
  
    [image: Hockey Halloween]
  


  
    
      HOCKEY HALLOWEEN

      Charity Anthology

    

    
      
        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Wrong Date Right Guy

      

      
        Blurb

      

      
        Ford

      

      
        Willa

      

      
        Willa

      

      
        Ford

      

      
        Willa

      

      
        Ford

      

      
        Ford

      

      
        Willa

      

      
        Ford

      

      
        Willa

      

      
        Epilogue (Ford)

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Pucker Up, Pumpkin

      

      
        Blurb

      

      
        Delia

      

      
        Xavier

      

      
        Delia

      

      
        Xavier

      

      
        Delia

      

      
        Xavier

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Face-off

      

      
        Blurb

      

      
        Josh

      

      
        Josh

      

      
        Josh

      

      
        Val

      

      
        Josh

      

      
        Val

      

      
        Josh

      

      
        Val

      

      
        Josh

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Haunted Hattrick

      

      
        Blurb

      

      
        Palmer

      

      
        Palmer

      

      
        Delaney

      

      
        Palmer

      

      
        Delaney

      

      
        Delaney

      

      
        Palmer

      

      
        Palmer

      

      
        Delaney

      

      
        About the author…

      

      
        Trick Play

      

      
        Blurb

      

      
        Larry

      

      
        Kelli

      

      
        Larry

      

      
        Larry

      

      
        Kelli

      

      
        Larry

      

      
        Kelli

      

      
        Larry

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Broom Stick

      

      
        Blurb

      

      
        Gunther

      

      
        Paisley

      

      
        Gunther

      

      
        Paisley

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        The Devil’s in the Details

      

      
        Blurb

      

      
        Brock

      

      
        Felix

      

      
        Brock

      

      
        Felix

      

      
        Brock

      

      
        Felix

      

      
        Brock

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Guardian Uber

      

      
        Blurb

      

      
        Archer

      

      
        Archer

      

      
        Teddy

      

      
        Teddy

      

      
        Teddy

      

      
        Archer

      

      
        Teddy

      

      
        Teddy

      

      
        Archer

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        The Prank King and the Fairy Queen

      

      
        Blurb

      

      
        Ligaya

      

      
        Tristan

      

      
        Ligaya

      

      
        Tristan

      

      
        Ligaya

      

      
        Tristan

      

      
        Ligaya

      

      
        Tristan

      

      
        Ligaya

      

      
        Tristan

      

      
        Ligaya

      

      
        Ligaya

      

      
        Tristan

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Snakebitten

      

      
        Blurb

      

      
        Karl

      

      
        Maya

      

      
        Karl

      

      
        Maya

      

      
        Karl

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Unmasking the Enforcer

      

      
        Blurb

      

      
        Lilith

      

      
        Mason

      

      
        Lilith

      

      
        Mason

      

      
        Lilith

      

      
        Mason

      

      
        Lilith

      

      
        Mason

      

      
        Lilith

      

      
        Mason

      

      
        Lilith

      

      
        Mason

      

      
        Lilith

      

      
        Mason

      

    

    
      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        The Captain’s Boo-trayal

      

      
        Blurb

      

      
        Xander

      

      
        Jessica

      

      
        Xander

      

      
        Jessica

      

      
        Xander

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Wrong Date Right Guy

          

          K.H. ANASTASIA

        

      

    

    
      COPYRIGHT INFO:

      Wrong Date, Right Guy

      A Hockey Halloween romance

      Copyright © 2025 K.H. Anastasia

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, without written permission from the copyright owner, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. For more information, please contact authorkhanastasia@gmail.com.

      

      Wrong Date, Right Guy is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      Editing by Anna P.

      Proofing by Kate McWilliams

    

  


  
    
      TROPE: Blind date (gone wrong)

      COSTUME: Mummy

      

      She was waiting for her blind date. Then fate interfered.

      

      Ford

      I didn't even want to be at this Halloween party. But I agreed to one drink to keep my teammates happy.

      Then I see her. She’s wrapped up in the perfect package; a vision in her mummy costume, with a laugh that makes the crowded club fade away.

      The best part? She doesn’t know who I am. And for once, I want to keep it that way.

      Except when the truth about my hockey career reveals itself, everything changes. Now, I’m willing to do whatever it takes to prove that even though I’m the wrong date, I’m the right guy.

      

      Willa

      I came out tonight because my friends set me up. Instead, I found him.

      He’s charming, quick-witted, and way too handsome for his own good. A bit of adventure in my otherwise quiet, history-filled world.

      He draws me in instantly, yet I’m not sure if it’s the man I’m falling for or the mystery he represents.

      When I learn the truth about who he really is, I start to wonder if our connection was real at all, or if it still could be.
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      You know what totally sucks? Being stuck in a crowded club during Halloween weekend when all you want to do is rewatch The Mummy in your hotel room while eating your weight in junk food. So what if it's the beginning of the season and the team nutritionist would hang you from your balls if they only knew what you ate in secret.

      But here I am, both bored and irritated, thanks to my teammates who promised a night out in Manhattan would be “so much fun”. Sure, there are worse ways to spend your night off, but I’m not feeling it. Not at all.

      A guy dressed as a slice of New York pizza shoves past me, nearly knocking me over. If that doesn’t sum up how random tonight is, I don’t know what does.

      Adjusting the blue bandana around my neck, I glance across the dance floor. My linemates, Beck and Lloyd, are living it up; laughing and taking selfies with mostly female fans who clearly recognize them. They love the spotlight while I usually assume women have ulterior motives, keeping my distance in situations like this. It's been over a year since I last had sex, for fuck’s sake. Maybe that’s part of the problem…or maybe I’m just not in the mood. Yeah, that’s it.

      Scanning the room, I don’t see Westerholm, the right winger of our first line. Last I saw him, he was chatting up a dark-haired woman in red. If he ditched without a word, I’ll be pissed.

      I’m about to finish my drink and bail myself when a sweet, feminine voice on my left cuts through the noise of a busy club.

      “Nice costume. Let me guess...are you Rick?”

      I turn towards the speaker, finding myself face-to-face with a stunning, curvy blonde in a short, figure-hugging white dress. She has lots of gold-colored jewelry on and her limbs are wrapped in bandages, making her a mummy. That’s surprisingly fitting, considering my costume.

      Her brown eyes crinkle at the corners as she adjusts a stray strip of fabric dangling from her arm. For the first time in ages, a flicker of interest grows deep inside me.

      “He was my inspiration. Even if someone called me Indiana Jones instead.” I lean against the bar. “And you must be my new nemesis?”

      Her laugh is quick and genuine. “Oh, you get points for that.” She tilts her head, sizing me up. “Can I ask you something?”

      Well, shit. She must have recognized me. Here we go.

      “Shoot,” I mumble, ready to be disappointed.

      “Did you pick that costume because you like The Mummy, or was it an excuse to look cool?”

      Thank god she didn’t ask what I do or how much money one season makes.

      “What’s wrong with looking cool?” I counter.

      She rolls her eyes playfully in mock exasperation. “You didn’t answer the question.”

      Taking a sip of my beer, I play along. “Fine. I’ll admit it; I’m a big fan of the movie. The history behind it, the action scenes, the Brendan Fraser of it all. What’s not to love?”

      She lights up. “God, finally. Someone who gets it. I’ve spent years defending that movie.”

      “You’ve been hanging out with the wrong crowd.”

      “I knew I liked you.” She winks.

      I smile and gesture toward the bartender. “Can I get you something? Not embalming fluid, I promise.”

      “Dealer’s choice,” she says, resting her chin on her hand. “As long as it’s not something blue or glowing.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. By the way, I’m Ford. Nolan Ford.”

      “Very Bondesque of you,” she comments, showing not a flicker of recognition at my name. “I’m Willa. Willa Somerset.”

      “Lovely to meet you, Willa.”

      “The pleasure’s all mine, Nolan.”

      I can’t remember the last time someone other than my family used my first name, but it sounds marvelous coming from her.

      While the bartender works on our order, we fall into an easy conversation about the movie. We trade our favorite scenes, complain about the historical inaccuracies, argue playfully about sequels, and fangirl over Brendan Fraser.

      “Seeing him together with Rachel Weisz was totally my bisexual awakening as a teen,” Willa shares. “When I swear that movie changed my life, I mean it.”

      Her honesty makes me laugh freely. “I don’t normally find men attractive in that way, but I can totally see it.”

      Her lips curve into a sly smile. The bartender slides our drinks over—two Old Fashioneds, each with a clear ice cube and a thin orange peel—and I hand Willa her glass.

      Raising mine, I toast, “To unexpected meetings.”

      “To wrong dates and the right company,” she counters, clinking her glass to mine.

      I pause mid-sip as her words sink in. “So, if you weren’t expecting me, who were you expecting?”

      Willa shrugs, her expression cheeky. “Some guy my friends set me up with. I was told he’d be waiting at the bar, dressed in a costume that matches mine. But honestly, fate did me a favor sending you my way instead.”

      “Well,” I say, my tone warm, “I’m more than happy to play the part of your date.”

      “What exactly does that entail?”

      “Oh, you know. A little adventure, a little danger. Maybe rescuing you from a curse or two,” I reply. “If things go sideways, I’ll channel my inner Rick.”

      She grins. “How ambitious of you.”

      “I aim to impress.”

      “I’m game if you are.” She takes a slow sip of her drink, then sets the glass down. “Okay, Nolan Ford. Tell me something real.”

      That catches me off guard. “Real?”

      “Yeah. Something honest. No movie references or smooth lines.”

      I glance at the drink in my hand, then back at her. I don’t want to talk about hockey right now, so I have to pick something else.

      “Alright. I have two little sisters from my dad’s second marriage. They’re fifteen and seventeen years younger than me. I FaceTime them every day, especially when I travel. They’re absolute gremlins who live to make fun of me. I still wouldn’t trade them for anything.”

      Willa’s eyes light up. “Now that’s adorable. I have an older brother who’s too nice to tease me.”

      “Good to know. Guess what those two did last week?”

      “It could be anything. I know how vicious teen girls can be.”

      “They Photoshopped my face onto a freaking garden gnome and made it their phone wallpaper.”

      She smiles, the expression warm and unrestrained. “That’s love right there.”

      “I would call it targeted sibling bullying, but close enough.”

      “Alright, your turn to pry. Ask me something beyond the basics.”

      Not sure what else to ask, I start with an easy question. “Are you more of a homebody or a party animal?”

      Her expression turns thoughtful. “Hmm. People assume I’m really outgoing, but in all honesty, I hate small talk. I’d rather have one deep, weird conversation than twenty shallow ones.”

      “That explains why you led with bisexual awakenings and ancient curses.”

      She giggles, the sound music to my ears. “Exactly. Go big or go home.”

      “What if I’d answered wrong about The Mummy?”

      “Then I would've ghosted you.”

      Her pun makes me chuckle, but I still act hurt, lifting my palm to my chest. “Ruthless.”

      “Effective,” she fires back, lifting her glass. “But you passed the test.”

      The smile on her tempting glossy lips grows as her hypnotizing gaze lingers on mine. There’s a growing spark between us, humming beneath the surface. Our banter is surprisingly fun, too. For the first time tonight, I’m not itching to leave or counting the hours until we fly to California. I’m just here, in the moment, talking with a mesmerizing woman who makes tonight bearable.

      And honestly? I’m okay with that. More than okay.
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      The moment this fascinating stranger in front of me introduced himself as Nolan, I knew he wasn’t my blind date. But it didn’t stop me from continuing our conversation.

      Because let’s be real: the man is gorgeous. He’s tall, maybe six-two or six-three, all lean muscles and charisma. His deep blue eyes, dimples when he smiles, and stubble are other things I find extremely attractive. Not to forget that laugh. Oh, that unrestrained laugh. It bursts from him, rough around the edges. Almost as if he doesn’t do it too often.

      The draw to him is about more than the looks. There’s a quiet confidence about him, a subtle charm that feels genuine. He’s not trying too hard like many men I have dated in the past. He doesn’t need to. He’s the kind of guy who could blend into the background if he wanted to. The moment he focuses on you, it feels like you’re the only person in the world. Right now, all of that focus is on me.

      “Okay, be honest,” he flashes his dimples as he grins, “did you dress as a mummy because you love ancient history or because it was an easy costume?”

      “Can’t it be both? I’m a historian, so dressing as a mummy seemed appropriate.”

      His eyebrows shoot up with genuine interest sparking in his eyes. “A historian? That’s so cool. Which period of history?”

      I love how he knows to ask that. Not everyone does. “Primarily U.S. history during the interwar period, from 1918 to 1939, so the Roaring Twenties and the Great Depression. Lately, though, I’ve been diving deep into the history of New York City since the late 1800s. I spend most of my days surrounded by old letters, newspaper clippings, and black-and-white photos.” I take a sip of my drink, letting the warm bittersweet flavor settle on my tongue. “Looking back, ancient Egypt and that area in general have always been my side obsession. I mean, who can resist the allure of pharaohs, curses, and lost tombs?”

      “I wasn’t expecting that, but it’s the coolest thing I’ve heard all year. I love history myself.” His brows lift in excitement, making him more endearing if possible. “There’s something magic about the idea of piecing together the past. You’re preserving people’s stories so they aren’t forgotten.”

      “Exactly. That’s why I love doing what I do for a living.”

      “So, what does your job entail?”

      “I work as a historical consultant for museums around the country. These days, my apartment feels more like an archive than a living space. The way you described it fits perfectly. I love putting together stories and uncovering the evidence that links a person’s life to a moment in time. It’s detective work, only without the danger.”

      “Now that’s my kind of mystery. Do you live here in the City?”

      “I do. I’m originally from a smaller place in Minnesota called St. Cloud, but I moved here five years ago.”

      He laughs, sounding surprised. “You’re kidding. I live in Minneapolis, but I’m originally from Alexandria.”

      “No way!”

      “Right? What a small world.”

      “So we’ve got our love for history, The Mummy, midwestern roots, and a random club in Manhattan in common,” I tease. “Clearly, this was meant to be.”

      “Fate works in mysterious ways.”

      Smiling, I lean in a little, “So, what about you? Do you solve mysteries for a living, too?”

      He hesitates, appearing a little sheepish before replying. “Sort of. But nothing as cool as bringing history back to life.”

      I arch an eyebrow. “Now you’ve got me curious. Don’t tell me you’re a spy or in witness protection. That would be too on-the-nose for a guy I randomly meet at a Halloween party.”

      “I promise I’m not those things. I’m just a man in a costume, standing in front of a beautiful woman, hoping to impress her.”

      “Well, mission accomplished.” The words slip out before I can stop, but I don’t regret them. Not when Nolan’s grin widens, and a hint of pink colors his cheeks.

      “Careful.” His voice is husky with amusement and something more intoxicating. “Keep talking like that and I’ll start thinking tonight really is more than just a fluke.”

      “Maybe it is,” I murmur. “Maybe we both needed something, or someone, unexpected.”

      “Since we’re being honest, I wasn’t even supposed to be here tonight,” he admits. “My friends dragged me out. Said I needed to loosen up and forget work for once.”

      “Funny. I’m here because my friends said I needed to take more risks.” I meet his gaze, the weight of it sending a pleasant shiver down my spine. “Seems like we both got what we needed.”

      “Maybe.” He brushes his fingers against mine, a fleeting touch. “Or maybe the night’s only getting started.”

      As I hold his gaze, a flutter of anticipation blooming in my chest, I can’t help but hope he’s right.

      “Are you always this smooth or am I just lucky tonight?”

      “I’ll let you decide.”

      Our gazes stay locked, neither of us willing to blink and risk breaking the spell. His blue eyes, warm and searching, seem to drink in every detail, as though he’s trying to commit the moment to memory. Maybe he feels it too—that rare, electric spark.

      Before I can come up with a clever response, a voice cuts through the music and laughter around us. “There you are, Willa.”

      Blinking, I turn toward the sound. A man in a similar costume to Nolan stands a few feet away. He’s attractive in a polished, curated kind of way. He has a clean-shaven sharp jawline, perfectly white teeth and artfully tousled hair. Everything I should find attractive.

      But when I look at who I assume is Greg, my actual blind date, I feel nothing. Absolutely nothing.

      “Oh,” I blurt, instantly feeling awkward tension between us. “You made it.”

      He steps closer, not bothering to greet Nolan. His eyes move between us, narrowing at the space separating our bodies. He notices. Of course he does. There’s a flicker of something—annoyance, maybe even suspicion—before he smooths it over with a forced smile.

      “Traffic was hell, and then finding a parking spot was another nightmare. I can’t believe it took me over an hour to get here from my place. What a disaster,” he complains.

      I nod politely, pretending to care, even if I’m ready to bolt. My fingers tighten around my drink, channeling my darkening mood.

      “I’m here now, so we can have our date as planned,” Greg continues. “Don’t you agree?”

      Nolan stands up straighter beside me. There’s no visible shift in his expression. Still, the air changes.

      “I—” The words get stuck in my throat as I glance between the two men. My actual date and the one I wish had been. What a disaster, indeed.

      Nolan smirks, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “Well, you know where to find me if your date doesn’t turn out to be what you expected. Enjoy your night, Willa.”

      His intense gaze holds mine for a second longer than necessary. Then he lifts his glass in a casual salute and turns to walk away. Staring after him, my heart knocks against my ribs, wishing to stop him. To call out his name, to say, “Wait, I choose you.”

      He disappears behind the corner before I can make a move, leaving me frozen in place. I often freeze during confrontations. Always have. Today happens to be the first time in months I hate myself for it.

      Next to me, Greg is launching into a story about his office and how hard it is to find good interns these days. It feels more like we’re resuming an old conversation than starting a new one. His voice is smooth and polished. Just as meticulously composed as everything else about him.

      Yet, all I can think about is Nolan and the way he looked at me, eyes full of curiosity, as if I were a mystery he wanted to unravel. As if he needed to learn every last detail there’s to know about me and my life.

      Too bad I’m a bit late for realizing that.

      Shit, I screwed up big time.
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      Greg goes on and on about budget proposals, all while sharing his thoughts on how Gen Z has no work ethic—which I strongly disagree with. I try to pay attention, I really do, but after another ten minute monologue, I excuse myself with a fake smile. I can’t take his boring ramble any longer. Our blind date is officially a bust. No surprise there.

      “I’m going to use the ladies’,” I lie smoothly, setting my empty glass on a nearby table. “Be right back.”

      He nods, barely glancing up from his phone he’s been checking regularly. I weave through partygoers dressed in everything from Playboy bunnies to inflatable T-rexes, the thumping bass of early 2000s pop vibrating through the floor under my heels.

      Scanning the room, I search for a tall, broad-shouldered, maddeningly charming man with dimples and eyes that can make me forget how to breathe.

      Nolan. My accidental right person.

      This wasn’t how tonight was supposed to go. I was supposed to meet a safe, pre-approved stranger, act politely, maybe swap numbers if there was even a flicker of potential. That was the plan.

      Something inside me screams to find Nolan instead. I felt more spark in twenty minutes of conversation with him than I had on years’ worth of dates combined. Too bad I was an idiot who panicked and made the wrong decision in a sudden lapse of judgment.

      Pushing past a couple dressed up as a vampire and a werewolf making out near a cobwebbed pillar, I search around the dimly lit room. My heart is hammering, nerves and hope tangled in my throat. What if he left? What if I missed my shot?

      I scan the crowd, holding my breath. Please still be here. Please still be here.

      I make my way to the garden rooftop the club is known for. Cool air bites at my exposed skin, grounding me. Crossing to the edge, I grip the cold metal railing, letting my breath fog in the air.

      “You found me,” a familiar voice brings me back to reality.

      Turning around, I spot Nolan. A small, content smile curls his lips as I stare at him. The subtle lighting from the rooftop bar casts a soft glow on his features, making him appear somehow even more unreal.

      “Told you I’m good at solving mysteries.”

      He laughs under his breath. “You ditched the wannabe Indiana Jones?”

      “Oh, yeah, he’s too busy complaining about his job to notice I’m gone,” I share, leaning against the railing next to him. “I needed air…and honestly? I needed you more.”

      He moves closer, but doesn’t say anything, so I continue. “I kept thinking about how you looked when you walked away. How I wanted to call you to come back, but couldn’t get the words out fast enough.”

      “I kept hoping you would.” His smile softens into something deeper. “You had me worried for a second. I thought I imagined the whole thing when you didn’t stop me from leaving.”

      “As cliché as it sounds, it was me, not you.”

      We stand there, looking over the garden where the orange lights dance around, and a fog machine pumps out fake mist.

      “I was also worried I’d ruined the moment,” he admits quietly.

      “You didn’t. You gave me an out, but I was a coward for staying.”

      “I wasn’t sure if I should have said anything.”

      “Well, if it helps, you should know that I almost ran after you.”

      The weight of his gaze is enough to make my pulse flutter. “Why didn’t you?”

      “Because I freeze in uncomfortable situations,” I say with an awkward chuckle. “My brain totally short-circuits, my limbs weigh a ton. But then you left and all I could think about was finding you again.”

      “So here we are.”

      “Here we are,” I repeat his words. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Anything,” he says with a widening smile.

      “You said you weren’t supposed to be here tonight. That your friends wanted you to have fun and let loose. Yet, you didn’t specify what you were taking a break from.”

      He exhales slowly. “It’s complicated.”

      “That’s a cop-out if I ever heard one.”

      “My life is intense, okay? I’ve got a job where everything is under constant pressure. There’s public expectations, performance scores and scrutiny over every little detail. Even when I’m off the clock, I can’t relax even if I would love nothing more than to do that.” I nod, quietly listening. “Tonight, you didn’t recognize me. You didn’t talk to me because of who I am, or what I do. You just saw me.”

      My brain scrambles, trying to understand his words. It’s like I’m missing a puzzle piece. Yet, it doesn’t erase the feelings I have after a short time knowing him.

      “I still see you, Nolan. Whatever it is, whatever you do. It doesn’t change the way I felt talking with you.”

      He watches me for a moment, something vulnerable flickering in his gaze. “I wanted to tell you—” He breaks off, running fingers through his hair. “I guess I didn’t want to ruin it.”

      “You can tell me any⁠—”

      My words are cut off by a shrill gasp. “Oh my God! I can’t believe it’s you!”

      We both turn toward the high-pitched voice. A young woman in a glittery Cleopatra costume clutches her phone and stares at Nolan like he’s risen from an ancient tomb.

      “You’re Nolan Ford—number 83!” she squeals. “Holy crap, I knew it was you, but I had to get closer to confirm. My younger brother is obsessed with you and your team. We watch every game together. You’re the reason he got into hockey.”

      “Um, thanks. That’s really kind of you to share,” he replies, a polite smile that doesn’t reach his eyes forming on his face.

      “Can I get a selfie?” The woman is already stepping next to him, phone angled for a photo. “He’s going to freak out.”

      Nolan nods and she snaps the shot before thanking him, asking for his number to send it over. He declines, saying she can post it on social media and tag him instead.

      What the heck is happening?

      The shift between us is immediate. He’s still the same man who made me feel special earlier, even if his expression is guarded and annoyed at the same time.

      The woman mentioned hockey and how she watches every game with her brother. How the man in front of me inspired the kid to play. My heart stumbles in my chest as the pieces click in place.

      “You’re a professional hockey player,” I whisper, disappointment lacing my low tone.

      His jaw tightens as he lowers his head. “I play for the Minnesota Lynx as their first line left winger.”

      “As in the NHL team? The same team that won a few seasons ago?”

      “Yeah,” he admits with a resolute sigh. “That would be the one.”

      Something tightens in my throat. I step away, wanting to flee. Not again. I can’t be falling for another hockey player. Not after what happened with my ex. Not after he cheated on me with multiple women while on the road.

      I wrap my arms around myself, not because I’m cold, but because I need something to hold me together. Swallowing hard, I ask, “You thought it would be okay not to tell me?”

      The familiar ache I thought I’d left behind with my ex rushes back with my question. It settles in my chest like a wound that never fully healed, waiting for the right moment to throb as a reminder of the past pain. I feel stupid for letting myself fall, even for a second.

      How many times have I told myself I would never repeat the same mistakes? Apparently, not enough.

      Nolan exhales loudly, running his hand over his face. “I was going to say more before that fan started fangirling over me…but I didn’t want it to be the first thing you knew about me.”

      “You mean you didn’t want it to be the thing I knew about you.”

      He doesn’t argue, because I’m right.

      “I’ve been here before and it didn’t end well for me,” I admit the ugly truth of my last relationship.

      “Another player hurt you?”

      Nodding once, I confirm his guess. “He shattered me.” I meet his eyes, the sudden sadness in them mirroring my own. “I promised myself I’d never date an athlete again.”

      He opens his mouth to reply, but I can’t do this right now. I can’t let my heart start falling more for him while still remembering how much it hurt the last time I fell for a player.

      “I should go,” I murmur.

      When I run inside, he doesn’t follow. I don’t dare to look back, repeating the same mantra over and over—it’s better this way—though I don’t truly believe it.
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      Completely frozen in the same spot for what feels like hours, but is less than a few minutes, I watch her run away from me. I don’t call after her or stop her. I just stand there, feeling like the biggest idiot on the planet.

      Because that haunted look on her face—a mix of hesitation, fear, and something else I couldn’t quite read—hit harder than any body check I’ve taken on the ice. Still, I didn’t say a damn thing to reassure her that I’m nothing like her piece of shit ex.

      I’ve never claimed to be good at relationships or matters of the heart in general. Hell, most days I can barely sort through my own mess of emotions, let alone someone else’s.

      Who knows what would happen if we even took the shot. There’s no guarantee of this being more than one night thing. Yet, even if we barely know each other, I want to see where this new, fragile thing could go. With her, every interaction felt easy in a way nothing else has been in a long time. Willa snuck under my skin so fast I didn’t even realize she’d left a mark until she was already running away.

      Once the realization hits and I clearly see where I went wrong, I bolt for the stairs. Taking them two at a time, I almost trip over my own damn feet.

      Muttering a curse under my breath as I round the landing, I shove past a guy in a glow-in-the-dark skeleton suit. The bass from the speakers rattles the walls, yet all I can hear is the pounding of my heart.

      By the time I hit the main floor, my chest is tight. Not from the sprint, but from the sinking feeling that I might’ve lost her without getting to know her better.

      I keep moving, pushing through the crowd, scanning faces and costumes. No sexy mummy in sight. No familiar crinkle of her beaming smile. Only flashing lights, heat, and strangers. All of them blur together in a way that makes my stomach churn.

      “Fuck my life,” I mutter under my breath.

      “Ford?” I glance sideways and spot my linemate Beck near the main bar, a drink in one hand and his free arm slung around a cute brunette. “You alright, man? You look like you’ve lost something.”

      If he only knew…

      “I screwed something up big time,” I admit.

      He lifts a brow. “That curvy woman in a mummy costume we saw with you earlier?”

      “Yeah. I can’t find her.”

      “She tore through here about a minute or two ago, looking ready to cry.” Beck winces. “Shit. Sorry, man. Go after her, you idiot. She can’t be far.”

      “Thanks,” I call out his way, already moving.

      The street outside the club is buzzing with partygoers, vehicles, and music spilling from other places nearby. It’s close to impossible to find her in this chaos. I spin in a circle, trying to catch a glimpse of white gauze or a familiar sway of those wide hips.

      About to give up, I turn back toward the street I’d written off and spot a familiar figure nearly a block away. She strides further, arms wrapped tightly around herself as if she’s trying to hold everything in. The streetlight catches in her hair, casting a halo over the woman I should’ve stopped the second she turned away from me.

      I don’t think, I just move.

      “Willa!” I yell, dodging a group of drunk pirates spilling out of a cab. “Wait!”

      She doesn’t turn or stop. So I sprint faster. “Willa, please!”

      Her pace falters and that’s all I need. I catch up to her before she reaches the end of the block.

      “Please, don’t walk away. We need to talk this through, because if I let you go, I won’t forgive myself. I have a feeling we met for a reason. It might seem crazy, but I truly do.”

      When she turns to face me, the sight of her hits me like a puck to the face. Her makeup is smudged, mascara streaked beneath red, puffy eyes. No matter what, she’s still the most stunning woman I’ve ever seen.

      “I’m sorry. I should’ve told you who I was. You’re right about that. But tonight with you was the first time in years I could be me. The slightly awkward nerd who loves The Mummy, history and dorky jokes. Not a hockey player on one of the best teams in the League.” Her expression softens, shoulders relaxing, so I continue. “I didn’t mean to lie or keep the truth from you. I just got lost in the way you looked at me. Like I was a person. Not a name on a roster or some guy in a jersey.”

      “You still should’ve told me.” Her voice is barely above a whisper. “At least before she did. I’m not mad you’re famous or play a sport for living. I’m mad you weren’t the one to tell me.”

      “I know,” I admit. “Trust me, everything I said tonight—that was all real. I wasn’t lying or trying to be someone else. You got the entire Nolan Benedict Ford experience.”

      A tear slips down her cheek. I brush it away with my thumb. She leans into the touch, enough to break something open in my chest.

      “You made me feel,” she murmurs, “like maybe I wasn’t crazy for wanting something real. Something that lasts.”

      “You’re not. If you let me, I’ll try my damndest to prove it to you. Knowing my issues with dating and trusting new people, I most likely will fuck up along the way, but please give me a chance to show you how good it could be between us. All I’m asking is that you don’t walk away. Not from this. Not from us.”

      Her breath catches, and for a moment, I’m afraid she might step back. Instead, she leans forward. It’s barely a shift in space, but it sends everything inside me into motion. It’s all the invitation I need.

      I close the gap between us, my hands lifting to cup her face. My thumbs sweep gently across her cheeks, catching the remnants of her smeared mascara. Her skin is warm beneath my touch and familiar in a way that makes my chest ache even more.

      Pausing, I hover close, letting our breaths mingle while giving her one last chance to change her mind. She doesn’t.

      So I kiss her.

      A brush of our lips is tentative at first. As if we’re both holding our breath, testing the waters of something neither of us is quite ready to name. Her hand finds the front of my shirt, fingers curling into the fabric. Her mouth starts moving against mine with urgency, and suddenly, we’re not being careful anymore.

      The kiss deepens, our mouths meeting in a way that feels both a question and an answer all at once. Her lips part beneath mine and I take the opening, sliding my tongue over hers, the kiss turning hungrier. She tastes like oranges and something uniquely her.

      My palms slide back into her hair, fingers tangling in the soft strands as she presses closer like she can’t get enough. God, neither can I. The way she kisses me shows me exactly how much she wants me.

      When we finally pull apart, it’s not because we want to. It’s because we have to breathe. She stays close, her forehead resting on mine as our chests rise and fall in sync. Her eyes are closed, and when she speaks, her voice is a whisper.

      “I’ll stay if you promise to always be honest with me.”

      Her words land with their honesty and everything shifts with them. I nod, brushing my thumb along her lower lip. “I promise: no games.”

      She opens her eyes, and in them, I see everything I didn’t know I’d been waiting for: admiration and hope.

      Leaning in, I kiss her again. This time it’s less frantic and more certain, sealing the building connection between us. Her hands slide up to cradle my jaw and I swear I could live inside this moment forever if I had a chance.
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      After another kiss, my heart is racing as he’s looking at me as though I’m something precious, something worth fighting for. The weight of the moment settles deep in my chest. It’s a sensation I wasn’t prepared for. But here we are.

      The truth is I’m scared. Scared of everything I’ve avoided for so long; letting someone in and trusting them with pieces of myself I’ve kept buried since my ex. Then he brushes his thumb over my cheek, and I close my eyes at the touch. The gentleness in it makes my insides flutter.

      Nolan gestures behind him. “Want to go back to the club?”

      “I have something else in mind, if you don’t mind walking.”

      “I left my jacket in the cloakroom.”

      “Shoot, my coat is there, too.”

      We glance at each other in a silent acknowledgment that we’ve both been scatterbrained tonight. We turn toward the club, every step taking us closer to the music and a sea of clubgoers.

      “So, where are we going?” he asks, zipping up his jacket as we get outside ten minutes later.

      My lips curve up. “How about we visit the Verity Museum of Hidden Histories?”

      “Aren’t they closed this time of the day?”

      “Yes,” I say, tugging him toward the corner. “But you happen to be looking at one of their historians who has an all-day access. One of the perks of knowing where all the secrets are buried.”

      He slows his stride, brows raised in surprise. “You’re telling me you have the keys to a literal museum?”

      “I don’t just have the keys. I also have access to the basement archives.”

      He whistles low. “Damn. That’s even sexier than the mummy costume.”

      “Keep talking that way and I might give you the full tour,” I nudge him with my elbow.

      His voice dips. “I would love nothing more.”

      We wait for the light to change, and I catch myself staring at him. There’s something in the way he said it that hints he’s not just talking about a museum tour. I’m not sure where this is going between us, but right now, with him by my side, I’m more than willing to find out.

      We continue to walk. The autumn night air is cool against my skin. Next to me, the warmth of Nolan’s presence keeps me grounded, his steps matching mine as we make our way toward the museum. It's quieter out here, a few blocks away from the clubs.

      “So,” Nolan says, breaking the silence, “how long have you worked for the Verity?”

      “Around a year. I do twenty-five hours a week for them and the rest of my work week remotely to other locations across the country.”

      “They won’t mind you bringing your date there?”

      “Oh, you’re my non-date, so it’ll be fine.” I chuckle, the sound light and carefree. "Besides, we won’t be the first ones to visit outside of opening hours. The owners, a lovely older couple, love hearing stories from such visits.”

      “Non-date, huh? That’s a new one.” He glances over, a curious smile tugging at his lips. “Is that your way of making sure there’s an escape plan if I turn out to be bad company?”

      “Exactly. It’s all very strategic.”

      We round a corner, the imposing building that houses the museum, gift shop and a café coming into view. The place is tranquil now, the crowds of the day long gone, leaving it cloaked in shadows.

      "Welcome to the Verity Museum of Hidden Histories," I announce, my voice a mix of pride and nervousness. “My favorite spot in the City.”

      Nolan takes in the sight front of us. "It’s even more impressive at night."

      "Yes," I agree, feeling a sense of ownership over the place. "It has a different kind of magic after hours."

      He steps closer, his shoulder brushing mine, and I can’t help but feel the electric charge between us. "Lead the way. I’m all yours."

      His words land low in my stomach, hot and unexpected. For a fleeting moment, I forget how to breathe. The heat rushes to my cheeks, and even though I try to play it cool, the flutter beneath my ribs tells another story.

      With a calming breath, I fish out the keycard from my wallet and unlock the side door. Once we step inside, the lore of the museum wraps around us like an embrace. The familiar hum of the automatic lights turning on and the stillness of the space create a feeling of intimacy that I have never felt in the months I’ve worked here.

      As Nolan follows me through the empty halls, the energy between us shifts. With him beside me, I can finally let myself relax after an eventful evening.

      “So, where would you like to start? There are plenty of interesting exhibits based on the colorful history of the City,” I explain.

      “I can’t choose. What are our options?”

      “There are too many to list. However, I’ve got a feeling which one you’ll find the most fascinating. Follow me.”

      His gaze sweeps over the hallway and doors leading to different rooms, his eyes bright with curiosity. “What is it?”

      I flash him a playful smirk, leading him toward the end of the second floor hallway. When his eyes land on the plaque with the exhibit’s name, he lets out a loud chuckle. “No freaking way.”

      The Establishment of the Peacocks—New York’s favorite hockey team

      “I thought it was fitting.”

      “Doesn’t it always remind you of your ex?”

      “My hockey player ex?” He nods, so I continue. “I’ve studied the material in that room many times. It’s not the sport’s fault my ex was a cheating asshole. I can still enjoy the game, even if until tonight, I tried my best to stay away from players.”

      He gives me a look that’s half sympathy, half curiosity. “How long were you together?”

      “Almost three years. We met during freshman year in college in Minneapolis. I thought we were building something real; turns out I was the only one who thought that.” I take a deep breath, steadying myself. “It all got messy after he dropped out of college and started playing in the local team in the developmental league. But it’s not the sport’s fault he was a selfish liar.”

      “Still,” he mutters, “your reaction to me being a hockey player was pretty strong earlier. I don’t want to upset you with any hockey talk.”

      “The truth about your profession caught me off guard.” I meet his gaze, not shying away. “At first you were this charming guy at a party who liked The Mummy and listened when I talked about my passion. Then suddenly you were a well-known hockey player and I—” I hesitate, then say it plainly. “I panicked.”

      His expression softens. “Because you didn’t want history repeating itself.”

      “Sure,” I admit, toying with a strip of fabric on my dress. “To be fair, I don’t think you’re like him at all.”

      He huffs, crossing his arms. “I better not be. I hate how many people assume I’m a player on and off the ice. That couldn’t be further from the truth. The image people have of athletes doesn’t exactly help either.”

      “I should’ve judged you on how you treated me, not what you do for a living. I’m sorry for that.”

      “It’s understandable, even if I hated it,” he confesses, his entire body relaxing.

      “Is it hard for you to trust new people?” I ask, thinking of his earlier words about how he’s bad at dating for that reason.

      His eyes drop to the floor. “Definitely. That’s why I don’t date much. I’ve learned to keep things surface-level. Easier that way.”

      “I get that. I’ve kept people at arm’s length for a long time too. It’s easier than letting someone in and risking it all again.”

      He lifts his head, studying me, like he’s reading between the lines. “I’m not planning on letting that go to waste. Let’s see where this goes, Willa. No pressure.”

      “No pressure,” I repeat.

      My feet ache from a night that’s unraveled in twists and turns I never saw coming. With a relieved sigh, I reach down, unbuckling my decorative golden heels. Slipping them off, I let the cool floor soothe the ache.

      Nolan glances at me, amusement flickering across his handsome face. As I walk toward him waiting for me at the next display, I realize I’m not just showing him where I work. I’m openly sharing a big part of me with a guy who’s taking more space in my heart with every passing minute.
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      Willa lets me hold her free hand through the exhibit and I swear something in my body changes from the touch alone. Her fingers fit perfectly between mine, and neither of us comments on it. We don’t need to. The restless energy under my skin goes quiet with the connection. Maybe I’ve been wound too tight and didn’t know it until now.

      I glance around the space—rows of old jerseys, team banners and yellowed press clippings cover the walls and other surfaces. It makes me think about how hockey is more than a sport; it’s a way of life, making people feel like they belong to something bigger than themselves. I love being a part of that world, even if it brings pressure and high expectations to my life. I still know how extremely blessed I am to play the sport I love for living.

      “I didn’t expect tonight to be anything more than loud music and forced small talk,” I share after a quiet beat. “Then you showed up⁠—”

      “Dressed like a mummy,” she cuts in.

      “You're the hottest mummy I’ve ever seen.”

      She lets out an unguarded laugh that’s quickly becoming addictive. “You’re ridiculous.”

      “Maybe,” I give her hand the gentle squeeze, tugging her forward, “but it makes you smile so bright, so why stop?”

      We take in the displays at an easy pace. We’re making time rather than losing it. Our fingers stay locked, the building connection between us needing the reassurance of skin on skin.

      Willa pauses in front of a framed photograph—a grainy, black-and-white shot of a championship parade from the fifties. Crowds of people line the street, their faces tilted to the sky and mouths open in excitement.

      “This one’s my favorite,” she says dreamily. “Look at their pure joy. The kind that doesn’t fade, even after the photo yellows.”

      Instead of the old snapshot, I study her profile and the soft glow radiating from her in this safe space she’s sharing with me. The way her mesmerizing eyes shine as she admires the display. How her lips part just a little when she’s mid-thought.

      “Having that kind of joy preserved in time,” she continues, “This is why I love working here. These aren’t just items or memorabilia; they’re proof. Proof that people lived, that they loved things deeply, and what they did mattered.”

      The confident way she states it hits in a place I usually keep buried beneath stats, noise, and whatever mask the media expects me to wear. Because isn’t that what we all want in the end? To matter and to be remembered.

      I pull out my phone, inspired to make tonight even more memorable. “I want to do something with you.”

      Her brow lifts, teasing. “Is it another surprise?”

      “Sort of.” I scroll through my music app, thumb hovering over a song I’ve loved for years and fits the moment. I tap the screen, putting it on repeat. The soulful notes of “Beyond” by Leon Bridges spill out through the phone speaker.

      She tilts her head. “Slow dancing in a museum?”

      “Tell me it’s not perfect,” I say, putting the device in my shirt pocket and hold out a hand.

      She shakes her head, smiling as she steps forward. “You’re impossible, Nolan Ford.”

      “No objections, my Muse.”

      She pauses mid-step, her fingers brushing mine. “Muse?”

      “I mean, I’m not an artist. I don’t paint or write songs or stories—” I take a calming breath, trying to find the right words. “But you make me want to be more and vocalize what I actually feel instead of hiding behind whatever I’m supposed to be. You get under my skin in the best possible way.”

      Her expression softens with admiration, so I continue. "The way you talked about how those stories matter, how their joy deserves to be preserved. That struck a chord with me. Not a lot of people have made a huge impression on me this quickly. But you did."

      She’s quiet for a moment, eyes shining bright. Then she steps closer, looping her arms around my neck. “I guess I really am your muse then.”

      “I’m glad we can agree on that.”

      Wrapping my arms around her waist, I pull her in. Her body settles into mine, fitting so naturally it feels inevitable. The scent of her— cinnamon—wraps around me.

      We sway, slow and unhurried, between glass cases full of history. Surrounded by everything that came before us and a new story being written in our movements.

      “You’re the calm I didn’t know I needed in my life,” I admit, my voice barely above a whisper, afraid that anything louder might shatter the moment.

      She leans back to look at me, her gaze searching mine. “That’s probably the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

      “You clearly need to meet better people.”

      She smirks. “Or you just need to keep talking.”

      “I can do that,” I murmur, dipping my head and brushing my lips across hers. “I have so much more to share with you.”

      “Start with something sweet then.”

      “I can’t believe someone as wonderful as you exists,” I let the truth pour out. “You’re absolutely brilliant. The way your brain works fascinates me. Seeing you light up when you talk about the past and how it matters? It floors me like your beauty does.”

      Her hands tighten at the back of my neck, and I keep going, moving my lips near her ear. “I enjoy how you challenge me to be more open and see things in new ways. You also listen and care about what comes out of my mouth—even the stuff no one else sticks around long enough to hear.”

      She exhales slowly, the breath tickling on my skin.

      “I love your laugh and how your eyes crinkle at the corners when something really gets to you. I also appreciate that you’re brave enough to be here with me, even if it scares you. You make me want to stay and not run away. For as long as you’ll have me. I know it’s wild because we just met, but I can feel our connection in every cell of my body,” I finish.

      She stills in my arms and I wonder if anyone has said this to her in the past? If I’m the first one to share such words with her.

      Her searching gaze flicks to mine, and whatever she finds there, makes her rise onto her tiptoes. Her lips are desperate for mine, matching the weight of what I’m feeling. Our mouths move together, writing brand new words between us with every press and pull.

      When the track repeats for the sixth time, we’re still wrapped around each other, foreheads touching, hearts racing in sync.

      “You okay?” I ask tenderly.

      “More than okay.”

      I still feel how new this is. So I don’t let go yet, letting the moment anchor itself inside both of us.

      After a few minutes, she leans back, her cheeks flushed. “You know this wasn’t what I expected from tonight.”

      “No?” I tease, even though I know exactly what she means.

      She shakes her head. “I’m really glad I met you. That you were in that club exactly when I needed you.”

      I reach up to tuck a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Me too.”

      Willa takes my hand gently, her fingers threading through mine. Without a word, she lifts it and presses a soft kiss to my palm.

      “Come on.” She tugs me toward the hallway. “It's time to show you the archives. The real heart of this place.”

      Following her without question, I let her lead me down the corridor lit by warm track lighting. The soft sound of our footsteps echoes off the walls. We pass storage rooms, locked cabinets, and a sliding security door. She swipes her ID badge and types in a code.

      “You ready?” she asks, glancing over her shoulder.

      “If it’s anything like you, I’m going to be obsessed.”

      That earns me a flush across her cheeks. She doesn’t respond with a quip this time, but presses the door open. “Then come in.”

      I do. Because whatever this is—whatever strange gravity is pulling me closer—I don’t want to fight it. Not tonight. Not with her.

      Pushing the door inward and flicking on the lights, my Muse casts a look over her shoulder that sends a ripple of anticipation through my chest. It’s similar to the breath before a puck drop, that still second before motion explodes. In that charged silence, I realize I’m ready for whatever comes after the drop.
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      “Welcome to the archives,” Willa reveals, as if she’s unveiling something sacred. “The heart of everything we do here.”

      There are no polished displays or velvet ropes, no moody spotlighting you’d find in the exhibits upstairs. Just rows of industrial metal shelving, meticulously labeled boxes, filing cabinets with little brass handles, and the unmistakable scent of paper, ink and history.

      She moves through the space with the kind of ease I feel gliding across ice. Her body knows exactly where to go, her fingers skimming a shelf edge as if it’s second nature. The place also recognizes her, humming in appreciation at her touch, a quiet welcome back.

      Holy shit, I’ve never seen anything sexier than her in her element.

      “I guess visitors don’t usually get this tour,” I murmur, letting the heavy door ease shut behind me, cocooning us in quiet.

      “Definitely not,” she says with a soft smile. “This is invite-only.”

      I glance around, trying to absorb the silence and the way the air feels different here. It’s heavier with all the secrets and stories around us.

      “This is where the real stories live, isn’t it?” I ask, my voice lower now, afraid that anything louder would break the spell.

      She turns to face me. There’s surprise in her eyes, maybe because I get it. “Exactly. This is where I come to remember what matters.”

      I want to ask her a dozen more questions about what she’s found here and what it’s like to touch things that lived long before either of us were born. But I keep quiet, letting her lead us further.

      She unlocks one of the lower cabinets, and pulls out a file box. She cradles it against her chest before setting it down gently on a tall work table.

      “Here,” she lifts the lid with care. “Letters from 1924 by two fierce women. They were community activists, lovers, and business partners. They ran a kitchen together during the Depression. Most of their relationship was hidden. These letters are all we have.”

      Our shoulders brush as I stand beside her, studying the letters. The handwriting is elegant and looping, ink faded in places but still readable. I lean in to read one line that’s been underlined in pencil.

      I still believe in us, even if the world doesn’t.

      “Jesus,” I breathe out, the words hitting me square in the chest. “That hits hard.”

      She nods slowly. “They weren’t allowed to be in love in public. Still, they mattered and their story still matters. They helped feed people. They cherished each other. Their love alone deserves to be remembered.”

      I glance at her. She’s not just reciting facts, she’s carrying them with her. She sees through time and space, caring for people the world forgot and refuses to let them stay buried.

      “You saved this story,” I say in awe.

      “I only uncovered it. They wrote it.”

      I don’t know why she downplays her role, but I know what I see. I see someone quietly changing the world without applause or recognition.

      “You talk about these people like you carry them with you.”

      She lifts one shoulder in a shrug, but it’s not flippant. “I guess I do.”

      I’ve never wanted to kiss someone more than I do right now. Not because she’s gorgeous—though, let’s be honest, she is—but because she’s real. Bone-deep, soul-level real. The kind of woman who walks through a world of forgotten names and whispers, “You mattered. You still do.”

      Clearing my throat, I try to find words that match the weight in my chest. “I think I get it now.” She looks up at me, brows raised. “This,” I motion around us. “Why it’s more than a job to you—why it’s your heartbeat.”

      Her lips part, letting out a quiet gasp. There’s a shine in her eyes. I take a step closer.

      “I want to matter like that. Not because I scored a goal or made some highlight reel. I want to mean something…to someone,” I explain.

      Her gaze doesn’t waver. “You already do.”

      The moment floors me. Not just the words, but the certainty in them. Like it’s not up for debate. We stand there for a moment, not touching or speaking, everything between us feeling altered. Like gravity shifted somehow.

      Then she grins, breaking the heaviness with a glint of mischief. “Want to see the weirdest item we’ve got?”

      I’m relieved at the change of topic because things were getting heavy and I want us to enjoy our time together. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      She heads toward a locked cabinet in the corner, opening it with a flick of her wrist. She lifts the lid of a white archival box, humming to herself.

      I lean in, only to jerk back with a laugh. “Is that a fucking hot dog?”

      “Preserved hot dog,” she corrects in the most librarian tone imaginable, as if I just misidentified a priceless artifact. “Dropped behind a concession stand in the Peacocks’ arena in the early 50s. Found during renovations in the late 90s. The reason why we know when it was left behind is the design on its paper bag.”

      I shake my head, still laughing. “Only hockey fans would turn that into a historical artifact.”

      “Exactly. That’s why I kinda love it.”

      She’s ridiculous, brilliant and unexpectedly sexy. Damn, I’m so far gone, it’s stupid.

      Stepping in again, I let my fingers barely graze hers. “Willa?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m really glad you invited me in here.”

      Her expression softens. “Me too.”

      I think about kissing her. Right here, surrounded by ghosts of the past, beautiful letters, and even that stupid hot dog. But I don’t. Not yet. Not with sacred stories lining the shelves and her soul still alight with purpose.
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      We step out of the museum after three a.m., the door clicking shut behind us. The streets are nearly empty now, the wind brushing fallen leaves along the sidewalk. The city feels suspended in time, reminding us that even a metropolitan like New York City needs to catch its breath sometimes.

      Pulling my coat tighter around myself, I glance at Nolan. His hands are in his jacket pockets, that lazy, contented grin tugging at his mouth.

      “Well,” I start, double-checking the door behind us is locked, “I’d say that was the best after-hours museum tour on record.”

      “I think we made history.”

      I let out a sound that’s a mix of a chuckle and a groan. “That was awful.”

      “You still laughed.”

      “Out of pity.”

      He grins, nudging my arm as we start strolling. My apartment’s ten minutes away, and I’m in no hurry to end this night. Even the quiet feels good with him.

      “You really love that place, don’t you?” Nolan asks two blocks later.

      “The museum?”

      “Yeah. I could tell. You were totally in your element.”

      “I mean, it’s kind of my dream job. Getting access to rare archives and original correspondence…I live for that stuff.”

      His lips curve, making me melt inside. “I enjoyed watching you geek out more than anything else we saw in there.”

      My cheeks feel warm all of a sudden. Looking down at the sidewalk, then back at him, I try not to smile too wide. “You didn’t enjoy the commemorative bobblehead display of former Brooklyn players?”

      “Look, I’m not declaring it was a life-changing experience, but the peacock statue with the monocle was more of a highlight. And that damn hot dog.”

      My stomach chooses that moment to growl. Loudly. Ford raises his brows. “Was that you or a subway train?”

      “Shut up,” I groan. “We skipped dinner and I’m starving.”

      He straightens up like a man on a mission. “Alright then. Lead the way to a late-night slice. I trust your judgment.”

      “You’re not familiar with Manhattan?”

      “Nope,” he admits. “I don’t enjoy big crowds and the City is full of them. You can probably tell I only come here for games, rarely seeing much outside the arena and the hotel.”

      “A little,” I tease. “But lucky for you, there’s a legendary pizza place nearby. It has a red neon sign that always flickers, so you can’t miss it. It’s a total hole-in-the-wall, one of those real deals.”

      “I’ll follow you anywhere for cheesy goodness.”

      We round the corner, the flickering red glow of Sal’s cutting through the night. The place is barely more than a box with fogged-up windows that have seen better decades but it’s open all day every day.

      Walking in, the local hotspot smells like garlic, rich tomato sauce, and heaven. There’s a guy in a bumblebee costume nursing a slice and an older man sweeping behind the counter. We order two slices and a drink each, and take stools by the entrance. Our knees brush beneath the narrow table.

      “If I die from happiness, it’s on you for keeping me out so long and feeding me one of the best things I’ve ever put in my mouth,” I moan after my first bite.

      Ford watches me like I’m the only person in the room. “Worth it.”

      He takes a bite of his own slice, and I watch his eyes widen slightly.

      “Okay,” he mumbles through a mouthful. “You weren’t exaggerating. This is dangerously good.”

      “Right?” I gesture toward the counter. “Sal’s is open twenty-four hours for a reason. It’s saved more lives than aspirin.”

      “Honestly, that might be true.” He glances over at me, pizza halfway to his mouth. “I’ve got a question…”

      “Go for it.”

      “What’s something totally niche you find interesting? Nothing to do with history or movies.”

      I grin because I’ve a perfect answer. “Bird identification.”

      He blinks. “You mean bird watching?”

      “Kind of. I have this app that IDs birds by sound. I use it on my walks, and keep a running list of every species I’ve spotted in the City.”

      “That’s kind of amazing. You keep surprising me with all these oddly cool things about you.”

      I shrug, sipping my pop. “It started as a pandemic thing. I needed to get out of the apartment, and I guess I never stopped. Urban nature is wildly underrated.”

      “Okay, you win.”

      “Oh, don’t act like you don’t have one.”

      He lets out a short, sheepish laugh. “I build LEGO sets. Big ones. I even did the Titanic last year.”

      “That thing has nearly ten thousand pieces!”

      “It’s actually nine thousand ninety pieces. Took me three weeks between the games and practices to put it together.” He beams proudly.

      “Okay, first of all, I respect the commitment. Second, I love that we’re both closet nerds.”

      “I’m not even in the closet about it,” he says, taking another bite of his food. “I posted a time-lapse of the build on Reddit. Got chirped by my teammates for weeks after one of them spotted it, recognizing my living room.”

      “You think you could build a LEGO pigeon for me?”

      He leans in slightly, his voice dropping. “Only if you let me deliver it in person.”

      “I would love nothing more.”

      Something flickers between us at that moment. Not just attraction, but the kind of easy understanding that most people don’t find until they’ve known each other for years.

      “So we’re all about history, movies, birds and LEGOs,” he sums up.

      “That sounds like a solid foundation.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      The cold bites sharper as we step outside after our late night dinner. Ford takes my hand and his calloused fingers feel like they belong against mine. He feels safe.

      We walk another block, my steps slowing when we reach the familiar corner.

      “This is me,” I point toward the building I have called home for five years.

      “You sure you don’t live on a movie set? This place is exactly how they portray New York on TV.”

      “Only on Tuesdays and during Mercury retrograde.”

      The sound of his laughter travels all the way to the tips of my toes. Turning to face him, my hand still wrapped in his, I stretch up to kiss him.

      This one lingers longer, being the kind of kiss that shifts the ground under your feet if you aren’t careful. The kind you’ll remember, even when everything else fades.

      When I pull back, his eyes stay closed for half a second longer before opening. There’s something new there—dark and deep want. Lust even.

      Gathering my nerves, I ask the question that’s been humming in my chest since we left the archives, “Do you want to come in?”

      He doesn’t answer right away, squeezing my hand. Then he says, “Only if I get to kiss you the rest of the night.”

      He declares it so easily, making it the most obvious thing in the world. Like there’s nowhere else he’d rather be. I nod nervously and unlock the front door. The lobby is quiet, lit by the flicker of a single wall lamp and the low buzz of the exit sign.

      The elevator’s ancient, so we take the stairs to my third floor apartment. We climb up, neither of us speaking, everything between us feeling loud with anticipation. Our hands are still touching and his thumb moves gently over mine.

      By the time we reach my floor, the silence between us has shifted to something charged. I fumble with my keys, acutely aware of his presence behind me, close enough to feel but not touching. My entire being shakes slightly as I turn the lock.

      Not because I’m nervous. Because I want this. So much more than I expected to. Somehow, I know he’s going to give me exactly what I want and more.
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      The second we’re inside her apartment Willa pushes the door closed and grabs the front of my jacket, pulling me in. We’re pressed together, chest to chest, breath to breath. Her gaze burns into mine, full of the same want that’s been clawing at me since the moment we left the club.

      “You sure?” I ask, my voice low.

      “More than sure.”

      I don’t need to hear it twice, backing her toward the living room as my fingers find the edge of her costume. The fabric of the mummy dress clings to her luscious curves, and I can’t wait to see every inch of her without it.

      “You have no idea,” I murmur against her mouth, “how much I’ve wanted to unwrap you.”

      She laughs, breathy and low, the sound shooting straight to my hardening cock. I bite my lip, peeling away the first strip of gauze from her body. Then another. And another.

      She stands still, trusting me, letting me take my time. Which I do, because she’s breathtaking and worthy of all the attention.

      Every layer I remove reveals more of her—lush skin, soft dips and swells, strong thighs, the slope of her belly, the curve of her full hips. Trailing my palms down her naked sides and over her waist, I memorize her shape. She shivers when I brush the outside of her thigh. The small, breathy sound she makes next nearly undoes me.

      “Goddamn, Willa,” I whisper, stepping back to drink her in. “You’re unreal. Every inch of you. Your thighs. Your hips. That gorgeous belly. These perfect breasts—” I trace the curves of her chest with my thumbs. “You’re everything I’ve ever wanted and more.”

      “I love hearing that.” She grabs the front of my shirt, voice rough with want. “Now you. Take it off.”

      Stripping quickly, I shrug out of my jacket and shirt in one motion. Her gaze follows my movements, sharp and steady, cataloging every detail. Hooking my thumbs into the waistband of my pants, I push them and my briefs down. She doesn’t shy away, her appraisal dragging over my bare body.

      “Holy shit,” she murmurs, half to herself. “You’re—” Her words trail off, the glimmer in her eyes portraying everything. It’s caught somewhere between the urge to stare and the need to reach for me. Maybe both.

      Letting her take me in without hurry, her expression shifts. It’s not only desire, but awe. She licks her lips. “I’ve spent so long convincing myself someone like you didn’t exist…now you’re here and I don’t know what to do with it.”

      “Yeah?” I ask, stepping closer. “That good?”

      She meets my gaze, cheeks flushed. “Better.”

      That single word lights a fire low in my gut. Sliding my hands down her thighs, I lift her effortlessly and carry her to the couch. She spreads her legs, her breath hitching when my fingers brush her center. She’s soaked, all warm and ready for me. The sound she makes when I slide one finger inside her is pure need, a mix of a gasp and a moan, going straight to my spine.

      “Look at you,” I rasp, curling my finger gently, drawing another gasp from her lips. “So wet and needy for my touch.”

      She arches toward me, fumbling for my rock solid cock. I’m already having a hard time controlling my reaction to her, and when she wraps her delicate hand around my hardening length, I nearly lose it right then.

      “Fuck, Willa,” I breathe as I thrust another finger inside her, feeling her pulse around me. “If you keep touching me, this is going to be over before we even get started.”

      “Then we’ll try again. We have all night.”

      She strokes me with a rhythm that matches my fingers working her over. Her thighs tremble with pleasure as I dip my digits in and out of her. My vision swims feeling her touch wrapped around me, thinking about how amazing she’ll feel taking me inside of her tightness. Summoning strength I didn’t think I had, I tear my hand away and turn to kiss her hard, desperate to regain control of myself.

      “I want to be inside you when I come for the first time,” I groan, breath fanning against her lips. “I want you to ride me and take every inch I give you.”

      Her breath catches, and she nods, dark eyes locked on mine. “Condom?”

      I reach into my discarded pants, heart pounding. Opening my wallet, I find the foil packet one of my teammates gave me on our way to the club.

      “Thank fuck for this,” I mutter.

      She laughs, a deep, throaty sound that I swear I’ll hear in my dreams for weeks. After I roll the protection on, I sit on the couch, motioning her closer. She swings a leg over me, straddling my lap with a confidence that makes me dizzy.

      Her thighs bracket mine, warm and solid and so fucking perfect. Her hands settle on my shoulders, anchoring herself as she slowly sinks down onto me.

      I groan, head falling back. “Fuck, Willa. Just like that.”

      Feeling her this way, all wrapped around me, makes me wonder how I ever went this long without her. My hands find her hips, then slide up her waist, fingers splayed wide to hold onto her as she begins to move. Each roll of her body sends fire up my spine. Her skin’s flushed, lips parted in pleasure.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful.” I press my mouth to the slope of her breast, tasting the salt of her skin and the sweetness of the moment. “You also feel like heaven.”

      Her voice cracks with wonder. “And you fill me up so good, Nolan.”

      Her fingers tangle in my hair as she kisses me, desperate and messy. So damn perfect. She moves with purpose now, chasing something we both want to find.

      “I’m so close,” she breathes, forehead pressed to mine.

      “Let go for me,” I rasp, tightening my grip on her hips. “I’ve got you.”

      She shatters in my arms a heartbeat later, her body clenching around me, breath caught in a silent cry that breaks open seconds later in a guttural moan that undoes me.

      I follow with a groan, hips jerking up as the pleasure slams into me, hot and consuming. It steals my breath, hollows me out and fills me all at once. I hold on to her, not letting go.

      She rests her forehead to my shoulder, her breath warm and unsteady on my skin. Post-orgasm trembles still work through her limbs as I wrap my arms around her, pulling her tight, anchoring us both in the afterglow. We stay tangled together, slick with sweat.

      “Holy shit,” she mutters, voice muffled against my shoulder. “Is it always that intense with you?”

      I kiss the crown of her head, still trying to catch my breath. “I was about to ask you the same thing.”

      She tilts her head, hair sticking to her damp cheek, eyes glassy and wide. “Because if it is,” she murmurs, “I might never let you go.”

      Her words hit me hard as I brush her hair with my fingertips. “You might be stuck with me, then.”

      She shifts slightly, still wrapped around me, then presses a soft kiss below my jaw. And I’m right where I’m meant to be. The way we fit is inevitable.
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      The morning light filters through the sheer curtains, bathing the room in its glow. My legs are tangled with Nolan’s, my cheek resting on his bare chest, the rhythm of his heartbeat steady beneath my ear.

      I should be exhausted—we didn’t sleep much—but there's a different type of energy thrumming in my veins. Not adrenaline. Not nerves. It’s something gentler I don’t have a name for yet.

      Carefully, I shift, trying not to wake him. His arm tightens around me for a moment before relaxing. I slip from the warmth of the bed and pad across the hardwood, pulling on my mint green robe as I head for the kitchen.

      My apartment is the same as it was yesterday—small, familiar and all mine. But now it holds the echo of his voice and the imprint of his weight on my couch. There’s the faint scent of his cologne lingering on my skin and in the air. His clothes are piled next to the front door, making my cheeks flush thinking about how quickly we got naked once arriving at my place last night.

      I start the coffee, savoring the comforting smell as it brews. Rummaging through my kitchen, I try to put together something to eat. While heating the pan and letting the coffee brew, I grab eggs from the fridge, slice a few pieces of sourdough and cut a ripe avocado.

      I’m plating the scrambled eggs when I hear footsteps behind me. He’s standing in my kitchen nook, like he belongs right here. His boxers hang low on his hips, and one of my throw blankets is draped around his shoulders imitating a cape. His hair is a mess, tousled and sticking up, and his eyelids are heavy with sleep. He’s rumpled and unguarded, beautiful in a way that steals my breath.

      “You made breakfast?” His voice is scratchy and oh so sexy. It makes my insides purr.

      I hold out a plate, the corners of my mouth tugging up. “Nothing fancy, but it’s hot and it’ll get you full.”

      “You’re officially the perfect woman,” he brushes an unhurried kiss to my cheek before grabbing his mug. “Good morning, my Muse.”

      I freaking love the nickname. “Good morning, Nolan.”

      We sit on the couch with the plates balanced on our laps, the moment quiet except for the soft clink of forks and the occasional hum of appreciation. There’s no rush. No awkwardness. Only that still, suspended feeling of two people wrapped in a moment that neither of them wants to end.

      He glances at my bookshelves, a knowing expression on his face. “So many books. You really are the sexy librarian type.”

      “You’re lucky I like you,” I tease, nudging his knee with mine. “Otherwise that would’ve earned you a full lecture on feminist academic representation.”

      “God, I’d let you lecture me all day,” he groans dramatically. “You could’ve worn glasses last night, too…”

      “Shut up and eat your eggs, Mr. Ford.”

      He laughs, mouth full of sourdough. My heart aches with a tender kind of joy I didn’t know I missed as I admire him carefree like this. Then his gaze flicks to the clock on the wall. His expression shifts—just a flicker—but I catch it.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I have to be at the airport by noon,” he mutters. “I don’t want to leave.”

      My stomach dips following his words. “Are you going home today?”

      “We’ve got a three-game stretch on the West Coast. We’ll be in California tonight.”

      “Tough games?”

      He shrugs. “One of them is. We’ve got a point gap to close.”

      “You’ll win,” I assure him, reaching for his hand. “You’ve got that Rick O’Connell confidence thing going for you.”

      He grins that unfairly charming grin. “And you’ve got that Evie-level belief in me. Dangerous combo.”

      “Deadly,” I agree.

      When the food is gone and only half-full coffee mugs remain, he pulls his phone from the pocket of his pants. “Give me your number.”

      I rattle it off while grabbing mine, his thumb tapping his screen. My phone vibrates, making me check it. The only thing he texted me is a flame emoji.

      “I can’t with you sometimes,” I mumble, saving his contact information for future use.

      “I saved you under My Muse.” I arch a brow at his comment. “Could’ve gone with Willa the Sexy Historian, but I didn’t want you to ghost me for being too intense.”

      “Yet you’re texting me flame emojis.”

      “Look, I’m not the best when it comes to flirting. I’m an awkward turtle trying to impress the pretty girl.”

      “You’re doing a great job with it so far.” I reach for his hand again, my voice softer now. “I know long-distance can be messy. Still, I want to try it with you. Even if it means bad timing, missed dates, and FaceTime calls at midnight.”

      His voice is steady when he replies, “I want that, too.”

      “Really?”

      “Willa, I’d cross time zones for you.”

      I’m caught off guard by his words and how much I love the way he says my name. How easy it feels. How real this already is.

      “I’ve never felt this connected to someone so fast,” I admit, thumb brushing along his knuckles. “I know that sounds⁠—”

      “It doesn’t,” he cuts in gently, his eyes holding mine. “Because I feel it too.”

      He kisses the back of my hand, takes one last sip of coffee and rises with a resigned sigh. He moves around the apartment, gathering his things, the morning light painting him with soft colors as he gets ready to leave. I admire the way his hair still sticks up and how his mouth twitches when he catches me memorizing the curve of his broad shoulders.

      At the door, he finally pauses. Not to check for his keys or the time, but to look around one last time. His gaze lingers on the couch, the mugs on the table, the blanket he borrowed and lastly on me.

      “You’ll be back,” I promise him.

      His smile is soft, almost hesitant. “You think so?”

      “I know so.”

      Then he walks across the room to kiss me. Once. Twice. Three times.

      Every kiss holds a message he’s speaking with his actions instead of words. I press each detail into memory—the warmth of him, the way he feels holding me and the clean manly scent that’s becoming familiar.

      I walk him down the stairs, keeping a tight grip on him, not caring who sees us or what time it is. The street is still quiet, the City waking up slowly around us.

      When the Uber pulls up, Nolan turns to me and leans in for one more kiss. It’s slower, yet deeper this time.

      “I’ll text you when I land,” he promises, brushing a strand of hair behind my ear. “And probably every hour after. I’ve never wanted to stay so badly.”

      “The sooner you go, the sooner we’ll be reunited.”

      “I guess I have to believe in that, even if leaving you is the hardest thing I’ve done in years.”

      He squeezes my hand one last time, then gets in, letting go. The door clicks shut, and a moment later, the cab pulls away. Just like that, he’s gone—for now.

      Walking up the steps back to my now empty apartment, the ache in my chest isn’t sadness. It’s knowing my life has been changed by the wrong date, yet the right guy.
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      A year later

      Once upon a time, I was standing in a crowded Manhattan club, bored out of my mind, wearing a Rick O’Connell costume and seriously considering faking an injury to escape.

      Now I’m in a newly renovated house in suburban Minneapolis with the same blue bandana tied around my neck. The difference? Everything. There’s an extraordinary woman humming softly by the mirror across the room, applying a swipe of deep red lipstick with the kind of precision that should honestly be illegal. I can’t stop staring at her.

      Willa. My partner. My favorite person. The smartest and sexiest historian to ever walk the earth.

      She moved back to Minnesota a few months after we met. Said something about needing a change and wanting to see where this could go. Thank God she meant it. Now she works remotely for the same museum in New York, consulting on exhibitions and archival research from her home office down the hall. She flies out there every couple of months for big projects or events. But most days, she’s here with me when I’m not traveling with the team.

      “You ready yet, my Muse?”

      She turns slowly, and my breath catches for the hundredth time today. A beige pencil skirt hugs her generous hips, white blouse tucked in, the sleeves casually rolled to the elbows like she just returned from an archaeological dig.

      Her blonde hair is pinned up in that effortless twist she somehow pulls off. There are round wire-rimmed glasses perched on her nose that make me want to kiss the hell out of her and also let her quiz me on any historical period she chooses.

      She gives me this little proud smirk, knowing exactly what she’s doing to my self-restraint.

      “Do I pass?” she asks, striking a mock-innocent pose.

      “Pass?” I’m across the room in three strides, hands on her waist, pulling her flush against me. “You just aced every test.”

      She chuckles, her arms sliding up around my neck. “You’re such a nerd.”

      “You’re the one who owns three annotated copies of The Mummy screenplay.”

      “Because I value both films and history.”

      I lean in and kiss her, my lips lingering on hers, reminding myself this is my life. That I get to do this. That she’s mine.

      “God, I love you,” I murmur.

      Her eyes soften, the way they always do when those words leave my lips. “I love you too.”

      We hold each other, swaying gently in our little orbit. The sounds of the Halloween party next door filter through the open window. We’re supposed to be there soon. Because lucky me, one of my teammates lives in the house with his family.

      Right now, none of that matters. Right now, it’s just her and me like that one fateful night.

      I step back enough to take her in, to really look at her. “One year ago, I thought I’d never see you again when you decided to give that asshole Greg a chance.”

      “Well,” she says, looping her finger around my bandana, “good thing us history nerds crave a good story and ours wasn’t finished.”

      “True, but also, fate just really loves Rick O’Connell.”

      She throws her head back, her laugh bright and completely unguarded. I swear I’ll never get tired of that sound. Not in a year or fifty. Not in eternity.

      Outside, the neighborhood glows in amber light, jack-o’-lanterns flickering in a gentle wind, and costumed kids shriek down sidewalks. But here inside, the warmth between us is something deeper than any costume or coincidence. It’s history, written in the tiny moments. The late-night calls when I’m on the road, the quiet mornings together in our home, the books left open on the coffee table when we’re too busy kissing while “reading” together, and the way she always steals the covers in bed.

      We’re exactly where we’re supposed to be. Me as Rick, her as Evie. Still blown away that we found each other in a city full of strangers. After all, she was waiting for her blind date. Then fate interfered.
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      Costume: Pumpkin

      Trope: Cinderella/wrong side of the tracks

      

      Blurb:

      I only agree to go to the Aspenridge College hockey team’s Halloween party because I can wear a costume and stay anonymous. So imagine my shock when Xavier Laitmon—my lab partner and hockey heartthrob—recognizes me instantly. He assumes I’d never be into a guy like him because of where he comes from, but the truth is, I’m the one with something to learn.

      About judgment.

      And maybe about him.
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      This is a stupid decision. Possibly my worst ever.

      Returning to the hockey house after the incident two years ago. No matter how many times my friend Liliana Fairley-Ferguson has invited me to come with her, I’ve turned her down. I can’t show my face here.

      Or I thought I couldn’t.

      The difference tonight is it’s a Halloween party, and the invite came directly from a hockey player. One who wasn’t—thankfully—living here the night of the incident.

      Xavier Laitmon.

      He’s in my Social and Emotional Development class, and we’re lab partners. He grew up local to Havenwood, Vermont, where Aspenridge is. I don’t know the exact town, but he’s made it clear his home life wasn’t the best, and living in the hockey house this year has been a privilege. I don’t remember how the topic came up, but I got the sense he appreciated me listening. Maybe he was having a bad day or something. For whatever reason, I learned a lot about him that day. More so than I had learned the entire last semester when we first met in an elective.

      It was a lecture class, so we didn’t interact much, not that I didn’t know he was there, though I’m sure he didn’t know I was. Even with Liliana’s help to elevate my appearance into someone cooler over the past two years, he’s way out of my league. Not only is he a hockey legend on campus—with the stats to back it up—but he’s handsome as all heck. And he knows it. He’s also smarter than he lets people believe, something I noticed last year and continues to impress me this semester.

      He’s been trying to get me to come to a party all semester, but he sweetened the pot this time with the costume party. It didn’t seem like a pity invite, either, which is why I said yes in the moment, hoping he’d forget he even invited me.

      But he kept asking, almost every time we had class and during every lab. Since I had already committed, I felt bad backing out, even when the thought of showing my face here again makes me feel like I have to vomit.

      Certain I could find a costume that would conceal my identity, I started Googling ideas and stumbled across one for “identity thief,” which I thought was brilliant. It was easy to make, and the mask would hide my identity enough. It was Liliana’s idea to use the players’ last names as my “stolen” identities. She thought they’d get a kick out of it.

      Now, here I am, standing across the street from the old Victorian with the oversized front porch held up with columns, the wide, stone steps leading inside, in my costume, working up the courage to go in. I’m not holding my breath that Xavier’s waiting for me particularly, nor that he’d miss me if I were a no-show. Sure, he’d ask about it in class, pester me why I didn’t show up, wonder why I left him hanging. He’d probably use those exact words. I stifle my giggle at hearing them coming from his mouth.

      “Weidman, you coming in?”

      I glance over at where the voice came from, more nerves taking over when I realize my costume isn’t concealing my identity at all if Xavier could identify me from across the street.

      I’m saved by having to answer him when Liliana appears at my side. She wears a hockey jersey—shocking. The girl’s in love with the game and one of the former players on the team. Oh, and her dad’s the coach. We’ve gotten to know each other pretty well over the past two years since being assigned to the same child psychology class our sophomore year.

      “You made it. I wasn’t sure you’d come.” Her eyes zip up and down my costume, a smile spreading across her lips. She loops her arm in mine and walks us across the street. Without waiting for me to be ready. “Great job on the costume. They’re going to love it.”

      “Xavier already spotted me. As me.” My voice pitches higher the closer we get to the door. And the man standing guard. Even in messy, brown overalls and a dirty, light blue thermal shirt underneath detracts nothing from his handsomeness or his hockey-honed muscles.

      Not that I’ve noticed his good looks.

      Or his muscles.

      Or the way his hair is longer during hockey season as compared to spring semester.

      Nope, not even a little.

      My palms sweat for a different reason, and I’m overthinking this idea even harder.

      “The man invited you to the party. He wants you here.”

      “What if it’s to humiliate me? Get me wasted so I end up like last time?” A full-body shudder runs through me. Once was embarrassing enough. I’m not stupid enough to drink too much tonight, but I’ve also developed more of a tolerance for alcohol since that fateful night.

      Liliana pulls me to the side, instructing the people walking behind us on the sidewalk to go around. She puts her hands on my shoulders. “He didn’t, Deal. It’s been two years. I doubt he knows what happened. If it’s not related to hockey, most everything goes in one ear and out the other.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “You know I am. And besides, he’s already seen you. No turning back now.” She yelps. “And he’s, um, heading this way.”

      A horde of butterflies takes flight in my abdomen. “What do you mean he’s coming this way?” I grit out.

      She doesn’t answer before Xavier emerges in my peripheral vision. He addresses Liliana. “Fairley-Ferguson, you’re missing your other half.”

      “He’s on his way. Said something about more beer.” She shrugs, her hands drop from my shoulders, and she scoots away. I’m left with Xavier and the way his narrowed gaze ogles my costume.

      Up close scrutiny reveals the mess on his pants seems like dried pumpkin guts and seeds. Weird.

      He snaps his fingers. “An identity thief. Clever.” He plucks the index card with his last name off the shirt. “You have to earn this one.” He shoves it in the back pocket of his overalls. I should be more upset at the way he stole it, but I can’t find fault with him.

      “This is your costume?” With nerves palpitating through me, it comes out more accusatory than I’d like.
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