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Content Warning




Breaking Perfect, although a gripping love story, is also about survival and healing. It addresses the raw, complicated parts of the journey. Especially when the wounds are not visible. It explores themes that may be emotionally distressing for some readers. If any of the following might be emotionally triggering, please consider your emotional safety before continuing: 



1.Depression

2.Anxiety and panic attacks

3.Verbal and emotional abuse

4.Suicide ideation

5.Mental illness (bipolar disorder)

6.Trauma and emotional breakdowns

7.Family dysfunction

8.Past neglect

9.Narcissistic behaviour and manipulation

10.Intense emotional pressure and perfectionism



Please read with care, and take breaks if you need to. 

If this story mirrors something you’re going through, or something you’ve survived already… Remember: 

You are not weak. You are not broken. You are surviving. 

That alone carries its own kind of strength. 

Head On.



—Elyse Heartwell










  
  
Playlist




Some of these songs found me when I was falling, shattered into what felt like a million pieces. Some held me up, screamed for me when I couldn’t do it myself. I didn’t write this story in silence, I wrote it through sound. With fire. Every note here means something to me. I hope it will means something to you, too. 




	“I’m In Here” – Sia


	“Emptiness Machine” – Linkin Park


	“Up From the Bottom” – Linkin Park


	“Let Me Go” – Avril Lavigne ft. Chad Kroeger


	“Dusk Till Dawn” – ZAYN & Sia


	“Whatever It Takes” – Imagine Dragons


	“Titanium” – David Guetta ft. Sia


	“Unstoppable” – Sia


	“Remember Why You Started” – Fearless Motivation, Team Fearless


	“Love Me Like You Do” – Ellie Goulding


	“With You” – Dean Lewis


	“See Beneath Your Beautiful” – Labrinth ft. Emeli Sandé


	“Helium” – Sia


	“Trustfall” – P!nk














  
  
Dedication




To my Lucas…
 The person who still allows the fire inside me to burn bright—without ever trying to extinguish it.
 Always.


To every person who was told to be less…
 To be more…
 When they were already drowning, just trying to conform—


You are enough.


For the survivors who learned how to scream without making a sound.
 For the ones who broke quietly—and still rose.


To every person still fighting to take the next breath...


I see you.


This is for you.



























  
  
The Spider and the Fly





 "Will you walk into my parlour?" said a spider to a fly;
 "'Tis the prettiest little parlour that ever you did spy.
 The way into my parlour is up a winding stair,
 And I have many pretty things to shew when you are there."
 "Oh no, no!" said the little fly, "to ask me is in vain,
 For who goes up your winding stair can ne'er come down again."
 
 "I'm sure you must be weary, with soaring up so high,
 Will you rest upon my little bed?" said the spider to the fly.
 "There are pretty curtains drawn around, the sheets are fine and thin;
 And if you like to rest awhile, I'll snugly tuck you in."
 "Oh no, no!" said the little fly, "for I've often heard it said,
 They never, never wake again, who sleep upon your bed!"
 
 Said the cunning spider to the fly, "Dear friend, what shall I do,
 To prove the warm affection I've always felt for you?
 I have, within my pantry, good store of all that's nice;
 I'm sure you're very welcome – will you please to take a slice?"
 "Oh no, no!" said the little fly, "kind sir, that cannot be,
 I've heard what's in your pantry, and I do not wish to see."
 
 "Sweet creature!" said the spider, "you're witty and you're wise.
 How handsome are your gauzy wings, how brilliant are your eyes!
 I have a little looking-glass upon my parlour shelf,
 If you'll step in one moment, dear, you shall behold yourself."
 "I thank you, gentle sir," she said, "for what you're pleased to say,
 And bidding you good morning now, I'll call another day."
 
 The spider turned him round about, and went into his den,
 For well he knew, the silly fly would soon come back again:
 So he wove a subtle web, in a little corner, sly,
 And set his table ready, to dine upon the fly.
 Then he went out to his door again, and merrily did sing,
 "Come hither, hither, pretty fly, with the pearl and silver wing;
 Your robes are green and purple – there's a crest upon your head;
 Your eyes are like the diamond bright, but mine are dull as lead."
 
 Alas, alas! how very soon this silly little fly,
 Hearing his wily, flattering words, came slowly flitting by;
 With buzzing wings she hung aloft, then near and nearer drew,
 Thinking only of her brilliant eyes, and green and purple hue;–
 Thinking only of her crested head – poor foolish thing! – At last
 Up jumped the cunning spider, and fiercely held her fast.


He dragged her up his winding stair, into his dismal den,
 Within his little parlour – but she ne'er came out again!
 – And now, dear little children, who may this story read,
 To idle, silly, flattering words, I pray you ne'er give heed:
 Unto an evil counsellor, close heart, and ear, and eye,
 And take a lesson from this tale, of the Spider and the Fly.[1]











  
  
Prologue




The rhythmic thud of fists against leather echoed through the gym, but it wasn’t enough to drown out the shouting in Lucas King’s head. His mother’s shrill voice—hurling accusations. The sound of glass shattering against the wall—drowned out by the deep baritone from his father. No longer trying to reason, to convince. Just fighting to win. For months now, it had been the same fight over and over again—never coming to a solution—always spiralling into nothing. 

He swung harder, his knuckles burning as his gloves made contact with the heavy bag hanging from the steel frame. This was the only thing that made sense lately. The only place where he could think. Or stop thinking altogether if he needed to. No distractions. Just focused control. The only place where control existed. Every hit, his. Every breath, muffling the noise in his head.

They should just get divorced, get it the hell over with so everyone could go on living their separate lives in peace. He had no idea what his father was waiting for. It was over. There was nothing left between them. Nothing worth fighting for. If he would just realise it and move out, Lucas would follow him anywhere. He had no desire to stay with his mother. She hadn’t wanted him to begin with, and she sure as hell wouldn’t start missing him now.

He rubbed his arm along his forehead, resetting his stance as he readied for another combo—needing to hit harder. Faster. The familiar sound of Richard Dawson’s voice cut through the gym, pulling him from his own frustration as it cracked like a whip. “Straighten your back! Don’t lock your elbows!”

Every fucking day, the same damn thing. He didn’t even need to turn around to know who had been on the receiving end. Joe Dawson. Tall, built like a battering ram, trained like a fucking racehorse by his father. His friend’s face would be tight, veins bulging as he strained under a heavily loaded barbell. His gaze flicked in Joe’s direction anyway, his eyes flashing with sympathy as he watched Joe adjust his grip, his arms trembling with exhaustion as he readied himself for another set of lifts.

Richard’s shouts were never suggestions. They were commands laid down like law. Cold and precise. Every word pushed Joe even harder—to make him stronger. Unyielding in their delivery. He’d wanted to speak up on Joe’s behalf more times than he could count. To tell the old man to do the lifts himself or shut the hell up. Joe never said anything. Just swallowed it down and kept going.

“Fuck,” Jared muttered beside him, wiping sweat from his brow. “What’s he training him for—war?”

“Wouldn’t put it past him,” Noel scoffed, stepping up behind them, his arms crossed over his chest. “The guy’s a dick. Makes me feel relieved I don’t have a father to put up with if that’s the way they come now.”

Lucas clenched his jaw, his chest burning with irritation as he turned away from Joe. There wasn’t anything he could do, no matter how much he’d wanted to. If Joe didn’t speak up, it would never stop. He knew pressure when he saw it. The kind that never lets up, forcibly shaping you into something you didn’t necessarily want. Something you never chose. As if you were a trophy to be displayed instead of an actual living, breathing human being to be heard. That’s what Joe was to Richard. A prize. One he was determined to polish to gleaming perfection. No matter the cost.

Lucas shook his head at the sound of the barbell being set down too hard. He turned to the heavy bag, still swaying slightly from his last hit, and took his stance, lifting his hands as he readied himself for the next strike. The gym doors creaked open, sunlight streaming in to cast a soft glow on the black tiles. The sound of heels clicking had him turning his head more out of habit than anything else—half expecting every guy in here’s jaw to be hanging on the floor at yet another wayward girl parading around in some barely-there outfit. One of those girls who was desperate to be noticed, flicking their hair over their shoulders and giggling too loudly—hoping they would hold his or someone else’s attention for longer than a few seconds. They never did.

His pulse kicked up as his eyes locked on her. Polished. Poised. She didn’t belong here at all, surrounded by sweat and testosterone-fuelled exertion, but made it work anyway. The sway of her hips was a slow, seductive tease, natural sex appeal without trying. Lucas doubted whether she was even aware of it. Her gaze slowly swept over the space, never pausing on anything specific. Just a slow, disinterested perusal before dismissing everything and everyone in it completely.

His eyes caught on the sleek, midnight-black ponytail dangling down her back, not a strand out of place. Almost too perfect. Too controlled. His fingers itched to drag down the band, to pull it loose and bury his fingers in the softness of her hair. To see them fanned out, tangled, nothing controlled about it while his fingers traced the smooth line from her calves to her thighs. The image landed hard, unexpectedly, and a low groan rumbled in his throat at the thought of her soft, feminine body pressed against his.

Her eyes drifted in his direction, as if she’d heard the thoughts filtering through his mind, a magnet pulling her gaze until it locked on him. Lucas felt a smile tugging at his lips and crossed his arms, satisfaction flooding through his veins. Her eyes narrowed, meeting his stare before purposely sliding down the length of his body, slowly, then drifting back to his face. Her brows lifted slightly before she looked away, dismissing him completely, and kept walking.

Only a few seconds, but the message had been crystal in its clarity. Lucas let out a soft chuckle, shaking his head at the clear warning in her eyes. She was good. One scalding look like that would stop every guy in here in their tracks before they could even think about veering in her direction. Fortunately, he wasn’t every guy. He’d always been a sucker for a solid challenge. Something that made the fight worth winning, and from what he’d seen, she would be. 

She was something else entirely. The confidence she radiated, the slightly haughty lift of her chin before she’d walked away, had caught his attention. All of it. She was intriguing. Mysterious. Like she’d been born above the world and needed it to know. He’d seen the way her fingers had twisted though, as if she’d tried to keep her hands from clenching. The way her chest had expanded under the pink halter top as she took a deep, steadying breath.

Noel had once called it his superpower. His guide into every female out there’s heart. He’d laughed about it then, but he’d never seen his keen sense of observation as anything other than a survival technique. 

He’d learned very early in his life to track his mother’s moves, making sure he jumped out of the way before she could slam the door in his face. To know when he could have tried talking to her and when he needed to stay the hell out of her way. Not exactly what he’d call a superpower.  

His eyes darted in her direction, where she’d sat down on one of the leather couches near the weight section, her eyes glued to her phone as she scrolled through the screen. She hadn’t looked up once to ensure her warning had stuck. As if she’d doled it out so many times she didn’t need to confirm whether he had gotten the message. It was just a fact. 

His brows drew together as he wondered how many times she’d warned someone off before they’d even gotten close enough to try. Why she felt like she needed to. With the way she looked, probably more times than he could imagine, and his imagination had never been a problem. 

“Forget it.” Jared’s voice cut through his thoughts, dragging him back to reality. “You don’t stand a chance, so do yourself a favour and just forget about her.” 

Lucas barely heard him, acknowledging him with only a quick lift of his brow, his fingers flexing inside his gloves as he exhaled sharply through his nose. The corner of his mouth lifted in a slight grin as he gripped the strap of his glove with his teeth, yanking it off before loosening the other and tossing both to the floor. He rolled his shoulders as he undid the wraps and dropped them next to his gloves before reaching for his towel.

“Good luck,” Jared muttered absently in a singsong voice next to him, his fingers fumbling with the laces of his glove. “When she slaps you, remember I told you so.”

Noel slapped him on the shoulder in passing, chuckling under his breath. “If she calls security, run.”

Lucas laughed under his breath at the warnings from his friends. He didn’t need it. He doubted whether she was the arrogant type in a bitchy sense, like his mother. When it ran all the way through to your core. This girl’s air seemed more learned, more adopted than ingrained. Even if she ended up trying to slap him, at least he could count on his lightning reflexes. He’d be kissing her palm before she even realised she hadn’t contacted his cheek. 

He threw down his towel and stepped onto the floor just as Richard’s voice cracked through the gym again. His eyes flicked quickly to Joe, gleaming with exhaustion as he slung the towel around his neck before heading to the locker room. Lucas let out a sigh, relieved that Joe’s torture session for the day had ended before turning back to the black-haired girl. 

He closed the distance between them until he stopped right in front of her, casting a shadow over her perfectly crossed legs. “Penny for your thoughts, Princess?”

“Normally it costs more.” She lifted her eyes briefly to look at the intrusion before turning back to her phone with a deep sigh. “But since you’re not taking the earlier hint, it begs the question: do you even have the ability to?” 

“Oh, I caught the hints all right. Just chose to ignore them.” He shifted a little closer, bracing his arm against the wall as he leaned in lightly. Just close enough to make his presence felt without crowding her.

“Is this about your ego, or did you just take too many hits to the head?” She casually delivered the words in a steady voice. Her eyes still glued to the phone, fingers curled around the edges as she clutched it tighter—holding on to the device like it was a lifeline.

“Who knows? Could be both.” Lucas chuckled, straightening from the wall before moving around her crossed legs to drop onto the couch beside her.

She went rigid beside him, her eyes quickly flashing to the weight floor, searching through the section before her shoulders finally dropped. Her posture eased a little as she sank deeper into the couch with a sigh before turning to him. “What do you want?”

Lucas could feel his irritation rising at the thought of her belonging to some other guy. He scanned the weight-training floor, startled by the sudden flash of jealousy as he filtered through the candidates. He’d never been the type of guy to zero in on someone else’s girl. The problem was that right now he almost didn’t care. The idea of forcing himself to stand up and leave didn’t sit well at all. 

“Boyfriend?” His voice was low, the word more clipped than he’d intended as he turned back to her. He felt like kicking himself. He didn’t even know her name, and he was already acting like he had a claim. Maybe she would slap him after all. 

“No.” She lifted her brow, her head tilted slightly to the side, the corner of her mouth twitching at the sharpness in his voice. 

“Just checking.” He eased back onto the couch, filled with relief at the confirmation that he didn’t have to walk away yet. His mind was trying to dissect the reason for the sudden streak of possessiveness he’d felt at her shift when he’d sat down. The way she had tensed, the flash of fear he’d seen in her eyes. It still left him feeling a little uneasy. Like he was missing something, 

“Hmm.” The screen on her phone had gone black, forgotten for the moment as it rested in her hand. “I’m still waiting.”

“So am I,” he sighed, clasping his hands behind his head as he leaned back, his legs casually stretched out in front of him, pretending he didn’t know what she was referring to.

“For?” she bit out, her eyes narrowing slightly, flashing dangerously close to something that looked a lot like fire. 

“The ice to melt a little,” he answered casually, straightening slowly to drape his arm on the back of the couch. “I know I’m an athlete, but those walls of yours are pretty damn high. Kinda feel like I need a head start, you know?” 

She rolled her eyes, and he fought the urge to laugh. “What will it take for you to realise you’re wasting your time and leave me alone?”

Lucas stared at her emerald-green eyes. It was a shade of green that didn’t belong in this world. So striking against her black hair, so deep, he had no idea why it hadn’t been the first thing he’d noticed about her. It should have been. They were like gravity, slowly dragging him in, clouding his mind until all he thought about were the precious gems staring back at him. Like they had swallowed flames, burning when she was irritated, smouldering deeply when intrigued. It made him wonder what they’d look like if he ever kissed her. 

“Princess, I’ll let you know when I think my time is being wasted.” He leaned in without even having thought about it. His mouth was already hovering close to her ear when he came to his senses, his voice low, whispering. “Right now, I think you’re worth every second.”

She closed her eyes, a shiver rolling down her spine at the warmth of his breath ghosting against her skin. She let herself linger on the feeling for a moment before reaching for her composure and forcing it back into place. “You’re persistent; I’ll give you that.”

Lucas felt a small leap of victory when her voice came out a little breathy. “Only when I see something I want,” he whispered in her ear, lingering a little longer than he should, before pulling back slowly

His eyes settled on her face; her green eyes locked onto his, framed by dark lashes, dragging him in. His gaze dropped to her mouth. Full. Inviting, her lips slightly parted like an invitation. A temptation he had no intention of resisting, as he felt himself lean in.

“King!” Jared’s voice echoed through the gym, snapping him harshly back to reality. 

Lucas muttered a curse under his breath, slowly leaning back into the couch, his eyes breaking away from hers. He dragged his hand down his face, let out a breath, and tried to rein himself back in. He had been seconds away from kissing her—in a fucking gym, of all places. As if he were suddenly thirteen years old, with no sense of self-control. He’d lost his fucking mind, that’s what. Fortunately, he knew where it had gone. 

He turned back to her, preparing himself for the slap he knew was coming. He’d never met a girl who could make him forget where he was. Who could shatter his restraint with only her eyes, and he had a lot of restraint. He stilled as he took in her amusement, the fire that had ignited now dancing mischievously in her eyes—burning hot behind the rigid composure. Her chest rising and falling slightly faster than before. 

“Your friend’s looking for you,” she muttered. A slow smile curled on her lips, her brow lifting in challenge. Daring him to go. To stay. It wasn’t a hard choice to make. 

“He’ll survive,” Lucas said dismissively. “So, have I earned your number yet, or do I have to try harder?” He held his breath, bracing for rejection. The words had exploded out of his mouth without thought. He replayed t in his mind, hoping he hadn’t sounded too much like an idiot to her. To himself, he did, without question. 

He saw her smile spread slowly, hope springing to life inside his chest that he’d gotten behind the glaciers she’d surrounded herself with. If only for a few minutes. He’d work on staying there later, no matter how long it took. 

“Geraldine!”

Lucas tensed at the familiar voice cracking through the gym, watching in astonishment the immediate effect it had on the girl in front of him. Her posture went rigid, the fire in her eyes dimming, flickering as it threatened to give out under the icy composure that fell back into place. Like a veil had slid in front of her eyes, the glimpse he’d seen of this fiery girl had disappeared within seconds, making him wonder whether it had been there at all. He watched as she got up from the couch without a word. Cold. Polite, like the earlier version of herself, and walked away.  

He tracked her movements until she met up with Joe and Richard, cursing under his breath as everything fell into place. She opened her mouth to say something, but a firm hand on her shoulder stopped her before she could even utter a word. Lucas felt a sudden flash of anger burning in his chest as his eyes narrowed on Richard’s grip on her shoulder. Too hard for his liking. He fucking hated it when men used their strength to dominate the people around them. Had almost jumped out of his seat to lift that hand off her shoulder forcibly. 

Jared stepped up beside him, his arms crossed, a knowing look in his eyes. “Oh yeah, that’s Dawson’s daughter.” He turned to Lucas, his voice mocking. “You didn’t know? Pretty sure he would kill you for even noticing she exists.”

He felt like sticking out his leg and tripping Jared as he walked away, his mind reeling at the realisation that this girl, Geraldine, was another trophy. He should have fucking known. The signs were all there. He’d have been able to spot it a mile away if he hadn’t gotten stuck on the image of her legs wrapped around his waist as he pressed her against the wall—kissing her until they were both breathless. After all, he was the king of dysfunctional households. 

He dropped his head into his hands, clutching his hair in frustration as he wondered when she would realize that a parent’s love couldn’t be earned. It was there, or it wasn’t. It didn’t matter whether perfection became a way of life; it was never enough. And from what he’d seen about the way Richard acted with Joe, there would always be more to gain. More to achieve. 

It was a fucking hard road to walk. His heart ached for her, for the day she’d realise no matter what she did, it would be futile, wishing he could spare her that moment. He remembered the devastation he’d felt when his mother had closed the door in his face for the last time before he’d finally given up trying. It had taken him years to feel like a person again. For the wounds to heal. At least he’d had his father. Who did she have?    

He glanced back at the doors of the gym just in time to see them walk through. Geraldine paused for a few seconds to look over her shoulder, a small smile teasing her lips as she lifted her brow in challenge. There she was. The fiery girl. It hadn’t been his imagination running wild. A small smile tugged at his lips as he winked at her—the only thing he could think of to convey everything he’d wanted to say. She turned away too soon; the door swinging shut behind her as she disappeared out of his sight. 

He felt his heart hammering in his chest, fighting back the urge to run after her. To rip her away from Richard. To shield her from everything he could. He grabbed the edge of his seat, forcing himself to stay in place. At least he knew where to find her now. If he ever managed to get past Richard. He had no doubt the old man would stand in his path like a fucking sentry. 

“You’re a sucker for punishment, King,” Jared suddenly clapped him on the back. 

Lucas flinched at the sudden contact, realising he hadn’t even heard Jared or seen him approach. He didn’t answer. He didn’t move, his gaze locked on the door through which she had left. Everything had clicked into place. The perfect composure and scalding indifference. The icy exterior she’d built to keep everyone at a distance. It was her armour. Her survival. 

She grew up under the same whip. Like Joe, had probably been on the receiving end of that pressure. Forced into whichever mould Richard had picked. Shaped by his harsh words. Sharpened under it. Words meant to cut right through any form of resistance, from what he’d heard. 

Lucas clenched his jaw, his hands twitching at his sides. Jared was right. He was a sucker for punishment, but damn it, she was worth it. He had only glimpsed what was trapped beneath her perfectly composed exterior.

Something wild. Passionate. Daring. A wildfire waiting to be ignited, allowed to run free. And if it ever happened, she would be a force to be reckoned with, threatening to burn the entire world down around her—melting him into a puddle at her feet. It might be fucking stupid, but those eyes… He might just let her, just to see those emeralds shining. Watching as she danced in the flames. 








  
  
Chapter 1




Three months later 

Geraldine Dawson jolted awake as the alarm on her phone screeched through the quiet, yanking her suddenly from sleep. She had picked the most irritating sound there was, cursing herself for the choice every morning. She should have stuck to something soothing, like birds slowly chirping her awake, gradually inviting her to start the day. Not the sound-slap that furiously dragged her from dreamland, motivating her to move as fast as possible to switch it off.

She dragged her hands through her hair and fell back onto the array of pillows stacked against the headboard, staring at the ceiling as she waited for her heartbeat to return to normal. Her eyes swept across her bedroom—everything perfectly in place as always. Books neatly aligned on the bookshelf; framed photos symmetrically arranged against the wall. The crisp bedspread barely rumpled, as if she hadn’t slept under it at all.

A little over the top, but it was the kind of perfection the needed to keep herself steady. To stay upright and keep moving when all she’d wanted to do lately was lie down on the floor, embracing gravity as he melted right into the wood. Maybe disappear through it altogether. She closed her eyes, let out a deep sigh, and pushed back the covers, flinching slightly as her feet brushed against the cool surface.

A faint breeze from the half-open window she’d forgotten to close stirred the air, and she found herself wishing it would sweep through her bedroom like a tornado—scattering everything in every possible direction. For no reason other than to feel what it would be like to mess up her perfect life. Just once. Her eyes flicked to the clock hanging on the wall. She had less than thirty minutes to get ready before she had to be downstairs. Her father would already be seated at the dining room table, his eyes glued to his laptop screen. Freshly brewed coffee forgotten and cold next to it, the morning already under his control. Same as always.  

She moved through her morning routine with practiced ease. A warm, cleansing shower to let the heat work through the tension in her shoulders. It never let up, only seemed to gather more with every passing day, leaving her muscles feeling strained and sore. She stood under the scalding spray of water and let out a sigh. The soap she’d lathered onto her skin had long since rinsed off, but she lingered for a few minutes longer. Just soaking up the warmth before finally turning off the water and stepping out onto the plush white bathmat. 

Her family’s wealth had its benefits, she supposed, if only a fluffy bathmat under her feet. Maybe the soft white bath sheet she wrapped around herself before walking back into her bedroom, steam trailing behind her. She opened the closet to reach for her school uniform. Her hand hovered over the skirt as she debated whether it would be worth it to brave the cold just to skip the scolding look on her father’s face when she entered the kitchen wearing trousers.

Technically, trousers were part of the boys’ uniform. But the principal had made a concession that allowed the girls to wear them during the winter. Her father hadn’t approved. Changing a several-decade-old tradition was, in his words, ‘atrocious and unnecessary’. He never welcomed change. She’d bought them, anyway. 

She made a quick decision and reached for the navy-blue trousers. He could look all he wanted; she didn’t care. Not today. It was cold, and she was in no mood to suffer when she didn’t have to. It was her minor act of rebellion—a slight challenge to the controlled life she was expected to live. She felt a flicker of freedom threading through her mind as she pulled them on, her lips curving into a satisfied smile when she brushed her hands over the fabric.

She quickly straightened her hair before pulling it back into the sleek, familiar ponytail, reaching for the tie dangling from the handle of her closet door before sliding it around her neck. Of course, their private school required ties to be part of the uniform. As prestigious as it was, how could it not? Her fingers flicked through the fabric, folding it into a perfect Windsor knot before stepping in front of the large, heavily framed mirror hanging against her wall, inspecting the outcome. Crisp white blouse, every part of her uniform smoothed out. Perfectly hugging her frame.  

This was what she needed to keep herself together. To keep the world at arm’s length. To feel confident and in control. The world was all about perceptions, and her supposed perfection made it almost afraid to touch her. It might be lonely at times, but she needed it to stay that way. Hiding the small cracks that had started to form years ago was easier when no one was paying close attention. She had a role to play in this family, and deviating wasn’t an option. 

She stepped away from the mirror, took a deep breath, and reached for the blazer draped over the tub chair in the corner of her bedroom before slinging it over her arm. She grabbed her book bag and headed out the door, ready to go downstairs, where the real performance would start. The one that mattered most.

The scent of bacon and freshly brewed coffee hit her as she stepped into the kitchen, her father already seated, as predicted. Why he insisted on pouring himself a cup of coffee every morning just to leave it untouched, she’d never know. His eyes didn’t move away from the screen when she settled onto a chair, taking a deep breath before breaking the silence. “Good morning, everyone.”

“Morning, sweetie,” her mother greeted softly, stepping out from behind the stove and carrying the last of the breakfast spread to the dining room table before sitting down. Her father had more than enough means to hire all the staff he could possibly need, and yet her mother was still expected to get up at the crack of dawn to start the elaborate breakfast layout. No quick bowl of cereal to be munched on while getting dressed in this house.

Their days started around the dining room table, always stiff and formal, and ended around the same table for dinner. Traditional family time, Richard had once called it. So much for tradition when everyone was focusing on some electronic device or another. Her father had barely looked up when she’d sat down, just a quick nod before turning back to his laptop. 

Joe glanced up from his phone, flashed her a quick smile before leaning back in his chair, his attention back on his screen. Nina put down her phone and started building her breakfast bowl, putting fruit, granola, and yogurt on her plate. Her gaze flicked to Geraldine and their mother, and she smiled softly before reaching for a spoon. 

This was the picture-perfect Dawson family—meals shared in silence, everyone almost too afraid to speak. Of course, the image looked a lot different from the outside. To the world, they really looked like the picture of perfection. The model family. Perceptions really were a bitch sometimes—just a less offensive word for a lie. 

“Did you sleep well, sweetie?” Sylvia turned to her with a tired smile. The early mornings and late evenings were taking their toll. Not that she dared to stray from the role she’d been cast in. She knew her place.

“Yeah, thanks, Mom,” Geraldine answered with a smile of her own, already planning her schedule to take at least one morning’s cooking into her own hands. Maybe on Sunday, so her mother could sleep in for once. “Before I forget, I cleaned my room already, so Rosa doesn’t need to worry about it.”

Richard finally looked up from his laptop, approval shining in his eyes. He liked when they went the extra mile, even if it was something small and unnecessary. It showed dedication. Precision. She didn’t mind doing it if it kept him off her back for a while, which is precisely why her bedroom looked more like a museum than a lived-in space. Not that he ever went in there, but she couldn’t be too careful.

“Show-off,” Joe snorted, tossing his phone onto the table before reaching for a slice of toast.  

Sylvia shot him a subtle reprimanding look, earning her a wide grin from Joe, completely unfazed by the supposed scolding. This was as strict as she’d ever been with them. She didn’t need to be any more with Richard around. He was enough to cover three sets of parents’ worth. With any more structure and they were bound to start regulating their own breathing as well. 

Richard snapped his laptop shut. The sound echoed through the quiet dining room, everyone tensing slightly as they waited for the morning questionnaire to start. Geraldine busied herself with a piece of toast, her eyes fixed on the table, her ears piqued for whoever would be the first to report on their schedules. 

“So,” Richard’s voice reverberated through the room, “what are everyone’s plans for the day?” His tone might have been casual, but the expectation was clear. As always. Not a single day should be or would be wasted on anything that didn’t have an ambitious outcome of some sort. Loosely translated, it meant more work, little to no fun. There wasn’t time for it when you were aiming for success.

“Prepping for finals. The sooner I start, the better,” Nina’s voice piped up eagerly, her eyes gleaming, a smug smile crossing her mouth. She knew her words were gold.

Right on cue, Richard nodded, pleased with her focus. Nina was aiming for medical school, and with the way she was going, there was no doubt she’d get in. Richard had latched onto the idea like a parasite. It was a prestigious career choice, in his words, chosen from the carefully curated list of options he’d drawn up for her. Nothing less would be acceptable now. Richard turned his head to Joe, not a single word necessary to let him know he was next. His eyes were enough.  

“Rugby practice. Gym after.” Joe muttered, shrugging casually, and turned his attention back to his plate before continuing to cut his bacon. Geraldine saw the way his hand tightened around his knife, though, the slight clench of his jaw.

“Were you in the gym this morning?” Richard’s voice turned sceptical, his brows creased into a hard frown. “I didn’t see you.”

Joe hesitated before answering, his shoulders stiffening before he forced them to relax, subtly rolling his shoulder. “No. Shoulder’s still a little stiff from the injury last week.”

The silence stretched as Richard’s eyes flicked from Joe to his shoulder, narrowing slightly before turning back to his face. “Don’t let it become an excuse, Joe. You know you’ll fall behind if you slack off now.”

Joe nodded only, the muscle in his jaw ticking as he clenched. As if Joe didn’t spend enough time practicing and training in the public gym every afternoon, they had one at home as well. It was a good way to start the day for a serious athlete. Except Geraldine couldn’t remember a single time when Joe had expressed his desire to become a ‘serious athlete’. 

“And you?” Richard turned his focus away from Joe and onto Geraldine.

She felt her fingers tighten briefly on her fork, her heart jumping at the sudden attention. She reached for her composure, forcing herself to relax and straighten her back, looking at Richard.

“Geography assignment is almost due, so I’ll be working on that.” Her voice cracked, and she cleared her throat before speaking again. “Piano practice and I’m thinking about signing up for the choir. I also started reading a new book, so I’ll probably try to read a chapter or two when I’m done,” she rambled on, trying to slip in the mention of joining the choir without notice. Richard’s hand stopped buttering his toast, and she realised she hadn’t been that lucky.

“Choir?” he spat the word at her, his face twisted in disapproval, as if she’d dared to utter a curse word. “Why not solo work, if you insist on this singing hobby of yours?”

“I just thought it would be fun to join. It’s collaborative.” She shifted uncomfortably, irritation burning in her chest at the mention of her passion for singing being only a hobby. Maybe if she’d been supported instead of shot down every time, it would have become more than just a ‘hobby’. She was good at almost anything that revolved around music. Still raw in every aspect that wasn’t playing the piano, since that was the only thing he’d deemed worthy enough to pursue.  

“You have too much talent to blend into the background, Geraldine. You should be leading.” He tilted his head slightly, his eyes boring into hers, reminding her that everything they took on had to lead to something. Some bigger goal. Something that could be used later in life.

Geraldine inhaled deeply, squaring her shoulders as she faced him, trying to push through her agitation. “I’d still be singing, even if it’s not solo.”

“You’ll be settling,” Richard barked, already growing impatient with her continued pushing. “People who hide from the spotlight will be forgotten.”

Geraldine felt her irritation sparking dangerously and met his stare, forcing a tight smile onto her mouth before nodding. Her hands clenched beneath the table in an effort to stop them from trembling. She knew better than to push further. He’d made his position clear on where their lives would be headed, and academics was the sole focus. The instruments she and Nina had mastered were a flashy bonus—their talent pulled out whenever he needed something to brag or show off with. 

She let out a breath in relief when his eyes moved away from her and continued buttering his toast, wishing she could abandon her plate and get up.

“So, what are you reading?” Richard asked casually, and Geraldine flinched at the question, fighting the urge to roll her eyes. So much for the short breather she’d thought she’d get. She should have just stuck to the assignment. Maybe then he’d have moved past her by now.

“A historical romance set during World War II.”

“Fiction,” Richard scoffed, shaking his head in derision without bothering to look up, his dismissal clear. She clenched her hands, already expecting his critique. “Waste of time.”

“It has history in it.” She bit the words out through her clenched jaw. It felt like every single thing she did for herself, everything she enjoyed doing, was met with critique—always a waste of time.

She caught Joe’s grin from the corner of her eye, his shoulders shaking as he tried to suppress the urge to laugh. Nina stuffed another spoonful of yoghurt into her mouth, pressing the spoon against her mouth to hide her smile. Geraldine was the only one who ever tried to speak up, to push the limits a little further. The only one to fight to get the noose around her neck a little looser.

She eased back into her chair, catching her mother’s warning look. The words didn’t need to be voiced. They all knew that look. She had been on the receiving end of it more times than she could count. ‘Don’t push it.’ ‘Be quiet.’ Geraldine let out a sigh and picked up her toast, stuffing it into her mouth to keep it from speaking. It was probably better to chew now than to say anything more. It was infuriating having to swallow the comeback resting on the tip of her tongue. A full-blown argument would be worse, though. She’d always made sure she skated on the safe side. It had just gotten a lot more difficult lately to keep her mouth shut. To stay within the clearly drawn borders, she was expected to walk in.

To everyone’s relief, the questioning had finally ended, and breakfast had wrapped up soon after. Nina and Joe both rose from the table. Geraldine had barely had time to eat anything, quickly biting off a large piece of toast before swallowing it down with a gulp of orange juice while standing up. She pushed back her chair, nearly free when Richard’s voice pulled her back.

“A lady should mind her table manners, Geraldine.”

She bristled under the critique, her cheeks burning as she turned back. “I have manners, Dad. I’m just in a hurry.”

He said nothing more, but the pointed look he gave her, along with his silence, was cutting enough. Getting up from the table when she was still chewing wasn’t what he’d call manners. The huge bite of toast, the mouth full of orange juice… Offensive to say the least. She sighed and turned away from the table, every step she took to the front door a step toward freedom.

She felt herself relax when the cool morning air hit her face and let out a breath she didn’t realize she was holding. As if she had braced herself for the possibility that he might call her back before she could disappear through the door. Maybe add something else to his insults.

Joe was tossing a rugby ball in the air, catching it easily with one hand as he leaned against the hood of the car. Considering the amount of time he spent around that ball, it wasn’t surprising. 

“Early bird catches the worm.” He teased and dashed for the front door.

Geraldine and Nina laughed at his childishness and moved to climb into the SUV, Nina in the driver’s seat and Geraldine in the back. 

“Early worm also gets caught.” Geraldine teased back, leaning forward to mutter the warning close to his ear.    

For a moment everything felt lighter as they laughed, chattering away while driving to school. This was how it was supposed to be. Light. Unguarded and fun. Her father’s words still echoed in her mind. His disapproval wrapped around her, guiding her forcibly to be better. To him, perfection was expected. A way of life. To her, it was suffocating, and she desperately needed to breathe.
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Lucas pulled into the school parking lot, the hum of the engine cutting off with a decisive turn of the key. He leaned back in his seat, his hands resting loosely on the wheel as his eyes scanned through the crowd of students moving in clusters across the lot toward the buildings. A new school. A new start. Or something like that.

The last year of his life had been a slow spiralling disaster filled with screaming matches, the sound of various items breaking as his mother hurled them against the wall, trying to aim for his father. He almost preferred that to the silence that had followed when his father had walked out for the last time three months ago.

Lucas had waited around like an idiot for Nick to come back for him. Had jumped up at the sound of every car pulling into the driveway, looking out the window, waiting for the moment he would recognise his father’s large frame walking along the pathway to the front door. 

When the divorce papers had finally been delivered, he’d realised that Nick had moved on with his life, and Lucas hadn’t been a part of it. Now he was stuck living with his mother—a woman who barely registered whether he was there, and when she did, she didn’t care. 

It hadn’t taken long for him to give up boxing. The memories of their sparring matches, the endless hours spent laughing, and his father’s patient instructions had piled on until it became too much to bear. Every apparatus, every quiet corner of their home gym held a silent reminder—the heavy bag hanging in the centre of it all. Nick had been the only one truly invested in his ambition to follow in his grandfather’s footsteps and make a career out of the sport he so loved. 

Lucas had walked out one afternoon when he couldn’t take it anymore and shut the door behind him—turning his back on the sport and his father. 

He’d cancelled his subscription to the public gym as well, irritated at the thought of being surrounded by people who had their lives figured out when his was going to shit. Without a decent outlet, his anger had only kept building. His temper shortened with every passing day until it had finally erupted into fights at his old school, open for anyone who had been stupid enough to take him on. 

His expulsion didn’t exactly come as a surprise. The fact that he hadn’t cared, that he’d shrugged it off like it meant nothing, had. Letting everything go had been too easy, and he had no idea how to get it back, only that he needed to. That he wanted to. Whatever it took. 

It was fucking laughable that Nick had handled everything via email, only calling to dish out a few threats about being sent to boarding school if he ever stepped out of line again. That had slapped him out of his anger hard enough to knock the air out of his lungs. Even his mother’s house was better than being sent away to some foreign, far-off place to be forgotten. He’d stopped answering his father’s calls after that. There was nothing left to say. Even less he’d wanted to hear.

When his mother had stopped by his room a few days earlier, he’d been shocked that she knew where it was. Not that she lingered, just handed him the printed-out email from Nick informing him he’d been enrolled in a new school. He’d stared at the information, almost delirious with relief when he saw the name, knowing Jared and Noel went there, and it had been nothing but a blessing in disguise that he’d be among a few friends. 

He stepped out of the white BMW sedan his mother had bought to get him out of her hair and walked across the parking to where Jared and Noel were leaning against Jared’s pickup. Vapes in hand, despite the clear “No Smoking” signs planted in at least three different spots. He shook his head, suppressing the faint smile tugging at his mouth. Some things would just never change with them. 

“Hey, look who finally showed up,” Jared called out louder than was necessary, straightening away from his black pickup. 

“Didn’t know you were waiting,” Lucas chuckled, holding out his hand in greeting before pulling Jared in for a quick hug and a slap on his shoulder. 

“Thought we’d stick around to give you the grand tour.” Noel spread his arms out wide, turning in a half circle as he glanced at the open grounds.

“What, like all your hideouts and escape routes?” Lucas grinned, shoving his hands in his pockets. Their blueprint would be useless to him, even if he hadn’t heeded his father’s threats. It was time to get his shit together. Three more months like the ones he’d had, and he’d end up with his ass in jail.  

“Couldn’t hurt. You might need it,” Noel snorted before inhaling deeply from his vape, clouds of smoke twirling around his head as he blew it out.  

“Not this time; my old man will skin me alive if I get kicked out again.” Lucas raked a hand through his hair, already dreading having to sit through some of his least favourite subjects, which was almost all of them. Academics wasn’t what he’d thought his life would be built around. He belonged in a ring, not a classroom listening to someone drone on about history. 

“So don’t get caught then.” Jared lifted his shoulder in a casual shrug, as if it were the most obvious concept in the world.   

Lucas only shook his head, chuckling softly at his logic. If it were only that simple—living in the best of both worlds. By now, he knew it wasn’t. Life had a way of coming full circle eventually. The shit you dished out and surrounded yourself with always came back to bite you in the ass. He watched as Jared playfully shoved Noel against the pickup in retaliation for something he had missed. 

Lucas was only realising now how much he’d missed them, how much he needed this familiar banter between his friends. He’d been kind of off the grid for the last few weeks, holed up in his unsociable need to be alone. He felt himself relax and leaned against the passenger door of Jared’s pickup, watching as the white SUV pulled into a nearby space, the sound of tires crunching on the gravel filling his ears. 

His heart skipped a beat when his eyes landed on the girl in the back seat, his hands clenching in his pockets. He blinked a few times, not sure whether he was really seeing her or dreaming. Maybe he’d finally lost his mind to his imagination. He straightened away from the pickup; his eyes locked on Geraldine Dawson as she stepped out of the SUV. Same polished composure. The same icy exterior. Her dark hair was pulled into the same ponytail as the last time he’d seen her. 

Their first meeting had been brief, yes, but somehow that had been enough for her to be carved deeply into his mind. A ghost of the fire in her eyes had been licking at the edges of his subconscious as she’d followed him into his dreams for the last few months. That was what she’d become. All she’d ever been. A phantom. Something else he’d let slip through his fingers. Another thing he had lost in the wreckage. 

Until now. She was here, standing across the parking lot. Achingly real. Within his reach. So close, all he had to do was take the few steps between them to close the distance. The realisation slammed into him like a body blow, a punch he hadn’t seen coming. Every memory he had of that day in the gym rushed through his mind—the smouldering fire in her eyes when he’d whispered against the soft skin of her neck, just below her ear. The way her breath had hitched slightly as she held perfectly still, as if she didn’t trust herself to move. The quiet dare she had thrown over her shoulder before she stepped out of the gym. Out of his life. And he hadn’t followed. 

The urge to walk up to her was overwhelming. To see if the flames were still there, still flickering in her eyes. To see if they would burn hotter if he pulled her into his arms like he’d only been able to in his dreams. Lucas dragged in a slow, steadying breath, forcing the rush of heat to simmer down. 

“King?” Joe’s voice echoed across the parking lot, startling Lucas back to reality. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Lucas tensed slightly as his old friend walked across the parking lot, noticing the added muscle, the sharper definition in his frame. Joe’s progress against his own stagnation sparked a burning irritation inside him, and he inwardly cursed at the result. He wasn’t exactly jealous, but he’d always been competitive, and right now it felt like he was on the losing side. The side he fucking hated. 

“My old principal decided I needed a change.” Lucas smiled slightly, taking a few steps toward Joe and grasping his hand in greeting. 

“That sucks.” Joe chuckled, his hands braced on his sides as he watched Lucas, still surprised at finding him there of all places. “I haven’t seen you at the gym in a while. Still throwing punches?”

“Nah, not so much.” Lucas felt his smile falter and looked down quickly, suddenly feeling self-conscious at having to admit that he’d quit. He quickly forced it back into place before looking back up. “Life’s been a little complicated.”

“That it is.” Joe muttered, his eyes sharp, knowing. He didn’t press for any more details. He didn’t have to. “You should think about getting back in the ring. Drown out a little of that complication.”

“Yeah, maybe.” Lucas conceded softly, not at all ready to follow Joe’s advice. It would probably help to throw out a few hits. It would also mean he’d have to step back into something he’d shut out. Something he’d buried very deeply, and he wasn’t sure whether he was ready to open that grave yet. 

“Good to see you, man.” Joe said after a few moments’ silence, slapping him on the shoulder before turning back to the SUV. 

Lucas kept his eyes on Joe until he stopped beside Geraldine, saying something that made her head snap up, her eyes scanning across the parking lot—searching until they landed on him. Only a brief flicker of recognition, a slight rise in her chest as her breath hitched. The rest of the world dimmed out as their eyes locked. 

His heart hammered in his chest, and he clenched his hands into fists to keep them from reaching out and touching her. He squared his shoulders, readying himself to walk over when she turned away, her fingers gripping the strap of her bag as she headed for the main entrance.

His brows drew in confusion at the defiance in her stride, the way she’d lifted her chin in dismissal—so similar to the first time he’d seen her. Sure, they were nowhere close to even being friends, but from what he could remember, he’d at least gotten past the animosity, hadn’t he?

“Still hung up on our ice princess?” Jared mocked, his arm resting on Lucas’s shoulder as they watched Geraldine walk away, her head held high, her posture straight and rigid. 

Lucas turned to Jared, scowling at the way he’d talked about Geraldine. He had no idea whether Jared had stopped to think, even once, about why she acted the way she did. His tone when he’d called her ice princess had been mocking. Demeaning even. As if it were a common nickname for her in this place. That thought alone made his chest burn. 

“Come on, I’m going to love watching you try.” Jared chuckled, bending down to pick up his bag before locking his pickup and started walking to the school buildings. 

Lucas grabbed his own bag and followed quietly behind them, his mind a jumbled mess of contradictions. The last glimpse he’d seen of her, she’d almost dared him to chase after her with one teasing look over her shoulder. Now they were back on the glaciers. One look, cold enough to shut him down again, before she walked away. He felt like kicking himself for not going after her when he’d had the chance. 

It had been the only thing on his mind then until all hell had broken loose at home. Made him wonder whether her own life had taken a turn as well, or if it was still the same. He sighed at the realisation that whatever progress he’d made that day had been lost somehow, if it even was progress. Maybe it had been a quick slip only. She didn’t seem like the kind of person to open up easily, if at all. Richard was nowhere in sight, and she still kept her walls up. 

He’d just have to start again. Break through every icy layer she had wrapped around herself slowly until she trusted him enough to let him in. He wasn’t about to give up. Not yet at least. If she thought one look was all it would take to shoot him down, she didn’t know him at all. 








  
  
Chapter 2




By midweek, Geraldine had nearly perfected the art of pretending Lucas King didn’t exist. Almost. Except she was painfully aware of every move he made, and he seemed to be everywhere she turned—the deep sound of his laughter bouncing off the walls at whatever Jared or Noel had said. That arrogant grin flashed full force as his large frame casually leaned against the locker next to hers—not saying a word. Just owning the space as if it had been gifted to him. His gaze followed her around, feeling as if it burned right into her back. 

She’d spent the last few months convincing herself that her reaction had been nothing more than a figment of her imagination. Maybe a quick lapse in judgement. That she had built it up in her mind more than it had really been. Willed herself to believe it when the rumours had finally started reaching her ears a few days after she met him. Or maybe it had just been the first time she’d cared enough to pay attention.  

Lucas King seemed to be nothing but the kind of guy who treated girls like boxing gloves, using and discarding them faster than they could keep up. Still, girls were giggling behind their hands when his name came up—the bad-boy boxer, as Carline liked to refer to him. 

She’d felt stupid, and a little humiliated for the first few days at the crush-flooded, dreamy state of her mind, thinking he might have been more than just another player. That she had seen something more in him that set him apart from the shallow idiots who usually tried their luck. He seemed much more confident, a little more mature even. Direct—when the normal language guys spoke, was centred around cheesy lines and paper-thin compliments doled out like candy. 

She hadn’t bothered giving any of them the time of day, knowing what her father’s opinion would be about the idea of her dating anyone, let alone a moron. It just wasn’t worth the fallout that would follow. Lucas had been the first one she’d considered maybe being worth fighting with her father for. His persistence. The intensity in his eyes when he’d looked at her. Like they’d seen through her, straight into her soul. 

It had been terrifying at the moment, but also deeply exhilarating to think there was someone out there who saw her for who she was, and not what she projected to the world. Someone who cared enough to see past the façade—who thought she was worth it to at least try. Lucas seemed to be it. Until the bubble had popped, and reality had shown that he wasn’t. 

Even then, she still felt her mind and her body screaming at one another, fighting to be heard. To be the dominating force. Her head refused to be a toy, another conquest to be bragged about. Just another notch on his bedpost. If only her entire being would stop begging her to reconsider, to give in and find out what it would feel like to drop the ingrained discipline and be wild for once. Consequences be damned. Life would have been a lot easier. He could flash those dimples all he wanted, and she’d be able to really ignore them instead of pretending she did. 

She scanned through the hallways quickly, already cursing herself for looking before walking into the classroom. It had become an extremely quick and terrible habit to form. One she had a suspicion wouldn’t be as easy to drop as her book bag, which now lay on the floor next to her desk as she slid in behind it. She didn’t even have to check if she was completely honest with herself. The prickling of her skin whenever he was near was enough warning, as if her body could sense him before her mind had time to register. Maybe she was reading too many romance novels. 

The sound of his laugh reverberating through the room as he strolled in made her stomach flip, and she scowled inwardly at herself. Geraldine kept her focus on retrieving the books she’d need, instead of allowing her eyes to veer in his direction. She already knew what she’d see, anyway—the slow weaving through desks until the trio finally settled in their preferred back row, as far as possible from any form of discipline. 

She slapped her book down onto the desk with more force than necessary, channelling her frustration at herself into the act. The screech of dragging metal against the floor grated on her nerves, and she turned to the idiot responsible for the noise, fully intending to snap at him to pick it up. Her eyes met a piercing blue stare, shining with mischief as Lucas continued to drag the desk until it was flush against hers before dropping into his chair. 

“Hey Princess, I’ve missed you.” Her heart picked up as his shoulder deliberately brushed hers when he reached into his bag to retrieve his book. Again, for a pen. And again, for a calculator, lingering a while longer as if he was daring her to flinch. To snap something at him. 

“Didn’t realise I was that memorable,” she muttered as he turned in his seat, his arm draped across the back to lock his full attention on her. 

Geraldine took a deep breath, willing herself to focus on anything else but his fingertips casually brushing against her back. She closed her eyes when his familiar scent hit her nostrils, exactly as she remembered. Clean. Fresh, undeniably male, with a sharp edge of Solo body spray. It drifted through the air, hovering like a cloud and wrapping around her with every breath she took. Like he needed any more help in being alluring.

“Oh, I remember every single second.” His voice lowered, barely audible to anyone but her as he stretched the words out teasingly. “Should I remind you?”

“Don’t let it go to your head. From what I hear, any more and it might spontaneously erupt, then where would the female population be?” She glanced at him quickly, her brow lifting slightly before she turned her back on him as much as she could.

“Don’t stop now, Princess. Please clue me in; I’m all ears.” Lucas pressed, reaching over to her desk to slide the notebook out from under her fingertips, when she started flipping through the pages. He had no idea what she was talking about, but it seemed as though he should have. The idea of rumours circulating about him didn’t sound good at all, especially if it was the reason behind the fiery flash in those green eyes. 

Geraldine exhaled dramatically while searching for the right words to bring this conversation to a quick end. “Let’s just say the girls around here talk. A lot. Maybe you should give them a little less material if you want it to stop.” She yanked the notebook from his hand, setting it back down on the desk before flipping it open again. 

Lucas tilted his head, a slow grin tugging at his mouth at the bite in her voice. If he’d even dared to allow himself to hope, he might have considered the possibility that she was a little jealous. He’d have preferred to dwell on that much more than what she was getting at. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Can you be a little more specific?”

“Look, I’m sure there’s a queue of girls dying for your attention, so please go charm one of them and leave me alone, okay?” 

Lucas opened his mouth, the teasing retort designed to rile her up already on the tip of his tongue when the door swung open. The doorknob thudded against the wall as a tall, gangly woman, dressed in a mustard blouse and muddy pencil skirt, strutted in—glaring at everyone as if she hated students for sport before clapping her hands to gain everyone’s attention. The room went silent, and everyone’s focus turned to her, confirming his suspicion. She wouldn’t tolerate anything less. 

Without a word, he picked up his pencil and pressed it beneath the barrel of the pen in her hand, right where her fingers held it. With one sharp flick, it flew out of her hand, clattering to the floor several desks away, further than he’d thought it would go. She snapped her head to his, her eyes wide in astonishment, a little accusing at the audacity. Exactly the reaction he’d wanted. Truthfully, any reaction would have been welcome except the never-ending cold shoulders she’d been giving him. 

His mouth stretched into a wide, teasing grin, almost arrogant, and he winked at her, daring her to retaliate before pulling a spare pen out of his bag. He set it down beside her notebook, his fingers unapologetically brushing over her hand as he turned his attention to the front, the smile never breaking. From the corner of his eye, he caught the slight amusement tugging at her lips, the way she shook her head, and felt a small flash of victory. 

He tried to focus on whatever the mustard, stick-woman was droning on about, something trig-related, but his mind snagged on what she’d said about him having a reputation. What fucking reputation? For what? Other than his fists, there wasn’t anything about him worth gossiping about, was there?



[image: ]



The next morning, Lucas sat in his car, the door open as he scrolled through his phone, waiting in the parking lot for Jared or Noel to arrive. He’d woken up before his alarm had time to force his eyes open, jumped out of bed eagerly, and ran straight for the shower. He’d dressed quickly, grabbed an energy bar on his way out, and headed for his car. 

The irony wasn’t lost on him. Just days ago, he’d been dreading the new school, dragging it out by waving through side streets and taking detours. Now he was sitting here, an hour early, keyed up and restless as he waited for everyone else to arrive. At least he’d missed seeing his mother this morning. Small mercies, he supposed. 

 He snorted at the thought, wondering who he was trying to fool. Himself? He didn’t mind being here for hours as long as it ended with her showing up. From the moment he’d driven out of the parking lot the previous day, his thoughts had been consumed with her. Everything about her, as he’d spent the entire afternoon planning, strategizing how he would win her over.

He was still feeling restless at the idea of people talking about him behind his back, especially since it didn’t sound good at all, and he had no intention of asking Geraldine again. The last thing he needed was to be blindsided by whatever was being said. His father had gone on for years about how it took a lifetime to build a solid reputation and one second to break it down. He’d listened, agreed, but never really given it much thought—until now. 

Lucas slid his phone into his pocket just as Jared’s black pickup pulled in beside him and stepped out of his own car to lean against the open doorframe. He’d never have picked a BMW had he been given a choice. Definitely not white. Since the alternative had been walking, he hadn’t said a word. Wheels were wheels. 

“What’d you do, piss in your bed?” Jared mocked sarcastically and climbed out of his truck, slamming the door shut.

“Hello to you too,” Lucas greeted with a grin, tapping his fingers against the frame before clasping Jared’s hand in greeting, followed by a quick hug.

“Or are you just eager to learn now?” 

“Could be. English is just fascinating, isn’t it? Truly riveting stuff.” Lucas chuckled, earning him a snort from Jared at the ridiculous claim. Jared felt more or less the same about academics as he did, not that dropping out was an option. Lucas had toyed with the idea of a home school programme for a while when he’d still thought about going pro. The idea was still there somewhere in the back of his mind.  

“She won’t be here for at least another twenty minutes,” Jared offered, answering a question that Lucas hadn’t asked—carefully studying his friend before adding, “Looks like she’s gotten under your skin pretty bad.”

Lucas didn’t feel the need to defend himself. He’d known Jared for years, and the shit they’d gone through had left very little space for secrets or embarrassment between them. He straightened from the frame, closing the door before leaning against it. “Yeah, about that. Do you have any idea what the girls here are apparently saying about me? Any rumours reach your ears?”

“Finally got to you. Was wondering how long it would take.” Jared huffed out a laugh, crossing his arms and leaning back against the door of his truck, unfazed by the deep scowl on Lucas’s face. The lifted brow as he waited for an answer only added to Jared’s smug amusement. 

“Remember that guy Brett?” he started, not waiting for Lucas to recall whom he was referring to before continuing. “The guy you knocked out in the gym a few months ago, you know, before you bailed completely.”

Lucas shot him a glare, irritation flaring at Jared’s accusatory tone. He’d been forced to hear that accusation for weeks until he’d finally switched off his phone and Jared had gotten the message. “Yeah, what about him?”

“Noel put the video on TikTok.” He lifted his hands quickly in defence when Lucas’s glare turned sharper. They knew he didn’t like being posted about on social media. “Hey, I didn’t even know he was recording. Either way, it got a lot of attention, and Brett kind of lost it.”

“What’s that got to do with anything?” Lucas bit the words out, impatient for Jared to get to the point. He didn’t need the full history; just one or two lines would have been enough.

“He was trying to chat up Carline, and she laughed right in his face. A real bitch, that one.” He lifted a hand to scratch the side of his neck at the memory. He had no idea why guys kept flocking to that girl. She was pretty, sure, but that was more or less it. The rest was pure poison, and he’d never considered ingesting it.  

“I think he just snapped. Told her you were a loser, something about being a player. He used some kind of boxing analogy, can’t remember what it was. Maybe Noel does. Anyway, the story just ran from there.”

“And you couldn’t be bothered to tell me?” Lucas forced the words through his teeth, his jaw clenched in frustration. He’d been here less than a week and already he’d been branded with the worst fucking logo possible. Hadn’t it been for the fact that Geraldine actually believed it, he’d have laughed it off and waited for the story to die down on its own.

“Why’re you getting so bent out of shape? It’s not like it’s true. And every girl here is still —”

“Except for the one girl I actually want,” Lucas cut him off before he could continue rambling about the supposed line-up he and Noel had teased him about in the past. “She’s the only one whose opinion I care about, and she believes it.”

“So, tell her it’s not true.” Jared lifted his shoulder, his voice equally casual, as if the answer were obvious. Jared, being Jared, always believed in taking the most apparent course of action and not stressing about anything until it became a problem. Not before. 

“Right,” Lucas scoffed, already irritated with Jared’s laid-back view. “Can’t wait until you meet a girl so I can feed you the same useless advice.” 

Lucas straightened from his car, raking a hand through his hair before grabbing his bag from inside, slamming the door shut and started walking to the main building. He heard Jared calling out behind him, but ignored it, already trying to think of a way to undo the damage one rumour had done. Brett had better hope he’d be able to fix it; otherwise, he should start getting better at blocking than he used to be, real fucking fast. 
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The usual Friday buzz filled the cafeteria as Geraldine stepped inside with Shelly by her side, veering through tables to their usual spot tucked into the furthest corner near the windows. Her eyes swept involuntarily over the open space. It was partly a habit, mostly a haughty defence mechanism that made her seem unapproachable. Though lately, it had felt more like anticipation than anything else. 

It was irrational at best; this need to locate someone she shouldn’t want just to know where he was. Whether he was there at all. What he did. To see that slow, arrogant smile curving his mouth when their eyes locked. As if he knew what she was thinking, the effect he had on her. It was unsettling. Maybe a little exciting. Most definitely stupid. She set down her tray, pulled out a chair before sitting down, and reached for her bottled water to unscrew the cap.

“That guy is attracting serious attention.” Shelly muttered as she pulled out the chair opposite Geraldine, her eyes on the cafeteria entrance. “I can see why, though. Wouldn’t mind being pressed up against that body.”

Geraldine followed her gaze only to land on Lucas, flanked by Jared and Noel as they tried and failed to get past the flock of girls in their path. That ever-present smile tugged at the corner of his mouth—his posture relaxed and at ease. Like he belonged everywhere and nowhere at the same time. His shirt untucked just enough to toe the line between casual and defiant. 

“You probably won’t be the first.” Geraldine rolled her eyes and lifted the bottle to her mouth, taking a few sips before setting it back down. 

“Don’t care. I’d take what I can get,” Shelly muttered, popping open her can of soda without moving her eyes away from the trio, still fighting their way inside. 

Geraldine frowned at the sharp pang of jealousy flaring in her chest. Her emotions seemed to be all over the place whenever he was near. It was frustrating how unpredictable they had been over the past few days. Hitting in ways she never saw coming. Like she had no control over them anymore. 

“I see Carline is trying her luck,” Shelly added, unaware of the internal war between mind and body Geraldine was trying to mediate. 

She glanced back to where Lucas was standing, a little further inside than earlier, circled by a group of girls like vultures around a carcass—Carline at the centre, her manicured fingers curling around his bicep as she leaned in to brush up against him, whispering in his ear. The airy giggle that followed was so practiced it might as well have been rehearsed. 

“Seems like she finally has her claws in him. She’s been ranting about it long enough.” Geraldine muttered, stabbing at a piece of cucumber with her fork. She shouldn’t care. He wasn’t hers, and she didn’t want him to be, right? He’d never belong to one girl for more than half a day, anyway. 

Shelly watched her with knowing eyes, a slow, mischievous grin sliding onto her lips. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that. The guy seems to have eyes only for you.”

“Sure. Until someone else comes along,” Geraldine muttered dismissively, propping a piece of lettuce into her mouth. 

“You’re really clueless, you know that?” Shelly chuckled softly, shaking her head. “Come on, Gee. Look at that and tell me that’s not the kind of guy we’re all secretly dreaming of.” She waved a hand in Lucas’s direction, her eyes on Geraldine, daring her to stop pretending and look. 

With a sigh, Geraldine dropped her fork and turned around in time to see Lucas shift his weight—subtly leaning away from Carline as he lifted the arm she was clutching to brush his hand through his short sandy blonde hair, messing it up further. All while taking a small step to the side, shaking her off without having to be rude. Or obvious. Satisfaction curled low in her gut, and she lifted a fist to her mouth, hiding her smile behind her knuckles.

“I think that might have been a first for Carline.” Her voice sounded smug, even to herself, but she couldn’t help it. It was about time someone didn’t fall over their feet just to be near her. It was becoming nauseating to watch, even worse to hear the constant self-inflated bragging. 

Geraldine should have looked away, but her gaze lingered as it traced the strength in his muscled frame—the confidence with which he moved, effortlessly commanding attention. He laughed at something Jared said—the sound carrying over the noise, sending a flutter of wings through her stomach, and she turned back to Shelly. 

“Told you.” Shelly’s eyes sparkled. “As your best friend, I should inform you that this act—the whole ‘not interested’ thing? Not fooling me. So, stop wasting time and get to know the guy.”

Geraldine opened her mouth, the snappy retort already on her tongue, but Shelly held up her hand, cutting her off before she could get it out. She glanced quickly over Geraldine’s shoulder before lowering her voice. “And if you move fast, you could be all up in that by the end of the weekend.”

Geraldine choked on the sip of water she’d taken, coughing as her eyes widened in shock at Shelly’s words. She wasn’t that kind of girl, but right now she sure sounded like she could give Carline a run for her money. Bold in an almost reckless kind of way. She didn’t hear their chuckling through her coughing fit; only saw the quick, conspiratorial wink Shelly gave her before looking over her shoulder excitedly at the source behind her. 

“Hey guys, wanna sit with us?” Shelly’s smile widened, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “We have this whoooole table to ourselves, and we’d love the company,” she continued, ignoring the daggers in Geraldine’s glare. “Wouldn’t we, G?”

Geraldine’s smile was tight as Shelly glanced in her direction, the question still hanging in the air, waiting to be answered. From the corner of her eye, she caught Lucas trying to bite back a grin, clearly amused by her discomfort. Not that he did anything to ease it. Since the opportunity to get close to her was being handed to him on a silver platter, she had no doubt that he would grab on with both hands. Maybe even kiss Shelly for the invite if the grin he flashed at her was any indication. 

“Sure, why not.” Geraldine conceded, lifting her hands in defeat before stabbing her fork back into her salad, glaring at Shelly the entire time.  

“Aw, come on. We’re not that bad,” Jared grinned as he flopped into the chair on one side of Shelly. Noel sat down on her other side, his eyes darting between Lucas and Geraldine excitedly, as if he was waiting for something and was the only one who knew what.

Lucas walked around Geraldine to grab an extra chair from a nearby table, dragging it over with the same slow, deliberate scrape that had driven her crazy before. She closed her eyes against the irritating sound, letting out a long breath while pushing down the urge to snap at him. She had no idea why, but she’d always been sensitive to sound. Especially the ones that could make a headache form within a few minutes, and this one definitely qualified.  

He sat down beside her, leaning back in his chair comfortably before grabbing his water from the table. She felt her muscles tense as she braced herself for the arrogant line she’d begun to expect whenever he opened his mouth, already preparing to deliver a cool response. Something dismissive. She caught the subtle shake of Shelly’s head, the slight lift of her brows, and the silently formed word on her mouth: ‘coward’.  

Geraldine rolled her eyes and looked down, trying to focus on what remained of the salad in front of her instead of the warmth radiating from Lucas’s shoulder pressed against hers. He’d pulled the chair as close to hers as possible—any closer and he might as well have skipped it altogether and just dropped onto her lap. 

The guys instantly jumped into a conversation about boxing, bantering about times spent sparring. Training in the gym. Sentences starting with ‘remember when’ became the norm, and with each round of laughter, Geraldine felt herself relax. The tension drained out of her slowly, and she leaned back, letting herself ease into the rhythm of the conversation. 

Jared made a crude joke that had everyone laughing, and for a moment, everything felt light. Casual even. As if it had always been like this and should be. It felt surprisingly familiar, and not at all like something new—something that hadn’t even existed until a few minutes ago.

“Hey, did you see that one video where Elliot slipped the punch and fired back with a left hook? He pulled back just enough—then boom, straight to the jaw. The guy never even saw it coming.” Noel said to no one in particular, his voice full of awe as his eyes flicked to everyone seated around the table. 

“Yeah, the guy’s a real beast.” Lucas grinned, recalling the most recent fight Noel was referring to. “Cleanest hit I’ve seen in a while. I hear he’s training with Coach Daniels now?”

“Who’s Daniels? And damn it, who’s Elliot?” Shelly threw her hands in the air, frustrated at not being able to follow the conversation like she wanted to. Geraldine had no doubt after today, shed be sharpening her boxing knowledge just to keep up. 

Lucas chuckled softly, leaned forward, and explained patiently. “Elliot’s a very promising amateur boxer. His left hook’s kind of his signature move, and Daniels is a very well-respected coach. If you want to launch a serious career in boxing, you want to train with him. He takes on only the best.”

“Yeah, and you were on your way there. Until you quit.” Jared levelled him with a hard, accusing look. Everyone around the table could feel the rising tension, keeping silent as their eyes darted between Jared and Lucas, locked in a wordless battle.  

“Will you let it go already?” Lucas finally fired back, staring Jared down until he let out a sigh and shook his head in exasperation. He’d had just about enough of Jared’s constant nagging. It’s not like he didn’t know why Lucas had quit, or taken a timeout, a break, or whatever he wanted to call it. Still, he’d been like a fucking mosquito, flitting in and out of his ear with the same irritating buzz. 

“Why’d you quit?” Geraldine asked beside him, her voice soft as she glanced his way, saving him from the argument that was underway. “I saw some of your videos. You were really good.”

Lucas turned to her, pleasantly surprised that she was talking to him without her usual iciness. “Did you check me out, Princess?” A slow smile spread across his mouth as her words registered in his mind. 

Geraldine rolled her eyes, suppressing the small smile teasing the corners of her mouth, and lifted her chin. “Please. I just happened to walk by when Joe was watching them.”

Lucas burst out laughing at her haughty deflection, his hands itching with the urge to pull her closer, to wrap his arms around her waist and nuzzle into the side of her neck. “Sure,” he winked at her, “let’s pretend I believe you for now, okay?”

Geraldine pressed the back of her fingers to her mouth, trying to hide her smile. “Good choice, cause even if you didn’t, I’d never admit it.” Her eyes sparkled as they locked with his, daring him to push her just a little further. To let it go. “You don’t need any help to inflate that ego of yours. It’s already big enough.”

“When it comes to you, Princess, I need all the help I can get,” Lucas muttered under his breath, still loud enough to be heard, and brushed his hand through his hair. He wasn’t joking. Anyone out there willing to give him a hand would be welcomed with open arms.  

Noel’s face lit up excitedly, as if he’d finally been handed the very thing he’d been waiting for. “I think it’s officially time to open a betting pool on these two. Anyone in?” His gaze flicked expectantly between everyone sitting at the table.  

“I’ll join.” Shelly piped up immediately, grinning widely at the accusatory look Geraldine threw her way. 

“I’d recommend you all place your money on me if you don’t wanna lose it,” Geraldine said dryly, still glaring at Shelly before looking to Jared—fully intending to force him to her side without a word. 

Lucas turned to face her, his eyes dancing with mischief at the challenge she had thrown out without intention. It was still there, and he was hellbent on accepting. 

“You seem confident, Princess.” He leaned in, his voice dropping as his mouth brushed against her ear. “Are you that sure about your odds?”

Geraldine felt a shiver run down her spine at the warmth of his breath against her skin, and a small sigh escaped her mouth before she could stop it. She opened her mouth to answer him, her attention pulled away suddenly when her phone vibrated on the table. Normally she would have ignored her, but her father’s name was flashing on the screen, demanding to take precedence.  

-Piano tutor booked for tomorrow. 10 AM. Be prepared. Don’t be late.

Her chest tightened as she reread the message, the teasing from a few seconds ago completely forgotten. He’d finally managed to worm her into a session with Professor Ashford. The best, most brutal piano tutor he could find. Her father had been trying for months to get her in for consideration as one of Ashford’s students. Being accepted would be up to her, and failure was not an option.   

She clenched her jaw as the pressure settled onto her shoulders, her fingers curling as if she wanted to press them into the muscles at the back of her neck. It was amazing how they could start spasming so quickly. So much for being excited about the weekend. She would be glued to her piano for the rest of the day, the whole of the next morning, playing through everything Richard required until he was satisfied that she’d prepared enough. 

She pressed her fingers against her temples, exhaling sharply to quiet the frustration rising inside her. This was why she never let her guard down—to avoid being blindsided by the sudden snap back to reality. She’d let herself forget, just for a moment, and one text from her father was all it took to rip the false sense of fun and freedom away before she’d gotten too used to it. A subtle reminder that she wasn’t just another carefree teenager, that she didn’t have the luxury. She had a responsibility to shine, to stand out. To step into the spotlight, he continually turned on her, and to be worthy of it. 

Lucas had kept his eyes on her from the moment her screen lit up. He’d seen the sudden shift, Richard’s name flashing on the screen. His jaw had clenched, his anger barely contained at the clipped instructions. No request. Just a typical Richard-style command that expected a Richard-approved outcome. Fucking typical. Seemed like nothing had changed for her after all. 

“You okay?” Lucas leaned closer, his voice dropping low, careful not to attract attention from the rest of the group. He had a feeling she wouldn’t want all eyes on her and the text she’d received as she tried to regain her composure. He’d have felt the same. Not the best thing to have in common, but something. 

“I’m fine,” she bit out, reaching for her bag when the bell rang, signalling the end of their lunch break. Lucas placed his hand on hers, holding her back before she could sprint out of the cafeteria. 

“Wanna walk to class with me?” 

Geraldine was prepared to brush him off, like she always did when anyone offered anything that seemed too close to help. Help came with questions, and she didn’t have the courage to answer them, so she kept to herself. It made life a whole lot easier. She turned to him, ready to tell him no, when her eyes caught on his, ice blue—no arrogance. No amusement or teasing. Just the kind of intensity that let her know he was there. That he knew. 

“Sure,” she found herself saying just as Lucas reached for the strap of her bag, pulling it from her shoulder. 

“You don’t have to do that.” She reached out to take it back, but he held on—his grip unwaveringly firm, as if he knew he’d taken a weight from her shoulder, offered to carry it for her, and refused to put it back. Maybe she read too much into it, but she let her hand drop, exhaling softly, and let it be. She had enough other shit to deal with, and the simple act of carrying her bag meant more than she’d ever thought it could. 

Without another word, they fell into step together. Lucas’s hand lifted to rest protectively against the small of her back as they walked through the hallways together. Almost as if it had always been like that, and she found herself wondering why it was again, she’d decided it couldn’t be. 
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