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Chapter 1: The High Altitude Ache

	 

	Aurelia Thee shoved through the swinging gate, her blades biting deep into the fresh ice of the Storm Center. This was her house, her fortress, and the adrenaline surging through her veins felt like liquid fire. She did not look at the rafters or the thirty thousand screaming fans. Her eyes were fixed on the center circle. The home opener demanded perfection, and as the star center and captain, she carried the weight of the city on her padded shoulders. The physical toll of the off - season training had been brutal, but it was nothing compared to the pressure of this moment.

She glided to the dot, the cold air hitting the sweat on the back of her neck. Across from her, the rival captain moved with a predatory grace that made the hair on her arms stand up. When he reached the circle and looked up, the world stopped spinning. Those were the same steely eyes that had watched her come undone in a high - altitude cabin three thousand miles away. That was the same jawline she had traced with her tongue during seven days of nameless, breathless sin.

Her heart did not just skip - it stalled.

"Aurelia," he said, his voice a low vibration that carried over the roar of the crowd.

"Mahershala," she breathed, her grip tightening on her stick until her knuckles turned white.

The ceremonial puck hit the ice, but Aurelia was a second late. Mahershala Harris, the powerhouse defender and the most hated man in the league, swept it away with a smirk that was as sharp as a blade. The realization hit her like a blindside check. The man she had spent a week tangled in silk sheets with, the man who had known the most intimate curves of her body, was her professional nemesis.

"Thee! Wake up!" Avery Lopez shouted from the wing, her voice cutting through Aurelia's shock. Avery, her best friend and most trusted teammate, was already skating hard, her eyes darting between Aurelia and the puck.

Aurelia forced her legs to move, the burn in her quads a welcome distraction from the chaos in her mind. She chased the play, her vision tunneling on the back of Mahershala’s jersey. He was a mountain of a man, moving with a tactical brilliance that made her blood boil and her skin itch for his touch. Every time they crossed paths on the ice, the impact was electric. He didn't take it easy on her. He pinned her against the boards, his heavy frame crushing her against the glass.

"Is this how it's going to be, Captain?" he whispered into her ear, his breath hot against the grill of her helmet.

"I am going to destroy you," she hissed, shoving her forearm into his chest to create space.

The game was a blur of violence and speed. By the time the final buzzer rang, Aurelia was exhausted, her body aching from the hits and the sheer emotional weight of the betrayal. In the locker room, the air was thick with the scent of sweat and disappointment. Coach Roscoe Thomas paced the floor, his face a mask of fury.

"That was sloppy, Thee. You were distracted. If you play like that again, Gideon Kingsley will have you on a plane to a minor league affiliate before the trade deadline hits," Roscoe barked, his eyes narrowing. "We cannot afford distractions. The rumors about the roster shake - up are real. Do not make yourself the sacrificial lamb."

Aurelia nodded, unable to find her voice. She felt Avery’s suspicious gaze on her as she stripped off her gear.

"What was that out there?" Avery asked, leaning against the lockers once the rest of the team had headed for the showers. "You looked like you saw a ghost when you lined up against Harris. You were two steps behind him all night."

"Just first - game nerves, Avery. I am fine," Aurelia lied, her heart hammering against her ribs.

"Better be. Kingsley is looking for any excuse to move players. Don't give him one," Avery warned before walking away.

Aurelia waited. She waited until the janitorial staff had finished their rounds and the Storm Center fell into a heavy, artificial silence. She moved through the shadowed corridors, her footsteps echoing on the concrete. She knew where he would be. The visiting team's weight room was tucked away in a corner of the arena, a place where the lights flickered and the air smelled of old iron.

She found him leaning against a squat rack, his jersey discarded, his muscular chest glistening with a fine sheen of perspiration. The sight of him sent a jolt of pure, unadulterated desire through her.

"You should have told me," she said, stepping into the dim circle of light.

Mahershala didn't move. "And give up the best week of my life? You would have walked away the second you knew I wore this crest."

"We are rivals, Mahershala. My team wants your head on a spike. My coach is already looking for reasons to trade me," she said, her voice trembling with a mix of rage and longing.

He crossed the room in three long strides, his hands coming up to cup her face. His calloused thumbs traced the line of her cheekbones, his touch a devastating contrast to the brutality he had shown her on the ice.

"Let them look," he growled, his eyes dark with intensity. "They can take the game, Aurelia. They can take the career. But they aren't taking this."

He kissed her then, a desperate, hungry collision of mouths that tasted of salt and secrets. He backed her against the cold brick wall, his body pinning hers with the same dominance he used during a game. Aurelia wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him closer, her fingers tangling in his damp hair. The risk was astronomical. If they were caught, their reputations would be charred ruins. 

But as Mahershala’s hands slid down to grip her hips, lifting her off the ground, Aurelia didn't care about the trade deadline or the roaring crowds. In the darkness of the Storm Center, the only thing that mattered was the fire between them, a blaze that threatened to consume everything she had worked for.

"We have to be careful," she whispered against his lips.

"I don't do careful," Mahershala replied, his voice a rough promise of the storm to come. "I play to win."

	 


Chapter 2: Seven Days of Oxygen

	 

	The locker room was a tomb of stale sweat and expensive tape when Gideon Kingsley stepped inside, his presence a dark shadow against the sterile white tiles. He didn't look like a man who had just watched his team win; he looked like a man who was ready to gut it for parts. Aurelia Thee was still unlacing her skates, her fingers trembling slightly from the adrenaline of the final period, when the General Manager dropped a thick, manila folder onto the bench beside her.

"Read it," Gideon commanded, his voice as sharp as a fresh blade on the ice.

Aurelia didn't move at first. She looked up at him, her chest still heaving under her jersey. "We just took three points from the division leaders, Gideon. Can this wait?"

"It has waited long enough," Gideon snapped. "Your performance is a liability, Aurelia. You are the captain of this team, yet you are playing like your mind is in the clouds. Or perhaps, in someone else's bed."

The blood drained from Aurelia's face. She reached for the folder, her thumb catching on the edge of the paper. Inside was a formal notice of trade contingency. It wasn't a suggestion. It was a cold, hard ultimatum signed by Usher Wellington himself. If her points per game didn't increase by fifteen percent in the next three games, she was being shipped to a basement - dwellling team in the frozen north. They were going to trade her for a veteran defender to bolster their blue line. They were going to trade her away from the only home she had ever known, and more importantly, away from the city where Mahershala Harris lived.

"This is a joke," she whispered, the words catching in her throat.

"The only joke is your sudden lack of focus," Gideon said, leaning down so his face was inches from hers. "I don't care who you are seeing or what you are doing in your off - hours, but if it touches my ice again, you are gone. Roscoe Thomas is already scouting your replacement. Do not make me pull the trigger."

He turned and walked out, the heavy door slamming behind him with a sound that echoed like a gunshot. Aurelia slumped back against the lockers, the cold metal biting into her spine. She felt like she was drowning. She needed oxygen, the kind she had found during those seven days in the high - altitude mountains before the season began.

Seven days. That was all it had taken for Mahershala to ruin her.

They had met at a remote training facility, two athletes looking for an edge. She hadn't known he was the captain of her team's most hated rival. She had only known him as Mahershala, the man with the broad shoulders and the eyes that seemed to see right through her defenses. In the thin mountain air, they had pushed each other to their physical limits during the day and explored each other's bodies with a desperate, breathless intensity at night. 

The sex had been primal, a collision of two powerhouses who finally found their match. She could still feel the phantom pressure of his calloused hands on her thighs, the way he had pinned her to the rough wooden floor of his cabin and told her that she was the only thing that made his heart beat faster than a championship game. He had been her oxygen when the world felt too heavy.

Now, that same man was the reason she was about to lose everything.

"Aurelia? You still here?"

She jumped, shoving the trade papers back into the folder as Avery Lopez walked around the corner. Avery was dripping with water from the shower, a towel wrapped around her waist, her eyes narrowed with suspicion.

"Gideon was just here," Aurelia said, trying to keep her voice steady. "Just a pep talk."

"Gideon Kingsley doesn't give pep talks. He gives eulogies," Avery replied, leaning against the lockers. "You've been off, Reia. Ever since the home opener. You're missing assignments. You're late to meetings. And you disappear for hours every night after practice. If you're in trouble, you need to tell me."

"I'm fine, Avery. Just tired," Aurelia lied, the weight of the secret pressing down on her chest.

"You're not fine. You're distracted," Avery said, her voice dropping to a low, urgent tone. "The trade deadline is a week away. There are rumors that Titus Knowles is looking for blood, and our owners are breathing down Roscoe's neck. We can't afford a captain who isn't in the game."

Aurelia nodded, her heart hammering. She waited until Avery headed back to the showers before grabbing her bag and slipping out the back exit of the Storm Center. She drove through the rain - slicked streets of the city, her mind racing. She knew she should go home. She should study film and prepare for the next game. Instead, she found herself pulling into the darkened parking lot of a local park, far from the prying eyes of the media.

A black SUV was already there.

She climbed into the passenger seat, the scent of expensive sandalwood and cold air hitting her instantly. Mahershala was sitting in the dark, his hands gripping the steering wheel so hard his knuckles were white. He didn't look at her at first. He just stared out the windshield.

"Gideon is going to trade me," she said, the words finally breaking her.

Mahershala turned then, his eyes dark with a mixture of fury and longing. He reached out, his large hand cupping the back of her neck and pulling her toward him. He didn't say anything. He just crushed his mouth against hers in a kiss that tasted of desperation and salt. 

Aurelia let out a sob into his mouth, her fingers clawing at the front of his jacket. This was the fire that was burning her life down, but she couldn't bring herself to put it out. Mahershala pulled her into his lap, his hands sliding under her shirt to find the warm skin of her waist. The touch was electric, a jolt of pure sensation that made her forget the threat of the trade and the pressure of the fans.

"He won't," Mahershala growled against her skin, his voice a rough vibration that settled deep in her bones. "I won't let him."

"You don't have a choice, Mahershala. You're the captain of the opposition. If they find out about us, it won't just be a trade. It will be a lifetime ban for both of us," she whispered, her breath hitching as his teeth grazed the sensitive cord of her neck.

"I don't care about the league," he said, his hands moving lower, gripping her hips with a possessive strength that made her whimper. "I've spent my whole life playing by their rules. But those seven days in the mountains? That was the only time I've ever felt alive. I'm not going back to the cold, Aurelia."

He pushed her back against the seat, his body a heavy, comforting weight on hers. In the shadows of the SUV, surrounded by the silence of the city, they clung to each other like survivors of a shipwreck. Aurelia knew that every second she spent here was another nail in her professional coffin. She knew that Roscoe Thomas and Titus Knowles and the rest of the league were waiting for her to fail.

But as Mahershala's hands moved over her, reclaiming the territory they had conquered in the mountains, she realized that she didn't just want the game. She wanted the man who was her greatest enemy. And if she had to burn her career to the ground to keep him, she would let the whole world watch the flames.

"Seven days," she whispered, her eyes closing as he entered her, a slow, deep slide that filled the empty spaces in her soul. "Give me seven more days of oxygen."

"I'll give you a lifetime," he promised, his voice breaking as he buried his face in her shoulder.

Outside, the lights of the Storm Center flickered in the distance, a reminder of the world that was waiting to tear them apart. But inside the car, there was only the sound of their combined breathing and the heat of a fire that no amount of ice could ever extinguish.

	 


Chapter 3: Nameless in the Mountain Air

	 

	The career I built is a house of glass, and I am standing in the center of it with a sledgehammer in each hand. Every time I touch him, every time I let Mahershala Harris press me against the cold leather of his seats or the rough brick of the arena sub - levels, I am shattering another window. There is no going back to the woman who only cared about the stat sheet and the captain's "C" stitched to her jersey. That woman is dead, buried under the weight of a week in the mountains that I can't seem to purge from my blood. I am crossing a line that leads to a professional exile, and the terrifying part isn't that I might lose my spot on the roster - it's that I don't think I care as long as he's the one waiting for me in the dark.

I smoothed my hair and adjusted my team jacket, the fabric feeling like a lead weight against my skin. The scent of him - cedar, expensive leather, and the raw, musk - heavy heat of our shared friction - clung to my collar. I needed to wash it off, to scrub him out of my pores before I walked back into the locker room, but the thought felt like a betrayal. 

"Aurelia?" 

I jumped, my heart hammering against my ribs like a puck hitting the boards at a hundred miles per hour. Avery Lopez was standing by the equipment room, her arms crossed over her Storm jersey. Her eyes, usually bright with competitive fire, were narrowed in a way that made my stomach drop.

"You're late for the team meeting," Avery said, her voice dropping to a low, cautious register. "Roscoe Thomas has been pacing the floor for twenty minutes. He's already on edge because of the trade rumors, and your disappearing act isn't helping, Lia."

"I was just getting some air, Avery. The altitude training still has my lungs feeling tight," I lied, the words tasting like ash. 

Avery stepped closer, her gaze scanning my face. "You look like you've been run over by a freight train, and your lip is swollen. If someone on the rival squad put hands on you during the home opener, you need to tell me. I'll have Titus Knowles take them out in the next period."

The irony was a physical blow. Titus Knowles was the one Mahershala had to keep in check, but the man who had actually left my lip swollen was the very captain we were supposed to hate. I turned away, pretending to check my phone. 

"I'm fine. Let's just go," I said, walking past her. 

As we navigated the winding corridors of the Storm Center, the pressure of the trade deadline felt like a physical entity. Every television monitor in the hall was tuned to the sports network, scrolling through potential moves. Gideon Kingsley, our General Manager, was pictured in a headline that read: SHAKING UP THE CORE. My name was right beneath it. 

The fear of leaving was a cold, sharp blade. If Kingsley traded me, I wouldn't just be leaving my team; I would be leaving the city where Mahershala lived. We would no longer be secret lovers in the same zip code; we would be true enemies, separated by miles and a schedule that wouldn't allow for midnight meetings in the shadows. 

I pushed into the locker room, the air thick with the smell of sweat and hockey wax. Roscoe Thomas stood in the center, his face a mask of frustration. 

"The deadline is forty - eight hours away," Roscoe barked, his eyes landing on me with a heavy, disappointed weight. "I need captains who are focused on the playoffs, not whatever distractions are happening outside these walls. Aurelia, I'm hearing whispers that your head isn't in the game. If you're looking for a way out of this city, I can make it happen very quickly."

I felt the blood drain from my face. My teammates went silent, the tension thick enough to choke on. I thought of Mahershala's hands on me, the way he had filled the empty spaces in my soul just moments ago. The "Departure" I feared wasn't just a trade; it was the loss of the only thing that made me feel alive outside of the rink.

"I'm here, Coach," I said, my voice steady despite the tremor in my hands. "I'm not going anywhere."

But as I sat at my stall, the ghost of Mahershala's touch burned on my skin. I remembered the way he had entered me in the car, a slow, deliberate claim that had made me forget my own name. He had been desperate, his fingers digging into my hips as if he could anchor me to him forever. 

"Give me a lifetime," he had promised.

The impossibility of that promise hit me. We were playing a game that didn't allow for lifetimes. We were playing a game where bodies were traded like commodities and hearts were expected to be made of ice. 

I closed my eyes and could still feel the phantom sensation of his tongue against mine, the way he had tasted of salt and desire. He was the enemy. He was the man Usher Wellington expected to lead a championship charge against my own team. 

The anxiety of the unknown was a suffocating shroud. If I stayed, I lived a lie. If I was traded, I lost him. There was no middle ground, no safe harbor in the mountain air we had left behind. We were in the Storm now, and the only way out was to burn. 

"Aurelia," Avery whispered from the next stall, leaning in close. "I saw the black SUV in the parking lot. That wasn't a team car."

I didn't look at her. I couldn't. I just reached for my skates, my fingers fumbling with the laces. 

"Don't, Avery," I said. 

"He's the enemy, Lia," she hissed, her voice full of a terrifying certainty. "If Kingsley finds out you're sleeping with the captain of the opposition while the trade deadline is looming, you won't just be traded. You'll be blacklisted."

"I know," I whispered. 

I knew it all. I knew the danger. I knew the stakes. But as I pulled my jersey over my head, feeling the heavy fabric settle against my sensitized skin, I knew something else, too. I would rather be a pariah in his arms than a hero in an empty bed. I was leaving my old life behind, one secret meeting at a time, and there was no turning back from the fire we had started. 

Outside, the roar of the crowd began to build as the pre - game music kicked in. The Storm Center was waking up, a beast made of light and sound, ready to consume us both. I stood up, my legs feeling like lead, and prepared to face the man I loved across the face - off circle, praying that my heart didn't shatter for the whole world to see.

	 


Chapter 4: The Calloused Grip of a Stranger

	 

	The vibration of twenty thousand screaming fans traveled through the concrete floors and up into the soles of my skates, a rhythmic thrum that mirrored the frantic beating of my heart. The Storm Center was no longer just an arena; it was a pressurized chamber, a glass - and - steel colossus designed to crush the weak and immortalize the strong. The air inside smelled of ozone, expensive beer, and the sharp, metallic tang of shaved ice. It was intoxicating and suffocating all at once.

"Aurelia, get your head in the game," Avery Lopez barked, slamming her gloved hand against my shoulder pads. Her eyes were narrowed, searching my face for the focus she knew I was lacking. "Kingsley is in the owner's box with Usher Wellington. They are watching every shift. Don't give them a reason to ship you out."

I nodded, the heavy plastic of my helmet rattling. "I'm ready, Ave. I'm always ready."

But as I stepped onto the fresh, gleaming sheet of ice, the lie tasted like ash. My body was a map of contradictions. My legs were primed for the explosive speed that had made me the star center of this city, yet my skin still burned with the ghost of a touch that had nothing to do with hockey. 

Then I saw him. 

Mahershala Harris was standing at the opposing blue line, the captain's 'C' stitched onto his jersey like a target. He looked like a god of war carved from granite. His shoulders were broad, filling out the rival colors with a terrifying grace. When he looked up, his gaze locked onto mine, and the roar of the crowd faded into a dull hum. Those were the same eyes that had watched me come undone in a cabin miles away from the nearest rink. Those were the hands, now encased in heavy leather gloves, that had explored every inch of my body with a calloused, protective hunger.

He was the enemy. He was the man I was supposed to destroy. 

The whistle blew, and we met at center ice for the puck drop. The referee, Elias West, hovered between us, but I couldn't look at the puck. I was looking at the pulse jumping in Mahershala's neck. 

"You look different in the light, Aurelia," he rasped, his voice a low growl that barely carried over the noise. 

"Shut up and play, Harris," I snapped, my grip tightening on my stick until my knuckles ached. "I'm going to run you into the boards."

"I'd like to see you try," he countered, a dark, predatory smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. 

The puck hit the ice, and the world exploded into violence. The game was a blur of high - speed collisions and the screech of steel on ice. Every time I touched the puck, I felt the looming shadow of his presence. He played with a brutal, tactical brilliance that forced me to use every ounce of my conditioning. My lungs burned, my muscles screamed, but I couldn't slow down. Not with Roscoe Thomas watching from the bench with a clipboard that held my future, and certainly not with the way Mahershala tracked my every move.

In the second period, the physicality shifted from competitive to lethal. Titus Knowles, Mahershala's enforcer, caught me in the neutral zone with a late hit that sent me spinning into the boards. My head snapped back, and for a second, the lights of the Storm Center turned into a kaleidoscope of pain. 

Through the haze, I saw a flash of the rival jersey, but it wasn't Titus coming back for more. It was Mahershala. He stepped between me and his own teammate, his glove shoved into Titus's face, shoving him back with enough force to crack the glass. 

"Back off!" Mahershala roared, his voice echoing in the sudden lull of the whistle. 

"She's fair game, Cap!" Titus yelled back, looking confused. 

I scrambled to my feet, my chest heaving, my pride stinging worse than my shoulder. I didn't need his protection. I couldn't afford it. Avery was already there, pulling me away, her eyes darting between me and Mahershala with a growing, terrifying suspicion. 

"What was that?" she hissed as we skated toward the bench. "Why did Harris just defend you against his own man?"

"I don't know," I lied, my voice shaking. "Maybe he just wants the pleasure of hitting me himself."

But the truth followed me into the locker room during the intermission. I waited until the rest of the team was distracted by Roscoe Thomas's whiteboard session before I slipped out toward the training area, claiming I needed to ice my shoulder. 

The hallway was shadowed, away from the prying eyes of the cameras. I found him in the auxiliary weight room, the air thick with the scent of his sweat and the lingering heat of the game. He didn't say a word as he grabbed my arm and pulled me into the space behind the squat racks. 

His hands were out of his gloves now, and they were just as I remembered - rough, powerful, and demanding. He pressed me against the cold brick wall, his body a heavy weight that anchored me. 

"You're going to get us both killed," I whispered, even as I tilted my head back to give him access to my throat. 

"He hit you too hard," Mahershala muttered, his forehead resting against mine. "I almost lost it, Lia. Seeing you down like that - I don't care about the standings. I don't care about Wellington or Kingsley."

"You have to care," I said, my hands finding the damp hair at the nape of his neck. "Kingsley is looking for any reason to trade me. If he thinks I'm compromised, I'm gone. I'll be halfway across the country by tomorrow morning."

The thought of the trade deadline felt like a guillotine hanging over us. The Storm Center was our sanctuary and our prison. 

"Then let them trade us both," he said, his voice thick with a desperate kind of resolve. 

He kissed me then, a hard, punishing collision that tasted of salt and adrenaline. It wasn't the slow, exploratory passion of the off - season; this was a war. His calloused fingers dug into my hips, pulling me flush against the rigid protection of his gear. I could feel the power in his legs, the sheer physical dominance of a man who was paid to be a wall, yet he was crumbling for me. 

I pulled away, breathless, my heart hammering against my ribs. "Avery knows. Or she's close to knowing. We can't do this here."

"We're doing it," he said, his eyes burning with a dark fire. "Every night until they find out. I didn't spend a week in the mountains with you just to let you become a statistic on a trade sheet."

Outside the room, the buzzer sounded, signaling the start of the third period. The beast was calling us back. I adjusted my jersey, my skin humming with the electricity of his touch, and prepared to go back out there to face the man I loved as the man I had to beat. 

The Storm Center roared as we emerged from the tunnel, but all I could hear was the sound of my own pulse, a countdown to a deadline that threatened to tear my world apart.

	 


Chapter 5: Peak Performance and Pure Passion

	 

	The steel of my blades bit into the fresh ice, sending a spray of white crystals against the boards as I pivoted to avoid the crushing weight of Titus Knowles. I could hear the heavy thud of his skates behind me, a predator closing in on his prey. I was the captain of the Storm, the heart of this city, and I refused to be sidelined by a goon like Titus. But the angle was wrong, and my center of gravity shifted as I took the turn too wide. Just as Titus prepared to launch his shoulder into my chest for a hit that would have cracked my ribs, a massive form intercepted the collision with the force of a tectonic shift.

The impact echoed through the Storm Center, a sickening crack of plastic on plastic. I stumbled, my glove brushing the ice to keep my balance, and looked up to see Mahershala Harris standing over me. He had not just blocked Titus; he had leveled his own teammate to keep me from being crushed.

"Get up," Mahershala growled, his voice a low vibration that I felt in my marrow. His visor was fogged from the heat of his breath, his eyes two dark pits of intensity behind the metal cage of his mask.

The crowd was screaming, a cacophony of confusion as the rival captain protected the home team star. I grabbed his outstretched hand, the leather of his glove rough against mine. The heat from his palm seared through my gear, a reminder of that week we spent in the mountains where those same hands had mapped every inch of my skin. 

"What are you doing?" I hissed, pulling myself close enough to smell the salt and metallic tang of his sweat. "You just took out your own man."

Mahershala did not blink, his grip tightening on my hand before he hauled me to my feet. "Titus is a liability. You are the only thing on this ice that matters to me. Now move, Aurelia. Before Roscoe Thomas pulls you for looking distracted."

I broke away, my heart hammering a rhythm that had nothing to do with the two periods of high - intensity hockey I had already played. I could see Avery Lopez watching us from the bench, her eyes narrowed in suspicion. She knew I was playing with fire. She knew my late nights at the facility were not just about extra drills.

In the locker room during the second intermission, the air was thick with the scent of wintergreen rub and desperation. Roscoe Thomas paced the center of the floor, his face a mask of frustration. 

"We are down by one, and our captain is skating like she is seeing ghosts," Roscoe barked, slamming a clipboard against the equipment stalls. "Gideon Kingsley is in the owner box tonight, Aurelia. He is not looking for a graceful loser. He is looking for assets he can move. If you want to stay in this city, you start playing like you hate that man in the black jersey."

The threat was clear. Gideon Kingsley did not care about legacy; he cared about the win. If I did not perform, I would be shipped out by the deadline, away from the Storm, away from Mahershala. 

I waited until the halls were silent, the roar of the third period start still minutes away. I slipped into the equipment storage room, the darkness smelling of rubber and sharp oil. A hand clamped over my mouth, pulling me back against a chest that felt like a wall of granite.

I knew the scent. I knew the strength. I turned in his arms, my jersey bunching between us. Mahershala pressed me against the stacks of spare sticks, his mouth finding the sensitive curve of my neck. 

"Usher Wellington is losing his mind in the locker room," Mahershala muttered against my skin, his hands sliding down to grip my thighs, lifting me until I was forced to wrap my legs around his waist. "He wants a rebuild. He wants me to lead the charge against you."

"Then do it," I gasped, my fingers digging into his shoulders, feeling the hard muscle beneath the damp fabric of his undershirt. "Hit me. Play the game, Mahershala."

"I would rather burn this arena down," he replied. 

He captured my lips in a kiss that tasted of forbidden promises and pure hunger. It was a collision more violent than the one on the ice, a desperate attempt to hold onto something that the world was trying to tear apart. His tongue parried mine, a tactical battle for dominance that I was more than willing to lose. 

His calloused hand slid beneath the hem of my jersey, finding the heat of my bare skin, his thumb grazing the underside of my breast. I arched into him, a soft moan caught in the back of my throat as his other hand settled firmly on my hip, pulling me flush against the rigid line of his desire. The contrast of the cold room and his searing touch sent a jolt of electricity through my nervous system. 

He moved lower, his fingers working at the fastening of my gear with a desperate urgency. "I cannot lose you to a trade, Aurelia. I will not let Kingsley move you."

"Aurelia?" Avery voice echoed in the hallway outside, sharp and questioning.

We froze, our breaths coming in ragged synchronicity. The stakes had never been higher. My career, his reputation, and the pulse of the city were all on the line. 

If they move you, Mahershala whispered, his eyes locked onto mine with a terrifying possessiveness, "I am coming with you. One way or another, you are mine."

I pushed him back, adjusting my gear with shaking hands as the buzzer sounded. The peak performance the world expected of me was nothing compared to the passion I was forced to hide. I stepped out of the shadows and back into the light of the Storm Center, ready to fight for my life, my team, and the rival who had become my everything.

	 


Chapter 6: No Names, No Regrets, No Clothes

	 

	My lungs burned with the familiar fire of a third - period sprint, but the heat radiating from my skin had nothing to do with the conditioning of a professional athlete. Mahershala Harris was a wrecking ball, and I was the structure he was determined to level. As I sat on the bench, the heavy plastic of my pads felt like a cage. Every breath I took was thick with the scent of him - a mixture of expensive cedar, ice, and the raw musk of a man who had just pinned me against a locker room wall.

He was a predator on the ice, a man who built his legacy on crushing aspirations, yet in the dark, he was the only person who truly saw me. The trade deadline was a guillotine hanging over my neck, and Mahershala was the one pulling the rope. Gideon Kingsley did not care about loyalty; he cared about the championship banner that Usher Wellington demanded. If I stayed close to Mahershala, if I allowed our secret to bleed into the light, I was inviting the blade to fall. 

The way his hands had moved over my gear - the calloused grip of a man who knew exactly how to dismantle a defense - stayed with me like a phantom limb. It was a sensory haunting. Every time I looked across the ice and saw the captain's C on his chest, I did not see the rival. I saw the man who had pinned me against the rough wood of a cabin wall months ago during that high - altitude retreat. That version of him had no name, no history, and no jersey. Now, he was the face of the enemy, and I was a traitor to my own team every time my heart skipped a beat at the sound of his skates digging into the ice.

Aurelia, get your head in the zone, Avery Lopez snapped, leaning in so close I could smell the peppermint of her gum. You are playing like you are miles away. If Roscoe Thomas sees you missing those transitions, you are going to find yourself on the first plane out of this city. Kingsley is looking for an excuse, Thee. Do not give it to him.

I blinked, forcing the image of Mahershala's dark, possessive eyes out of my mind. Avery was right. The Storm Center was not a place for romance. It was a coliseum. My best friend's concern was a sharp reminder that I was balanced on a razor's edge. One slip, one lingering glance during a face - off, and my career would be over.

I am fine, Avery, I lied, my voice sounding tight and unfamiliar to my own ears. Just catching my breath.

You are more than out of breath. You are distracted, she countered, her eyes scanning the ice where Mahershala was currently lining up near the blue line. Do not let that animal get in your head. He is out there to hurt us, Aurelia. Especially you.

If only she knew. He did want to hurt me, but in the ways that made me feel alive. He wanted to break me down until there was nothing left but the two of us, stripped of our titles and our rivalries. 

Across the ice, Mahershala looked toward our bench. It was a brief, clinical glance, the kind a captain gave to size up the opposition, but I felt it like a physical blow to my chest. He was dangerous. Not just because of his brutal checks or his tactical brilliance, but because he was willing to throw his own reputation away to keep me. He had said he would come with me if I was traded. The thought was as terrifying as it was intoxicating.

The buzzer sounded for the start of the shift. I stepped over the boards, the cold air of the Storm Center hitting my face, but it did nothing to cool the blood rushing through my veins. As I glided toward the center circle, Titus Knowles moved into my periphery. He was Mahershala's enforcer, a man who played with a level of violence that bordered on the illegal. I could feel the tension radiating from the rival bench, a physical weight that pressed against my lungs.

I lined up for the draw, and there he was. Mahershala. His presence was a vacuum, sucking all the air out of the arena. He leaned into the circle, his stick held with a white - knuckled grip. 

Focus, Aurelia, I whispered to myself. 

But as the official prepared to drop the puck, Mahershala leaned forward, his visor nearly touching mine. The roar of the crowd faded into a dull hum, leaving only the sound of our synchronized breathing.

You look beautiful when you are terrified, he murmured, his voice a low growl that was meant for my ears alone. Do not let them take you from me.

The puck hit the ice. I won the draw out of pure, panicked instinct, sending it back to Avery, but my soul was still in the circle with him. I was playing a game of chess while he was playing a game of conquest. Every stride I took felt heavier than the last. I could see Roscoe Thomas pacing the sidelines, his brow furrowed as he watched my every move. He knew something was off. 

As I chased the play into the corner, Titus Knowles came at me like a freight train. I saw the hit coming, a shoulder aimed directly at my chin, a play designed to send a message. I braced for the impact, closing my eyes for the split second before the collision.

It never came.

A massive form intercepted Titus, the sound of pads clashing like a thunderclap echoing through the Storm Center. I spun around to see Mahershala standing over his own teammate, his hands curled into fists, his chest heaving. The arena went silent. It was a betrayal of the highest order - a captain taking out his own man to protect the rival star.

The officials blew their whistles, a chaotic symphony of penalties and confusion. Mahershala did not look at the referees. He did not look at Usher Wellington, who I knew was watching from the owner's box with fury in his eyes. He looked at me.

In that moment, the internal analysis was over. The realization hit me with more force than any check ever could. Mahershala Harris was not just a distraction. He was my ruin. And as I looked at the man who had just sacrificed his standing for my safety, I realized I was more than willing to fall with him. The trade deadline was coming, and the world was ready to tear us apart, but as I stood on the ice, surrounded by the ghosts of our secret nights, I knew that no name and no jersey would ever be enough to keep me from him. 

The game was no longer about the points on the board. it was about survival. And in the high - stakes world of professional ice, survival meant holding onto the one thing that burned hotter than the cold.

	 


Chapter 7: Breathless in the Pines
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