

[image: Stand Your Ground by Kandi Steiner. An illustrated woman in a yellow jumpsuit bends back and pulls down a hockey player in a blue sweatshirt for a kiss. They stand on an ice rink in a blue and yellow hockey stadium and there is a hockey stick and a puck behind them.]




Also in the Kings of the Ice series

by Kandi Steiner

Meet Your Match
 Watch Your Mouth
 Learn Your Lesson
 Save Your Breath









STAND YOUR GROUND


[image: ]


KINGS OF THE ICE 5


KANDI STEINER


[image: Renegade logo]




First published in the United States in 2025 by Kandi Steiner, LLC


First published in Great Britain in 2026 by Renegade Books


an imprint of Quercus


Part of John Murray Group


Copyright ©  Kandi Steiner 2026


The moral right of KANDI STEINER to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Cover illustration by Rachel Lawston


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.




This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.




A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


ebook ISBN 978-1-40875-122-0








Quercus


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


John Murray Group


Part of Hodder & Stoughton Limited


An Hachette UK company


The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland, 8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland (email: info@hbgi.ie)




AUTHOR'S NOTE


Hi, reader.

If you’ve read my books before, you know I always aim to deliver heart, angst, and steam. This story still has all of that — but I want to prepare you that it also turns the heat up higher than some of my past work. You’ll find scenes here that are bolder, kinkier, and more exploratory in nature.

Because of that, I want you to feel safe as you read. At the back of this book, you’ll find a complete list of content warnings and notes about some of the sexual elements that may be new or surprising, including Carter’s group experience as a rookie and the role of The Manor in his journey. Please take a look if you’d like more detail before diving in.

At the end of the day, this is still a love story — one full of vulnerability, growth, and two people learning to trust each other in and out of the bedroom. I hope you enjoy the ride.

With love and gratitude, 
Kandi







To the ones who rise from the wreckage 
and turn pain into power.

This one’s for you.




Scan the QR code to enjoy Kandi’s

Stand Your Ground playlist as you meet

the sexiest hockey players around . . .
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CHAPTER 1




BARK, BARK




Carter



“Did you take a pill before coming in?” Livia asked me, hanging one hand on her slim hip as the other pointed a very sharp tool in my direction. “Because that shot only numbs your jaw, and I know you gotta be high to say what you just said to me.”

“Come on, Liv. Look—”

“Doctor Young,” she corrected me, one dark brow sliding up into her hairline. “This isn’t a barbecue at Daddy P’s house. You’re in my chair, at my job, and you will respect me and call me by my hard-earned title.”

Fuck.

My cock hardened at her tone, at the way she snapped at me, at how she made me feel small and somehow made me buzz to life at the same time.

“Yes, Doctor,” I breathed.

Livia narrowed her gaze, dropping it to my lap before she rolled her eyes. She was trying to keep her sassy attitude intact, but I saw the smile she was fighting. “Oh, my God, Carter, you don’t seriously have a boner right now?”

“Can you blame me? That was fucking hot.”

My words slurred a little as my jaw began to numb.

As a professional hockey player, I’d had my fair share of dental work. But somehow, I’d managed to avoid taking a high stick hard enough to break my tooth and send most of it flying onto the ice.

Until last night’s game.

Which was why I was here now, in Dr. Livia Young’s chair, shooting a shot that, until now, I’d been too afraid to shoot. And no, I wasn’t just asking her to fix my tooth.

I was asking her to take me under her wing and train me to be better in bed — and in dating, period.

I’d known Livia for years. She was the dentist for the Tampa Bay Ospreys, the team I was now on a one-way contract with. She was also best friends with Maven Tanev, who was married to one of my teammates and closest friends. Because of that, we ran in the same circle — attended the same parties, went out to the same places, watched the same group of friends grow up and get married and move on while we played on the sidelines.

Maybe that was what had courage swelling up in my chest like a wave. It hadn’t even been two months since we celebrated the wedding of our friends Aleks and Mia, and now, the whole friend group was preparing to celebrate Will and Chloe and their nuptials.

I had a sneaking suspicion Livia didn’t care one way or another, but I was tired of watching everyone else find their happiness when I couldn’t even find a fucking date.

Don’t get me wrong — I loved my teammates, even when they ragged on me, and I was happy they were all finding their soulmates.


I was just also unhappy that my confidence had been eviscerated by an absolute hard ass of a coach when I was fifteen, and I had yet to recover it.

It pissed me off that something I should have been over by now had soiled not only my performance on the ice, but off it, too.

But that’s how trauma works, as my therapist so often loved to remind me. We don’t get to choose how long it sticks around and keeps its claws in us. We don’t get to turn a dial and make it suck less. It’s a part of us, like a mole or a scar, and we have to learn to live with it.

So, that’s where I was now — acceptance.

My confidence was shit. I couldn’t land a date to save my life, let alone a girlfriend.

But Livia Young was just the woman to help me change that.

She pinched the bridge of her nose, that sharp tool still dangling in her other hand. Her dental assistant stood by silently, a mask covering part of her shocked face, though I could see the young girl’s eyes flicking between me and Livia. What I could see of her pale skin was flushed red. But I had no shame when it came to Livia Young, and she’d never been afraid to speak her mind, either.

That was just one of the many reasons I knew she was right for this job.

“Carter, you are in my chair because you were hit in the face and your two lower central incisors have been blown to bits like a mortar went off in your mouth.”

“I love when you talk dentist to me.”

“And the only lesson I will be giving you,” she continued, waving that tool around like a wand. “Is to get a better mouth guard and learn how to dodge a high stick.”


She was so gorgeous I could barely think straight as I listened to her threats, the corner of my mouth lifting helplessly. Deep brown skin, smooth and enticing, dark black hair pulled into a tight, professional bun. She wore little makeup today, and she was still stunning.

But I also knew that woman when she wasn’t wearing a white coat.

I knew her in silky, body-hugging dresses and sky-high heels.

I knew her with red-painted lips and gold metal through every hole on her body.

And I knew, from the little comments she’d let slip over the years, that she owned more than a few leather outfits that had whips to match.

Which was exactly why I knew she was the right one to propose my hare-brained idea to. Any other woman would have already laughed in my face — if they’d even managed to hear me out.

What grown ass man asks a grown ass woman to teach him how to have swag in the bedroom — and out of it, too?

Me.

The kind of man who clams up or shoots off a corny pick-up line any time he’s remotely attracted to a woman, all thanks to a bald, bastardly son-of-a-bitch who made him feel like the dirt beneath his feet years ago.

“Come on,” I begged again, swinging my legs over the chair so I could sit up and face her. “Look at me, Li— er, Doctor Young,” I amended when she cocked a brow. “I need help.”

“I won’t argue that.”

“And who better to teach me than the master herself?”

I smirked a little with the use of the word master — well, as much as I could with half my jaw numb, anyway. If I knew anything about Livia Young, it was that she loved a compliment. And damn if she didn’t deserve every single one that had ever existed.

There were women, and then there were women like her — elegant without effort, sophisticated and composed, polished like a fine jewel. She didn’t have to try to be beautiful or powerful or confident. All of it existed within her like the blood that ran through her veins.

She commanded attention from the second she walked into a room.

And from the first time I’d met her, she’d turned me to absolute putty any time we were within a foot of each other.

She was used to my antics, to my non-threatening grin and eye roll-inducing pickup lines. And even though she pretended to be annoyed by me (okay, she probably was slightly annoyed by me), she also laughed at my jokes. She smiled and tilted her head at me when I flirted with her, like she was just a little curious even if she pretended not to be.

I knew the woman saw my attraction for her, but this was the first time I was calling her on it — really bringing it to the surface.

And asking her to agree to the most ridiculous agreement anyone ever had, I was sure.

Livia watched me for a moment before she sighed, nodding to her assistant to take a break and leave us alone. I could hear the distant sound of drills and water picks from rooms down the hall as the door opened, the assistant left, and then it was just the two of us.

Liv crossed her arms, leaning a hip against the counter as she finally released the tool she’d been holding fast to. Even in the sharp and harsh light of the fluorescents above us, and even with a strange pair of magnifying goggle things strapped around her neck — she was still a knockout.

“What exactly are you proposing?”

I sat up straighter, hope ballooning in my chest. “Simple — I want you teach me how to break a woman’s back in bed.”

“There are magazines for this, you know,” she shot back. “And YouTube.”

“You think I haven’t tried that?” I grabbed the back of my neck. “You think I’m not embarrassed as fuck to admit to anyone, least of all you, that I’m still a virgin?”

Something sparkled in her eyes at that.

“I mean, unless you count the one time a puck bunny let me stick it in her butt, which I don’t, because it was in a room with three other guys getting to do the same thing.”

Livia barked out a laugh. “Okay, I want that story someday, but while we’re on limited time… why do you want this?”

My throat thickened a bit with her question, the truth churning in my gut. But I was too numb and too desperate to get into the real meat of it right now. I wasn’t too proud to beg for help, but I was maybe a bit too proud to admit the source of my despair.

So I went for the shallow reason, instead.

“Isn’t it obvious?” I shrugged. “I’m a professional athlete. I go out at least twice a week and have girls hanging all over me, but I can never land the deal. Either I run them off with my pathetic attempt at flirting or I get them home and fucking choke.” I ran a hand through my hair, shaking my head as I looked at the ground. My jaw was really numb now, words slurring a bit, and I knew Livia needed to get to work doing whatever hellish things she needed to do to me before this numbness wore off. “I’m hopeless, alright? Somehow, I figured my shit out on the ice. I’m in the National League now, no longer being sent down to the A, and I’ve got a lot to offer someone. I just… I can’t prove that if I can’t get past first base.”

Livia’s gaze softened.

“Plus, I’m horny.”

She laughed the sweetest, most genuine laugh at that.

I beamed with my broken-tooth grin, swallowing down the fact that the woman I’d most like to prove myself to was her. I liked Livia. I had for years. I knew it, she knew it, our whole fucking crew knew it — and they all teased me about it because they all saw the obvious.

She was entirely out of my league.

We were exact opposites; her dominant and me submissive, her confident and me insecure, her living carefree while I struggled to feel adequate every day I woke up.

Yes, I wanted her to teach me to be confident, to show me how to step into a room and take up space. But I also wanted to show her that I was more than the guy she’d immediately friend-zoned, that I could go toe-to-toe with her, that I could make her feel good.

I wanted her.

And maybe part of this hare-brained scheme was to show her that I deserved a shot at more than just friends.

But I couldn’t admit all that just yet. Maybe one day she’d see me as more than an annoying fly buzzing around her, but for now, I just needed her to see enough to give me this.

“Okay,” she conceded after a moment. “I can understand why you might want an arrangement like this. But… why me?”

I sucked my teeth. “Really, Liv? Come on. Look at you.” I waved my hand like it was a magic wand covering her in golden fairy dust. “You’re gorgeous, smart, savvy, driven as hell. I know you don’t need to hear me say it to know I’ve had it bad for you for years. Besides, don’t act like this doesn’t intrigue you.” I leaned forward, elbows on my knees. “I’ve heard your stories. I know you like to exercise control in more places than just this office, and you’d have full control in this situation.”

“Don’t act like you know me,” she shot back immediately, but again, I saw the sparkle in her eyes, the curl of her lips she was fighting. “Also, that little bit about you having it bad for me makes me want to say no. Feelings like that make arrangements like this messy.”

Holy shit.

Is she actually considering this?

I tried to tamp down the quickening of my heart, keeping my face level as I shrugged. “I said I like you, not that I’m delusional. I know you’re not into me.” That admission made my gut sour, but I ignored it and pressed on. “That doesn’t change the fact that I know you’re the perfect person to help me. And I think we’re good enough friends that I can ask that of you.”

She softened again at that, making it hard for me not to float away on that pesky cloud of hope.

“What’s in it for me?” she asked after a moment.

“Besides the fact that you get to boss me around and make me do whatever you want in the bedroom?”

She flattened her lips, arched a brow, and waited.

Okay… so clearly that isn’t enough.

“What do you want?”

“A million dollars.”

I laughed heartily, but then coughed and choked a little when I realized she was serious.

“You’re kidding,” I tried.


“Not even a little bit.”

I blinked at her.

I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting her to ask for in return, but it wasn’t that. Livia seemed perfectly fine on her own financially. She co-owned a boutique dental practice that serviced high-profile clients and offered cosmetic procedures. I was fairly certain I’d never seen the woman wear anything that wasn’t designer, save for her white coat, and she drove a Jaguar F-Type Coupe that made our car-crazy friend, Jaxson, nearly lose his mind the first time she pulled up in it.

“Listen, I make good money,” she said, reading my mind and blank stare, no doubt. “I do veneers for half the celebrities in Tampa. But at this point, all of my best friends are married to, or seriously dating, a multi-millionaire. And then there’s Mia, who will probably hit a billion soon on her own. And judge me if you want to, but I’m a bad bitch just like the rest of them. I deserve to jet set around the world, dress myself in diamonds, and buy myself a bougie ass car on a man’s dime just because.”

“Done.”

The word was out of me even before her little speech finished. I thought I saw something vulnerable beneath her statement, something she was hiding, but I knew better than to press. I wasn’t telling her the whole truth right now — why should I expect different?

It seemed we both had things we were running from, things we were fighting, things we were working through. If I could help her in some way, it would make the whole deal feel even.

And the truth was she didn’t need to convince me, even if there wasn’t another reason underneath the one she’d provided. I already agreed with her. She did deserve to be spoiled.

If she’d let me, I’d happily give her the passwords to all my accounts and watch her drain every single one.

Besides, I just signed a new contract with the team over the summer, one that guaranteed me more money in the coming seasons. I was no longer on a two-way contract, which was a vote of confidence that the team didn’t expect to send me down to their AHL affiliate — like they’d done for the first three years. No, now I was firmly in a one-way contract. I was a Tampa Bay Osprey — for good.

I was also who they’d bet on to take the place of our veteran center who’d retired. I was the player they felt was up to the task.

No pressure, the weak little teenage boy inside me murmured.

That fucker always lived with me, though I’d learned through therapy how to snuff him out most of the time. Even with my fuck ups — and there were plenty — I was still playing at my best this season, proving to Coach and our general manager and everyone else on the team that they hadn’t made a mistake by signing me.

But I still wondered sometimes.

I still worried I’d hit a wall and would bounce back to reality, to the place where I couldn’t quite hang.

For now, though, I had the contract — and the money to go with it. I also still had a signing bonus from when I was younger that had done nothing but sit in a high-yield money market accruing interest.

What the hell was I going to spend that money on that would be better than bedroom lessons from Livia fucking Young?


Liv tilted her head like she didn’t believe me, or like she didn’t think I realized she was dead serious.

“You’ll give me a million dollars,” she said, deadpan.

“I’ll give you two.”

Her eyes shot wide at that. “Two-million dollars, and all I have to do is help you unleash your freak?”

“See?” I waved my hand toward the space between us. “Tell me this isn’t a deal you can’t refuse.”

She should have laughed in my face. I should have been embarrassed by what I was asking, by how quickly I doubled her offer. But the yearning in my chest for what and who I could become if she actually agreed completely outweighed the shame I carried for asking in the first place.

I wanted to be the man who knew what he was doing. I wanted to be the man who didn’t flinch when the pressure was on. I wanted to settle down, to find someone to share my life with, someone to go home to.

Maybe if I could pull this off — if she said yes — I could stop feeling like I was one mistake away from blowing it all.

She tapped her chin with one long, dark red nail, and I wondered what it would feel like to have those nails digging into the flesh on my back. I longed to know first-hand what it felt like to be under her spell. This wasn’t the kind of woman who flirted and made you court her before she let you take her home after three dates and lay her down missionary-style in a dark room.

This was the kind of woman who had you on your knees before the first date, hands bound, a ball gag in your throat as she assessed if you were even worth the time she’d have to give you to let you take her to dinner.

I didn’t know why, but that thought had me salivating.

I was sure my therapist would have something to say on the subject.


“No one else knows,” Livia said.

That hope that had ballooned inside of me surged so quickly I thought my chest would pop, and I was practically panting as I leaned forward in my seat, nodding. “I won’t tell a soul.”

Is she actually agreeing to this?

“I’ll teach you, but I also get to use you,” she said. “Whenever and wherever I want. If I send a text, you come running.”

“Faster than I ever have in my life.”

Oh, my fucking God, she is. She’s agreeing.

“You don’t get to say no to anything until you try it at least once.”

My heart skipped with a mixture of fear and curiosity. “No backing down.”

“I mean it. No matter what I propose, you hear me out and try before saying yes or no.”

“Use me, Liv. I’m yours.”

She chuckled at that, one brow inching up like she wasn’t so sure I knew what I was signing up for. Then, she opened the door and called for her assistant to come back in.

“We’re drawing up a contract, too,” she said, waving her finger at me. “And you’re going to take this seriously or I’ll drop the whole thing and still take your money — which you will pay a big portion of up front, by the way.”

“Yes, Mommy.”

“Jesus,” she muttered. “You’re more eager than that puppy dog you adopted.”

“Bark, bark.” I panted, too, for good measure, tongue flopping out before Liv shot me in the eye with the water pick.

“That’s enough. Now, lie back and open your mouth.”


“Wow, we’re getting started already, huh?” I rubbed my hands together as I did what she said.

Liv ignored me, firing up the drill as soon as her assistant rejoined us, but her mouth quirked up into a grin.

I thought it kind of looked like she had a little too much fun causing me pain.

I thought I kind of liked it, too.
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CHAPTER 2




SAFE WORD




Livia



Head Bitch in Charge.

That was the name of the shade of deep red lipstick I smoothed over my top lip, careful to inch it up into the swells perfectly before I dragged it along my bottom lip next. It was also the persona I was embodying for the evening, the one I wore so effortlessly.

Carter Fabri, center for the Tampa Bay Ospreys, was coming over to sign contracts that would bind us — in more ways than one.

And I was asserting my dominance in this situation immediately.

Not that I needed to, considering that boy was about as dominant as a kitten. But I never did anything half-assed. If we were going to do this, we were going to do it right — legally, financially, and consensually.

I tucked my lipstick away before exiting the bathroom and crossing to the full-length mirror in my bedroom. With one manicured brow cresting into my hairline and a slow smirk climbing on my freshly colored lips, I assessed the full outfit, reveling in the power it sent running through me.

I didn’t care what anyone said — clothing, makeup, and jewelry were just as important as armor going into war. A woman could create her destiny with the right outfit. She could tell the whole world not to fuck with her with a perfectly curated ensemble.

Tonight, I was playing the part of businesswoman, teacher, and psuedo-Domme at once, which was why I’d chosen a tailored blood-red suit that hugged every curve like it had been sewn straight onto my skin. The blazer was sharply cut, cinched at the waist to accentuate my long, sculpted frame, with sleeves that flared slightly at the wrists and shimmered with a delicate gold-threaded pattern. Underneath, a deep-V silk blouse as black as midnight framed the soft swells of my breasts and the elegant dip of my chest bone. I didn’t wear a bra. I didn’t have a need to.

My pants were high-waisted and wide-legged, elongating my frame and pooling just enough over the pointed toes of my black stiletto heels — the bottom of them the same crimson shade as my lips.

I wore my hair in a sleek, low ponytail, edges laid, the length falling straight and glossy down my back like a whip. My gold jewelry gleamed against my deep brown skin — thick hoops, a stack of bangles, and a chain necklace that dipped between my breasts and disappeared beneath it at the apex, inviting curiosity. My eye makeup was smoky and bold but precise, my highlighter sharp as a tiger claw and my expression completely unbothered.

I looked like I could sign a million-dollar deal, ruin a man’s life, and ride him into repentance — all without breaking a sweat.


Satisfied, I let the familiar sound of my heels clacking against my marble floor soothe me as I walked to the kitchen island, pouring myself a glass of red wine from the decanter I’d situated earlier. Tampa Bay stretched out in all its glory outside the floor-to-ceiling windows of my high-rise condo, and I tipped my glass toward the city I loved so much before taking a sip.

My stomach was a mess.

I didn’t know if it was butterflies or cockroaches causing the fluttering sensation, didn’t know if I was more excited or nervous or regretful.

It was an absolutely ludicrous arrangement to agree to — being Carter Fabri’s teacher in exchange for two-million dollars.

But it was also absolutely genius.

Part of me longed to call my best friend, Maven, and tell her the predicament I’d found myself in. We’d known each other since we attended college together — her in undergrad, me in dental school — and we’d been thick as thieves since. I knew she’d laugh with me, knew she’d make jokes and have the tension coiled in my gut relaxing within sixty seconds on the phone with her.

But the bigger part of me was thankful Carter and I had agreed not to share this arrangement with anyone, friend or otherwise.

Because it was fairly easy to explain my willingness to participate to Carter, but my best friend would have called me on the bullshit immediately.

Sure, it made sense to the puppy dog rookie that I would say yes to teaching him to be a proficient lover in exchange for a nice payday. There weren’t very many sane people in the world who would say no to an offer for that amount of cash. And I did mean what I’d said to him when he was halfway numb in my chair earlier this week.

I did deserve to be spoiled.

I worked my ass off. I had since the day my family cut me off and made me figure out how to do dental school — and life — on my own. Nothing had held me back, not the realization that reputation meant more to my family than my well-being, nor the mountain of trials I’d had to survive in order to gain my degree. I didn’t just open a basic practice in the suburbs somewhere, either. I found the perfect partner to go into business with, one who had the same big dreams I did. We wouldn’t just be dentists; we’d be artists. We’d serve the highest clientele with the most complicated requests. We’d fix the shattered teeth of hockey players and also sculpt diamond-studded grills for rap stars.

And we’d succeeded.

Full-mouth reconstructions, anti-aging bite lifts, luxury sedation suites — our office wasn’t just a dental practice, it was a status symbol.

Years and years of hard work meant I had a lot to show for my efforts.

But it also meant I was tired.

Not just the kind of tired a vacation fixes. Bone-tired. Soul-tired.

Alone-tired.

I was over being everything for everyone and having no one to catch me when I collapsed.

Yes, like any hard-working woman, I wanted private airfare and bungalows over crystal-clear water. I wanted Michelin-starred dinners and luxurious massages on the beach. I wanted shopping sprees in Positano and yacht charters in the Seychelles.


But more than any of that, I wanted something I wasn’t ready to admit to my best friend or anyone else.

A child.

My throat went dry even as the thought passed through me, chills breaking over my arms as I took another sip of wine to conjure my power back. This wasn’t the time to get in my head, but I couldn’t help but ruminate on the real reason I’d said yes to Carter’s proposal.

To everyone around me, I was a powerhouse — Doctor by title and co-owner of the boutique dental practice in Tampa. I lived a life of luxury, from my clothes and shoes to my car and condo.

But in reality, even making the high salary that I did, I wasn’t the kind of rich who never had to worry about anything. Between the cost of living the lifestyle I’d chosen and paying off my half-a-million dollars in student loans, what I had left to put away for savings was good, but not good enough — not for where I wished to be in the next five years, anyway.

Two-million dollars would be the equivalent of more than two decades of the best savings scenario for me, and I was about to make it in the snap of my fingers.

With Carter’s offer and the means it provided, I could finally do what I’d been sitting on for years.

I was going to freeze my eggs.

I was going to start a family on my own time, without a man, whenever I felt ready.

Single mom — by choice.

I knew it wouldn’t make sense to anyone, not even those closest to me, which was exactly why I’d never chosen to share it. Because I needed control — over my life, my timeline, my body. And admitting I wanted a child, especially as a single woman, cracked open too many doors. There would be questions I didn’t know I could answer, risk of someone as logical as my best friend trying to talk me out of it and possibly succeeding, and an ocean of vulnerability I wasn’t ready to swim in.

When I was ready — truly ready — I’d tell Maven and the rest of the girls.

But for now, this was just for me to know.

I was giddy at the fact that I wouldn’t have to wait any longer. I was only thirty-two, but the last time I’d had my levels tested, my Anti-Müllerian hormone was lower than it should have been for someone my age. My doctor said not to panic, but the whisper was there — ‘sooner is better.’

Part of the reason I’d stalled was that I knew the financial burden I’d have to undertake, and I didn’t want to take it lightly — not on top of the student debt I already had. I wanted this, a family, but I also didn’t want to give up my life of luxury — or my autonomy.

But now, I’d have the financial backing for everything: the medical procedures, the pregnancy, the delivery, the cost of caring for a child, and the paid help I’d need to do it my way.

My daughter and I wouldn’t want for anything.

Okay, so I didn’t know the gender of my future child, but in my mind, it was always a little mini me. It was always me and my baby girl taking on the world together.

And I’d always keep her safe.

I’d never abandon her.

Unlike my own parents.

The next swig of wine tasted a bit sour with my mind going down that path. Fortunately, I didn’t have time to wander too far down it before my phone rang.


“Miss Young, I have a Carter Fabri for you,” Rolando said. He was one of the employees who ran the front desk in my condominium building.

“Send him up, please.”

I was surprised to find the butterflies winning the battle in my belly as I ended the call, the anticipation of what was to come finally surpassing the anxiety I felt over my hidden reasons to agree in the first place.

I was going to play teacher and pseudo-Domme to Carter Fabri.

I couldn’t help the smirk that spread on my lips at the thought. I’d been a Domme to my fair share of men, but I’d never served as a full-on teacher. It excited me, the thought of training him to please me. It also sent a strong wave of power through me to think he’d please other women with what I taught him, that they’d be unknowingly thanking me when they called out his name in bed.

But perhaps what intrigued me most of all was his confession that he was a virgin.

That was an experience I hadn’t had since I was in high school, when I didn’t know anything either, and the boy who’d chosen to lose his v-card to me had been a fumbling mess. The whole ordeal had lasted all of four seconds, and he’d been the only one to leave satisfied.

Then again, I was used to sex being a disappointment back then.

That was before I flipped the script, before I took control over my body and my pleasure and never let it go again. I’d learned a lot since then.

Now, I would get to share it with Carter.

To anyone who didn’t know me well, anyone who watched my interactions with Carter on the outside, they’d likely think I was a mega bitch. They’d think I was mean and nasty, that I hated the man.

But it wasn’t anything like that.

I adored Carter — in the way I adored all of my friends. It was wild, how life had landed me in this group of hockey players and bad ass women they called significant others, but they’d become my family.

They were my only family.

I loved each of them fiercely, and I knew them well — which was why I liked to fuck with Carter. He was like a labrador slobbering at my feet and begging for pets, and I knew after the first few jokes we’d shared that he liked when I sassed him. His eyes lit up every time. His lips always curved.

It was our own little game — him throwing every corny pickup line in the book at me without shame, me pretending to be annoyed when we both knew I found it entertaining.

This agreement, of course, would complicate that friendship a bit, but Carter assured me he understood what we were and what we were not, what we never would be. I had to take him at his word for that, and part of me was nervous, but the other part trusted that he was getting what he wanted out of this deal, and he wouldn’t press his luck.

He said he knew I wasn’t into him, and while I hated that he wrote himself off so quickly, he was right.

But it wasn’t just him.

It was any man.

I didn’t trust any of them enough to do much more than tie them up in bed and make them beg for mercy, and at thirty-two years old, I didn’t see that changing.

A knock at my door had me setting down my wine glass on the kitchen island before I crossed my expansive living area to the foyer. It was January in Tampa, which meant it was just cool enough to have the gas fireplace going. It gave my condo a rich, alluring, and somewhat cozy vibe — the flames dancing in the stone frame, the cityscape serving as moving art, the beat-heavy sound of trip hop ticking up my anticipation.

Once again, I found comfort in the click of my heels against the hard floor before I swung the door open to reveal my victim.

I had to admit, I expected him to show up in his usual attire — some sort of athletic wear, whether it be joggers and a hoodie, or basketball shorts and a long-sleeve Dri-FIT tee. Instead, Carter surprised me by arriving to my condo like he was arriving to the arena before a game.

He wore a tailored navy suit with a subtle checkered pattern that only revealed itself under the light. The crisp white dress shirt beneath was open at the collar, no tie in sight, sleeves pushed up just enough to show the ink on his forearms. His dark hair was freshly styled, and the sharp lines of his neatly trimmed box beard framed his jaw perfectly. The edges were lined, precise enough to make it clear he’d shaved for the occasion — but not enough to dull the rugged edge that would fool the unsuspecting viewer into thinking he was a bad boy instead of an absolute teddy bear.

He looked every bit the professional athlete in business mode — sharp, commanding, and sexy.

I wouldn’t admit that to him, though.

Instead, I offered a slight arch of my brow as I opened my door to let him inside. “Dolce and Gabbana?” I mused.

“You said this was a business meeting,” he reminded me.

“Color me surprised that you listened.”


“Oh, I’m an excellent listener. Especially when I’m trying to impress my new teacher. Some might call me Teacher’s Pet, even.”

He punctuated the flirtation with a wink. I answered with a performative bored blink and a sweep of my hand toward the glass dining table, where two crisp stacks of paper waited — each topped with a black pen.

But instead of heading straight over, Carter slid his hands into his pockets and took in the view of my condo. I noted the silver ring on his pinky just before his hands disappeared from view, and something about that man confidently wearing jewelry had my intrigue spiking.

His gaze swept the space with idle curiosity until it caught on the diamond and pearl necklace displayed beside the fireplace — draped elegantly over a slender black velvet bust. His eyes widened.

“Whoa,” he said, gesturing to the glittering piece. “That looks pricey. Are you a jewelry collector or something?”

“Crafter.”

His brows shot up. “Wait… you made that?”

I nodded, folding my hands behind my back as I came to stand beside him. “It’s one of my favorite pieces. Usually, I make them and donate to charity auctions or gift them to friends. But that one…” I smiled, stepping forward to run my fingers lightly over the gemstones. “I just couldn’t part with it.”

“Saving it for a special occasion?”

Something sharp and unwelcome flared in my chest at the question — because though I’d never admit it, a small, stubborn part of me still dreamed of wearing that necklace on my wedding day.

As if I could ever trust a man enough to pick the right restaurant for dinner, let alone put a ring on my finger.


I buried the thought and the ache it brought, sliding my mask of indifference neatly back into place.

“Certainly, something more special than teaching a boy how to play,” I said, arching a brow at him with the tease.

Carter clutched his chest like I’d shot an arrow through it. “I’m twenty-six. Doesn’t that qualify me as a man?”

“Not if you’ve never sucked a clit.”

“You wound me,” he groaned, staggering back a step for dramatic flair. But then he slid his hands into his pockets again, shrugging. “But you’re not wrong. We are here for a reason, aren’t we?”

“Speaking of which.” I gestured toward the table again.

I refilled my wine and poured a glass for Carter, placing each beside its corresponding contract. He watched me with an amused smile before unfastening the button of his suit jacket and finally taking his seat.

“Let’s get down to business, shall we?” I asked.

“Please.”

I had to fight against a smirk when I read the eagerness in that word, in his body language as Carter leaned toward the contracts with eyes wide and hopeful.

Sometimes he made me feel like a kid again, like the carefree girl I had been before innocence was ripped from me like a rug from beneath my feet. The way he so easily smiled and laughed, the way he could take a joke from anyone, no matter how cruel, and still bounce around so happy and nonchalant…

I envied that.

I loved that some of it rubbed off on me.

And I sometimes wondered if there was more to this man than the joyous ball of sunshine he presented to the world.


Carter reached for the first stack of papers, brow furrowing as he flipped through them. I took my time settling into my seat across from him, crossing my legs and sipping from my glass as I watched his eyes flick over the contents.

“That one’s the business contract,” I said smoothly. “It’s a legitimate consulting agreement between you and LY Performance Coaching, LLC.”

Carter blinked at me. “You have an LLC?”

“I do now.” I smiled around the rim of my glass, nodding to the inked paper in his hands. “You’re paying me two-million dollars over the next three months, split into four, clean wire transfers, each with a lovely little invoice to match. In exchange, I provide one-on-one performance enhancement coaching, mentorship, and confidence training.”

“So, it’s legal, then.”

“As a marriage. Or should I say divorce, since I’m taking your money?” I swirled my wine with a teasing grin at that.

“Won’t Uncle Sam take his cut, then?”

I shrugged. “Of course. But that’s fine. There will still be plenty enough for me to jet off to the Exumas.”

And to freeze my eggs, parent a child solo, set my kid up with private childcare and schooling for life, make sure we never have to want for anything…

Carter’s smile climbed as he flipped through the pages. “It says here that early termination results in forfeiture — unless it’s initiated by you.”

“Correct. That means I can walk away at any time, for any reason, and still keep the full payment. But if you’re the one who ends it? You don’t get a refund.”

“That doesn’t seem fair, Doctor Young.”


“I never said I play fair, Rookie.”

He frowned at that. “Hey, I’m not a rookie. This is my fourth season.”

“And your first playing completely in the National League and not in the minors, if I’m not mistaken?”

His jaw clamped shut at that. “If we’re going by the league’s standards, I’m not a rookie. I’ve played more than twenty-five games at the national level.”

“Well, technicalities aside, you are a rookie in the bedroom. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be here, would we?”

“Why do I like when you talk down to me like that?”

“Oh, honey,” I said, leaning forward with a salacious grin. “This is nothing. Let’s get through these contracts and you’ll see just how degrading I can be — and just how much you’ll love it.”

I knew without testing the theory that his cock was hard now. I saw it in the way his breath shallowed, in the way his pupils dilated, in the bob of his Adam’s apple. It was confirmation of what I’d suspected after all these years of teasing him.

He liked a little abasement.

He was excited to play.

But we had business to settle, first.

After a few minutes of perusing the fine print of the first contract, Carter seemed satisfied. We signed three copies — one for each of us, and one that would eventually be the legally binding, notarized version.

“And where exactly is our notary?” Carter asked, finally trying his wine. He hummed his approval, and I internally smiled. The man clearly had good taste — in wine and women.

“I have one on standby who works with discretion.”


“And one who doesn’t mind bending the rules, I gather, since I’m pretty sure they’re supposed to witness us signing. And there should be disinterested witnesses, too, no?”

“Leave the how of it all to Mommy, mmkay?” I purred, twirling the pen around my knuckles. “The rich have been signing shady deals in penthouses for centuries. We’re just keeping tradition alive.”

Carter snorted, but he let it go. He moved on to the second contract — slimmer, more intimate in nature. And when he saw the title at the top, his brows shot up.

“Personal Performance Improvement Plan or (P-PIP),” he read aloud, voice skeptical. I had to fight back a laugh as he frowned, and then his eyes floated up to meet mine. “This doesn’t seem legal, despite your clever title here.”

“It’s not,” I said. “Well, not entirely. Parts of it are legally binding — like the NDA, the exclusivity clause, the termination terms, and the financial agreements. But the rest?” I shrugged. “It’s symbolic. It sets the tone.”

“Symbolic,” he echoed.

“It creates structure. Anticipation. Power exchange. You follow it because you agreed to, not because I’ll sue you if you safe word out when you see a nipple clamp.”

He gaped at me.

“Kidding,” I said, leaning back and crossing my legs as I lifted my wine glass to my lips. “Or am I?”

Carter flipped through the pages, his gaze narrowed at me like he was really trying to decide if I’d bring out my nipple clamps.

Jury was still out on that one.

“There’s a safe word?”


“Words, actually. High stick.” I smirked at the irony. “You say those words, everything stops — play ends just like it would on the ice, and we have a clean slate. You say Offside, it’s a sign that I’ve crossed a line, but you’re still okay to keep playing. In that case, I ease up. You say nothing…” I shrugged, tilting my glass to my lips. “And I assume you’re enjoying yourself.”

“Hockey terms,” he said, not as a question but more as a humored assessment.

“Didn’t want to confuse you too much. Figured it was best to speak your language.”

“Do you think they’ll really be necessary?”

“My goal is to teach you how to take charge with the woman of your choosing eventually. But first, you will relinquish control to me. I teach by example. So… it’s possible.” I said with a shrug. “If you want to be not just adequate in bed but incredible? Then we’re going to be exploring a lot more than just how to find the hole.”

Carter bit his bottom lip on a laugh, nodding to the papers in his hand. “And this part — the ‘try before you deny’ clause?”

“You attempt everything once before you’re allowed to turn it down. I get full creative control. You get full use of your voice and boundaries.” I tilted my head. “It’s meant to be a fun, educational experience, not a hostage situation.”

“Why do I have a feeling that your version of fun will be much different than mine?”

“Scared already? There’s still time to back out.”

“No,” Carter said immediately, shaking his head. “No way in hell I’m backing out of this. I’m still shocked I got you to agree at all.”

“Trust me — that makes two of us. And don’t be so sure to say there’s no way in hell. You haven’t read the next clause.”


Carter frowned, returning his attention to the contract. I continued sipping my wine and watching him. Already, my wheels were turning with all the ways I could make him bend and squirm, all the ways I could bring him pleasure that he didn’t even know he liked yet.

“This part that says I’m obligated to come when you call?”

“Any time, for any reason. I will, of course, respect your obligations to the team. But past that, if I want you? You’re mine. And that isn’t the part I think you may take issue with.”

Carter continued reading, and then smirked, tapping the back of his pen to the page. “Ah. Participant agrees to remain monogamous for the duration of this agreement, unless otherwise authorized by Doctor Young.” He tongued his cheek, eyes sparkling a bit when they met mine. “So, I need your permission to sleep with anyone else?”

“If you want to keep this arrangement, yes. I don’t share my toys unless I choose to.”

The flush of his cheeks was so goddamn pretty. It had the blood in my veins sizzling, the desire to top him nearly too much to contain now. I may have never seen this agreement coming, I may have never imagined I’d give Carter Fabri the chance to warm my sheets, and I may have still had reservations about whether he could handle what I planned to give him.

But fuck if I wasn’t excited to find out.

He was hot — even if he felt like a stone in my shoe half the time. I knew he had a body sculpted by years of playing professional hockey under that suit of his, and any hetero woman — me included — would be excited to have all-access to peruse it.

This was the buzz being in control gave me. The wine paled in comparison to the kind of high that came from knowing I could do whatever I wanted to this willing man sitting across from me.

“It’s not about possessiveness,” I clarified. “I have no intention of having any sort of relationship with you past being your professor. This is about teaching you how to pleasure a woman — and how to get her in the position where she would even agree to let you try. But that clause is for health reasons. Which brings us to the next point.”

Carter flipped the page, then read aloud again. “All physical contact and training activities are contingent on the completion of a full STD panel, updated within the past fourteen days, as well as a physical exam to ensure the participant is cleared for rigorous activity.”

He barked out a laugh, his grin wide as he looked up at me.

When I didn’t mirror the sentiment, his smile fell.

“You’re serious?” He blinked. “I mean, I get the STD part, but I play professional hockey. I think I’m more than cleared for rigorous activity.”

“I think you’ll find that some of our scenes will vastly outpace three periods of skating around on the ice, Rookie.”

I smirked, tapping the next part of the contract.

“And you’ll see here that I am on birth control, but just to be extra cautious, we will avoid sexual intercourse whenever I am near my ovulation window.”

“You really thought of everything.” Carter shook his head, but he dragged his teeth over his bottom lip at the same time, his eyes alight with curiosity. “Fine. I’ll get into the doctor first thing.”

“Good boy,” I praised.

His nostrils flared, and this time, I couldn’t help myself.


I leaned forward, abandoning my wine glass on the table before my hand snaked beneath its surface. I found his knee, sliding my index finger over the smooth, luxurious fabric of his slacks before I walked my fingertips up along the seam.

Carter kept his gaze on mine, feigning that he wasn’t aroused or scared or interested in the slightest, but his body betrayed him in every way. He slouched a little in his chair, his thick thighs widening to allow me better access as I slowly trailed my touch higher.

“You like when I call you a good boy,” I whispered. “Don’t you, Rookie?”

He wet his lips, refusing to answer. I slid my palm over his hard cock with a firm pressure, enough to make him groan and rock into my touch, his head falling back and eyes fluttering shut.

“Say it.”

“I like it,” he breathed.

He was big. Even through his slacks, I could tell. I wouldn’t have cared either way — it was more about what he could do with his cock rather than the size of it. But it’d be more fun for me to play with a well-endowed student, and inside, I was salivating at the thought.

On the outside, I was a cold, level-faced Domme.

“You like what?”

I wrapped my hand around his shaft.

And then I squeezed, hard, tight enough to make Carter transition from a panting moan into a wince and hiss.

“I like when you call me a good boy.”

“What’s that?” I squeezed a bit harder.

“I like when you call me a good boy!”

I grinned, releasing him, but not before I rewarded him with a soothing stroke. He was still panting as I sat back in my chair, reaching for my wine glass.


“Then let’s finish this, and perhaps I’ll consider bending that doctor-approval rule in order to have a little fun tonight.”

Carter looked as desperate as I wanted him to be as he quickly scanned the rest of the pages, and then he scribbled his signature fast and messy before sliding the pages to me.

“No more questions?” I asked.

“Not at the moment.”

I carefully scrawled my own signature. “Well then, Mr. Fabri,” I said. “Are you ready for your first lesson?”

He swallowed, voice cracking when he asked, “Now?”

I shrugged, standing slowly and noting how his gaze followed the gold chain that disappeared under my blouse. “Unless you need a week to prepare,” I teased, tilting my head. “Do you want to carb load? Watch video? Get a pep talk from Coach?”

Carter stood a little too fast, knocking his thigh against the edge of the table. “No! Shit, that hurt,” he said, rubbing the spot. His cock was still hard, pitching a tent against his slacks.

Why did I find it so fucking endearing that he wasn’t the least bit embarrassed to be so eager?

“No,” he repeated, schooling his expression. “I’m ready.”

I grinned.

“Oh, Rook,” I said, circling the table slowly, heels clicking with each predatory step I took. “You have no idea how not ready you are.”
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CHAPTER 3




EARN IT




Carter



I was embarrassingly hard before she even laid a finger on me.

Okay, so that was a bit harsh. Technically, she did lay a finger on me. In fact, she laid her whole damn hand on me and rubbed my cock before squeezing it so hard I didn’t know if I wanted to scream and shove her away, or groan and beg for more.

I was so out of my element, but fuck, was I enjoying it. I still could barely believe Livia had agreed to the whole thing, so any time she shot me a look or rewarded me with a little piece of praise, it was enough to have me panting and howling for more.

It wasn’t just that I was excited to touch her — though Jesus, that alone was enough to short-circuit my entire nervous system. It was that for the first time in my life, I felt like I was taking control of the part of myself I’d always been too ashamed to own.

I’d spent years trying to scrub off the voice of my OHL coach who’d broken me down. He’d told me I was too soft, too easily rattled, too emotional to lead. And I’d believed him. My parents had watched me turn from a confident, happy kid who loved to play hockey, into an anxiety-riddled mess who couldn’t perform.

That pressure had haunted me for years — on the ice, in the locker room, in bed. Eventually, I was able to work with Coach McCabe, with our goalie, Will Perry, and with other players to figure out how to be better for the team. I’d painstakingly slowly figured my shit out, and I finally felt like a reliable teammate who could show up, play the puck, pass and score, and contribute to a winning season.

This was my opportunity to do the same thing for my personal life — this time, with Livia as my coach.

And I knew before we even got started that she wasn’t just going to teach me — she was going to give me the tools to make the changes on my own. I could see it in her predatory gaze already, how she wanted me to crave the power of knowing exactly what I was doing and exactly how to make someone else feel good.

I’d fought tooth and nail to find confidence on the ice, building it brick by brick with every game, every season, every brutal loss and hard-earned win. Now, I had a chance to do the same thing here: to torch the fear, rewrite the narrative, and become the kind of man who didn’t just score, but dominated.

I was tuned in to her every move now that the contracts were signed and the caps were back on our pens. Livia made me pull my chair to the middle of the room, and now, she circled me like a lioness sizing up her prey.

She told me she planned to teach by example.

So, I buckled in for the presentation.

I clocked every click of her heels, every brush of the fabric of her suit against the chair, and when she dragged her fingernail from one shoulder to the next as she passed behind me, I visibly trembled.

I really was like an eager schoolboy, early to class and sitting in the front row. I wanted to learn. I was fucking excited.

And if I thought her little touches and looks were undoing me, it was nothing compared to when she lowered her mouth to my ear and whispered her first command.

“Unbutton your shirt,” she said, pausing to lick along the shell of my ear before she added, “Let me see what I’m working with.”

Immediately, my hands flew to the button on my dress shirt. I shoved my suit jacket out of the way and hastily made work of each button until my chest and abdomen were exposed.

Livia circled me slowly, grinning as she watched me obey her.

“Are you ready to give up control tonight?”

She purred the words, her voice low and sure and amused. It lit me up like a goddamn firework, and I shot back my response without hesitation.

“Yes.”

I was pathetic.

But apparently, that was exactly how she wanted me, because Livia’s lips curled higher.

In a feat of balance, she effortlessly lifted one leg, dragging her heel up the inside of my calf before she planted the pointy toe of it right between my thighs. Half an inch higher and she would have stepped right on my balls — and I had a feeling that was the whole point of the move.

“It’s a shame you don’t have a tie with this ensemble,” she mused, eyes dragging the length of me. “But your jacket should work.”


When I didn’t automatically move, she arched a brow at me.

“Strip.”

The word popped off her red-stained lips, and I did as she asked, shrugging out of my suit jacket and handing it to her.

She smiled when it was in her hands, admiring the fabric for a moment before dropping her heel back to the ground. “Good boy. Now take out your cock.”

That little spark I’d felt from her praise before ignited again, my next breaths coming wilder as she circled behind me once more. But I hesitated at her last request — mostly from the shock of hearing those words roll out of her beautiful lips.

Suddenly, nails dug into my chin, yanking until I looked up at the woman I’d dreamed of touching for so long this all felt a little unreal.

“Believe me when I say you don’t want me to have to repeat myself.”

Swallowing, I kept my eyes on hers, watching as they flared when I reached down and unfastened my belt. I slid the button through the slit next, tore the zipper down, and then shoved my pants and briefs down to my mid-thighs. I had to wiggle to get them down — even with custom-made pants, hockey had given me thighs and an ass big enough to make it a difficult task to accomplish.

When my cock sprang free of my briefs, the tip already coated with precum, Livia finally broke eye contact with me long enough to look down.

I thought I saw a hint of appreciation in those gleaming eyes of hers, but wasn’t sure if it was because of my cock, the two-million-dollar paycheck she had coming, or because she was excited to toy with me.


Either way, she released my chin, patting my chest before she walked around the chair.

I took the momentary break from her intense glare to try to lock into student mode. I mentally noted the words she’d said so far, how they’d made me feel, how I’d love to make a woman feel that way, too.

Livia was beaming with assurance. Not even a full five minutes in and she’d already made me feel both safe and desperate for her. That was my goal, too — I wanted to emulate that.

But when she bent at the waist, pulling my arms behind me, and began to tie my wrists together — I slipped out of student mode as my heart picked up its pace.

Our first lesson, and this woman was already binding me.

“You’re not allowed to touch me unless I say so. Understood?” She tightened the fabric around my wrists as I responded.

“Understood.”

“What are our safe words?”

I smiled. “High stick and offside.”

She stroked my hair, rounding the chair until she was in front of me again. Just because I was curious, I tested the knot she’d tied, attempting to pull my hands apart.

They barely budged, and the thick fabric somehow cut deep into my wrists, threatening me not to try that again.

Livia’s eyes flashed like she anticipated that move, like she bet on it — and she was satisfied with how it all played out.

“If we’re focusing on how to pleasure a woman, then there’s no better place to start than with that pretty mouth of yours,” she started, reaching out to slide her thumb across my bottom lip. The first deliberate touch of her skin against mine had me closing my eyes and leaning into her. “And you will use only your mouth tonight.”

I chased the ghost of her touch with my tongue as soon as she pulled back, breath knocking hard against my chest when I looked up at her.

“You will not come until I allow you to,” she said. “If I allow you to at all.”

Fuck me.

My cock jumped, and Livia noted the movement with a teasing smirk. “Look at you,” she crooned, her eyes skating over every inch of me like a blade. “So eager. So desperate. Just how I want you.”

I swallowed, the lump in my throat making me gulp loud enough for Livia to hear. Her grin widened before she slowly unbuttoned her blazer, peeling it off one shoulder and then the other. She hung the expensive thing carefully on the back of a chair across the room, at the dining table we’d abandoned, and she took her time on her way back to me, rolling up the sleeves of her blouse as she took each leisurely step.

She stopped in front of me, the low bass and melodic beat of unfamiliar music serving as the soundtrack as she offered up her forearm like it was dessert. The velvety brown skin there was smooth and inviting, and she angled her arm until it was just inches from my mouth.

“Kiss me.”

I dropped my gaze, heart racing like she had her pussy in my face instead of her arm. This already felt like a test I was ill-prepared for.

But the only way out was through.

It was impossible not to overthink, impossible to quiet the thoughts tripping over themselves in my mind as I leaned forward and lowered my lips to her arm.


Don’t fuck up, loser.

God, you have no idea what you’re doing.

She’s bored with you already.

She can’t wait for this to be over.

You’re going to fail.

You already have.

I couldn’t erase them, but I did my best to ignore them. I’d learned how to do that during a game, learned how to override those thoughts and lean into my intuition.

I only hoped I could do the same here.

Tentatively, I pressed a kiss to the soft skin of her forearm. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was supposed to be doing, so I just… kissed her. Then, I inched back and looked up for my next direction.

“Again. And this time, don’t kiss me like I’m your fucking grandmother.”
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