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To the ones who run despite the rain,


who jump without fear of falling,


who open their hearts when the world says it’s foolish to do so,


and who are just crazy enough to believe in love.


This one’s for you.
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CHAPTER 1


THE MOST HEINOUS VASE EVER CREATED


Maven


“It smells like rich assholes in here.”


I wrinkled my nose to hammer that point home, and my best friend let out a soft laugh before sipping from the glass of champagne she held daintily between her fingertips. The diamonds on her warm brown wrist glittered under the chandelier, but as impressive as her jewelry was, it didn’t hold a candle to the long, black, starlight-like dress hugging her curves and draping down to the floor in romantic sweeps of shimmering fabric.


“And you know that because you’ve had your nose buried in a rich asshole a time or two in your life?”


“Don’t even have to get that far to sniff one out. Just being in the same room suffices.”


The room we were currently in was of the ballroom variety, with elegant chandeliers, pristine marble floors, and a majestic, vaulted ceiling painted like an Italian chapel. It was one of the most historic buildings in Ybor; an old social club transformed into an upscale party for tonight’s event.


When we walked up the grand staircase earlier, I was entranced by the lush gold and blood red tones. The way they mixed with the expensive wooden trim transported me back in time, as if we were attending an 18th century royal affair.


Tampa’s rich and famous filled the lavish space, dressed to the nines in tuxedos and gowns that cost more than everything I currently owned put together. The only reason I was able to dress to fit in was because of Livia, who had a flair for designer clothes even before she was the highest-paid dentist in the state.


Mostly because her dentistry didn’t just consist of filling cavities and routine cleanings — although, she’d argue she did plenty of that, too — but rather handling the absolutely brutal mouth trauma suffered by professional hockey players.


She’d been ecstatic for the chance to get me out of what she referred to as my “hippie clothes.” I much preferred the flowy fabric of my Free People dresses to the form-fitting mermaid number Livia had strapped me into tonight. Although, the gorgeous yellow tone of it was my favorite. It complemented my rich, creamy brown complexion beautifully, and I’d styled my hair back in a sleek ponytail so all attention stayed on the dress.


Livia folded one arm over her middle, balancing the elbow of the other on her wrist and tilting the champagne flute to her lips again. “What exactly is the scent?”


“Dirty money, designer leather, and Bond No. 9,” I said easily. “With a hint of that particular fragrance that you only find in the lobbies of million-dollar condos.”


“Does my condo lobby smell?”


“It’s the most pungent one in Tampa.”


Her coral-painted lips curved into a saccharine smile, one that told me she took that as a compliment.


“Well, good thing you’re only here to report on the event and how much these rich assholes raise for charity tonight,” she said. “Wouldn’t want you to catch the stench.”


She elbowed me with the joke, and I smiled, pulling my phone from my clutch and switching it to cinema video mode before I took some close-up shots of the elaborate centerpiece glittering on the cocktail table we were standing at.


When I had that clip, I tucked my phone away and wrapped my hands around the camera hanging from my neck. I adjusted a few settings before taking a photograph of the table, then of Livia as she winked and tipped back the last of her champagne.


Outside of this event, when people saw us together, we didn’t fit. Livia was born and raised in Long Island, New York — and her parents had the vacation house in the Hamptons to prove it. I was from the opposite side of the tracks, a humble upbringing in a suburb inland from Tampa Bay. She was also four years older than me, graduating with her doctoral degree when I had just barely clinched my bachelor’s.


Still, from the moment we met, there had been an understanding between us. It was the kind you only found in someone who saw you for who you are and didn’t expect you to be anyone or anything else. It was rare, and special, and something I never took for granted — especially since finding any kind of connection like that with the opposite sex seemed futile at this point.


Livia Young was the best thing to come out of the most traumatic relationship of my life.


As if she could sense where my head was going, Livia gently touched my shoulder. “You good?”


I ignored the twinge in my stomach when I responded. “Good. You want a picture with any of these prissy athletes?” I teased, holding up my camera.


Livia smiled at me like she knew something I didn’t, shaking her head with a small smile on her lips.


I didn’t mean to be so judgmental when it came to these types of events, but my upbringing made it hard to do so. Add in the events of my adult dating life, and you could say I had yet to be proven wrong.


My parents were nonconformists, through and through. They’d met while serving in AmeriCorps and proceeded to dedicate their lives to working in the communities they lived in. I was brought up on little, with a constant reminder to be grateful for all that we had. And I was — truly. Gratitude ran through me like a rushing river at having parents who cared for me, who were so selfless and kind, who filled our home with love.


It wasn’t until I fell in love with a silver-spoon-fed athlete in college that I grew to resent those who were more well off than we were.


I blinked, deciding not to dwell on him, or anything else in the past, tonight. This evening signified the beginning of a new chapter for me, one I would make the most of.


This was my first event as the newest addition to the Tampa Bae Babes.


Despite the rather cheesy name, the TBBs were well known throughout the city for their social channels, and for the most listened-to podcast in the Bay. They covered everything from where to shop, dine, and stay, to interviewing the most influential players in the city — whether their game be politics, medicine, science, history, real estate, or pop culture.


After working tirelessly building my own online brand in the city, I was now the newest member of the team, with my specialty centering around Tampa Bay sports — which was hilarious, considering I’d rather read the dictionary front to back ten times than watch a single baseball game.


It wasn’t my end goal. For me, that would always be covering what really mattered in Tampa Bay and our communities — the people giving back, every day, quietly and selflessly and without recognition.


But for now, this was my way in, and I was happy to take it.


“I need a refill,” Livia said, waving her empty flute in illustration. “And I should also probably make an appearance at the VIP tables. Our general manager loves to show me off like a prized pig.”


“You do make a very pretty pig,” I cooed, running my fingers through a strand of her silky straight hair with a doting expression.


She swatted my hand away with a roll of her eyes. “Be right back.”


“I’m going to get some shots of the silent auction items,” I said. “Meet you there?”


Livia nodded, and then she was splitting the crowd of people like Moses split the sea, every head turning to watch her as she passed.


I took my time ambling over to the tables of items up for bid, mentally planning out the video and photo content I’d put together of the night. I made sure to take multiple video angles and transition options, knowing I wouldn’t be able to come back and re-do any of them later. My parents often laughed at my job — not because they were mean, but because they genuinely didn’t understand it. Not many did.


You tell someone your job is in social media, and the first reaction is almost always a staunch laugh.


But as confused as I was about where my life would go next, I loved what I did. I especially loved that I’d built an audience online who cared about the same things I did, who wanted to meet the game changers in their community who were the unsung heroes. I’d built a loyal following on that mission — one I wanted to take to greater heights with the Tampa Bae Babes.


But first, I had to do my time as the sports girl.


When I made it to the tables, I held my phone steady and walked slowly down the line of items up for bid. The Gibson Gala was hosted by the athletic teams in the Bay, a rare coming together of our hockey, baseball, and football teams as they raised money to benefit the many charities they supported. As such, most of the items were sports-related, everything from signed balls, pucks, and jerseys to suite tickets and player experiences.


I wished I found it impressive, that I could look at the outrageous bids already scribbled on the books in front of each item and find it awe-inspiring. Instead, I fought the urge to roll my eyes at every person in the room who felt so generous just by attending this event, never knowing what it really felt like to give back, to be face to face with those in need and extend a hand out to help them.


When I came to a rather ugly and oversized vase that stood out from the sports memorabilia surrounding it, I paused, frowning and letting my eyes assess it. It was oddly shaped, the mouth of it warped like a watch in a Dalí painting, and the body was misshapen like it had been melted instead of carved to perfection. It looked like a pottery piece made by a child trying their hand at it for the first time, the whole thing devoid of color and a proper finish. It was just a gray, weeping heap of clay posing as something of value.


“Fan of art?”


“Is that what this is supposed to be?” I asked before even looking at the person behind the low, smooth voice that asked me the question. When I glanced back over my shoulder to place a smile with my joke, it fell flat at the sight of Vince Tanev.


I didn’t have to be even mildly interested in hockey to recognize our hotshot rookie, the one who had been taking the city by storm since he burst into headlines this preseason. He caught everyone’s attention with all the goals and assists he racked up early in the regular season soon after, and he held that attention with his activities off the ice — namely partying, stumbling into his condo with three girls on each arm, and becoming known for randomly showing up in popular shops and restaurants, hanging out with fans like he was a regular person.


Which he was, I reminded myself, as I let my smile slip farther off my face.


I knew him not only because of all that, but because he was frequently spotlighted in the local news for being a community hero. But from what I could tell, the events were all a public relations sham, and he was all too happy to pretend like he gave a shit long enough to have his picture snapped before he was back to being a playboy.


Vince Cool.


Tampa had bestowed the affectionate nickname upon him, inspired by Snoopy’s alter ego Joe Cool, and the rest of the nation had been quick to jump on board. He was hot, young, cocky, and, worst of all, the kind of player who backed up his shit-talking effortlessly.


Because he just kept getting better and better with every fucking game.


I didn’t have to study him long to note that his usually messy hair was tamed tonight, styled in a sleek wave that accented the lines and edges of his handsome face. Those cheekbones were enough to make a poet dedicate their life’s work to him. Coupled with his thick lashes and lips that always remained in a rich boy pout, Vince was impossible not to find delectable. Those attracted to the male variety went especially apeshit over the little scar on his right eyebrow, the one that gave that pretty face just enough edge to make you wonder if he’d tie you up in bed.


He was stoic and severe, the kind of man who exuded power without ever having to say a single word.


His pouty lips crooked just a little at the corner the longer I stared at him, especially when my eyes flicked to the column of his white throat exposed by the top two buttons of his dress shirt being carelessly left unfastened. No neck had a right to be that hot.


Finally, I met his gaze, his hazel eyes simmering the longer we stared at each other. I couldn’t tell if they were more green or gold, the two colors battling for dominance as his lips quirked up a bit higher.


My smile flattened as I turned back to the vase, and Vince sidled up beside me, his posture confident and relaxed as he slid his hands into the pockets of his slacks.


He was at least a foot taller than me even in my heels, so I stood a bit straighter, holding my chin high.


“It is quite hideous,” he said.


That made me relax marginally, because at least we agreed on one thing. “And yet, some rich prick is going to make an outrageous bid on it and pat themselves on the back all the way home.”


“Why does bidding on an ugly vase make them a prick?”


“Because they think being charitable means throwing their inheritance money at some absurd piece of art,” I spat that part with a laugh. “And suddenly now they rest easier at night, feeling like God’s gift to mankind.”


Vince tilted his head a bit. “Well, I suppose that’s better than using their money on blow and hookers, right?”


“Oh, I’m sure they get plenty of that, too.”


“A lot of charities depend on financial support from events like this.”


“Sure,” I snapped without meaning to, my teeth grinding a bit. Livia had given me the tough love only a best friend can many times and told me I have the tendency to come off as a bitch to people who don’t know me well — especially when we got on the topic of the state of the world.


But that was the infuriating truth, wasn’t it? Any woman who wasn’t smiling and laughing and being amicably pleasant was a bitch.


I wore the insult with pride.


“And a lot of the people here will donate maybe one percent of what they make in a year and brag to all their friends about how involved they are in the community.”


Vince angled himself toward me then, and I met his gaze with my chin still held high.


“So anyone who doesn’t dedicate their life and finances to activism is just a shit human, huh? You must be a perfect little angel — a modern day Mother Theresa.”


“At the very least, I don’t do community events for PR stunts,” I shot back, folding my arms over my chest. That called attention to the camera still strapped around my neck, and Vince arched a brow.


“Right. You just cover the stunt and pretend to be above it all.”


“Aw, were you expecting me to fall at your feet and fawn over how amazing you are like the rest of your doting paparazzi?” I asked with my bottom lip poked out. “That’s so cute. Go ahead.” I held up my phone and pretended like I was recording. “Tell me about all the charity work you do, and I’ll pretend you do it because you want to and not because it looks good for the team.”


His eyes were hazel stone where they watched me, the corner of his mouth crooking like he wanted to smile. But his jaw was tight, brows in a hard line, like I was an opponent skating out onto his home ice.


“I guess you have me all figured out.”


“Wait, this is a perfect shot,” I continued, tucking my phone away and grabbing my camera, instead. “Tampa’s Hotshot Rookie and The Most Heinous Vase Ever Created.”


His lips did quirk up a bit at that, just a smidge, just enough for me to feel supremely satisfied when I snapped a photo of him standing in front of the auction table with his hands still resting easily in his pockets.


When I dropped the camera to hang around my neck once more, we were in a standoff, both of us watching the other. I wore a smirk that matched his. At least, until his eyes broke contact with my own and raked slowly down my body. He didn’t even pretend to be ashamed, just took in the deep V of my neckline with appreciation, his brow arching more when he noted the high slit of the dress that revealed a sliver of my upper thigh.


My neck burned furiously under his gaze, but not half as hot as my temper, and I was ready to lay into him when an arm looped through mine from behind.


“Sorry,” Livia said. “Got tied up telling gruesome stories to the crowd our GM was entertaining. Oh, I see you’ve met Tanny Boy.”


Vince turned his attention to my best friend, a wide smile spreading on his face. It was so different from the sly smirks he’d been giving me all night it nearly knocked the breath out of me.


“Hey, Livvy,” he greeted, leaning in to kiss the side of each of her cheeks. It brought him a little too close to me, considering Livia still had her arm threaded through mine. “Long time no see.”


“That’s a good thing for you,” she mused. “Take care of those veneers and avoid another puck to the jaw, and we can keep our time together in more fun settings like this one.”


He flashed his teeth again, and I found myself wondering which ones were real.


“Ah, but I miss your chair,” he said, and his eyes appraised her just the same way they had me. “You know we look forward to having a tooth knocked out knowing it means a trip to your office.”


I was tempted to scoff, but Livia seemed used to the blatant flirt. She only rolled her eyes and waved him off with a smile.


“Sorry to interrupt,” a slight voice said, and then we all turned to a young girl with cheeks as pink as a rose. She wore a simple black cocktail dress and a golden name tag that told me she was a volunteer working the event. “But are you Mr. Tanev?”


“The very one,” he said.


With a shy smile, the girl gestured toward the vase behind where Vince stood. “Perfect, thank you for coming over. I’m so sorry to disrupt your night.”


“Not a disruption at all. In fact, it’s been the highlight so far,” he said, and his eyes caught on mine before he followed to where the girl was leading him to the table.


“If you can just sign that photograph we placed there beside your artwork, we’ll frame that and include it as part of the bidding package.”


I frowned, trying to make sense of what she said as she handed a Sharpie to the rookie.


“It would be my pleasure,” he said, and after scrawling his signature out on the photograph of him in a sweaty celebration after a goal, he dropped the marker to the table and turned back toward where Livia and I stood. “Although, I don’t expect you’ll get much for such an ugly thing.”


His eyes were on me with those words, and I tried with all my might not to swallow or back down from his gaze.


“Oh, I’m sure you’re wrong,” the volunteer said. “It’s not often a pro athlete also has an artistic inclination. This is the kind of work that a collector would be proud to display.”


“You made that?” Livia asked, her eyes wide and impressed. “It’s beautiful.” She shook her head, appraising the piece further. “Save some talent for the rest of us, why don’t you?”


I rolled my eyes, which made Vince smirk in victory.


The volunteer went right back to whatever it was she was doing behind the tables, and Vince kept his eyes fixed on me long enough to make me look away.


When I finally did, he adjusted the cuff links on his wrists before nodding at Livia. “Better get back to it,” he said. “Enjoy your evening, ladies.”


He didn’t so much as glance at me again before he was striding through the crowd, and where the seas had parted for Livia, the opposite was true for Vince. He was magnetic, calling to every person he passed without saying a single word. He didn’t get farther than a few feet before a group was enveloping him, pulling out their phones for pictures. And as soon as he’d break free from them, there was a girl or two or three tugging on his arm and vying for his attention next.


“I can’t imagine the life he lives,” Livia said with a curious smile.


“I can,” I bit back. “The carefully curated kind.”


“Okay, grumpy. Not everyone is evil until proven a saint,” she mused, laughing. Then, she tugged me toward the stage. “Come on. Let’s find our table before the speeches start.”


I let her lead the way, schooling a few breaths to shake off how flustered that stupid man had made me.


Adding insult to injury, the vase went for ten-thousand dollars by the end of the night.
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CHAPTER 2


A REAL PIECE OF WORK


Vince


A calm energy ran through my veins as I taped up my sticks the morning after the gala, but there was something razor sharp beneath it.


It was only our second home game of the regular season, and while a win felt great no matter where we earned it, there was something special about one in our barn. If we were going to be taken seriously as competitors in the Eastern Conference, we needed a dub tonight against the Toronto Titans. They were leading the conference and coming off a Stanley Cup win last season.


If there was ever a time to prove Tampa was back in the game, tonight was it.


I wasn’t too worried. Coach sensed as much at the gala last night, and he warned me not to get too cocky. But it wasn’t cockiness.


Well — not entirely, at least.


I just saw things exactly as they were.


Our lines were stacked with veterans. Our defense was focused. Our goalie was the best in the league. We were running efficiently, and we’d studied tape so long my eyes had crossed.


Plus, we had me.


They could call it cocky if they wanted, but I was the missing piece for Tampa — a strong right winger on the first line with the tenacity this team had been missing. I bulldozed my way into rookie camp after graduating Michigan in the spring, and I hadn’t let up since. Coming straight into the NHL after college wasn’t an opportunity I was going to waste, and I didn’t care if I had to ruffle some feathers in order to keep my spot here.


My teammates loved to give me shit, to remind me I was just a rook and that I’d be humbled as the season progressed.


But that hadn’t happened yet.


I felt the win tonight. It was ours. Home ice just felt better, we had won three games in a row, and having the support of our fans always ticked the energy up a notch.


Although, the Tampa fans were restless after nearly a decade of half-baked seasons — and I didn’t blame them. The Ospreys had only made it to the playoffs twice in that time, and had choked in the first round on both appearances.


But again — that was before me.


I finished taping my sticks just in time for my headphones to be flicked off my head by the hand of Jaxson Brittain, a defenseman who was quickly becoming one of my favorite to work with. He was only a couple years older than I was, a Canadian known for battling in the corners and being quick on the ice. We’d struck up a friendship easily when I came to the show.


“Let’s skate, Pigeon.”


I smirked at the nickname, another for rookie that the veterans loved to pin me with. Then, I was up and following him out of the locker room and onto the ice.


The energy was loud and boisterous as teammate after teammate joined us, the music thumping and chirps sounding off in every direction. A morning skate was just a way to get the nerves out, to warm up and prepare for the game later in the evening. It always felt like settling in for me, that first glide across the ice, first tap of my stick against the puck, first shot on the open goal. My muscles revved to life like a race car engine, firing up for the challenge ahead, while my mind floated up into a focused kind of fog only game day could bring.


After a while of just skating around and shooting pucks into an open net, our goaltender finished his stretches and took his place in front of the goal.


Will Perry — or Daddy P as we called him — was an absolute weapon, and he was the sole reason I had celebrated when I found out Tampa was going to be my team. Our lines needed work, and our defense could be stronger, but Daddy P was steady and strong, easily one of the best in the league, if not the best. He was as fierce a goalie as he was a father to his daughter. Shockingly, his wife had passed away unexpectedly before the kid was even a year old.


I’d never lived through something like that, but I could tell it had carved Will Perry into an unbreakable stone wall — which was exactly what we needed in a goaltender.


There was a challenge in his eyes as he snapped his mask into place, as if to say give it your best shot, fuckers.


He barely crouched into position before we all did just that.


Puck after puck flew toward the net, with no less than ten seconds in-between but usually no more than that, either. It was a race to see who could score on him first, or if any of us could do it at all.


I’d won this little game the last four morning skates in a row, and I had no intention of relinquishing my title today.


I missed the first two attempts, but the rest of the team didn’t fare any better. And on my third shot, the puck flew high and fast into the top right corner of the net.


“Hello!” I screamed, gloved hands flying into the air along with my stick as I celebrated the win to the tune of a dozen groaning teammates. “Top cheese, baby!”


“Lucky shot, Pigeon,” Will grumbled, peeling off his mask.


“Aww, did your lovely lady locks block your view, Daddy P?”


He ran a hand back through his long hair before shaking the sweat off. “Jealous of the flow?”


“That flow didn’t help you block the cheese. Maybe you should call your mom after practice, have her teach you couponing so you learn how to save.”


Laughs rumbled around the rink, and even Will smirked.


“Someone needs to humble your ass, Tanny Boy,” Jaxson said, skating up to me before sliding to a halt and sending ice up over my shins.


“And is that someone supposed to be you, Brittzy?”


“Please,” Carter Fabri said, skating a circle around us before he lazily shoveled a puck down the ice. “Brittzy couldn’t humble anyone with those bendy ankles.”


“Nize it, Fabio. My left nut dangles better than you,” Jaxson fired back, and then he was chasing Carter down the ice, catching up to him easily and stealing the puck away with ease.


Carter was a rookie, too, but I was worried about him being sent back down to the AHL before the season ended. He was good, but he wasn’t great, and as much as I loved partying with him, he wasn’t the center we needed to bring the Cup home. Still, I hoped he’d at least stick around until the team threw our rookie party, because the sonofabitch was goofy as hell and always made for an epic night out.


I felt focused and ready by the time morning skate came to a close, players making their way off the ice one by one to head home. We didn’t have to report back until five. Getting ready for a game was a little different for all of us, but it almost always included a nap, and I was looking forward to mine as I skated toward the locker room.


I was almost to the boards when I noticed our dentist, Livia Young, talking to Coach at the mouth of the tunnel.


The sight of her conjured up one of her friend from last night, and something between annoyance and intrigue sparked in my chest.


I didn’t even know the girl’s name, but I knew one thing for sure — she was a judgmental, snobby princess. She’d had her nose so high in the air last night I was surprised she didn’t bruise it on the ceiling.


Still, she was a striking little brat, and something about the way she razzed me made me want to bend her over my knee and spank an apology right out of her sweet ass.


Maybe she was right. Maybe it was because I was used to being fawned over, to every woman I came into contact with swooning into a puddle on the floor. Or maybe it was because a knockout in a yellow dress tilting her chin up at me in defiance made my chest spark with a challenge.


And I loved a challenge.


Whatever the reason, I hadn’t forgotten about our interaction. And I was curious to know more about the golden-eyed girl who’d called me a prick.


“Does it make me a masochist that I pray for a puck to the teeth every game just so I can be on a table underneath that woman?”


I chuckled at the comment from Carter as he skated by, his eyes on Livia, and he waggled his brows at me before hopping the boards.


“Looking good, Dr. Young,” he said as he passed her and Coach McCabe. “Loved your dress last night.”


While Coach gave my teammate a flat look, Livia just rolled her eyes and smiled. She had to be used to it by now. You didn’t get away with being the team dentist and looking the way she did without getting comments like that daily.


“If only you hit on the puck as hard as you do our dentist, nineteen,” Coach said, clapping his shoulder and walking back to the locker room.


Livia turned to me just as I hopped over the boards, and I sidled up beside her, leaning against the glass. “You’ve got the patience of a saint.”


“It’ll be the day I stop getting hit on that I’ll be upset,” she said with a dazzling smile. “Have fun last night?”


A flash of her friend hit me again with those words, her golden eyes and freckle-covered brown skin. I wasn’t the least bit ashamed of how I’d seen that ponytail pulled tight at the back of her head and wondered what it would feel like to wrap it around my fist and take control of her like a wild bull.


I would probably be haunted by that curve-hugging yellow dress for months, and annoyed by her quick-to-pass judgement for another few after that.


“More than your sidekick, I imagine.”


“Maven?” Livia asked with a soft laugh. “Ah, her bark is worse than her bite.”


“I think I was victim to both last night,” I mused. “She’s a real piece of work.”


“That’s not her typical scene,” Livia said in way of defense.


“No shit.”


At that, Livia tilted her head, eyes narrowing as she studied me. “Interesting that you’re still thinking about her this morning.”


“Well, I haven’t been insulted so many times in a ten-minute period since rookie camp, so let’s just say she left an impression.”


Livia tongued her cheek for a moment before she straightened. “I need to get going. Got an afternoon full of patients before tonight.” She paused. “Maven King is her full name, by the way. You should look her up.”


“With all my free time,” I joked.


She just smirked and wiggled her fingers at me before disappearing down the tunnel, and I hung back for a moment before making my way inside, too.
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Later that night, when I slipped inside my Maserati parked in the player lot, still high off our second home game win and far too keyed up to even think about sleep, I couldn’t help myself.


I pulled up Instagram and typed in Maven King.
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CHAPTER 3


OPPORTUNITY OF A LIFETIME


Maven


I walked into the office on Thursday with my eyes glued to my phone screen, where a dozen Instagram notifications stared back at my dumbstruck face.


I’d woken up to find that Vince fucking Tanev had followed me.


He’d also liked six of my photos.


I couldn’t wrap my head around how he’d found out my name, let alone why he would have had the balls to follow me and to not even try to hide the fact that he’d scrolled through my profile.


One of the photos he’d liked was my most recent, me and Livia in our gowns at the gala with champagne flutes tipped to our lips.


But he’d also liked one of me in my hammock that I posted last month, and one of me with my parents when we’d done beach cleanup in the spring, and one from my meditation retreat last fall.


The motherfucker had stalked me, and hadn’t even been the least bit ashamed. It was like he wanted me to know.


I was still blinking in half-confusion, half-irritation at his audacity when I swung into my office. My heels click-clacked on the marble floor, and I slung my purse over the hook on the back of my door before flopping down into my chair.


My mouth was a little dry as I clicked on his profile.




Vince Tanev


41


your friendly Tampa Bay Ospreys ice king


also known as Vince Cool or Tanny Boy





I snorted at the ice king reference, tapping my thumb on his most recent photograph. It was a professional one I assumed was taken by someone who worked for the team, and it showed him celebrating a goal at their away game earlier in the week.


Clicking out of it, I scrolled past photo after photo of him on the ice, broken up only by him in well-tailored suits showing up to the game, or hanging out with his teammates at the bars they loved to frequent after a win.


I paused when I saw one of him posing with a youth hockey team, clicking to view it bigger. Then, I swiped through the carousel of images showing him skating with the young players and signing sticks and pucks.


“Real genuine,” I mumbled under my breath.


It was almost disappointing, how much his profile confirmed exactly what I’d assumed about him. He was just another cocky playboy athlete with no concept of the real world.


Just like my ex.


James Baldridge had swept me off my feet so quickly it was dizzying. We were in our junior year of college, both drunk at a party when we stumbled into each other. The connection was instant, the sex was hot, and we couldn’t get enough of one another.


The more time we spent together, the more we started falling.


We were soul mates — at least, that’s what it felt like.


But we were complete opposites — him from a well-off family who spent their summers in the Hamptons with Livia’s, and me from a family of hippies who spent our summers tending to our garden. He was well known on campus, the best golfer on the university team and one of the best in the nation. He would go on to play in the PGA Tour, and no one doubted it — not then, not ever in his life.


Meanwhile, I was aimless, getting a communications major with no idea how I would use it. He had aspirations for a future in professional golf, while I was content to waste a day at the beach or volunteering at a local animal shelter.


But that was what I loved most about James. He made me feel safe to be exactly who I was, made me feel like he loved me for me. It was such a refreshing change from all the losers I’d hooked up with in high school and the first couple years of college. James didn’t play games. James showed me what a healthy relationship was. James was end game.


I didn’t realize just how much we didn’t mix — not until I was on his arm at his brother’s wedding.


I was underdressed, unimpressive, and so far from welcome it was painful. I could still close my eyes and feel those judgmental stares from every corner of the venue, how they assessed me and found me wanting.


The only thing that got me through that experience was knowing James loved me, regardless of my status. We were already talking about having a wedding of our own. We were solid. I believed everything he said to me when he swore it didn’t matter that we were different, that our families were different.


He loved me for me, and we were strong enough to weather any storm.


Except the very next weekend after his brother’s wedding, he broke up with me — and his parents made sure I understood why.


It had been two years, and still, my chest stung with the reminder of that heartbreak, of how I’d held fast to every memory of our relationship, and sobbed for a week straight before I finally shoved it all into a box.


I still had that box, though.


I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to let go of it, of him, entirely.


I was vaguely aware that it wasn’t fair to judge an entire class or system by the action of one jerk and his family, but since no one had yet to prove me wrong, I was steadfast in my beliefs.


And Vince Tanev was of the James Baldridge variety — that I was sure of.


I scrolled all the way to the top of his profile again, tapping on the little arrow that would take me back to my feed.


Except my nail hit the edge of my phone case, and my thumb dropped down on his profile picture instead — therefore, pulling up his latest story.


“Shit,” I cursed, clicking out of it before I even saw what it was. Panic zipped through me with mortification right on its heels.


And then I laughed out loud at myself, because the likelihood that Vince Cool ever looked at who viewed his stories was nonexistent.


But what if he did?


“Good morning, gorgeous.”


I jumped a little at the knock that came on my doorframe with those words, locking my phone screen and tossing it on my desk. Reya didn’t seem to notice as she slid inside the office with Camilla on her heels.


Reya and Camilla were the founders of Tampa Bae Babes. Both Cuban-American and born and raised in the area, it had started as nothing more than two best friends posting about the places they loved around the Bay. Reya had long brown hair, wide brown eyes, an athletic, petite body, and the kind of calm and inviting smile that could make you confess all your secrets. Camilla, on the other hand, was tall and slender like a model, with short hair angled at her chin, sharp facial features, and gray eyes that sparked with her goofy grin. Where Reya was calm and serene, Camilla was loud and enigmatic, the two of them together making the perfect storm.


Somewhere along the way, they’d become the number one source for locals and tourists, alike.


They went from only running an Instagram, to having real estate on every social channel imaginable, including TikToks that went viral without them trying, a YouTube channel with more views than any other Tampa-based outlet, and the podcast, which had crested half-a-million listeners at the end of last year.


Everyone knew the Babes. They weren’t just gorgeous, but funny and smart, too. They were like celebrities when they ventured out on the town, and one visit from them could catapult a local business overnight.


One area they were lacking in, however, was community wellness, which was a big reason why they’d pulled me on to work for them. Of course, they were also lacking in the sports arena, and according to their business strategy, that ranked higher.


“We have the opportunity of a lifetime for you,” Camilla said, clapping her hands like she was going to burst at the seams while she waited for Reya to tell me what this opportunity was.


“Your coverage of the Gibson Gala is our highest performing content of the week. The owners of all three teams have reached out to tell us how much they appreciated us being there,” Reya said. “They’ve had numerous sponsorship offers roll in, and they’re tickled pink.”


“That’s great,” I mused.


“And,” Camilla added with one finger pointed into the air. “The general manager of the Ospreys loved the attention we brought to their philanthropic efforts, particularly that delicious photograph of Vince Tanev and his handmade vase that raised ten-thousand dollars.”


I’d never fought so hard not to roll my eyes in my life.


“He loved it so much,” Reya continued. “That he asked if we had any ideas to drum up excitement now that the season is underway. We have four back-to-back home games in early November, and he wants to pack the stands.”


“We pitched an idea off the cuff,” Camilla said, and my head whipped between the two trying to keep up.


“Thinking no way would he go for it,” Reya added.


“But he did!”


Camilla and Reya bounced excitedly, and I just blinked before a little laugh puffed out of me. I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my desk. “Go on, spit it out.”


“We have a Tampa Bae Babes exclusive, something never done before.” Camilla spread her hands over the space between us as if she was painting a picture. “One Month with Tampa’s Hotshot Rookie — Vince Cool.”


I hoped I kept my features schooled when those words tumbled out of my boss’s mouth, that I didn’t blink too much and she couldn’t hear how tight my throat was with my next smile.


“Okay…” I said carefully.


“It’s all-access,” Reya said. “Twenty-four-seven coverage. We’re going to set up dedicated profiles on our major-hitting platforms. Think daily Reels and TikToks, exclusive sit-down interviews and days in the life on YouTube, podcast specials, stories, tweet updates.”


Camilla cut in. “And you will be the main face of it all.”


“Me?” I squeaked.


She nodded enthusiastically. “They loved you at the gala. Unsurprisingly. I mean, you’re gorgeous, and smart, and the content you created was top notch.”


“They’ve agreed to give us a closer look than any local news outlet has had before,” Reya continued. “You’ll be at the games, home and away, in the locker room, at practices, at his home, out at the bars, all of it.” She waved her hands excitedly. “We’re going to have every resident of Tampa Bay foaming at the mouth.”


“Probably half the country, too, because that man is fine,” Camilla added, fanning herself with a smile.


“Are we sure this is the right move for us?” I asked, hoping I sounded like a smart partner offering a strategic question rather than the panicking mess I actually was on the inside.


“It’s a dream move,” Camilla answered easily. “This was our goal, to get a strong foothold in the sports arena. There’s a rabid female fanbase here in Tampa that is going to lose their minds.”


“It’ll also bring in a higher population of male viewers,” Reya added. “Which we need. Desperately.”


I knew I didn’t have a leg to stand on when it came to arguing with them. They were right. On paper, this was the opportunity of a lifetime.


But Vince Tanev was a playboy and a prick, and I wanted this assignment about as badly as I wanted my arm chewed off by rats.


“What about focusing more on the people the Ospreys highlight at each game as their community heroes?” I tried, pathetically. “They choose someone from the Bay each game who’s doing real work to give back. Let’s take it beyond getting a check and a two-minute spotlight at the game. What if we could really use our platform to elevate their community efforts?”


My beautiful bosses blinked at me, then at each other, before Reya offered me a sweet, sympathetic smile.


“Look, we hear you. We know that’s your goal, and it’s one of ours, too.”


“But this is huge,” Camilla cut in. “Like, unheard of.”


“And, honestly, it’s the perfect segue,” Reya added. “Vince Tanev is known for being charitable and spending time in the community. You can showcase that and shine light on how involved the Ospreys are.”


I suffocated the groan I wanted to unleash at that. Even if I did point out the fact that all players did that shit for public relations purposes, it wouldn’t change their minds.


This was my assignment, whether I liked it or not.


It had been a dream come true when I was pulled onto the TBB team. I was the only one outside of the founders to have a front-facing role. Sure, we had assistants and administrators, researchers and media buyers, account managers and creative directors, but I was a Babe.


I was making more money than I ever dreamed of — doing something that I loved — with the opportunity to have my own segment inciting the change I’d always hoped to.


I loved this job.


And if this little segment was part of the journey to get me where I really wanted to be, then so be it.


“Okay,” I said on an exhale.


The girls squealed in delight, and then I was yanked up out of my chair and wrapped in a hug by both of them. I laughed and hugged them back.


“This is going to be so fun,” Camilla exclaimed.


“Yeah,” I agreed. “The funnest.”


“Just wait until we tell you what the Ospreys are paying for this,” Reya said, waggling her brows. “You’re going to be living the sweet life during this assignment. They’re footing the bill for everything. I’m talking lavish hotels, a condo in the same building as his, a per diem so high you could eat at Michelin Star restaurants for every meal…”


She ambled on, but her voice went fuzzy in my ears. My eyes flicked to my phone, thinking about the bizarre notifications I’d scrolled through that morning.


I wondered how Vince Tanev would respond to the news.


But not as much as I wondered how I was going to survive a month up close and personal with the cockiest sonofabitch I’d ever met.


And the hottest one, too.
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CHAPTER 4


DISTRACTION WITH A CAPITAL D


Vince


“You’re serious.”


It wasn’t a question so much as a statement of mild disbelief. I arched a brow at Coach McCabe, who seemed about as pleased as Daddy P after someone managed to score on him, before I turned my attention back to our general manager.


Richard Bancroft was a joyful man, soft around the waist with pale white skin, ginger hair, and rosy-red cheeks. He always wore a smile like he’d just found out his only daughter was getting married, and he was also known for pitching some of the stupidest ideas with that grin firmly in place.


He was known by staff and players alike as Dick, which was the nickname he gave himself back in college. Of course, depending on what he’d wrangled the team into that week, the players might have used it in a more callous way than he intended.


“It’s brilliant!” he said, and I wasn’t sure if he was trying to sell me on that statement or my coach, who still wore an unamused frown and his arms folded over his chest.


Where Dick was soft and cheery, Coach Shane McCabe was lean, tall, and severe. At thirty-eight, he was the second-youngest coach in the league, and one look at the guy told you he had a chip on his shoulder and a point to prove. He was the kind of coach a player dreamed of working with, one who was stern and took no shit, but also didn’t ride your balls too hard.


“Just think of the buzz it’ll stir up,” Dick continued. “You’re the hottest news this team has had since 2004, kid. And if we didn’t use that to our advantage to fill those seats,” he added, pointing in the direction of the rink. “Then we’d be fools.”


“It’s a distraction,” Coach said from his corner.


“It’s a goldmine,” Dick argued, and the rare look of severity that overtook him as he looked pointedly at Coach told me this wasn’t up for debate.


The Tampa Bae Babes was going to do an exclusive, a month walking in my shoes in the height of my first season with the Ospreys.


And that feisty little snoot from the gala was the one who’d be in charge of the piece.


Maven King.


I smirked a little at the thought of her, that same mixture of curiosity and indignation flaring in my chest. To say I’d been surprised when I’d looked her up would have been a vast understatement.


I didn’t know what I expected to find, but it wasn’t a bohemian flower child who had fifty-thousand followers and a love for being barefoot in her parents’ garden. After seeing her all dolled up in a gown with diamonds glittering on her earlobes, it had been a shock to see her in her natural habitat — earth-toned flowing fabrics, foundation-free skin, and natural, curly hair.
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