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AUTHOR’S NOTE


This story takes place in London, so it uses the British term “football” instead of soccer.


Unless otherwise stated, football as it’s used here always refers to soccer, not American football.


Please also note that certain details about the Premier League schedule have been modified for story purposes, and the word for posterior will remain in its American instead of British form (apologies to the word “arse.” It’s not you, it’s me).
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I DIDN’T GET PERFORMANCE ANXIETY, BUT THERE WAS nothing like seventy thousand people watching you get fucked that really put a guy on edge.


Sweat dripped into my eyes as I received the ball from the left-winger. The crowd’s cheers reached a fever pitch, and a tiny prickle of trepidation snaked through my gut.


Usually, the fans’ enthusiasm revved me up. After all, I’d dreamed of moments like this growing up. Playing on a professional pitch, hearing thousands chant my name, being the one who took my team to glory.


Moments like this meant I’d made it and proved my critics wrong—which I had, many times over.


After all, I was Asher Fucking Donovan.


But today, in the last minute of the final game of the Premier League season, I felt like just Asher, the newest and most controversial transfer to Blackcastle.


It was my first season with the team, the match was tied, and we were second on the league table behind Holchester United.


We needed a win to take home the trophy, but so far, the match had been a clusterfuck of disasters.


An intercepted ball here, a missed penalty there. We were all over the place, and I could practically see the victory slipping through my fingers.


Frustration mounted as I tried to maneuver past the swarm of Holchester defenders. Bocci, Lyle, Kanu—I knew their tricks well, but they also knew mine.


That was the problem with playing against your old team; there was nowhere to hide.


With no way out, I passed the ball to another forward and tried to ignore the time ticking down.


Forty seconds.


Thirty-nine.


Thirty-eight.


The ball bounced between players until, through a stroke of equally good and bad luck, Vincent gained possession through a counter-attack.


The cheers dulled to a low roar beneath the weight of my anticipation.


Seventeen.


Sixteen.


Fifteen.


I was in the perfect position to receive the ball. I had a clear shot at the goal, but I could see Vincent’s eyes searching the pitch for someone, anyone else to pass it to.


My pulse hammered in rhythm with the ticking clock.


Come on, you bastard.


There was no one else. I was the only player on our team who could feasibly score at this point. Vincent must’ve come to the same conclusion because, with a noticeable clench of his jaw, he finally kicked the ball to me.


The crowd’s excitement pitched high, but it was too late.


Vincent’s precious few seconds of hesitation gave Holchester an opening, and they stole the ball before I could connect with it.


A collective groan rippled over the pitch.


I blinked away the sweat and tried to focus, but my old team’s taunting stares and the blaze of bright lights disoriented me in a way I hadn’t felt since that match many moons ago.


Five.


An attempt to steal the ball back failed.


Four.


Flashes of news headlines and TV snippets blared in my head. Traitor. Judas. Sellout. Was I worth the record 250-million-pound transfer, or was I the most expensive mistake in Premier League history?


Three.


By some miracle, I got the ball on the second attempt.


Two.


No time to think.


One.


I kicked.


The ball went wide to the shrill of the final whistle, and the stadium fell so silent I could hear the rush of blood in my ears.


All around me, my team stood, stunned, while the Holchester players jumped and whooped in celebration.


It was over.


We’d lost.


My first season with Blackcastle—the one where everyone expected me to bring home a trophy—was over, and we’d lost.


My surroundings blurred into a muffled stream of noise and movement, and I barely felt the soreness of my muscles or a teammate’s consoling slap on my back.


I barely felt anything at all.
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No one spoke during our walk to the changing room, but the dread was palpable.


The only thing worse than losing a match was facing Coach afterward, and he barely gave us a chance to sit before he went off.


Frank Armstrong was a legend in the football world. As a player, he was famous for his string of hat tricks in the nineties; as a manager, he was famous for his innovative approach to leadership and his hair-trigger temper, the latter of which was on full display as he laid into us.


“Are those the standards you play with?” he demanded. “Are those the fucking standards? Because I’ll tell you, they’re nowhere near Premier League level. They are fucking shit!”


Lack of focus, terrible teamwork, no cohesion—he touched on all the issues that had plagued us since I transferred in mid-season, and it didn’t take a genius to know why.


Even as Coach berated us, heads swiveled between me and Vincent, who sat on the opposite side of the room.


Team dynamics had been fucked since I joined. Part of that was the natural consequence of incorporating a new member into a tight-knit club; a larger part boiled down to the fact that I, the league’s top scorer, and Vincent, the club’s star defender and captain, despised each other.


We played different positions, but our rivalry was infamous. He was the only true competition I had for press, status, and sponsorships—important things in our world—but the biggest source of our contention was what happened at the last World Cup.


The dive. The fight. The red card.


I tried not to think about it. If I did, I might punch him in the face, and I doubted Coach would appreciate me doing that in the middle of his rant about teamwork.


“DuBois! Donovan!”


My head snapped up at the sound of my name, and Vincent’s did the same.


Coach had apparently ended his speech because the rest of the team was shuffling off to change while he glared at us.


“My office. Now.”


We obeyed without argument. We weren’t stupid.


“Do you want to take a guess as to why I called the two of you, specifically, in here?” Coach didn’t wait for the door to fully close before launching into part two of his rant.


Vincent and I remained silent.


“I asked you a question.”


“Because we lost,” I said. My stomach tightened at the word lost.


Everyone hated losing, but today’s loss stung particularly hard for me when I knew there were people actively rooting for me to fuck up at Blackcastle—namely, Holchester United fans who hated me for transferring to their biggest rival.


I’d had plenty of naysayers growing up—teachers who thought I’d never amount to anything, football fans who thought I was a flash in the pan, press who dug for dirt in every aspect of my life—and I couldn’t stand proving my critics right.


“No. It’s not because we lost,” Coach snapped. “It’s because you two are the ones the rest of the team looks up to the most, but you’ve let your stupid rivalry affect your game. Worst of all, it’s affecting morale.”


We slunk lower in our seats beneath his glare.


“I knew there would be a transition period, but I thought you would get over it and work things out because you’re adults. However, it seems like I’m dealing with children because here we are, post-season, and we have nothing to show for it except a host of mistakes that could’ve been easily avoided if you’d learned how to bloody work together!” Coach’s voice rose with each word until it was loud enough to seep through the walls.


The muted chatter from the locker room noticeably died down, and a flush of shame crawled across my face.


Coach’s disappointment was almost as unbearable as not winning the league. I’d idolized him growing up, and the opportunity to work with him had been a major factor behind me handing in my transfer request.


This had not been how I’d envisioned ending our first season together.


Vincent shifted beside me. “Coach, I—”


“Don’t get me started with you.” Coach cut him off. “What the hell was that in the last twenty seconds? Donovan was right there. You should’ve passed him the bloody ball when you had the chance. See opening, pass ball. It’s football 101!”


Vincent’s mouth tightened. He couldn’t say what we all knew: he hadn’t passed the ball immediately because he hadn’t wanted me to score the winning goal. The press would’ve replayed that kick over and over, and I would’ve received all the glory that came with it. Vincent wouldn’t have been able to stand it.


Selfish prick. I didn’t dwell on whether I would’ve done the same had I been in his place.


Coach’s stare sharpened. He’d been a club manager long enough to figure out Vincent’s motivations without him verbalizing it.


“Since you want to act like children, I’ll treat you like children,” he said. “Normally, I leave off-season training up to the individual players, but not this summer. This summer, you’re both cross-training at the Royal Academy of Ballet. Together.”


“What?”


Vincent and I exploded at the same time.


My sense of self-preservation couldn’t override my shock at Coach’s edict. Clubs almost never dictated the specifics of how we spent our off-season. Players hailed from all over the world, which meant summer was their chance to go home, see their families, and train as they saw fit.


“I already spoke with RAB’s director. She’s on board,” Coach said. “I didn’t say anything before because I wanted to see if you two could pull it together by the last match and fucking win. You couldn’t, so you’ll be taking private lessons with the same instructor for the summer. She’s one of their best, and she has an intimate knowledge of football. You’ll be in good hands.”


I didn’t want to be in any fucking hands except my own. I had nothing against ballet. Though I’d never cross-trained using its techniques, I knew players who had, and they sang its praises for improving their strength, flexibility, and footwork techniques.


However, I’d already created my training plan. I didn’t need a stranger jumping in and telling me what to do.


Vincent straightened, his face taking on a ghostly pallor. “Don’t tell me she’s…”


“Your instructor will be Scarlett DuBois.” Coach offered a mirthless smile. “You’re welcome.”


DuBois? As in…


“Vincent’s sister?” I sputtered. “You’re joking. That’s a conflict of interest!”


I’d never seen or met Vincent’s sister, though I’d heard him talk about her. The two were close, which was just my luck. I didn’t need the DuBois siblings conspiring against me together.


“I don’t want to train with my sister,” Vincent said. “That’s not…no.”


“It’s a good thing neither of you has a say in the matter.” The volume of Coach’s voice dropped back to normal levels, though it was no less cutting. “The director assured me she’s the right person for the job and that she won’t let personal ties affect her work. I believe her. That means you two will train with Scarlett and you will take it seriously. And gentlemen?” He pinned us with a warning glare. “When you return, you’d better convince me you’re goddamn capable of working together instead of against each other, or you’ll be riding the bench. I don’t give a shit if you’re the captain or the top scorer on the team. Understand?”


“Yes, sir,” we muttered.


Coach’s mind was made up. There was nothing we could do or say to get out of it, which meant I was stuck with the DuBois siblings for an entire fucking summer.


My jaw tightened.


I didn’t know much about Scarlett DuBois, but given she was related to Vincent, I knew one thing: I wasn’t going to like her.


At all.
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“NOW WE GO A LITTLE QUICKER. BACK, SIDE, BACK, SIDE.” I walked through the studio, correcting the students’ posture and alignment. “Don’t overcross to the back. Now demi-plié…”


My leg ached, but I ignored it. It was manageable compared to true flare-ups, which could last days or weeks or months, and there were only ten minutes left until class ended. I’d deal with it then.


The studio was quiet except for the sound of my voice and the piano music keeping pace with the movements. I taught the advanced and masterclasses, and at this level the students were so focused, a nuclear bomb could go off and they wouldn’t notice.


I used to be one of those students, and as much as I loved teaching, I wished I could rewind time so I was on the other side of these lessons. Things had been so different then, and—


Stop it. No more self-pity, remember?


I shook my head and refocused on the task at hand.


“Faster with the beat, Jenna. Up and stay…” I faltered when my aches intensified but quickly recovered. “Good. Open the supporting side a little more.”


I’d lived with more or less constant pain and fatigue for the past five years, so I pushed through to the end without incident.


Nevertheless, it took all my willpower not to rush my students out after class so I could get off my feet and sit in silence.


Just for a minute. Just so I could breathe.


“Excuse me, Miss DuBois?”


I glanced up. Emma stood before me, her hands fiddling first with her skirt and then the neckline of her leotard.


“I’m sorry to bother you, but I have some news.” Her excitement shone through her usual reserve. “Remember when I auditioned for The Nutcracker last week? They released the cast list today. I’ll be playing the Sugar Plum Fairy!”


“Oh my God.” My hand flew to my mouth. “Congratulations! Emma, that’s amazing.”


It wasn’t the most professional response, but Emma had been my student for years, and while we technically weren’t supposed to play favorites, she was secretly my favorite. She worked hard, she had a great attitude, and she wasn’t catty or competitive with her peers.


The Nutcracker was her favorite ballet. If anyone deserved its most prestigious role, it was her.


I’d been one of the audition judges, but none of us knew the final cast until the director announced it. I hadn’t checked my emails yet, so I’d missed it.


“Thank you. I still can’t believe it,” Emma said breathlessly. “It’s such a dream come true, and I couldn’t have done it without you. I’d love…I mean, if you’re not busy, I’d love for you to come to the opening night. I know it’s only May and opening night isn’t until December, and I know you usually don’t attend the school showcases, but I thought I’d ask anyway.” Rose colored her cheeks. “It’ll be at the Westbury Theatre again.”


Westbury Theatre.


The name punched a hole through my gut, and my excitement leaked out like water through a sieve.


Emma was right. I never attended school showcases because they were always held at Westbury.


I wanted to support my students, but the thought of going anywhere near the theatre caused panic to swell.


“You don’t have to,” Emma said, obviously picking up on my mood shift. She drew her bottom lip between her teeth. “It’s during the holidays, so I understand—”


“No, it’s not that.” I forced a smile. “I’d love to attend, but I might be out of town. I’m not sure yet. I’ll let you know.”


I hated lying to her, but it was better than saying I would rather stab myself in the leg than step foot in Westbury.


There were too many memories there. Too many ghosts of what I’d loved and lost.


“Okay.” Emma’s face regained some of its glow. “I’ll see you next class, then?”


“Of course. Congratulations again.” My smile was more genuine this time. “Sugar Plum Fairy is a huge role. You should be proud.”


I waited until the door shut and Emma was gone before I released a shaky breath and sank onto the floor.


The ache in my leg sharpened into a bright, pointed pain, as if the mere mention of Westbury had awakened the worst parts of my condition.


In, one, two, three.


Out, one, two, three.


I hated taking medication, so I breathed through the discomfort instead of reaching for the emergency packet I’d stashed in my bag.


Luckily, my symptoms had improved a lot over the years, thanks to lifestyle changes and careful stress management. It wasn’t like the months immediately following my accident, when I could barely get out of bed, but it wasn’t a walk in the park either.


I never knew when pain or fatigue would strike. I had to be on guard all the time, but I’d more or less learned to live with it. It was either adapt or wallow, and I’d done enough wallowing to last a lifetime.


My phone rang. I picked it up without checking the caller ID; there was only one person in my contacts who had that ringtone.


“Lavinia wants to see you in her office,” Carina said without preamble. “Don’t worry, it’s nothing bad.” A pause. “I think.”


The shock was enough to take my mind off my leg for a second. “Wait. Seriously?”


Lavinia was the director of RAB and quite possibly the most intimidating person I’d ever met. I’d worked at the academy for four years, and I’d never heard of her calling an unscheduled meeting.


This can’t be good.


“Yes.” Carina’s voice dropped to a whisper. “I tried to find out more but she’s being super hush-hush about it. She just told me to tell you to see her as soon as class is over.”


“Right.” I swallowed. “Oh God, I’m getting sacked.”


Was it because I refused to attend the school showcases? Did she think I was a bad team player? I mean, I wasn’t the best team player, but that was because people were so—


“No! Of course not. If she sacks you, she’ll have to sack me too,” Carina said. “We’re a package deal, and we both know she can’t afford to lose her top instructor and her trusty assistant. I hold the keys to all her PDFs.”


A small laugh rippled across the surface of my anxiety. She always knew how to make me feel better.


I’d lost a lot of “friends” after the accident, but I’d met Carina three years ago, when she joined RAB as Lavinia’s executive assistant. We’d bonded her first day over our mutual love for trashy reality TV and jigsaw puzzles, and we’d been best friends since.


“I’m coming,” I said. “See you soon.”


I stood with a wince, but the pain gradually faded into a manageable ache again. Or maybe it was all in my head and manageable only relative to my sky-high anxiety over the surprise meeting.


Carina was on the phone when I arrived, but she mouthed good luck and flashed me a thumbs-up as I knocked on the director’s door.


“Come in.”


I stepped inside with the caution of someone approaching an aggravated rattlesnake.


Lavinia’s office was as neat and polished as the woman herself. Giant windows overlooked the academy grounds, and an artfully arranged gallery of photos dominated the wall opposite the door. They captured the famous former prima ballerina in every stage of her career, from blossoming ingenue to international star to retired legend.


Lavinia herself sat behind her desk, her hair pulled back into a bun, her glasses perched on her elegant nose as she flipped through some papers.


“Please, sit.” She gestured at the chair opposite her.


I obliged, trying to tame my rampage of nerves and failing miserably.


“We’re both busy, so I’ll cut to the chase.” Lavinia was never one for beating around the bush. “We’ve partnered with the Blackcastle football club on a special training program this summer. I want you to run point on it.”


My mouth parted. Out of everything I’d imagined she’d say, a football cross-training program ranked in the bottom five.


Granted, I’d run similar programs in the past, but they were usually for League One or Two teams, not for the freaking Premier League.


“By run point, you mean…”


“You’ll be training them. You’re one of my best instructors, and you’re familiar with football,” Lavinia said. “I trust you’ll do a good job.”


I bit back a knee-jerk rejection. I knew exactly what she meant when she said I was “familiar with football.” After all, my brother was the captain of Blackcastle.


However, as much as I loved him and the club, I did not want to train him or his teammates. Most footballers were arrogant, insufferable, and selfish.


I should know—I used to date one.


Vincent was the only exception to my anti-footballer sentiments, and that was because he was family.


“I’m honored,” I said carefully. “But I have a full schedule this summer, and I think there are instructors who would be better suited for the role. Less conflict of interest.”


Lavinia’s brows rose a fraction of an inch. “Are you saying you can’t put aside personal feelings for the sake of professionalism?”


Dammit. I’d walked straight into a trap I should’ve seen coming.


“No, of course not. I’m simply pre-empting problems based on other people’s potential perception.” I gave the first excuse I could think of. “I don’t want to be accused of favoritism.”


“I’ll deal with any problems that might arise.” Lavinia looked unimpressed by my explanation. “If it makes you feel better, you’ll only be training two players, not the entire club.”


I blinked, blindsided twice in the space of five minutes. That had to be a record.


I’d thought it was strange Blackcastle would require its players to stay in London for the off-season, but given their performance yesterday, I’d figured it was some sort of special exception.


The two-player development was both a relief and a concern.


“I assume my brother is one of the two players,” I said. Otherwise, Lavinia would’ve denied the conflict-of-interest issue. “Who’s the other?”


There was a short pause before she answered. “Asher Donovan.”


My stomach dropped. “Asher Donovan?” I couldn’t have contained my outburst if I’d tried. “You want me to train Vincent and Asher in private lessons for an entire summer? They’ll kill each other!”


I’d lost count of the number of times I’d had to listen to Vincent rant about Asher, and the internet was constantly debating who was the better player. I thought the comparisons were unfair considering they played different positions, but people loved to pit the two against each other.


It started years ago when an innocent online Match poll asked people to choose the best up-and-coming footballer. Asher won by one point over Vincent, which had my brother fuming. Since then, their rivalry had escalated to encompass who got paid more (Asher), who had the most brand sponsorships (Vincent), and who won the most Ballon d’Ors (Asher, though they’d received an equal number of nominations). It came to a head at the last World Cup, when Asher’s red card turned their feud into something even more bitter.


“Part of your job is to ensure they don’t kill each other.” Lavinia’s face softened a smidge. “I realize it’s unfair of me to spring this on you with so little notice, but when Frank reached out to me, we agreed to keep the arrangement under wraps for as long as possible in order to prevent leaks.” Frank was Blackcastle’s manager. “He also hadn’t committed to his decision until after yesterday’s match.”


I understood the reasoning, but that didn’t mean I had to like it. In fact, the more I thought about it, the worse my gut churned.


It was easy to figure out why Frank Armstrong was singling out my brother and Asher. Their animosity had led to plenty of issues and resulted in Blackcastle losing this year’s league. Things between them were bitter on a good day, and Frank obviously wanted them to patch things up by forcing them to train together.


That was all well and good, but unfortunately, that meant I was now caught in the middle.


Asher Donovan. Of all the people in the world, the other player had to be him. He was most women’s celebrity crush, and he might’ve been mine too had it not been for my loyalty to Vincent, my strict No Footballers rule, and his questionable reputation.


Asher was generally regarded as the world’s greatest footballer. The striker who played as impressively as he looked, the savior whose goals had brought his team back from the brink of defeat countless times. But for all his talent on the pitch, he was mired in controversy off it. The car crashes, the parties, the revolving door of women—all tabloid fodder that the public ate up like sweets at a children’s party.


I’d never met the man, but if other players had a god complex, I could only imagine how massive his was.


“Is there anything I can say to get out of this?” I asked hopefully.


Lavinia’s brows rose another half an inch.


I held back a sigh. That’s what I figured.


“Lessons start next Monday,” she said. “You’ve cross-trained footballers before, so small tweaks to your previous regimens should be sufficient. I’ve also taken a look at your summer schedule and adjusted it accordingly. Are there any more questions?”


It was a subtle dismissal.


“No,” I said. “I’ll have a final training plan ready by Monday.”


“Good.” Lavinia returned to her papers. “Thank you, Scarlett.”


Okay, that was a clear dismissal.


When I exited her office, Carina was already waiting for me with her bag in hand. It was six thirty-five, which meant it was officially after work hours.


She grimaced when she saw me. “That bad?” She could read my expressions better than anyone.


“I’ll tell you about it over drinks,” I said. “I need one. Badly.”
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“A HUNDRED QUID SAYS YOU OR DUBOIS WILL PUNCH THE other before the month is over,” Adil declared. “Wilson, you taking that bet?”


“Absolutely not,” Noah said, his tone dry. “Leave me out of your bets. They never end well.”


“I have no idea what you mean, and I’m offended that’s how you’re sending me off for the summer.” Adil clutched his chest. “When I’m on the flight home, I’ll remember your words. They’ll hurt.”


“Good. Maybe you’ll stop stirring up shit next season.”


“Is that any way to talk to your teammate? What type of example are you setting for your daughter?”


“Yes, it is, and my daughter’s not here,” Noah said.


I shook my head.


Noah, Adil, and I were at the Angry Boar, our favorite pub, for a last get-together before they flew home to the US and Morocco, respectively. It was the day after our disastrous loss against Holchester, but they’d already heard all about Coach forcing Vincent and me to train together for the summer.


I’d invited them out hoping for sympathy and distraction, but I should’ve known better. Adil thought my situation was hilarious, and Noah was stoic as a rock.


Wankers.


“I’m going to order us another round,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”


Adil had moved on to needling Noah about his nonexistent love life, and Noah was too busy ignoring him to do more than nod at my words.


I made my way toward the bar. I got a few glares and snide mutters, but no one openly pushed for a confrontation.


There was a reason why footballers loved the Angry Boar, which served strong drinks, cheap food, and no bullshit. It had a strict no-cameras, no-autographs, and no-brawls policy, enforced by triplet bouncers the size of mountains and the meanest owner this side of the Thames.


The last person who’d violated its rules had gotten tossed out on his ass (literally) and banned for life.


I ordered at the bar and glanced around the pub. A group of women blatantly stared at me from the corner and giggled to each other behind their hands while a passing couple did a double take. The girl opened her mouth, but she didn’t get a chance to speak before her boyfriend dragged her off and shot me a dirty look over his shoulder.


I took it all in stride. Stares and whispers came with the territory, and at least there were no paparazzi here hoping to trip me up.


“Here ya go.” Mac, the owner, shoved two pints (for me and Noah) and one Coke (for Adil) across the counter. “Don’t fucking spill it this time.”


“C’mon, Mac, you still mad about the other week? We didn’t actually break the jukebox.”


The Angry Boar was one of the few pubs with a jukebox, and Mac took great pride in it.


He glared at me, his grizzled face wreathed with a scowl. He didn’t give a shit about celebrities and was as likely to chew out a film star as he was the average Joe. It was why we loved him.


I grinned. “No spilling. Got it.”


I balanced the three glasses with both hands, turned—and promptly spilled one of them all over the person behind me.


In my defense, she hadn’t been there a second earlier, and she was standing so close, I couldn’t have avoided her in time unless I had eyes in the back of my head.


“Jesus Christ!” Mac exploded behind me while the girl let out a string of curses colorful enough to make a sailor blush.


I never would’ve thought someone so delicate-looking could string together those particular words in those particular ways. It was impressive.


“Shit, I’m sorry.” I set the glasses down, grabbed a handful of napkins, and attempted to help her clean her shirt. “I didn’t see you there.”


“I figured. I—” She glanced up, and the expression that crossed her face would’ve been comical had it not been aimed at me. “You.”


My eyebrows popped up. I was used to eliciting various reactions from the opposite sex, but horror typically wasn’t one of them.


“Have we met before?” I asked. The you sounded a little personal.


I was almost positive we hadn’t. If we’d crossed paths, I would’ve remembered her.


She was objectively, unequivocally stunning. Glossy black hair, creamy skin, light gray eyes fringed with thick lashes—she looked like a classic Hollywood star in the mold of Ava Gardner and Hedy Lamarr.


However, it was more than her looks. I met a lot of beautiful women in my line of work, but there was something about this girl…even in a beer-stained shirt and jeans, she exuded an elegance that couldn’t be bought or learned. You had to be born with it.


“No, we haven’t,” she said. “But I know who you are.” Her tone indicated that wasn’t necessarily a good thing.


Interesting. Maybe she was a Holchester fan.


I hope not.


“Well, then, it seems a bit unfair that you know my name and I don’t know yours,” I teased.


I didn’t date. If I wanted to be the greatest footballer in the world, I couldn’t waste time or energy on a serious relationship. Many would argue I was already the greatest footballer, but I hadn’t won a World Cup yet, and until I did, I couldn’t assume that title.


That being said, there was nothing wrong with a little flirting—or a lot of flirting, if it involved this mystery girl.


“Life isn’t always fair,” she said, looking amused.


The woman standing beside her muttered something under her breath. It sounded suspiciously like “He’ll figure it out soon,” but I couldn’t be certain.


Honestly, I’d been so captivated I hadn’t realized she was with a friend until that moment.


“In that case, I’ll settle for your number.” I nodded at her shirt. “I owe you a new top.”


“Oh, you’ll settle for my number?” The glint of amusement in her eyes brightened.


“Yep. It’ll be anonymous if you want. No name, just a number—so I can buy you a new shirt or pay for dry cleaning, of course.”


“Of course. I’m sure that’s all you’ll use the number for.”


I shrugged, a smile playing around the corners of my mouth. I hadn’t felt this lighthearted since yesterday’s match. Coming out to the pub had been a good idea after all.


“I can’t guarantee things won’t change in the future, but for now, my intentions are pure.” I held up a hand. “I promise.”


I really did intend on buying her a new top, so I wasn’t lying. Technically.


“As much faith as I have in promises made by players…” Her emphasis on the last word made it clear she wasn’t talking about my job title. “I have to respectfully decline. I can afford my own dry cleaning, and I don’t like handing out private information to strangers.” She cocked an eyebrow. “Try not to spill any more beer on unsuspecting passersby. It’s a waste of good ale.”


I stared, stunned, as she walked away. Her friend followed, half-laughing and half-sneaking peeks at me on her way to the exit.


What the hell just happened?


I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been rejected. Surprisingly, I wasn’t upset about it; I was…intrigued.


Jesus. The guy who could get any girl he wanted was fascinated by the one girl who wasn’t impressed. I was a walking cliché.


“Oof. Shut down hard.” Adil’s voice shook me out of my stupor. I hadn’t even noticed his and Noah’s approach. He grabbed his soda from the counter and smirked at me. “She must’ve watched yesterday’s match and thought you played like shit too.”


“Shut up.” But I wasn’t paying attention to him.


I was too focused on the flash of dark hair and blue jeans as she disappeared through the door.


I’d never seen Mystery Girl before, but for some reason, I had a feeling this wouldn’t be the last time we ran into each other.
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I spent the next week enjoying relative freedom. I hung out with friends, watched reruns of old shows, and took my favorite sports cars out for a spin or three. Football fired me up, but driving calmed me, and I’d amassed an enviable collection of luxury vehicles that I used for everyday errands or racing.


However, I chose a nondescript car for my first session at the Royal Academy of Ballet. Paparazzi were a problem, and I didn’t need a bright red Ferrari announcing my every move.


When I arrived at RAB, I felt a pinch of satisfaction at the absence of Vincent’s Lamborghini. He didn’t drive decoy cars, so I knew he wasn’t here yet.


I parked close to the entrance, my thoughts split between the dreaded cross-training session and the girl I’d bumped into last week.


I didn’t know why I was still thinking about her. We’d exchanged only a handful of words, and I didn’t know a single thing about her other than the fact she could pay for her own dry cleaning and that she didn’t like “handing out private information to strangers.”


My mouth curved at the memory.


I didn’t wish for much outside the realm of football, but I’d give up one of my cars to see her again.


Maybe.


Possibly.


Definitely.


Perhaps it was a good thing she hadn’t given me her name and number. I didn’t need that big a distraction in my life.


I entered RAB, checked in with the starry-eyed receptionist at the front desk, and followed her instructions to the training studio.


Housed in a mansion that looked like something straight off a Regency movie set, the Royal Academy of Ballet was worlds away from the sweaty, utilitarian grounds of Blackcastle’s training facility. There were paintings of ballerinas, photos of ballerinas, bronze statues of ballerinas…basically, ballerinas everywhere.


I guess subtlety wasn’t their strong point.


Then again, Blackcastle’s facilities had our team logo stamped on every possible surface so I shouldn’t throw stones.


I arrived at the studio just in time to see students from the previous class trickling out.


I was early, so I hung back, waiting for the last person to turn the corner before I slipped inside. Thankfully, neither of the DuBois siblings was here yet, and I took the opportunity to examine my surroundings.


I’d never attended a ballet performance before, much less been inside a studio, but it looked exactly as I’d imagined.


A wall of mirrors reflected a row of giant arched windows, which overlooked the academy’s manicured grounds. A wooden barre stretched the length of the room, and the floors gleamed so brightly I could almost see my reflection in them.


The only out-of-place object was the giant tote wobbling on the edge of the corner table. It was stuffed with what looked like a jumper, a book, and…whatever else people stashed in their totes.


The weight of its contents must’ve been too much for the overworked bag because, after a valiant effort to stay upright, it tipped over and spilled half its items across the floor with a raucous clatter.


The book thudded to the ground. Pens rolled this way and that while a scarf drifted dreamily on top of a small box.


I half-expected someone to run in and check on the disruption, but no one did.


Should I pick up the stray items or wait for their owner to return? Would it be an invasion of privacy if I chose the former?


Screw it. It would be weirder if she walked in to find me staring at her scattered belongings without doing a thing about it.


I walked over and started scooping the contents back in their bag.


Jumper, book, pens, makeup, keys, water bottle, tights, hairspray, canvas slippers, medication, sweat towel, heat pack, sewing kit, another book…Jesus, it was like Mary Poppins’s magic bag. How the hell did she fit all of that inside one tote?


I wedged a protein bar between her sunglasses and resistance bands. I didn’t know how I’d get the—


“What are you doing?”


I glanced up, and my reply died an instant death.


No. It can’t be.


She’d tied her hair up instead of leaving it down, and she wore a leotard, leg warmers over tights, and a wrap skirt instead of a shirt and jeans, but it was unmistakably her.


The girl from the pub.


She had the same midnight hair, the same red lips, the same piercing gray eyes that were currently boring a hole through my face.


If it weren’t for the tangible heat of her stare, I would’ve thought I’d conjured her through the mere force of my thoughts.


“I’m not snooping.” I recovered from my shock and raised my hands in a gesture of surrender. “The bag fell, and I was simply picking up the items.”


She responded with a wary stare as she walked toward me—or rather, toward her bag.


I should’ve known she was a dancer. Even at the pub, she’d moved with the grace of one, her posture perfect, her movements smooth and fluid. But whereas I’d picked up on a touch of apprehension at the Angry Boar, here, she carried herself with the ease of someone who was completely in her element.


“Do you go here?” I asked.


I guessed she was in her mid-twenties, which seemed outside RAB’s target age range, but maybe she was here for professional training.


A small smirk crossed her mouth. “You could say that.”


“Then this is a sign. What are the chances we’d run into each other twice?” I hoped our schedules overlapped this summer. Seeing her might make my forced training sessions a bit more bearable. “Now you have to tell me your name. It’s only polite.”


“Oh, I’m sure you’ll find out soon enough,” she said dryly.


She bent to retrieve her scarf while I picked up the remaining book on the floor. The worn yellow-and-green cover sparked a flare of recognition.


“Leo Agnelli,” I said appreciatively. “Good taste.”


Our hands brushed when she reached for the outstretched book, and a frisson of electricity shot up my arm. It was so sharp, so unexpected, that I almost dropped the paperback.


What the hell?


She stiffened, making me wonder if she’d felt it too, but her expression was unreadable. “You read Leo Agnelli.” Her tone contained a heavy dose of skepticism.


“Occasionally.” The little jolt must’ve been static from our clothing. That was the only feasible explanation. “Try not to act so surprised, Chloe. I promise I’ll live up to your ‘dumb athlete’ preconception of me in other ways.”


A small laugh escaped. She quickly covered it up, but it was too late. I’d heard it, she knew I’d heard it, and my ability to draw that smile out of her might just be the highlight of my shitty week.


“My name isn’t Chloe,” she said.


“I didn’t think so, but since you refuse to tell me what it actually is, I’ll have to keep guessing until I get it right, Alice.”


“That’s going to get old real fast.”


“Luckily, there’s an easy solution to the problem.”


I was being pushier than normal, but I would’ve backed off if I’d picked up on any signs of discomfort from her.


However, the gleam of laughter in her eyes told me she wasn’t as annoyed as she pretended to be…and she hadn’t pulled her hand away yet.


We must’ve come to the same realization because our gazes dropped to our hands at the same time.


The air crackled with sudden tension, and another electric spark streaked through me.


The first had been bright and brief, like lightning in a cloudless sky. This one was slower, more potent, and the heat from it made me feel like I was running laps in Markovic Stadium instead of standing frozen in an air-conditioned dance studio.


Mystery Girl swallowed, and even the steady hum of the AC wasn’t enough to drown out my roaring pulse.


I tried to think of something else to say, but I couldn’t remember what we were talking about or why I was here.


I hadn’t been this out of sorts around a girl since my ill-fated childhood crush on Hailey Brompton (she’d moved to Brighton during Year Five and broke my heart).


The thrill of seeing Mystery Girl again faded into trepidation.


How did she have such a strong effect on me when I barely knew her? Maybe our close proximity wasn’t a good thing after all. If I were smart, I’d stay away and focus on my goals: a league championship with Blackcastle, followed by the Euro Cup and the World Cup.


My inexplicable fascination with this girl did not factor anywhere into the equation.


Flirting was one thing; losing focus was another.


“Let’s get this over with.” A familiar, unwelcome voice cut through the tension.


Vincent strode in, wearing sunglasses inside like a douche.


The girl finally yanked her hand away and shoved her book into her bag.


I dropped my arm as well, though the shadow of a tingle remained.


“It’s about time you showed up,” she said, her cheeks noticeably redder than before. “I thought I’d have to call and remind you about today’s session.”


“There was traffic, and I’m technically right on time. It’s not my fault you show up early everywhere.” Vincent ignored me to focus on her. “You ready to get started?”


Despite my misgivings about the girl and losing focus, a twinge of jealousy snaked through my gut at their easy banter.


“Do you know each other?” I asked as casually as possible.


She didn’t seem like the type who’d go for Vincent, but stranger things have happened. In hell.


She opened her mouth, but Vincent beat her to it.


“Of course.” He looked at me like I was stupid. “She’s my sister.”
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I WISH I COULD’VE SNAPPED A PHOTO OF ASHER’S FACE when Vincent announced I was his sister. If his jaw had dropped any lower, he’d have to reattach it.


I shouldn’t have led him on by keeping my name to myself, but part of me had been amused at seeing the Asher Donovan flabbergasted by my refusal to fall at his feet like every other woman in the world.


I wasn’t above fangirling or celebrity crushes. For example, if I ever met Nate Reynolds, my favorite actor, I’d probably scream and pass out. I just didn’t fangirl over footballers; being related to one really took the shine out of their glory.


“Your sister?” Asher finally found his words. His gaze traveled between me and Vincent.


I understood why he was so shocked. Our parents couldn’t have natural-born children, so they’d adopted us when we were babies. Vincent’s dark eyes and light brown skin were the polar opposites of my gray eyes and pale complexion, but even though we weren’t biologically related, he was my brother in every other sense of the word.


Not a lot of people knew we were adopted, though, and it was always amusing to see their reactions when they found out we were siblings.


“Scarlett DuBois,” I said with a hint of apology. I really should’ve said something earlier. “Your new trainer.”


Asher cut a glance in my direction, and an unsettling spark of electricity danced over my skin.


Anti-footballer biases aside, the man was gorgeous. As in, gave-Nate-Reynolds-a-run-for-his-money, movie-star gorgeous.


Thick dark hair flopped over his forehead, framing sculpted cheekbones and a sensual mouth. Unfairly long lashes fringed the greenest eyes I’d ever seen, and every inch of his body was chiseled to high-performance perfection.


But the attraction wasn’t even really about his looks, though they were objectively flawless. It was the charisma, the utter ease with which he moved in the spotlight that made it impossible to look away. Asher was one of the most famous athletes in the world, yet he possessed the down-to-earth charm of the boy next door.


Raw masculinity wrapped in cool confidence. The combination was so magnetic, even my antagonism toward footballers couldn’t dull it. If he weren’t my brother’s teammate and rival, I would be swooning big-time.


Except he is, so you need to get it together.


“Anyway.” I cleared my throat, my skin still tingling from our brief touch earlier. It must be the static from my clothes; that was what I got for wearing wool in May. “Let’s start. The focus of our training will be strength, stamina, and flexibility. We’ll start with warm-ups, then move to footwork.”


I gradually relaxed as the session got underway and my unease over Asher’s proximity faded beneath my desire to do a good job. I hadn’t wanted this role, but now that I had it, I was going to excel, dammit.


“Let’s move into some deep stretches,” I said after we finished basic warm-ups. “We’re going to lift our right leg onto the barre, breathe, and lower our chest to our leg. Go slowly, take your time…”


I demonstrated the movement for them, luxuriating in the stretch and the gentle music playing in the background. This was the most calming part of—


“Dammit!”


My head jerked up at Vincent’s curse. I lowered my leg and turned to see him struggling to get his foot up on the barre. Football didn’t naturally develop flexibility the way dance and gymnastics did, so some stretches were difficult for the players.


However, Asher was already in the correct position and reveling in my brother’s difficulties.


“It’s a simple stretch, DuBois,” he drawled. “But it’s okay if you can’t do it. We can’t all have natural talent.”


Vincent’s face flushed. He hated being second best, especially to Asher. I never said it out loud, but I suspected that was the reason why he did what he did in the last World Cup.


If he’d been up against anyone else, he wouldn’t have faked that injury. He despised diving, but his rivalry with Asher often made him do stupid things.


“I’m not surprised you have such a low bar for what you consider talent,” Vincent snapped. “Newsflash, Donovan, tricks and flashy goals don’t mean you’re better than other people.”


“That’s not what the Ballon d’Or jurors thought when they presented me with my fourth award last year.” Asher had won the prestigious award for best player of the season four times; Vincent had won it twice. “Besides, it appears that for you, the barre isn’t low enough.” Asher smirked at Vincent’s form.


My brother’s knuckles whitened around the barre. “You—”


“Enough!” I said sharply. “Let’s get back to work. If you want to argue, do it on your own time.”


They lapsed into mulish silence, but to their credit, they didn’t attempt to pick a fight with each other again during the session.


I modified some of the stretches for Vincent, and we spent the next hour drilling into different footwork techniques, which was where football and ballet had the biggest crossover.


Neither of them had cross-trained with dance before, so I took it easy on them the first day. Even so, by the time our session ended, everyone was exhausted and dripping with sweat.


“I take back everything I said about football being more strenuous than ballet.” Vincent guzzled a bottle of water. His face gleamed with perspiration. “I can’t believe you did this for fun for half your life.”


“It wasn’t just for fun. It was my job,” I reminded him. A pang hit me at the word was, as in former, as in it was no longer my job. Not the professional dance part, anyway.


And yes, I had found ballet fun when I was younger. I’d loved the discipline, the choreography, and the costumes, but most of all, I’d loved discovering something I had a natural talent for. While my peers stressed about what they were going to do after graduation, I already had my future locked in.


Then a rainy summer night stole that future away, and I was left with the pieces of what could’ve been.


A wave of prickles swarmed my skin. I turned and wiped down the barre, hoping Vincent didn’t pick up on my mood shift.


I loved that he didn’t tiptoe around my past the way our parents did, but sometimes, I wasn’t in the right mental space to talk about it.


“If the sessions are too hard for you, you could quit,” Asher said. He grabbed a wipe to help me clean the barre, and this time, the tingles suffusing my body had nothing to do with the ghosts of my past. “I’m sure Coach would understand.”


Vincent’s eyes sharpened. “Oh, I’ll be fine. I’m more worried about you.” He tossed his empty bottle into his duffel bag. “After all, only one person in this room has a World Cup to their name, and it’s not you.”


The temperature plummeted to subarctic levels.


Asher’s face hardened as I suppressed a wince. Even I knew bringing up the World Cup was a no-no around him, and I barely knew the man.


“Perhaps not, but at least I don’t have to cheat to win.”


“Cheating according to whom? Not the ref. Not the—”


“Stop it!” My interjection sliced through their argument for the second time that day. “I let your earlier spat slide, but I won’t do that again. This is a training session, not a cage fight. I don’t know how you operate in your club, but in my studio, you will behave like adults and you will act like professionals. If you can’t or won’t do that, then I’m happy to relay that message to your manager because I did not sign up to be your babysitter, mediator, or therapist. Is that clear?”


Asher and Vincent gaped at me, their brewing fight forgotten.


I rarely yelled, but between my unwanted reactions to Asher and the prospect of dealing with their bickering for an entire summer, I’d just about had it.


“Is that clear?” I repeated.


“Crystal.” Asher responded first, his earlier scowl melting into something akin to appreciation as he examined me.


I almost preferred the scowl.


“You got it, sis.” Vincent offered a cheeky smile when I glared at him, but he didn’t attempt to provoke Asher again. Well, Asher had provoked him first, but he’d escalated it by bringing up the World Cup. “I’ll see you for dinner Thursday?”


I wasn’t fooled. He wanted to remind Asher that he was the odd man out in this trio, but if he thought I’d show him favoritism just because he was my brother, he was sorely mistaken.


Nevertheless, I nodded. “Remember, it’s your turn to choose.”


Vincent and I had a standing Thursday night sibling dinner every week (barring travel and club obligations). I’d stayed in London with our mother while he’d moved to Paris with our father after our parents’ divorce, so we only saw each other during holidays growing up.


After he transferred to Blackcastle a few years ago, we tried to make up for lost time. Nothing beat family, especially when you were surrounded by as many wannabe freeloaders and starfuckers as Vincent was.


“I have a Match interview in an hour, so I’ll see you later.” He shot a warning glare at Asher before leaving.


I shook my head. The Match mention was obviously aimed at Asher. The two competed for press and sponsorships off the pitch as much as they did for glory on the pitch. Everything was a dick measuring contest to them, and they were constantly trying to one-up the other.


“So,” Asher said as I packed up and got ready to leave, too. Their session was my last of the day, and I was looking forward to a nice, long bath at home. It helped with the aches and pains. Plus, I liked the bubbles. “I finally know your name.”


“Did it live up to your expectations?” I quipped.


“Half of it did. You look like a Scarlett.” His gaze briefly touched my mouth, and my skin warmed yet again.


“Ah, but the DuBois threw you off.”


“You could say that.” The careless grin he threw my way shouldn’t have made my pulse race, but it did. “However, I have to commend you on achieving something that I thought was impossible.”


“What’s that?”


“Making me like someone with the last name DuBois.”


I rolled my eyes even as I fought an exasperated laugh. “You are an incorrigible flirt.”


“Flirt? Yes. Incorrigible? That’s a matter of opinion.” Asher followed me into the hall, his long legs keeping easy pace with my brisk stride. “Besides, I have to be extra nice to you now that I know you’re Vincent’s sister. You’ve suffered enough.”


My laugh finally broke free, and his answering smile soothed my sting of guilt over laughing at Vincent’s expense.


I truly wasn’t prepared for how charismatic Asher was in person. I’d glimpsed it at the pub last week, but the effect had been muted by the beer spill and our crowded surroundings.


Being alone with him after seeing him in action during training and bearing the full weight of his attention when there was no one else around…that was a whole other matter.


He commanded attention the way no one else did. It was dangerous.


“Are you two stepsiblings?” Asher asked when I didn’t respond.


“Adopted.” It wasn’t a secret, though we didn’t go around screaming about it. “Before you say anything else, this…” I gestured between us. “Ends now.”


Amusement slid across his infuriatingly perfect face. “What’s this?”


“The flirting. It’s unprofessional.”


“I’m afraid flirting is part of my nature, darling.”


Ugh. It should be illegal for any word to sound as delicious as darling did in Asher’s deep, silky voice.


“Well, change it or suppress it.”


“That’s not how nature works.”


“It is at RAB.” I spotted my salvation at the end of the hall. “Carina! There you are.” I sped up my pace. Finally, someone who could act as a buffer. “I was looking for you.”


She glanced up from the sheaf of papers in her hands. “You were? I mean, of course you were.” Her eyes fell on Asher, and I swore I heard a dreamy sigh. Oh, no. Not you too. “Hi.”


“Hey.” His grin could only be described as panty-melting. “I saw you at the pub last week with Scarlett, right? I’m Asher.”


He held out his hand, which she grabbed with far too much enthusiasm. “Carina. It’s so nice to officially meet you. I’m a huge fan.”


Asher upped the wattage of his smile. “Thanks. Perhaps you can help convince Scarlett I’m not the devil then?” He dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I don’t think she likes me very much.”


“Oh, she doesn’t like anyone very much, but don’t worry. She’ll come around. Eventually.”


“Excuse me.” I crossed my arms. “I’m standing right here.”


“Yes, I know,” my traitor of a friend said. She tacked one of the papers to the bulletin board. “Let me finish putting this up, then we can leave.”


Asher examined the sheet. “‘Staff showcase auditions,’” he read aloud. “‘This year’s featured performance will be Lorena.’ I’ve never heard of that ballet.”


“It’s a newer piece,” Carina explained. “Contemporary, not classic.”


“Which role are you auditioning for?” he asked me. “I’d love to see you onstage. Show me how the professionals do it.”


This time, even his smile wasn’t enough to unknot the twist in my gut.


“None,” I said. “I don’t participate in showcases.”


“Why not?”


“Because.” I avoided Carina’s sympathetic stare. Besides Vincent, she was the only person who knew my hang-ups around performing. “I don’t have time.”


“The showcase is a lot of work,” she added, backing me up. “Staff participation isn’t mandatory.”


“That’s too bad.” Asher appeared genuinely disappointed.


He wasn’t the only one. If I could snap my fingers and get one wish, I’d wish for the ability to dance onstage again, but life didn’t work that way.


“We have to go, or we’ll miss our train.” I hooked my arm through Carina’s and dragged her down the hall before he drew us deeper into conversation. “I’ll see you Wednesday for our next session,” I added, glancing back over my shoulder.


His mouth tilted up like he knew exactly why I was rushing off. “Looking forward to it, Scarlett.”


A breathless shiver slipped down my spine.


If the way he said darling was illegal, the velvety intimacy with which he uttered my name was downright sinful.


I didn’t look back, but the warmth of his gaze lingered long after we’d turned the corner.


“Wow,” Carina said once we were out of earshot.


She didn’t have to elaborate.


For better or worse, I knew exactly what she meant.
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MYSTERY GIRL WAS SCARLETT.


Scarlett was Vincent’s sister.


Vincent’s sister was our new trainer.


I’d had two days to wrap my head around those mindfucks, and I still couldn’t pinpoint how I felt about them.


Scarlett was nothing like how I’d imagined Vincent’s sister would be. She was quieter, wittier, and pricklier in the most charming way. I’d shown up at RAB on Monday, prepared to tolerate her at best, and now I found out the girl I couldn’t stop thinking about was related to my biggest rival.


The universe had a sick sense of humor.


I paused in the studio’s doorway. Scarlett was already in there setting up, but something kept me from entering right away.


I’d told myself I would stay away from her before I found out who she was. Obviously, I didn’t have that option anymore.


But you do have the option of not showing up extra early in order to spend more alone time with her, an annoying voice pointed out in my head.


My jaw tensed. Oh, shut up.


Arguing with myself. Never a good sign.


Scarlett turned. Our gazes collided, and a streak of awareness ran down the length of my spine.


“You’re early.” She didn’t move from her spot near the barre, nor did I move from the doorway.


“I’m just that type of student.”


“You mean a teacher’s pet?”


“Darling, if you want to call me pet, I won’t stop you.”


My mouth curled into a tiny grin at the pink tint creeping over her neck and face.


She blushed so easily. It was adorable, especially when it contradicted the words coming out of her mouth.


“Two new rules,” she said. “One, no flirting with me. Ever.”


“Ah, we’re back to that again. Ever’s a long time.” I finally abandoned my post in the doorway and entered the studio. “Also, I wasn’t flirting. I was telling the truth.”


“Two,” she continued, ignoring me. “Don’t call me darling.”


“What about honeybun?”


“No.”


“Madame?”


“No.”


“Tinkerbell?”


“Only if you want me to kick you in the tinkerbell between your legs.”


A burst of laughter erupted from my chest. “Here I thought ballerinas were supposed to be soft and elegant.”


“Oh, we are.” Scarlett cocked an eyebrow. “We’re also, pound for pound, some of the strongest athletes in the world. So believe me when I say I will kick you and it will hurt.”


“I believe you.” I couldn’t stop smiling. “No flirting, no darling. Understood.”


Our repartee died down when Vincent showed up a minute later. Typical. He always ruined things.


However, Scarlett’s warning from our last session was fresh in my mind, so I kept my mouth shut and ignored him the best I could.


That probably wasn’t what Coach had in mind when he forced us to train together, but he wasn’t here. What he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.


We didn’t have much time for “bonding” regardless. People underestimated the rigor of ballet because it looked so ethereal, but in reality, the training was brutal—and we were still in the beginner’s stage.


Scarlett’s delicate appearance was a red herring; she ran her studio like a bloody drill sergeant. Even Coach would be impressed.


“One, two, three, four. Repeat, two, three, four. Good. Again. I—” Scarlett stopped short, the color draining from her face.


Vincent and I faltered.


“Are you okay?” I asked at the same time he said, “Is it—”


“No. I’m okay.” She flashed a tight smile. “I just have to…use the loo. Keep going. I’ll be right back.”


My gaze followed her out of the room. Her walk seemed off, like she was favoring one leg over the other, but that might’ve been a trick of the eye.


She’s fine. She had no reason to lie, and even if she wasn’t feeling well, she was capable of taking care of herself.


So why did I feel worried?


“Don’t even think about it.” Vincent’s sharp tone brought my attention back to him. “I saw the way you were looking at her,” he said when I raised a questioning brow. “Touch my sister, and you’re dead.”


“Drop the overprotective brother bit, DuBois. It’s cliché.”


“I’m just giving you a friendly warning.” There wasn’t an ounce of friendliness in his expression. “Scarlett is off limits.”


“Scarlett can speak for herself.”


“Yes, but she’s too nice to creeps who want to take advantage.”


I wasn’t sure if we’d met the same Scarlett, since the one I knew seemed perfectly content putting me in my place.


I didn’t bother acknowledging the creeps who want to take advantage part of his comment. I knew my intentions and boundaries; Vincent could think whatever the hell he liked.


“Not that you’d succeed even if you tried getting with her. She won’t date a footballer again.” Vincent shrugged. “Tough luck.”


Again? Which player had she dated before? How long had they dated? Was it an old fling or recent breakup?


I tamped down the irrational desire to grill him about her ex. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.


Scarlett returned, cutting our conversation short. Some of the color had returned to her cheeks, but her voice lacked the strength from the first half of our session.


Vincent said something in French. She responded in kind and gave him a pointed look. Whatever he was saying, she didn’t want him saying it in front of me, even if it was in another language.


We were nearly finished with the session when his phone went off.


“I know, I know. I’m sorry.” He jogged to his duffel bag in the corner. “But that’s Dad’s emergency ringtone.”


Scarlett’s frown melted into visible worry as Vincent picked up. He listened and said a few brusque words in French before ending the call.


“What happened?” she asked.


“Dad had an accident.” More rapid-fire French, followed by a nod from Scarlett and a sideways glare from Vincent.


What the hell did I do?


“I’m sorry about the interruption,” Scarlett said as Vincent shouldered his bag. “This is highly unusual, but…”


“It’s fine. I get it.” We only had ten minutes left of training anyway, and my muscles could use an early break. “Is your dad okay?”


“I think so. Vincent’s going to deal with it. Dad’s…particular about the people who handle his personal affairs.”


“I’ll call you later with an update.” Vincent pinned me with a hard stare on his way out. “Remember what I said earlier.”


The Nobel Peace Prize committee should note that I chose the high road and didn’t respond with snark. His father was injured, after all. I wasn’t a monster.


“Apologies again.” Scarlett smoothed an unsteady hand over her bun. “This is only our second session, so I don’t want to give the wrong impression. There’s usually never this many disruptions.”


“By disruptions, you mean using the loo and a family emergency?” I leaned against the barre and crossed my arms. “How unprofessional. You should quit now.”


Her mouth twitched. “When you put it that way, I guess it’s not so bad.”


“It never is.”


Thunder boomed in the distance and drew our startled gazes to the window. I’d been so caught up in what was happening in the studio that I hadn’t noticed the transition from beautiful spring afternoon to raging storm.


“Don’t tell me you’re taking the tube in this weather,” I said as Scarlett packed up her belongings.


It was a fifteen-minute walk to the nearest tube station, and it sounded like the apocalypse out there.


“People take the tube when it’s raining all the time.”


“Only when they don’t have another choice. Let me drive you home.” I followed her out the door and down the hall. “Carina left early, so you don’t have to wait for her.”


Scarlett slid a glance my way. “Are you stalking her?”


“I ran into her on my way to the studio. She told me she had a doctor’s appointment this afternoon.”


“Why would she…never mind.” Scarlett shook her head. “She’s the queen of oversharing.”


“Think about it,” I said as we neared the exit. “Would you rather ride the tube with a bunch of wet, grumpy commuters or enjoy the passenger seat of a brand-new Mercedes?”


“The tube. I’ve heard stories about the way you drive, and I want no part in it.”


I should let it go. I shouldn’t even be talking to her outside training—no distractions and all that—but she had a way of making me forget reason.


“It’s a saloon car, not a sports car.” The Mercedes was my anti-paparazzi decoy. “I won’t go a single mile over the speed limit. I promise.”


“No thanks.” Scarlett opened the door. “I’ll take my—”


“Asher! Asher, is this your new girlfriend?”


“How do you feel about losing the league during your first season with Blackcastle?”


“Is it true you and Vincent are training together this summer?”


An onslaught of questions and camera flashes exploded like a bomb amidst RAB’s otherwise tranquil sanctuary.


Paparazzi swamped us, their raincoats slick with water, their cameras shoved in our faces as I was stunned into momentary silence.


How the hell did they find me? Everyone at RAB had to sign NDAs, and I was always careful driving from my house to the school. Most importantly, how the hell did they get past the security gates?


“Did you see people are burning your shirts in Holchester?”


“How does it feel to be hated by the fans that used to love you?”


The clamor escalated. With their hoods up and giant black lenses obscuring their faces, they resembled a pack of vultures frothing for scraps.


My heart rate ratcheted up. The shouts and flashes blurred into white noise while my gut twisted with familiar overwhelm.


I didn’t hate the media per se. We had a symbiotic relationship, but only when the engagement was mutual.


I hated this—the ambushes, the invasions of privacy, the gross attempts at getting a rise out of me so they could sell my reaction for a buck. That was why I refused to give them one.


The rain fell in fat, heavy drops, soaking me to the bone. Claps of thunder rolled overhead and added to the chaos as I recovered my faculties and tried to push my way through the crowd.


I’d worry about how they found me later. Right now, I needed to get to my car and get us the hell out of here.


Us. Scarlett.


I turned, my heart giving a panicked thump when I saw her frozen at the top of the steps, her eyes wide and her face pale. I’d assumed she was right behind me, but she appeared to be in shock.


One of the paps said something that got lost in the storm and grabbed her arm.


A switch flipped, and my determination to keep my mouth shut washed away beneath a haze of red.


“Hey!” I doubled back and shoved him off her. “Don’t touch her!”


The camera flashes burst into a fresh frenzy.


“Are you sleeping together?”


“Is she your trainer?”


“What’s your relationship?”


“Asher?”


“Asher!”


My voice and the renewed shouts shook Scarlett out of her stupor. She grabbed my outstretched hand and ran with me to my car.


I barreled through the paparazzi without care, and we somehow made it to my car without further incident.


She gave me her address, but neither of us spoke again until I’d cleared RAB’s grounds and the cameras were a distant horde.


“Are you okay?” I asked. That seemed to be the question of the day.


“Yeah. I just…” Scarlett blinked, lingering traces of shock evident in the tremor of her words. “Is it always like that for you?”


“Not always, but most of the time.”


It was one of the many reasons I didn’t date. Any relationship would crumble beneath the combined weight of my football obligations, public scrutiny, and intrusive paparazzi. Everyone wanted to date a celebrity until they came home one day to find people rummaging through their trash for paydirt.


“God.” Scarlett slumped in her seat. “How did they find you?”


“Either someone broke their NDA, or they tailed me from my house and I didn’t notice.”


I needed to call my publicist and see if she could deal with the photos before they got published. Paparazzi often played fast and loose with the rules, but Sloane had a history of bending them to her will. I didn’t want Scarlett to deal with the absolute mess that would occur if her face got splashed all over the tabloids.


“Thank you for helping me back there,” she said quietly. “You didn’t have to do that. They probably got a money shot of you pushing that guy.”


“He deserved it.” My muscles coiled again at the memory of that asshole’s hands on her. “He shouldn’t have touched you.”


Scarlett swallowed hard.


“I’m surprised you haven’t had similar run-ins before,” I said after another bout of silence. “Because of your brother.”


“He keeps me shielded from that kind of stuff. Besides, he lives in Paris during the off-season, and when he is here, we hang out at each other’s houses, not in public.”


“So you two are close.”


“Yes. We grew up in different cities, but we talked often. I didn’t have a lot of friends as a kid because of my ballet schedule, and he had the same issue because of football. We were the closest the other had to a confidante.”


It was weird. The topic of Vincent usually aggravated me, but I could listen to Scarlett talk all day and not get tired.


Then again, it had less to do with the subject and more to do with her. She was so reserved that any glimpses into her personal life fascinated me.


I stopped at a red light and glanced over at her. Scarlett stared straight ahead, her brows knitted together in thought. I read people pretty well, but she could be contemplating my words, her life, or what she wanted for dinner. I had no idea.


My gaze traced the elegant curve of her profile, searching for something I couldn’t name. Water droplets clung to her lashes and coated the strands of hair slicked back into a dancer’s bun. The elegant slope of her nose gave way to a lush mouth and delicate chin, both of which firmed into a stubborn line.


“Stop doing that,” she said without looking at me.


“Doing what?”


“Staring at me.”


“Training’s going to be difficult if I’m not allowed to look at you.”


“Looking at me for training is fine. Staring at me like this is not.” She finally tore her eyes away from the road to gesture between us.


“How, exactly, am I looking at you?” I asked, amused.


“Like you…” Scarlett faltered, and the air suddenly condensed into something thicker, almost tangible.


Her eyes didn’t quite meet mine, but the steady drip, drip, drip of water against the windows matched the spike in my pulse.


“Like I what?”


The question floated between us, soft enough not to disturb the tension coating the interior of the car.


Her lips parted for a breath before she lifted her chin, her face hardening. “Like you’re flirting with me. That’s not allowed, remember? It’s one of the rules.”


“Do you have many of those?”


“What?”


“Rules.”


“I’m a ballerina. I live by rules.”


“That’s too bad.” The light finally turned green, and I broke eye contact to focus on the road. “You’d have more fun without them.”


Scarlett’s gaze warmed my cheek before she, too, faced forward again.


The tension didn’t dissipate in the resulting silence so much as rearrange itself, charging the air with a steady hum and making me hyperaware of her presence even when I wasn’t looking directly at her.


The subtle shift of her leg. The dip of her chin. The shallow rise and fall of her chest.


Fuck. My fingers tightened around the steering wheel.


The twenty-minute drive to Scarlett’s flat seemed both far too long and far too short, and when she finally climbed out of the car with a murmured thanks, I couldn’t muster more than a nod.


I waited until she made it safely inside before I drove away, but the scent of her lingered.


Scarlett is off limits. Vincent’s warning echoed in my head.


I was inclined to heed it—not because I was afraid of him, but because I was afraid of what getting close to Scarlett might do to me if I didn’t.
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“WHO DROVE YOU HOME?”


“What makes you think someone drove me home?” I unpacked our Chinese takeaway and avoided my brother’s eyes. “I always take the tube.”


It wasn’t Thursday, but he showed up at my flat an hour ago after he finished dealing with our father’s situation. I took one look at his face, let him in, and ordered us food.


Sometimes, sibling intuition trumped explanations.


“It’s a long walk to the tube station, and you don’t have an umbrella drying in the hall. Therefore, you didn’t take the tube.” Vincent shrugged. We were seated at my kitchen table in our usual spots—me next to the window, him next to the fridge. “Elementary, my dear Watson.”


“Wow, I have Sherlock Holmes in my kitchen. Someone call BBC One and tell them they need another reboot.”


“Ha ha.” Vincent snagged a spring roll from its container. “It wasn’t Carina, was it? Because I haven’t forgotten the time she drove my Lambo into the curb.”


“She’s apologized multiple times for that,” I said, suppressing a laugh at the memory of Vincent’s face when he saw the scratch on his precious car. Carina was like a second sister to him, which was the only reason he’d let her behind the wheel. “And no, it wasn’t her. It was someone else from the academy.”


Asher was training there and therefore a temporary member of the academy, so I wasn’t lying. Technically.


I hadn’t wanted to get into a car with him. I didn’t deal well with new-to-me drivers after the accident, which was why I rarely took taxis, but the paparazzi ambush had left me no choice.


“So it’s another staff member.” For some reason, Vincent looked relieved. Maybe a paranoid part of him had feared Asher was the one who drove me home. “Good.”


I didn’t correct him and prove his paranoia right.


Looking back, I should’ve been terrified given Asher’s reputation for reckless driving. However, he’d driven safe and slow, and our conversation had kept me from spiraling.


For someone whose mere presence put me on edge, he had a way of also easing my anxiety—namely by distracting me so much I didn’t have time to think about anything else.


A twist of unease tightened inside me. I didn’t like my contradictory reactions to Asher. I preferred to sort my emotions into separate boxes—black and white, good and bad, alphabetized and color-coded. But when I looked at him, I was a muddled canvas of gray.


I hated gray.


“So, are we going to talk about what happened?” I asked, switching subjects. Asher and I hadn’t done anything wrong, but I didn’t want Vincent to freak out and go on a tangent about me consorting with the enemy. “How’s Dad?”


All I knew was he’d had an accident. He had a lot of those now that he was retired and constantly puttering around, but they usually involved him hitting his head or slamming the door on his hand. Nevertheless, he made it sound like he was dying every time.


Vincent wasn’t the only drama queen in the family.


Still, he was our father, so it was our duty to check in anyway, hence why Vincent gave him an emergency ringtone.


“He fell and broke his hip. He’s fine,” he said when I opened my mouth. “He doesn’t need surgery. But, uh, he asked me to come home and stay with him until the season starts or he’s fully healed.”


I narrowed my eyes as Vincent wolfed down his spring roll. “You can’t hire a home nurse? It has to be you, specifically?”


“I did hire a nurse, which is why he wants me to stay with him. You know he hates being alone with strangers.”


Fair enough, but…“Vince, you can’t even make a proper bowl of soup. What are you going to do while you’re there?”


I couldn’t picture my wonderful, athletic, yet deeply out of touch brother taking care of anything that didn’t involve a football, a video game, or a party.


“Good thing soup has nothing to do with it,” he countered. “I just have to keep Dad company and make him feel better about having the nurse around twenty-four-seven. If I’m not there, he’s liable to drive her to murder.”


“How long will recovery take?”


“It’s hard to say. The doctors estimate anywhere from three to four months.”


“Hmm.” I studied him with a hint of suspicion. “You’re not doing this to get out of training with Asher, are you?”


“Of course not,” he snapped. “Trust me, Lettie, I’d rather stay in London. I don’t want you dealing with Asher alone, especially when he…”


I stiffened. “Especially when he what?”


He knows about the ride home. He knows Asher has been flirting with you and, despite what you say, a part of you likes it.


“Especially when he’s such a dick,” Vincent said after a beat of hesitation. “Don’t fall for the charmer act he puts on with girls. It’s just that. An act. I’ve seen it a million times. We should’ve never signed him,” he added with a grumble. “You see how he is. He’s more trouble than he’s worth.”


Relief loosened the knot in my lungs. He doesn’t know.


“I’m not stupid. Besides, I have a strict no-footballer rule. Asher Donovan is not on my romantic radar, and he never will be.”


Attraction didn’t count as romance. That was an involuntary, hormonal thing. My body may not agree, but my brain was firmly on board and my heart was safely locked away.


However, a seed of guilt remained lodged in my chest. No matter how I rationalized the car ride, it felt like a betrayal, and I hated doing anything that might jeopardize my relationship with Vincent. Besides Carina, he was the only person I fully trusted.


“Good.” Despite his response, Vincent’s frown deepened. “On second thought, maybe I can talk to Dad and convince him his home nurse won’t, I don’t know, stab him in his sleep when I’m not there. I can be here during the week for training and take the train to Paris on the weekends. The more I think about it, the more I don’t fucking trust Donovan.”


“That’s ridiculous. You’re going to travel to Paris every weekend?” I shook my head. “There’s no convincing Dad. He’ll lose his shit and you know it.”


“But—”


“Stop treating me like a kid.” I pointed my fork at him. “I’ll be fine. Anyway, didn’t the Boss make you guys train with me because he wanted you to work together? If you’re not here, that defeats the purpose. There’s a good chance he’ll call off the program altogether and Asher can go back to training on his own.”


Vincent stared at me for a long beat before his shoulders relaxed.


“You’re right.” Relief shrouded his words. “If the Boss okays my leave, which he basically has to, he’s not going to make Donovan stay with you. It would be stupid.”


I hoped that was the case. Otherwise, it meant Asher and I would be forced into one-on-one lessons. Three times a week, every week for the remainder of the summer.


An errant flutter disrupted my stomach. Disappointment or anticipation? I couldn’t tell, which was alarming.


“Exactly.” I hoped I sounded confident and not like I was trying to reassure myself. “There’s no way he would do that.”
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“The sessions continue. I’ve already spoken to Frank. Vincent’s absence doesn’t change anything for you and Asher,” Lavinia said, seemingly oblivious or indifferent to my squeak of surprise.


Vincent was leaving for Paris tomorrow with the Boss’s permission. Frank was probably suspicious of his conveniently timed family emergency, but there wasn’t much he could do about it. My brother was officially off the hook for our trainings.


I’d requested a meeting with Lavinia that morning to see if his departure would affect my summer obligations.


Apparently, it didn’t.


“I don’t understand.” A swirl of anxiety pooled in my gut. “The goal of the sessions was for Vincent and Asher to learn how to work together. If Vincent isn’t here, then…”


“That was one of the goals. However, they still need to train like normal athletes. We’ve already signed a contract with Blackcastle, and they’ve paid through the summer. There’s no use undoing all of that simply because of one departure.”


“Right.” I forced a smile. Damn contracts.


“That means you’ll be working with Asher one-on-one.” Lavinia peered at me over the rim of her glasses. “Will that be a problem?”


“I—no. Of course not.”


Personal sessions with Asher. That was fine.


Totally. Fine.


Did Vincent know? He’d left our dinner convinced that the Boss would cut the training program short. If he didn’t, he was going to be livid when he found out, but he couldn’t do anything about it at this point. There was no way our father would let him come back until the nurse was out of his house.


Like it or not, I was stuck with Asher for the rest of the summer.


“Is there something else you’d like to discuss?” Lavinia asked pointedly.


My no reached the tip of my tongue just as my eyes rested on the photo behind Lavinia. It featured the cast after last year’s staff showcase. Every instructor was present except for me and Barden, who’d been on his honeymoon.


Which role are you auditioning for? I’d love to see you onstage.


A shard of ice pierced my gut.


I’d lied about being too busy for the showcase. The truth was, I missed being onstage. I missed the glide of smooth wood beneath my feet, the pulse-pounding crescendos during pivotal scenes, the feeling of transcendence when it was just me and the music.


When I was onstage, I didn’t overthink; I simply moved.


But my desire to perform again didn’t outweigh my fears. I hadn’t truly danced onstage in five years. If I tried, would I aggravate old wounds or, worse, fail altogether?


Scarlett DuBois. She was the next big star; now look at her. She can’t even audition for a school showcase.


The shard of ice slid deeper behind my rib cage.


“No,” I said in response to Lavinia’s question. “Nothing else.”


I left her office and shook my head at Carina’s questioning stare. I’d explain things to her later.


For the rest of the day, I attempted not to think about Asher or the showcase. Instead, I answered Emma’s questions about how to prep for a big show, listened to Carina regale me with wild tales about the students’ parents over lunch (dance moms were a terrifying breed), checked in with my father during a break, and ignored my mother’s voicemail about setting me up on a blind date.


“Scarlett, love, call me back when you get the chance,” she said. “I have the most marvelous prospect for you. He’s a res—”


“You changed your outfit.”


My phone slipped out of my hand and clattered to the studio floor. “Jesus! Don’t sneak up on people like that.”


Asher leaned against the doorframe, the picture of effortless devastation in jeans and a gray shirt.


Ugh. How was it possible for someone to look that good in such a basic outfit?


I frowned, irrationally annoyed.


God definitely had favorites, and Asher was one of them.


“I didn’t sneak up on you,” he said, laughter coloring his voice. “You were just too busy to notice me.”


I swiped my phone off the floor. At least my mother’s voicemail had ended, so he didn’t have to overhear whatever scheme she’d concocted to “liven up” my “tragically nonexistent” love life.


“What are you doing here anyway?” I asked. “We don’t have anything scheduled today.”


It was Thursday, and our sessions were every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.


Asher offered a casual shrug. “I was in the area and thought I’d drop by.”


“For?”


“No reason. Just felt like it.”


“You’re telling me the Asher Donovan has nothing better to do with his time than drop by a ballet academy?”


A shadow flickered in those crystalline green eyes. “I have other things I could do,” he said. “I wouldn’t say they’re better.”


Warm air breezed through the open windows and brushed the nape of my neck. It traveled the length of my spine all the way down to my toes, making my skin tingle from the inside out.


Then Asher blinked, and the moment dissolved like honey in a sun-kissed ocean.


“Actually, I did have something to tell you,” he said. “I spoke with my publicist. She took care of the paparazzi from yesterday. They were trespassing on private property, and we were able to scare them into agreeing not to publish any of the photos.”


“Oh.” I scrambled to orient myself to his crisp new tone. It was like he’d flipped the switch from playful to professional. “That’s good. Do you know how they found you?”


“They followed Vincent.” His features tautened. “It’s not hard to spot that ridiculous orange Lamborghini of his.”


I resisted pointing out that Asher owned his fair share of “ridiculous” sports cars; Football World did a whole feature on his multimillion-dollar collection.


“He didn’t mention them when we talked yesterday.” I’d been so distracted by our father’s accident that I hadn’t asked Vincent whether he’d run into paparazzi on his way out. “He would’ve if he’d seen them.”


“I think they were still hiding when he left but found a way to sneak in afterward.” Asher examined me, his eyes inscrutable compared to their earlier warmth. “I heard he’s going back to Paris for the summer.”


“Yes. To take care of our father.” An ache settled into my knee joints.


“So training will be just the two of us going forward.”


I shifted my weight, hoping to ease the pressure. It didn’t work. “That’s what Lavinia said. There’s no point complicating things when Blackcastle already paid for the summer.”


“I suppose you’re right.” Asher didn’t move from his spot in the doorway. His response was cooler than I’d expected, which was a good thing. I was the one who’d established our no-flirting rule; I couldn’t get mad at him for following it.


The ache shot up my thigh to my hips.


I sucked in a sharp breath and exhaled, Asher’s curious change in attitude forgotten. I’d gone months without a flare-up, but the past week had been a nightmare. Stress, hormones, weather changes—there wasn’t always a rhyme or reason to my pain.


Before I could muster a reply, he suddenly straightened and jerked his head to the left.


“Hey!” Suspicion serrated his voice. “Do you work here?”


I didn’t hear a response, but a second later, pounding footsteps echoed through the hall.


Asher took off after them, and I instinctively followed despite my body’s scream of protest. My pulse rocketed with trepidation.


Was it the paps again? That was the only reason I could think of for his reaction. If it was, how did they get inside the school when security was already on alert from the first incident?


I rushed into the corridor, but in my haste, I banged my hip against the doorframe. Most people could easily shake off the hit, but for me, in my current state, it was the equivalent of a bomb going off inside me.


A cry of pain escaped before I could stop it.


Asher halted his chase and whirled around. Worry seeped into the planes of his face.


“Scarlett?” His voice sounded far-off, like I was sinking underwater while he watched from the shore.


Blood roared in my ears. The hall tilted as every ounce of attention coalesced around my legs, and the ache throbbed with the force of an sledgehammer battering its way through a wall.


Breathe.


In, one, two, three. Out, one—


Another lightning bolt of agony ripped through me, so sharp and excruciating it felt like someone was tearing me in half from the inside out.


If my earlier ache was a hammer, this was a thousand spikes piercing the most tender points of my body.


My vision filled with static, and I maintained lucidity just long enough to see Asher sprint toward me before the ground rushed up and everything turned black.
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