

    
        
          Her Reckless Variable

        

        
        
          Larkfield Hearts, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Ada Riley

        

        
          Published by Elarovique Publishing, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      HER RECKLESS VARIABLE

    

    
      First edition. August 10, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Ada Riley.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235513907

    

    
    
      Written by Ada Riley.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1
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I heard my name from the porch while I was still on the front path, picking my way around a line of crushed beer cans. The house sat on Hawthorn Street, three blocks from Larkfield’s south gate, where half the athletic teams rented places with cracked steps, sagging roofs, and living rooms built for semester-long destruction.

This one belonged to three hockey players and one swimmer whose parents had paid for new kitchen counters in a house where the upstairs bathroom still smelled faintly of mildew. Yellow light spilled through the windows. The bass shook the glass. Every time the front door opened, heat and music poured out together, then winter air pushed back in hard.

I zipped my leather jacket higher and kept walking.

My hip ached from practice. Enough to remind me that I had done run throughs until Coach Maddox finally told me to get off the ice before she had to drag me by the blade guards. My hair had been pulled into a sleek training ponytail that morning, but now it lay loose over my shoulders, still holding faint bends from the elastic.

I wore black tight jeans, a maroon cropped sweater soft against my ribs, and small gold hoops. It was not an outfit built for warmth. It was an outfit built for being looked at, and I had always been practical about my priorities.

Someone on the porch saw me and straightened.

“Harper Blake,” he called, drawing out my name as if he had paid for the privilege. “Now it’s a party.”

He was one of the second line hockey boys, tall, red cheeked, and already so drunk he loved everyone. I remembered his face from the rink. I did not remember his name, which was fine.

I smiled.

“Was it not before?”

“It was tragic before,” he said, pressing a hand to his chest. “Can I get you something?”

“You’re sweet.”

“That wasn’t a no.”

“It wasn’t a yes either.”

His grin widened. I touched his arm as I stepped past him, light and quick.

Inside, the house was too warm.

The hallway smelled of beer, perfume, and the sharp artificial lime of cheap seltzer. Coats sagged from the banister. Someone had abandoned a scarf on the floor, dark green and trampled with melted snow. The old hardwood stuck under my boots where someone had spilled something sweet. A row of empty cans lined the windowsill like trophies.

“Blake!”

I turned before I reached the living room.

Erin, one of our ice dancers, leaned against the wall with a plastic cup in one hand and her phone in the other. She wore silver glitter under her eyes.

“I didn’t think you were coming,” she said.

“I like to preserve some mystery.”

“You like to arrive late so everyone has time to wonder if you’re coming.”

“That too.”

Her eyes dropped to my boots, then to the drink someone had already pushed into my hand.

“You know we have ice at seven,” she said.

“I’m aware.”

“You’re holding vodka and cranberry.”

“It’s mostly cranberry.”

She stared at me for two seconds, then shook her head. “Coach is going to murder you.”

“She loves me too much.”

“She respects your point totals. That’s not the same thing.”

I lifted the cup to my mouth and let the cranberry burn sweet over my tongue. “It’s close enough.”

Erin’s mouth twitched like she wanted to smile. 

The living room opened wide to my right, crowded with bodies and blue light from a television mounted above the fireplace. Someone had pushed the furniture against the walls to make room for dancing. The couch was brown corduroy, worn pale at the arms. A red plastic bowl of chips sat on the coffee table beside a plate of cookies that looked homemade and untouched. Beer pong had taken over the dining table in the next room, where a group of men shouted as a ball bounced off a cup and rolled under a radiator.

People looked up when I came in.

A girl on the staircase paused with her hand on the railing, then looked down at her phone too quickly. A guy from my sports psychology class lifted his cup in greeting. Two women by the speaker leaned close to each other and whispered, one of them glancing at my mouth.

I knew this part.

This was the part where I became the version of myself everyone had come to see.

Not the girl who had iced her hip in the locker room. Not the girl who had replayed the same failed edge correction until her legs shook. Not the girl who sometimes sat in the rink after practice with her skates half unlaced because the quiet felt safe.

No one wanted that girl at a party.

They wanted Harper Blake.

I gave her to them.

“Careful,” Erin said to a freshman from the women’s lacrosse team who had appeared beside us with wide eyes and a half empty seltzer. “She bites.”

I leaned toward the freshman and lowered my voice. “Only when asked nicely.”

The girl blushed so quickly that Erin groaned.

“See?” Erin said. “This is why we can’t take you anywhere.”

“I came here by myself.”

“Exactly. There was no one to stop you.”

The freshman laughed, still looking at me. She had glossy dark hair cut just below her chin and a tiny silver ring in her nose. I had seen her around the athletic center, usually with a stick bag over one shoulder and bruises on her shins. Her name was either Kayla or Kyra. I could have asked, but asking would make her think I was more interested than I was.

“You’re Harper, right?” she said.

“That depends who’s asking.”

“I’m Kyra.”

Kyra, then. Good.

“Nice to meet you, Kyra.”

“I saw your clip on the athletics page. The jump thing you do is insane.”

“The jump thing has a name.”

“What’s it called?”

“Officially, a triple loop combination with a very annoying entry. Unofficially, the thing everyone posts when they want me to look reckless.”

“Is it reckless?”

I took another sip from my cup. “It’s difficult. People confuse the two.”

Erin watched me over the rim of her drink.

Kyra smiled. “I’d fall on my face.”

“Probably.”

She laughed again, delighted rather than offended. 

From the kitchen, someone shouted my name, and I turned toward the sound. Ryan Vale, a swimmer, stood beside the counter, broad shouldered and sun browned in the dead of winter. He had kissed me once outside a fundraiser for athlete scholarships, then spent three weeks acting as if we had unfinished business.

“Blake,” he called. “I saved you a drink.”

He held up a cup. The liquid inside was too clear to be trusted.

Erin touched my elbow before I could move. “Early ice.”

I looked at her fingers on my jacket, then at her face. “I’ll be there.”

“You’ll be half dead.”

“I could skate half dead.”

“That isn’t a training plan.”

“It has worked so far.”

Erin let go, but her expression stayed tight. “You’re not invincible.”

I smiled because she had given me the line too easily. “Don’t spread that around.”

Then I walked away before she could answer.

The kitchen was brighter than the living room, with recessed lights shining on black counters and a backsplash of glossy white tile that had no business being in a student rental. Someone had laid out food along the island: tortilla chips, salsa, a sweating bowl of guacamole, cold pizza cut into uneven squares, chocolate pretzels, gummy bears, and a tray of vegetables that had been pushed to the far end.

Ryan handed me the drink. “I made it strong.”

“I’m sure you did your best.”

“Cruel,” he said, leaning one hip against the counter so his sleeve brushed mine. He smelled like clean soap, beer, and the pool. His shirt was unbuttoned at the throat despite the weather, and his hair was combed back in dark lines.

“You’ve been ignoring me,” he said.

“I’ve been busy.”

“With skating?”

“Among other things.”

“Should I be jealous?”

“Of figure skating?”

“Of the other things.”

I set the drink down without tasting it. “Jealousy seems like a lot of work.”

Ryan grinned. “You always talk like you’re trying to win.”

“I usually am.”

“That why people like you?”

“People like me for all kinds of shallow reasons.”

His eyes moved over me, slow. “I can think of a few.”

I gave him the smile he wanted and watched him enjoy it. That was the thing about flirting. The steps were easy if you paid attention. Let them think they had surprised you. Let your eyes stay half a second longer than necessary. Touch the edge of the counter near their hand, but not their hand. Make them lean in. Leave first.

“Did you come here to flatter me?” I asked.

“I came here because I live here.”

“That’s convenient.”

“I’m full of good qualities.”

“Name three.”

He opened his mouth, then laughed because he did not have them ready. “I’m handsome, I make strong drinks, and I’m very good at keeping secrets.”

“That last one sounds untested.”

“You could test it.”

He was pretty. He was easy. He wanted nothing from me that I did not already know how to give. I might have let him kiss me again.

But I only picked up a chip and dipped it into salsa.

Ryan looked disappointed for half a breath, then recovered. “You’re killing me.”

“You’ll survive.”

“Do you ever actually date anyone?”

There it was, so soft I could pretend it was a joke.

I chewed, swallowed, and wiped salt from my thumb. “Not if I can help it.”

He laughed. The girl behind him laughed too, a tall brunette in a red top who had been watching us since I came into the kitchen. I laughed because the line had always worked better when everyone agreed it was funny.

My phone vibrated in my jacket pocket.

I ignored it.

Ryan noticed. “Important?”

“Probably.”

He laughed again, but I had already turned toward the hallway.

I did not get far.

A woman stepped out from near the refrigerator, blocking the narrow gap between the counter and the wall. For a second, I could not place her. She had changed her hair since the last time I had seen her, cutting it to her shoulders and dyeing the ends copper. She wore a green dress over black tights and a cardigan that kept slipping off one shoulder.

Then I remembered.

Natalie. Media studies major. Loved old movies. Had a tiny tattoo of a pear on her left hip because her grandmother had owned an orchard. I remembered that detail because she had told me after we slept together, lying on her side in my bed, soft and sleepy and already more open than I should have let her be.

Her expression was careful. Too careful.

“Hi, Harper.”

“Nat,” I said, warm enough to be kind, casual enough to be clear. “Hey.”

Her mouth tightened. “You remember my name.”

“I’m not a monster.”

“No, I guess not.”

Ryan picked up his drink and suddenly found the beer pong game fascinating.

Natalie folded her arms. “You never texted.”

I leaned back against the counter. The edge pressed into my sore hip, and I shifted before I could stop myself.

“I’m terrible with my phone,” I said.

Her eyes did not move from my face. “You posted three stories the next day.”

“That’s different.”

“Right.”

I could have apologized. I almost did. 

“I thought we were on the same page,” I said.

Natalie laughed once, short and flat. “You mean you thought I knew better. Everyone knows the Harper Blake rules, right?”

My fingers tightened around my cup. I still had not tasted Ryan’s drink. Ice knocked softly against the plastic.

“I didn’t lie to you,” I said.

“No, you didn’t.” Her eyes shone, but her voice stayed steady. “That’s the worst part, actually. You’re so careful about not lying that you think it makes you kind.”

I had heard worse. I had been called selfish, cruel, addictive. Beautiful, impossible to keep. 

I smiled.

“I’ve been called many things,” I said. “Kind usually isn’t one of them.”

Natalie did not laugh.

“I’m sorry if I hurt you,” I said.

It was not the worst apology I had ever given. It was not the best either.

Natalie’s face changed, not softened, exactly. “That’s the thing, Harper. I think you are sorry. I just don’t think you’ll do anything with it.”

She stepped around me and left the kitchen. 

Ryan whistled under his breath. “That was rough.”

“Don’t be dramatic.”

“I’m never dramatic. I’m a swimmer. We’re emotionally balanced.”

I picked up his drink and finally tasted it. Vodka, lime, too much ice. “This is terrible.”

He put a hand over his heart. “Now you’ve hurt me.”

“You’ll recover. Apparently everyone does.”

His smile flickered.

From the hallway came the sound of Natalie’s voice, quiet and sharp, then the front door opening. Cold air moved through the house, reaching the kitchen in a brief clean line. I felt it against my face and wanted, for one foolish second, to follow it.

Instead, I took another drink.

A first-year tennis player appeared beside Ryan and asked if I was really doing the jump at sectionals, the big one from the video, the one that had made the athletics department post flame emojis like my body was school property.

“The jump thing,” he said, cheeks pink with excitement. “Kyra was talking about it. You’re doing it, right?”

Ryan leaned in with interest. “What jump thing?”

“The thing everyone keeps calling insane,” I said.

The tennis player pulled out his phone. “It’s this one, right? My roommate sent it to me.”

There I was on his screen, smaller and cleaner than real life. Blue competition dress, hair slicked back, blades cutting into white ice under stadium lights. I watched myself enter the jump, arms tight, speed controlled, body snapping into rotation with the kind of precision people mistook for fearlessness. The clip ended before the exit, right at the moment the crowd started to rise.

I knew the rest. I had come down clean. I had smiled like I had known I would.

The first-year looked up at me. “How do you even make yourself do that?”

“You practice.”

“No, I mean when you know it could go wrong.”

I handed the phone back. “Everything can go wrong.”

Ryan laughed. “That’s comforting.”

My hip throbbed once, deep and hot.

I smiled. “I could do it drunk.”

Erin, who had entered the kitchen, said, “Don’t even joke about that.”

I looked over. “I didn’t say I should.”

“You said you could.”

“Those are different sentences.”

“Not to you.”

The first-year glanced between us. Ryan drank from his cup and wisely said nothing.

Erin came closer. Under the bright kitchen lights, I could see the glitter under her eyes had smudged. “Maddox texted the group chat. She moved ice to six thirty.”

I pulled out my phone at last.

Three messages waited on the screen.

Coach Maddox: Early session. Don’t be late.

Erin: Please don’t make me lie if she asks whether you went home.

Unknown number: Are you at Ryan’s? I thought we could talk.

I knew the unknown number was probably Natalie because I had deleted the contact after deciding it was cleaner that way.

I turned the phone facedown on the counter.

Erin watched me do it. “Harper.”

“What?”

“Go home.”

“I just got here.”

“You practiced like garbage today.”

I felt the comment in my spine before I let my face react. “Nice.”

“I didn’t say you skated like garbage. I said you practiced like it. There’s a difference. Your takeoff edge was shaky.”

“My takeoff edge was fine.”

“It wasn’t.”

I stepped closer, lowering my voice because I did not need the entire kitchen collecting this for later. “I know my edges.”

“Fine. Be an idiot. I’ll see you at six thirty.”

She left the kitchen, pushing through the crowd with more force than necessary.

The tennis player murmured, “Is she always that intense?”

“She’s an ice dancer,” I said. “We’re born disappointed.”

Ryan laughed, and the conversation relaxed around me again, but my smile stayed too tight.

I lasted another twenty minutes in the kitchen before the walls started to feel too close.

I flirted with the brunette in the red top because she had been waiting patiently and because patience deserved some kind of reward. Her name was Lila. She played field hockey, drank gin with grapefruit soda, and had a laugh that made the guy beside her keep trying to be funnier. She asked if skating made me flexible. I asked if field hockey made her dangerous. She put her fingers on my shoulder and told me she could be.

That part was easy.

I knew exactly how to stand. One shoulder angled toward her. One hand around my cup. I kept my eyes on hers until the yes was clear, then looked away so she would want another one. It was not fake. That was what people misunderstood. I did want her a little. I wanted Ryan a little. Wanting was simple. Wanting passed cleanly through me and asked for nothing permanent.

Lila leaned closer. “Do you ever get tired of everyone staring at you?”

“No.”

“Really?”

“I’d miss it if they stopped.”

“That’s honest.”

“I try to have one virtue.”

She smiled, but the smile had a question inside it. “And what do you do when someone wants to keep you?”

“I don’t stay long enough for that.”

She laughed because I had made it light. I touched her wrist, just briefly. Her skin was warm from the crowded room.

“Do you always answer questions without answering them?” she asked.

“Only personal ones.”

“Why?”

“Because personal questions ruin parties.”

“Maybe you’re going to the wrong parties.”

“Maybe.”

She waited, and for half a second. I could have said that I did get tired, actually, but tired was not useful, so I trained it out of my face.

Instead, I finished Ryan’s terrible drink.

Lila’s eyes dropped to my mouth. “Do you want to go somewhere quieter?”

I thought about it. The hallway bathroom with its cracked mirror. The laundry room with its cold tile floor. Ryan’s room upstairs, if I asked nicely or did not ask at all. A door closing. Hands. Heat. The temporary relief of giving someone exactly what they expected.

My phone vibrated again on the counter across the room, where I had left it facedown.

I looked toward it.

Lila followed my gaze. “You need to get that?”

“No.”

“You sure?”

“Very.”

But the room had shifted out of focus. Natalie’s voice, Erin’s warning, the coach’s text, the clip of my jump on a stranger’s phone. It all pressed close under the music.

I set my empty cup on the counter. “I need air.”

Lila’s expression cooled by half a degree, which was fair.

I left before she could decide whether to forgive me.

The back porch was narrow, with peeling white paint and a railing that wobbled when I leaned on it. A string of outdoor lights hung over the steps, several bulbs dead, the remaining ones glowing amber against the dark yard. Someone had left a paper plate on the railing with a slice of pizza gone stiff in the cold. Beyond the yard, the roofs of the neighboring houses rose dark against the winter sky. Larkfield’s old bell tower showed above the trees to the north, lit from below in pale gold.

The air hit my face clean and hard.

I breathed in until my lungs hurt.

Without the music covering everything, my body became louder. My hip ached. My right knee felt tight. My shoulders were stiff from holding rotation drills too long. I shifted my weight from one foot to the other and tried not to stretch where anyone could see me through the kitchen window.

My phone was still inside.

The porch boards creaked under my boots. I rubbed my thumb over the side of my index finger, feeling the dry skin near my nail where tape had pulled that morning.

People called me beautiful as if beauty were a skill. They called me selfish as if wanting things were a crime they had never committed. They called me impossible to keep as if anyone had ever asked whether I wanted to be kept.

I had learned early that if people were going to turn you into a story, it was better to make the story sound deliberate.

So I smiled first. I flirted first. I left first.

It saved time.

The kitchen door opened behind me, and warmth spilled over the porch.

“There you are.”

Ryan stepped out with two drinks, one in each hand, no jacket, shirt sleeves pushed to his elbows. He shivered immediately and laughed at himself.

“You’re going to freeze,” I said.

“I’m making a sacrifice.”

“For what?”

He handed me one of the cups. “Your company.”

I took it because my hands were cold. “That was almost charming.”

“Almost is my specialty.”

We stood side by side, looking out at the yard. The grass was silver with frost at the edges. Someone had stuck a plastic flamingo into a dead flower bed, and a knit hat had been placed on its head.

Ryan nodded toward the house. “Lila looked annoyed.”

“She asked a personal question.”

“Brave woman.”

“I spared her.”

“Is that what you call it?”

I looked at him. “Are we doing honesty now?”

He took a drink and winced at the strength of his own mix. “No. I hate honesty. It ruins my best qualities.”

“Good. For a second, I was worried.”

He smiled, but this one was quieter. “You okay?”

The question was simple. Too simple. No clever edge, no invitation hidden inside it. 

“Always,” I said.

Ryan watched me for a moment, then nodded as if he knew better than to push. Most people did.

From inside, someone shouted for him. A cheer went up around the dining table.

He laughed and opened the door wider. “Come on, Blake. The party’s dying without you.”

I looked once more at the bell tower beyond the trees, then I turned toward the heat and noise.

Inside, someone had changed the music to something faster. People cheered when Ryan and I came back in as if we had returned from a successful mission rather than ten minutes of standing on a porch. Lila looked at me, then away. Erin caught my eye and pointed two fingers at her own eyes, then at me.

I blew her a kiss.

She mouthed, “Idiot.”

I mouthed back, “Jealous.”

She rolled her eyes, but she smiled despite herself.

That was the thing. People forgave me when I made it entertaining. If I turned the damage into a performance, most of them clapped before they thought too hard about the mess.

I retrieved my phone from the counter. The unknown number had sent one more: Never mind. Forget it.

I deleted the thread without answering.

Ryan leaned in until his shoulder brushed mine. “Another admirer?”

“Something like that.”

“You’re trouble, Harper Blake.”

I slipped the phone into my jacket pocket and looked up at him through my lashes because the gesture worked on nearly everyone. “You knew that before you gave me a drink.”

“I’m not complaining.”

He was close enough to kiss. He wanted me to know it, and I did. The room wanted it too, not because anyone cared about Ryan and me, but because people enjoyed confirmation. Harper Blake at a party, with someone pretty and willing. The story staying true to itself.

I kissed Ryan.

Not for long. Just that little bit, and the kitchen reacted. A cheer rose from the beer pong table. Ryan laughed against my mouth, pleased and surprised. I pulled away first, because I always pulled away first.

“There,” I said. “Now everyone can relax.”

Ryan looked dazed. 

***
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By the time I got back to my dorm, it was after two.

The campus was quiet under a thin frost. Larkfield looked older at night, all stone buildings and black windows, with lampposts throwing circles of light onto the paths. My boots echoed loudly as I crossed the quad. Somewhere near the library, a group of students stumbled home singing the wrong words to a pop song. Their voices faded behind me.

My room in Bellamy Hall was dark except for the small desk lamp I had forgotten to turn off. A pile of clean laundry sat in the chair. My skates were under the desk, blades covered, laces tucked in. My training bag leaned against the wall with the top unzipped, releasing the familiar smell of cold leather, guards, tape, and the faint metallic bite of the rink.

I took off my jacket and hung it on the back of the door. My sweater smelled like smoke from someone’s porch cigarette. 

In the mirror above my dresser, I looked bright eyed and careless. My lipstick had faded. My cheeks were pink from the cold. A faint mark showed near my jaw where Ryan’s mouth had been for half a second longer than necessary.

I touched it, then dropped my hand.

I plugged in my phone and set an alarm for five forty five. The numbers looked rude against the screen.

I should have stretched. I should have iced my hip. I should have drunk water and eaten something that had not come from a plastic bowl at a hockey party.

Instead, I peeled off my jeans, pulled on an old Larkfield Skating sweatshirt and sleep shorts, and climbed into bed with my makeup still half on.

My hip ached where it pressed into the mattress, so I turned onto my back and stared at the ceiling.

I thought about the jump.

I thought about the entry, the pressure through my blade, the pull of my arms, the exact second when hesitation ruined rotation. The jump required commitment. That was what people did not understand when they asked how I made myself do it. You did not make yourself. You decided before the moment came, and then you did not let your body argue.

I reached for my phone, but there was nothing to check except the



​

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





