost in my panic and thoughts that | don't register the car slowing down
beside me until the driver honks, making me jump.

“Hey, do you need ari—whoa, are you okay?’

| peer into the car, trying to put a face to the familiar voice. But the sun has gone
down and the darkness is creeping in fast, making it hard to see.

“I'm fine!” | half-yell, embarrassingly out of breath, and wave a hand to brush them
off. | turn on my heels to start running again before | can be dragged into this car and
get myself killed.

“You'reLevi’ssister, right? Alexis?’

Slowly, I turn my head towards the car. If he knows my brother, it explains why his
voiceis so familiar. He' s probably on the hockey team. But to point it out in the first



minute of talking? Those conversations rarely end well.

“Maybe,” | say. “Why do you need to know?”’

In the dark, | can just make out his shrug. “I don’t. Just curious. Hop in, I’ll give you
aride.”

A strange feeling curls around my stomach and | step back, away from his reach. “I
don’t think that’s a good idea.”

He could kidnap me, or lock me in the car and dump my body in the desert, or a
myriad of different terrible things. So no, in this day and age, | know better than to
get in some random guy’ s beat-up car.

“Take apicture of my license plate and send it to your siblings. Better yet, call one of
them and keep them on the line while we drive. | don’t mind, really.”

| glance around, cataloging every possible escape route in case things go south. “Why
areyou so insistent | get in your car? | don’'t even know you.”

“Oh shit, you can’t see me, can you?’ | hear the click of his seatbelt before the door
opens, atall and broad shadow draping himself over it. His hand moves to his pocket
and for a moment | fear the worst, but within seconds a blinding light cuts through
the dark—it’'s just his phone. He points it at his face, bright blue eyes squinting
against the light, brown curls framing his face. “It's me, Blake. Y our brother’s friend
slash teammate slash housemate? We' ve hung out a couple of times.”

Right, that's why his voice was so familiar. | see Blake every time | hang out at
Levi’s dorm or get dragged to his games. | don’t know him very well, but he’s not a
total stranger. | know Blake likes peanut puffs, beer, and random hookups. But he's
also respectful, occasionally hilarious, and, according to my brother, a good guy.



He is aso, more often than not, the lead in my most private fantasies, and the
first—and only—crush I've had since coming to Brookside.

| could keep running, ruin my outfit, and put myself in exactly the kind of danger I'm
running away from. Or | can get in his car, call Alissa, and hope Blake isn’'t an ax
murderer in his spare time.

My legs burn so much they’ re shaking and my chest has never felt tighter, making it
hard to breathe.

“Okay,” | say through gritted teeth. “Thank you, Blake.”

“Anytime.” He rounds the car before beckoning me to the other side and holding
open the door for me, closing it gently after I’ ve slid into the torn leather seat.

| call Alissaimmediately.

| unbuckle my seatbelt the moment we pull into the parking lot.

“Thanks!” | say, the door already open and my feet hovering above the moving
ground. “This was very kind. I'll make it up to you, get you some gas money or
something.”

| jump out and shut the door before he can answer, landing on swaying feet before
rushing into the restaurant. Alissa and Levi are already seated with no fake boyfriend
in sight, so | keep my head low as | make a beeline for the restroom. Thankfully,
neither of my siblings spot me.

The Crossroads, a restaurant sitting right at the edge of town, is one of those places
that isn’t sure what it wants to be, so it becomes a bit of everything. Y ou can get five-
course dinners or order a burger to go. The walls are pristine white, but the wooden



datsthat cover half the walls are navy blue. The pillars are covered in bamboo sticks,
and the restroom is so void of personality it’sajarring contrast.

But the restroom door is solid and reassuring as | Sslump against it, trying to steady
my breathing. Hudson isn't here, | remind myself. And if he is, my siblings will
protect me.

It takes a few minutes and a stern talking to before | manage to convince myself I'm
safe here. That there is no bogeyman hiding behind the door, no monster lurking in
the shadows waiting to snatch me because | smiled at it once. | am in a public space,
with plenty of people looking out for me. I’ [l be okay.

But only if | can pull my shit together.

Putting one foot in front of the other | drag myself to the small round mirror above
the sink.

| try to fix my hair, the blond puffs having escaped their confinement, but end up
putting it into a high ponytail when it doesn’t cooperate. | wet a tissue to remove any
lingering sweat from my body, and another to remove the bleeding mascara on my
pale cheeks before reapplying a fresh coat. I'm not sure how long I’ ve been in there,
trying to mask the cracks in my armor, but when I come out | want to jump right back
in.

Because sitting at the table, chatting comfortably with my siblings, is Blake Taylor.
Yes. That Blake Taylor.

“What the hell are you doing here?’

Don’t tell me you're my date, please. Anyone but you.



A lazy grin spreads on Blake's face as he leans back, one muscled arm draped lazily
over the back of the only empty chair. My chair. “ Take awild guess, Sunshine.”

“Fuck...” | whisper to myself. If anyone hears, they don’t show it. “Why didn’t you
tell me?’

He shrugs, and bright-blue eyes hold mine as he says, “1 thought you knew. At least, |
did until you jumped out of my still-moving car and made a break for it.”

“You jumped out of amoving car?!” my siblings yell in unison, and | roll my eyes.

“Get that look off your faces, it wasn't going that fast.”

Levi and Alissalook to Blake for confirmation, but he doesn’t give them a glance as
he keeps his eyes on me, tilting his face as he looks me up and down like he can still
see the cracksin my armor.

His smile widens as he rises, pulling out my chair and motioning for me to sit. | tense
as | comply, feeling every pair of eyesin the restaurant trained on me, and watch him
like a hawk until he scoots his chair closer to the table.

Two waliters appear with plates balanced in their hands, and despite having yet to
order anything they set one of them in front of me. The sight of the massive steak and
fries pulls a my stomach and | look at my siblings, brow raised in silent question.
They better be the ones paying for this; this meal costs about the same as my weekly
budget.

“Get that look off your face,” Levi says, echoing my earlier words. “Lis told me
about your extreme budgeting. Dad will kill me if he seesyou like this.”

“l don’t know what you're talking about,” | lie, my mouth filling with saliva at the



mere sight of al thisfood. It takes a tremendous amount of effort not to scarf it down
in one go right this minute.

My brother shoots me a look that says he knows I'm lying, but thankfully doesn’t
dwell on it. Instead, he digs into his chicken and places his focus on Blake, talking
about something related to hockey. Though, | can't be sure what, as any mention of
the sport makes me tune out immediately.

Alissa’'s hand finds mine under the table, giving it a light squeeze. Even without
saying it she knows what just happened, why I'm acting this way. As Hudson's
former friend and with his future on the line, | can’t bring myself to tell Levi what's
been going on. But Alissa is my roommate, and as she often wakes up before | do to
go to practice or the batting cage, there was no hiding the gifts and notes stuck to our
door. She had to know; there was simply no way to hideit.

Besides, Alissais my twin, my best friend. | need her love and support like | need air.
I’m halfway through my plate when | notice al eyes are on me.

“What?” | mumble, half a fry still sticking out of my mouth. | had of course
completely forgotten thisis technically areally weird date, and that | should probably
eat like I’ ve seen food before. But something about today makes all reason fly out the

window.

Besides, I’ ve seen my date do worse. Like the time he smeared barbecue sauce on his
torso in away that made it look like he had abs.

To my left, Blake is grinning, but Levi just shakes his head. “You truly have the
manners of a desert rat.”

Oddly specific.



“I was just asking about your major,” Blake says calmly. “You strike me as someone
creative, but too fearful to pursuethat...isit English?’

Levi or Alissamust have told him, or he looked me up because no oneis this good at
guessing. And while I ve chatted about classes with Levi at the house before, | highly
doubt any of them remember my name, let alone pay attention to what | say or do.
There' s no way he knew it without being clued in.

Or maybe I’ m just that obvious. *Y ou Googled me before this date, didn’t you?”’

“So | was right?’ Blake's face erupts into a dazzling, dightly cocky smile. It's a
curse, realy, that it only makes him more handsome. If it didn’'t, | might have found
an excuse to drop this plan atogether.

It was a lot easier to ignore Blake when he was just my brother’ s teammate. But now
that he’s my date and potential fake boyfriend, | have no choice but to pay attention
to every part of him. Like the way his scruff isjust the perfect length to be sexy or the
way he has put more effort into the way he's dressed tonight than he usually does.

There's no backward cap, no hoodie or sweatpants in sight. Instead, there are dress
shoes, normal black pants and a navy button-up with the sleeves pushed up to his
elbows. Blake catches me staring at them—I have a thing for muscled arms, let me
be—and | quickly take a sip of water to play it off.

“Yes, you were right. What about you?’
“History. Not sure what I'll do with this degree, but there’'s no rush to figure it out.”
He must see my confusion in my face, as he leans in with alaugh to say, “It’s one of

the perks of being atrust-fund asshole: complete and total freedom.”

The brutal honesty and self-awarenessin his answer puts me at ease. A lot can be said



about Blake, but it is clear heistrying his hardest to make this work. “Must be nice.”

“Oh, it is. Which is why, if you want to, say, borrow the money—no interest of
course—you can, and you don’t have to play alone with these Panem et circenses .”

Oh, he’sahistory major for sure. Only anerd would phrase it like that.

“That’sakind offer, truly, but | can’t accept it.”

My siblings cover their eyes in unison, shielding themselves from the train wreck of
my decision-making. “I cannot be in your debt. I’d much rather drop out of school
than be in anyone’'s debt. So if this isn’t something you can go through with | fully

understand, and | won't take it personally. But | can’t take your money.”

Blake holds my gaze for a long moment, the ghost of a smile playing on his lips.
Taking his glass off the table, he winks. “Oh, | do love a challenge.”

“Taylor,” Levi saysin awarning tone.

Blake laughs. “I meant the competition, of course.”

His eyes did to mine, smirk still in place, and for a second | swear | see him wink
again, making it clear he wasn't talking about the competition at all.

So the great Blake Taylor wants to get into my pants. Not a revelation | expected
from today. Still, | take it as a compliment. He can have any girl he wants, whenever
he wants, and yet if only for a moment he set his sights on me. He won't get me, of
course, but it isnice to feel desired just the same.

It also doesn’t hurt that Blake is built like a damn house. If anyone can keep me safe,
or even give me the illusion of safety, it's him. And in the end that might be more



important than any of this,

So at the end of the night, when my siblings are long gone and the servers are itching
for us to leave, | ask him, “What do you think? Are you ready to fall in love with

me?’

“I am yours, Alexis. And yours alone.” Blake smiles, and | slently curse my
traitorous heart for skipping a beat.
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Chapter 4
Blake
| am so fucked .

| flirted with her in no uncertain terms and told her | was hers and hers alone. She
might think it was a joke, spoken in jest to match her question. But | know it was no
such thing.

It was the god-honest truth.

And when Levi figures this out, I'll be in big trouble. He will kick my ass for sure,
might even kick me off the team. | say when instead of if because he is bound to find
out. Alexis is on her way to enter us into the contest right now, meaning we will be
joined at the hip until February. And me and pretty ladies? I’'m not as smooth as
people think. Especially not with her.

It's only a matter of time before | do something stupid.

Like tell her how much I adore the little mole under her left eye or the way she
scrunches her nose when she laughs. Or admit to the way she can look at me with
those big eyes and put me at ease in an instant, quieting the thoughts racing through
my mind.

Would | have agreed to this charade had it been anyone else? Sure. The chance to
commit fraud and get away with it is too good to pass up. But the fact that it’s Alexis



who | get to call mine just feels so damn right.

| can feel Levi’s stare from the other side of the ice, watching my every move. | bet
he' s already regretting having asked me for the job, thinking | only agreed so | have a
shot at getting into his sister’s pants. My comments at dinner probably didn’t help
with that, either, though it was worth it to see Alexis's smile.

A strangled sound rips from my throat as a puck hits my spine and for a moment |
struggle to breathe, a flash of pain burning firm in the place where my lungs should
be.

“Taylor!” Levi shouts as he skates closer. | focus on the sound, letting it ground mein
the moment, slowly pulling me back to earth. “Get your head out of your ass and
play. Do you want usto lose?’

“Sure do. | love seeing you cry like alittle bitch-baby.”

His hand claps my shoulder, and though he says nothing | know what he's asking.
Are you okay? | ssimply nod and watch as he skates off again, trying to steal the puck
from the opposing team. Lucky for me, this is a practice match, so nothing's lost by
my distraction.

When | finally pull my shit together we're too far behind to save the game and lose
spectacularly. | keep my head down as we make our way to the locker room. It's my
fault we lost, and we all know it. | let my personal crap interfere with the one thing |
am actually good at. No matter what, | cannot let the same thing happen at the first
game of the season on Friday.

| can't let Coach Tucker—or the guys, really—think that | don't take hockey
seriously. That would kill any chance | have at becoming captain, effectively taking
away the only thing | know | want for my future.



Besides, | might be set for life, but most of these guys are not nearly as lucky. They
need their hockey scholarships to finish their degrees, or to get them into a draft. |
can’'t be responsible for ruining someone's future like that. Sure, I'm a rebel, a
handsome rogue. But I’ m not a wrecker.

| hit the showers, avoiding any of the regular locker-room banter, going through the
motions so | can get out fast.

Behind me, Raf and Eric are arguing about something. Usually, 1’d step in to back up
my best friend, but today I’ m just not in the mood. | have no doubt that Eric will use

my performance today against me, and honestly? This time, it might break me.

Y eah, | might seem cool and unbothered. Cocky, even. But | do care. | care too much
sometimes. Not that it matters; no one cares about me as much as | do about them.

| make it out of the practice facility in record time, so | allow myself afew minutes of
wallowing in the safety of my car. | should check my phone for any updates on extra
credit work or new assignments, especialy since my grades have been dlipping
recently. But the moment | turnit on, | stop dead in my tracks.

Because | have seven texts, all from Alexis.

Alexis

Hey. It sme. Alexis

Y ou know, girlfriend. Light of your life, that kind of thing

Anyway, I’'m just texting so you have my number if you need me.

This questionnaire is surprisingly deep. | don’t know any of these things about you.



Do you have middle names?

When is your birthday?

When did you first fall in love with me? Probably when | jumped out of your car
because | thought you were an ax murderer, right?

| laugh at the last one. What a story that would make. Kids, the moment | knew your
mother was the one was when she jumped out of my still-moving car because she
thought | was akiller.

Kind of sad that I’ ve heard worse.

For a moment | debate calling her with the answers, get it over with. But then again
someone might overhear and blow our cover, and really, why would | pass up any

excuse to see her?

Stay put, Sunshine. I'm on my way.
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Chapter 5
Alexis
| check my phone again. Blake still hasn’t answered.
A few feet away from me, two girls | recognize from being on the cheer squad
whisper amongst themselves, shooting me sideways glances when they think | can’t
see. | had to say both our names out loud when requesting the sign-up forms, and
these girls clearly could not believe the Blake Taylor would ever settle for me.
To which | can only say, me neither.
“Excuse me? Hi,” | say to the energetic girl manning the stand—I think her name is
Paris. “Would it be okay if | take these and get them back to you later? | have to go to

class.”

“Of course!” she beams, and for a task so dull her smile must be fake. “Just make
sure you have them turned in by tomorrow at noon.”

“Thank you.”
| press the forms between the pages of a textbook and stuff the book inside my
backpack, practically sprinting away from those girls and their hurtful whispers. |

may not have heard every word, but | heard enough.

The Media a hug, atouch. But Blake keeps a firm foot away, his hands tensing at his



side. I'm not sure if that makes things better.

“No, I'm—you intervened in time.”

He pointsto my wrist. “Can 1?7’

| lift it and can barely keep from flinching as he gently holds my hand, inspecting the
wrist like he's a doctor. “Doesn’t look broken, but you can expect some serious
bruising—we should probably ice it right away. | don’t think we need to go to the
emergency room, but you and Alissa should keep an eye on it, make sure it doesn’t
get worse.”

“You know alot about injuries,” | say quietly.

“Yeah, | get hurt alot on theice, soit’s good to know when something’s just a bruise
or something more serious. | was also arowdy kid, climbing things | shouldn’t climb,
exploring places | should have stayed far away from.” He places my hand against my
chest, right over my heart. “Keep it there, it’'ll help the swelling. Come on, I'll walk
you home.”

We walk in silence along the cobble-stoned paths, past the Arts building and through
the quiet streets just beyond. Winter is fast approaching; the trees have lost their
bright orange leaves, which lay rotting on the ground, and the wind cuts through the
layers under my coat. It's those things | focus on as we make our way to the run-
down dormitories. The silence between us isn't heavy, or uncomfortable, like most
silences are. Though | can feel the question on Blake's mind right up until he asksit.

“Has he done this before? Bothering you like this?’

His voice is quiet, amost unsure. Like he's afraid | will fall apart if he speaks any
louder. To be fair, | probably look likeit.



“This is the first time he's laid hands on me since it began,” | say. “But there were
letters, and weeks where he’'d follow me every day and | couldn’t leave my dorm.
Gifts he'd leave outside my door. I've tried to make it stop, but according to the
school board there's never enough reason to step in. The police gave him arestraining
order, but heignoresit, and it doesn’t get enforced.”

“That’s...horrifying.” Blake's brows knit in thought. “Send me your schedule. I’ll
walk with you to and from class so that son of a bitch can’t come anywhere near you

again.”

| shake my head. “Y ou’re very sweet, but you have alife, too. Other things to do and
prioritize.”

“There is nothing that matters more than this,” Blake says, his tone so decisive it
leaves me no room to question it. “You're my girlfriend now, Alexis. It's my job to
make you feel safe.”

| shoot him alook. “We both know that title means nothing.”

“It means something to me.” He stops walking to look at me, his expression dead
serious. It'sa side of Blake | haven't seen before, and it gives me a pause. “1 mean it,
Alexis. As long as we're together, | will do everything | can to keep you safe and
happy. If that means | have to keep watch outside your door or walk you places, so be
it.” The corner of his mouth curls alittle. “Though, I’m sure | could protect you even
better if | keep watch from your bed.”

The wink he follows it up with lets me know it's a lighthearted joke, meant only to
make me smile. And for amoment it does.

“You must really want to be captain, if you're willing to do all this.”



Conflict passes through his gaze. “I do. But thisisn't about that. | like you, and we're
going to spend months joined at the hip pretending to be a couple. | want us to be—I
don’t know, good. Like you at least don’t resent spending time with me.”

A small laugh ripples from my chest. “Blake Taylor, are you saying you want to be
my friend?’

“If | get to be so lucky,” he says. “Now let’s hurry up and get to your dorm before
you can use my ballsto ice your wrist.”
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Chapter 6
Blake
Alexis'sdorm is her safe space.

| know this, because the moment | close the door behind her, she silently falls apart
until only the ghost of her is left. She sits on a fluffy pink couch, knees pulled up to
her chin, arms pale with how tight she holds herself. The TV ison, but | can tell she
isn’t watching.

Still. Unmoving. Unreachable.

| sit afew feet away, not wanting to leave her alone like this but also knowing my
presence might be making things worse. | tried to ask her earlier, but she didn't
respond. Not to that, or the questions | read off the forms. Luckily she already filled
out her part, so | let her be while | answer every tedious question listed.

“1 think your teaisready,” | say. “What flavor do you like?’

Slowly, her eyes move to meet mine, but she doesn’'t say a word. That's okay. They
must have something in that tiny gray kitchen resembling tea. It takes some sleuthing,
but in the last cabinet | try | find a little box of tea bags. I’m about to take out the

strawberry flavor when | hear the smallest sound behind me.

“Cherry.”



“Excellent choice.” | trade in the strawberry for a cherry-flavored bag and make a
mental note of the brand so | can stock up on them. “Do you want something sweet to
pair it with? Sugar, honey, a pastry?’

Silence. | glance over my shoulder to find her curled up in a pink-dotted blanket,
wincing as she flexes the fingers on her injured hand.

| raise abrow. Maybe | was wrong—maybe it’s broken after all. “Hey, you okay?’

She barely nods, so | don’'t believe her. | pour some honey into her tea and carefully
bring her the mug, placing it on the glass coffee table. | hover around, not sure where
to go or what to do next.

I’ve never seen Alexis be loud or extroverted, but even | know this isn't how she
usually is. Maybeit'stimeto call Levi or Alissa. They will know what to do, right?

And while they care for Alexis, I'll make sure that son of a bitch pays for what he's
done. Y eah, that sounds good. Usually, | don’t like to show my anger anywhere else
but on the ice, but Hudson has it coming. Big time . It might ruin my career, but |
don't care. It'll be worth it. Sheisworth it.

But right now, | have to make sure Alexisis okay.

“You like books?’ | ask, pointing towards the row of bookshelves pushed against the
back wall. The green wallpaper is peeling, the paint chipped; even the air smells of
mold. Thistruly is a poor excuse for a dorm. Maybe | can convince her to let me pull
some strings, get her and Alissa a better placeto live.

Alexis merely nods in response, but it's a welcome first step. “Would you like me to
bring you one? Or | can read you one. One you’ ve never read, guaranteed.”



Her face turnsto look at me. That caught her interest.

“It's by avery obscure author. A quiet kind of geniusreally, written in the late zero’s.
You're going to loveit. It' s called Crooked Crown by aguy named Blake Taylor.”

Alexisblinks, and it’s like her eyes gain color. “Y ou...wrote a book?’

“School assignment,” | laugh. “It’s very, very bad, but hopefully it’'ll make you feel
better.”

She sits alittle straighter, creating room on the couch, and | let myself fall right into it
before handing her her tea.

And so begins the great reading of Crooked Crown , complete with terrible accents
and dramatic reenactments. It's somehow even worse than | remember it to be, but it
brings asmileto her face, and that’s all that matters. I'm just glad | kept the PDF.

By the end | can barely hide my embarrassment, my cheeks burning and my face
pressed into my hands as | force myself to continue. And that’swhen | hear it.

A laugh. The laugh.

My eyes shoot to hers at the sound, never wanting to hear anything else. She looks at
me, no doubt seeing my expression, and promptly laughs again.

“What did the penguin do to end up in the dungeon?’

“Nothing. Well, aside from the murders. But the penguin switched bodies with the
king, so it’s the king who is in the dungeon in penguin form.” | smile at the quizzical
look on her face. “Can you believe | got a passing grade on this? Just barely, but
still.”



“l can't believe I'm saying this, but that was oddly compelling.” Her brows knit
together in thought, the sight needlessly adorable. “1 mean, if you switch some things
around and rework it, this could be a great children’s book. Why aren’t you doing
something with this?’

I’'m no novelist, and definitely not a literary genius. Hell, most days I'm barely a
person. So what if | write poems sometimes, or a few short stories or bits of alonger
story? That doesn’t make me awriter. My crap isn't good enough for that.

Still, 1 can’t keep the smile off my face. Today, October 15th is the first time Alexis
Moore has ever complimented me. It's a rush | haven't felt before, a tingly kind of
feeling in the pit of my stomach. “1 don’t think writing is the path for me.”

Alexistugs at the blanket, pulling it tighter around herself. “So what is your path?’
Shit. | was hoping she wouldn't go there. My mind wanders to all the times our
housekeeper slash my mother figure, Maria, asked me that question, and the little
smile she gave when | admitted | didn’t know.

You will, in time. And it will be so obvious you'll wonder why you didn’t see it
before, she always said. | always thought it was bullshit, meant to soothe an anxious

child. But when Alexis meets my gaze, I'm not so sure.

“Right now? To keep you safe and look hot doing it.” | wink, but this time, that
adorable blush | chase is nowhere to be found.

“Blake,” she says sternly.

| fake a wince. “Oops, I'm sorry, Sunshine. Tragic backstory cannot be unlocked
until you' ve reached Level One Girlfriend.”



“Fake girlfriend,” Alexis mumbles as she rests her head against the back of the couch.

“Semantics.”

“Fine. How do | reach level One Girlfriend?”

| tap my chin with a finger. “You can come to my game on Friday. Then we can do
that cliché romance movie thing where | score and then point to you in the crowd so
everyone knows you're mine.”

“That sounds radical,” she says, her voice small again. “You know, if you do that,
there’ s no going back for you.”

“Are you having second thoughts? Because my offer of just giving you the money
still stands.”

“No, no—it’'s just...l don't want you to regret this.” Her face is unreadable, but
there’'s a sadness in her voice | would recognize from miles away. The sound of it
tugs at something I'd long buried, and | feel my walls crumble fast.

“Hey,” | gently place my hand on her lower leg, slow enough that she could easily
swat it away. She doesn’'t. “I made you a promise, and I'm not breaking it for
anything.”

“Why not?’ Alexis meets my gaze, and the sight of those silver-blue eyes glossy with
tearsis my undoing.

| don’'t have an answer. In theory, | could make captain without Levi’'s help, and
though scamming the school out of a couple of grand is a great joy, it's not like |
need it to breathe. So why did | agree?



With a start, | realize it’s because | want to do this. For Levi, who aside from Raf is
the closest thing | have to afriend. But more so for Alexis.

Sweet, clever Alexis, who despite me being everything she should despise is
constantly checking on me, if I'm sure about doing this with her. Who, even without
knowing me, somehow feels responsible for my happiness and is willing to sacrifice
herself to guard it. Who is one of two people who actually believe in me and what |
can do, with no strings attached.

A strange feeling rushes through me as | study the pattern of freckles on her
cheekbones and nose, the way their warm color offsets her eyes.

God, how pathetic. Up until aweek ago she probably didn’t even know my name, and
my attraction to her was kept in alocked safe far from reality. How isit that agirl this
quiet can be so enchanting?

| used to think it was the fact that she didn’t seem to care much about me or the guys,
or that she never realy responded to the flirtations thrown her way. That it was the
challenge | was after, not her specifically. But now...

Now | know better.

“Because you're my girl now,” | say. “And | know that it’s technically afake title and
that you think it means nothing. But it means something to me.”

Alexis releases a breath, her head dlightly tilted as she takes in every inch of my face.
| move my arm to lean on the headrest as | hold her gaze, but her eyes flit away to the
empty space at my side.

A flutter passes through my chest as she crawls forward to curl up into my side. For a
moment I'm breathless, the move so unexpected it leaves me frozen in fear of



upsetting her. But then | push that fear aside and pull her into my chest, my lips
brushing the top of her head.

My voiceis barely audible, but the words are more for me, anyway. “I’ve got you.”

I’m not sure how long we stay like that, her body curled into my side, the TV the only
thing breaking our comfortable silence. But | never want it to end.

Which iswhy, when Alissa slams the front door shut and Alexisjolts, | want to curse
the former for ruining a perfect moment.

“That’s by far the least exciting form of foreplay | have ever seen.” Alissathrows her
coat onto the back of a chair, shaking her head. “Really, guys. What if someone
looked through the window? They’ d think you were just friends.”

“We are, though,” | say, and though Alexis stays quiet she does something even
worse: she retreats into the corner, far away from me and the arms that miss her
aready. | sigh.

“I'll let you two talk,” | tell her quietly. “Text meif you need anything, okay?’

| wait for her to nod before rising and crossing to the door, pausing at Alissa's side
for only a moment. “She hurt her wrist. Keep an eye on it, will you?’

Alissa stares at her sister for a moment, her pink-tipped hair grazing her shoulder as
she looks back at me, her expression telling me she knows exactly how it happened.
“I will.”

“Thanks,” | say, and as my gaze slides back to Alexis | can see the faintest blush on
her cheeks. “Good night.”
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Chapter 7
Alexis
A loud rapping on the door interrupts my unbroken loop of Taylor Swift songs.

Swallowing against the fear rising in my throat, | reach for my phone to call Alissaas
a witness. My fingers just graze the cold glass of the screen when | hear, “Lex, it's
me. Open up.”

| slack asigh of relief. Blake.

When | open the door he's leaning against the frame, his arms crossed over his toned
chest, making him seem even broader. His curly brown hair is still wet from his post-
game shower, the faint scent of his eucalyptus shower gel lingering in the air around
him. “Y ou weren’t at the game.”

The words are simple, an easy fact that cannot be disputed. But his tone? His tone is
almost hurt, like he had actually been looking forward to having me there. But that’s
silly; there's barely a moment to chit-chat during those games, so me being there or
not makes no difference.

“Very observant.”
He shoots me a look that says don't test me. “Girlfriends go to their boyfriend's

games. | scored and wanted to point at you in the crowd, but you weren't there. Y ou
should have been there.”



| shrug. “I had a ton of work to do, and the cold of the ice rink makes me flare up.
Besides, Alissawas there, wasn’t she?’

Blake lets out an exasperated chuckle. “Sending your identical twin to go in your
place doesn’t count. I’m not kissing your sister.”

“You're not kissing anyone, period,” | say, my brain locking on the possibility at
once, imagining the way his lips would feel on mine. The thought alone sends a
shiver of longing through me, and | can feel my cheeks starting to tinge pink.

Pull yourself together, Moore.

Blake laughs. “We' re supposed to be dating. Of course there will be kissing.”

Somehow, | hadn’t thought of that. Who in their right mind believes a couple to bein
love if there’'s no kissing? No physical touch, no intimate gestures. When | agreed to
this...farce, | did so for the money and the possibility of getting Hudson to leave me
alone—which, so far, has been working. | had been so caught up in that | hadn’t
considered what it meant to be convincing; the fact that | had to surrender myself, at
least in some part, to Blake. That | would have to let him touch me and kiss me
whenever he saw fit, and | had to do the same with him.

Fucked. | am so utterly, completely fucked.

And not even in afun way.

“Sure, but, like, on the cheek.” | spin on my heels, diving into the kitchen to keep
Blake from seeing my panic. A moment passes before | hear him follow, gently

closing the front door behind us.

“Is there areason why the mere thought of kissing me makes you break out in hives?’



Blake perches on the side of a chair, staring pointedly at my hands. | look down and
promptly drop them; | didn’t notice | was scratching.

“It's not you.” | turn my back towards him, busying myself with getting us both
something to drink, my breathing unsteady as flashes of Hudson flood my mind faster
and faster until all | can hear isa sharp ring.

A hand closes around mine, and the ringing stops.

| turn to find Blake standing behind me, his eyes filled with a sadness | can’'t quite
place. “It'shim, isn't it?’

There sno usein hidingit. “Yes. He was thelast...| mean, | sort of haven't...”

It's all so stupid, | know. Blake is so vastly different from Hudson. Blake doesn’t
yell, or make sudden movements. Everything he does seems well thought-out, at |east
when it comes to me. Hudson could never be like him if he tried. But while my mind
knows this, my brain has yet to catch up.

“I"'m not him,” Blake says gently, softly, asif he's still trying to calm me down. “We
won't touch until you want us to, and you can always tell me to fuck off. But | will
never hurt you. Being with me... it shouldn’t be something to fear.”

His eyes are like a steady mountain brook, calm and blue, and | cling to the shards of
peace | feel when | meet his gaze. “What should it be like, then?’

“Easy.” Blake' sfingers glide across my cheek, siding a stray lock of hair behind my
ear. “Safe. Good. Y ou can beyou, and I’ll be me. No pretending, no lies.”

| hold his gaze, the feeling of his palm on my cheek warm and comforting. “What if |
can never touch you? If we never kiss?’



“Then you'd be the first,” he says, and though there's a small smile on hisface | can
hear the sadnessin hisvoice. “But | don’t need to touch you to prove you' re mine.”

| blink. “But you just said?—"

“What | said doesn’'t matter. We will find other ways to convince them. Y our comfort
comes first, always.” Blake looks conflicted for a moment, but before | can say
anything he adds, “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry for whatever happened to you. Y ou
deserve to be treasured without fearing affection.”

A smile pulls at my lips. “So you’ re treasuring me now?’

“Like a goddamn pirate treasures his booty,” Blake smirks, leaning in to add, “And
this particular booty is very cute.”

A laugh ripples from my throat, easing my nerves and relaxing my muscles. | turn my
face away to hide the blush creeping into my cheeks—it was just a joke; there is no
reason to think he meant anything with it.

“Next game, I'll bethere.”

“You better,” Blake says and walks to where he’'d stashed his gym bag at the door.
“Or | would have gotten you this for nothing.”

He pulls a messily-wrapped package from the big side pocket and hands it to me.
From the sight, there is no doubt in my mind that he wrapped it himself, and a fuzzy
feeling spreads inside my chest at the thought. It means he thought of me when |
wasn't even around, and he went out of hisway to buy and wrap something for me.

And I’ ve been avoiding him all week like ajerk.



It takes some peeling, but | eventualy get enough tape loose to unwrap the paper,
revealing a gold-and-black hockey jersey with his last name and the number nineteen
displayed proudly on the fabric.

“You want me to wear your number?’ | glance up a him, trying to figure out the
depth of the gift. | know girlfriends wear their boyfriend’s number, and it would be
weird if | showed up without his. But to be presented with his jersey makes it al too
real.

Blake laughs. “Of course| do.”

“Thank you.” | press the jersey against my body. It’'s too big, but that’s a good thing.
It will retain more heat that way, which will hopefully keep out most of the cold in
the arena. I’'m sure he only got this size because he didn’t know mine, but it works
out in my favor.

“Oh, don’'t thank me just yet,” Blake says with a mischievous grin. “Tomorrow, I’'m
picking you up for Miller’s party.”

Miller, or Jaxton Miller, is our school’s quarterback. Every single year he throws a
party that can be heard across town, and the drama of which keeps the school paper
occupied for weeks. It is, by all accounts, my personal brand of hell.

| shake my head with vigor, but the sight only makes him laugh.

“Come on, you owe me. Besides, no girlfriend would let her boyfriend go to a party
like that by himself. Not going would kill our ranking before this thing has even
started.” Blake leans against the counter, al hard muscle and smug smiles. Damn

him. He knows the contest is my Achilles heel.

“Okay, fine. I'll go.” | sigh. “But that’ s that. No more owing each other.”



“Not so fast. I’'m not sure you’ ve considered the vast possibilities of me owing you .”
He winks, and | bite my tongue to keep myself in check as a thousand ideas spring to
mind. Most of them involve usin as little clothing as possible, and they are definitely
not worth speaking. | can only hope he doesn’t notice my cheeks darkening a shade.

| straighten my spine, trying to copy the confidence my sister carries herself with.
“You'd like that, wouldn’t you?’

“Mmhm,” Blake affirms. My breath catches as his fingers brush the outline of my
jaw, his eyes flitting to my lips for just a moment. “Whatever you want, you'll get.
Y ou just gotta say the words.”

“A trip to lceland? A puppy? One of those bookshelves that’s secretly a door to a
very private room?’ | raise my brow in challenge as my finger drags slowly down his
chest. It's clear he was talking about sex, not monetary favors, but it's too much fun
to mess with him to take any of it seriously.

Blake, asif seeing right through me, merely smiles, and the sight of it stirs something
deep within me. “I’m not sure you’ ve got the room in this dorm for a secret door, but
the other two are very doable. Just tell me where and when.”

“Alluring,” | say. “But you'd have to owe mefirst, right?’

“Right.” His eyeslock on my lips again, and | feel my resolve disappear at a break-
neck pace. | suck in abreath as my heart thundersin my chest, his lips drawing mein
like a magnet.

Fuck it. What’ s the harm, anyway? It’s not like we have a shot at winning this thing.
Maybe having sex with Blake is just what | need: a chance to make new, positive
sexua memories.



Slowly, | lean in until | can feel his breath on my skin, my lips amost brushing his.
His palm goes up to caress my cheek, but he doesn’t close the gap.

“1 should go,” hewhispers. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

| try not to let my disappointment show as | watch him take up his gym bag, cold
rushing in wherever we touched.

Miller’ s party might not be an official part of the contest, but it'll be so packed with
people that it can break our believability before we' ve even begun. After tomorrow,
everyone will know about us, and the real challenge will begin.

So far, Blake has talked a good game about me being his girl and him wanting me,
but when he had the chance to kiss me just now he didn’t take it. He must be having
second thoughts. I’m sure he wasn’'t planning on being chained to someone with this
much baggage.

“Do you still want to do this, Blake?’ | ask. “Because after tomorrow, there is no way
back.”

His shoulders sag, and for a moment | think he'll call it off. But then a sleepy smile
crosses hislips and he says, “I’ll pick you up at eight.”

With afinal glance he walks out the door, leaving me more confused than ever.
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Chapter 8
Blake
Y ou stupid, dumb-ass prick of a man.
| amost kissed her. I’d just told her she could trust me, that | wouldn’t do anything
she does not want me to. That she is the one who sets the pace. And not five minutes
later I’'m dreaming about tasting her, wondering how she’'d look bent over that pink
monstrosity she calls a couch.
In the end, right before | left, | think she may have wanted me to kiss her...but is that
something she wants, or did | make her think she does? | haven't exactly shied away
from touching her, or telling her she matters to me. That could have messed with her
head, made her want things she would never want on her own.
After al, when it comes to girls, I’'m only good for one thing: to be a quick hookup.
I’'m like the human version of those tiny purses actresses bring on red carpets—a
fashion accessory to be paraded around, but serve no purpose.
To be used, but barely liked. Certainly not loved.
Never loved.

| throw back another shot.

“You know those won't help you feel better, right?” A sweet female voice whispers



inmy ear, her fingertip traveling down my spine. “But | can.”

| cast her a sideways glance, though | can barely see her face in this dark and dingy
bar. | can't believe | let myself get dragged here. Even the bar stools are sticky. “No,
thanks. I’'m quite taken.”

“1 heard a rumor, but wasn’t sure it was true. | don’t see her, though,” she says, and
like she's not laying it on thick enough she sticks out her chest to show off her
cleavage. “1 won't tell her if you won’t. It will be our little secret.”

At least the rumor mill isworking in our favor.

With asigh, | turn to face the girl. She's wearing adress that is a good two inches too
short, the lace of her bra peeking out on the top. Even just the fact that she chose to
wear an outfit like that to a place like this, with its stained wallpaper and sticky
cracked tile floor, says enough about her intentions for the night. It's amost sad,
really. “I’m not a cheater. You won'’t convince me, but I’m sure any of my teammates
would be delighted to keep you company tonight. You should try your luck with
them.”

| rise to my feet. I’'m done with this place. When | agreed with the guys to come here
| did so to celebrate our win and take my mind off Alexis. But while they’re at the
pool table honoring Levi’s one-drink rule, I’ m sneaking drinks at the bar with no one
but her taking up my thoughts.

“You should have taken her up on that offer, Taylor. As someone who's fucked
Alexis before, | can tell you it’s not worth it. Better to bed this one—or any other
girl—instead.”

My gaze shoots up to the other side of the bar, where the sight of Hudson’'s self-
satisfied smirk makes my blood boil.



He ruined her life. He terrifies her.

And now he's badmouthing her?

It takes three strides for me to reach him. Three strides for the color to drain from his
face as he realizes his mistake. My knuckles are itching to punch him, to hold him
down until he wets himself in fear. But | don’t want to give Alexis any reason to be
afraid of me.

Levi and Raf are behind me in a second, their hands on my shoulders to keep me
from punching him. | have no intention to.

“Maybe not to you, but she and | have no problems at al,” | say in a voice that
doesn’t sound like mine. “That being said, talk about Alexis one more time, and I'll
make you wish you' d never learned to speak at all. Understood?”’

He's backing up now, his muscles taut with fear as he crashes into stools and chairs.
Hudson’ s always been a coward, even when he was still on the team. Never went into
the attack, barely did any defense. The day they kicked him off the team was
glorious, especially because it made room for Raf to come in and secure our victory.
Now | just wish I’d slammed him into the boards a few more times.

“| said, understood?”’

He gives the saddest, most pathetic little nod in history, his whole body shaking like a
leaf. “You're insane, you know that? Both of you are. Y ou deserve each other.”

“Finally, something we agree on,” | say, and because I'm already being an alpha jock
incarnate, | pretend to jump him just to watch him squirm. It sends him right out the
door.



Good fucking riddance.

“What the hell was that about?’ Levi asks. “How does he even know Alexis, let alone
about the two of you?’

| pause, keeping my back turned to him so he can’'t see my surprise. Alexis hasn't
told him, then, about the situation with Hudson. Does that mean she’s been keeping it
a secret, living in that fear al alone? No, Alissa knows. Her eyes said as much when
she caught us on the couch and | told her about Alexis s wrist. Still, to keep that kind
of thing al to yourself...

“1 don’'t know, man,” | say slowly. “But | don’t trust him for a second. If you see him
around, make sure he doesn’t go near Alexis. Just to be safe.”

“You and Alexis, huh?' Raf grins. “I can't believe you finally made a move on her
without telling me. We're supposed to be best friends, man.”

Hearing Raf say we're friends sparks a warm feeling in my chest, though the puzzled
look on Levi’'s face at the word finally reminds me | have to play into the ruse, not

the truth.

“It just sort of happened,” | shrug. “We' re taking it slow, though. Y ou haven’'t missed
much.”

Raf jabs me in the chest with a laugh. “Yeah, right. You can play innocent al you
want, Taylor, but you know I’m going to get the truth out of you at some point.”

With one last glance at the door | let Levi bring me back to the group, trying to steady
myself enough that | can pretend I’'m just playing my part.

My teammates, not even trying to hide the fact they got another round in Levi's



absence, cheer as we approach.

“What was that about?’ Eric asks, jerking his chin towards the bar, and Raf claps my
shoulder.

“Blake’s got himself a girlfriend,” he sings in a teasing tone, and to my horror
everyone but a scowling Levi joins in the chorus as he sings, “Blake and Alexis
gitting in atree, k-i-s-s-i-n-g.”

“Alright, alright. Settle down.” | roll my eyeslike I’'m in on the joke, though really, |
am the joke.

Because | am obsessed with a girl who loves to remind me that what we have is fake.
A girl so lovely and kind that I'm drawn to her like a moth to a flame. A girl for
whom I’ d destroy myself to be close to her.

It defies all logic, the way she is worth every risk. Every inconvenience. She might
have only known my name for a few weeks, but it's longer than | deserve. She will

never love me, and | don’t even care.

Because Alexis Mooreisthe sun in my universe, and | only want to be in her orbit.
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Chapter 9
Alexis
At exactly eight p.m., Blake texts to say he's out front.

| drag my feet, of course. | can feel the flare-up of pain looming over me from a mile
away, and crowded places are my definition of hell. There is aso the issue of our
near-kiss hanging between us, athing we haven't spoken about since it happened. But
| promised | would go with him if only to keep us in the game. So after the third
honk, | force myself to leave my safe cocoon and face him.

“Hey,” | say as| dlideinto the passenger seat. “ Thanks for picking me up.”

Blake twists in his seat to face me, his eyes dragging over me as his gaze dightly
darkens. “Always. Y ou look cute tonight, Sunshine.”

“Cute?’ | smirk. | put on my dluttiest outfit, though | suppose that’s still tame
compared to other girl’s day clothes. A tight-fitting white dress that shows a
lot—truly, a lot—of cleavage, heels that will make me regret having legs by the end
of the night, and lightly patterned tights. Sure, most of it is covered by a long, knit
cardigan, but still. Cuteis not the word | would use.

“Would you prefer another adjective?’ Blake raises a brow. “Ravishing, perhaps?’

| laugh. “Y ou can use whatever words you want.”



“About that,” Blake twists even further in his seat until he's fully facing me, a
position that cannot possibly be comfortable for someone his size. “Can you give me
a rundown of things you're okay with? Like, can | hold your hand, touch your arm?
Maybe kiss your cheek if it getsto it?’

| take a moment to process his question, the words leaving his lips at quite the speed
asif he'd been afraid to ask.

“You are supposed to be my boyfriend,” | say. “You can touch me wherever you
want, call me whatever you want, as long as you warn me before you do something
big.”

“l just—" Blake looks away for a moment, the conflict showing on his face. “| don’t
want anything | do to cause you panic or fear because it makes you think of ...him.”

Is that why he refused to kiss me last night? | can see thelogic. Of course | do. And |
can't sit here and pretend such a thing hasn't happened before; it's what stopped me
from dating in the first place. But | never told him that.

| take Blake's hand, lacing our fingers together as one. His eyes dart up to meet mine
and for a second my breath catches.

“You're not him,” | say, not just for him but for me. “I promise | will tell you if
something like that happens, but you can’t let the fear of it dictate your actions. And |
can't, either. It won’'t always be smooth sailing, but...but we need to make this look
real, no matter the cost.”

“Are you sure about this?’ Blake asks, and the tenderness in his voice is so unlike
anything I’'m used to that my heart flutters at the sound. “It’s not too late. We can
forget the whole thing right here and now.”



| shake my head. “Yes, I'm sure. I'm not taking your money. Maybe | need to look at
this as something of atrial run, a fake relationship to prepare me for the rea thing,
you know? Get me ready to date again. And since you’re doing that for me, | want
you to know that as long as you keep it way down on the down low, you’ re welcome
to sleep with whoever you wish.”

Blake holds my gaze with a scoff. “I haven't cheated once in my life, and I’'m not
about to start now.”

“It’s not cheating.” | laugh. “Y ou’re only mine during the day. Who you spend your
nights with is none of my business.”

1 No.”

| raise abrow. “No?’

“No,” Blake says again, even more firmly thistime. “You said it yourself, we need to
sell this relationship to win. And if you’'re looking at what we're doing as a trial run,
then I’'m going to give you the full experience. So no, | won't be slegping with
anyone. And some nights, the two of us will have sleepovers so my teammates don’t
get suspicious. Y ou take the bed, I’ |l take the floor.”

A muscle tensesin his jaw, those bright blue eyes dark and flighty as they hold mine.
There is no convincing him of his plan, that much is clear. “Y ou have thought a lot
about this.”

“You have no idea.” He wipes a hand over his face, his eyes pressed closed for a
moment before they fall back on me.

There is something in the look on his face that makes my heart flutter, and | bite my
lip before | can do something stupid like trying to kiss him again. “Look, you



obviously know what you're doing, and | don't. Like, at all. So you take the lead, and
I’ll follow. And if you crossaline, I'll kick you in the nuts, and that will be that.”

Blake' s expression softens as he looks at me, his hand still in mine, his thumb tracing
slow circles on my skin. “Sounds like afair deal. Let’sfall in love, Sunshine.”

When we step into the house, a few buttons on Blake's shirt are undone and my hair
isdlightly disheveled.

| wish it happened naturally, but alas. It was a last-minute idea Blake had to kick-start
the rumor mill, and judging by the looks of the drunk kids outside, it's already
working.

“I’m going to put my arm around your waist,” Blake whispers in my ear, and his
fingers gently stroke along the width of my back before settling on my hip. In one
fast movement he pulls me flush against him, my palm landing on the hard planes of
his chest as | try to keep my balance.

Even without looking | know all eyes are on us. The quiet, rarely-seen sister of the
captain of the hockey team, getting touchy and dirty with one of the hottest athletes
on campus? Y eah, | would not believe it either.

“You okay?' Blake asks under his breath, and as my heart leaps from my chest | raise
myself onto my toes and press akissto hisjaw.

Blake stills beneath my lips and for amoment | think I’ ve done something wrong, but
as| pull away | find him smiling almost shyly, a hint of color on his cheeks.

“You are just full of surprises, aren’'t you?’ he muses, and as a stray beam of light
from amirrorball catches hisface | notice the bright purple lipstick staining his jaw.



“I think | left amark,” | laugh. “Here, let me...”

| move my fingers to wipe off the lipstick but his hand closes over mine before | get
the chance.

“Leaveit,” Blake says. “Let them know I’m yours.”

And | want to ignore it, pretend they didn’t. But the words make my heart flutter just
the same.

Miller's party is held in the football team’s joint housing, an old Victorian building
with a wraparound porch and turret. In its prime it must have been a gorgeous
statement of opulence, but after a decade of housing rowdy college boysitisafar cry
from beautiful. Most of the wallpaper has been scratched off, there is a mirrorball in
the grand foyer and the hardwood floors are in desperate need of varnishing. |
shudder at the thought of what the rest of the house must be like.

Though this isn't an official part of the Cute Couples contest, a small crew armed
with cameras and microphones has assembled to capture the scene. Blake was right,
then, when he said not going would kill our ranking before the contest started.
Whatever misconceptions | had about tonight, about easing into the ruse, | have to
leave at the door. Because the presence of cameras means the gameison. It's al or
nothing from here on out.

| try not to dwell on it too much as Blake |eads me through every room, shielding me
from spilled drinks and clumsy guys built like skyscrapers. And while many jealous
gazes are shot my way, | let them bounce right off me.

Though | stick to the shadows, Blake puts me right in the spotlight. From a silly
dance in the living room to a friendly game of beer pong where he twirls me around
with each shot, Blake knows exactly how to draw attention our way and keep it there,



| enjoy seeing him like this—happy, freein away | can never quite find myself to be.
That realization alone is enough for me to retreat into my shell, and as Blake's
winning streak continues, | excuse myself to cleanse my nostrils of the scent of cheap
beer.

The bass from the music booms through the house like an earthquake, and the
darkness paired with the crowds makes it hard to see where I’m going. | push through
the bodies, following the soft breeze that sometimes rears its head, signaling an open
door or window nearby. It's only a matter of finding it.

“Alexig!”

| turn to find Levi lounging on a worn-out leather chair, my sister sitting on the
ground at his feet. They are in what | assume to be a former den, the books on the
bookshelves replaced by team photos and trophies. There is an untouched game of
chess at the coffee table and a guy | don’'t recognize scribbles on a large sheet of
paper while others guess letters and take shots when they’ re correct.

So, hangman with booze. The creativity of college students knows no bounds.

“Hey, guys. Having fun?’

“Oh yeah, I’'m having an absolute blast . If you' re here to take me home, don’t bother.
Levi has aready taken it upon himself to make sure | don’t have a drop of alcohol.”

My sister rolls her eyesin annoyance, though | can see the anxiety in her eyes.

“Well, yeah. You can't exactly go into your driving test drunk, can you? Not twice,
anyway.” | give her a pointed look, but my sister just shrugs.

“1 thought it might make a difference.”



“And it did. You didn’'t just fail, you were banned from the place,” Levi smirks.
Alissa glares at him without a word. She's been failing her driving tests for years, and
even if she somehow passes the next one, | won’t be a passenger in her car without a
gun to my head.

“Really, why are you here, though?’ Alissalooks me up and down, no doubt spotting
the dress | stole from her closet. We're practically the same person, anyway, so
what’ s alittle theft between sisters?

| open my mouth but before | can say a word a familiar voice bellows through the
room, drowning out even the loudest music. “There's my better half!”

Blake's arms snake around my waist and he burrows his face in the crook of my
neck. Am | dreaming, or are those kisses he' s pressing to my throat?

If I’'m dreaming, never wake me up.

From the ground, Alissa is shaking her head with a knowing grin, but Levi doesn’t
share her laughter. He looks almost angry as he takes us in, and that’s enough for me
to tug at Blake' s deeve to get him to stop.

The smell of beer on his breath almost takes me out, but it's what's behind him that
makes my stomach tighten with dread. | grab Blake's arm, pulling it tighter around
me like a shield so Hudson can’'t see me, can’'t hurt me.

Blake vowed to protect me, but he did so sober. | have no idea what drunk Blake
thinks or what he would do, or how much of thisis even redl. | have to trust that he

will keep hisword.

“Hey babe,” | say. “Winning streak over?’



A big, goofy grin spreads across Blake's cheeks as he shouts a little too loudly,
“Never. With you in my arms, I’m awinner every damn day.”

Even while drunk, Blake knows just what to say, even if the words are corny as hell. |
know | shouldn’t, but | laugh so hard at the sheer ridiculousness of it that tears crowd
my eyesand | gasp for air.

“C’ mere,” Blake mumbles. His body engulfs me like aweighted blanket and then I'm
lifted into the air, his hands firm on my ribcage as he spins us in place. My laughter is
audible even over the loudest song of the night and | wonder what is happening to
me, why my smiles and laughs appear so easily when it comes to him.

In my peripheral vision | see Hudson shaking his head, his face unreadable. But it's
the camera crew behind him, their lenses pointed straight at us, that makes my heart
hammer in my throat.

Guess we're doing this.

| cup Blake' s face in my hands, still spinning as | bring my lips down to his skin. My
lips barely brush his before traveling up to kiss his forehead—fine, | chickened out on
kissing him. But couples kiss in other places, right?

Blake stops our spinning at once. His bright blue eyes are filled with wonder as he
looks at me. He lowers me gently, inch by inch until my feet touch the ground, and as
his fingers brush my cheek | can only hope he's about to show me what a real kiss
looks like. | lean forward, my heart leaping from my chest as he?—

Dashes away. And he dared to jest about the thought of kissing him giving me arash.

Before | can stop him he has disappeared into the crowd, emerging moments later on
the original hardwood stairs. | don’t waste a second before going after him.



The door closes just as | reach the pitch-dark landing and | push through the couples
searching for a discreet place to have some fun, knocking on the door moments later.

“Go away.” Blake's voice sounds strangled; not surprising, since he made the rather
stupid decision to start spinning with that much to drink. No wonder it's al coming
back up again. “You don’t want to see this.”

| roll my eyes. Like I’ve never seen anyone throw up before. Hell, once you've had
someone else’ s vomit cover you, the whole thing loses its gross factor.

“I’'m coming in.”

The weak light streaming in through the hallway banister illuminates his damp face
as he shrieks away from the light, trying to hide himself from my sight. | slip into the
small room, closing the door behind me and fidgeting with the lights. For a reason |
don’'t know but am grateful for, there’'s a dim setting.

“Oh, honey.”

No one can hear us, but this isn’'t about them. It's about Blake, retching his guts out,
still trying to shield me from the sight. My fingers trace circles on his back out of
instinct—it’ s something my mother likesto do, and | guess the habit has passed down
to me.

Blake groans. An awful, guttural sound filled with suffering, and | start humming if
only to make him less self-conscious about the noise he's making. I’m not known to
hold a tune, and it's a far cry from the original, but in the end my cover of Here
Comes The Sun seemsto calm him alittle.

“Keep going, please .”



| drag my fingers aong his spine until I’'m met with his soft brown curls, focusing on
that instead of the aching in my knee from the hard tile. “Any requests? | suggest you
stay far away from Celine Dion, lest you want to feel even worse.”

He barely has time to shake his head, but | don’'t need an answer. | caught a glimpse
of his playlists on the drive here, and they had enough in common for me to know
exactly what he likes. And so, as softly as | can get away with while still being
audible, | start singing I'm On Fire. If good oI’ Bruce can’'t make him feel better,
nothing will.

Normally | would never, ever sing in public, but Blake is in no shape to make fun of
me. And if he tries? Well, let’sjust say | know the lyrics to My Heart Will Go On by
heart.

Blake slumps against the wall and without a word his trembling hand finds my thigh
for comfort. | stare at it in wonder. His hand, massive compared to mine, makes me
look tiny despite being 5 11”. Stranger still, he touched me without thinking, and |
didn’'t feel a hint of fear. In fact, it feels amost natural to be touched by Blake and to
touch him in return.

It's agood thing. It means we are comfortable with each other, at a deeper level. Like
good friends. That will make it so much easier to trick everyone into thinking we're
inlove.

“That should not have worked.” Blake lifts the hem of his navy blue shirt to wipe his
face with a groan, though he makes no effort to hover above the toilet bowl. Progress
. | wet a few sheets of toilet paper in place of a cloth and settle back down beside
him, gently cleaning the sweat off his skin.

“You'reright, it shouldn’t have. Not even alittle. But it did.”



He rests his head against the cold tile with a smile and closes his eyes. In this moment
of reprieve, | search my purse for the anti-nausea pills | know are hidden in there
somewhere and stuff them into his palm.

“Take these, they’ll make you feel better. There's no glass for water, but maybe if
you?—"

Before | can finish my sentence he's tossed the pills into his mouth and swallowed. |
shudder at the sight, almost feeling the dryness of those pills going down my throat.
“Y ou raw-dog your pills? Y ou're such aweirdo.”

“You're the one who followed me into the bathroom. You can’'t judge a person for
what they do here. It's in the constitution.” His strong arms snake around my walist,
pulling me closer before resting his forehead against my temple, his breath tickling
my ear.

“You're so soft.” He brushes his lips against my skin. “Always so fucking soft.
Drives me insane.”

| laugh—drunk people say the strangest things. “It’s a peach-scented body lotion. Got
it at atwo-for-one sale.”

His breath tickles my skin as he sniffs his way to my throat, the tickling sensation
making me laugh again. “ Smells like god-damn heaven. Can | eat it?’

“Nope.”
“Can | eat you?’' His faceis barely an inch from mine, the look in his eyes revealing

his every thought. His gaze flits to my lips, and if I’'m lucky he won't notice the
wildfire on my cheeks.



“Y ou—what?’

Blake brushes aloose lock from my face, allowing me to see the lust in his gaze when
he says, “I’ve been dying to taste you since the moment | first saw you years ago. |
can make you feel so fucking good, Alexis. You just haveto let me.”

The low tone of his voice sends awave of longing to the lowest part of my belly and |
bite my lip to keep myself in check. | might be unable to bring myself to orgasm, but
| have no doubt in my mind that Blake can get me there. | doubt it would even take
any effort on his part; I’ ve burned for him in secret for so long that seeing him naked
might be my undoing, though I’ d never deny myself the chance to be touched by him.

But thisisn't sober Blake talking. Sober Blake doesn’t even want to kiss me, let alone
fuck me. If there’'s one thing | know for sureis that drunk Blake is lying his cute butt
off.

“Is that so?’ | ask. “Because I'm thinking you're full of it. Drunk Blake is saying
things sober Blake doesn’t think about.”

A low chuckle leaves his throat, his lips brushing against my neck with an
intoxicating gentleness. “ Oh, trust me, Sunshine. | think about you plenty.”

He kisses my neck. “In bed.”

“In the kitchen.” His tongue traces an agonizing pattern over the curl of my ear.
Another kiss, on my temple this time, his voice but a whisper in my ear. “In the
shower.”

Heat explodes in my veins, my body aflame with a hunger I've rarely felt. | gasp as
his lips find my collarbone, his tongue deliciously close to my sensitive nipples, but
come to my senses before his lips reach mine.



“Blake,” | whisper as| gently push him off me. “Stop. Y ou're drunk.”

Something changes in his gaze as he blinks, his eyes taking on a peacefulness | don’t
often see. His hand finds mine, our fingers laced together as he leans his head on my
shoulder. “Thank you, Alexis.”

| press a kiss on the back of his pam. | might never be able to kiss Blake or sleep
with him, no matter how badly | may want to. But Blake doesn’t seem to care about
any of that—he treats me the same as before he found out, still flirting and testing my
boundaries in the way only he can.

And so, as my siblings half-carry Blake back to the car and he glances over his
shoulder at me, all | can doissmile.

Because in some way, however small and short-lived, we had a moment no one can
take away.
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Chapter 10
Blake
Thisisnot my dorm.

The pillowcase is too soft, not to mention it smells heavenly like Alexis's signature
pomegranate shampoo. There is no stomping of inconsiderate feet on the stairs, but a
sweet voice humming some Taylor Swift song, the sound nearly luring me back to

sleep.
Instead, | force my eyes to open.

I’'m in Alexis's living room, sprawled out like a starfish on that horrendous pink
couch. A broad beam of sunlight drifts through a crack in the curtains to fall onto the
cracked kitchen floor, illuminating her hair like it was spun gold.

Her pajamas are old and saggy, the shirt barely grazing her hip bones, the pink-
spotted pants sagging down to revea the dlightest hint of her underwear. | force
myself to look away before this has a chance to turn things more awkward. | told her
| would never force anything on her, and that she could trust me. If I'm lying here
with a massive hard-on while staring straight at her, it would go against everything
I’ ve been trying to do.

I’m not afraid to admit that Alexis Moore is mind bogglingly attractive to me, nor am
| afraid to tell her that. But there is a time and a place for everything, and when it
comes to the physical stuff, she sets the pace. So | turn, making a show of stretching



and yawning so | don’t startle her when she turns around and finds me awake.

She glances over her shoulder with a smile that wakes mein an instant. “On a scale of
one through ten, how do you fedl ?’

“Gotta be at least a seven, now that | see you.” | shoot her a wink, and god does it
feel good. Sure, my head is killing me and there's a fifty-fifty chance I'll throw up,
but Alexis being the first thing | see when | wake adds at least six points. Maybe
seven, if she smiles at me again.

“You're so weird,” she says, and though her back is turned towards me | can hear the
smilein her voice. “Do you remember anything from last night?’

A crease forms between my eyebrows as | sit up, my hand flying to my forehead as if
it could take away the sharp pain. | have no proof, but | swear | hear her laugh at me.

| hope she doesiit again.

Last night was a haze of cheap beer and spinning rooms. | remember getting a little
carried away in beer pong, a few puck bunnies fighting for my attention, and Alexis
kissing my forehead after | spun her around.

But | also remember an angel sitting with me while | puked my guts out, showing me
real, no-strings-attached affection for what may very well be the first time in my life.
Between her calming touch and terrible yet endearing singing voice, last night still
goes down as one of the best I've had in years.

Which iswhy I’'m sure | did something stupid.

“Bits and pieces,” | wipe a hand across my face. Only now do | notice the glass of
water and ibuprofen sitting on the coffee table. An angel.



“Hmm,” Alexis leans against the kitchen counter, her slender fingers curled around a
mug. “What about the part where you said you wanted to eat me out?’

| almost choke on my water. “I did what?’

“Oh, yes. Then | said you were full of it, and you were like—" She drops her voice to
mimic mine, bringing a smile to my face despite the horror. “— trust me, Sunshine, |
think about you plenty . And then you tried to kiss me a bunch.”

Fuck . | did do that. In a spur of acohol-induced stupidity, | shed all common sense
and came on to her. The strange thing is that neither then nor now does she seem to
mind. If she did, she wouldn’t be joking about it, right? My heart skips a beat at the
thought. Maybe | have a shot with her after all.

| rise, approaching in long, slow strides, my heart pounding louder than my head until
there's only a single step between us. “Maybe if you show me where | kissed you,
it'll jog my memory?’

Alexis smiles, and by god does the sight of it tug at my heart. | watch breathless as
she draws in closer, her hand reaching out to touch my chest, that golden hair tickling
my nose. Pomegranate shampoo curls around my nostrils and | close my eyes as her
breath tickles my ear, the laugh rolling from her lips filling me with air. “I told you
you were full of shit.”

My hand moves to the small of her back, inching her against me. “No, I'm not. The
things | want to do to you...”

It is pure torture, having her this close, and yet it's all | have ever wanted. Her skin,
warm beneath my fingertips, calls to the part of me that swore off relationshipsin my
teens to declare him an idiot. Her ass is tantalizingly within reach, but not mine to
touch. Yet . But it's her eyes, big and almost blue in the morning light, that hold me



hostage.

“What's stopping you?’ Her voice is barely louder than a whisper, but | hear every
word she says—and doesn’t say. “Why not push me against the wall and take me?’

The mental image of me doing exactly that flashes before my eyes and | can't help
but grin. “Y our brother would kill meif I did.”

Her fingers travel aong the hard planes of my chest, her eyes following the
movement with surprising interest. Selfishly, | hope she feels the hard muscle
underneath. That she imagines what my chest would look like bare, how it would feel
pressed up against hers. That it turns her on the way she turns me on.

“1 thought you weren’t afraid of anyone?’

“I'm not. But | am afraid of fucking this up,” | tuck a strand of hair behind her ear,
my hand lingering on her cheek, savoring the feeling of having her in my arms. Mine.
“If 1 hurt you, | wouldn’t be able to live with myself.”

| hold her gaze. What | wouldn’t give to kiss her right now, hard and frenzied and
wanting, and show her exactly how | feel about her. Better yet, hoist her up onto the
counter to make her fed it, just like she's asking of me now, and make her come
again and again with my name on those pretty lips.

All air leaves my lungs as her eyes move to my lips. “Who says I’'m going to get
hurt? | know what thisis. | know that it’s over as soon as we' ve won.”

And it is a stupid, stupid move, but I’'m a stupid boy. | lean in even closer, our
foreheads pressed together, my eyes on hers so she can see exactly how serious | am
as | whisper, “Sunshine, when | get my way with you, neither of us will want this to

stop.
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Chapter 11
Alexis

If someone asked me what the epitome of romance was, you would never find me
saying dance.

Books and movies do a great job of romanticizing the shit out of it, with grand
ballrooms, beautiful dresses and stares filled with longing and desire. But out here in
the real world, dancing means cramped studios, buckets of sweat, and too many
people in your personal space.

Which is why, when | heard that our first official date for the contest was a salsa
class, | wanted to fake an illness at once.

I’m not exaggerating when | say that Blake had to drag me into the car.

He had to drop by the house first to change, and though I've been at their place
dozens of times over the years this time felt different. Not just because Rafagl kept a
shit-eating grin on his face when we walked in or because they kept telling me where
Blake' s room was and that |1 shouldn’t be afraid to go with him. But because seeing
me and Blake together seems to have shifted his teammates idea of me. No longer
am | Levi’s quiet sister, easy to forget, boring to flirt with. Now, I'm Blake's
girlfriend. Off-limits. Kind of cool, in her own way. Or she must be if Blake swilling
to put up with her.

We amost kissed this morning— again —and like the other night we kind of brushed



over it and went on with our day, though the tension is still there simmering
underneath every little touch, every stolen glance. And there have been alot of those.

Now here we are, in a ballet studio across town, with massive windows on one side
and a wall of mirrors on the other. The film crew is larger than | expected, with
massive cameras and boom mics scattered across the cramped studio, while we and
two dozen other couples are packed like sardines on the dance floor.

How wonderful.

At least | have Blake here with me, whose absentminded touches are strangely
comforting. Though after this morning, it’s hard to know where we stand. He hinted
at wanting something more, and though 1’d be hard-pressed to admit it out loud the
thought has crossed my mind, too. But | can’t think about that now.

Not when | have to stay focused on not stepping on anyone’ s toes. Literally.

The girl who took our sign-ups, Paris, skips to the front of the room after our warm-
up and takes her place standing on a chair. She's even smaller than my mother, with
glossy blond hair and bold makeup that I’m sure makes her stand out in every room.
“Hello everyone! You might have noticed our new friends—it's because we have
been keeping a little secret from you guys. We have partnered with a local television
channel to broadcast this competition! Isn't that exciting?’

It's clear Paris expected us to be elated, but no one cheers. In fact, it's groans and
protests that dominate the room. No one signed up to be on actual television.

Our reaction flusters Paris, as she stammers. “Well, we like it, anyway. Nevertheless,
this fun opportunity comes with some rule changes, so listen up!”

Another girl, dightly taller and with big, round glasses, joins Paris on a chair and



clutches a list. Her voice is softer, dlightly shaking, as if it takes everything in her
might to get the words out. “Each week, two couples will be eligible for elimination,
voted on by our viewers. Any proof of fraudulent behavior means instant
disqualification. Voting is possible only through our website and ends one week after
each date, with the eliminated couples being sought out on campus for a fina
interview. And we'reon TV now, so let’s keep things PG!”

| roll my eyes, though | feel a knot form in my stomach. This stupid announcement
has raised the stakes tenfold.

We can't falter, not for a moment.

It helps alittle that we're not the only fakes in the room. A few rows down are two of
Alissa's friends, who | know don’t play for the other’s team, and to the other side of
the room there' s a couple who can’'t even look at each other. If we' re more believable
than them, we might survive thefirst round at least.

Only now do I notice the crew has changed. There' s the students, sure, but they hover
around the new cameramen, hoping to pick up a thing or two. The new guys are
older, more burly, and almost uncaring as they dart around the room to pick up shots
of us. Yearsof reality TV has taught me that those who get the most airtime often win
the competition, so whatever we do, we have to be interesting enough to catch their
attention.

Paris and her friend have left to join the others to the side, with our instructors taking
their place. They can't be older than forty, with muscles to rival even Blake's.
Dancing is no joke. They jump right into it, and though | try to copy their moves | fail
miserably. Damn those mirrors. Now I’m going to look like an idiot!

Blake catches my eye and smiles, leaning in until his breath tickles my ear.
“Remember, we're madly in love, so you can touch everything your heart desires.”



There is an emphasis on the word everything that is hard to miss, and the knowing
smile on his face sends a shiver of yearning down my spine. My cheeks burn as| give
him a playful shove, and | try to ignore my heart skipping a beat at the touch of his
toned chest. “Don’t make promises you don’t intend to keep, Taylor.”

A crease forms between Blake' s brows as he scans my face. “Is this about earlier?’

“It might be.”

His fingers travel up to the base of my spine and in one smooth movement he pulls
me against him, his body rock hard against mine as he searches my eyes.

“If you're worried | don’t find you attractive, you' re wasting your energy.” His hand
closes over mine, gently gliding it over his chest until it rests over his heart. “Can you
feel my heart, Alexis? Do you fedl it beating?’

| nod.

“1 didn’t. Not until | saw you all those years ago, when you laughed at me for the first
time. I'm not sure what it is we have, but | know that I’ ve never felt like this before.
So I’'m not going to kiss you or sleep with you, no matter how badly | want to. Not
until you are one hundred percent sure, and you feel completely safe and adored by

me.

Blake's heart hammers underneath my palm, and though I’ m waiting for him to take
it al back | know he won't. Heisn't lying. | know that. But | can’t make sense of it,
either.

“Areyou saying | brought the great Blake Taylor to his knees?’ | arch abrow, hoping
he hears the quiet teasing in my voice.



His lips tug into a smirk. “You can have me on my knees whenever you want. When
thetimeisright.”

“Well, aren’t you a gentleman?’

“Do you have to sound so disappointed?’ Blake says. His hand glides down my thigh,
lifting it to his hip before dipping me backward, our bodies pressed close for a few
glorious moments.

“That depends. Do | have a reason to be disappointed? Or are you saving me from a
let-down?”’

A thunderous laugh rips from Blake's chest and | shriek as the floor falls from
beneath my feet, his hands holding firm onto my ribcage. His face is dangerously
close to my core, and | can't help but think about forcing his hand by throwing my
leg over his shoulder and scooting closer until he forgets all about his adorably sweet
hangups.

Through the mirror, | can see all the eyesin the room turn to us. Blake doesn’t put me
down.

“What are you doing?’ | whisper. “Put me down.”

“No. You'reinair jail until you apologize for wounding my ego. Besides, if you're so
afraid of being let down, you better get used to being up there,” Blake says camly,
and it’s hard to miss the self-satisfaction in his voice.

Bastard. Smug, kindhearted bastard.

“Fine. You can't keep this up, anyway. At some point I'll get too heavy to lift and
you'll have to put me down.” Finally all that extra padding has a purpose. | knew



those extra snacks were worth it.

“Not happening. | work out six days a week, Sunshine. Y ou weigh nothing to me.” |
shriek as he maneuvers me down and slings me over his shoulder.

| hit his back with balled fists, though my laughter sabotages my tone as | say, “Put
me down!”

“Never.” His hand presses into my ass to keep mein place. Am | dreaming, or did he
just kissmy hip?

The cameras are on the two of us. | can see them all around. So as Blake carries me to
the other side of the studio, away from the gazes of our competition and the class we
knew I'd hate, | wait until I’m sure there' s a camera on me and sgqueeze Blake' s buitt.
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Chapter 12
Blake

It's a good thing hockey is a violent sport, because I've got a lot of pent-up
frustration to work out.

Mostly at myself, for not being able to focus when | need to and thus barely getting a
passing grade for a topic | know by heart, and for still not having called the only
mother figure I’ ve ever had so we can catch up.

There's also the anger at my mother. She texted me this morning, the first I’ ve heard
from her in months. She was never much of a maternal figure, but | don’'t think I'm
wrong for wishing she cared about me enough to warrant a text longer than Hockey
good?

Finally, and perhaps most pressingly, there is the sexual frustration of pretending to
date the hottest woman on the planet and not being able to touch her. When she
squeezed my ass in that salsa class | felt it through my entire body, like a fiery bliss
I’d never felt before. Even now, as she sits in the first row with Alissa, bundled up
from head to toe in Brookside University merch and my jersey— fuck , that jersey is
my undoing-t’s taking everything | have not to take her into a broom closet and
prove I’'m hers. It's mortifying, the effect she has on me without even trying.

Her feet are propped up against the boards, a textbook clutched in her gloved hands. |
know she's here for my benefit only; she would much rather be in her dorm, nice and
warm and away from the crowd. | hadn’t asked her to come, either, having decided to



give her some space after our recent flirtations amost turned into something more.
Shejust came, jersey and all, a cute little sign at her feet that says G o Blakey-bear!

Y eah. I’'m never living that one down.

Brookside's colors are black and gold, which is a good thing, as by the end of the
second period, I’m practically dripping blood.

The moment the buzzer goes | skate over to where Alexis and Alissa sit near the sin
bin and put my hands against the plexiglass, waiting for her to do the same.

“Oh my god, Blake!” she gasps. “Are you okay? Shouldn’t you be with a doctor? Do
we need to take you to a hospital ?’

Oh, right. Sometimes | forget what we must look like to people who don’t follow the
sport, all that blood and sweat and violence. What can | say? | like to play rough.

| shoot her awink. “No worries, Sunshine. Most of thisblood isn't even mine.”

Her face relaxes only dightly, allowing me to really take her in. Alexis looks pale,
those big eyes red with fatigue, her hands shaking ever so slightly—she' s exhausted.
She shouldn’t be here. She should be at home, in bed, getting the rest she needs. Why
isn’'t she telling me to fuck off and leaving? Why does she stay when it only causes
her harm?

Alexis angles her head, shaking me from my thoughts. “ Promise?’

“lI promise.” | press a kiss to her pam through the glass, missing her warmth. My
body aches with abuse and all | want is to feel her in my arms, to get even a whisper
of a kiss from those soft lips. But those things aren’t mine to wish for. Not really.
“Why don’t you go home and get some sleep? I'll text you when | get home to prove



I’m in one piece.”

Despite her exhaustion, a mischievous smile creeps onto Alexis' lips. “No way. Not
until you score the winning goal and dedicate it to me.”

| grin at her as Levi grabs me by the collar to pull me back to where the team has
gathered, butterflies wreaking havoc in my stomach. She might not be truly mine, but

| don’t care. Because she’ sjust given me permission to claim her, mark her as mine.

And so, as Levi pulls me further and further away from her, | press my fingers
together to form a heart meant just for her.

Now all | need isto score and seal the deal. Challenge accepted.
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Chapter 13
Alexis

The arena was cold and loud, making it impossible to fall asleep right away despite
my exhaustion. To help wind down, | press play on one of my favorite shows and put
on aface mask while | wait for my tea. Lottie, my best friend aside from Alissa, isn’t
picking up her phone. Which sucks, as | haven't talked to her in a few weeks due to
our conflicting schedules. | just text her to call me when she can.

A click, a flash, and the bubbling noise stops. Embers dance over the counter top,
jumping from the electric kettle. | rush to pull the plug from the socket, but most of
the damage has already been done. Shit. That's on me for buying a cheap one, |
guess, but even the cheap one | could barely afford; | definitely can’t replace it right
now. Guess there will be no cherry teain my future.

I’m halfway through an episode of Reign when my phone dings twice. | wave it off,
figuring it's spam, but when | unlock my phone to check the time a very shirtless

Blake fills my screen.

| bitemy lip as| stare at it, taking in all that muscle and bulging veins, right down to
the very sculpted V line way down lo—wait, is he even wearing pants?

Blake

Proof I’'m unharmed.



Unharmed? Y ou’ re covered in bruises!

Semantics.

Btw you should set that picture as your lock screen.

Y ou know, for the contest.

Y eah, right. Y ou just want me to stare at your abs all day, don’t you?

| did get them just for you.

Might be nice to appreciate them every once in awhile, Sunshine.

Why don’t you come over here and make me?

Say theword and I’ll come running.

My gaze drifts back to his photo and | curse him under my breath as | feel the warmth
rush through my lower belly. Blake Taylor knows exactly how to get me riled up,
that’s for sure. | bet he wants me to touch myself to hisimage, imagine him here with

me until | can’'t help but call him to join me.

Two can play that game, though. If he gets off on the thought of me all hot and
bothered, I'll kill his boner.

Alexis sent alimited-viewing photo

| hope you like pink, sparkly face masks, Taylor.

Blake took a screenshot.



Thanks for the new lock screen, Sunshine. Y ou look adorable3

WAIT NO

DON'T

DELETE THAT

Come over and make me.

You'd like that, wouldn’t you?

Y ou have no idea.

Y ou'rekilling me here, Alexis.

Then perish ;)

Goodnight, Blakey-bear

Sweet dreams, Sunshine,

| throw my phone on the textbook at the foot of the bed before screaming into my
pillow. Thiswas supposed to be easy. A simple ruse to get me some money and make
him captain. All thisteasing, the way he turnsme on...none of it is part of the deal.
He's my brother’s friend, a great hockey player. He should be staying as far away
from me as possible, with a cheerleader or two hanging off those muscled biceps.

What' s he doing talking to me thisway, like I’'m worth his time?

Snatching my phone from where it lays on the textbook | burrow into the covers,



staring at his last text. Three little words, completely innocent and void of substantial
weight, yet they light my body aflame in a cozy warmth.

Blakeisn't mine. | know that. But as| slip away into sleep, | still imagine him next to
me, those strong arms protecting me against the night. And | feel less alone.
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Chapter 14
Alexis

Stupid Blake, leaving me al hot and bothered like that. Of course the fucker
dominated my sleep, causing me to wake up hornier than I’ ve ever been. Does it help
that | did put that photo of him as my lock screen? Absolutely fucking not.

| bet he dlept like a baby, the full eight hours and then some.

You know what? Fuck it. It's not like he's gonna find out, and maybe it’ll help me
keep myself in check. It's sure to help with my pain, relaxing the muscles that are
aways tense, so realy it's a win-win. | let my fingers stray down to my sensitive
spot, getting myself worked up enough to shed nearly all my clothes in search of a
deeper pleasure, striking up a rhythm that might?—

The door swings open with abang .

A shriek leaves my lips and | hike the blanket over my bare chest. Blake' s eyes widen
as he stops in his tracks, a grin spreading across his face. “Enjoying yourself,
Sunshine?’

“What are you doing here?’ | say, and it almost comes out as ayell.

He leans against the doorway, his gaze slowly traveling down the outline of my body.

“Alissa told me to wake you and that the door was open. | was going to see if you
wanted to hang out before our date, but now I’'m simply enjoying the view. Please,



don’'t let me stop you.”

“You're such aperv, Taylor.” | throw my head back with asigh as| sit up straighter,
trying to hide my flushed chest. Does he know it's him that got me al hot and
bothered? “Besides, the show is over. It wouldn't even have a satisfying ending, if
you catch my drift.”

He arches a brow. “Edging kink? Hot .”

| don’'t mean to, but the absurdity of this situation makes me laugh. “I wish. It's
just—never mind. You don't care.”

“l do,” hesaysquietly. “I do care, Alexis. Tell me?’

| bitemy lip. Am | really about to tell Blake Taylor about my sexual troubles? | bet if
| do, he'll never let it go. But the stories about him...they make it clear he knows how
to get the job done. And | desperately need help.

“l can't come,” | say, the words tumbling from my lips before | can let myself
chicken out. “Whenever | touch myself | feel good, but | never really make it to the
finde. I've never...”

Blake leans forward ever so dlightly, a puzzled ook on his face. “Y ou’'ve never had
an orgasm? Not even with a partner?’

Heat rushes to my cheeks as | wish for the ground to open up and swallow me whole.
“There’' s never been apartner. Not aside from...”

“Oh.” A moment passes in deathly, excruciating silence, the only sound the quiet
hum of electricity in the walls. “Do you want to?’



| meet Blake's gaze, and the cold determination in those gorgeous blue eyes sends a
wave of anticipation through my lower belly. He steps forward at my nod, slow
enough that | can stop him at any moment, until he’sright at my side.

“Do you trust me?’ he asks, and with a start, | realize that | barely have to think about
it. Not only that | trust he can get me off—though, that too. No doubt about that. No,
the surprise lies in the realization that Blake is the only guy aside from my family
whom |’ ve alowed to even touch mein almost ayear, and heisthe only one | trust to
give me a safe and positive sexual experience.

So without a shadow of a doubt, | say, “I do.”

“Good.” His palm straddles my inner thigh through the sheet, and though | trust him
my muscles stiffen. His fingers travel up to my cheek, pulling me into a slow and
gentlekiss. “Just relax. It'sonly me.”

| rake my fingers through his hair as he deepens the kiss, focusing on his scent and
the surprising gentleness in his touch as his fingers travel down to tease my clit over
the layers of fabric.

After it all went down | never believed | could handle being touched like this again,
with even a kiss being too big a mountain to climb. But now, with Blake, it seems
like that mountain is nothing but a small bump. Kissing Blake is like a fresh layer of
snow that makes the world go quiet, like all the noise and pain that plagues me 24/7
just melts away.

He pulls away, and | immediately miss the quiet reassurance of hislips on mine.
“Not quite how | imagined our first kiss, but I’'m not complaining.” He grins, his lips

brushing mine once more before traveling to my ear, our cheeks pressed together as
his breath tickles my ear. “Tell me what you want.”



“Please make me come,” | breathe. “Make me one of the girls on your roster, Blake.
Make me yours.”

His eyes are dark with lust as he slowly lowers the sheet off my body, his fingers
brushing my skin as I’'m exposed to him bare. He pauses, taking in every inch of my
skin, his signature grin fading as awe takes its place, leaving him uttering curses
under his breath.

Something about that look gives me the confidence to spread my legs a little wider
and lift my chest to put my breasts on full display. His tongue juts out to lick his lips
as his knuckles trace the sides of my hips, reaching the soft of my belly with a slight
tickle that makes me laugh.

“You're so fucking gorgeous, Alexis,” Blake says. “Are you sure about this? It's not
too late to back out.”

| nod, bunching his shirt in my fist and pulling him closer. He gets the hint with a
chuckle, his lips finding my neck within seconds, leaving a trail down to the hollow
of my throat.

My fingers stray down again, finding their place in the warmth of my folds. A
heaviness settles over them and at once they’re pulled away, making me whimper
with the | oss.

“Not yet,” Blake says between kisses. “Need to get you nice and ready first.”

His hands find my breasts, palming them and rolling my nipples between his thumb
and index fingers. A moan escapes my lips and he smirks at the sound, continuing the
torture until 1I’'m aching and begging for his cock, my body writhing underneath his
touch. He lifts his hand and brings it down fast, slapping my sensitive skin. | gasp,
moaning with pleasure.



He does it again, urged on by my moaning, but as | open my legs wider he steps
away, rounding the bed to sit on the chair by the closet.

Blake rolls up the sleeves of his maroon shirt, the veins on his muscular arms visible
even from the bed. God, he's too handsome for his own good. “Touch yourself for

me.

| prop myself up on my elbows to look a him, my breasts jiggling with the
movement, feeling pleased when the sight has him biting his lip. “1 thought you were
going to help me?’

“I'm not touching you until those pretty panties are soaked all the way through.” He
leans back in his chair, one hand stroking the ever-growing bulge in his pants. |
shiver at the sight of it, imagining the feel of his cock inside of me. The thought alone
has my fingers stray down my stomach and across the fabric of my panties, dragging
a slow finger through my folds. Blake watches my fingers like a hawk, every pinch,
every circling motion urged on by his darkening gaze. Can he tell that I’m turned on
by him aone? That the thought of his body, his mere presence, makes me more
aroused than I'd ever been?

Blake groans as the fabric gets wetter and wetter, soft moans leaving my lips. |
increase my speed, hoping to find that sweet release. It doesn't come.,

A strangled sound leaves my lips and | move my hips to face him, opening my legs
wider as | whimper, “Please.”’

He rises, walking over in long strides and halting at the foot of the bed, pulling my
legs so I'm closer to the edge.

“Look at you, all nice and wet for me,”’ he says, his voice deeper than |’ ve ever heard
it. The way his cock strains against his zipper has to be painful, yet he only has eyes



for one thing, licking hislips like he has a craving only my body can satisfy.

“Blake,” | growl in warning. If | wanted teasing, | wouldn’t have asked for his help.

A hungry smile flashes on his face as he digs his fingers into my hips and pulls me
right to the edge of the bed, leaning over me to suck on the sensitive skin at my nape.
| breathe out any anxiety | have left as his lips work my skin, though my body tenses
at the feel of hisfingers spreading my folds.

“Don’t think about anything other than my touch,” Blake whispers. “Let your body
take control.”

He circles my clit with his thumb. “You've made quite a mess for me, Sunshine.
Lucky for us, | am very good at cleaning.”

He removes his hand from my folds, hooking his thumbs under the sides of my
panties before yanking it down my legs. My breath hitches as the cold air hits my
soaked pussy. Blake drops to his knees, his hands gently moving across my inner
thighs while he bites hislip.

| reach out my hand, touching his cheek. Surprise passes through his gaze as he looks
at it, like he hadn't expected the gesture at all.

His fingers travel up my thighs to dig into my hips, inching me even closer to his
mouth.

“Whenever you're ready,” he mutters, holding my gaze. His eyes are filled with
warmth, and though lust swirlsthick in his gaze | know he won't betray me.

Slowly, I guide his head down.



| fist his hair as his tongue circles my clit, my hips pushing into his face in hopes of
more contact. More, more, more. The word echoes through my mind as Blake works
my clit, earning the legends girls spread about him and more.

| throw back my head as his finger enters me, lazily pumping in and out until | beg
for more.

“Look at my good girl, craving my fingers,” Blake says, his face shining with my
dick. “If I knew this was on the agenda for today, | would’ ve brought some toys for
you to play with.”

“Like avibrator?’ | say, and the thought sends another shiver through my body. I’ve
fantasized a lot about wearing a vibrator in public, being dependent on the whims of
another—it’ s a big turn-on for me.

“Vibrators, dildos. Anything you want.” He presses his lips to my inner thigh,
sucking and kissing a trail up to my throbbing core. He's gotten me closer than I’'ve
ever been, and | find myself restless, itching to grab him by the hair and guide him
back to where he belongs. But a part of me enjoys the anguish, the quiet teasing of his
touch anywhere but where | want it.

Maybe | do have an edging kink after all.

| whimper as | move my hips to get his mouth back on my clit but his fingers dig into
my ass, holding mein place.

“So impatient,” Blake says with a shake of his head, that hungry smile only growing.
“You said to make you mine, so I’'m marking you accordingly. Every time you see

these marks, | want you to think of me.”

| moan as his teeth graze my sensitive skin, following the agonizing path he'd set out



on. Only when he finally returnsto my core, he presses a slow, sucking kissto my clit
before starting anew on the other side.

| groan in frustration, the need starting to ache, and finally | can't take it anymore. |
grip his face with both hands and guide it to my folds, thrusting my clit into his
mouth. His fingers dig deeper into my ass, his teeth raking over my sensitive bud in
retaliation. | scream, and as | clasp my hand over my mouth | find myself glad we're
home alone.

“Come on, beautiful. Let the neighbors learn my name.”

He teases my hole for a second longer before entering with two fingers, drawing a
gasp from my lips. | rake my fingers through his soft brown curls, letting myself get
lost in the expert movement of his tongue and the thrilling sensations of his
experienced fingers. | moan as my back arches in pleasure and my toes curl, urging
him to go even faster until | finally clench around his fingers in a wave of
unparalleled pleasure, a sea of stars blocking the world from view.

| came. Findly, after years of attempts and irritation, 1I’d done it. And with someone.
Someone who, judging by the tightness of his pants, was extremely turned on by my
body.

Blake works me through my orgasm, and as it weans, he doesn't slow.

| moan in a pleasure that’ s even more intense than before. “Blake, |-

He groans, cutting me off. His voice strained and low, he says, “All these years of
waiting, | want you to come again. | know you’ve got it in you.”

He spreads my legs, which are pressed against his head in the wake of my orgasm,
and as his fingers curl inside me the pleasure builds quickly, barreling me towards my



second orgasm.
| scream as | come undone, my hands in his hair, his name on my lips. He extracts his
fingers, my body immediately feeling the loss, and cold rushes in as he lifts himself

off my throbbing clit.

“It's hard to tear yourself off a good meal,” he whispers in my ear. “And my
gorgeous girl, you're the most delicious thing |’ ve ever tasted.”

| laugh, still high on pleasure, and press a kiss on his cheek. “Thank you, for your
help.”

“I'm always happy to show you a good time,” Blake winks, and | roll my eyes,
making him laugh.

“Want me to take care of thisfor you?’ | palm the bulge threatening to burst from his
jeans, earning a pained groan.

“Better not. It’ staking everything in my power not to fuck you as-is.”

| lick my lips. “Why hold back?’

“Your real, positive first time should be more special than a random afternoon-fuck.
Y ou deserve better.” He presses a kiss to the top of my sweaty forehead. “Go clean
up. We have to leave soon.”

The front door slams shut, and | can only hope Blake is decent.

| can't believe | did this. Blake is my brother’s friend, my fake boyfriend. | set out to
have aquiet year, but | couldn’t have made abigger messif | tried.



The strange part isthat | don’t regret it. Not even alittle. Sure, this might complicate
my relationship with Blake, but it also might not. We've always had this thing
between us, a spark | desperately tried to ignore despite his attempts to talk to me all
those years. And when we agreed to do this...I think this was along time coming.

Besides, he not only got me off—twice—but he made me feel safe and desired and
didn’t downplay his arousal. Sure, he declined a quick fuck, but his reasoning was so
sweet | can’'t be mad at him for it. In fact, it only underscored the fact that | can trust
him, that he isn’t like Hudson.

So | can choose to let it go, pretend this encounter didn’t light a fire for something
more. Or | can take aleap and open myself up to him completely.

I’'m not ready for a big talk, though, so | decide to embrace Blake's signature
language: flirting.

| step into the living room wearing the tightest sports leggings known to man along
with a sports bra, and a long, knit sweater clutched in my hand. Blake's eyes are on
me the moment | open my bedroom door, and they follow me as | crossto where he's
sitting on the couch. | put my phone on the coffee table, putting a little arch in my
back and sticking out my ass so he has no choice but to look at it, though | know he
would have done so anyway.

“You are killing me. What are you trying to do, seduce me for real?’ Blake' svoiceis
low and raspy, and | don’'t need to see his face to know what’s going through his

mind. Satisfied, | straighten my back to look at him.

“You like them? They're push up,” | say, running a hand over my ass. “But | think
what’ s really helping is the fact that I’ m not wearing anything underneath.”

A pained groan leaves Blake' s lips and he hides hisface in his hands, the effect of my



outfit starting to show in hisjeans. “You are impossible .”
“And such a liar, too. | can see the outline of your underwear clear as day,” Alissa
laughs from the dining table, a pile of textbooks and notebooks spread out in front of

her.

| smirk as Blake's eyes shoot up a me . “You little minx, getting me all worked up
for nothing!”

“That sounds like a you problem,” | laugh, and put on my sweater. “Come on, we
better hurry if we want to get to the aguarium on time.”

| dodge my sister’s suspicious look as | breeze to the door to grab my coat and
handbag, relieved to find Blake carrying my phone.

His eyes rake over my body once more, the hunger in his gaze growing, and | smile.

L et the games begin.
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Chapter 15
Blake
The taste of her on my tongue is driving me wild.

| try to play it cool, act like nothing happened between us, but all | want to do is get
my hands on her and keep everyone else away. It doesn’'t help that she’'s wearing
those leggings, or the fact she knows damn well the effect she has on me.

Because Alexis is acting differently, too. More confident, playful, flirty. She no
longer stills at my touch but seeks it out. Even her smile is different—calmer, more
present. Like I’ve managed to smash those walls she hides behind and she finally
trusts me to see her.

Which makesit all that more important that | don’t fuck it up now.

The aguarium is crawling with cameras and boom mics. The crew is nice enough,
though they don’t talk much—they are here on ajob, after al, and this whole thing is
supposed to be about us. | wish they all went away. My mind is still reeling from this
morning’s events, my only anchor to this world the feeling of Alexis's hand in mine.
Thelast thing | need isfor the cameras to complicate things more, especially now that
we are on such a delicate crossroads.

Alexis trusted me with her body, which | know couldn’t have been easy. But while
the taste and feel of her is almost addictive, it's her heart I'm after. Would she give
me a chance, if | asked? Or have | fucked up any chance of that when I invited other



girlsinto my bed?

I’m not a relationship guy, my reputation makes that clear. But that’s mostly because
relationships are built on trust and emotional intimacy, and I’ ve never readly learned
how to establish that. Yet this...this beautiful, delicate thing we have together feels so
damn close. If Alexis could look into my mind, would she even stay? Or would she
run and abandon me like everyone else?

Even now, as she's leaning against my chest staring at the fish and there's a dozen
cameras around, | feel the urge to ask her where we stand. If I'm deluded to think
there might be something between us. If she could ever see herself fall for someone
like me. Questions that are decidedly unfit for a couple madly in love. But the silence
isfueling my spiral, and | need her voice to calm me down.

“Did you know fish can drown?’ | ask as we sit down on one of the benches in the
shark tunnel. We underestimated the size of the aguarium, so we've been taking
frequent breaks to keep Alexis from flaring up. | still don’t know what that means,
but | get the feeling thisisn't the time to ask.

Alexislooks at me quizzically. “Y ou' re kidding?”’

“Not at al. If there's not enough oxygen in the water, they drown just like a human
would. Welird to think about, isn’t it?" | ask, and pass her one of the sandwiches I'd
packed for us.

When | asked Levi about her favorite kind of sandwich, he acted like | was asking for
nuclear launch codes or something. | knew he was going to be weird about Alexis and
me hanging out—he’s her older brother, after all—but | hadn’t expected him to freak
out over tiny stuff like her favorite lunch foods. When he set us up, he warned me to
behave, but had he expected | wouldn’t give afuck at all? That | wouldn’t check with
her siblings on how | can improve her day?



Sure, | can step back and see how we are veering off from the fake part of our
agreement, and | do admit my reputation precedes me. | guess | just hoped he knew
me better than that.

A smilepullsat Alexis' slips. “I think the weirdest part is that you know that.”

“1 know alot of fun, useless facts,” | say. “Like how the oldest fish hook ever found
isover forty-two thousand years old, or how koi can live for hundreds of years.”

“You're such anerd,” Alexis laughs, but unlike anyone who has ever called me that,
she says it with such clear and undeniable affection that it spreads a warmth through
my body, a sensation so rare it takes me a moment to placeit.

A ray of light catches her eye, the soft blue light bringing out the pure silver in them.
Her freckles are more noticeable now, like a tiny constellation on her cheeks. I've
always believed she was a universe wrapped in skin; | guess this is the proof I've
been searching for.

She catches me staring at her but | hold her gaze, refusing to back down. | want—no,
| need her to know exactly how beautiful sheis.

“You're missing the fish,” she whispers with alaugh. Fuck, | love that laugh. “You're
asurprisingly good actor, though. That weird look in your eyesis very convincing.”

With cameras this close, we should not be saying any of this. | glance around to find
them focused on other couples—a small relief, but too close for comfort nonethel ess.

The words are out before | can stop them. “Who says I’ m acting?’

“You don't even know me.” Her eyes snake up to meet mine, giving me that pointed
look | find strangely addicting.



“Don’'t 1?7’ | raise a brow. “I know that your favorite movie is The Proposa , your
favorite show is Reign . You love the Hunger Games books and have been debating
joining the archery team because of Katniss. You're secretly afraid of thunder, and
one day you want to go to Iceland to see the northern lights.”

“How do you know that?’ she demands, not even trying to pretend | didn't get
everything right. She's straightened her spine, her face close to mine, those silver
eyes spitting fire. I’ve never seen Alexis angry before, but | shouldn’t be surprised
that it kind of turns me on.

“You've done an admirable job of blending into the background, Alexis. But I've
always seen you.” My fingers brush her cheek, pushing a stray lock of hair from her
beautiful face. “Y ou' re the one who wasn't paying attention.”

“Who says | wasn't?’ she says, and now it's my turn to sit up straighter, my
eyebrows raised to urge her on. “I know you love those sticky peanut puffs from the
gas station. | know you like it when the leaves turn brown and crispy so they crunch
when you step on them. Y ou love to sit outside and watch the lightning, like an idiot,
and you wanted to go to a Springsteen concert for your birthday but you didn’t want
to go aone. You?—"

| crash my lipsinto hers, swallowing her words. I’'m tired of thinking, of wondering
what if . This morning, Alexis showed me how much she trusts me, and | can only
hope | proved to her that she can. | savor the feeling of her lips on mine, waiting for
the kick to the nuts that says |’ ve gonetoo far. It doesn’t come.

Her fingers slide across my jaw as she deepens the kiss, the rest of the world falling
to dust.

When Alexis kisses meit's like afog clearsin my brain, allowing me to think clearly
for the first time in my life. Which is stupid, as | can never make a rational decision



when it comes to her. Still, my thoughts don’t race, my muscles ease and | can finally
just be. Like electricity to an old, creaky radio, | need her to function.

She pulls away far too soon for my liking, but I’'m not pushing my luck.

Alexisis still breathless when she says, “That was silly.”

“Was it?’” | hold her gaze, my arms wrapped loosely around her waist. | might not be
able to kiss her again, but I'm sure as hell not letting her go. “Because | think this has
been along time coming.”

“You just want to get into my pants again.” Her eyes linger on my lips like she's
considering kissing me again. | hope she does. “You'll be gone the moment you
succeed.”

| shake my head. Hooking my finger under her chin, | pull her gaze into my own.
“You still don’t get it, do you?’

“Not even alittle.” Her voice is hardly louder than a whisper, and | can barely hear it
over the erratic beating of my heart. “You don’'t want to be with me, Blake...I'm
damaged goods. | can never be who you want me to be; who | want me to be. It
would be much easier to pretend this never happened.”

Who cares about easy? It' s the difficult things in life that are worth it the most. | want
her, no matter how messed up she is. I'm messed up, too. In different ways, but
maybe even more so than she is. We can be messed up together, like the Bonnie and
Clyde of Brookside U.

| run my thumb along her cheekbone, taking in every emotion that plays across those
eyes. “You'reright. That would be easier.”



And yet | kiss her again, gentle and promising.

I’m not going anywhere.
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Chapter 16
Blake
Thelibrary isn’t my typical hangout, but when my girl isthere, I’ [l happily join her.
| find Alexis in the back of the crumbling old building, in a dark corner hidden by
bookshelves on all sides. She doesn’'t look up when | approach her, but | can just
make out the redness in her eyes from crying, her hair wild and falling in bunches
from aweak bun.
The sight of her like this sends a twinge of pain through my heart.
“Good morning, Sunshine,” | say, placing awarm to-go cup of cherry tea and a snack
on the desk. “A girl came up to me at the café just to tell me she voted for us. Isn't
that wild? | didn’'t expect people to take this contest seriously, but there's a certain
buzz going around for it.”
Alexis barely glances at me before reaching into her bag and pulling out a baby-blue
penguin, the delicate crochet stitches and aimost invisible flaws proving she made it
herself.
Madeit for me.

“A penguin?’

“From your story. You like them, don’'t you?' she asks, and for the first time she



looks at me, alowing me to see the full extent of her chaos.

Tears have created a rim of mascara around her eyes, transforming Alexis into the
cutest panda I’ ve ever seen. Her eyelids are heavy with sleep, and the spark in her eye
has dimmed. Shit.

I’ ve seen her like this enough times to know what’s going on. This is usualy when
Levi drags her kicking and screaming into our living room and forces her to play
video games with us until she calms down enough to smile again. There's a bit of
tension in the house | don’'t want her to be part of, so | have to find something to the
same effect.

“You gave me agift, | gave you one. Now we' re even.”

| take the penguin from her hand, our fingers brushing for only a moment before she
pulls away. The wool is warm and soft against my skin, though it is the thought of
Alexis spending her precious time and energy on making it that comforts me the
most. Thiswasn’t a quick buy at the Dollar Store to silence her need to be even or a
random gesture of thanks. She listened to my silly story about a blood-thirsty penguin
and remembered | must like them, then put care in making and accessorizing it, going
asfar asto giveit tiny skates and a copy of my jersey.

“Thisisjust incredible. Thank you. Truly.” | lean my butt against the table and reach
out to tuck alock of hair behind her ear. “Are you okay, though? What’s going on?
Come on, tell me.”

She shakes her head, fresh tears brimming in her silver-blue eyes. “I’'m fine, Blake.
Y ou can go. | just need to get my shit together and?—"

“Stop.” | know she hates it when people cut her off, but thistime, | don't feel bad.
Better she’'s angry at me than herself. “You are doing amazing . I’ve seen you read



that course book cover to cover three times now—you know everything that could
possibly be on that exam, | promise.”

She shakes her head. “1 don’t. | need to keep going until | can recite it so | can get an
A and keep my grades up and show everyone that I'm not atotal fuckin’ screw up.”

“You have to stop putting that kind of pressure on yourself. It's not the end of the
world to get a lower grade every once in a while. | know things are stressful and
uncertain right now, and that throwing yourself into studying feels safe and
comforting to you. But it’'s getting unhealthy, and | can’'t let you go on like this.” |
take her collection of books and paper and stuff it into her backpack before hoisting it
over my shoulder. “Come. Y ou need a day off.”

Her eyes meet mine, damp with tears, and for a moment she just stares. “Where are
we going?’

| take her hand, her fingers lacing perfectly into mine like it was made for me to hold.
“An adventure.”

“You know you have to tell me where we're going at some point, right? Otherwise,
It's just kidnapping,” Alexis says, and | breathe a sigh of relief at the fact that her
voice no longer sounds so frail.

We've been in my car for forty-five minutes, her playlist on my speakers, my hand on
her thigh. She hasn’t said much, nor did | expect otherwise. She's fixed her hair and
makeup, though | can see in her eyes that the storm inside her mind rages on. I'm just
glad she agreed to come.

“You're past twenty. This is an abduction.” The GPS lady tells me to go left at the
next exit, asif | don’t know the route to my own house. “And if you must know, Miss
Moore, we are headed towards the monstrosity that is my childhood home.”



She feigns a dramatic gasp. “Blake Taylor, are you taking me home for the holidays?
Should | expect aring?’

A smirk pulls at my lips. “Like 1I'd ever propose to you in such a dull and
meaningless setting.”

The manor might scream money, but my mother’ s style has always leaned more tacky
than elegant. Alexis deserves better than that. Like a sprawling estate with gardens
filled with roses and more libraries than one could ever need, a place straight out of a
Jane Austen novel.

“It's only dull if you make it so, Blakey-bear,” She laughs. “Though | suppose it’'s
sweet you think so highly of me. Tell me, Blake, do you think about proposing to me
often?’

“Only once, and | planto doit right.” | shoot her awink, and | just catch her blushing
smile before she looks away.

The highway makes way for quiet suburban roads which turn into the dull gated
community of my youth. When we pull into the driveway I’'m surprised the gate is
wide open—my mother would never leave it open for anyone, even me. Worse still,
there are no cars anywhere, nor lights on in the house, despite the darkness of winter.
Something is wrong—I’m just not sure what.

| take Alexis' hand as she gets out of the car, not only because | want to, but so | can
try and keep her safe if anyone's hiding inside. We go around the back, where the
grass is higher than I’ ve ever seen it and the dirty smudges on the windows only add
to the dread curling in my stomach. How long has this place gone without seeing a
soul? And why haven't | heard a peep about it?

“Get behind me,” | say, and reach out my arm to stop Alexis from potentially



ignoring me. I’'m not sure if anyoneisinside, but if trouble arises I’ d rather they have
to go through me.

Thankfully, she doesn’t challenge it. When we step into the house, the checkered tile
under our feet dusty and covered in glass from a broken window pane, sheisright on
my heels but makes no move to wander off alone.

“Maria?’ | call. Silence . “Mom? Anyone?”’

| don’t expect my mother to be around; she’'s usually hiding out someplace warm this
time of year. But this place is never, ever empty, the silence unnerves me like no
other.

“Does it dways look like...this?” Alexis asks quietly, and | tighten my grip on her
hand.

“Never. Something isn’t right.” My mother is probably off on a cruise or business trip
or holiday, but she has a half dozen staff members who keep this place looking like a
damn palace. If they left...well, | wouldn't blame them. No doubt my mother took
things a step too far, even for her. But those people practically raised me. They
wouldn’t quit without saying goodbye to me. “Let’s just grab what we came for and

go.”

| lead her up the stairs and down the hall to the dreary beige horror that is my
childhood bedroom. Color is my mother’'s mortal enemy, so the entire house is
practically al white. Beige, believe it or not, was pushing it. Thankfully, it's been left
virtually untouched since the day | left for college, so | know just where to find it.

The oldest shoe box in my closet, hidden in the back of the top shelf. Mice have
gnawed some holes in the sides, but it seems they left the content untouched. | take
the satin pouch from its hiding place and stuff it into my coat pocket whereit’'s safe.



“Do you hear that?’
| jump at the sound of Alexis voice. I’d been too distracted digging through my past
that | hadn't noticed her dlipping away from my collection of trophies and knick-

knacks to stand right behind me. | pause, listening intently, but | don’t hear a thing.

“1f you want to go explore the house you can just ask, Sunshine. You don’'t have to
pull the horror movie excuse.”

Alexisrolls her eyes. “I’m not making an excuse, nor am | making it up—I still hear
it. I’ sthis high pitch, like...like the whining of adog, almost.”

A dog. The word stops me right in my tracks. She cannot possibly have left him
here...though, with my mother, | shouldn’t be surprised.

Alexistakes my hand and drags me into the hallway before stopping to look around.

“It's muffled,” she says. “Like something is blocking the sound. But it's also kind of
everywhere?’

“The ventilation shafts,” | say slowly, and Alexis nods like that’s exactly what she
meant. “ The blocking, could that be a door?”’

She shrugs. It doesn’t matter, anyway. If he's here, there's only one place he could
have gone—I know exactly where heis.

Once we're back in the grand foyer, we take the shortcut through the lounge to end
up in the kitchen, the old doors creaking and heavy even for me. No wonder he can't

get out—I can barely get through them myself.

The kitchen is a battlefield of flour, sugar, and heaps of unidentifiable foods sprawled



out over every surface. Some of it is rotting, molding, or otherwise disgusting, and
breathing in the stench almost makes me retch. But it’s the door to the basement that
catches my eye. Fallen off its hinges, hanging on by a single screw, positioned in
such away it can’t be moved aside.

And that’swhen | hear him.

A weak, pain-filled whine, begging anyone to listen and help. My poor boy.

“Lucky!” | tear the door off the frame and glance down the steep steps, but it’s too
dark to see a thing. Asif she can read my mind, Alexis holds up her phone with the
flashlight turned on, illuminating the stairs. | kiss her cheek in thanks.

It's clear she's not leaving my side, so as | make my way down the narrow steps |
hold her hand to keep her from losing her balance. Her hand, warm and reassuring in
mine, is the only thing keeping me from freaking out as my home becomes more
unrecognizable with every step.

Our feet touch solid ground again and Alexis drags the light from her flashlight
across the room. In the far corner, behind a barrel of whatever, | spot a familiar

wagging tail.

“Lucky? Come, boy, come here.” | pat my thighs, but he doesn’t budge.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

Before | can stop her Alexis is by his side, crouching by the barrel. For a moment,
I’m afraid it’s not Lucky but some wild animal that will bite her if she gets too close.

But then the tail-wagging intensifies, and slowly | see my dog scramble to his feet.

“He's hurt,” Alexis says and shines the light at his paw, which hovers over the



concrete floor, a bad gash along the hip stained with mostly dried blood. “It looks
bad, Blake. He really needs a vet. There’'s no way he can walk up those stairs; that’s
probably how he got stuck herein the first place.”

“I’ll carry him.” | swallow against the lump in my throat to keep from crying as my
guilt bubbles to the surface. | should have come sooner to check on him, | should
have called someone or done anything to make sure he was well and taken care of.
Stupid! “Upstairs—in the lower cabinet next to the door there should be a bag of
kibble. Can you get it?’

“Meet you at the car?’ she asks, aready headed for the stairs. | nod.

“Be careful, please, or your brother will kill me.”

She's already disappeared into the kitchen upstairs, but her laugh echoes through the
empty room.

“Mommy is laughing at me, do you hear that Lucky?’ he digs his snout into my
hands at once, whimpering and pressing himself against me until he confuses even
himself. “I’m gonnalift you now, but I’ll be very careful, okay?’

| move as slowly as | can muster, trying not to startle him. It takes afew tries before |
can hold him comfortably while holding the flashlight so | can see, but when | do |
make a beeline for the stairs and take them two at atime. The kitchen is empty and |
find Alexis waiting by the car as promised, the back door open and her scarf laid out
over the backseat like a blanket. Something in her hand glints in the weak sunlight
and as we draw closer | recognize it as being Lucky’s water bowl.

“The food isin the trunk, but | figured water has a higher priority.” She steps aside so
| can lay Lucky in the back seat. “I couldn’'t find a leash or anything, though. Do you
want meto sit in the back with him?”’



“No,” | say as| shut the door. “I need you with me.”

A soft smile cregps onto her lips as she lays her hand on my shoulders, rising onto her
toes to kiss my damp cheek. “Always.”
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Chapter 17
Alexis
It'swell past midnight when we arrive back on campus.

The vet worked on Lucky for a while, giving fluids and treating injuries. He didn’t
need to stay overnight, thankfully, but between the leg wound and bruised spine only
time will tell if he'll recover in full.

Meanwhile, | forced Blake to eat something, which was funny as it’s usually the other
way around. It took some coaching on my part; afew empty promises of a striptease,
light threats to hislife, the usual. But | knew he would do the same for me, so | had to
make it work.

The hockey team’s house is dark save for a few scattered lights, and for a moment
I’m convinced we can sneak Lucky in unnoticed. But moments are fleeting, chased
by the imminence of another. And when | find Levi’s face on the other side of the
front door, | know we're fucked.

“You know, when Lis and | set the two of you up to do this thing we did it because it
seemed you aready got along. And it's great that you're hitting it off, but thisisn’'t
okay, Alexis. Staying out until midnight without telling any of us where you are?
What were you thinking?’ Levi crosses his arms over his chest, much like our dad
does when he's angry. Has he forgotten that he’'s not my parent? That we're barely a
year apart and he has no right to scold me?



“Areyou done?’ | sigh. “ Something came up that couldn’t wait. And last | checked, |
don’t need your permission for anything.”

Levi’s eyes grow to the size of saucers, his head shaking with a fervor. | don’t hear
his footsteps, but | know Blake must be coming up behind me with a very seepy
Lucky in hisarms.

“Nope. Nuh-uh. Bring it somewhere else.”

| roll my eyes and push my brother out of the doorway so we can get out of the
freezing cold. “Thereis nowhere else, Levi, or trust me we' d be there.”

“1 don’t like what you' re insinuating.”

“You started it.”

| hold his gaze, trying to distract him enough that he doesn’t notice Blake dlipping
away to stash Lucky in his room. As Blake' s bedroom door closes up the stairs, |
slack asmall sigh of relief. Tiny victories.

Levi glances at the landing, then back at me. Only now do | register the dark circles
underneath his eyes, like he’s been having alot of sleepless nights. Did he stay up to
yell at Blake tonight, or is his presence downstairs just a coincidence?

“What's going on between you two, Alexis? Really.” Levi's voice is softer now,
though its intensity makes the hallway even smaller. “Not too long ago you jumped
out of a moving car to avoid him, and now you're going on dog-rescue trips and
staying out until midnight? What changed?’

We kissed. He made me come. Not in that order.



“I got to know him,” | say. “And | like the way he makes me feel. Wanted, adored.
Safe.”

Levi gives an amost unnoticeable shake of his head, his voice soft like he doesn’t
want to be overheard saying, “Lex, I’ve known that guy for three years now. Blake is
not arelationship kind of guy. | just...l don’t want you to get hurt.”

| hold his gaze. There is a certain coldness between us now, a distance wedged by my
relationship with Blake. If he didn’t like him, why did Levi choose Blake to act as my
boyfriend instead of someone else? Levi's a popular guy; there are many people in
his contacts he could have chosen instead. And yet, he didn’'t. So why is it bad that
we're getting closer, if I'm aware that it’s atemporary thing? Or isit the fact that I'm
starting to carve out a life for myself that’ s the issue?

| step forward, letting my hand fall on his shoulder and the ratty old band shirt that
covers it—a gift from Lottie when he first left. “I know what this is, Levi. | know
he'll be long gone when spring rolls around. But knowing something is finite doesn’t

mean | can’'t enjoy it in the moment, right?’

Levi looks at me for a moment, his gaze filled with worry and doubts. Even so, he
nods. He knows better than to try and change my mind.

“I'll be okay, | promise. It's not your job to protect me, you know.” | sgueeze his
hand. “I love you. Goodnight.”

“Loveyou, too.”

| flee up the stairs before he can stop me, not wasting a second to think about what
I’m doing until Blake' s bedroom door closes behind me.

I’m not sure what | expected Blake Taylor’'s grown-up bedroom to look like, but it



sure as hell wasn’t this...normal. The walls are painted in shades of blue to look like
mountains, the color extending all the way to the ceiling. There's a dresser to my left,
and a desk to my right. A soft rug lays in the middle of the room to help retain the
heat, because even here the cold has free reign. Overal, his room exudes warmth and
comfort—afar cry from the dull room he had as a kid.

Blake's lounging on the bed with Lucky, having tossed his bloodstained clothes in
favor of anavy blue shirt and black sweatpants.

“There' s some clothes on the dresser for you to sleep in,” he says quietly. “Or | can
drive you home if you like?’

My heart flutters at the silent promise of spending the night in his arms, warm and
safe. “ The clothes are good, thanks. I' [l be right back.”

| grab the bundle of clothes before ducking into the hall and disappearing into the
shared bathroom, checking the lock three times before changing at lightning speed.
The clothes are a breath of fresh air to my tight muscles—they’ re soft and smell like
Blake, and warm enough that | could fall asleep on the north poleif | needed to.

Would he notice if | took them? Probably not, right?

| blow out a breath, pushing away the lump of nerves clawing at my throat. Blake is
my friend, maybe even more. He has proven time and time again that he's a gentle
soul, and that | can trust him. Sharing a bed with him isn’t the big scary thing my
brain says it is. It might even be nice. And if something is amiss, my brother is just
down the hall. He would delight in kicking Blake's ass.

But | won't need to call for Levi at all. When | walk back into the room, Blake is
creating a sad little makeshift bed on the floor, the covers on the bed thrown back so |
can climbright in.



“1 don’t have anything soft for Lucky to lay on aside from the bed. Would you mind
sharing with him?”’

“Of course not,” | say as | make my way to the bed. Call it bravery, or stupidity, but
when | pass him my longing gets the better of me and | pinch Blake's shoulder.
“Come on, you're in the bed as well. It’ s too cold for chivalry.”

He raises a brow, the conflict clear on his face as he starts, “Are you?—"

“Yes. But no funny business, clear?’

Slow asif giving me time to change my mind, Blake picks up his pillow and blanket
before crossing to the other side of the bed. “Wouldn’t dream of it. Not with our kid
in the room.”

He jerks his chin towards Lucky, who despite his sleegp-drunken state cannot stop
wagging his tail. The mattress moves to accommodate Blake's toned body, and for a
split-second panic claws at my chest. | meet his gaze as he lounges against the pillow,
and for amoment | think | made a mistake by staying here.

Blake raises his brow in silent question. Y ou okay?

With anod, | let go of my panic. If there is anyone in this world | trust as much as |
do my siblings, it's Blake.

His arm leans over my pillow like an unspoken invitation to cuddle up against his
side. A smile spreads on my lips at the sight of him like this, so cozy, vulnerable. And
tonight, he’'s all mine. | scoot closer until I'’m wrapped in his arms, his heart beating
beneath my ear like alullaby.

“Goodnight, Alexis,” Blake whispers, and as his lips brush the top of my head | drift



off into a peaceful sleep.
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Chapter 18
Blake

Golden light drifts in through the window, outlining Alexis's sleeping form like an
angel.

She’'s wearing my clothes, bundled up against the cold, sleeping soundly in my arms,
Alone in my room with nothing to prove and no one to convince, she chose to stay.

She trusted me enough to stay.
My brave, gorgeous ray of sunshine.
Mine.

She gtirs, those gorgeous silver-blue eyes fluttering open to meet mine. | can’'t help
but smile.

“What are you grinning at, weirdo?’
| know that | shouldn't push my luck, and that just having her here with me is a
miracle | could only have prayed for. But right now, at this moment, | give up all

pretense.

“l just can’t believe I'm lucky enough to wake up next to you,” | murmur. “How are
you feeling?’



Alexis scrunches her nose. “ Sore.”

“Did you have fun while | slept, Sunshine?’

Alexis rolls her eyes, and the sight fuels me more than coffee ever could. “No, I'll
leave that task to you. Y ou' re decent enough at it.”

My thoughts must show on my face as she starts to laugh, bringing out the smallest
dimplein her cheek. | prop myself up on one arm, running my thumb along her lower
lip. “That sounds awfully tempting. If | didn’t know better I'd think it a proposition.”

“Well, | am in your bed.” Alexis's soft fingers run along the stubble on my jaw, her
eyes mapping out every inch of my face. My breath catches and | freeze at her touch
asif the slightest movement will scare her off. But thistiny bit of contact is enough to
set me alight, and | lose my fear to her fire.

“That you are.” | press a kiss to her palm before it travels down my throat, settling
right over my heart. | hope she can fedl it skip a beat at her smile.

I’d told her she would set the pace, but shit if that choice isn’t haunting me now. If |
hadn’'t, | would be closer, so much closer to that pretty mouth until my tongue is
fully?—

My thoughts wash away as her lips crash into mine, soft and warm and steady. Her
slender fingers snake around my neck to pull me into her, keeping me nice and close.
Asif I'd ever break away willingly.

Kissing Alexis Moore is a fucking dream. Even half-awake and with morning breath
galore, this is the best kiss I’ve ever had. For the first time in my life, | don't have a
great flood of thoughts—or thoughts at al. She has quieted the demons in my mind
and managed the impossible: she got meto focus.



Sure, my focus is on her. How she tastes and feels. How | can make it so she never
stops kissing me. But still, it must be some sort of progress.

“You should tell me to stop,” she manages between kisses. | laugh.

11 Na/a..ﬂ

When we finally break apart, all | can do is stare at her. Thiswonderful, quiet, angelic
wrecking ball of a woman who laughed her way into my life and refused to ease her
grip on my heart. It's strange how one person can change your sense of self. | never
believed love to be real. | mean, if my own mother couldn’t be bothered to love me,
why would anyone else? But when I’'m with Alexis...I think it might be.

“Why areyou sore?’ | ask. “Talk to me.”

Her gaze falls and she shakes her head like she’'s about to blow me off. “Oh, it's
nothing.”

There you go.

“l have a chronic illness called Fibromyalgia, which basically means my body is
nuking itself for no reason, and the cold is making it flare up—or making it worse, as
healthy people might say. In short, it gives me full-body pain, completely drains me
of energy, and amyriad of other things | won't bore you with.”

“You never bore me. You couldn’t.” | run my thumb along her cheekbone. “If you
don’t fed like talking about it, that’s fine too. But maybe you can send me alink so |
can read up on it?’

She pauses for a moment, her eyes wide with surprise as she nods. A small smile
plays her lips as she settles back into her pillow, looking almost relieved. | wasn’'t



wrong, then, when | figured she expected me to blow her off. How many people have
done that to her? Ignored her struggles like they don’t matter, made no effort to
understand what it’ s like being in her shoes?

She'slooking at me, expecting me to say something. But there is nothing | can say to
right that wrong. “I’ [l whip us up some breakfast. Y ou stay put and look pretty.”

“Well, if you insist, ” Alexis says, burying herself deeper in the pile of blankets. |
have no sooner left the bed when Lucky crawls up to take my place, curling up
against her chest with his snout pressed against her nose, begging for cuddles. | linger
in the doorway for a moment, drinking in the moment before it’ s gone.

The house is quiet, so | curse under my breath when | see my teammates lounging in
the kitchen. Guess my secret slegpover is about to become public. | should not be
surprised they have gathered here; Levi is very strict about us not going out during
the game season, so there are no hangovers to keep them rotting in bed.

“There heis! Finaly ended that dry spell, huh, Taylor?’ Eric smirks. Dick.

| push past him to get to the fridge. Hopefully these pigs left some food for the rest of
us. “You’re the only one who has those. Must be your dazzling personality.”

“Didn’'t | hear Alexis svoice last night? Where is she? | want to thank her for making
me a birthday cake.” Raf says from his perch on the island. He glances past a
scowling Levi into the hallway, trying to catch a glimpse of my girl. Not that he will.

I’'m hoping | can convince her to stay up there and relax for as long as possible,
maybe even blow off that cooking class the contest is forcing on us. | reckon we can

have alot more fun right here.

Raf’ s words do give me a pause, though. Between Alexis and the contest and al the



added hockey practices | completely forgot about his birthday coming up. Idiot! |
need to find something to give him, something that shows | care about him even if
I’m forgetful. | just have to figure out what.

Would he accept it if | bought him a car? It certainly would make going home easier
for him, letting him skip the bus and train rides | know he hates. | don’t think it would
go over well, though. What about a city trip? He could take Nico to Paris, maybe. I’ll
have to think about it some more later.

About the gift, that is. Not Raf and Nico in Paris.

There's some pancake mix left, so | whip up a few waffles with a glass of fresh
orange juice and a hot cherry tea on the side. It's far from flashy, but it’'s made with
love nonethel ess.

“She’s curled up in my bed where she belongs,” | say, and the wince on Levi’'s face
only spurs me on. “ She' s sore from last night—a bit hard to walk.”

“Watch it, Taylor. That’s my sister you' re talking about.”

| can tell by the tone of Levi’s voice that I'm walking a dangerous line, but even he
has to see I’ m stuck in an impossible situation here. These guys don’t know about our
deal, not even Raf. They al think me and Alexis are actually together, which would
make it suspicious if | didn't alude to having sex with her at least once. Especially
because riffing Levi is one of my favorite hobbies.

“Has anyone seen the syrup?’ | ask. Raf gives a low whistle and punts the bottle
straight at my head. “Thanks, man.”

Levi shakes his head as he watches me shove the breakfast onto a makeshift tray.
“Alexis doesn’t like syrup on waffles.”



“Oh, | know. The waffles are her breakfast. The syrup is part of mine.” | wink at Raf
as alow Oh! goes through the kitchen. Levi looks like he might be sick.

As ahockey player, | have never been graceful, so it takes considerable effort to keep
the tray—fine, it’s an old pizza box—straight enough not to spill athing. Still, | make
it apoint to stop briefly at Levi’s side. “Might be best not to think about it.”

| hurry up the stairs before he can retaliate.

Despite my best efforts, Alexisinsisted we go to the cooking class.

| tried everything short of barricading the door, but if | did she’d probably climb out
the window just to prove a point. My girl is stubborn like that.

It's not all bad, though. Alexis is a skilled baker and | found her a stool to perch on
while she watches me knead the pizza dough. She tries to hide it, be discreet, but |
catch her staring at my arms enough that it makes me regret hiding them under a
sweatshirt. | flex them just the same.

Alexis busies herself with roasting tomatoes for the sauce while | try to copy our
instructor’s moves for shaping the dough in the air. | can catch the blob of dough
before it has a chance to fly off, though thankfully no one saw it. Aside from the
cameras.

The cameraman closest to us—Noah, his name tag says—seems to have taken a
liking to Alexis and me. He kept close by at the aguarium, and today he hasn’'t been
more than a few paces away from us at any time. It seems the crew is unchanging, as
they are all familiar faces. Though it seems there are more of them now that there are
less of us.

They weren't kidding when they said they would vote two couples off after every



date. With two dates behind us four couples are gone, drastically improving our odds
of winning. There’'s no time to slow down, of course, but it's nice to know people
believe in usjust the same.

“Remind me to find a boarding place for Lucky for next weekend.” | rummage
through the mess underneath our workstation to find something to blend our sauce
with and set it on the bench before grabbing the rest of our ingredients. Cooking is
kind of fun.

“No need. I'll look after him.”

| raise a brow. “How can you take care of him if you're in Vermont with me? It’s not
like we can sneak him into the hotel. We couldn’t even sneak him into the house
without getting caught.”

“Yeah, I'm not sure me coming on your trip isagood idea,” Alexis says quietly. “It's
probably best if | hang back.”

| slide my arms around her waist and pull her close, minimizing the odds of
someone—Ilike Noah—overhearing as | say, “You have to go. All the guys' partners
are going. Don't you think it will look suspicious if you are the only one who isn’t
there?’

“Yes, it probably will.” Alexis doesn’'t look up from the cutting board, the herbs
dliced so thinly it's impossible to make them out. “But going on tripsisn’t that easy
when you're with me. | can’t just do things on the fly; they need to be planned out
with structured breaks for resting on bad days. And even then it’s a fifty-fifty shot of
my body giving up and me ruining the whole trip.” Alexis draws a shaky breath and
instinctively | hold her tighter, letting her know that I'm here. “With this much on the
line...I don’t want to be the reason you' re too distracted to win.”



There’'s a camera on us now, | just know it. | run my thumb along the length of her
cheekbone, cataloging every freckle. “You should know by now that | will be
thinking of you whether you are there or not. The only difference is if you're with
me, I'll get to dedicate every goa to my gorgeous ray of sunshine, and you get to
enjoy seeing mefall on my ass.”

“That does sound enticing,” Alexis teases.

“So you'll come? Pretty please?’ | put on my best impression of sad puppy eyes. “I
promise I'll get you anything you need to be comfortable. | just...| want you there
with me.”

Alexis stares at me for a moment, her conflict clear in the way she furrows her brows
and does that lip-biting thing she knows drives me wild. But | know the answer the
moment her expression softens.

“Okay, I'll come. Y ou got yourself adate.”

“Thank you, Alexis. Thisreally means alot to me.” | press along, gentle kiss on her
forehead. She's coming. And she called it a date!

I’ ve kissed her, tasted her, and woken up with her in my arms. But we haven't talked
about any of it. What it means, what we want it to mean. At Miller’s party Alexis told
me that she would follow my lead; is that what she's been doing al this time?
Pretending for the cameras? My heart twinges at the thought. If she’'s been pretending
thiswholetime...

| might just be crushed beyond repair.

No. She can't be pretending—at least not fully. Alexis is many things, but she is
never cruel.



“Oh, it'snot afavor,” she says matter-of-factly. “It’s going to cost you. Not sure what
yet, but I’ [l think of something.”

| slide my hands down her spine, not stopping until they’re only a hair above her ass,
her front pressed flush against mine. “You know I’ll make it worth your while, don’t
you, Sunshine?’

Sheraises abrow in challenge. “Y ou will. Now be a good boy and kiss me—we're on
camera.”
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Chapter 19

Blake

Me

Dinner tonight?

Sunshine

Not tonight. | can’t move.

Bad pain day?

Y ou have no idea.

I’d like to be alone for a bit, if that’s okay.
Just until | feel less like death.
Absolutely.

Text meif you need anything?
*Kiss face emoji*

After our cooking class, | didn’'t see Alexis for days.



My training schedule nearly tripled for the big game in Vermont, and as she was
stuck in bed being the cutest corpse aive, there wasn’'t much room left for romance.
We did our best, though. She FaceTimed me whenever she felt a little better, and |
brought her flowers and take-out after practice so we could eat together in her room.

Besides, it's hard to mourn those days when her face is the first thing | see when |
wake.

She's up aready, fussing about in tight leggings and a hoodie she stole from my
closet, one of my beanies pulled warmly over her head. She's all packed, asam |. We
dropped Lucky off at the boarding place last night, so all thereisto do isleave.

Well, that, and trying not to lure her back to bed.

| roll onto my back and watch as she moves through the room like alost little bird. |
want to speak up, ask what she’slooking for, but I'm afraid I'll startle her.

As | get out of bed | make sure to step on the creaky floorboard by the nightstand so
she knows I’'m up. If she hearsit, she doesn’t show it.

My fingers find her hips before meeting at her belly button, my head resting in the
crook of her neck. “What’'s wrong? Restless? Anxious? If it’s the latter, | know a way
of calming you down...”

| leave a trail of kisses down her neck, stopping at her collarbone. Her hand flies up
to hold mein place, her breathing steadying at once.

| make light of it now, for her benefit, but during my deep dive into her illness the
other night | came across alist detailing more than two hundred symptoms.

Two. Hundred. Plus.



Alexis is a goddamn fighter. Us guys whine and moan when we're thrown into the
boards too hard, but at least our pain fades within days, if not sooner. Alexis has to
live with her body attacking itself every single day without complaint, and has to
figure out how to live her life dlongside it. And the fact that she has to shoulder it all
alone, with no one who really, truly knows what she is going through...

Shit . The thought alone forms alump in my throat.

“Just nervous, | guess,” she says and waves a hand to blow me off. Asif that would
work on me. “It’ll pass.”

| press another kiss down her neck, ending right on her shoulder as she stills
underneath my touch. “Talk to me. Why are you nervous?’

“It's just—I want this weekend to be about you and the guys,” she says. “So what if
something makes me flare up again and | become catatonic and can’'t go out with
you? | don’t want to be the one who' s dragging you down.”

“You won't drag me down. Y ou couldn’t even if you tried.”

Softly, she shakes her head. “Y ou don’t know that, Blake.”

“Yes, | do.” | hook my finger under her chin, gently turning her face so | can look
into those enchanting eyes | adore, my heart aching as | notice them glazed with
tears. “I can promise you with my head and my heart that I'm just as happy laying in
bed watching bad TV with you as | am going out with the guys. I’m yours, Sunshine.
Even if you're too exhausted to walk, and | have to carry you to the bathroom. Even
if you're in so much pain that you can't help but become snippy and difficult. You
don’t have to deal with this alone anymore. I’ ve got you, and I’ m not letting you go.”

The small lamp on my desk highlights the tears threatening to spill onto her cheeks. |



hold her gaze for as long as she'll let me, those big eyes searching my face for the
answer to aquestion | don’t know.

“Levi told me you're not a relationship kind of guy,” she says, and as she blinks a
single tear escapes her lid to roll down her cheek. “What changed?’

“1’m going to kick his assfor telling you that, but he’sright.” A flutter passes through
my chest, hopeful and longing just for her. “I'm not a relationship kind of guy. But
you, Alexis Moore, are my only exception.”
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Chapter 20
Alexis
In the end, the bus ride to Vermont wasn't half bad.

Then again | spent most of it curled up at Blake's side, fast asleep, and even in my
dreams his words echoed. Y ou, Alexis Moore, are my only exception.

Each time | hear it in my mind, my heart glows like wildfire.

It doesn’'t help that Blake makes me sleep better than any medication |'ve tried.
Unlike the pills and syrups and teas, he doesn’t just suppress my anxiety but eases it
until it's barely noticeable. It is a terrifying thing, to be so dependent on him, but
what | told Levi that night wasn’t a lie. If this ends when the contest is over, | will
accept it with grace. Blake and | made a deal, and we owe each other nothing more
than those terms.

So when | find Levi staring at us with that conflicted look on his face, | shoot him a
smile. | can’t make him stop worrying about me—he is my brother, after all—but |
can make sure he has no reason to.

The arenais only afew blocks away from the hotel, leaving us with plenty of time to
kill before the guys have to go prepare. Blake suggests staying in our room for a bit
and going for a walk later, but | know he's suggesting that for my benefit alone.
Away games are great for boosting team morale, and strengthening bonds between
them so they work better as a team. | can't let Blake miss out on any of that,



especially now that he and Levi are rocky at best. So | surprise everyone by
suggesting we go for an early dinner instead.

We walk over as a group, Blake's arm around my shoulders, his breath tickling my
skin as he whispers sweet nothings into my ear. He insists on paying for dinner like
always, though this time | don’'t fight him on it. The restaurant they chose is out of

my price range, anyway.

Levi, as one of the few players without a partner, chooses to sit at the head of our
table.

Being captain of awinning hockey team, he can get any girl he wants, but his solitude
Is a choice rather than resignation. There is only one girl in this world worthy of my
brother’s heart, and she is across the state in the sleepy village we grew up in.

Lottie got accepted into Brookside at the same time as Alissa and me, but she had to
stay behind to care for her ailing dad. She's been my best friend—aside from my
womb-mate—since we were little, and that didn’t change when she and my brother
started dating in our teens. She is the only person who can draw the worry from his
mind, often without even trying to, and that doesn’'t change no matter how long
they’ ve been apart.

But | know Lottie s secret, and when we see her next, things may not be the same.

My heart flutters as Blake's hand finds mine underneath the table, his thumb tracing
lazy circles on the back of my palm as he laughs at something Raf says. | try to pay
attention to their conversation, but it's about hockey and | don’t understand the rules
even alittle bit, so | mostly end up staring at Blake, imagining all the things I’d like
him to do to me once we're alone. He glances at me, his grin widening as he winks,
like he knows exactly what I’ m thinking about.



If only.

Y ou would think growing up with two sport-obsessed siblings would create a third,
but any attempt at learning about it leaves me bored and irritated. If | had to guess, |
would say it's a mentality kind of thing; day-to-day life is so exhausting to me that
sports are downright impossible. Blocking out engaging with it in any way might be
my brain’sway of protecting me from feeling left out more than | aready do.

How ironic, then, that I’m dating one of the school’ s star hockey players.

Wait, shit. Fake dating.

It's a little better once they’re on the ice. Blake looks incredibly sexy in his gear and
he knows it, lifting the hem of his jersey at every opportunity where he knows | can
see. He spotted me in the crowd seconds after they hit the ice, and his gaze never
strayed as he did his elaborate and highly suggestive warm up. The sight alone was
enough to make me blush, every vein in my body set alight in anticipation. | swore |
saw him grin at the sight.

As the game unfolds | study his movements, relying on the knowledge of Raf’'s
boyfriend, Nico, to figure out the plays. He also tells me that, while effective, Blake's
actions on the ice are generally frowned upon and his sitting in that box thing is
because he's out on a penalty, and not just him looking after his energy like |
assumed.

His eyes find mine as he waits out his time, a soft smile playing his lips. There is a
look in his eyesthat is hard to pin down yet leaves butterflies swarming inside of me,
spreading akind of itch | know deep down only he can scratch.

The other partners stare at me like I've grown a second head when | burst out in
laughter at the sight of Blake falling on his ass. I'm worried sick about him being in



there, let it be known, but this fall was so dramatic that | know he's okay without him
telling me. It's their loss, really; him diding across the ice on his butt is objectively
the funniest thing I’ ve ever seen. | hope someone turnsit into a meme,

| pull Blake's beanie further over my ears and tug at my mittens, the biting cold
tearing through my many layers no matter what | do. Another reason to hate hockey:
chronic pain flare-ups are amost guaranteed with every game or practice | go to.

Nico jabs me in the side and points to Blake just in time to see him score, and like a
00’ s romcom, he points right at me while blowing akiss. | laugh and pretend to catch
it as if it were a tangible thing, my cheeks bursting with color as | notice myself on
the big screen. To round out the cliché | press my hands together in a heart shape and
mouth | love you, and relief washes over me as the screen goes back to showing the

players.

“You two are so cute. I've never seen a man this smitten,” Nico says. “Not with a
woman, anyway.”

“You think he's smitten?’ | look out onto the ice to find his eyes on me again, asmile
playing on his lips before his gaze is pulled back to the puck. My heart flutters at the
thought.

“Oh, | have no doubt,” Nico says. “He's not even trying to hide it, either—he’'s gone
soft. Did you know he gave Raf atrip to Parisfor his birthday?’

| shake my head no.
“Blake said that when love is redl, it should be celebrated, and he wanted us to have

something truly special. Who does that? Who just gives their friend a trip to Europe
and downplays how big that is?’



“He does,” | say. It makes sensg; this is the one thing he could give Rafael that the
latter couldn’t pass down to his family, something he's forced to use himself. Smart
thinking on Blake's part. “Blake doesn’t care about money. If he likes you, he’'d buy
you the world without a second thought.”

Nico laughs. “He really likes you, so what did he buy you?’

“Nothing. | don't want his money.” | look away, dodging the questioning ook on
Nico'sfaceas| whisper, “I just want him.”

Is this what life with Blake would be like? Going to hockey games, cheering him on,
freezing my butt off? | could get used to it, | admit. His teammates are nice—well,
most of them—and so are their partners. Nico is great company in the dull moments,
and Blake plays with such passion even | enjoy watching him play. But then what?

As ateacher, | can't follow him from state to state once he’s in the NHL, and | can’'t
ask him to give up his dreams for me. Being with me comes with enough
compromises as it is. I’'m sure he'd encourage me to stay home, and say that | don't
have to work if it'sadrain on my health, but I’m not giving my dreams up either.

What am | even doing, thinking about these things? | don't even know if anything
Blake and | shareisreal, and here | am, dreaming of afuture with him. | can’t help it,
though; it just feels so right . The fact that Alexis Taylor has a nice ring to it doesn’t
help, either.

I’d be lucky, so incredibly lucky, to have Blake to call mine—for redl, that is.

Though | know, deep down, nothing about thisis fake for me.

It's late at night when we get back to the hotel, the both of us quiet and aching.



“1’m going to take a hot shower, try to thaw out a bit.” | toss my coat and purse onto
the bed, running a hand through my hair with a sigh. Even standing right next to the
steaming radiator, | still feel as cold as the Arctic.

Blake lets himself fall onto the bed, yanking his boots off one by one. “Need any
help? I’m very good at showers.”

The lowest part of my belly aches at the thought. | bet that shower would really warm
me up. Still, there is another contest date planned for tomorrow, and | should
probably reserve what little energy | have for that.

“You're welcome to join me, Blakey-bear, but | barely have enough fumes left to get
through a shower, let alone anything fun.”

“Fair enough. Today was a lot. Go ahead, Sunshine. I'll be here if you need me.”
Blake shoots me the softest smile, full of fatigue and emotions | don’t allow myself to
acknowledge.

“I’ll beright out.”

| don't bother searching for my pajamas, snatching only a set of fresh underwear
from my bag. Blake has seen me naked before; | doubt he minds seeing me in my
underwear.

In the bathroom | peel off every layer, from the hat to the leggings and underwear,
and before long the scalding hot stream of water washes over me. The relief is amost
immediate, the stiffness in my muscles easing with every moment, though it does
little for the pain.

A knock sounds from the door, and | don’t think twice.



“Comein.”

The door opens and | don't turn away. The water hits my spine at just the right angle;
it would be a shame to lose that bit of happiness. Blake stares for a moment, his eyes
wide as they glide along every inch and curve like he has never seen me naked
before. It's kind of sweet.

| hate to break his stare, but he's letting all the precious warmth out of the room. |
motion for him to close the door and he blinks, shaking his head as if to clear his
thoughts as he obliges.

“I’ve got your jammies, figured it’d be best to bundle up before getting out of here.
You know, to lock in that post-shower warmth.” Blake places a stack of clothes on
the bathroom countertop before leaning against it, the muscle straining against the
thin fabric of hiswhite shirt. He's staring again, though it’s far from an uncomfortable
one. It's alimost appreciative, awestruck. And wholly one-sided.

“You know, if you're going to stay you might as well join me.”

He raises a brow, conflict clear on hisface. “Y ou sure?’

“It'sonly weird if you make it weird.”

Likeit’s happening in slow motion Blake steps closer, throwing his shirt into a corner
to reveal his sculpted torso. He drops his joggers, revealing he wasn't wearing
anything underneath, leaving him naked and tantalizingly close.

| let my eyes feast on his body the way he did mine. | take in every toned muscle,
every groove and bump, how his thighs could crush a skull and the way the veins on

his arms lie just above the rest. Blake's body seems tailor-made for me, with every
inch of him screaming at me to climb him like atree.



And | will. Just not tonight.

| take his hand, leading him closer until he's in the wall-less shower cabin with me,
and crash my lipsinto his.

Blake's hands land on my bare hips but never stray, though the evidence of how
badly he wants to presses against my stomach. One jump into his arms would be
enough to feel him inside of me, and for a moment | imagine doing it. Imagine him
pressing me into the wall and filling me up so deliciously that I'd want for nothing
until 1 screamed his name over and over.

| feel myself getting wet at the mere thought of it, though | meant what | said earlier.
I'm too exhausted for that tonight.

“You never cease to amaze me, Alexis,” Blake grins like an idiot, and it's so
infectious | can't stop myself from smiling, either. Being in Blake's orbit, looking
into his eyes—it eases the weight of the world on my shoulders. | never knew how
heavy a burden it was until he kissed me and | felt it al crashing down around us,
allowing meto finaly breathe.

Blake tries to pull me in again but | stop him, my eyes trained on the collection of
scars and bruises. Some have faded to nothing but a faint line, while others look

relatively new. And the bruising... “Arethese all from playing hockey?’

I’ve seen Levi without a shirt countless times, but he doesn’t have anywhere near as
many scars as Blake does.

“No,” Blake says. “I mean, most are. But the others...| wasn’'t always the lovable
rogue you know me as. Thereisalot of shit I’'m hiding from everyone—even you.”

| run afinger along along, jagged scar on his left peck. “Tell me?’



Conflict battles in his gaze before his hand closes on mine, a shaky breath leaving his
lips.

“That one | got during a visitation with my dad when he got drunk and came at me
with a knife. Apparently I'm too sensitive for a guy, and it pissed him off, ” Blake
says. He moves my hand to his side. “That one | got during a boxing match that
spilled out of the ring. He and his buddies waited outside, | barely got away.”

Our hands dip lower, amost low enough to touch his rock-hard length before he stops
with a chuckle. “ This one' s less exciting—appendectomy.”

“Shit, Blake.” | blink against the burning in my eyes, trying to keep the tears at bay.
Is this why he was so insistent on walking me to and from class every day? Because
he was afraid Hudson would eventually bring a weapon?

Blake's finger lifts my chin, forcing my gaze away from his scars. His eyes are a
storm in the ocean, wild and violent. But there's a strength in them that takes my
breath away, a defiant kind of gentlenessonly | get to see.

“l don't like talking about this stuff, who | was before. | was lost, Sunshine. So
fucking lost until | heard you laugh that day.” He shakes his head. “Do you know
why | call you Sunshine , Alexis? It’'s because from that moment on | saw away out.
A way to live, not just survive. A way out of the shit hole | found myself in and take
back the control I'd lost. You are the ray of light | needed to obliterate the darkness
that consumed me for twenty-one years, and | have spent every single day since then
trying to become the man that’ s deserving of you.”

| cup his jaw in the palm of my hand, stroking the scruff with my thumb. The other
hand lays flush against his heart, the steady beating calm and reassuring. “I’m not a
saint, nor a goddess. You don't have to change who you are to deserve me; every
version of you is enough. You told me that being with you is supposed to be easy,



that | can be me and you be you—it’s time you listen to your own words. You are
deserving, Blake. More than you’ll ever know.”

Blake leans in to kiss me and thistime | don’t stop him. Not just because kissing him
is like gliding into a hot bath during a bad pain day, but because it feels like he needs
this; like the feeling of my lips on his are grounding him somehow. So | let go of any
thought and sink into him, letting him use me in any way he needs.

Eventually, he releases me with a long, tender kiss on the forehead. “We should
probably turn off the water.”

“Yeah, | don’'t have any energy left to wash my hair anyway.” | move to turn off the
water but Blake catches my hand and pulls me down until my butt connects with his
rock-hard thigh—awelcome perch after all this standing.

His fingers dig into my skull, massaging the skin before covering it with pomegranate
shampoo. The sensation of his clever fingersin my hair is enough for a moan to leave
my lips, making him chuckle.

“Is that enough to turn you on these days, Sunshine?’ he says, the self-satisfaction
clear in his voice. “I’'m thinking the next time we shower together, I’'ll make you sit
just like this and edge yourself on my thigh until you’ re a whimpering mess, and then
I’ll take you nice and slow against the wall until you’ re begging me to come like the
good girl you are.”

“You won't have the self-control, Blakey-bear,” | say, and like intended the
nickname makes him roll his eyes at once.

“Isthat so?"

| lean back until my spine connects with his chest and his jaw is within kissing



distance. “It’s like you said—when you take me, neither of us will want it to stop.”
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Chapter 21
Blake

We make it back to campus just in time to throw some things into a bag and head out
for the contest’ s stargazing date.

The tents are set up in awide half-moon, with plenty of space in between tentsto give
the illusion of privacy. | say illusion because while the tents seem sturdy they are in
no way soundproof. Any attempt at touching Alexis—which | want to, so badly,
especially after last night—would have to be soundless, which goes decidedly against
my need to hear her scream my name again.

| grab our bags from the trunk and dodge Alexis's attempts at taking hers off me.
“I"ve got it, Sunshine.”

“l can do it myself, really?—"

| shoot her alook that says drop it, and she knows better than to finish her sentence.
She tries to hide them, all those labored breaths and winces, but anyone paying even a
little attention to her can see she’'sin pain.

It's my fault. | was the one who begged her to go to the game with me, and for purely
selfish reasons, too. We might not have won if she hadn’t been there, but at least she
wouldn’'t have extra pain to deal with. The jersey, beanie, mittens and even my coat
weren’'t enough to keep her warm, and now I’'m making her pay for my selfishness.



Stupid bastard.

One of the people in those god-awful Brookside U Communications shirts does a
headcount. | guess we were the last to arrive, as she gives a sharp whistle that hurts
my ears and motions for us to gather around.

She starts by reminding us about the cameras pointed at us aways— can't forget this
Is a marketing ploy! —and then rambles on about the activities they’ve set up, but
I’m not listening, because Alexis just wrapped her arms around my chest and laid her
head on my shoulder, her body all cuddied up into my side. She's cold as always, but
warmth spreads through my body in every place we collide, and a battalion of
dragonflies swarm my stomach as | get thrown by her.

My love. My Sunshine. My Alexis.

“Sounds fun,” Alexis mutters. Sleep drips like syrup from her lips, and her eyes stay
closed like she' s doing alittle nap.

| shake my head with a smile. “Yeah, we're not doing that. Or anything else, until
you'’ ve gotten some sleep.”

| wasn't listening, so | have no idea what she was referring to, but it doesn’t matter.
She can barely keep her eyes open, and I’'m not about to go full Weekend at Bernie's
on her.

She starts to protest, but | feel her body relax beneath my grip to the point I'm
convinced my arms are the only thing keeping her upright. One of my favorite
members of the crew, Noah, peeks out from behind the camera before lifting his
eyebrow in question, jerking his chin towards a dlightly drooling Alexis. | nod and
give a thumbs up. While the rest of the group peels off to do whatever, | swoop my
girl off her exhausted feet and carry her to our tent, tucking her in before setting up



shop at its mouth.

| figure she'd be out for a few minutes, maybe an hour tops. Eventually someone
comes to check on her again, and it takes some time to convince them that yes, she
really is just that tired but she’'ll be up in no time. By the time Alexis's adorably
groggy face peeks out through the tent flaps, dinner time has come and gone.

“Blake, what the hell do you think you're doing?’

| don’t take my eyes off the pages. “Reading. | got bored and took one of your books.
Don’'t worry—I’ Il return it undamaged.”

“Not that, you weirdo. You didn't wake me! We've missed al the activities!” Alexis
hisses like it’s important somehow. It’s not.

“Those were the physical activities, and not the ones we're good at,” | say, and can’t
help but smile as | notice her glare. “And we weren’t going to do those anyway.

You'reright on time for trivia, though, and stargazing after that.”

“Oh.” She considers for a moment, the anger and panic already fading from her face.
“So we still have a shot.”

“No harm done.”

She nods slowly. “Isthere any food left?’

| grin, and as | meet her gaze I’'m awarded with a smile that tugs at something deep
inside my chest.

Though we haven't said it, something has shifted between us, pushing us far away
from the place we started. The Alexis | met that night would never have trusted me to



watch over her as she slept, and would have ran when | showed her every messed up
part of me. But not anymore. This version of her is bolder, more trusting, with a
flirtatious streak that brings me to my knees.

| showed her my scars, bared my soul, and she didn't even flinch a my darkness,
enveloping mein her light so it no longer felt as heavy. I'm too much of a coward to
ask her what it means, if she feels the same way | feel about her. But | know that
what | feel for her isn't going away—it's only getting stronger.

Last night, Alexis told me she wasn't a saint, nor a goddess, but fuck do | disagree.
I’d build atemple in her name, pray to her alone. I'd sacrifice myself at her atar just
to show her the depths of my worship and lay my life in her hands. My mind and
body are mere tools for her ritual, to aid her in that sweet gentle sin.

Where I’'m chaos and oblivion, she is light and creation, a summation of all that is
good in this world. And when she presses her lips against mine, soft and warm and
promising, | know I’'m nothing if I’m not hers.

“Let’sgo look.”

Surprisingly, we won at trivia by alandslide.

Alexis, it turns out, knows a lot more about celebrity gossip than | expected, and she
didn’t get a single literature question wrong. That’'s not unexpected; my girl reads a
lot. No, the surprising part is that she looked strangely turned on by my knowledge of
history, especially the more obscure topics. | file that little tidbit away for later.

Noah's camera stayed on us the entire time, much to the dismay of our fellow
competitors, who didn’t bother to hide their contempt. | get the feeling some of them
have caught up to our little ruse, but now that we don't know what’s going on
ourselves, they have too little proof to rat us out. Good . If they tried, they’d have to



get through mefirst.

We're lying on one of those itchy picnic blankets that are made from real wool and
smell like they’ve been in the university’s attic for at least thirty years, the ground
frozen solid underneath our bodies as we gaze up at the stars. Alexis, to my delight, is
sprawled out on top of me, her leg hooked around mine with her ear pressed to my
heart.

| hope she remembers it only beats for her.

“Do you ever think about what comes next?’ she asks quietly. “After graduation, |
mean.”

The topic of the future has never been my favorite, the what-ifs stronger than my
plans could ever be. | breathe in the scent of her, knowing the silent reassurance of
having her near is enough to calm me down. “Sometimes. A lot, lately. | don't have a
concrete plan yet, not like you and Levi do. But | know I'll be okay wherever | end
up, aslong as I’ ve got you with me.”

“You don’'t think you'll get into the NHL?

“I’m not sure hockey is my endgame.” | draw another deep breath, waiting for her to
say something. I’ ve never told anyone this before, nor have they asked. But leave it to
Alexisto draw out my secrets like water from awell. “1 always thought it was; | spent
most of my life on theice, so it's alogical next step. But ever since we went on our
little road tip I’ ve been mulling over everything | thought to be true, and I’'m realizing
| might not even love hockey that much in the first place. | loved the fact that it
bought my mother’ s attention.”

Alexis moves to look at me, those brilliant silver-blue eyes shining in the moonlight.
“So what do you love?’



Y ou. Only you.

My heart flutters at the thought, though | know it’s true. | would give up everything |
have for her, everything | ever wanted and more. It's her | want, her | need. Nothing
else even comes close.

“This,” | whisper. “Having you in my arms, feeling your breath on my skin. Knowing
| will only ever beyours. It's heaven and it’ storture and it is terrifying, but it’sreal.”

Alexis sits up alittle straighter until we are face to face. “Y ou love me?’

“Isthat bad?’ Every scrap of air isripped from my lungs and my mouth feelsdry asa
bone as | study her face. I’ve done it now; I’ ve fucked up this perfect thing—the one
perfect thing | have.

Slowly, she shakes her head. “No. | think I...”

Her voice trails off into the wind, but | don’t mind one bit. | brush a stray lock of hair
from her face to revea her blush, and the sight of it makes me smile. “Don’'t feel
pressured to say it, Sunshine. | won't be scared off so easily. Y our pace, remember?’

Something shifts in her gaze, her irises growing dark and intense with wanting. Her
fingers glide teasingly down my chest, following every ridge and plane through my
sweatshirt. | know what she’'s up to the moment she glances around the campsite,
looking for strays. The others went to bed more than an hour ago, leaving not asingle
camera behind.

I’m already rock hard by the time she climbs on top of me, my cock so dangerously
close to her core. | know the feeling must be turning her on as well as she bites her
lip, the sight so vulgar it makes me twitch against my zipper with a groan.



Her gaze shiftsto my lips and before | know it I’ m tasting her, too wrapped up in the
moment to care about the open air and our peers being able to see us, about my
insecurities and what-ifs.

Right here, right now, AlexisMooreisall | can breathe.

| kiss her hard enough | fear | might leave a bruise, but that fear is swiftly replaced by
hunger as she rakes her teeth over my lower lip. Fuck.

What little brain | have left short-circuits as she does it again, her hips grinding
against mine like she’s begging for release. She tears herself off my lips and | have to
keep myself from pulling her back in again, already missing her warmth and those
little moans.

“Shit, Blake. You're big,” Alexis breathes as she drags herself along my length. She
saw it last night in the shower, | know she did. She made a whole show of looking at
it as payback for theway | look at her. Still, it’s different to fed it, | suppose.

Like the way | know exactly how she tastes, but have yet to feel her take me.

“You can take me, Sunshine. | promise.” The words are nothing but a strangled
groan; she's edging me so beautifully that 1 can hardly manage anything else. My
hands grip her waist, holding her in place while | tilt my hips for better contact, those
eyes ever-widening. My fingers dip below her waistband to edge her further only to
make a tempting discovery. “No underwear? Fuck. You' re killing me.”

She bats her eyelashes so innocently | almost feel bad for the unspeakable thoughts
racing through my mind. “I must have forgotten them. Oops?’

That blush creeps back in, her confidence waning. | grin at her shyness, wondering
how she could ever doubt | want to worship every piece of her.



No problem. | plan to show her again and again until she learns.
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Chapter 22
Alexis

A warm and fuzzy feeling courses through my veins as | fedl the effect | have on
Blake first-hand.

He's rock hard underneath my touch, turned on beyond what | thought was humanly
possible. And | thrive on it. | love seeing him like this, al hot and bothered and
dlightly possessive. All because of me. And that along with his confession?

Whatever walls | had left turned to ash.

| leave atrail of kisses down his throat, reducing the mountain of a man beneath me
to a puddle. It doesn’'t take long for me to lose what little self-control | have and
gently bite his shoulder, a shiver passing through the lowest part of my belly as he
twitches against me. Blake mutters obscenities under his breath and | look up,
wondering if I'd done something wrong.

Blake merely grins. “Do it again.”

| happily comply. His fingers dig deep into my hips and | hope they leave a mark for
me to look at and remember this moment. Because at this moment | am not the
hockey captain’s sister or the boring sick girl who never wants to go out. | am so

much more than that.

| am Alexis Noelle Moore, and | am enough.



Enough to be desired, to love. Enough to take up space on this earth and claim it as
my own. Enough, just the way | am.

A low growl rips from Blake' s throat—gquttural and needy. “1f you keep this up we're
going to bein big trouble.”

“Promise?’ | bite my lip for the sole reason of turning him on more. It works, too.

“Promise. Any more of this teasing and I’d have to haul your cute butt off this
blanket and into that tent, and then | would have no choice but to make you pay for
this torture by taking you nice and slow until you' re begging me to come.”

It's another tease, but it's so much more. It's a veiled question of are you sure? A
quiet tell me what you want. And that only makes me want him more.

“Sounds like ayou problem.” | graze my teeth over hislower lip.

Blake grunts, and it's filled with such lust I've never heard anything as beautiful.
“You forget these tents aren't soundproof. And when you come on my cock,
Sunshine, you will be screaming my name loud enough for everyone to know you're
mine.”

“You'reright, that does sound problematic.” My voice is barely a whisper now, but |
know he can hear every word when | say, “Let’sdo it anyway.”

Blake doesn’'t have to be told twice. He's got us flipped in an instant, and within
seconds | am hauled up into the air and cradled into his warm chest as he crosses the
field in long strides. One word is all it would take for him to turn around, to carry me
back to that blanket and the sweet nothings under the stars.

| stay far away from that word—I want every bit of him.



The moment my spine touches the air mattress in our tent | pull him down with me,
unwilling to be apart for another second. He breaks away for only a moment, his
hands pressing into the mattress on either side of my head, those gorgeous blue eyes
piercing mine with a gentleness that makes me swoon. “Are you sure about this,
Alexis?’

“I want you, Blake. All of you. So take me like I'm one of the girls on your
roster—make me yours .”

It's what | said when he first touched me, when he told me my first positive time
should be more special than a random afternoon fuck. It can't get more special than
this, | think.

| pull him down for another kiss, and this time he doesn’'t pull away. We pedl off our
coats in a frenzied tangle of limbs and as he tosses his sweatshirt to the side | pull his
shirt off after it, letting my fingers roam free over the scul pted planes of his chest.

Fine. Maybe my tongue too.

There might also be some bite marks.

Blake grabs a hold of my wrists and pins them gently above my head before pausing,
raising his brow in silent question. Is that okay?

| nibble my lip as | nod, sticking out my chest to urge him on. He holds my wrists
with one hand, the other creeping slowly under the hem of the oversized sweatshirt |
stole from his closet, and his gaze darkens as he notices there is absolutely nothing
undernesath.

As if forgetting his plan of taking me slow, he pulls the sweatshirt over my head and
onto the heap of discarded clothes before running those heavenly calloused fingers



along my sides.

“Mine,” he breathes. Not in possessiveness—well, that too—but in overwhelming
awe. It's so sweet | laugh, a sound that’ s instantly silenced when hislips crash against
mine.

Distracted by my lips he doesn’t notice me undoing his buttons until I’ m trying to tug
down his jeans, eager to feel him inside of me.

“Patience,” he warns, but | can tell heis just as desperate as | am. Our taunting is less
effective now, and we're a tangled mess of limbs as we try to steal the last remaining
clothes off the other. Even so, as soon as we're rid of those pesky things he gently
pushes me onto my back again, taking his sweet time cataloging every inch of me
into his mind. His cock twitches with need and is dripping with pre-cum, but as |
reach out for it he catches my wrist and pinsit back above my head.

“Not tonight,” he says with a soft kiss on my forehead. “I’ [l have my fun, | promise.
Tonight isall about you.”

“It's—" Hislips crash into mine, shutting me up as his free hand starts a tantalizingly
slow journey down my stomach. When he finally reaches my folds his fingers come
out dripping with slick, my core throbbing in anticipation.

“So wet already. Guess you got yourself pretty worked up teasing me, huh?’

| move my hips into his touch, needing that sweet, sweet pressure he knows how to
give so well. He lowers down to align his lips with my core, softly blowing air to the
sensitive skin on my thighs. It’s torture, absolute torture, to lie naked with the hottest
guy on earth and not have him inside of me—hell, he’s barely even touching me at
all.



“Blake, | swear...”

He laughs at my glaring, his lips brushing the top of my folds in apology.

“1 think | liked you better when you were biting me,” he winks, and | shoot him a
look that says don’t tempt me.

But | don’t get to say the words out loud, because as soon as he sees my expression
he swirls his tongue around my sensitive bud, my back arching as aripple of pleasure
shoots through me.

His hand splays out over the lower part of my stomach to keep me in place as he
works my clit, asif I’d dare move away from his tongue and that sweet, sweet release
that’ s already building. | run my fingers through his brown curls and push him further
down as the cusp nears and | plummet over the edge of pleasure. I'm vaguely aware
of my sounds and volume, but | can’t bring myself to care.

Not now.

Not when | feel Blake align himself with me, his hard cock teasing my folds until it's
coated in my slick, part of the condom wrapper still balanced between his teeth. He
spreads my legs further apart, hauling one of his shoulders before cupping my jaw in
his hand.

“It'sonly me, all right?’ he saysin the gentlest voice | have ever heard. “Just breathe
and focus on my touch.”

He waits for me to nod before kissing me, ever so gently, his thumb drawing lazy
hearts on my sensitive clit as he pushes inside of me. He goes slow, pausing every
few seconds to let me adjust until he's all theway in.



Blake's a big guy, | knew that going into this. But to know it and to feel it are two
completely different things. He stretches me out so carefully, so enticingly, that |
can’t help but grow impatient. More. More. More.

“Look how well you're taking my cock, Sunshine,” Blake says as he nips at my ear.
“Still with me?’

| kisshimin lieu of an answer, making him groan.

“Y ou need to say the words, Alexis.”

“Yes,” | breathe. “I’m okay. Keep going, please.”

His lips move to my neck. “That’s my girl.”

Lazy thrusts fill my mind as | adjust to the sensations and before long I’'m begging
him to pick up the pace, being met with awicked grin as he happily complies.

His lips whisper affections in my ear, and | zero in on the softness in his voice to
push away the dark thoughts and memories that try and steal my bliss. Blake isn't
Hudson. After tonight, Blake won't stalk or threaten me just for having had sex with
him. Blake lovesme, and I...l love him.

That is the thought | cling to as my climax builds, letting it carry me to the star-filled
finish.

He's close, so close, and his thrusts gain force as we barrel toward the grand finale.
His lips find mine, hard and warm and wanting, keeping me from crying out as |
come. | clench around him, the sensation so delicious it makes me want another, and
it's enough to send Blake over the edge with me. He mutters profanities as he finishes
with agrowl and slow, full thrusts before slumping down beside me.



We're breathless and sweating, but when | meet his gaze, he has the cutest, goofiest
smile. “It's unfair how you can still be this gorgeous while spent. Have you ever
considered giving the rest of us a chance?’

“Never. You need the competition to keep your ego in check,” | smile, and kiss him
again.

Blake rises, grabbing the pack of damp washing cloths from my bag—atip provided
by Alissa—before cleaning me up, peppering my body with kisses and compliments
until his heart feels like an extension of mine and our cheeks are sore from smiling.
And when we're both clean and clothed and I’m too Sleepy to keep my eyes open a
moment longer, he curls up beside me and pulls me into his chest so | can hear his
heart, letting it lull me to sleep.

In the fog between awake and asleep, | hear Blake' s voice, soft and gentle.

“You are more than just agirl on my roster, Alexis,” it says. “You'rethe girl.”
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Chapter 23
Blake
Last night was a fucking dream.

It must have been. There is no way an angel like Alexis would want me like that,
would ever moan so beautifully with my name on her lips and my cock buried deep
inside of her. And yet she's here, snuggled up against my chest. The most beautiful
girl I've ever seen.

“What are you staring at, weirdo? Do | have something on my face?’ Alexis rubs her
eyes with the base of her palm, trying to hide that cute little yawn | adore. Between
the Vermont trip and yesterday, |I've run her ragged, and I'm willing to bet good
money that once | drop her off at her dorm she will sleep for aday straight.

“Seven layers of skin, roughly one-hundred-and-three freckles, and a smile as
addicting asair,” | muse. “But nothing that doesn’'t belong there, no.”

Alexisraises abrow. “You counted my freckles?’
“1 have to do something while you’ re hogging the blankets and I’ m freezing my ass
off, don’t 1?7’ | brush my lips against her velvet skin just to feel her, to have tangible

proof thisisreal.

A soft laugh echoes through the tent, igniting a surge of fluttersin my chest. I'll never
get tired of that laugh. “You're built like a furnace, anyway. You don’'t need



blankets.”

| give a shrug that admits she's right, but before | can say the words a trumpet plays
some god-awful tune right outside our tent.

“1 think that means we have to get out there,” Alexis says.

She's right, though | don’t move. | never want to get out of this tent, out of this
terrible, uncomfortable bed. | never want to let go of her. What if | will never get the
chance to hold her again?

Alexis has aready given me so much more than she owed. But if these past few
months have taught me anything, it's that | never want to be apart from her again.
Going back to being friends, it would kill me. Having kissed her, felt her, loved
her...Alexis Moore is the woman, the one who eclipses the whole of her gender.

| don’t want to spend another day where I’m not hers, where she's not mine.

Rolling her eyes like she can read my mind, Alexis wriggles from my grip. | mourn
the loss of her at once, and she makes it to the mouth of the tent before | can drag her
back into my chest. The weak winter sun illuminates her face in a golden hue,
accentuating the blush on her cheeks into a deep crimson.

| haven't said anything suggestive yet, so there is only one thing that could bring out
that adorable look: the sudden realization that an entire field of people heard her

scream out my name last night.

Have they gathered into a judgy, gossiping mass? Are they staring at her like she's
lesser somehow?

Not on my watch.



| dive forward to follow Alexis out of the tent and in one smooth movement | sweep
her off her feet, holding her with ease as | kiss her cheek. Surprise crosses Alexis's
pretty face and she laughs, though whether that’s the surprise or the nerves, I'm not
sure.

“Too sore to walk,” | say to our neighbors with a wink, and a laugh ripples from my
chest as Alexis swats at my shoulder. | see the camera pointed straight at us, though,
and know thisvisual could earn us alot of votes.

Besides, there is no way they didn’'t hear us last night—best to own up to it. Alexis
will forgive me for being an ass once she doesn’'t have to worry about tuition. | hope.

The stares of our competition follow us all the way across the field, making Alexis
shrink under their weight. By the time we reach the picnic blanket from last night, a
small breakfast waiting to be devoured, her face is buried in my neck to drown them
out.

“Don’'t give them the satisfaction of seeing you cower, Sunshine.” My lips brush
against her hair, pressing a gentle kiss to the top of her head. “Y ou outshine them all,
and they know it. They don't stand a chance in hell of winning this. You and
|...we're the only thing that matters now.”

| gently set her down so her back is facing those fuckers. Maybe that way it's easier
for her to forget them. Sitting opposite her, it sure makes it easier for me to stare them
down.

“He s going to kill us.”

| turn a bread roll over in my hands. If they were warm once, it doesn’t fed like it.
“Who is?’



“Levi,” Alexis says, her voice louder now. “There is no way thiswon't spread around
the school, and he'll inevitably find out.” She rubs her eyes again, and for a moment
I’m worried she's about to cry. But her voice is steady when she says, “What a mess,
huh?’

A knot forms in my stomach. “Do you regret it?’

“NO! No, don't even think that, Blake.” Alexis leans forward to give me areassuring
kiss. “It's just...Levi and Alissa set us up, but ever since things started to change
between us...| don’t know, things are kind of weird right now.”

| pause, staring at the roll in my hands. | hadn't even considered what effect me
loving her for real would have on her relationship with them. Perhaps | should have
gotten ahead of this thing before it could hurt her. “I’m sorry. | know how much your
family meansto you.”

“You mean just as much,” she says softly, and something in her voice makes me meet
her gaze. “Y ou’'re mine, right?’

| nod, breathing out the last of my nerves as | look into her steadfast gaze. “Yours,
always forever.”
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Chapter 24
Alexis
The cold December wind howls against our window, and I’ m alittle obsessed with it.

I’'m finally caught up on schoolwork and decorating for Christmas, and with the
change in weather bringing me a soreness like no other, | feel no guilt when | drop
down on the couch with a book I’ ve been itching to read and a hot cup of cherry tea.
A new electric kettle mysteriously showed up on the counter after | broke the old one,
with no one fessing up to it. Blake is currently my biggest suspect, though his poker
face is immaculate.

Between classes and the contest and little detours with Blake, I’m exhausted. | have
never left my dorm as much as | have these past few months, and | hadn’t realized
how badly | needed a quiet afternoon all to myself until now.

That does not mean | don’t miss him, though. | do. Quite alot. If he were here, his
arms wrapped around my waist, his voice smooth as velvet whispering sweet
nothings in my ear...this day would be perfect. The kind of moment you would find
in asnow globe, to be preserved and cherished forever.

A high-pitched scream erupts from Alissa’'s room and within seconds she is leaping
for the couch, her phone clutched in her hand.

“Lex! Lex look!” Alissa shoves her phone in my face, amost hitting me in the nose. |
take it from her hand to avoid further injury.



The brightness is set to what feels like the surface of the sun, but it's hard to miss
what she’'s excited about. It's an article detailing a paid internship with a teaching
program in Scotland, with all travel expenses paid. The deadline to apply is
tonight—I know, because Blake sent me the article last week.

“1 saw that. L ooks pretty cool.”

“You have to apply. It's Scotland! Rolling hills, sheep, wind-swept cliffs. It's so
romantic,” Alissa sighs dreamily. “Besides, remember how obsessed you used to be
with Reign ? You' d be able to visit the castle!”

| do remember that phase. Mostly because | never grew out of it. | tried to watch it
with Blake when we were in Vermont, but | made the mistake of letting him point out
everything historically inaccurate as part of the bargain. Turns out the only accurate
thing about that show is that she was Queen of Scotland. “It’s also very cold and
rainy, and thus terrible for my pain levels. Not to mention it's an entire ocean away
from you guys and Blake.”

“It'sjust afew months, Lex, and Levi will be gone with the NHL by then anyway. As
for the other jock—how, exactly, does Blake factor into this?’

| shoot her alook. “Y ou know how he factorsin.”

“No, | don't. | know he's admitted he loves you, finally. | know that these past few
years he's asked about you more times than | have patience for. But | haven't heard a
peep from you about any of it.” Her blond curls shift as she angles her head, the pink
tips already fading. “Don’t get me wrong, |’ ve seen the heart eyes and stolen glances.
| noticed you're smiling again, more often and easily than you have in months.
Clearly he's affecting you in some way, even if you're not sure how. And yet not a
word.”



| pull my kneesinto my chest. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

“l want you to talk to me like you used to,” Alissa says quietly. “We used to be best
friends, Lex. And now it feelslike we barely even talk anymore.”

That is true. I’ve barely been home, let alone by myself. And thisisn't the kind of
thing you discuss over text or the phone; feelings are best discussed over tea while
munching on freshly baked cookies. I'm not denying that | have neglected my twin
and Levi, because | have. But not without reason.

After twenty-one years | finally have something to call mine. Something not related
to my health or school or my siblings. Just...mine.

Sure, | might have gotten a bit carried away with this whole thing. But | refuse to feel
bad for wanting to spend time with Blake, who has taken the time and patience to
figure me out and learned to love me the way so very few people do. He is the
warmth of spring after years of harsh winter, slowly coaxing me back to life.

“You're right,” | admit. “I have been pulling away from you and Levi for a while
now. Not because of you, but because | cannot figure out how to act around the two
of you with Blake there.”

Alissatakes my hand with a squeeze, urging me on.

“Y ou chose Blake because he was easy to convince, just hoping we would get along.
But the truth is, I’ ve been trying not to notice him for the past three years, since the
first time he ever made me laugh. Because | knew that if | did, | would fall for him

just ashard as| have.”

“You love him,” Alissasays, and | nod.



“A few weeks ago Levi told me that being with Blake was only going to hurt me, and
though | tried to change his mind he's refusing to let go of that belief. You, me,
Levi—we' ve always been a single unit, and trying to balance that with what | have
with Blake...it'stoo much. | can’'t figureit out.”

Alissaleans back, quiet for along moment as she looks at me. “I love you, you know
that right? But you have got to stop thinking so much, Alexis. Or you'll never be

happy.”

| fight the urge to hide my face in my hands, opting to sit on them instead as | grit
out, “Geg, Lis. Thanks.”

My sister rolls her eyes, and it’s like I'm looking into a dlightly older mirror. “To live
your life to the fullest and truly be happy, you have to learn to be selfish. In the end,
you don’t get points for keeping everyone but yourself happy; you will die just like
everyone else, and that’ Il be that. So screw Levi—hell, screw me. If we weren’t here
but back home or in another state or whatever, would you still be reluctant and
vaguely standoffish? Or would you proudly wear his number and make out in the
hallways between classes?”’

My sister has a point. | might have been working hard to leave Hudson in the past,
but in doing so | have neglected to scold the part of me that cares too much what
other people think of me, allowing her voice to grow. | will never be able to be fully
present with Blake if | care about what others might think, what they might say. And
that’s not fair. Not to me, but certainly not to Blake, who has quite literally turned his
life upside down to accommodate me.

“Probably not the making out part. We tend to get carried away, not very PG.” | grin
at the disgusted ook on her face. Like she hasn't told me worse. “But | do see your
point. Blake and | deserve to have a real shot at making this work, without me
sabotaging it to please everyone else. It istime for selfish Alexisto emerge and claim



her happiness as selfish Alissa has done before her.”

“Redlly, bitch? Selfish Alissa?’ She throws a pillow straight at my head but | manage
to duck just in time. No regrets. “You're right, though. Selfish Alissais here to stay.
And she has company coming, so I'm kicking you out for the night. Thanks for the
girl talk.”

She jumps up from the couch and makes her way back to her room, her bright pink
fur-lined dlippers clacking against the floorboards.

“1 hate you.”

She throws up a heart sign above her head before sslamming the door shut. “Go to
him.”
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Chapter 25

Blake

Sunshine

Can | crash at your place tonight?
Alissa kicked me out so she could bone in peace
Me

How considerate of her

And yes. | must warn you, though.
Cuddles are required.

What atragedy...

We do what we must.

See you at home *Kissy face emoji*

| respect the hell out of Coach Tucker, but this might be the dumbest thing he has
ever done.



We have no official games until after winter break, so when he got a call and took off
aweek early for personal reasons, he left us in charge of the junior team’ s training.

| was looking forward to this, eager to teach them all |1 know to help them get to the
next level, but it's clear that me and Raf are the only ones willing to do this. Even
Levi, usually a stickler for rules and professionalism, is goofing around more than
he' s actually playing. Either way, | don’t feel bad about taking a break from it all.

Falling onto the bench in the sin bin, | tear off my helmet and slick back my hair with
the sweat off my forehead. The ice is crowded with rowdy players, each one less
motivated than the one before. But among them, one voice shouts louder than all, and
he weaves through the crowd until both teams are on opposite sides. Raf is done
trying to teach, it seems, and is settling for a friendly game instead. Smart.

It'Il get their energy out, and in the process of playing against us they might pick up a
trick or two. More importantly, it will reduce the risk of injuries by getting too many
pucks to the head from playing helmet darts.

It's kind of inspiring to see Raf like this. Locked into the game, surveying the field
for weak links, taking players aside to give notes so they won't feel ridiculed. |
shouldn’t be surprised, of course. Rafadl is like a slightly younger version of Levi, all
laser-focused with an unhealthy work ethic. To them, hockey is like breathing; it's
the one thing they need to feel alive.

| used to fedl like that, when my mind was on the NHL and | had nothing else to care
about. But that was before | saw the game for what it really was to me: a tool to win
my mother’ s attention, a desperate pleafor her love.

| poured everything | had into the sport, foregoing friends and crushes and everything
else kids are supposed to have, just to catch a glimpse of what a real mother would
do. But she wasn't there. Never was. Only at important games did she show up, and



when | scored awinning goa | might see her crack a smile before she left again. It's
so fucking sad to look back on. What a shitty way to raise your kid.

Being so young, | didn't fully realize the depths of her neglect. | loved her so much
that | did everything she wanted without question, no matter how much | hated it. The
only rebellion | ever showed was bringing Lucky home senior year, which is
probably why she hates him. She didn’t want me to love anyone but her.

Sucks to be her. She will never know what she's missing out on. With Lucky, with
Alexis. With me.

The worst part might be how her parenting is still affecting me. | latch on to anyone
offering even a diver of warmth, believing they’ re my friend when they’re not. Eric,
Levi, half the guys on the team. Not Raf, though; he is the one true friend | have, if
only because he's assured me he is without prompting.

Even the girls | took to my bed were nothing more than sexy placeholders, ways to
feel the approval I've never been given, lapping up the scraps of love thrown my
way. But lying next to them the nights were just as cold and lonely, like the warmth
could never quite reach me.

That isn't to say it was all bad back then. Most of the staff stuck around for the
majority of my childhood, and our housekeeper, Maria, practically raised me to the
point of me calling her Mom for a while. I’ve been dropping the ball on calling her
these past few months, | admit. Out of shame, mostly; | know I’'m not the man she
knows | can be, the man she raised me to become. I'm getting closer to being him, |
know | am. But isit enough?

| should call her, make sure she's okay. Tell her how much | miss her. Then again,
any hint of disappointment from her would crush me. Either way, she has a family,
kids of her own. | should probably wait until after Christmas.



They are aready putting those damn trees up across campus, the radio blasting
Christmas songs at full volume. Right now, most of the students are preparing to go
back home and spend the holidays with their families. But for me, Christmas means a
big, empty house and frozen pizza. No fanfare, no gifts, no warmth. Just me, myself
and |, and Lucky. That’s something, | guess, though | have no doubt it will be just as
depressing as any other year.

More, even, as | won't be seeing Alexis for two weeks. You know you’'re down bad
when the thought of something so small makes you want to cry.

| jJump as Raf bangs his fists against the plexiglass barrier between us. “Get off your
lazy ass, Taylor. Y ou gonna help us beat them or what?”’

| rise, and with asmirk | divein for the attack.
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Chapter 26
Alexis
When | wake up, the other side of the bed is cold.

Not surprising, seeing as it’s been absolutely freezing these past few weeks, and the
old buildings on campus are poorly insulated. But when you' re expecting the warm
embrace of your lover, it’s a disappointing way of waking nonetheless.

| drag myself out of bed, snatching Blake's hoodie off the floor to keep warm as |
roam the halls looking for him. The top floors are mostly bedrooms, and the
bathroom is empty, so | know he'sin the kitchen even before | hear his voice.

Neither he nor Rafael spots me as they sit at the table in the corner, the beat-up wood
dwarfed by their size. I’'m about to greet them when | hear the latter say my name,
and | duck behind the wall to listen in. What can | say? I’'m nosy. People never say
what they think of you to your face, after all. And on the off chance that Blake is
playing me...I"d rather | know.

“Are you bringing Alexis home for Christmas?’

“There s nothing left for me to go hometo,” Blake says with an indifferent tone. How
he can be so cavalier about a statement so sad is beyond me. “1’d ask her to go on a
trip with me so I’'m not aone in this place, but she and her family are big on
Christmas traditions. I'm not making her choose between them and me, you
know—especially not with Levi between us.”



Oh. That's actually really swest.

“Wait, so you're not going with her, either? Not even for a quick visit?’ asks Rafael.
“1 figured you'd be leaving here together one way or the other, seeing as you're
basically joined at the hip these days.”

“If only | were that lucky,” Blake says, and a warm feeling spreads through my chest
at the sound. In all my planning | hadn't considered coming home with me was
something he'd want; my other relationships never got this far. | guess Blake's not
the only one new to this relationship thing. “But she hasn't asked me to go, and |
won't pressure her.”

Rafael scoffs. “Why wait for her to ask? Take matters into your own hands, show
initiative. Chicks love that, right?’

“Alexisis not achick, ” Blake says, and there is aterritorial kind of protectivenessin
his voice that leaves me weak in the knees. “And there are things about her that are
on a need-to-know basis. | promised her she would be the one who sets the pace, and
| will honor that promise. But shit if I’'m not dreading being apart from her for two
weeks.”

I’m not sure what | thought he was going to say about me, but this | did not see
coming. Blake wants to come home with me for Christmas. Home, where we have
nothing to prove to anyone. Where we can just be.

My dad is a sports guy, so he and Blake would get along fine. Mom is probably
knitting him a scarf as we speak, expecting me to bring it back for him. They can be
intense and overbearing, but they are good, loving people, so far off from what Blake
has told me about his mother and the father who ghosted both of them. If he came
with me, would it be overwhelming? Or would it be healing for him in away | could
never truly understand?



Footsteps echo off the top of the stairs and | know my cover is about to be blown to
bits, so | fake a yawn and a stretch as | stumble into the kitchen with a half-hearted
morning, boys.

Blake perks up the moment | step into sight, though he says nothing as | scavenge the
kitchen for some plain toast and an apple. Even with my back turned towards the
table | can feel their eyestrained on me, the tension in the air like a weighted blanket,
asif they know | heard everything they said.

They very well could—I"m not exactly light on my feet.

I’ ve just closed the refrigerator door when Eric and Levi Slump against the island like
they’ re experiencing a hangover from hell. There might not be a game this weekend,
but Levi is usually very strict about his no drinking during the game season rule.
Something must be off if he’'s making an exception.

“They sent out an email about changing the date activity for today,” Blake says as |
dlide into his lap to munch on my toast. For a house with this many people, there is a
serious lack of seats available. I'm not complaining, though, and from what | can feel
beneath me, neither is Blake. “ Apparently the ice on the pond is now thick enough to
be safe, so they want to go ice-skating. Asif this whole thing wasn't cliché enough.”

His arm curls around my stomach for no other reason but to touch me and | lean back
into his warm chest, savoring the feeling of having him close. | can feel Levi’s glare
like a burn on my skin, but | force myself to ignore it. “Look at it this way: | can’t
skate to save my life, so you'll have an excuse to touch me whenever you want.”

“Isthat apromise, Alexis?’ Blake winks.

From the idand, my brother groans like he's going to be sick, which makes Eric
break out into a fit of laughter. “Trust me, Cap, they’ve done far worse. At least out



in the open they’ll be forced to keep their clothes on, unlike that camping trip. Eh,
Taylor?’

He laughs like he just made the most hilarious joke anyone's ever heard, but no one
else thinksit’ s funny. Levi’s spine has gone ram-rod straight, and Blake’'s muscles go
taut underneath me—not in the fun way—as if he’ s waiting to be punched in the face.
Rafael rises dlightly, ready to catch Levi before he can get to us, anger radiating off
his warm brown skin. He's not scared to stand up to my brother, then; that’s good.
Great, even. I’m glad Blake has someone willing to literally fight for him, protect him
like he protects everyone else.

“Right! Hahal” | say sweetly. “Kind of like you and Mandy Trekker when you got
caught in the greenhouses. Remind me, was that before or after Levi dumped her?
Before, right?’

Y eah. |’ ve been sitting on that one for awhile.

Eric’'s eyes are big as saucers as they shoot to me and then back at Levi. To my
brother’s credit, he doesn’t immediately deck him. Still, the look on his face must be
terrifying, because Eric makes a break for it until the front door closes with a bang.

Levi places both hands on the counter, refusing to look at either of us as he manages,
“Iswhat he said true?’

“Yes,” Blake saysflatly, taking my hand underneath the table. “But if you're going to
be a baby about it, leave Alexis out of it. | came onto her .”

Not true—very, very not true. Well, not entirely, anyway. Blake has been flirty and
suggestive since the start, but that's just who he is. He's always kept it a a
comfortable, take-it-or-leave-it level. It wasn't until | reciprocated that things got real
between us. The first time he ate me out? Well, a case could be made for either of us.



But our first time having sex? That was me all the way.

Even from behind | can see the muscle twitch in Levi’s jaw. “Lex, can | talk to you
for aminute?’

Alissa’s words ring through my mind. To live your life to the fullest and truly be
happy, you have to learn to be selfish.

“Nope, not when you're like this. | have a date to get ready for.” | rise, Blake's hand
clutched in mine as | lead him towards the stairs. | know some kind of talk isin our
future—it’s inevitable, and exactly what | was trying to avoid this whole time. But |
plan to put it off for aslong as | can, and | definitely don’t plan on having it while
he' s in such a childish mood.

“Taylor?’ Levi saysin the sametone, but Blake just shrugs.

“Sorry man, | can’'t.” And as if he can’t stop himself from irking my brother more, a
shit-eating grin spreads on hisface. “1 have to get Alexis ready for our date.”

| sit on a bench at the edge of the frozen pond, trying to work up the courage to join
the otherson theiice.

The others shoot me dirty looks, like they think I'm too stuck-up to join in on the
second-to-last date of the contest. In truth, I’m just too much of a coward to get onto
theice.

Blake is skating around, stomping his feet along the edges to prove the ice is sturdy
enough to hold us al. He looks so handsome bundled up in his big coat and scarf. |
might even say cute, but that word feels wrong when used on someone built like a
house. Cute is what you call a kitten or a puppy or two otters holding hands. A tall,
jacked hockey player? Smokin’ Hot comes closer.



“The ice is rock-solid, | promise.” Blake halts at my feet, extending both hands to
help me up.

| hesitate. “What if | fall and bring you down with me? What if either of us breaks
something? Y our coach would kill meif | took out his star player.”

“Please. Like | would ever let you fall,” Blake says. He takes my hands, holding them
tight while he skates backward, forcing me onto the ice. | press my eyes shut,
preparing for the plunge into the ice-cold water. It doesn’t come.

| raise a brow, forcing myself to look at him as | question, “Never? Not even fall in
love?’

The ice cracks and wheezes beneath my skates, but it doesn’t break. Still, | try not to
look at it, hoping that aslong as| can't seeit | can pretend we' re on solid ground.

Blake pulls me closer, closing the gap between our bodies until I’'m pressed flush
against his chest. “Falling implies pain. When it comes to you, | prefer a controlled
descent.”

| place my palm on the hard planes of his chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart
even through his coat. “A controlled descent? Controlled by who?’

“You. Alwaysyou.”

With alaugh | grab afistful of his scarf and pull it down, bringing his face closer to
mine.

“Well you better be prepared to catch me, Blake, ‘cause I'm aready falling,” |
breathe with a smile, and brush my lips against his until the frustration gets the better
of him and he kisses me, hard and rough and wanting.



| let myself get lost in his kiss, pushing anything not related to the two of us out of
my mind. There are years of longing between us, years of stolen glances and little
touches, and Blake kisses like he’ s making up for every one of them.

To be honest, | half-expected Levi to show up here and intimidate Blake into keeping
his hands off me. | have never seen him so needlessly angry, especially over
something as trivial and childish asthis.

I’m an adult, fully capable of making my own choices. Levi knowingly and willingly
set me up with a hot, strapping athlete with the intention of us faking a relationship
and making it look real. What did he expect would happen? That | was going to be a
celibate nun? Please. He and Lis might as well have shoved us into a candle-lit hotel
room and handed us a box of condoms.

That sounds pretty good, actually.

“Do you think Lucky and | could stay at your place tonight?’ Blake asks. | look up
into his bright blue eyes, at the quiet sadness they hold. My heart clenches at the
sight. “I think your brother might kill mein my sleep if he gets the chance.”

“Levi’s squeamish around blood, so you'll probably see him coming,” | say, though
the look on his face tells me my lame joke isn't working. “Don’t worry, I'll talk some
sense into him.”

Blake's thumb runs along my cheekbone. “Y ou know, this might be the only upside
of not being with you during winter break; he might warm up to the idea of us. If he
doesn’t change your mind about me first.’”’

“You realy think | can be persuaded that easily?’ | scan his face, searching for any
hint that he' s joking. Does he really think that little of me?



“1 hope not,” Blake says quietly. “But we never really discussed...”

He pulls me out of the way just in time to avoid a collision with a couple who clearly
need their eyes checked. Noticing the cameras drawing closer, Blake leads me closer
to the center of the pond and twirls me to avoid suspicion, though more than one of
the other couplesroll their eyes at us. Afraid to be upstaged, | guess.

“I know | said | wouldn’t be scared off by your silence, Alexis, and | still mean that.”
His hand moves to rest on my jaw, his thumb running along my cheekbone. “But |
need to know if you see any kind of future for us as a couple. Because if deep down
you can’'t see yourself falling in love with me...I"' [l honor my promises, but | would
need to take a step back from you. To protect my heart.”

| meet his gaze, taking in the heartbreak in his eyes, the five-o-clock shadow on his
jaw. Like amantra, | hear my sister’ svoice in my head. To live your life to the fullest
and truly be happy, you have to learn to be selfish.

Those gorgeous blues are still staring at me as | raise my hand to his chest and dide it
to my favorite place—his heart. “If | didn’'t love you, Blake, | wouldn’t be here with
you now. | would have run, hard and fast, and hid in my room like | used to. | never
would have had sex with you—especially not in public, and you would never have
known who | am. | might not be able to say the words yet, but the feelings are there. |
am yours, Blake Taylor, as you are mine.”

Relief washes over his body as he blows out a breath, the tension easing from his
muscles until that goofy grin appearsin its place.

Did he think | was leading him on? That it would be too hard to fall in love with him?
Because it's not hard at all. The hard part was resisting it al those years, pretending
there was no invisible string pulling us together.



| glide my hand up to his neck and pull him down, raking my teeth over hislower lip
before kissing him.

Blakeismine. | am his. Irrevocably and unconditionally his.

“Aren’t you going to ask?’ | whisper against his lips, but his fingers tangle my hair,
pulling me closer to him with every breath until we're forced to come up for air.

“Ask what, Sunshine?’ Blake asks, and adds with awink, “If it's a proposal you're
after, you'll haveto wait a bit longer.”

| roll my eyes, and his grin gets wider at the sight. “To go home with me, weirdo. To
spend Christmas together like one of those couples that can’'t be apart for more than
five minutes. No presents, no obligations. Just you, me, and the entire Moore family
doing whatever they can to embarrass the hell out of me.”

“Are you sure you trust me enough to bring me home with you, Alexis? | mean, for
al you know | could be an ax murderer.”

| smile at the callback to our first date, when | jumped out of his moving car and he
told me he was mine and mine alone. | took it as a joke when he said it, of course |
did. There was no reason for me to think, to hope he meant it. That night, | wanted to
get away from him as fast as | could, afraid of my feelings and the possible dangers
of having himin my life. But now...l don’t want to be without him for a second.

“The only danger of this trip would be you and Levi sharing a car. But that can easily
be avoided by driving up together, just the two of us.” The thought of those two
giants having to be polite to each other, handing one another snacks and juice boxes
while cramped in a small space, is enough to make my smile bigger. They would not
even make it halfway before pulling over to fight.



A shy smile pulls a his lips, and for a fleeting moment, | think he might look away.
“Can you believe I’ ve never been invited to meet someone’ s parents before?’

“Then this will be afirst for both of us.” | pull his scarf again, pulling him closer and
closer until his breath tickles my nose. “Y ou better be a keeper, Taylor.”

He grins, and the sight of it steals my breath. “Sunshine, you and | both know | can
be the one. ”
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Chapter 27
Blake

Despite my careful planning, Alexis and | pull up to the house at the same time Levi
and Alissa do.

We took a different route, made extra stops to get Alexis favorite snacks and tea, and
even had lunch at aroadside diner. Hell, | pretended to be lost just to avoid the guy,
wanting to preserve the peace and lightness Alexis brings to my day. But it seems like
some problems must be faced head-on.

Anger flashes in his eyes as he glances my way, though he doesn’'t say a word. He
merely grabs his bag from the trunk and heads inside. Alissais at my car before | can
say aword, blocking the door so Alexis can’t get out.

“You better watch your back, Taylor, ‘cause that guy is pissed. ” Alissa blows out a
breath like she needed to get that off her chest. “Misplaced aggression if you ask
me—I think you guys are great for each other. | mean, she's out of your league, but
you make it work.”

This might be the first time Alissa has said anything remotely nice about me. It's an
odd feeling, and | cannot shake the thought that it might be some sort of trap. But the
approval from Alexis's best friend is nice either way.

“Thanks, Lis. | think we're pretty amazing, too. Not sure why Levi suddenly resents
me for doing what he asked of me.”



| run ahand through my hair as| glance at the idyllic mountain cottage that is Alexis
childhood home. Any minute now | will be shaking hands with her dad, meeting her
mom. How is a boyfriend supposed to act in this situation? Is it normal for my hands
to be so sweaty? Will they like me, or is Levi in there now spreading lies about me?

“Slow down, hotshot. We asked you to fake date our sister, not actualy fall for her.
Your little stunt at the stargazing thing didn’t go over well with him.” A loud rapping
sounds from the passenger side window as Alexis tries to open the door, but Alissa
just flips her off. “Levi thinks you're using Lex like a puck bunny without her
realizing, which is just insane. And very degrading to our sister, | might add. | tried
telling him you’ re down bad and disgustingly smitten, but he wouldn’t have any of it.
| tried everything, but this one’s on you. He'll be watching you like a hawk.”

Slowly, | start to nod. Levi thinks I’ m not serious about Alexis; this | can work with.

“Thanks for the heads-up,” | say. “Now, would you mind unblocking that door so |
can go embarrass myself in front of your family?’

Alexis s childhood home is the very opposite of mine.

A cute cottage in a wooded mountain area, where kids play in the streets without fear
and gardens sprawl out in every direction. The house itself, though tiny in
comparison, is filled with warmth and plants and photos. It's the kind of pleasant
clutter that makes you feel at home the moment you step inside, like there are actually
people living here instead of it being a showroom parading as a house.

“Bet you can’t guess which one is me,” Alexis says as she catches me looking at one
of her baby photos on the wall. Well, hers and Alissa’'s, as they are rarely not in the

same frame.

“Of course | can,” | tell her, and point towards the baby with the same adorable



freckle under the eye as she has. “ The cutest baby to have ever been born.”

Alexisrolls her eyes, but | know I’m right.

A short, plump woman rushes into the room wearing a ssimple yellow T-shirt and
pants, her long curly blond hair pulled up into a ponytail. | don’'t think | have ever
seen my own mother wear something so...casual, normal . It's very clear Alexis grew
up in an environment far different than mine, because as soon as the woman spots me
I’m engulfed in awarm hug.

It's odd and foreign and strange, but | never want it to end.

“Mom, thisis Blake. Blake, meet my mom.”

“Mrs. Moore, it is so nice to finally meet you.” | stumble over the words, not at all
how | practiced them in my head, thrown by the hug and the warmth this woman
extends to atotal stranger.

“Oh please, cal me Noral” she pulls away with a dazzling smile, the same faint
dimples on her cheeks that Alexis has. Her arms linger on my biceps as she glances
me up and down, and with awink aimed at Alexis she says, “Y ou picked a handsome
one, love.”

| grin at the blush that creeps into Alexis's cheeks. The sight brings butterflies to my
stomach every single time—it’s like crack to me. But then again everything about her
IS.

Reaching into atote bag | pull out the box of chocolates | bought this morning. “It’s
not much, but | brought this as a little thank you for allowing me to stay in your
lovely home this Christmas.”



“Oh love, you shouldn’'t have!” Nora gasps asif I'd just handed her a huge envelope
of cash, and promptly hugs me again. Something tells me this will be a strange,
strange week for me. “Bill! Come meet Lexi’ s boyfriend!”

Boyfriend. The term is correct, yet so foreign to me it might as well be a different
language. | have never been a boyfriend before. It feels like a title that must be
earned; something that comes with a great amount of responsibility. It’s probably not
agood sign that | do not know what those responsibilities are.

A man dlightly taller and leaner than Nora steps into the room. How these two
managed to create the absolute unit that is Levi Moore is beyond me, but | don’'t have
much time to ponder as Mr. Moore gives my hand a too-firm shake and a clap on the
shoulder.

“Blake, isit? Nice to meet you, son. Impressive goal average.”

It seems Alexis has been gossiping about me to her parents. The thought alone gives
me a disgustingly fuzzy feeling. “Thank you, sir. Though it’s al due to your son’s
leadership?—"

Mr. Moore waves a hand to cut me off. “Drop the formalities, boy. Y ou're among
family. Call me Bill.”

Family. | turn the word over in my mind. Much like boyfriend, it feels distant and
foreign, but also...comforting. Like | belong here. Like | am accepted for who | am,
not how | play. Like they want to hear about me, and get to know me instead of the
Brookside Badgers Blake Taylor.

| am not sure how to respond, so I’'m glad when Bill stalks back towards the kitchen
without giving me the chance to say anything. Alexis makes a tiny sound before
pulling me down a hallway and into the dining room; this house is bigger than |



thought.

“They like you,” she says as she fixes my collar. I’'m not ashamed to say | dressed up
for this trip, trading my hoodies for button-ups and sweaters. Family is everything to
Alexis, and if | want to be with her, I'll need to win over her parents. “I can tell.
They’ve never been this welcoming of a partner my siblings brought home. Aside
from Lottie, of course.”

A crease forms between my brows. | figured they were ssimply kind and welcoming
people, warm to everyone they meet. “Really?’

“Oh, yes. First year of college Alissa brought home this guy. Nothing wrong with
him, but Dad did not say a word to him the whole week. He left early, and they broke
up before he even got home.” Alexis holds my gaze, her fingertips brushing my jaw.
“That wouldn’'t have been us, but...I’m really glad they like you.”

Despite my best efforts, | can barely get a bite down my throat.

| may have my Sunshine by my side, but her brother sits right across from me, his
eyes practically dripping with anger. If we had been anywhere else | would have
called him out on his childish behavior, told him to fight me to get it out of his system
so we could all move on. But | don't think that would go over well with Bill and
Nora, and | need their approval more than Levi’s.

Alexis getsin afew great kicks under the table, though.

It is a shame that | barely get to eat. When | was young my mother dragged me to a
great many boring Michelin restaurants, and Nora' s cooking is better than anything
they served. | should treasure this meal, savor every bite. But I'm not sure if | can
keep it down.



Bill and Nora, visibly thrilled their kids are home for the holidays, do not let asingle
beat of silence fall the entire meal. | listen intently as Alissa talks about her classes,
upcoming expositions, and projects she’ s working on—who knew she was the person
responsible for putting a host of crickets in the administrative building?—but it isn’t
until the focus shifts to Alexis that | really get into the conversation. | just love
hearing her talk. Really, she could be reading an IKEA catalog and | wouldn’t object.
Depending on the day, | might even get off on it.

She brushes off their questions, however, and I’m not sure why. There is no mention
of her stress, no mention of Hudson or the contest or anything other than classes are
fine. | thought she was much, much closer to her parents, but if she's not even letting
them in...it"snot my place.

Nora notices her silence, though, as she doubles down on her efforts to talk with her
daughter. “How did the two of you meet? | don’t think I’ ve heard the story.”

Alexis s cheeks turn bright red as she stammers, “Well, uhm...”

“We actually met right before Christmas freshman year,” | say, smiling as Alexis
gives my thigh a grateful squeeze under the table. “Levi here sent a puck flying
straight into my head, and before | could yell at him about it | heard this laugh—clear
and happy and melodic. | followed the sound only to find Alexis sitting in the stands
with a book, laughing at me. | don’'t think she remembers that day, but | do. It was
then that | knew | was a goner. It took her a few years to even notice me, but | would
have waited eons more as long as it ended with her hand in mine.”

Alexis moves her hand up my thigh as she curls up into my side. | brush akiss to the
top of her head, ignoring the quizzical ook Levi shoots our way. I'd set out to try and
convince him of my intentions with Alexis, but honestly, there are much better uses
of my time. Like trying to get this boner down before this dinner gets more awkward.



“That’s so romantic!” Norasighs. “Isn’t it romantic, Bill?’

He mumbles something noncommittal before turning to Levi, clearly still getting used
to me being here. It’'s fine, though. Winning their trust and approval will take time.
The fact that they haven't kicked me out or flat out ignored me is more than | could
have hoped for.

| turn focus back on my food as Levi and his dad talk, making an effort to smile and
nod as Levi talks about his classes and experiences as captain of the hockey team, not
realizing this sets them up to talk to me until it’ s too late.

“Our Alexistells me you want to go into the NHL like Levi,” Bill says, staring at me
with the same intense eyes he passed on to his kids. “Do you think you’ re ready for
that kind of commitment?’

| sit up straighter. “Very much so, sir. But while | love hockey, | no longer think the
NHL istheright path for me.”

Alexis goes still at my side like she hadn’t expected me to pivot from my plan to go
pro, despite metelling her so that night under the stars.

| take her hand, lacing her fingersin mine as | dodge Levi’s resentful 1ook. “You see,
your daughter is a wonderful teacher, even when she's not trying to be. Among other
things, she's taught me that | deserve to live for myself. But more importantly, she's
taught me that it's never too late to change.”

Alexis squeezes my hand, grounding me in the here and now. “I’m not proud of my
past, and there are things I'll be dealing with for a while yet, but the moment | first
saw Alexis | knew | had to better myself to someday be deserving of her. | used to
tell people that my major was a random pick, fearing they would hold such a nerdy
topic against me, but | realy enjoy history. I've been toying with the idea of



becoming a teacher myself. A hockey coach, perhaps, if the itch to play sticks around.
But | don't think that pursuing hockey full-time would be fulfilling to me in the long

run.

| have spent a long time with these thoughts, yet the words sound bizarre coming
from my lips. Maybe because | spent a few hours perusing the online Thesaurus so |
would not look like a complete idiot in front of Alexis's parents, or because I'm still
sifting through what is truly me and what is my mother’s influence. It doesn’t matter,
though; it isthe truth, and | fedl lighter admitting it out loud.

Looking around the table, it is clear that no one saw my answer coming. Levi is
staring at me still, but his gaze is more confused than angry now. Nora and Alissa say
nothing as they glance at each other, and Alexis's grip on my hand is so strong | no
longer feel my fingers.

After what feels like alifetime of silence, Bill leans back in his chair, his broad arms
crossed over his chest as looks at me. “That sounds like an awfully rational and
mature decision. One | admit | did not see coming from someone your age.”

“Thank you, sir,” | say, and before | can stop myself my eyes find Alexis and that
lovely silver-blue | fell in love with. “But | can’'t take too much credit. | have a great

influence.”

My heart flutters as she leans in to kiss my cheek. “ That makes two of us.”
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Chapter 28
Alexis

After dinner, my parents reveal they have made plans for the night, leaving us home
alone. It has become a Christmas Eve tradition, them going out for drinks and a
movie, giving us the space and freedom to host a small party and reconnect with old
friends.

And so, afew texts and a bonfire later, | sit in Blake's lap by aroaring fire, watching
as the people | grew up with move around the garden like nothing has changed at all.
Though for me, nothing is the same.

A year ago to the day, | sat alone in my room overlooking the garden, like an outsider
looking in on a world she no longer belonged to. | had just been diagnosed with
Fibromyalgia, and the Hudson issue was still fresh, making it so it felt like not a
single part of the old me remained.

| was still in the throes of grief over my old life, the old me. | had no idea that a few
months later | would be set up with Blake, no idea that it was possible for me to come
alive again.

I’d been right—the old me was dead and gone and now finally buried. But the new
me is so much better.

A too-familiar head of black curls moves through the crowd, slipping through the sea
of plants and trees and bodies with ease. Levi sSits opposite us, his back turned to her.



Yet he senses her the moment she steps through the gate between our houses,
jumping to his feet to look for her. A moment passes in heavy silence, the world
moving almost in slow motion, and then they are wrapped in each other’s arms, my
brother’ s face buried in the crook of her neck.

“Who is that?’ Blake whispersin my ear, and it's so unexpected that a shiver runs
down my spine.

| lean deeper into his chest to allow him a better view—okay, also to stea his
warmth. The snow might not be plenty, but it sure is cold as balls. “ Charlotte. Lottie.
She’'s my best friend aside from Alissa. She and Levi have this on-and-off kind of
thing that is actualy always on because they can’'t stay away from each other. |
guarantee you, they will be making out within the hour.”

“She must be special,” Blake murmurs. “I’ve never seen the guy this...vulnerable.
Shy, aimost.”

“She is. They have been together since we were fourteen, | think? Inseparable. If she
went to college with us as planned I’'m convinced they would have eloped by now.
Me and Lis have a bet going that it'll happen, Dad's in on it.” | pluck the
marshmallow from my stick and tear it apart for us to share, amost burning my
fingertipsin the process.

“He loves her.” Blake's words are a statement, not a question. Anyone who can see
knows what it is between them, though love might even be an understatement for
what they have. It's adorable and disgusting and, if it's anything like what | feel for
Blake, addicting and irresistible.

| stuff my face with sticky marshmallow fluff. “Very much so, yes.”

Blake's hands, resting on my hips, snake to my stomach before pulling me tight



against him. His lips brush my cheek as he whispers, “I know the feeling.”

“Me too, Blakey-bear,” | say, my eyes flitting to his lips. A roguish grin spreads on
his face before he leans in and claims me with a kiss. The marshmallow left a sticky
residue and | graze my teeth over his lips to clam every bit of the sweetness, feeling
the effect right beneath my core.

It takes a lot of willpower not to drag him to my bedroom to show me exactly what
he' s feeling.

“Lexie!l” A high shriek comes from my side and | barely have time to tear myself off
Blake's sticky lips before Lottie throws her arms around my neck. “1 missed you! Is
thishim?Itis, isn't it? Wow, you weren't lying.”

Y ou might think she’s drunk, and you might even be right. But alcohol or not Lottie
has always been this way—Ioud, bold, and honest to a fault. It's part of why we work

so well; Lottie has no problem saying everything I’m not bold enough to say.

Blake smirks. “More gossip, Sunshine? You know, one of these days you have to
share what you' re telling these people lest | disappoint them.”

Lottie laughs. “Oh, she just told me you’ re a handsome nerd whom she can’t keep her
hands off of.”

Classic Lottie.

My cheeks are burning and | shoot her alook that says to stop talking, but she merely
snuggles closer with asmile.

Blake extends his hand, the muscles in his forearms flexing with the movement. The
sight has me biting my lip; arms and forearms are kind of my thing. “I’'m Blake. A



pleasure to meet you, Charlotte.”

“Likewise! | have to go find Alissa but | will see you two later—much to discuss.”
L ottie makes a gesture that says I'm watching you before taking my brother’s hand
and dragging him deeper into the garden.

The music changes to a 00’ s banger and loud cheers erupt among our friends as they
crowd to dance and sing along. | make a mental note that we should send a box of
chocolates to our neighbors as an apology for the noise.

“May | have this dance?’ Blake asks, and | can’t help but smileas| rise from his lap.

| take him by the hand, leading him to the unofficial dance floor. “Y ou may.”

The warmth of the dance floor takes me by surprise. Not just the physical
warmth—though that too—but how everyone cheers as we join them, welcoming us
with hugs and smiles. These are Alissa and Levi’'s friends, mostly, and | don't
remember spending much time with any of them.

| saw them often, sure; | used to follow my siblings around and read while they did
gports or hangouts. But | don’t think | ever had any rea conversations with these
people, so why are they so kind to me now?

Must be the alcohol.
| should have paid more attention in that dance class, as the best moves | have to
show are the backpack kid dance and a routine from the second Mamma Mia movie.

Either way, Blake doesn’t seem horrified, so | must be doing something right.

The snow picks up again, harder thistime, and | bury myself in Blake' s arms to ward
off the cold. It doesn’'t work.



“Let’'sgoinside,” he whispersin my ear, and | have never heard anything sexier.

The sitting and dining rooms are filled with drunks and couples making out, so | lead
Blake up the stairs to my room. | used to share one with Alissa, but when our parents
redid the loft space and an extra room popped up, Alissa claimed it at once. All the
better; her trophies were starting to bum me out.

Blake closes the door behind him, and the room shrinks three sizes. Even on opposite
ends of the room we are close, so close. | want to kiss him, touch him, feel his hands
on my skin and have my name on hislips. But | don’t move.

He peruses my bookshelves, the used books smelling heavenly of decaying paper, his
finger touching the spines as he goes. | drop down on my bed, pulling my knees up to
my chest.

The music from the garden is so loud it might as well come from my speaker, but I'm
grateful for it. 1 focus on the steady rhythm of the bass line to keep me afloat,
grounding me in the moment as | work up the courage to ask what I’ ve been wanting
to ask for weeks now.

“1 want you to teach me how to fight.”

Blake turns to face me, his surprise written all over hisfeatures. “To fight? Why?’
“So | can protect myself. So I'm not completely helpless when...” | twirl alock of
my hair, the knot in my throat keeping me from finishing my sentence. | bite my
tongue to keep the tears at bay, but | know | can’t hold them off forever.

Blake must notice, as he moves to crouch before me, taking my freezing handsin his.

“If you want to learn, | will be happy to teach you, Alexis. But | promise | will never
let anything happen to you.”



“You can't promise that, Blake,” | say softly. “This world isn’t as black and white as
you guys think it is. Danger isn't always fists and weapons—sometimes it’'s sweet
words and spiked drinks.”

His hand moves to my cheek and | lean into it, craving the comfort. “Are you saying
he...?

“By thetime | cameto, | was powerless to stop him.” White-hot tears escape my lids,
burning my cheeks like acid. Fire spreads through my lungs, leaving nothing in its
wake, but | feel like | can finally breathe again after holding my breath for fourteen
months.

| never told anyone this part—not even Alissa. | didn’t know how to. | guess | always
figured if | pressed down the memory far enough, pretended it didn’t happen, that |
would forget it did.

But it did happen, and | can never truly destroy those memories.

“I never want to feel that powerless again. | can't—go through that again.” |
forcefully wipe the tears off my face with the sleeves of my lavender knit swester.

Telling someone, saying it out loud, seems to have reopened that wound yet lessens
the burden. | don't feel judged for my tears, though. If anything, my tears are a
testament to how safe and loved | fedl right now.

Blake looks at me, those bright blue eyes swirling with sadness and rage and a
helplessness | know all too well. | know the feeling. “I’m so sorry this happened to

you, Alexis.”

“1 don’t want to talk about this anymore,” | say quietly. “Will you teach me or not?’



A muscle twitches in Blake's jaw as he nods. His eyes have gone softer now, taking
in every inch of my face, my eyes. “I’ll teach you everything | know, and everything
| don’t. But not tonight. Tonight, | want you to tell me what it was like to grow up
here.”

He smiles, a soft, loving thing, and | look at him for a long moment, mapping every
inch of his face so | can cling to his image when my thoughts go dark. The lump in
my throat refuses to shrink, the tears still on stand-by, but I'm thankful for his effort
to get me to think of something positive. It's clear I'm not over it in the sightest-
should probably get atherapist after all of this dies down—but | refuseto let it ruin our
first Christmas together.

“Well, if you want the full experience, | think we might as well start here.” | wipe my
cheeks again and reach down to the foot of the bed, where two carefully wrapped
gifts are labeled either Alexis or Blake . Checking the tag, | hand him the one with his
name. “It's our Christmas Eve gift from Mom and Dad. It's a family tradition from
when we were little.”

“And...l got one?’ Wonder shinesin his eyes like alittle kid on Christmas morning. |
know he said his mother isn't maternal in the sightest, but | don’t think | had a clear
idea of how deep that neglect ran until we came here.

The way he kept thanking Mom for cooking and did the dishes to pay her back, like
doing something out of love is a concept he's never heard of. Or how he keeps
checking in with me to make sure he isn’'t breaking some unspoken rule or the way he
keeps calling Dad * sir' while the latter really, truly hates formality. It's like he's
trying to prove himself and his worth at every turn, trying to earn a place at our table.
It's sad that he thinks he hasto earn it in the first place.

| smile, my cheeks still damp with tears. “ Of course you get one, weirdo. You' re part
of thisfamily too.”



He peels the tape off the shiny paper to reveal black and red plaid fabric. | see Mom
choseto go for a classic scheme this year.

He looks at me expectantly, and | unwrap mine to show him. “We match! We all do.
Mom likes that cliché Christmas movie scene of the whole family in matching
pajamas on Christmas morning, so she gifts us matching sets every year.”

“That's adorable,” Blake says. He holds out the pgjama pants, and | can only hope
they fit. | had to guess his size. “How about we try these bad boys on and you pick a
movie for usto watch? | have no interest in going back out into that blizzard.”

Blake is exaggerating, of course, but the snow has picked up pace. It doesn’t stop my
siblings or friends from partying, doesn’'t even slow them down. But for the first time

in many years, | don’t feel sad about missing out.

Because | have something right here that is just as special.



Page 29

Source Creation Date: July 23, 2025, 8:07 am

Chapter 29
Alexis

Bright winter sunlight streams through the window, reflecting off the fresh layer of
snow outside.

Blake's arm is wrapped tight around my stomach, protecting me even in sleep. | don’t
want to move, to wake him, but I’d also rather not pee myself. | carefully maneuver
out of hisarms, sliding one of my old stuffed elephants in my place so he’'sless likely
to wake up, and make a break for it.

| make it to the tiny bathroom just in time, and when | step back out I'm too awake to
go back to bed. I'd probably wake Blake if | go back to get my phone, so | decide to
leave it and find something else to do downstairs.

Of course, going downstairs is mistake number one. My mother is like a bloodhound,
sensing the exact moment you wake up so she can rope you into helping her do
whatever. This morning, it's baking cinnamon rolls from scratch. Judging by the
burnt smell, she desperately needs the help.

“Good morning,” | chirp, and round the small island to kiss her cheek. She's wearing
the same pajamas | am, but she paired it with atruly awful knit Christmas sweater of
akoalain a Christmas hat with the text “ have a koala-ty Christmas’ stitched around
it. I hope she didn’t make any for us.

Mom smiles. “Good morning, love. I'm having some trouble with the cinnamon rolls,



can you take alook?’

A cloud of smoke escapes the oven as | open it, the poor rolls burnt to a crisp. The
settings on the oven look fine, so she probably messed up the recipe again.

“I’ll do the baking, you set up for breakfast?’ | don’t wait for her to answer as | start
cleaning the counter and grab the ingredients—it’s afull re-do. “Where' s dad?’

All my life Dad has been an early riser, some days not even making it until sunrise
before he left his bed. Not seeing him first thing when | wake is bound to make me
worry, especially when he's not with Mom. If that man ever sleeps in, humanity is
screwed.

“He's next door checking in on Charlotte and Clint, seeing if there' s anything we can
do,” Mom says quietly. Clint is our neighbor and Lottie's dad. My parents are
incredibly close to him, and | know the impending loss of him must be hitting them
hard. “I don’t think he'll see another Christmas.”

| shake my head. “Poor Lottie.”

“Yeah, the poor girl’s lost too much for her age.” Mom grabs a stack of plates and
disappears into the dining room. For a moment | swear | hear her sniffle, but then the
sound of thundering footsteps on the stairs drowns out everything else.

Glancing through the archway | watch as Blake pauses in the middle of the living
room. Dad stays up on Christmas Eve to place the presents under the tree and put up a
few extra decorations, and it seems it doesn't go unnoticed. His eyes are big as he
takes it al in, the wonder in them almost childlike. Then he smiles to himself and
keeps walking.

| go back to shaping the cinnamon rolls, pretending | didn’t see him.



“Good morning, Sunshine.” Blake presses a kiss to my temple before leaning on the
counter. “Are the others up already?”’

“Mom and Dad are. Lis and Levi are probably hungover. If we're lucky, Dad will
wake them up by banging pots and pans.” | smile at the memory of him doing just
that last year.

“1"d pay good money to see that.”

| laugh, but before | can say anything Dad appears at the back door and steps inside,
pulling the hat from his head at once. Mom steps into the kitchen as if summoned by
the sound, and they lock eyes for only a moment before Dad gives a shake of his
head.

“Now the girl’s come down with something, too,” he says gruffly. “I’m telling you,
Nora, it's that damn curse.”

Blake leans in to whisper, “ Curse?’

“When Clint bought his house he and Dad did some construction in the yard. Found a
headless doll. Dad wanted to rebury it, but Clint threw it out. Dad maintains the doll
had a curse.”

Blake shakes his head with asmile. “I never want to leave this place.”

A flutter passes through my chest as | smile, basking in those words. Blake has made
himself right at home here, charming my parents and meeting my friends. | love my

hometown, but | love it more with him here.

so as he meets my gaze with a wink, there is only one thought echoing through my
mind.



| hope we never do.

One hour and two groggy siblings later, we're gathered in the living room by the
roaring fire.

It's the traditional format. Our parents make us accept weird trinkets they found in
thrift shops, we give them something we all pitched in for. Then my dad goes, “Wéll,
that’s it folks!” and laughs because there is a bulging heap of gifts under the tree.

| get books. Alissa gets make-up and art supplies. Levi gets afew of those miniature
building kits he loves to do. My mother keeps apologizing to Blake for not having
anything for him, but | think he feels more guilty than she does. Especially when she
reaches behind the tree to pull out the last gift, his name scrawled in giant lettering
across the shiny paper.

“It' s not much,” she says. “But | hope you likeit.”

It's not often that | experience Blake being lost for words—especialy fully
clothed—but as he undoes the tape and the paper falls away, it's complete silence. He
holds the contents in the air to look at it closely, rolling it over in his hands. It's a
sweater made from a soft navy-blue wool that will retain his warmth with ease, the
color bringing out his eyes in the most beautiful way. Mom must have spent weeks on
this, working late into the night the way she doesto get it just right .

But why? | didn’'t invite him until afew days ago. Thereis no reason for her to make
it, let alone wrap it, if he wasn't here to accept it. Unless...unless she knows me
better than I’ m willing to admit, and saw this coming long before | did.

Blake rises, and without hesitation throws his arms around my mother. He whispers
something | can’t make out and Mom smiles, whispering something back.



Levi rolls his eyes, his childish streak still going strong. | swat his leg when no one's
looking.

Mom waits for Blake to let go first, probably sensing how much he craves this —a
home, areal family—and gives Dad a knowing wink when they finally part.

Blake smiles almost shyly. “While I'm up here, | have one more gift, if you don’t
mind.”

My heart skips a beat as | watch his movements like a hawk. | didn’t see or feel aring
box, but Blake is sneaky. He could have hidden it somewhere, waiting for just this
moment. Would | say yes? We've only been dating for a few months—-maybe a few
weeks, depending how you look at it—but that doesn’t make my feelings less real.
With start, | realize | would. It would be a long engagement, sure, but there is no
guestion about my answer.

Heismine. | am his.

He crosses to the tree in long strides before reaching between the branches and
pulling out a large envelope. No ring box in sight. | can't help but fed a little
relieved.

“Since me spending the holiday with you was a last-minute decision, Alexis and |
agreed not to get each other gifts. But you all have given me more than you will ever

know, and | wanted to do something small in return, to show my appreciation.”

A strange feeling passes through my stomach as Blake hands me the envelope. |
pause, raising my brow in question, but he just mouths open it.

| reach into the envelope, counting the papers before taking them out.



What the fuck.

No.

NO.

“What is it, love?’ my mother smiles. Does she know? Is she in on this, somehow?
She could never afford it, but still.

| can only stare at the tickets in my hand, a thousand emotions fighting for
dominance. “It’ stickets for all of usto go to Iceland.”

“You always say you want to see the northern lights,” Blake says before kissing my
temple. “It’ s happening, Sunshine.”

| scan hisface. These tickets must have cost afortune, and he doesn’t seem to care.

Alissa snatches the tickets from my hand. “There's only five tickets. Have you
decided to boot Levi from the trip? Solid move, my friend.”

My brother shoots her alook, but she pretends she doesn’'t seeit.

Blake laughs. “No. This gift isfor you—a nice vacation for the entire Moore clan.”

“Then I'm afraid you're one short, son,” Dad says. “I’m not getting on that plane
unlessyou are. Don't feel right.”

“No need. | insist?—"

“So do we,” Mom says in a stern voice. “That’s how we do things in this family,
Blake. We do it together, or not at all.”



| take Blake's hand and for a moment he stares at it, his face unreadable. What |
wouldn’t do to get a glimpse into his mind right now.

“Together,” Blake repeats, his eyes trailing up to meet mine. “I like the sound of
that.”
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The girls are out with Charlotte for the afternoon to do some bonding, maybe some
shopping. With Bill promising to look after Charlotte’s father, it leaves only me and
Levi back at the house.

Alexis and her mother haven't stopped talking about Iceland since Christmas, though
my gift hasn’'t helped Levi’s dislike of me one bit. Nor did our midnight kiss on New
Year's, though that oneis on me.

| spend most of the afternoon hiding in Alexis's room, not in the mood for Levi’'s
passive aggressive remarks. She has enough books to entertain me, and | had the
foresight to bring a bottle of water with me. | call Raf to ask about his Christmas—he's
introducing Nico to his family this week, to mixed results— and send Maria a loving
text promising to call soon.

Only a few minutes pass before she texts me back, inviting me over for dinner, and
when | tell her I'm at my girlfriend’s home for the holidays, her texts become all
caps. It's clear that neither of us saw this coming, judging by her reaction, but | know
thisis exactly what she's always wanted for me.

Eventually my hunger draws me out of that room, and cruel irony puts Levi right at
the bottom of the stairs by the front door.

“Check it out, Taylor,” Levi laughs. “That guy you tried to beat up sent usacard.”



There is only one person he could mean. The blood drains from my face as | snatch
the card out of his hand. “How the fuck does he know where you live?’

Have you missed me? Maybe I'll drop by to wish you a merry Christmas in person.
We have alot to talk about. See you soon. - Hudson

I’m going to be sick.

“He said he had something for me and needed my address. Probably trying to kiss my
ass so I'll put in a good word for him sometime,” Levi shrugs. “It's happened
before.”

He takes a swig of histea, staring at the deceptively cute card in my hand. Isherealy
that ignorant? | mean, | know Levi is my future brother in law and | should probably
try and work things out between us, make sure we're on good terms. But after what
Alexis told me on Christmas Eve...l can’'t help but put some of the blame on him.
Not fully, of course—that monster is the only one responsible for his actions—but
Levi could have looked out for her better. He' s her older brother, where was he when
she needed him most? Why didn’t he spot the signs, watch her drink, and keep an eye
on her?

| grit my teeth. “For once in your life think, Levi. That bastard has been off the team
for years—why would he care now? What would he need from you in particular?’

“Christ, Taylor, what does it matter?’ Levi throws his head back with a groan. “Do
you have some sort of personal vendetta against him or something? It’s none of your
business, anyway.”

Levi reaches for the card but | dodge his attempt, taking a few steps back. Alexis can
never know about this. Ever. Which makes it much safer to destroy it than to give it
back. There' s nothing of importance on it, anyway.



“It sure as fuck became my business the moment he laid hands on Alexis,” | say, the
words coming out harsher than | mean it. It feels apt, though.

Levi stills, amost dropping his mug. He sets it on a small table by the couch before
turning back to face me, the shock clear in hisface. “He...what?’

“Oh, yeah. That son of abitch has been terrorizing her for over ayear now, following
her, leaving her notes and unwanted gifts. He made her life a living hell while you
were out there pretending life is made out of roses, and now you've made sure she's
no longer safe in her own home.”

Levi sputters. “You're blaming me for this? How the fuck was | supposed to know if
she never told me?’

“You are her brother!” My voice islouder now, nearly crossing the line into yelling. |
don’t care. He needs to hear it, needs the reality check of what he just did. “You're
the one who's supposed to watch out for her out there, making sure she's aright.
How come | remember the exact day | noticed the change in her while | didn’t even
know her then, and you haven’'t noticed even now? Are you realy that far up your
own ass?”’

Levi draws closer, nostrils flaring, shoulders locked. But | know that anger isn’t
directed at me—it’'s the anger that comes with being helpless, of being told about
something happening that you have no control over. The anger that comes with shock
and grief aike. “You have no right?—"

“Don’'t 1? Because I’m the one who’ s been making sure Alexis gets to and from class
safely. I'm the one who threatened Hudson'’s sorry ass, twice, to protect her. The one
who pried his fingers off her when she was too terrified to do it herself. | am the one
picking up the pieces you didn’t even notice were broken.” | shake my head. “You
know, | used to look up to you, Levi. But these past few months have shown me



exactly who you are. A self-centered, childish little man who cares more about
appearing close to his sisters than being it. | love Alexis, man. She's my world. So
you can hate me all you want, but I’m not going anywhere. Especially not now.”

| hold up the card, reminding him of his mistake one last time before stalking towards
the kitchen. Maybe | should put it in water or scratch it with a sharpie. No—I need
fire. That isthe only way to get rid of it for good.

“Blake, wait.”

Halting in the archway, | glance over my shoulder. He's leaning over the couch, his
shoulders sagged in defeat. Even from across the room | can see the tears shining in
his eyes; it must finally be sinking in.

Good.

“I’'m sorry, man. For all of it,” Levi says. “I thought you were using Alexis as some
sort of weird threat to make me keep my word, or making her fall for you because
you could. | got protective of her, but clearly | was protecting her from the wrong
person at the wrong time. There is no way to make this right, so thanks—for keeping
her safe when | failed her.”

| stare at him for along time. He' sright. There is no way to make this right.

Shit, | can’t even look at him right now. | hold up the card again. “Alexis can never
know about any of this, understood? I’m going to burn this card, and if anyone asks,
we have been playing video games and watching hockey all afternoon. Nothing
special happened. Agreed?’

Levi nods, wiping his face on the sleeve of his black sweater, and | take it as my cue
to leave. Alexis could be home any moment now—there is no time to waste.



There's still some kindling in the pit, and despite the snow it’s easy to call the fire. |
stare into the flames, feeding the card to the heat until it melts underneath my touch,
shrinking further until nothing remains.

| wish it were that easy to forget.
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Eight A.M. classes are the worst invention since calculus.

It's arough reality check after two weeks of bliss. No amount of caffeine can get me
to pay attention, so | will have to record the lecture and stay up late transcribing notes
again. Maybe | can talk Alexis into making it a study date. She's the only thing that
could make studying bearable.

Downing the remainder of my coffee, I’'m about to walk into the lecture hall when a
flash of bright pink hair catches my eye.

“What the hell dude?’ Alissa shouts and shoves me face-first into the brick wall. “I
went to bat defending your lying ass to Levi and this is what you do? She loves you,
you dick! Thiswill ruin her!”

Alissais livid and rough, but | don't try to break free from her grasp. “What are you
talking about?’

“Drop the act, Taylor. I’ ve seen the school newspaper. Y ou ran your mouth!” Alissa
hisses. “What happened, did she refuse to put out? Did you get tired of being with
someone real for a change but were too much of a baby to end it yourself? Well?” she
pushes me further into the wall until I'm sure my cheek must be bleeding, but if
Alexisishurt...l deserveit. “You're lucky | don’t have my bat with me or | would’ve
rammed it so far up yo?—"



“What are you talking about? Alissa, | promise you | didn’t say a word. Frankly, it's
insulting that you think | would ever hurt Alexis.”

Alissa shoves the latest edition of the school newspaper, the Brookside Times into my
face, her manicured finger tapping the prominent headline I’ ve seen countless times
In my nightmares.

Hockey Heartthrob fakes relationship to scam school.

“Fucking hell. That wasn't me! | swear!”

She drops her grip, stepping back so | can turn around and face her. Like Alexis,
Alissa is a good bit shorter than | am, but both can be intimidating when angry

enough. And right now, Alissais seething.

“You, me, Lex, and Levi are the only onesin on it. Who else could have tipped them
off?” she says. “I know Levi is still cross with you, but he wouldn't do this.”

That’s true. He might hate my guts, but Levi would never put Alexis in the crossfire.
Aside from hockey, family is his whole life; it just doesn't make sense for him to be
the leak.

Any of our competitors in the Cute Couples contest could have started the rumor, but
somehow | don’'t suspect any of them. There is only one person who thinks they
benefit from breaking us up, and | should have finished him off months ago.

“1 think we both know who did this—it has to be him, right?’

A flicker of recognition passes through Alissa’ s gaze as she nods. “ Sorry for throwing
you against the wall.”



“Don’t worry about it. | have to find Alexis—she needs to hear this from me.”

| rip the newspaper from Alissa's trembling hands and storm off, muttering curses
under my breath. | have to find her before she sees this bullshit article. Before she has
achance to think | betrayed her.

She should till be in class right now, and no one around her will have access to the
Brookside Times until after that class, giving me a tiny window to intercept her.
She's on the other side of campus, so | rely on every ounce of my stamina and
shortcuts to get there before her class lets out.

People shout as | speed past, some calling me cruel or a liar, others assuring me
we' ve got their vote—guess they don’t read the paper. There's a cheerleader bribing
people for votes near the café, and the grin she shoots my way is amost villainous.

I’m sweaty and out of breath, but | make it in the nick of time.

Her classmates pour out of the lecture hall. They move slowly, so slowly, and though
it gives me a chance to catch my breath it feels like ages before | see Alexis. But then
| see her, and she spots me, breaking into the most dazzling smile that takes my
breath away.

“Hey,” she says softly. “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be in your Legends
and Lore class right now?’

Her ability to make it sound like | am only taking fictional classes is adorable, but
she’snot wrong. | really, really should bein that class.

“Yeah,” | press a kiss to her forehead so her overactive brain doesn't jump to
conclusions as| say, “Everything' s fine, but we need to talk. Now.”



“We were so close,” Alexis says slowly. “Just three more weeks and we would have
made it.”

She lowers the newspaper and lets it fall to the floor, not even watching it fall. Thisis
the first thing she has said in twenty minutes, resigning to stare blankly out onto the
empty lecture hall for the rest of the time. I’m not surethisis progress.

Her gaze fixed on a place far behind me. | hate seeing her like this, so... void of
anything. Empty. “1 have made you many promises, but let me make one more: you
are getting that degree come hell or high water. I’ [l make sure of it.”

Alexis only shakes her head. “So close, Blake. All those stress-induced pain flares
and every stupid date they forced usto go on. We even had sex in atent, loudly! Then
they run one stupid, slanderous article and we're done. It’ struly over now.”

In the five stages of grief, Alexisis steadily crossing into anger. It's agood thing, and
not just for processing this. There is an ocean of anger hidden beneath her skin, things
she has never alowed herself to feel or acknowledge to keep from rocking the boat. |
hope she letsit al out now and drowns the world in her wrath.

“By the end of the day, everyone will think | am nothing more than aslut. That I'm a
liar, afraud who was all too happy opening her legsto rip off the school.” Her faceis
lifeless, aterrifying sight on someone as expressive as her. The knot in my stomach
tightens.

| step closer, cradling her cheek in my palm. “Y ou are none of those things, you hear
me? Y ou are kind, and honest, and smarter than any one of those idiots out there. Let
me fix this for us. I'll sic my mother’s lawyer on them for defamation of character
and force the paper to write a new article. This whole thing will be old news long
before the final vote.”



At long last, those silver-blue eyes snake up to meet mine. “What if it’s not?’

“Then you will still have me and my fortune,” | say. “You'll get your dream, Alexis.
Even if | have to set up a colony on Mars or start an apocalypse and build the school
myself, you will be ateacher. And a damn good one at that.”

Alexislaughs, but it’s far from the laugh | fell in love with. This oneis bitter, almost
mocking. “I don’t even know what to do with myself right now, how to go from here.
Doing this contest was supposed to take away my panic, the one that’s set off by the
unknown. But we'reright back in it now, aren’t we?’

How am | the more level headed one between us now? It's a strange, unnerving
feeling. | hope it doesn’t happen again. “I’ll get everything sorted with the paper, and
we take it one day at a time. Classes, homework, dinners. | have a game on Friday,
but you don’t have to come if you don’t feel like it. Then there's the last contest date
on Sunday, and we' |l see how to go on from there.”

Alexisisn't convinced. | can seeit in her eyes, in the way they have lost their spark. |
know why, though; she is still refusing to take my money, and now she thinks this
will be her last year at Brookside. But she underestimates how selfish | can be in the
way | love.

So far, she hasn't questioned why she has not run out of money on her meal card yet,
or how her fridge is aways stocked. I’m not sure if she suspects my hand iniit al, and
| don't really care—I just want her to eat. So if | have to go to administration and pay
her tuition without telling her | will doit, even if it costs me her love.

Because to loveisto sacrifice, and | will alwayslove Alexis more than | love myself.
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| am so fucked.

Professor Hickey kept us late again, and now | am for sure missing the start of the
hockey game. | had promised Blake | would be there to give him a good luck kiss; |
guess they will be losing this one.

Still firm in the middle of winter, the sun is long gone and the biting cold cuts
through my many layers to nip at my skin. It gives the deserted campus an ominous
feeling, not letting you feel safe even on the well-lit paths. | wish | had Blake here
with me to chase away the fear. | know he doesn’t have his phone with him, being on
theiceand all, so | call the one person | know will always pick up and tell her to keep
the line on until I’'m with her in the stands.

| wore Blake's jersey to class just to be safe in case | was running late—fine, | like to
show it off. | stare at Blake's picture on my lockscreen, letting the sight of him calm
me as | hop onto the nearly-vacant bus.

It lets out on the other side of a dark parking lot and | clutch my key between my
fingers on instinct. The pepper spray | keep in my bag must have fallen out
somewhere, as it’'s nowhere to be found, leaving me far too vulnerable for my liking.
Blake might have shown me some fighting moves, but I'm far from strong or skilled
enough to take someone on all by myself.



“1 figured you would show up here, doting little slut that you are,” Hudson drawls
from the shadows. He steps forward, just catching some stray beams of light from the
lamppost. “Going to cheer on your fake little boyfriend? Or are you finally done
pretending to be interested in him?’

“Go away.” | quicken my pace, trying to keep a safe distance between our bodies
without setting off his hunting instinct by running—he is a Neanderthal, after all.
Can't have histwo brain cells mistaking me for a gazelle.

“Or what? You will call the cops on me again? Been there, done that, sweetheart.
Y ou know, the sooner you quit pretending to hate me, the sooner you will realize you
made a mistake reporting me for those lies you fed them. My mother used to lie like
that, too, when she was still around.” He leans against the hood of a car, every muscle
in his body taut and ready to chase me.

A chill passes through my body at his unspoken threat—| need to get out of here, fast.
| lower my head and keep walking as fear claws at my throat. | can see the glass
doors, see the people mingling about behind them. If | can just get close enough he'll
have no choice but to leave me alone. Yes, that’s the answer. Run .

His hand closes around my wrist.

“Let me go,” | hiss. “I know a dozen guys inside that arena who would love to see
you bleed. Want to try your luck?’

Please, Alissa, be listening.
Hudson stares at me for a moment before throwing back his head with the most

nauseating laugh. “Nice try, Lexus. Really, good effort. Y ou know how much | enjoy
our little foreplay, don't you?’



Hisvoiceis amost like a purr, the undercurrent of his words sending another wave of
panic through my body, my lungs, and my throat, and | believe | might be sick.

Please, Alissa. Please send help.

Hudson shakes his head. “Y ou know, when | called my buddy at the newspaper, he
wasn't even surprised that you and your boy toy were faking it. Everyone can see he
doesn’t love you, Lexus. But | do, even if you are spoiled goods.”

Something switches in my brain as his words register, and | stand alittle straighter as
my anger wins out over fear.

It was him.

He tipped them off.

Heisthereason | will never be ateacher.

“You... you were the leak?’ | do not recognize this voice, though it comes from my
lips. It doesn’t shake, not a tremble. Instead, it holds a warning. “Y ou pathetic little
man. Haven't you stolen enough from me? Haven't | suffered enough at your hand
without you actively sabotaging my future? You are even more disgusting than |
thought you were, and | ranked you akin to a cockroach. | need that degree, Hudson.
And the only way | could pay for it was that prize money. Y et you stole that from me,
too. Y ou stole everything from me.”

Hudson moves in closer, his fingers caressing my arm as he says, “Who cares about a
stupid piece of paper? I'll provide for you, you know | will. And once we have kids,

what good will that degree do, anyway?’

The rational part of my brain shuts off at those words, at hearing his plans for me all



lad out. A beat passes in silence. Then my fist connects with his nose and comes
away covered in blood.

Any time on that backup now, Lis.

“Stop following me, stop touching me or even thinking about me. | am not yours, nor
will | ever be yours. You have taken enough from me. And I’'m not anyone's
possession or broodmare either like you love to suggest | am. | love Blake, and | have
rebuilt myself. So I’'ll say it again. Leave. Me. Alone.”

When | punched his nose he let go of my wrist, so | turn on my heels and make a
break for it. I’'m mere steps away from the doors when his hands land on my shoulder
blades and | hit the rough cement of the parking lot, the force of the fall knocking
every scrap of air out of my lungs.

| flip over onto my back in time to see him raise his fist but | am faster, getting in a
few more punches and scratches before he bests me. | cry out in a last attempt at
drawing attention, and with my face turned towards the door | don’'t notice his fist
until the light goes out.
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My heart hammers in my throat as | push open the double doors. Alissa crouches
against the wall a little distance away, stuttering and distraught as she mutters
something into her phone—probably calling Bill and Nora. Her bloodshot eyes widen
as she notices me, her quivering lips slightly parted. | pull her into atight hug.

“Hey, she'll be okay. It'll be okay,” | whisper. “Whereis she, Lis?’

Alissa' s voice, usually brimming with wit and confidence, trembles with emotion like
she can barely muster the words. “Room 13.”

| give her afinal squeeze before | rush past her and down the hall, the stream of doors
never-ending. When it does, my knees buckle as | take in the sight.

Alexis looks so frail in the artificial light, so pale and vulnerable. Wires poke out
from her arms, sensors hooked up to her chest and scalp. A bandage is wrapped
around her temples, bloodstained and dirty, the rest of whatever skin is visible not
faring much better. Even the knowledge that she bruises like a peach doesn’'t help,
because she still had to be touched there to get the bruises.

My steps are slow and careful, asif | were approaching a wounded animal instead of
my beloved girlfriend, but | can’'t stop myself because this scene is straight out of a
nightmare. It takes every bit of my strength not to start bawling, but | have to be
strong. Not only for Alexis but for Alissa and Levi. They need someone they can rely



on, and the best way | can help Alexisisto help her siblings.

Evenif I’'m afucking wreck myself.

| should have been there. | knew how dangerous those roads are in the dark, knew
that jackass hasn’t dropped his obsession with her. | should have insisted on driving
her to the game or at the very least arranged for someone else to join her on the way.
Hudson bided his time waiting for me to slip up, and | was stupid enough to do just
that.

| failed her tonight. She trusted me with her deepest secret, trusted me to keep her
safe. And | didn’t. | don’t think | can ever truly forgive myself for that.

Alexisis mine. | am hers. Even when we were still firmly in the pretend phase, 1'd
sworn to do everything to make her feel safe and protect her and take care of her like
a bodyguard would a princess.

But when it mattered most, | wasn’t there.

Her cheek is cold beneath my palm and a stifled sob leaves my lipsas | run my thumb
along the split in her skin.

“Can you guys stop pretending I'm dead? It's depressing.” Alexis's eyelids flutter
before revealing those gorgeous silver-blue irises, the color darkened with pain and
fatigue. Even so, a ghost of a smile plays on her lips, no doubt for my sake.
“Blake...”

“I'm here. It's okay— you're okay.” | lean in to press a feather-light kiss to her
forehead. “I love you. You're safe now, | promise. I'm so fucking sorry | wasn't
there, Alexis. But I’'m here now, and I’ m never leaving your side again. You're safe.”



“I’'m sorry.” The words are barely audible through her small and trembling voice, but
| hear her loud and clear. | shake my head.

“No need to be sorry. I’'m the one who let you walk alone. This is my fault,” | say,
and my voice breaks. “Y ou fought so hard, so bravely, and you're still here. That’s all
that matters. That you're still here.”

Footsteps rush towards the room and within seconds Alissa and Levi appear, the pair
looking even worse than | do. Alissa's hair isin afrazzled bun, several loose strands
framing her mascara-stained face. Her brother is more composed, but only slightly,
his anger taking the forefront to hide the hopelessness we all fedl.

“Shit, Lex,” he gasps with asob. “I’m going to kill him, I’l17—"

Alissa stops him with a hand to the chest. “The police as well as half the school are
looking for him. Jail will be worse than death.”

“Not the way I'd do it,” | mutter, and the ghost of a smile crosses Levi’s lips as we
find a common ground.

Alexis winces, the machine beeping faster. | squeeze her hand, running soothing
circles over the top of her palm with my thumb. This seemsto relax her alittle, asthe
beeping slows.

“You don't have to stay, you know. They're only keeping me overnight for
observation, I'll be out before you have time to miss me,” Alexis says, though her
attempt at humor falls flat by the weaknessin her voice.

“You're out of your mind if you think we are leaving you like this,” Levi says.
“We're aunit, remember?”’



Alexis mutters profanities with a wince, her hand moving up to her head. From what
I’ ve heard, she got quite a blow—her head must be killing her.

“You should sleep,” Alissa says softly. “Don’t worry about us. Just think of happy
things and sleep.”

The ghost of a smile pulls at Alexis's lips. “I have a concussion, you dumbass. It's
not that easy.”

“You're not that easy.”

“Your mom’ s not that easy.”

“And she’'s back,” Levi mutters. “Has anyone spoken to a nurse yet? Or are we
blindly trusting the sleepy, achy mummy?”’

| shake my head no and watch as Alissa does the same. With a sigh, Levi disappears
into the hallway to find someone who can give us more information. Alissa clutches
her twin's hand like it’s a tether, a silent plea to be aright. How terrifying this must
be for her, seeing Alexis like this. Their bond is one | will never fully be able to
understand, though I’'m glad they have each other to call on in moments like these.

| squeeze Alissa’s shoulder in support as | make my way toward the hallway, giving
them a moment of privacy while | hunt down a few more chairs and some coffee to
pull us through the night.

Strong . | need to be strong. For Alexis, but also her siblings. Alissais awreck. Even
Levi, though we're still at odds, could use a shoulder to lean on. So in an empty room
on the other side of the hall, far enough not to be heard by any of them, | alow
myself afew minutes of weakness.



The tears come hard and fast, one thing circling my mind over and over and over like
abroken record.

| could havelost her.
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Chapter 34
Alexis

I’m not sure who told the rest of the hockey team about what happened, but the
second Blake's car stopsin front of the house they rush through the front door.

With their tall and broad bodies, they form a protective wall around the path,
shielding me asif they were my own sexy secret service.

It's such a kind gesture that for a moment it takes me aback, and tears brim my eyes
as | look anywhere but at them. | try to open my mouth and express my gratitude, but
nothing comes. Instead, | run for the door and up the stairs, not stopping until I'min
the safe haven of Blake's bedroom.

Because | know Blake's teammates would never hurt me. They are frighteningly
loyal to my brother and know both he and Blake would kill them if they touched me.
But Hudson was on that team too, once. And they are just as tall and broad and
intimidating as heis.

So while | would love to go down the line and give each of them a big hug, | can't.
Not now, now without flashing back to last night.

My inner child is crying, and for once there is nothing | can do to comfort her, to
show her this is temporary and things will be okay. Because while this might fade
with time, thisworld will never truly be safe for us.



Evil will always be lurking in the shadows, and whether we escape it or not it will
never go away. So instead of trying to comfort her with words we both know are lies,
| turn to her favorite method of dealing with heavy emotions: hiding.

It's not the healthiest, or the most mature, but as far as bad coping mechanisms go it
Is by far the least destructive option. | crawl over to Blake's closet, toss out his stinky
shoes and curl up in the void. Lucky comes to press his head in my lap in silent
support, and that little gesture is enough to shatter me.

Loud, painful sobs tear through me, and for once | let them. | am all alone, anyway. |
could wipe my tears, use makeup as a shield and pretend I'm fine like | have done for
the past year. But what good would that do?

No. I’'m done pretending. Pretending to be okay, to not be angry—no, fuming at the
school board for letting Hudson stay. That it took everything that happened last night
for the cops to take me seriously. That | had to recount every detail from the past year
to the cops twice this morning because they sent in an uncaring rookie first. But I'm
also done pretending to be strong, that my pain is mild and manageable and my bone-
deep exhaustion isjust a bit of fatigue.

| am done pretending I’ m anything that I’ m not.

But most of al, I'm just done.

There's a commotion downstairs and | hear loud footsteps in the hall, but no one
comes. The noise fades as quickly as it came, leaving me in the quiet misery of my
sobs.

| don’t know how long | sit like that, sobbing all aone in atiny dark closet. It could

be minutes, hours. Time is a concept | have lost al understanding of, and | cannot
bring myself to care either.



At some point, the tears dry up.

The numbness makes me fidgety, having me pace the floor with Lucky at my heels.
He stays at my side when | head to the bathroom to freshen up, the house is empty
save for a shadow at the front door and a soft rummaging in the kitchen. Still, | don’t
dare shower.

Amid the silence | find Blake at the stove, stirring a pot with clenched fists, clearly
seething. But his muscles unclench the moment he sees me, and his face softens.

“Hey,” he says, leaning down to pet Lucky. “I didn’'t expect you down so soon. How
areyou feeling?’

We both know | feel like shit, so | skip his question to save us both alie. “Where did
everyone go?’

Blake leans against the counter, his arms crossed over his chest as if to keep himself
from moving. Conflict swirls in his eyes as he searches my face, no doubt seeing
every trace of evidence of my crying. His muscles go taut again. “They are out
looking for Hudson so he can be handed over to the police. The cops and school
board have proved useless so far, so the guys figured they could patrol the area, be
extra eyes on campus.”

| shift on my feet. “Did you and Levi make them do that?’
“No one made them do anything. It was their idea.” Blake instinctively steps forward
but catches himself before he reaches me, like him coming any closer could set me

off. “They would do anything for you. They’re crazy about you—just like me.”

He winks at that |ast part, trying to make me smile. It doesn’'t work.



“They shouldn’t be putting themselves in danger like that,” | say. “Even if it doesn’t
get to a fight, they could utilize this time so much better by studying or doing extra
practice for your next game.”

Blake shakes his head with asigh. “Y ou have to stop doing that.”

“Doing what?’

“Acting like you are not worth the effort, or the affection, or anything else that rattles
on in that beautiful brain of yours,” Blake says, that muscle in his jaw ticking with
anger. But | know his anger is not directed at me. Not realy. “You're fucking
amazing. Y ou are kind, smart, and thoughtful. Y ou made that cake for Raf’ s birthday
even though we were al too wrapped up in game prep to remember it. You took the
time and effort to perfect a high-protein healthy snack and make sure we're never out
of it. You might think we don’t notice those things, but we do. Your big heart isn’t
lost on any of us, Sunshine. Please, let us do something for you for once.”

My cheeks are wet and | know the tears are streaming again, but | don’'t care. Blakeis
right; | had no idea they kept track of me, of the little things | do for them. Sure, they
have always thanked me for baking them things and they ook genuinely happy to see
me whenever | come around, but | think I’ve always figured that was because | am
Levi’ssister, not because I’m me.

Blake opens his arms and | walk straight into them, craving the warm comfort of his
chest and the safety of hisarms.

“I’'m so sorry, Blake,” | sob. “For everything. For not being more careful and facing
him alone, for scaring you, for?—"

“You're still here with me.” His lips brush over the top of my head as he cradles me
deeper into his chest, and | wonder if his words are more for me or him. “Y ou’re still



here with me, Alexis. That’s al that matters.”

| let him hold me until my feet go numb and my knees threaten to give way.

He lifts me so | can sit on the counter, as close to him as possible, and watch him
make a massive amount of spaghetti from arecipe | don’'t recognize but I’m too tired
to question. Instead, | taste and give pointers on the sauce and set the table for the
guys to help themselves when they come back.

“My mom texted. She and Dad will be here tonight,” | say as | busy myself with
folding napkins. “I should probably go back to my dorm.”

“You need to do whatever you fedl isright.” Blake puts the saucepan on a lower heat
to keep it from burning. “If you want to go home, I'll take you there. But if you feel
safer here, then you should stay, no matter what they might want you to do.”

Alissa’ s words come to mind. To live your life to the fullest you have to learn to be
selfish.

It's funny how two people can say such similar things at such different times. Then
again Blake and Alissa are more similar than they are willing to admit, and | am a
predictable people-pleaser. But still.

| know what | want, what | need at this moment.

“Inthat case, I'd love to stay for abit longer. If you're not sick of me yet.”

Blake turns around, wrapping his arms around my waist before kissing me. “Never.

You are my home. | could spend eternity at your side and it would still not be
enough.”



“Areyou paraphrasing Twilight ?’ | raise abrow.

Blake laughs. “Come on, Sunshine. I’ m trying to be romantic here. Give me a break.”

“Fine,” | bunch the fabric of his maroon shirt in my fist and pull him closer until our
lips are nearly brushing. “Let’s start with forever, Blakey-bear.”
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Chapter 35
Blake
Right. Left. Right. Left.

The blades underneath my feet cut the ice as | glide forward, bulldozing my way
through the teammates who protect the goal. They don’t stand a chance.

Within seconds the puck hits the net and my team erupts in loud cheers and whistles,
clapping my hand as | circle back to our side. On instinct | look out into the standsin
search of my Sunshine’s lovely face, only to remember she's not here.

We decided she should sit these things out for a while and use the time to unwind, go
to therapy sessions or catch up with her parents instead. Nora and Bill have been
staying in a motel nearby, and from what I’ve heard from Alissa, they have been a
real nuisance to the school board and administration, hounding them for answers and
threatening to sue. Asif | could not adore them any more.

This practice session is a much needed respite for the team. After many days and
nights of scouring the campus for any sign of the bastard it was Eric who spotted
Hudson and turned him in to the police. It's too soon to say for certain, but | hope
he' slocked up for along time.

No one said it, but | know the anger and frustration at the whole situation piled up
inside every one of them. At least in this practice game, we can let it all out without
repercussions.



Across the ice, Coach Tucker pulls out his megaphone, the feedback blaring through
therink. “Taylor! A word?’

“Blakey isin trouuuuubleeee!” Raf draws out the words like a child before laughing
at the irked look on my face. He and Alexis have been getting along a little too well,
and she has clearly been teaching him how to annoy me better. | pray he doesn’t
remember her nickname for me—it’s only cute when she says it, even if she does so
to mock me.

Once | am off the ice, | quickly rid myself of my skates and follow Coach into his
officein full gear.

| expect him to tell me how sorry he is for what happened to Alexis, to tell some
bullshit story about how the good will weed out the evil in time—the usual drivel.
But the moment | see Levi linger behind the desk, | know this is not that kind of
conversation.

One of Coach Tucker's best qualities is that he doesn’'t like wasting time with idle
chit-chat, so he cutsright to it.

“Look, kid. I'm sure you and the others must be aware that Levi’s final season with
the Brookside Badgers is coming to an end, and that I’m on the lookout for someone
to replace him for the big job,” he says. “Levi here has told me great things about
your leadership and drive. Kind of pestering me with it, really. Look, | admit | had
my doubts, given your record, but even | see how much you have changed for the
better these past few months. So I've decided you deserve the chance to prove
yourself. I’'m officially offering you the captain’s position for next season.”

A smile breaks out on my face, so big and wide it hurts my cheeks. Mother would
lose it if she found out. | can hear her voice in my head as she brags to anyone who
will listen. Her little boy, captain of awinning hockey team, headed for the NHL!



Ah, well. Sucksto be her.

“Thank you, sir. It isan incredible honor that you would even consider me.” Not alie.
This dliver of approval will fuel me for months to come. “But | cannot justify taking
that jersey when | know Rafael would be much more suitable for therole.”

In my peripheral vision | see Levi’slips curl, like this was some sort of test all along.
Or maybe he just redly likes watching me make a fool of myself. Either way, he
knows I’'m right just aswell as | do.

“I might have the drive to lead us to victory, but Raf has both the skill and the
ambition to take this team to a higher level. He should be your next captain, not me.”

Confusion practically drips off Coach Tucker’'s face, though he doesn’'t say a word.
I’m sure it took alot of effort on Levi’s part to convince Coach of me, and now | am
turning down what | once thought was the chance of a lifetime. He looks at me for a
long time, trying to make sense of it all.

“Y ou’re sure about this?’

“Fully convinced. | love the sport, sir. You know | do. But it's not my future, and |
would not give it the same kind of attention as someone for whom it is. For Raf,
hockey is his whole life. He even studies old games for fun, games he's not even in.
He has shit to learn, sure, but | know he will not let you down.”

Coach Tucker glances at Levi, then back at me. “If you and Levi are willing to take
him under your wings for these last few months, get him ready, | don’t disagree.”

| meet Levi’s gaze with anod. Our relationship, while still rocky, has been improving
since Christmas. But we both care about this team and the peoplein it; it is one of the
few things we fully see eye to eye on. So we will do everything we can to whip this



team—and its new captain—into shape before Levi graduates, even if it means we
need to call atruce between the two of us.

He is going to have to get used to me anyway.

After practice, | swing by the local flower shop before rushing to Alexis's dorm. The
scent of homemade lasagna wraps around my nostrils the moment the door opens,
with Bill hard at work in the small kitchen to give his daughters a nice hot meal. Nora
hugs me before I’ ve even had a chance to close the door behind us, and it takes me by
surprise the same way it did the first time.

This feeling of unexplainable warmth, of true acceptance, of family ...l don’t think it
will ever feel natural to me. To have a support system like that, with sibling rivalries,
inside jokes and open arms after a bad day—I thought that was something that only
happened on television. But it's real, and it's here, and one day...one day it might
actually be mine.

| drop my bag next to the door and help Nora set the table in a comfortable silence,
and when we're done she pinches my cheek with a smile. Alexis and Alissa emerge
from the latter’s room with freshly done nails and quiet laughter. | wave as she spots
me, and she surprises us both by bounding into my arms and wrapping her legs
around me. “I missed you.”

It's only been aday, but I'd belying if | said | didn’t feel the same way. “Missed you
too. Did you have anice spaday?’

“It's so she will look extra beautiful in her dress tomorrow!” Nora says, making
Alexisroll her eyes.

“Mom, please.”



| set Alexis down and give my signal to Alissa, who disappears into her room.
“Speaking of dresses, | wanted to do something special for you, to make sure the
night is truly memorable. So me and Alissa did alittle online shopping.”

As if on cue, Alissa appears in the doorway with the dress hanging from a hanger.
Nora gasps, causing Alexis to turn around and |ook.

Tearsflood her eyes and she swats at my arm. “ Stop spending money on me!”

She hates it. Shit! | knew | should have let her pick something out herself! Alissa
insisted that their ‘ Twintuition’ was a thing, but it’s obviously bullshit.

Alexis crosses the room to look at it from up close. Does she notice her nails match
the soft pink flowers perfectly?

“It's beautiful, Lis,” she breathes, running her fingers down the soft fabric. “You
picked this out?’

“1 know you enough to know you’d hate whatever Blake picked out,” Alissa smirks.
My choices weren’t even that bad, but compared to this one | can see how she would
have hated it.

Alexis stares at the dress again, pausing a moment before coming back to me. “No
more surprises, you hear me?’

“No more surprises,” | agree, though | can’'t keep the smile off my face. Thereis one
surprise heading her way still, just waiting for the right moment.



Page 36

Source Creation Date: July 23, 2025, 8:07 am

| stare into the dusty mirror on my closet door, running a hand down the length of my
dress. The soft organza sways with every movement, giving the illusion that I'm
floating, and the flowers match my nails perfectly.

My fingers stray to the healing cuts and bruises on my skin, the visual reminders that
what happened that night was one hundred percent real. | could call Alissa into the
room, have her cover them up with makeup, but | don’t want to. | shouldn’t have to
hide what happened to me to make someone else feel more comfortable. And | won't.

| refuse to be ashamed of my injuries. It's ssimply not my shame to carry. Hudson is
the one who should fed it, though | know he won’'t. If he was capable of feeling
shame, he would have felt it along time ago.

My spite and anger don’t mean I’'m unaffected, though. There are still nights where
I’'m afraid to close my eyes and | wake up screaming from nightmares that never
seem to end. But Blake's arms are always there to comfort me, and the reassuring
beating of hisheart lulls me right back to sleep.

Whether it be my parents, siblings, Blake, or even one of the hockey guys offering to
go for awalk with me, | never have to face the world alone. Classmates | have never
directly spoken to are updating me with recordings of the classes I'm missing so |
don't fall too far behind. Neighbors are sliding get well soon cards under the door.
Levi and Alissa’ s friends stop by to bring groceries and pre-cooked meals, with those
from home checking in via text. I'm not sure what it implies, exactly, but | think it
means | am loved more widely and deeply than | thought. That maybe I'd written off
the world, but the world has yet to do the same to me.



Tonight, the rankings from the Cute Couples Contest will be made public for the first
time. Going off everything | learned from reality TV, the amount of camera time
we've gotten seems to indicate a high score. But after everything that happened in the
past few weeks | have no idea if we're even still in the running. Do our peers believe
the article outing us as fakes, or has Hudson inadvertently brought us the crown by
giving me the sympathy vote?

Either way, I'll be glad to berid of those pesky cameras and added pressure.

| don’t know why | agreed to go tonight. Whenever | go out, it feels like people gawk
at me as | pass, trying to get a glimpse of the poor girl who got attacked. But Blake
deserves a night out, to drink and dance and laugh away all the crap we ve been
through. And maybe...maybe | do, too.

Maybe a night under the stars with my love is just what | need to feel like myself
again, evenif it isonly for aminute.

And thanks to Blake' s gift of my dress, | am well on my way.

Blake knocks on the door at seven sharp, looking handsome in alight gray plaid suit.
He takes his sweet time looking me up and down, taking in the way the dress hugs
my body, the makeup that compliments my dress and brings out my eyes, and the hair
Alissa spent way too much time on.

Mom rushes towards us, her phone held straight in front of her as she instructs us to
scoot closer together. The whole thing is giving me flashbacks to prom night.

“Not too late to change your mind, you know,” Blake whispers into my ear, as to
keep from being overheard. The rest of my family is gathered on the couch, all
dressed up and fancy. They insisted on coming tonight, saying they want to watch my
face when we win. Redlly, though, | think they want to make sure | feel protected.
Hudson might be gone, but that doesn’t stop my brain from expecting him to pop up



wherever | go. The nightmare is over, but the ghost lingers. “I will happily whisk you
away to my place and watch your historically inaccurate shows until we're both
snoring.”

“Tempting,” | say, and rise onto my toes to press a kiss to hisjaw. A smidge of pink
lipstick sticks to his skin, just like it did the night of Miller’s party. The night he told
me to leave it so everyone would know he’s mine. “But | heard they have free food
and live music, and | want to dance with my handsome boyfriend.”

The band they hired, some sort of 70's cover band, isn’'t half bad.

| press my ear against Blake's chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart as we
slow dance to a Bruce Springsteen song | don’t recognize. His hands are on my hips,
his chin resting on the top of my head while we sway.

It's alittle awkward, this whole thing. The cameras are still here, trained on us at all
times. We are by far the best-dressed couple, bordering on overdressed. Our
competitors aren’t sure how to act, so they don’'t look at us at all—a welcome change,
really—and my parents and siblings sit at a table right next to the dance floor, their
gazes fixed on us. | try my best to ignore them; | deserve to enjoy this moment
without worrying about what they might think.

“1 don’t think | ever thanked you for agreeing to this whole thing—for sticking by me
even when things got rough. | know you had your reasons, but most others would
have chosen to walk away. So thank you. For everything.”

“l never considered walking away from this, Alexis. Not once.” Blake steps back
with a smile. “This was my one shot at being wholly and exclusively yours. No
chance in hell I'd walk away from that. I'm just grateful that you decided to like me
back.”

| shake my head, barely suppressing a smile. “You're such a weirdo. | can’t believe



I’minlove with you.”

“Say that again?’ Blake' s eyes widen, that goofy smile ever growing.

The sight of him like this, this...hopeful, awe-stricken, makes my heart glow. “I love
you, Blake.”

His fingers rise to comb through my hair, cradling my head as he leans down to kiss
me. | close my eyes, letting the rest of the world wash away as | focus on his lips on
mine.

When we come up for air, the song has changed to some Elton John tune serenading
hislover.

“You can have al the guys you want, you know,” Blake says amost shyly. “Why
settle for me?”

| lay my hand on his cheek, treasuring the warmth of his skin. “Because it's not
settling if it's you. You saw me when | thought | was invisible, saw everything | was
trying to hide and loved me anyway. Why would | ever want anyone else when | have
the perfect man right in front of me?’

He shakes his head in disbelief, his voice barely louder than a whisper as he says, “I
love you.”

| bring him down for another kiss, and this time, it takes a lot more than the need for
air to tear us apart. The band stops their playing and microphone feedback rings
through the room, the high pitch forcing me to break away and cover my ears.

The overly chipper Medial’m in Blake's arms, still dancing even without music, his
body solid and steady against mine. My family’s close by to love me, support me.
And that’sall | need.



There will be atough time ahead, but | know | don’'t have to face it alone. With some
careful planning and strict rules | know | could pay off atheoretical loan from Blake
in no time at all, and thanks to my classmates | haven't fallen too far behind on
coursework. | even have an army of bodyguards willing to drop everything for me if |
say the word. Win or lose, I'll be okay.

Blake must notice I’'m not paying attention as he leans down, his breath tickling my
ear when he whispers, “Here we go.”

A large screen is lowered from the ceiling as the lights dim, leaving barely enough
light to see anything. For a moment, there is nothing but a heavy silencein the dark, a
kind of tension that takes your breath away. Then the projector purrsto life above our
heads and Blake's smitten smile fills the screen, the camera panning to reveal he's
looking at me.

It'sus.

We€ ve won.

| can't move, can hardly breathe as my eyes stay locked on that screen, watching the
footage of us play out in dramatic slow motion.

How Blake looked at me when | wasn't paying attention. The way he threw me over
his shoulder in that dance class, and me squeezing his ass in retaliation. Me studying
his face when he looked away, and staring at his arms during that cooking class. The
whispers and small touches, the stolen glances. There is no sound bite from the
camping trip—thank god—~but even without it, it's clear that neither of usis anything
but smitten. The final shot is of us tangled up on that picnic blanket, slowly zooming
out before the screen turns black.

| turn to Blake, wide eyes meeting mine, and without warning he spins me mid-air.
The cameras are on us now, | know it, but | don’'t care. | take his face into my palms



and kiss him.

No more pressure to perform, no more stress about tuition. From this day onward,
Blakeand | canjust be.

He sets me down far too soon for my liking, but I know the others must be getting
antsy. Paris motions for us to climb the stage as my family goes wild behind us,
filming and cheering and whistling, but all | can see is Blake's dazzling smile as he
reaches out his hand for me to take.

“One more time for the cameras, Sunshine?”’

THE END



