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        Bowie

      

      

      The only thing worse than being dragged out of one of those wholly inappropriate dreams you fucking know you’re going to regret but can’t make your subconscious stop, is being dragged out by the starring member’s brother… at four in the morning… so you can check his sketchy ball.

      For the record, it wasn’t a sex dream. Hell, no. Even my subconscious knows better than that. Piper Boerboom was fully clothed as she laughingly taunted my nocturnal self, blond ponytail bouncing with each sprinted step down the darkening arena corridor, always staying that much ahead of me, always asking what I’m gonna do when I catch her.

      Yeah, the answer to that is nothing.

      I never catch her, and I never ever want to.

      “Bowie, dude. Just look at it.”

      Right. The ball.

      “No.” I roll over with a threatening grunt, pulling my pillow to cover my head. “We got in from Dallas two hours ago. It’s not a game day. I’m not late for practice or a plane. And I told you after the ingrown-hair-not-actual-herpes manscaping incident, I’m not checking your nuts again. Get out.”

      He doesn’t leave. It’s Boomer, so I’m not really expecting him to. But there’s something about the shifting of his feet over the hardwood that has me rolling back and cracking an eyelid.

      “Seriously?”

      “I think something’s wrong.”

      This is probably not the time to remind my best friend that plowing his way through the puck bunny population has consequences. That would be shitty. Even if I’ve warned him like a thousand times.

      Rubbing my eyes, I flip the light on and—

      “Whoa, what the fuck is that?”

      “It looks bad, right?” he asks in a panicky whisper, hands cupping something more reminiscent of a rotten grapefruit than a ball and almost as dark in color as mine. Not good, considering he’s a blond-haired, blue-eyed white guy, and I’m Black.

      “Nooo… okay, yes. It looks bad.” And once I drag my eyes up from the trainwreck that is his bloated nut, I see his face has gone kind of green and there’s sweat beading on his forehead.

      Shit. I saw this guy take a stick to the trachea in Juniors, and he looked better than he does now.

      Tossing the covers off, I grab my phone from the nightstand. “Scale of ten, where’s your pain?”

      I’m already calling the team doctor when Boomer grazes his nut with one finger… and screams like he’s taking a breezy trip through a woodchipper… dick first.

      “Let’s call that an eleven.”

      I mean, we’re professional hockey players. Tough motherfuckers. We don’t scream unless it’s very, very bad.

      Doc answers on the second ring.

      “Hey, sorry to call so early, but Boomer’s here and there is something seriously wrong with his left nut.”

      A beat of silence passes. “Again?”

      Because, yeah, we’ve been down this path before. Only— “This is different.”

      “We talking an outbreak of some kind? Lesions, seeping?”

      I snap a picture and fire it over, then catch Boomer’s eyes. “Just breathe, buddy. He’s probably going to tell you to slap a bag of peas on it and take an ibuprofen.”

      Doc coughs through the line. “Uh-huh. Got it. Okay, so here’s what we’re going to do. I’m sending an ambulance. Get him downstairs if you can.”

      Boomer’s head snaps up, and based on the choked gasp, I’m thinking there may have been some reflexive clutching of the family jewels.

      My hand is up, all calm and settle. “Boomer. Ben. Chill. It’s probably just a precaution.”

      Doc’s voice comes loud and clear through the phone. “No. If he wants to keep the testicle, he needs surgery, fast.”

      “My ball?” Yeah, tough motherfucker or not, that does it, and Boomer goes down. But not before he mumbles the dead last words I want to hear. “Call my sister.”
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        Piper

      

      

      “So, you carried him.” I peek at my phone again as Bowie and I search out the coffee machine rumored to be three doors past the nurses’ station. “All the way down to the lobby. Like a princess.”

      I don’t bother trying to stifle my snort of laughter. This picture, caught by some snap-happy jerk before the ambulance arrived, is pure gold. So far, it’s only made one of the smaller gossip sites, but I’m betting all the major sites will be running it before lunch.

      Big, tough Grant Bowie, buckling under the dead weight and sprawling limbs of my two-hundred-thirteen-pound unconscious brother. It’s like Christmas came twice. Not that I’d ever wish an injury on Ben, but now that he’s out of surgery and “doing well” in recovery, I can absolutely laugh about it. I need to after the scare he gave me.

      I study the sprawl some more. “I mean, why didn’t you just throw him over your shoulder? Fireman-carry him.” I point at the screen. “You’re barely keeping a hold on him.”

      Beside me, Bowie looks like he’s counting to ten, dark eyes turned to the ceiling and that painfully sexy muscle in his square jaw jumping beneath a close-trimmed beard.

      There was a time when all I was after was this guy’s smile. These days— “I mean, his right leg is just sort of dangling there, dragging on the ground.”

      Pretty sure I’m hearing his molars turning to dust up there.

      After a slow, cranky breath, he grunts, “You didn’t see his injury.”

      And thank God for that. A girl shouldn’t know what her brother’s balls look like. Ever.

      Bowie clears his throat. “I was afraid to put pressure on it.”

      I wait. Wondering if this time, he’ll engage. If for once, he’ll give me who he used to be back when he lived at our house during Juniors. The friend who’d tease me into fits of giggles and help me with my homework. The sixteen-year-old so busy with high school and hockey he didn’t have time to date but always managed to ask me, a kid, about my day… and then really listened when I answered.

      But I haven’t seen that guy since he went pro. And I’ve been pushing this guy’s buttons ever since.

      “You look like you were about to drop him.” I show him the picture again. “Did you drop him? Because it really, really looks like you’re going to.”

      His teeth lock, and he glares at me. “I did not drop him.”

      “Mmm,” I say in that ambiguous way I know drives him nuts. “Sure. You set him down. Gently. Or mostly gently, right? Because the way you look in this pic, I’m kind of questioning a controlled descent.”

      That jaw muscle bunches again. “Any word from April and Ben Senior?”

      “Not yet.” My parents live a few suburbs north but are in Australia visiting my aunt this week.

      He rubs a hand over his face and nods. “They’ll check messages in the morning. Or I guess for us tonight.”

      “Probably,” I agree, but my attention is back on the post as I skim through the increasing comments. “I’m seeing speculation about a drug overdose.”

      “Assholes,” he mutters.

      “Yep. They’ll be posting apologies once the team makes a statement. Kind of surprised PR isn’t on this already.” I keep scrolling. “Ooh, and here’s a rumor about your epic bromance being a not-so-straight-up romance. Some suggestions that you need to hit the weight room. That Boomer should try a salad for lunch. And—” Scowling, I flip the phone so the screen is against my jean-clad thigh.

      His eyes narrow. “What?”

      “Nothing.” It’s bullshit.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      He growls.

      I think his dirty look is the end of it, but no. His hand snaps out so fast I can’t react before my phone is already in his grasp.

      I don’t know why I care about Bowie seeing the comment anyway. Let him look.

      “Apparently, I can’t hang on to my teammate-slash-lover any better than I hung on to the puck in last night’s game.”

      Gah. Except that he did rescue my brother, then drove halfway across the city to my apartment so he could bring me to the hospital where he’s stayed hours longer than he needed to.

      Frowning down at the screen, he rubs the back of his neck and swallows hard. It’s the only tell Bowie has. The equivalent of saying ouch.

      And while I give him crap like it’s my job— no matter how much friction there is between us —I really don’t like it when anyone else does.

      I should change the subject. Say something nice. Ugh. Extend an olive branch and try to resist the urge to poke him in the eye with it.

      “Hey, so I just want to say thank you.”

      “For the ride?” he asks, waving a hand toward the open doorway of a room occupied with a few molded plastic chairs, a table with a chipped wood veneer, and a beast of a coffee vending machine that looks like it pre-dates my birth. “You already thanked me.”

      I pull a couple crumpled singles from my pocket, but Bowie pushes them away with a grunt and extracts a few smooth bills from his wallet.

      My wallet. Or at least the one I sent him that first Christmas after he went pro, before I realized things had already changed between us. The one with a faded “Grant Bowie” stamped into the worn leather.

      Why does he still have that thing?

      “Not like I was gonna leave you on the corner waiting for a Lyft in the dark in the middle of February,” he mutters, hitting the button for a coffee with creamer. “Your brother would murder me.”

      Right. Ben.

      He starts to hand me the cup but then scowls at it and sets it on the table. “Let it cool a minute.”

      “Sure.” I watch as he selects a black coffee for himself. “Actually, I mean about the apartment.”

      Those deep brown eyes lock with mine, the skin between furrowing. “The apartment.”

      My stomach tenses. It wasn’t exactly a question, but I know this guy. And that sounded like confusion.

      There’s no way Ben wouldn’t have asked him, is there? He said it was cool.

      “Moving. Next week?” I feel light-headed. “Ben said you guys—”

      “Right, riiight. He did.” He takes a swallow of his coffee, then deeming it cool enough, hands me my own. “Yeah, don’t mention it.”

      I heave a breath and let out a nervous laugh.

      Of course Ben cleared it with him.

      It’s just early. Bowie’s got more important things on his mind. Like my brother.

      “Excuse me, Piper Boerboom?” The nurse who updated us after the surgery is in the doorway, the look on his face not nearly so reassuring as the one he was wearing the first time we talked to him.

      “Everything okay?” Bowie asks, his hand coming to rest at my back. A move so out of character, it sends my tension soaring.

      I take an anxious step forward. “Did something happen?”

      “Your brother is going to be fine, but there have been some complications.”
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        Bowie

      

      

      Boomer’s having the shittiest week of all time. Starting with our Monday-night loss against Dallas, a team we should have beat soundly but somehow slaughtered us, followed by a pre-dawn, sirens-screaming, Tuesday-morning trip to the hospital for emergency surgery on his nut.

      And then… complications.

      The kind that meant a second surgery, being placed on IR for the next few weeks, and when they finally discharge him tomorrow, it’ll be to move home with his folks.

      If anyone’s got something to whine about, it’s Boomer. But when I called after morning skate to check on him, the guy was cracking jokes and working on his list of “boner killer” TV shows he thinks will be safe to watch this week. Nothing gets this guy down.

      I’m the one acting like someone pissed in my cornflakes. And yeah, having my lineman out isn’t great for my game. Losing my roommate for the next few weeks will be lonely. And not having my best friend around twenty-four-seven is going to suck. But what’s bugging me the most is her.

      Generally speaking, I do a damn good job of avoiding all things Piper Boerboom. She and Boomer are close, so there’s no avoiding her completely. But we keep our distance. We don’t hang out alone. We don’t do heart-to-hearts.

      This week, though?

      There’s been no escaping her. Those first days at the hospital, it was just us. Waiting for news, updating April and Ben Sr. while they tried to get back stateside, talking to doctors, passing messages to the team, driving back and forth.

      We’ve been up in each other’s business for days.

      Even with an away game, we were touching base and checking in. For Boomer. Because the last thing he needs is to worry about his little sister while he’s laid up.

      Which is why, even though the asshole didn’t bother mentioning he’d committed us to carting boxes for her, I’m standing outside Piper’s apartment, kicking at the clump of dirty ice by her stoop, waiting for her to let me up so I can help her move.

      After this, I’m done.

      Done sharing space and being forced to function as a team. Done thinking about what she sounded like on the phone and wondering if she’s overwhelmed. Done chasing her through the darkening corridors of my dreams.

      That shit ends today.

      I’ll get her moved into her new place, hopefully something better than this one with its weak-ass security door that looks like it’d give if I blew on it hard enough… and then I’m out.

      The buzzer sounds, and I start up the cramped stairwell to her apartment. She’s waiting at the door, blond hair pulled back in a ponytail, jeans ripped at the knees, and a bit of packing tape stuck to a T-shirt from a charity race the Slayers organization sponsored two years ago.

      “Hey, thank you so much for this.” She wipes her brow with the back of her arm, and a dark smudge spreads, tempting me to brush it away. Coupled with the tape just below her shoulder— not above her boob, because I don’t think about her tits. Ever —and I’m struggling to keep my fucking hands to myself.

      Just don’t look at her, asshole.

      Eyes on the floor and then the chipped paint near the ceiling, I nod. “No problem. Where do you want to start?”

      She stares from my periphery, letting the beat stretch. Then— “Um, my room. I don’t have that much, actually.”

      I walk back with her, and when she opens the door, I try not to notice the fresh vanilla scent she favors enveloping me.

      “This it?” There are five boxes, a duffel bag, and a laundry basket. We’ll have this knocked out in no time.

      “I’ve been subletting and the furniture stays. I stored most of my bigger stuff at home, so this is it.”

      She stored her stuff? I don’t get it, but I’ve already had more than I can handle of this girl, so I don’t ask for an explanation. No good can come from me knowing her whys and hows.

      “Got it.”

      She picks up one of the larger boxes, and my jaw clenches. I take it out of her hands. “Add another one on top for me and stick the lamp under my arm. You can grab something light. The truck’s out front.”

      We head down and step out into the chilly overcast afternoon. The sidewalks are mostly clear, but it’s supposed to snow again tonight so the sooner we wrap this up the better.

      At the SUV, I adjust my load. “Shit.”

      She raises a brow, and I shake my head.

      “Keys. Perimeter sensor doesn’t work, so you have to click the button.” I should have given them to Piper before we came down. I try to balance my stack against the tailgate, but it’s no good.

      “Which pocket?” She’s got the laundry basket propped unsteadily on her hip and a hand out, waving for me to hurry up.

      “What? No.” More like, fuck no. “Just, lean into the boxes to brace them.”

      “Nuh-uh. Those are fragile. Pocket?”

      I’ve seen that look before. There’s no fighting her. Grudgingly, I answer. “Front right.”

      She steps closer, shifts her basket, and reaches for me. I brace for contact, thinking about Boomer’s nasty ball and the time Grady puked in the showers. Last season when Axel’s kid blew out his diaper after a game and the guy made me carry that toxic stink to the trash while he changed him— anything but the soft brush of my best friend’s little sister’s fingers sliding down the front of my pants and the tug of the denim across places I don’t want to be registering at all.

      She gets the fob free and clicks the button to open the gate.

      We load her stuff and then hoof it back upstairs to do it again. On the third trip, the only thing left is her jacket and a plastic container from the fridge that she pushes into my hands as she calls goodbye to her roommates. There are hugs, and then we’re done.

      Outside, I open the passenger-side door and give her a hand up, trying not to notice the low hum where my skin meets hers.

      Jesus.

      I just need to get her to her new place and then we can go back to seeing each other as little as possible.

      She’s rubbing her hands together, so I hit her seat warmer and crank the blower to warm her up.

      “Where to?”

      The defogger blows.

      “What do you mean?” she asks, her voice sounding choked in a way that has me turning to her. She’s staring back at me like— hell, I don’t even know what that look is about. Except, it’s not good.

      “Your new address? Where am I taking you?”

      Her eyes go wide and then squish shut so tightly I’m reaching for her before I have a chance to think better. And damn, that skin at the back of her neck is so soft, I pull my hand back like it burned me.

      Looking at her lap, she starts to breathe funny. “Boomer didn’t talk to you at all, did he?”

      The panic I’m seeing means it’s time to come clean. The staff at the hospital can protect him if they have to. “No.”

      Shoulders slumped, she turns to me with an apologetic look. “Your place. Boomer told me I could crash with you guys.”
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        * * *

      

      “Boomer, I’m going to haul you out of that fucking wheelchair and kill you.” Glowering through a video call, I storm out of Wade Grady’s building where I’ve just dropped Piper while I figure this out. “Something you forget to tell me?”

      “Hey, lover.” He rubs a hand over the chest of his hospital gown and gives me a dirty wink. “That any way to greet your number-one man?”

      Yeah, he’s having a field day with the speculation that our relationship goes beyond platonic. Another day, I’d be laughing too. But not today. Not after this bullshit.

      “Your sister is not moving in with us.”

      He clucks his tongue and nods. “Ehh, yeah. Guess I forgot to mention it.”

      I glare, and he shrugs.

      “Dude, it’s a couple of weeks.”

      I choke. Weeks? “Oh, hell, no.”

      I search the sidewalk for someone to back me up. Tell me this is a joke. Something.

      “Where are you anyway?” The humor leaves his voice. “Where’s Piper?”

      “Up with Grady and Otto. He’s babysitting.”

      “Dude.”

      “I needed a minute, okay?”

      The look my buddy gives me says no. No, it is not okay that in my fucking panic I dumped his little sister on our teammate. Or maybe that’s just my own conscience calling me out.

      “Well, it’s been a minute, asshole. Go back and get her.”

      Excuse me? Leaning into the phone, I croak, “I’m the asshole?”

      He waves me off. “Fine, I should have told you. But I figured I’d be there to smooth things over when she moved in.”

      And if he had, maybe it would be different. But he isn’t here. And he won’t be. Which means me sharing an apartment with Piper Boerboom. No buffer between us, just the friction that’s been there, rubbing us wrong for years.

      Boomer nods to someone, and then a nurse comes into view. “One sec, man.”

      The view tips toward the ceiling, and I cringe because I’m pretty sure his nut is getting a look-see while I’m on this call.

      There’s a quick exchange about pain levels and then a dictate to keep the call short.

      The guy needs to rest, but here I am giving him crap because I can’t handle his little sister crashing at our place for a few days.

      Boomer comes back into view. He straightens his gown. “Where else is she going to stay?”

      “With you at your parents’ place? Ben Senior and April would be beside themselves having both their kids home.”

      “She’s got three jobs in the city and no car.”

      Three jobs? The girl everyone rolls their eyes about being so irresponsible?

      Why didn’t I know that?

      “Look, she’s in a bind.”

      A bind like when she got evicted year before last? Is that why she’s working three jobs? She can’t cover rent?

      “Does she need money?” I’ve offered before, but it gets shut down every time.

      “No. Or at least not a loan. Just a place.” He sighs. “The friend she’s subletting from had a change of plans and the place won’t be free for two months.”

      “What!?” I stagger to the SUV and get in. “You said weeks.”

      “Yeah, like eight. Or so. I don’t know. Don’t be a dick. She needs a place. We’ve got one. And if you squint hard enough, you can pretend she’s me.” His usually carefree face is starting to look pinched around the eyes. There’s a reason the nurse wanted him to keep it short.

      “Clothes on the floor, trash covering the counters.” No chance in hell of anyone, least of all me, mistaking Piper’s feminine curves for her beast of a brother.

      “Pretty much,” he chuckles, but it’s time to wrap this up.

      I take a breath and let it out in a measured stream. “Okay. Rest. Don’t worry about Piper. About anything.”

      “You mean like my place on the team, the precarious future of my nut, or how many minutes it’s going to take of living at home before my parents drive me insane?”

      “Whatever, momma’s boy. April’s going to be baking all your favorite shit. I’ll bet she even tucks you in and kisses your head before bed every night.” I don’t mention the team because we’ve both been around long enough to know that we’re always fighting to keep our spot in the lineup. And as for his nut? That little fucker needs to get in line.

      Boomer laughs, and something in my chest loosens up hearing it. But that wince at the end isn’t good.

      I give him an encouraging smile. “Don’t stress. I’ll get Baby Boomer moved in, make sure she has everything she needs.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” He sighs. “Just try not to kill each other. And keep fucking Static away from her, will you?”

      Like I have with every other guy on this team. Myself included. “Count on it.”
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        Piper

      

      

      Three and a half hours since Bowie “needed a minute,” and this isn’t awkward at all. Wade Grady and I are sitting on his floor with little Otto Erikson doing this lurching Frankenstein walk through the space between our legs and back.

      Otto’s pretty cute. Not much of a crier. And since Wade’s the one officially babysitting him and not me, the toddler doesn’t freak me out too much. It’s when people want to hand the babies over and walk away that I get antsy.

      I’m not exactly a natural.

      Fortunately, no one asks me to watch their offspring since I’m usually considered a package deal with my brother, and he’s been blacklisted from babysitting after an incident this summer when he took Otto to the lakefront to pick up girls.

      The gossip sites picked it up and yeah, no more QT with the team’s tiny mascot.

      Wade pulls a bowl holding bits of banana and Cheerios from the end table, and Otto flaps his arms, giving up a juicy grin.

      “Any word from Bowie?” he asks, probably afraid he’s going to get in trouble for having a Boerboom crash his babysitting gig.

      “Not yet.” I check my phone again, but there’s nothing from him or any of the other friends I begged for a couch to crash on for a couple nights. It’s not a surprise. The reason I went to my brother in the first place is that most of my friends are already the extra roommate. “Don’t worry. I’ve got a backup plan.”

      It’s Randy, my manager from the club. And it’s more like the dead last of the backups. Not that Wade needs to know.

      Honestly, I’ve already overstayed. Pushing to my feet, I make up a lie about meeting a friend who has a room. Then, after giving Otto a quick pat, I hike my oversized bag across my chest and head downstairs. Exiting the elevator, I nearly bump into Bowie.

      He’s lost the jacket and is down to a snug-fitting, shoulder-defining long-sleeve T-shirt and his jeans.

      “Oh, look who’s back.” I step around him and keep walking for the lobby exit. Jerk.

      “Hold up. Come on,” he calls, jogging around me so we’re face-to-face. “I didn’t mean to be gone so long.”

      “Don’t care.” It’s a blatant lie, but I’m not giving him the satisfaction of knowing he hurt me. Embarrassed me. Made me look like every bit the screwup everyone thinks I am.

      His jaw flexes, and he’s looking anywhere but at me. “Yeah, you do.”

      I keep walking, but then he’s in front of me again. “Piper, I’m sorry. Look, I moved your stuff in. Let’s go… home.”

      “Geez, Bowie, you can barely choke the word out. Forget it. I’ve got a coworker I can stay with.”

      We get to the door, and he holds it open for me.

      There’s a bus stop two blocks over, but I’m exhausted and emotional, and Randy really isn’t a guy I want to turn to. And when the first flakes of snow hit my cheeks, I give up.

      Bowie’s hand meets my back, and I let him walk me over to his SUV, which is parked right in front, engine running.

      It’s a short drive through the city back to the apartment, but the strained silence makes it feel like forever. Makes me wonder what he’s thinking. And why, for the love of everything holy, didn’t Ben just tell him about me?

      This is going to suck so much.

      We park in a claustrophobic garage in the basement of his building and walk over to a door that leads to a sketchy stairwell with some serious murder-scene vibes. But when Bowie swipes a card in front of the sensor, a well-lit, clean elevator car arrives, and we take it up to the third floor.

      Bowie holds the door to the apartment open, his jaw set and his eyes hard. The only thing about his body language that isn’t telling me to turn around and get the hell out of there is the halfhearted wave of one hand into the space beyond.

      “Umm, thanks for this.”

      “No problem,” he says with exactly zero inflection in his voice, eyes somewhere over my shoulder.

      I wasn’t exactly expecting him to roll out the welcome wagon, usher me in, and offer me a cold drink while he directed me on where to find the towels. But seriously, does he have to be such a dick? It’s like the person he is around everyone else, the person he used to be around me… is just gone. Erased.

      Not that I can really blame him after what I did.

      Yeah, it was years ago, and I was a kid. But I should have known better. I shouldn’t have spent a year embarrassing myself mooning over Bowie, not so subtly suggesting interracial rom-coms for movie nights. Pointing out girls who looked like me and asking if he thought they were pretty. And when he pulled away, I shouldn’t have doubled down embarrassing myself even more by trying to show him how mature I was— at barely fifteen —by dating the absolute worst guy I could have picked.

      I hate thinking about Charlie.

      I hate how stupid and selfish it makes me feel. I hate being the reason my brother lost the guy who’d been his best friend since they were five years old learning to skate together.

      I hate the reminder of what I did when every now and then I see him pop up on the hockey sites spewing poison about Ben or Bowie or whoever else happens to be on his radar that day.

      Pushing that thought aside, I walk in, expecting to have to pinch my nose or tiptoe past a forgotten pizza box with some random’s skanky panties draped over the side. But two steps into an apartment I’ve always considered just this side of needing to be condemned, and my brows lift as I look around.

      “Did you guys find a new cleaning service?” For a multitude of reasons— namely, my brother —they’ve had trouble keeping one. But tonight, the floor is clear of stinking hockey gear, leftovers, and the lacy trophies that always seem to be floating around when I show up, announced or not.

      Behind me, Bowie shuts the door and locks it.

      I turn back just as he’s flipping a shiny lock. “Is that—” No way. I feel my blood start to boil. “Is that new?”

      He takes a slow breath and meets my eyes. The contact is unnerving, but I don’t look away.

      “Your brother needs to rest and recover. He doesn’t need to be worrying about whether you’re safe. So, I had it installed.”

      Uh-huh. “Because the jacked guard downstairs and NHL player living here isn’t enough.”

      He doesn’t answer.

      Looking around at the cleared floors and counters, I take a breath of air slightly tinged with floral freshener and hoist my duffel higher on my shoulder.

      “This was really nice of you.” I shrug, feeling uncomfortable about the trouble he went to for me. Even if it wasn’t actually for me. “You didn’t have to. But I really appreciate it.”

      Ben would have been fine with me climbing over whatever mess he’d left before the hospital.

      Bowie walks past me into the kitchen and fills his reusable water bottle from the filtered tap. Leaning one hip against a kitchen counter way nicer than I ever gave it credit for, he pulls out his phone.

      Well, okay, then. Conversation over.

      Sure. Good. No problem.

      I start down the hall for the office with the pull-out couch but stop when Bowie calls from the front of the apartment.

      “Use Boomer’s room until he gets back.”

      I stall, eyes locking on the second door on the left.

      I love my brother. He’s funny and annoyingly overprotective and a seriously good guy. But he’s gross. He’s a slob. A player. He’s the kind of man-ho whose hookups have resulted in furniture being thrown away.

      I gag a little thinking about having to sleep in his room. Then a little more at the thought of his bed.

      I can’t afford a hotel or to move home with my parents. I’d never be able to juggle work if I had to add a commute up to Winnetka and back each day. And while Randy offered me his couch, more than one woman from work warned me about him.

      Which officially makes me a beggar without a choice. Something I’m still coming to terms with when Bowie breezes by, pushing the door open as he passes.

      I cringe, bracing for the worst, but instead I’m hit with… lemons?

      My gaze snaps to the end of the hall, where he’s stopped halfway into his room, one big hand on the frame as he stares at his feet and asks, “Good?”

      I force my attention back to the impossible. Ben’s immaculate room. There isn’t so much as a sock on the floor. No collection of water bottles littering the dresser top, no condom wrappers near but not actually in the trash.

      “How much did you have to pay to get someone in here to clean this fast?”

      He laughs, just once, but it’s enough to have my head snapping around to see. Only he’s already in his room, and all I catch is the snick of the door closing.
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      “Come on. Boomer’s little sister isn’t that bad,” my buddy and tax accountant, Tyrell Preves, laughs three days later, snapping a picture of his lunch as soon as our server drops it off.

      Ty’s been talking about starting his own firm for a year and wanted to check out an office space across the street. Joining him seemed like a solid excuse to get out of the apartment, so I came along, hoping it would be the distraction I needed. And it was, until my man started asking about Boomer.

      One thing led to another and somehow the conversation turned to Piper.

      “It’s not that she’s bad. It’s that she’s there.” And when she isn’t there, I’m wondering where she is. When she’ll be back. If she needs a ride. If she doesn’t need need a ride but would be safer having one anyway.

      He doesn’t get it. No one does.

      He stabs at his shawarma fries, stuffing them into his mouth with relish and moaning around the oversized bites. “She bringing men over? Women?” he asks, chewing around his words. He gulps some water and then points at me with his glass. “If the answer’s yes, I’ll be there tonight.”

      “No. She’d never bring guests into our place without asking.”

      “You sure you don’t want a bite? I know it’s not nutritionist approved, but—”

      “Already ate, man. But enjoy.” It smells fucking fantastic, but it looks like the difference between me making it to the puck before Kieran Marsh in our game against the Highlanders tonight and me sweating grease while I hang on my stick trying to catch my breath. That elegant fucker doesn’t need any more of an advantage than he’s already got.

      More food goes into Tyrell’s mouth, and he takes another picture. Love this guy, but so weird. Not that I care when he can find a restaurant that makes catfish, sweet cornbread, and fried tomatoes that taste so close to my grandmother’s, if she hadn’t passed, I’d think she’d moved to Chicago and started the restaurant herself.

      Damn, and now I actually am hungry, but that lunch is going to have to wait until off-season for sure.

      “So what?” Ty asks. “She giving you attitude? Doing drugs?”

      “What? No. God, no.” I know Piper’s got a bit of a rep for not having her life completely together, but she’s not a fuckup.

      “Playing music too loud? Leaving a mess?” There’s like a quarter of a fry left on his plate. Nope. Gone. “Help me out here, man. Clearly, you’ve got an issue, but I’m not seeing what it is.”

      Lowering my voice, I lean forward. “I got home from practice yesterday, and she was in the kitchen, making a sandwich.” Like she lived there. Which she does. For now. But damn, that is something I want to forget. Pretend it’s not true. Which is impossible when I can smell her shampoo after she leaves the room or when I hear the clicking of keys on her laptop from the other side of Boomer’s door.

      “A sandwich? So… she didn’t make one for you?” Ty looks well and truly horrified.

      I study the little painting hung next to our table, and he barks out a laugh.

      “She did make one for you? You’ve got a fine woman at home, making you sandwiches? Brother, what the hell are you complaining about? You don’t want her at your place, send her to mine.” Then, he waves a finger at me. “Hey, don’t you look at me like that. Joking. Damn, man, she’s not even your sister.”

      Well aware. Too well aware.

      I run a hand over my face, trying to wipe away whatever he saw there.

      I know this guy. Boomer and I have been friends with him since the year the Slayers picked me up. He’d never put a move on Piper. Ever.

      When I look up again, he’s grabbing the check from our server, flashing her a flirty smile before turning back to me.

      “Put her up in a hotel if you don’t want her in your space… making sandwiches and cleaning up after herself. Trust me, you can afford it.”

      “She’s Boomer’s little sister. He said she could stay.” Which means I can’t dump her at some hotel.

      “Yeah, but it’s your place too. You really dislike this girl that much—”

      “I don’t.”

      And that’s the problem. I never have.
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      As a rule, away games don’t bother me. I don’t mind hotel living, have always enjoyed whatever taste of the city we’re playing in I can get. But after two days away, I’m ready to be home. I tell myself it’s because Boomer’s not here, but it’s not the whole truth.

      The damn dreams are getting worse. I can hear her laughter echoing, but the lights in the corridors are nearly all out, so I can’t actually see her.

      As dreams go, it’s not too hard to decode. And maybe now that we’re back in Chicago, I’ll be able to get some real sleep.

      The lights on the plane come up, and I check my phone. It’s after two a.m. Christ, it’s been a long day. The win against Philly was just what we needed.

      They pulled Gulbrandsen up from Springfield to cover Boomer’s spot for this trip. Gulls is a good kid. Fast. Busts his ass and mostly keeps his mouth closed and his ears open.

      But the on-ice chemistry isn’t there. He’s not Boomer, and while he is a good player, I want my guy back.

      In the seat beside me, Axel rubs his face to wake up. He feels around for his phone, then smiles at whatever message is waiting for him from his wife.

      “New picture?” I prompt when he gets that sappy look on his face.

      He grins wider, but the way he presses the screen to his chest instead of showing me makes me think it’s not Otto’s drooly grin that put the look on his face.

      “Hear from Boomer?” He sits up to stretch his back with a muffled groan I’m guessing has something to do with that hit he took in the third.

      Pulling out my phone, I show him the text from around the end of the first period.

      “Jesus,” he says, pulling it from my hand and then scrolling and scrolling. And scrolling. “Think he’s struggling sitting out?”

      The text is a running commentary on the game, on how “the new kid,” aka Gulls, and I play together, which plays had him sporting wood, how boners used to be fun, what April made for dinner. And then he wraps it up asking if that red-headed bunny from the last time we were in Philadelphia was at the bar.

      “Struggling? Little bit. My man has a hard enough time off-season. He’s got to be losing it stuck at home and missing actual games. I’m heading out to see him tomorrow after practice.”

      Axel puts out his fist for a bump. “Any idea when he’ll be back on the ice?”

      “Last I heard, at least a couple of weeks. Fucking infection.”

      That sigh says it all. It sucks for him and for all of us who want our teammate back on the ice with us.

      “He’ll be happy to see you guys.”

      Plural. It catches me off guard because I’ve spent years training my brain not to jump to her. But of course I’ll bring Piper out with me. He’s her brother. Her family.

      It would be weird not to take her.

      And I didn’t even come up with the idea, so it’s not like I’m breaking any rules. Boomer’s or my own.
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      Once they let us off the plane, we head to our cars and drive home.

      I always ride with Boomer, and no matter how long the road trip was or how hard we played, the guy’s permanent setting is “On.” He’s a talker, always has been. So this quiet on the way home is different. Nice. It gives me time to think, room for my mind to wander. But when it finds its way to the blue eyes and soft laugh that keep me up at night… nice turns to not-so-nice, and I flip on the hockey channel.

      The apartment is dark when I let myself in, so I adjust the lights to their lowest setting and toe off my shoes so I don’t wake Piper. I’ll text her in the morning to see if she’s free to drive up for a visit.

      I grab a glass of water and a protein bar and am stealthily making my way back to my room, determined not to look at her bedroom door as I pass. I don’t need to open it and make sure she’s home. I don’t need to let her know I’m here.

      Do I?

      Behind me, I hear the front door rattle and then open. I turn as Piper lets herself in. And everything inside me goes a little off.

      She’s wearing miles-high heels. Her legs are bare up to the hem of a skirt so short it takes more effort than I thought I had in me to get my eyes off it. But things only get worse as I keep moving up her body. Her jacket doesn’t seem warm enough for a night in the low forties. Her hair is done up in this sexy twist that shows off the slender lines of her bare neck and shoulders. And that makeup.

      “Big date tonight?” I ask before I think to stop myself.

      She jumps with a little shriek that has me holding up a hand.

      “Just me.” I point to my spinner bag. “Got home a couple minutes ago.”

      “You scared the shit out of me.” Letting out a gusty breath, she locks the front door. “I thought you weren’t back until tomorrow.”

      “Technically, it is tomorrow. But I should have texted to let you know.” We aren’t the kind of people who text each other. Except now we’re sharing space for a couple months… so maybe we should be? And maybe then I’d know who she was out with. “So… date?”

      She ignores the prompt again, slipping out of the heels and then doing that thing women do where they hook their fingers into the toes to carry them. It’s… distracting. And yet another example of how off the mark I was, thinking she’d leave her stuff everywhere the way her brother does. The way she used to as a kid.

      This place is even tidier than it was after I had it cleaned the day she moved in.

      It’s weird how she can be so much the same and so different all at once.

      “I’m wiped,” she says, pulling what looks like a half-length shish kabob skewer from her hair.

      She says something else, but like a total asshole, I miss it completely. The entirety of my focus is on the pale silk spilling down past her shoulders in waves so soft—

      “Anyway, congrats on the dub tonight.”

      She’s brushing past me when I do the unthinkable. I reach out and touch her.

      Not her shoulder.

      Not the crook of her elbow.

      Not any of the places still covered by her jacket.

      I catch her bare, slender wrist, my fingers wrapping loosely around it as I pull her to a stop.

      For a beat, we stare at that point of contact.

      Jesus, the feel of her skin beneath mine— it’s like a shock to the system, waking up parts of me I’ve worked fucking hard to put to rest. I don’t like it.

      “Bowie?”

      My head snaps up, and I retreat a step, letting her go with an inarticulate grunt that only adds to the confusion already shining in those heavily shaded eyes.

      Trying to undo this epically awkward moment, I scramble for something to say that doesn’t convey just how far off the rails I’ve gone.

      Boomer. The visit. Right.

      Except then she slips out of her jacket, and my tongue turns clumsy in my mouth.

      “I want to go down—” Shit. Wrong. Where’s the rest of her dress? “Do you want to come—” I’m starting to sweat. I can feel it. I make my living performing with an arena full of eyes on me, but for some reason having this girl watching me when she’s dressed like some kind of a fantasy— some forbidden fucking fantasy —has all the words jumbling up in my head.

      “Are you growling at me?”

      Shit. I almost reach for her again. What the fuck is wrong with me?

      At the last second, I shake my head and get it together.

      “Sorry. Long night. I’m going to see Boomer tomorrow afternoon. You want to come along?”

      The confusion clears, and she nods. “Yeah, I was going to catch the Metra up on Sunday.” She hesitates. “But if you don’t mind, a ride would be great.”
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      “You ready?” Bowie’s leaning against the back of the couch, those long, powerful legs filling out a pair of jeans in a way I’d really rather not notice. Same with the cashmere crewneck I picked out but my mom gave him for Christmas. I knew it would be gorgeous against his warm brown skin.

      I spend a second digging through my slouchy bag in search of a distraction from the body and face I swore I deleted from my fantasy file. Finding nothing but the hair elastic I was looking for last night, I straighten with a smile like it’s exactly what I need.

      “You bet. Let’s go.”

      He tosses the keys and catches them in the same hand as he straightens. It’s the kind of hot, unconscious move I’d have been sighing over, replaying in my mind a hundred times a day way back when I was hung up on him. Now I hardly notice the fluid, confident way he moves.

      I couldn’t care less.

      He waits for me to go ahead of him and then locks up the apartment behind us while I call the elevator. I’m starting to think about the hour ahead, wondering how quickly Bowie is going to regret the offer to bring me along.

      Or maybe he won’t. Maybe he’ll just turn up the XM radio the minute we get in the car and—

      “Out pretty late last night.”

      Huh? I turn to where he’s staring intently at the elevator.

      Too intently.

      My eyes narrow. “Yeah, guess so.”

      I wait.

      One second. Two. Three—

      A wince. That muscle in his jaw starts to jump with a satisfying regularity.

      Mr. Overprotective is battling it out with Mr. Detached inside that pretty head of his. He promised my brother he’d look out for me, but he doesn’t actually want to know anything about my life. Whatever.

      The elevator arrives, and we ride down to the underground parking reserved for tenants. The low ceilings and greenish lighting feel claustrophobic to me, and I can’t imagine it doesn’t drive Bowie and my brother nuts since they’ve both got the better part of a foot on me, height-wise.

      When we get to Bowie’s black Expedition, I wait for him to unlock the doors. It doesn’t happen. Looking across the hood, I find him watching me. Brows knit into the same stitch I’ve been admiring since he was sixteen.

      Back then, those hard looks weren’t directed at me, but now?

      I shift uncomfortably. “Locks?”

      “Have fun?”

      “What?”

      Another jump of that jaw, and this time I’m almost positive I hear a low growl. Then— “Last night… Did you have fun?”

      Okay. So apparently he isn’t letting it go. I shift, debating what to say. Bowie can’t find out where I’m working, but for a second, something lights up in me that he’s curious. That I can get under his skin.

      Just as quickly, I shut it down.

      He’s just doing his due diligence. And the fact that that’s all it is gets under my skin.

      I paste on a dreamy expression as I peer up at the pockmarked concrete too close to my head and sigh. “Yeah, it was wild.”

      He stares. Blinks. Swallows.

      I bite my lip to keep it from curving after dropping that intentionally vague but easy-to-read-into hint about nothing.

      The night was fun. The club was packed, the tips were generous, and my coworkers were pretty cool. All of which I’d be happy to share with anyone who was actually interested in my life and not just grudgingly keeping tabs on me for his best friend.

      “So, you were out with a guy? Boyfriend?” It’s almost a wheeze.

      I laugh, because the little demon who sometimes takes up residence on my shoulder when Bowie is around has gone full-on possession mode. “Ehh.”

      His hand moves to the back of his neck, giving it a solid squeeze.

      Muscles a little tense there, D-Man?

      It takes everything I have not to react with a victorious fist pump, but then I’d be letting on to the petty, immature game I’m not exactly proud of playing. I’d be letting on that I care.

      Better to pull out my phone and check the weather. “Locks?”

      I can still feel him staring, and for a beat, I wonder if he’ll press. What I’ll say if he does. I don’t like to flat-out lie to anyone. Deliver a much-deserved hard time? Absolutely. But Bowie and Ben would lose their shit if they knew I was working at the club, and keeping this job is important to me.

      This time, he unlocks the doors, and we climb in. I try not to think about how close the roof of the car is to the ceiling as he pulls out, or what it would be like if things with Bowie and me were the way they used to be.

      When we emerge into the washed-out sunlight, I expect the questions to resume. I’m mentally compiling the most irritating, noncommittal responses I can come up with, tales of guys claiming to be movie producers who think I’ve got real talent, invites back to hotel rooms, and such. But Bowie doesn’t press, instead turning up the volume for the NHL channel.

      We take the Drive out of downtown and pick up Sheridan to head north, skirting Lake Michigan most of the way until we hang a left in Winnetka.

      The house we pull up to isn’t the one I grew up in. Ben bought this for our parents after his second contract came in. It’s a gorgeous two-story craftsman with low hedges between the road and the wide circle drive. We park out of the way of the garage as my mom throws the door open and runs down to greet us, that blond hair my brother and I inherited blowing around her smiling face as she flings her arms around Bowie with a hug he returns by lifting her off her feet.

      It’s the sort of hug he gave me when he was in high school and he’d come back after spending summer vacation at home. I remember the belly-flipping, zero-gravity sensation and the smell of his soap when he squished me against his shoulder.

      Nice while it lasted.

      “Put my mother down, will you?” I say, hefting my bag over my shoulder.

      I follow them toward the house, rolling my eyes when she pats his cheek and asks if he’s hungry.

      My mom loves Bowie like another son, and not for the first time, I wonder if I could have loved him like a brother… if I’d still be getting those hugs instead of standing on the wrong side of a wall so high I gave up hope years ago of ever getting back on the other side.

      I’m almost up the walk to the door when a sleek Mercedes pulls into the drive.

      Paused at the top step, Mom looks from me to the car and back.

      “Who’s this?” she asks as the driver-side door opens while the engine is still running.

      I shrug, because who would I be expecting? But then a guy looking vaguely familiar steps out, flashing a wide grin… at me.

      “Piper, right?”

      I start to nod, still unable to place him, when Bowie steps in beside me. “You’re from the ER. Dr. Keats?”

      Oooh, that’s right. The doctor who did Ben’s first surgery. Nice guy. I actually talked to him in the cafeteria for a few minutes that second day.

      He nods and shakes Bowie’s hand and then my mother’s. “But Craig is fine.”

      This feels a little weird, so I ask, “Are you here for a… house call?”

      His smile slips, and then he laughs, shaking his head. “No. Not at all. I’m not Ben’s regular doctor. Honestly, this is going to sound crazy. But I was on the way to have dinner with my parents.” He gestures toward the road. “Nancy and Ron Keats. They live a few blocks over on Hubbard.”

      His eyes flick back to me, stance widening. “Can’t believe I saw you when I was driving by. Honestly, I was hoping to get your number back at the hospital, but—”

      “Emergencies,” my mom interjects a little breathlessly. And then she’s looping her arm through Bowie’s, half dragging him through the front door. “We’ll just head inside to check on Ben. Please come in if you have time. And if not… so nice to see you again.”

      The door to the house closes, and I squint over at Craig. “I feel like they’re still watching. They are, aren’t they?”

      He laughs, and it’s a decent laugh. “Yeah. Uhh, Grant Bowie is staring at the door. And I can see your mom… waving. Yep.”

      “Mmm. You have a fan.”

      He busts out a brilliant smile that’s probably been making parents swoon since high school. And then, even though we obviously have an audience and it might scare most guys off, he bites his lip and leans in. “So what do you think? Can I get your number?”
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      The balls on this guy just showing up out of nowhere.

      April hauls me inside, but Boomer sure as shit isn’t in a position to keep an eye on things with his sister, so I watch from the window, not bothering to be discreet. Doctor or not, better this guy understands someone’s paying attention.

      He was hoping to see her again? Yeah, I bet he was.

      I watch as the phones come out. He takes hers. Probably sending himself a text.

      Yup. He holds up the phone with a nod.

      Congrats, man. Medical school teach you that?

      Whatever. This tool isn’t Piper’s type. And the look on her face when he got out of the car? That startled, slightly confused laugh confirmed this isn’t the asshole she was out with until two in the morning last night.

      It also tells me whoever she was out with isn’t serious or she wouldn’t be standing in her parents’ driveway handing her number out to random passersby.

      April swings by again, using both hands to shoo me away from the door. “Give them some privacy, Grant.” She tsks, turning to stare herself. “He seems nice.”

      Mmmph. “Seems like a stalker.”

      One neatly manicured finger taps her lips. “I think I met his mother at a neighbor’s party last month.”

      “It’s winter,” I grumble. “What’s he doing keeping her out there without a coat?”

      I should have grabbed it for her off the back seat, but we were just coming inside. Now a shitty part of me is glad to have it as an excuse to wrap this up.

      April’s breath catches, but not with the indignation I’d appreciate. With glee.

      “You’re right!” She pulls the door open, and with the kind of effective bossiness only mothers can swing, calls out to them. “Okay, you two. Someone’s going to catch a cold in this weather. Craig, why don’t you come in and say hello to Ben so he can thank you.”

      Piper’s shoulders tense and her head cranks around to gape at her mother. It’s perfect. Right up until she turns back to him, says something I can’t make out, and then the both of them shrug with matching smiles and start for the house.

      “Not necessary, Mrs. Boerboom. But I’d love to say hi.”

      “Oh, call me April.” Her welcoming smile doesn’t quit as she leads him toward the rec room in the back. Piper and I follow until he says he’ll take a look at the incision. We cut into the kitchen so the good doctor can spend a few minutes up close and personal with Boomer’s junk.

      “Hockey fan?” I ask, following Piper into the kitchen to give them some privacy.

      She slides onto a stool. “He called you Grant Bowie, so my guess is yes. And don’t bother telling me to be careful about guys looking to score tickets.”

      I lean against the sink, checking my own phone while I work to ignore Piper watching me over the top of hers. Finally, I crack.

      “What?”

      She pulls her hair over one shoulder. “What’s your beef with the doctor?”

      “No beef.” I don’t even know what app I’m looking at, but I’m completely engrossed.

      A few seconds pass. “You looked like you wanted to take his head off.”

      Possibly. “Why would I do that?”

      “You tell me.” It’s the challenge in her voice that, despite my best efforts, has me meeting her eyes.

      Mistake.

      I don’t want to be staring into those baby blues. I don’t want her staring back, probing around for answers I don’t have. I don’t want to give this too-compelling girl an inch of insight. Because an inch is all it would take for her to pry her way deep and deeper until she gets enough of a hold to start tearing shit down.

      So why, for the love of God, am I still staring?

      “Guys, want to come on back?” April calls. “We’re in the TV room.”

      Piper hops off her stool without another glance, and I follow her to the back of the house, trying not to watch the swing of her hips, trying to shake the ever-present irritation she stirs in me. Trying not to think about the damned doctor taking her out.

      He’s not some deadbeat hipster with less direction than she has. He’s a fucking doctor. The Boerbooms are already looking at him with stars in their eyes, and that’s—

      That’s as far as that thought goes, because I nearly knock Piper over when she stops in front of me. I look past her shoulder to where Boomer’s parked on a recliner that wasn’t here a month ago.

      He looks worse than when he left the hospital, and I don’t know why I do it, but my hand goes to Piper’s shoulder. It’s only there for a beat. Just long enough for me to quietly tell her and her alone, “He’s going to be okay.”

      Long enough to feel the slightest sway of her body toward mine. And the almost primal pull within me to close the distance even more.

      Slowly, Piper turns, her eyes coming up to meet mine, connecting us in that moment in a way I haven’t felt in years.

      Dangerous.

      Clearing my throat, I step around her, nodding once to the doctor I’m suddenly more than a little grateful to for offering to “take a peek” at the incision site. Then it’s game-face time. Boomer doesn’t need me looking at him like I’m freaking the fuck out.

      He needs his buddy.

      So I pack that fearful uncertainty down and reach out for our typical hand-slap followed by knuckles. “Nice chair, man.”

      He grins weakly, and lifting the padding from the arm, he digs out a remote. With a press of one button, he ends up totally horizontal before cycling back. “Check out what this bad boy can do.”

      Piper brushes past me to kiss her brother’s cheek. When she steps back, there’s no trace of whatever vulnerability I saw the minute before. She’s being strong for him.

      Hell, she’s just strong. Always has been.

      Her brow lifts. “Yeah, check it out, D-Man. Hop on. Ben wants to give you a ride.”

      Pure Piper.
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      This trip isn’t what either of us were expecting. Not just because of Craig, though Ben’s surgeon pulling up in his flashy Mercedes to get my number wasn’t the worst moment of my life. Especially considering the way Bowie reacted to it.

      But seeing my brother like that was… rough.

      Ben’s always been larger than life. Stronger than anyone, except maybe Bowie. He’s been the toughest, most hardheaded, over-the-top guy in my life for as far back as I can remember. And to have him weakened to where he can barely get up on his own?

      It freaked me out to the point of freezing in place. But then Bowie was there, and with that one reassuring touch, those quiet words, it was like something inside me calmed. Steadied.

      Bowie said he was going to be okay, and for whatever reason, I believed him.

      After a bit, Craig takes off for dinner with his parents, promising to give me a call soon. Which is nice. Just like the rest of our evening with my family. And nicer still? The way Bowie is starting to twitch every time I look at my phone on our ride home.

      He wants to know if that ping is the doctor but won’t let himself ask.

      I mean, I could put him out of his misery. Tell him it’s the club trying to schedule hours, but that would mean owning up to working there and— yeah, no way.

      So we follow Sheridan Road through the near-north burbs, passing all the gorgeous hundred-year-old houses in silence until we’re back in the city, then parking in the claustrophobic garage, and finally alone again in the apartment he never wanted me in… but cleaned for me anyway.

      “Hey, Bowie?”

      He drops his keys onto the kitchen counter and shrugs out of his coat. “Yeah?”

      “Thanks for today.”

      Taking my coat too, he nods without quite meeting my eyes. “No problem. No sense in you taking the train when I was going up anyway.”

      I could leave it. But it doesn’t feel right. Following him to the coat closet, I make sure to keep a few feet between us. “Not the ride. I mean, thank you for that too. But when we were there. When I saw him—” Just thinking about it has that same sick feeling creeping into my belly.

      Bowie gets it. We might be at odds most of the time, but in this, we’re together. And it’s been so long since I felt like we were on the same side, I don’t even know what to make of it.

      “Hey. He’s going to be fine,” he says. “Antibiotics, rest, and he’ll be back on the ice in no time. You heard your boyfriend say it.”

      I give him a short laugh. “My boyfriend, huh? Was that right after we started picking out wedding venues?”

      And then the craziest thing happens. Bowie laughs too. And that place in my heart that I’ve never quite been able to kick him out of beats a little harder.

      I love his laugh.

      He shrugs. “All I’m saying is, trust him. The guy didn’t get a God complex like that without knowing what he’s talking about at least some of the time.”

      I roll my eyes, ready to let him go for the evening. I make it one step away before I’m pulled back into a hug that takes my breath away. A hug so good, it almost hurts when it’s over.

      And that is a problem.
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        Piper

      

      

      Bowie and I have found our way into an unspoken truce since our visit out to see Ben. That ever-present sense of friction, the negative charge that’s been between us for so many years… I don’t know, it just feels different. Like somehow things have shifted between us just enough so our hard edges line up instead of grating together.

      I still give him a hard time.

      Come on, he makes it so easy.

      But it’s not hostile. More like friendly. Nice, even.

      Or at least, that’s how I see it as I rock back and forth with the sway of the L train, reading his last text. It’s been three days since the Dr. Keats incident, and I’m stunned Bowie made it this long before asking about him.

      D-Man: God Complex ever call?

      Me: He does not have a God complex

      D-Man: All doctors have one. Especially the testicle-saving ER kind

      Me: Mmm

      D-Man: ???

      Me: Yes, he did.

      Three dots start dancing, then stop.

      Then start again.

      D-Man: You going out with him?

      Me: He asked

      I bite my lip, watching the screen.

      Dots.

      D-Man: When?

      So many bouncing dots for just that one little word.

      Why do I like that so much?

      Me: Maybe tonight. The apartment will be empty since you’ve got a game. Nice and private, YKWIM?

      It’s fun to think of Bowie’s phone crumbling in his big hand as I watch the dots dance and disappear, once, twice, three times…

      Good stuff.

      Honestly, I could torture this guy all night and never get bored, but he’s got a game, and, glancing out the window, I realize I’m about to miss my stop.

      I dart off the train, barely making it in time, and follow the crush of evening commuters down the stairs and out onto the sidewalk. Two more blocks and I’m at the gym. Checking my phone, I see there aren’t any more texts from Bowie. But there is one from Craig.
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        Bowie

      

      

      She knew exactly what she was doing.

      Planting that seed in my head when there wasn’t one damn thing I could do about it before my game.

      Part of me is wondering where my mad is. Piper was giving me shit for sport. Trying to torture me when I had three periods against San Francisco ahead of me. But instead of being pissed, I’m grinning as I leave the arena with tonight’s fresh W over the Gates.

      She wouldn’t have put it out there if it was true.

      She wouldn’t.

      So I’m not even thinking about whether she was serious about having the apartment to herself. Not worried, either.

      Ha! No way.

      Okay, maybe I skipped going out with the guys after the game. But it’s because I’m beat and going out isn’t as much fun without Boomer there. Sure, some might consider my driving mildly aggressive… But I’m pumped from the game.

      Same for that hard brake in the parking garage. It’s adrenaline.

      I rattle the keys in my pocket as I ride the elevator.

      She’s not on a date.

      Not in my apartment with the doctor.

      Getting out on our floor, I wonder if maybe there’s a plate of dinner waiting for me like she left two nights ago. Probably not. I’m not hers to take care of.

      But still, it was nice.

      I pull the keys from my pocket and freeze.

      Was that… moaning?

      No. No way.

      I lean closer to the door, something that feels a lot like rage starting to coil in my chest. Because there it is again. Longer. Louder.

      My hand starts to shake around the keys.

      Another muffled, “Oooooh, God!”

      And that’s when I crash through the fucking door.

      In my line of work, thinking fast is a critical skill. One I’ve never had trouble tapping into before. But now? I don’t understand what I’m seeing. One slender, bare leg is visible over the top of the couch. Toes painted Slayers red. A tiny octopus tattoo on the curve of an ankle I know all too well… and then Piper’s startled face popping up.

      “What?” she gasps, pushing herself higher as her leg comes down. “What’s going on?”

      “Alone?” It’s all I can choke past the tightness of my throat.

      Her eyes go wide, and she looks around the living room like maybe there’s a serial killer she didn’t notice before.

      My legs feel like lead as I cross to the couch, stopping only when I see just exactly what a complete ass I am. All that bare skin ends in a pair of snug red yoga shorts, barely visible beneath her brother’s enormous team hoodie. And the moaning? Yeah, she’s got one of Boomer’s muscle roller sticks abandoned beneath her right knee.

      Slowly, she turns back to me, somehow managing to lift a single brow while narrowing her eyes.

      Yep. She’s putting it together.

      My hands come up as she climbs off the couch, never breaking eye contact. “Just what exactly did you think was happening in here?”

      Backing up, I do what any sane, rational man would do. Lie. “Nothing. I just—”

      “You just come crashing through every door you use?”

      And it’s the taunt that has me stopping where I am. Giving up the defense, because this girl… goddamn, this girl pushes my buttons.

      The worst thing about it? I’m starting to like it.

      And even though I know better, that saucy taunt has my feet moving forward. Her lips part the smallest degree, the corners hinting upward. Like maybe I’m not the only one who likes it.

      “You,” I say, jabbing my finger into the air the way she’s done to me a million times. “You knew exactly what you were doing.”

      A cough, indignant. Delighted. “Umm, yeah… Rolling out my muscles.”

      “Earlier. With all the talk about bringing God Complex back to my apartment. During my game. For privacy?”

      “Oh that,” she coos, biting the corner of her lip in a way that draws me forward. Rattles my reason. And begs me to meet her challenge.

      “You ever do that to me again, Baby Boomer”— I keep coming —“and I’m going to turn you over my knee.”

      That hint of a smile cranks up even as her jaw drops open. But it’s the flash of her eyes that warns me the tables have turned. “You want to spank me, D-Man?”

      I cough, missing a step. Shit. “No. Piper. That’s not what I meant.”

      But I don’t stop, and neither does she.

      Retreating past the coffee table, she pushes and pulls. “So you didn’t just threaten to…”

      “Don’t.” Don’t say it.

      She’s totally going to say it.

      “…bend me over.”

      Jesus.

      “…so you can punish me for being a bad girl…”

      I take another advancing step, laughing even as I die a little from her words.

      Her blue eyes glint bright. At my expense.

      “…for being naughty.”

      That last word is what breaks me, and for once, I let myself catch her.

      My arm snakes around her waist, pulling her in so her back is to my front and those pretty pale legs kick air. Her head tips against my shoulder and laughter fills the air.

      Hers. Mine.

      It’s ridiculous. It’s perfect.

      It’s the smell of her hair and the feel of her body. It’s this girl getting into my head the way no one ever has before. All of it making me crazy.

      That’s the only explanation for why I don’t put her down and end this right here. Instead, I carry her back to the couch, dropping her at one end while I take the other. Pulling her very problematic leg into my lap, I start rubbing it.

      “Here?” I ask almost angrily, digging my thumbs into her calf.

      Her lips form an O, and she melts into the side of the couch with a gasp. “God, yes.”

      It’s my turn to raise a brow. “Really?”

      “I’ve been on my feet for sixteen hours today. So yes, really.” She hums her approval as I drag my thumbs lower before reversing my path, working the muscle toward her knee with both hands. “Yessss.”

      I snort but then sober when I realize she isn’t just working me over with the sound effects. “Sixteen hours?”

      “Oh… right there.” Her breath catches, holds. Then, “Seventeen if you count commute time.”

      My hands slow, and she whines a pitiful, “Don’t stop.”

      So I pick it up again. “Where were you working?”

      “Tables at the diner and then reception at the gym.”

      Damn. “That’s a lot of hours.”

      “Many as I can get.”

      And that’s just two of her jobs. Boomer said there were three. I wonder how many hours she’s putting in a week. I’m about to ask what’s driving her to work so hard, when I move from her calf to her foot.

      She moans, giving up this low, needy sound that has me torn between telling myself to get the fuck out of here and never touch her again, and committing to doing this for her every night I’m home.

      I press my thumb into her arch—

      “Grant!”

      Okay, definitely time to stop. Because she just said my name.

      Not D-Man.

      Not Bowie.

      Grant.

      Like I’m the only one capable of giving her the relief she needs. And that coupled with the little sex noises she’s making from having my hands on her is crossing wires in my head that shouldn’t be crossed.

      Suddenly, I’m all too aware of what it’s like to have my hands on her. The smooth feel of her legs, the contrast of our skin, the needy, aching sounds she’s making that have nothing to do with the kinds of rebel thoughts infiltrating my mind.

      “I should stop.” My voice sounds like gravel.

      “More,” she whimpers, sinking lower into her corner of the couch and pushing her foot farther into my hands. “I’ll make you brownies. Do your laundry. I’ll—”

      “Tell me what’s going on with the doctor.”

      She presses her lips together and lifts a shoulder.

      “Obviously, I was just playing with you and there was no date tonight. He asked, but I was able to pick up a few hours at the gym and— Anyway, our schedules are both really busy.”

      “So busy you don’t have time to date?”

      She wiggles her foot, and I lift it up to break the contact with my lap.

      When I resume the rubbing, she sighs, letting her head fall back before going on. “I do. I mean, I could. But I guess I’m just kind of ambivalent about the whole thing.”

      “He’s not your type.” I knew it.

      “I don’t know whether he is or isn’t,” she says, staring at the ceiling while we talk. “I mean, Craig’s nice. Funny, even. Handsome enough that when he sent a selfie yesterday to show me how tired he was at the end of his double shift, my coworker at the diner told me to call 911 because her ovaries needed a lift to the ER, stat.”

      “But no ambulance for you, huh?”

      She’s quiet for a minute. I don’t want to risk her deciding she’s shared enough for the evening, so I trade her right foot for her left.

      The dirty-sounding moans and muttered swearing tell me she’s hooked and I’ve got her for another few minutes, at least.

      Which is strange and not strange. For years I’ve avoided being alone with her. When she was just a kid and I didn’t see her as anything else, we’d talk forever. But then she started getting older and that adorable hero worship in her eyes started turning into something else… something I couldn’t respond to, so I pulled back. Started putting some distance between us that I hoped wouldn’t last.

      I always thought we’d get back to being friends again.

      But then I got picked up in the draft, and all that shit went down with Charlie Roscoe. Fucking jealous prick who couldn’t handle that his hockey career capped out in high school while his buddy’s didn’t, and who decided to get even by pursuing Piper.

      Boomer found out before anything serious happened, thank fuck. But the guy lost his mind when he discovered the friend he’d always trusted to help look out for his underage sister had been trying to take advantage of her instead. The only thing that saved Charlie’s face from getting messed up even worse was Boomer’s buddy, Lara Elliot, jumping on his back. Somehow she was able to talk him down when his own girlfriend couldn’t. And she did it before he got himself into the kind of trouble that might have cost him his career.

      The whole scene was fucked-up, and a lot changed after that.

      Piper was embarrassed and angry, and started pushing her family away. Every time I talked to Boomer or one of the Boerbooms, there was something else going on with her.

      To me, it sounded more like a smart kid struggling to figure out what she wanted to do with her life than someone screwing it up. But what did I know? I wasn’t there, and as much as I hated it, I wasn’t her friend anymore.

      And then, by the time Boomer and I were back on the same team, this girl had become a woman, and it freaked me out. I didn’t want to see her that way.

      But as time passed and seeing her that way didn’t go away, I still shoved those feelings down. Because anything else would cost me my friendship with her brother. And maybe the Boerbooms too.

      So instead of letting us get back to the kind of friends we once were, I shut her out.

      But damn, have I missed talking to her.

      And I want to know what’s going on with this guy. “You’re not into him?”

      “I guess I’m kind of particular about who I date.”

      I still, more invested in her answer than I want to be.

      She lets out a short, humorless laugh and shakes her head. “I’m not even looking at you, and I can tell you don’t believe me.”

      “Hey, no.” I keep hold of her foot when she tries to pull it away. “I want to know what you mean. There’s nothing wrong with being particular.”

      According to Boomer, she’s always got her eye on Mr. Wrong. But now I can’t help but wonder if maybe he’s the one who’s been wrong. If I’ve been wrong for not questioning more because it made it easier to stay away.

      And staying away is the number-one directive. Boomer’s my best friend, has been for ten years. But when it comes to his little sister, there are no second chances.

      Which means I’m absolutely playing with fire as I move my hands up to her calf, working the tension from the muscle. But I know where the lines are, and I won’t cross them.

      “I guess— It’s just that most guys seem like—” She shakes her head. “Ehh— forget it. Dating is complicated. Especially with a schedule like mine.”

      “You mean, like an availability thing? Piper, you seriously don’t think God Complex is going to want to wait for your schedules to sync up? He ought to respect what a hard worker you are.”

      I sure as hell do.

      Her head tips forward, and she pulls her leg from my grasp, swinging her feet to the floor. “Thanks, Bowie. For the foot rub and the talk.”
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      We’re losing.

      The thought ricochets around my head as I hit the boards a fraction of a second too late to lock down this motherfucker with his stick on my puck. I bounce up and move, powering after him. Boomer’s— shit, not Boomer —Gulls is coming in from a weird angle.

      But he gets there. Picks the puck up off Henniker’s stick and, with a flick of his wrist, gets it back on mine.

      Damn, this kid is good.

      And thank fuck for that, because I was about to hand the Freeze another point.

      I get it to Vassar, who never stops fighting on the ice. He gets a look, but the guy in the net knocks it out of the air, again.

      This wasn’t the game we were expecting. The Freeze are a young team who’ve been struggling this season, and shit. No one saw this kind of play coming from them, but it looks like their new lineup has them gelling in a way we aren’t tonight.

      At least, I’m not.

      I come off the ice as Axel flies past me. Less than a second later, Diesel’s in for Gulls who bumps my glove as he hits the pine beside me. Coach Channing meets my eyes, and I nod.

      Message received.

      I need to get my shit together.

      The game is brutally fast, but Rux fires one in, lighting the lamp with a top-shelf shot that ties us up in the second period.

      By the third, Minnesota’s fans are losing their minds. And by the end, we’ve lost the game.

      Interviews take longer than expected, and for whatever reason, it’s me they want to talk to. They want to know my thoughts on the new kid, on Boomer’s recovery, and my own performance the last few weeks. It’s mentally taxing after a physically exhausting game, and once we get to the plane, I expect to knock out before they close the doors. Unfortunately, there’s just too much shit floating around in my head to turn it off.

      I spend the short flight with the loss running through my thoughts on repeat. The questions from the reporters. And Piper.

      She’s not supposed to be there.

      But more and more, she is.

      Thoughts of her in those fuzzy socks and her brother’s humongous Slayers hoodie falling well past those little sleep shorts she wears while she scrolls through job sites. The way she leaves a plate of food for me when she cooks. And how I catch her looking at me sometimes, like she’s still searching for a guy who doesn’t exist anymore.

      Why can’t she just let him go?

      By the time I get home, I’m so exhausted I can barely think straight. I stagger back to my room, reminding myself I don’t need to check in with her.

      Hell, I know what I need, and it’s to put some solid distance between us.

      Starting tomorrow, no more checking in. No more sharing meals or rides around the city.
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        Piper

      

      

      It’s late— even later than usual —when I get home, and Bowie’s already there. The lights are out, but there’s a single shoe just inside the door and his roller bag lying on its side in the middle of the living room.

      Whoa. That’s some back-to-back-games-level exhaustion. And different enough from the norm that I don’t even turn on the lights as I lock up and slip off my shoes to tiptoe down the hall.

      My eyes aren’t adjusted to the dark, so I’m feeling my way, and just before Bowie’s room, I trip over what has to be his other shoe.

      Hopping once with my hand over my mouth to stifle the string of profanities just begging to get loose I end up bouncing into the wall. So much for being quiet.

      “Piper.”

      I cringe at the low groan coming from within his room and reply with a stage whisper. “Sorry!”

      I make it another couple steps before I hear him again.

      “Where you goin’?” Then, “Com’ere.”

      Slowly, I turn.

      “Bowie?” I call back quietly, taking only one tentative step because this is weird.

      There’s a beat of silence and then again, my name. Low and almost slurred. Unease tightens my chest. What if he’s hurt?

      No one mentioned him taking a hard hit during the game, but concussions happen.

      My heart skips, and I let myself in. The room smells like his cologne, and I find myself taking a deep breath before stumbling again. His suit? It shouldn’t be on the floor. There’s just enough light coming from the display on his phone to see the bed and make out his dark skin against the lighter sheets.

      Shaking my head, I cross to the bed.

      “Hey, Bowie,” I whisper, feeling like a trespasser despite him calling for me. Something isn’t right.

      “Grant.” Leaning over him, I tentatively reach for his brow. My breath comes in a rush when his skin is cool to the touch. “Did you need me?”

      His eyes crack open, and that sense of something being off intensifies when his mouth slips into the half-smile I’ve seen directed at various dates over the years but never at me.

      “Not supposed to… catch you,” he half growls.

      Wow, I feel that sexy rumble everywhere. But before I can even ask what he’s talking about with the catching me business, his hand brushes my arm. Slowly. Softly.

      My heart stops.

      And then my world spins as Grant Bowie pulls me down, rolling me beneath him in one smooth motion.

      I’m trapped within the cage of his arms, one massive thigh between my legs and his face buried in my neck as he groans my name. And for a single heartbeat, it’s bliss. The warmth of his breath over skin sensitized by the scrape of stubble. The weight of a body I’ve imagined above me a thousand times. And the thick, steely ridge of him, hard against my hip.

      My thigh is already sliding against his, my lips parting on his name, when he goes rigid above me.

      “What the— Piper?” he croaks.

      And now I get it.

      Heat floods my cheeks and neck as embarrassment tightens my throat. “I— I think you were sleeping.”

      He tries to get off me, but the way we rolled, his arms are pinned beneath my back, his chest in a firm press against mine that won’t allow me to sit up and help.

      He tries to plant his knees, but his thigh is already wedged high between mine, and when he flexes and shifts—

      “Oh, God,” I half moan, because, yeah, that doesn’t feel terrible.

      “Fuckfuckfuckfuck.” He wrestles one arm free and then the other before finally backing off me, off the bed, and across the room.

      “Jesus, I’m sorry.” He scrubs a hand over his face. “What are you doing in here? Are you okay? Fuck!”

      I’m still in his bed, too stunned to do more than stare at where he’s standing in nothing but a pair of tight black boxer briefs.

      Stop looking.

      Stop.

      Oh my God, I can’t stop.

      “I— You—” This is so bad. “You called me. And I came in to check if you were okay. I didn’t— You pulled me—”

      I shake my head, and he takes a step closer.

      “Did I hurt you?”

      There’s such concern in his voice, it snaps me out of it, and I climb off the bed. “I’m fine. Just caught off guard. Are you okay? Did you hit your head or anything?”

      “No. I… uhh… tired from the trip. Yeah. Tired. Sorry, about the… bed.” He almost chokes on that last word. “Must have been thinking about someone else.”

      I nod, carefully stepping around him for the door. “Right.”

      Someone else.

      Of course, it makes perfect sense.

      Except— I stop at the doorway, holding the frame for support as I look back —he’d said my name.
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        Bowie

      

      

      “Damn, man. You ever getting out of here?” Diesel asks, catching my ass with the flick of his towel in the locker room. “Thought you were done when I came in two hours ago.”

      I scowl, shoving one leg into my athletic pants and then the other.

      Yeah, I could have been, but it’s amazing how many things a guy can find to do at the arena when he’s avoiding going home.

      At least until Coach Baxter catches on.

      The guy literally told me to get my shit and get out. Then Rux showed up, belting out that Closing Time song from when we were kids and shooing me out of the gym.

      I still managed to eke out another forty minutes of quality avoidance in the shower, but now? I’m going.

      Then I perk up, rising and taking a few steps closer. “Unless you want to grab a bite or something?”

      There’s gotta be some new place everyone’s dying to try.

      “Nah, talked Stormy into taking the afternoon off. Just me and my girl tonight.”

      “No Nichols or Misty?” These days, where you find one couple, you’ll usually find the other. But if couple number two is free, then—

      “Dinner with the ’rents.”

      And there goes my shot at staying out of the apartment.

      Diesel cocks his head, giving me a sympathetic stare. “Weird for you not having Boomer around?”

      I shrug, not really wanting to elaborate.

      “Why don’t you just drive out there? Bring him some dinner. If he wasn’t staying with his mom, I’d tell you to bring him a bunny too. That’d be sure to cheer him up.”

      “Yeah, not sure how April Boerboom would feel about me bringing some random home for her son while he’s recuperating.”

      He snorts. “Probably not great. But then, are they really randoms if they’re listed as favorites in his contacts? Because you know how your boy is with the bunnies.”

      Grabbing the last of my shit, I give him a laugh because that’s what I’m supposed to do, but the idea of seeing Boomer after I not only had another wholly inappropriate dream about his little sister… but then capped it off by actually pulling the girl into my bed… is on par with taking a bath in a vat of fire ants.

      He’s still pissed at Static… for looking by accident.

      How is he going to react to what I did?

      Hell, I want to beat my own ass for what happened. And there’s no way I could look Boomer in the eyes and not spill out a confession with the potential to cost me my friend. My family.

      And it would. I’ve seen it before. More than once.

      Christ, maybe I ought to get a hotel room for the night. Or until she moves out. Tyrell was right that I can afford it.

      My phone pings with a text, and speak of the Devil.

      Tyrell: Signed the lease today. It’s happening.

      Me: The firm? Congratulations!

      I throw a bunch of emojis and a gif with champagne spilling into glasses at him. And then he makes my fucking night.

      Tyrell: Dinner. Drinks. Tonight.

      He could have asked me to scrub a peep show floor with him and I’d have agreed if it meant avoiding Piper for another night. But celebrating his big move? Hell, yes.

      Me: In

      The apartment is empty when I blow in to change. And I’m hoping whatever Piper’s plans are for the evening, they keep her out until well after I’ve gone to bed… with my door securely locked, because no way can I handle a repeat of what happened last night.

      Fighting thoughts of how her body felt beneath mine in that single beat before reality crashed in, I throw on a fitted cashmere V-neck and charcoal pants. I’m out of the apartment in record time, relieved not to have run into her while I was there. Or in the hall. The elevator… The lobby.

      No sign of Piper.

      It’s a good thing, but waiting for a car, I decide to check in.

      Be cool.

      Bring down the awkward factor before I see her again.

      Me: Dinner with accountant tonight. You working?

      Piper: Just picked up a shift. Home late.

      Perfect. No worrying about Piper. Just a chill night with the guys.
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      This is what I needed. A night out with Tyrell, his cousin Jack, and our buddy Xander— a few guys who aren’t going to talk about team dynamics, trade rumors, or whether Piper Boerboom’s skin feels like silk or something infinitely softer. We hit a steakhouse, starting in the bar to toast our man before putting down the better part of a side of beef for dinner.

      Boomer texts a few times and demands pictures throughout the meal.

      Tyrell sends assorted pictures of the food. I send pictures of the guys while trying to ignore the guilt chewing on me from the inside. Guilt and something else.

      Christ, why can’t I stop thinking about her?

      After dinner, I try to pick up the tab but find out that Boomer’s already called the restaurant and put it on his card.

      I know the night’s not over, but the low light, deep seating, and chill vibe of this place have me in the mood for more of the same. I suggest an upscale bar we’ve been to before. One Boomer hates and won’t feel left out from missing. But it’s not my night, so I find myself in the one place I thought I’d be able to avoid until Boomer was back in the saddle.

      “VIP, gentlemen,” Jack announces when we’re ushered past the crowd waiting outside and led up to the second floor of my teammate’s favorite club.

      It’s not Tyrell’s usual scene, but for whatever reason tonight it’s where he wants to be. The couch by the balcony where we typically end up is already occupied, so we take one of the semi-private booths on the perimeter of the room. A server comes by to take our drink orders over the thumping bass, and then Tyrell tells us about the timeline for his plans.

      I’m jacked for my buddy, but my head isn’t entirely in it. No matter how much I try, I can’t get Piper out of my head. Or rather I can’t get my head out of my bed last night and what it was like realizing she was in there with me.

      Our legs tangled together.

      Christ, the feel of her in my arms.

      The way she laughs when she finds something funny on Reddit.

      How she smiles when her mom calls.

      Those little moments of interaction between us at the apartment.

      Shit. I need to get my head right. Make sure we’re cool.

      I pull out my phone to… what? Call her. Check in. Beg her to tell me that she thinks the whole thing is hilarious and that she wouldn’t in a million years read anything into it.

      “Yo, Bowie, you with us?” Xander asks, waving his hand in front of my face before sitting back to loosen his tie.

      Shit. The whole table is watching me like maybe I missed something important.

      “Sorry. What were you saying?”

      But as Jack starts to talk, I get this weird feeling. This sort of naggy tug.

      I turn around in my seat and scan the bar behind me. There’s a decent crowd but no one looking this way, no creepy, staring fans. No pileup of bunnies waiting for a signal to come over.

      I’m halfway through my scan of the room when my focus trips over the woman in the tight black dress at the edge of the bar. And several things hit me at once.

      Killer legs. Low-cut back. Sexy neck.

      Hair wound in some kind of knot… A skewer holding the blond mass in place.

      No.

      “Holy shit,” one of the guys says from behind me. “Is that—”

      But I’m already out of my chair, crossing the room, eyes fixed on a pair of trim ankles… one of them sporting a tiny octopus tattoo.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Piper

      

      

      “I told you, I have very limited availability. Tonight worked out, but I can’t take those shifts next week.” I’m standing at the bar talking to my manager while I wait for my order of drinks to get filled.

      Though neither of us has ever actually said that I can’t work at the club when my brother’s team is in town, Randy knows my restrictions. And when he first offered me the job, he was fine with it.

      But lately, he’s been giving me a hard time.

      The tips from a night working the VIP level are triple what I make from both my other jobs put together. So I try to stay on my manager’s good side, and tonight, I broke the cardinal rule of never taking a shift when the Slayers aren’t traveling. I wouldn’t have done it except that Ben’s really the one who loves this place. And even if Bowie was feeling nostalgic, he’s got dinner plans tonight. Not club plans.

      So I agreed to come in.

      Only instead of appeasing my manager, it has him pushing for more.

      My order comes up, but Randy shakes his head when I reach for it, instead, passing it off to another server to deliver.

      “We’re not done.”

      Every minute I stand here with him means money lost, so I try again. “Randy, please.”

      He’s got that phony I’m-a-sympathetic-ear look on his face as he nods, leaning in.

      Meanwhile, other servers are helping my tables and my stomach is starting to knot.

      “I get it. And I like you too, P. But this is a business.”

      I nod, figuring this will be my last night.

      Then his hand covers mine where it’s resting on the bar. My eyes snap up as a sickening shiver crawls up my arm.

      “But maybe there’s something we can work out.” He gives me another smile, this one so smarmy I feel my stomach turn. “Look, we’re busy tonight. How about you get back to your tables. Earn those tips. And after close, how about you come back to my place so we can talk about your… flexibility. Maybe all I need is to understand how much this job means to you, right?”

      I blink, playing back the words this asshat just laid down, trying to make sure I understand exactly what is happening. And yeah, this guy just invited me back to his place to prove how much I need this job.

      Oh, I need it. But not that—

      I freeze at the tingle at the back of my neck. The air changes around me, and I swear the customers on either side stop talking and step away.

      No.

      I close my eyes, willing that instinct inside me to be wrong.

      It’s not him.

      It can’t be.

      A heavy hand lands on my shoulder. Familiar. Strong. Unyielding as it draws me back from the bar and turns me around to meet a glaring, furious set of eyes.

      “Bowie.”

      My heart trips over itself in a confusion of nerves and excitement. Because for whatever reason, this man imprinted on me as my hero, and no amount of time or distance or pissy attitude has ever been able to shake the sense that if something bad is happening, this is the man who will, without question, have my back. These are the arms I can turn to and know they will wrap around me and hold me tight.

      Which is all well and good, except that I don’t want or need a hero right now. This is a battle I am more than capable of taking on myself. I’ll quit, tell Randy where he can stick his offer, and then Bowie can spend the rest of the night reaming me out at home.

      I open my mouth to tell him just that when he shakes his head with a growl that has everyone who hasn’t already moved away taking a solid step back, and then he ducks and—

      “Bowie!” I’m over his shoulder, watching the club whirl as he spins on his heel and starts stalking toward the exit.

      No. Way.

      “Bowie, you put me down right this second!” He’s not the only one who can growl. “I’m working here. You’re acting crazy!”

      He slows and then stops at the top of the stairs, and I think maybe he’s seen reason. I crank around, trying to see past him.

      Thank God. It’s one of the security guys, I think. Bruce, maybe.

      “Mr. Bowie, I’m very sorry, sir, but I’m going to have to ask you to put our server down.”

      I’ve always liked him.

      Bowie’s hold shifts. His arm bands tighter across the tops of my thighs. “Pretty sure you want to let me walk out of here right this fucking minute, Bruce. What do you think Boomer is going to do when he finds out that you’ve got his little sister working here?”

      I gasp. “It’s none of his damn business where I work!”

      There’s a pause, like some silent showdown. And I know it’s going to end here. Because Grant Bowie might be acting like a lunatic in this moment, but he is a smart, rational guy. He’s the one who keeps things from going off the rails where my brother is concerned. He’s going to—

      “Fine, sir. But maybe you’d like to use the employee stairwell instead?”

      “What? Bruce, you asshole!”

      I start to squirm and buck, wanting to get free so I can strangle the so-called security and Bowie and Randy, and anyone else dumb enough to cross my path tonight. Heck, I might even steal Bowie’s car and drive up to my parents’ house so I can strangle Ben for getting this overprotective ball rolling.

      Again, the club spins and I’m toted through the employees-only area to the left of the stairs.

      Once the heavy curtain swings back into place, the music is muted and the velvet wallpaper is replaced by the black-painted walls of the second-floor hallway.

      Halfway down, we stop, and I’m momentarily distracted by the feel of his fingers tightening over my hip. Flexing, like he’s going to let me go, only to tighten again. That grip causing a warmth that absolutely shouldn’t be there to pool low in my belly.

      I shake my head, determined not to think about it. “Are you going to set me down?”

      His shoulder rises and falls beneath me. Again. Then, slowly, he shifts me forward. The arm banded beneath my ass controls my descent as gravity brings me down along the hard-packed expanse of his body.

      Yikes.

      My heels touch the floor, but Bowie doesn’t let me go. Instead keeping me pinned against him as his eyes bore into mine.

      He swallows. “Are you trying to give me a fucking heart attack, Piper?”

      “No. I was trying to do my job.”

      He winces but doesn’t let me go. I wonder if he even realizes that he’s still holding me this close. That his hand is wrapped around my side, fingers splayed over my ribs.

      “So this is job three. The one you’ve been so dodgy on details about.”

      “I knew you and Boomer would lose it if you found out I was working here. Not that it’s any of your damn business where I work. But I didn’t want to deal with the flack.”

      He nods, still watching me with those deep brown eyes, only they’ve lost that accusing edge.

      “What did that asshole at the bar want?”

      My jaw clenches, and I swallow hard. “Something I wasn’t going to give him. This job pays really well. But not well enough for what he was suggesting.”

      Before my eyes, every line on Bowie’s face hardens, and he starts to turn, but I fist the front of his shirt in my hand and thump it against his chest to bring his attention back.

      “Knock it off. I’m going to come in and quit tomorrow, and when I do, I’ll report what he said to the owner.”

      That muscle in his jaw I don’t want to appreciate jumps. Then, “You shouldn’t have to quit because of some asshole.”

      My brows lift. “And by ‘some asshole,’ would that be you, my brother, or my manager?”

      The hand at my side flexes again, and again he doesn’t let go. “I’m talking about the predatory asshole behind the bar. The one with the smile that’s just begging to give up a few teeth.” He takes a slow breath, searching my eyes in a way that makes my heart trip. “Those other assholes probably owe you an apology too, though.”

      My hands come up from between us, so I can get a hold of the sides of his face. I turn it this way and that, looking him over from every angle. “Who are you, and what have you done with my a—”

      I choke, realizing what I’m about to say in the same instant that Bowie must, because then we’re both laughing. His forehead presses against mine, and I close my eyes just giving in to the relief of sharing a single, stupid butt joke.

      Slowly, our laughter eases and we catch our breath.

      When my eyes open, they meet his.

      And it hits me just how close we’re standing. How long I’ve been in his arms. How my hands are still touching his gorgeous face, my thumb brushing over his cheekbone.

      What am I doing?

      What are we doing?

      His brows draw together, and slowly, his stare drifts lower, down to where my breasts are pressed against the solid muscles of his chest. Then back up to my parted lips.

      God, I can feel the heat of his stare like a touch.

      Time seems to stretch, wrapping around us, closing us into this moment away from the rest of the world.

      And then it’s like maybe time doesn’t exist at all. Like all the years and all the frustrations and all the bickering have been wiped away, and it’s just the two of us, here, together.

      And I can’t let another breath pass without giving in.

      Pushing to my toes, I brush my mouth against his generously full lower lip, sighing at the softness, and kiss this man I’ve been dreaming about kissing for what feels like my entire life.
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      Jesus, her mouth is sweet. Her lips soft and pliable as the kiss she gives me becomes the kiss I take. As it becomes everything. Every thought, every touch, every taste, sound, and scent concentrated into us coming together.

      It feels so right, so good—

      Fuck!

      It takes everything I have to break away.

      I shake my head, trying to clear the fog that’s settled there. “I’m sorry.”

      And when I do, I’m confronted with the dead last things I want to see. Her eyes glazed with desire and, worse, determination.

      “Don’t be sorry. Not for this.” She pushes up on her toes again, her soft fingers slipping around the back of my head— Christ, that feels good —and drawing me back to her. “It— It doesn’t have to be a big deal.”

      Shit. That’s where she’s wrong.

      There’s a reason I’ve been fighting this attraction since the day I came back to find she wasn’t the kid I remembered and had become a woman I couldn’t let myself have.

      She’s Piper Boerboom. Bringer of chaos. Sister to my best friend and teammate. Daughter to two people who opened their hearts and home to me, stepping in as my family and treating me like I was their own for ten years.

      It doesn’t have to be a big deal.

      That’s what she said. How she feels. But for me? Something between us could never be casual. Not the way I feel about her.

      There’s too much at stake.

      Too much to lose for a woman who doesn’t need it to be a “big deal.”

      I need to take control of this situation fast, get us out of these dangerous waters before we drown.

      I start to reach for her wrists only to realize that I’m still holding her flush against me, that my hand is fisted in the side of her dress, and if I don’t let go, neither of us is going anywhere.

      And we have to move, get out of this dark place where bad ideas come to breed.

      Fingers stiff, I pry them open and peel my arm away from her back.

      She’s still shaking her head, but it’s smaller now.

      “Piper, this is a bad idea. Trust me on this. We’ll be glad we stopped.”
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        Piper

      

      

      I do not want to crush on stupid Grant Bowie. I do not want to compare every guy I meet to the man Bowie is with everyone except me.

      To who he used to be with me.

      But no matter how many times I tell that masochistic organ in my chest to get with the program, she will not listen.

      And now that we’ve had a taste of his kiss?

      I bite my lip at the memory of his hand tightening at my side and that low groan rising from his chest.

      Not good.

      Dropping my head back as the L rumbles toward my stop, I’ve got to face facts.

      Bowie is never going to want me the way I want him. Yes, there’s obviously some level of physical attraction there. Chemistry. But anything more than that?

      No. That would be a bad idea. For him.

      His life is solid. And I’m the girl who can’t figure anything out without it costing someone else. I’m the college dropout after transferring twice and changing my major three times. The one with the failed business that tanked in less than four months. The one with a vague idea that I’d like to do something with my life that helps people… but I don’t know exactly how, and I don’t feel like I can really even start until I’ve paid my family back for what they invested in me already.

      I have to get my life together.

      So, what to do about it?

      It’s what I’m asking myself when I walk into the club and meet with the owner. What I’m asking myself while I fold towels, replace broken fobs, and book massages for six hours at the fitness center. And what I’m still asking myself when I get the group text from Nora Erikson, inviting me and the official WAGs to watch tonight’s game against Indianapolis at her place.

      I get a ride with Natalie Vassar, Georgia O’Brien, and Harlow Grady, who is seriously awesome but so focused and driven she used to give me a bit of a complex. Now, well, she’s still pretty intimidating, but more like a big sister.

      These girls have it together in a way I wonder if I ever will.

      I’m actually hoping to get a chance to talk to Nora about the Wagner Foundation and see if there are any opportunities where I might be able to help now that I’ve eliminated the job at the club. Something where I can make a difference. But that’s not the way it goes.

      “Piper, Piper, Piper. I hear there’s a new man in your life,” Nora sings when we’re all seated around her living room, plates balanced on our laps, drinks poured. “Tell us about this doctor.”

      The chatter stops, and every set of eyes in the room is suddenly on me. Because they’re all dying for the tea on a guy they don’t even know. Not that I’m going to tell them how much closer to home they ought to be looking.

      Or at least… not really.

      “Not much with the doctor. He’s a very nice guy. But—”

      “He doesn’t like hockey?” Nat gasps, leaning forward as Stormy Diesel rolls her eyes.

      “No, he does. Honestly, it’s not really about him at all.” I run a tortilla chip through the gauc on my plate and take a breath. “I’m actually into someone else. But for reasons, he won’t get involved.”

      “Reasons?” Harlow asks, setting her glass of white wine to the side.

      Cripes, her focus is unnerving.

      “It’s hard to explain.” Without telling everyone here that I’m talking about Bowie, anyway. “But I think he’s worried about what changing our relationship would mean.”

      “So you’re friends?” Cammy Meyers, Rux’s wife, asks with a gleam in her eyes.

      Sort of? For as mad as he makes me. And as hard as he’s tried to make it otherwise… the truth is, I think we are. I think we always have been. Just friends going through an extended bumpy patch. But for tonight’s purposes— “Yeah, we’re friends. Though it’s a little more complicated than that. But I don’t think it has to be.”

      “Cryptic, much?” George says with a teasing chuckle. “So, bottom line. You think you guys have happily ever after potential? Like you could go the distance and whatever the fallout from your reasons and complications ends up being, it’d be worth it?”

      “Yeah, I think it would.” I think it could be amazing. “If he’d just give it a chance. I think this could be everything.”

      George nods, her red curls bobbing around her face. “So, all you need to do is convince him to give it a chance.”

      Harlow and Nora meet each other’s eyes, their smiles going wide as, in unison, they say, “Be the bunny!”

      I sit back in my chair with a cough. “No.”

      I’ve heard all about the “bunny” moves Wade Grady and Axel Erickson got up to trying to get Harlow and Nora to give them a chance. The lip-biting, skin-flashing absurdity those two guys pulled had the entire team cracking up when it got out.

      No way am I going to start whipping out a bunch of puck-bunny-approved seduction techniques to slip past Grant Bowie’s defenses.

      Not. A. Chance.
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        Bowie

      

      

      Thank God Piper let the whole kiss thing drop. Because nothing has changed.

      Okay, nothing except that now I know just exactly how sweet her kiss tastes and the kind of sounds she makes when my tongue is in her mouth and—

      Enough.

      No more.

      Not during waking hours, at least.

      Dream Me? Guess who’s getting the girl every fucking night now.

      Hell, half the time, Dream Me doesn’t even have to chase her anymore. She’s just there, waiting for me down the corridor. Her back against a concrete pylon, one pretty knee cocked, her arm outstretched, fingers beckoning me closer as the lights blink out one by one until it’s just her and me beneath a single spotlight.

      Me telling her we shouldn’t do this and then kissing her anyway.

      Her whispering in my ear it doesn’t have to be a big deal.

      The other half of the time, she just runs ahead like in the dreams of the past. Only now, I’m desperate to catch her. And it’s not overprotective worry that’s driving me to tear down those darkening halls after her.

      But whichever version I get, every night it ends the same way.

      Boomer ripping me away from his sister. Demanding how could I do it to him. Asking if it was worth throwing our friendship away. Asking if it was worth losing April and Ben Sr., the family that has become mine.

      So yeah. After spending a week of nights running and begging and hating myself even after I wake up sweating and alone, I’m fucking beat.

      Piper, though?

      She’s thriving. I thought there would be some residual weirdness following the kiss. Especially with how it ended. But it looks like it really wasn’t a big deal for her. And I’m glad for that. Clarifies things. Puts them in perspective.

      Really.

      Mostly.

      Fuck.

      It’s just that every day this girl finds some new, creative way to torture me with all the things I can’t let myself have. It’s the little things she says. Her casual observations and wicked sense of humor that get me the most. The way her brain works and how she shares it with me would be bad enough… if that’s where it ended. But it’s not.

      Monday before practice I came out of my room to find her doing yoga in the living room. Not only was she wearing those same tiny shorts from the night of the leg-roller incident, but the cutoff tank she was wearing with them was so small, it looked like she’d picked it up from the kids’ department.

      Then, while I was silently choking on my tongue, she was like, “Oh, hey, I strained something in my glute, any ideas on the best way to stretch it out?”

      Obviously, I helped her out. But I was literally sweating by the time I forced myself to turn around and walk out of the room instead of offering to rub it down for her.

      Tuesday before the game, I found her sprawled out on the couch, those long, toned legs wrapped in a pair of tight black leggings with one of those super loose peasant-style blouses on top. She was looking for a new third job to replace the one at the club when she dropped her phone and it tumbled off the couch.

      I knew what was coming, but damned if I could tear my eyes away as she rolled onto her belly, one foot pointed in the air, and draped herself over the arm of the couch to grab it from the floor.

      I couldn’t even choke out a goodbye before fleeing the apartment.

      Wednesday through Friday we were traveling, and I was never so grateful for a road trip in my life. Too bad it wasn’t any better when I got home.

      Now it’s Saturday, and we just finished a brutal practice. The guys are giving Gulls shit about not closing the deal with a girl from the bar after last night’s game. He’s a good sport, laughing and giving it right back. Swearing up and down he wasn’t trying. I’m pulling on my trainers when Grady nods at me.

      “Keep forgetting to ask. How’s operation ‘Be the Bunny’ going with Baby Boomer?”

      I choke on air. “Piper? What are you talking about?”

      “The guy she’s into. Harlow said she’d skin me alive if I didn’t report back on whether the bunny moves broke him down or not.”

      Bunny moves? Closing my eyes, I take a slow breath… but it’s no good.

      That girl is going over my fucking knee.
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      Standing over the stove while I eat my spinach pancakes— which are crazy good —I’d call this week a success.

      I mean, not like a raging success where my every hope and romantic dream is realized, but like I’ve done what I meant to do. Mostly.

      The money isn’t as good at the gym as it was at the club, but they were able to give me more hours which should help make up some of the difference. I had a decent shift at the diner yesterday. And Ben says he’s doing way better and not to get too comfortable in his room.

      And then there’s Bowie.

      I’ve been doing my best to—

      “Piper!” The apartment door bangs open, and I jump, dropping my bite.

      “What’s wrong?” I yelp back, moving the pan to a cool burner in a rush and then tossing the fallen pancake into the sink on my way into the front room.

      Holy shit. He looks… furious. “Bowie, what’s wrong?”

      He barks out a harsh laugh. “Like you don’t know.”

      I look around, but the answer isn’t in the living room. And the only thing on my phone is a text from Craig inviting me to drive up north with him to hit this vegan place he loves near his parents’. I said no, not that I think Bowie would care about that.

      “Okay… but… I actually don’t know.”

      “Right. That’s how you want to play it, fine.” He huffs at the ceiling, muttering a curse before glaring at me again. “‘Be the bunny’ sound familiar?”

      I blink. “It does, but—”

      “But what, Piper?” he demands, pushing into my space. “You want something, just a night of fun, and who fucking cares what it does to my life?”

      My breath catches, and my concern flames into indignation. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, D-Man.”

      Another laugh. “Right. That’s why I can barely get through five minutes in this place without backing you up to the nearest wall. Why I can’t close my eyes without seeing you beneath me.”

      “What?”

      “Does it fucking matter to you at all that I don’t want to lose my best friend over something fun? That I love your family like they are my own? That my place on this team, in this city, this organization depends on my being able to play with your brother when he gets back on the ice?”

      “Bowie, of course, I care!” I shout back, meeting his accusations with my own. “But I still don’t understand what you’re pissed about. Because I sure as hell haven’t been pulling bunny moves on you.”

      “No? Then what was with the world’s smallest workout ensemble, huh? With the yoga and the glutes?”

      I gape.

      “My grandmother gave me that outfit, and it’s made of stretched-out sweatshirt material.”

      He coughs, batting my explanation away with an angry hand. “Oh yeah? How about that bullshit business with bending over the couch arm with your ass in the air like you’re just begging me to fu—”

      “The day I dropped my phone… on my face?” I shriek, and now I’m extra pissed. I don’t shriek. “Check your ego. If you’d have stopped staring at my ass for five seconds, you’d have seen I got a black eye dropping that thing on myself.”

      A tiny one, but it counts.

      His face blanks, and then he’s taking a step closer, reaching for me like he needs to make sure I’m okay. But this time I’m the one batting him away. “It’s fine. Now.”

      The “jerk” is implied, and Bowie hears it.

      He squeezes the back of his neck, looking around and then coming back to me. His voice sounds choked. “What about this? You’re telling me this isn’t some staged bunny bullshit, meant to break me down?”

      “What the heck are you—”

      “This!” he roars, waving toward my chest.

      I look down, and sure enough, there’s a clump of pancake caught in the gap between my boobs and sports bra.

      I’m going to kill him. “It has. A piece. Of spinach hanging off it… Do you seriously think that if I wanted to ‘be the bunny,’ this is the best I could do?”

      And yeah, that fear moving into Bowie’s eyes… totally appropriate.

      I take a menacing step forward and stick my index finger into the rise and fall of his stupid hunky chest.

      “All this week, I’ve been trying to give you space. Working to respect your choice. Fighting my feelings, because you don’t feel the same.” Or worse, even if he does feel the same… he doesn’t want to. “I’ve been killing myself to act normal around you, because even if you don’t want me the way that I want you… I thought that maybe, finally, after all this time… we might actually be able to be friends again. That I might finally be able to have you the way everyone else gets to.”

      I can feel the fight draining out of me, the hurt taking its place. And I hate it. I refuse.

      So I dig deep, drawing on all my resentment and frustration. I give his chest a single push… “I’m no puck bunny. Got it, D-Man?”… and flip my middle finger.

      I’ve had it. Cutting past him, I head for my room.

      “Piper, wait.”

      “Wait?” All I do is wait. Wait for someone, anyone to notice that I’m not the same irresponsible kid that I was. Wait to be seen as more than some extension of my family. Wait for Bowie to realize that we could be amazing together… if only he’d let us try. “I’ve been hung up on you for ten years, Bowie. I’m done waiting.”
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      She storms down the hall to her room, shutting the door behind her with a hard clap I feel straight through my gut.

      I should let her go, leave it be, and take the out I was asking for.

      Except this doesn’t feel like anything I want. This feels like reality slapping me in the face with the understanding that I’ve been beyond wrong.

      No, worse. This feels like a wrecking ball, crashing through the last defense around my heart. A wall built on the foundation that Piper isn’t the kind of woman who commits and then layered with one selfish fear after another.

      Ten years.

      I go to her door and, with a sense of urgency clawing up my chest and into my throat like I’ve never felt before, knock. Lightly. Even though I want to tear it off the hinges so I can see her.

      “Piper… Christ, I’m sorry.”

      I fucked up. I knew it the second her door closed. Hell, I knew it from the second I walked in here like she’d violated international law by being too much of a temptation. But I wasn’t ready to accept the truth.

      The problem is me. I’m the one who came in guns blazing because I can’t handle my own response to this girl just being herself. This girl who was trying to respect my boundaries when I’ve been shit about respecting hers. This girl who’s been waiting while I’ve been too freaked out to admit that I’m hung up on her too.

      More than that.

      “Please, can I talk to you?”

      No answer. Just the rustling of a woman with every right to be pissed, storming back and forth from one end of her space to the other.

      I grab the back of my neck and swear.

      I need to apologize, and I need to get it right. Christ, I need to do more than that.

      Reluctantly, I grab my bag from where I dropped it by the front door and take it to my room.

      If I do this… there’s no going back. No more pretending. No more closing my eyes to a truth I’ve been denying for years, just hoping it would go away. A truth I suddenly see with crystal clarity.

      I dump my workout gear into the hamper in the bathroom, waiting for that revelation to scare me. For my gut to warn me off. For that impending sense of doom. Only there’s none of that.

      Turning to face the mirror, I find my reflection grinning back at me.

      Because the thought of giving in to this force I’ve been fighting and losing ground to for so many years feels right. It feels fucking amazing.

      She’s done waiting. And I’m done lying to myself and her and everyone we care about. I’m done letting us both down.

      Damn it, I can’t wait any longer. I cut back through my room, but before I make it past the bed, the resounding thud of the apartment door closing reaches me.

      “Piper!” I tear down the hall, yanking the door open… just in time to see the elevator doors close.

      She’s gone.

      Two hours later, I’m losing my mind. My calls go straight to voicemail, my texts are going unread.

      I’ve been to the diner and the gym, but she isn’t at either.

      Her stuff is still here. I mean, I didn’t go through it or anything, but her toothbrush is still next to the sink so she’s coming back.

      Please let her come back.

      My phone pings with a text that has me taking my first full breath since she left.

      Boomer: Dude, what did you DO?

      Boomer: Li’l Sister is PISSED.

      Me: She’s there?

      I’ve got my keys and am already out the door when he texts back.

      Boomer: Yep. Hasn’t taken a breath since she walked in. She thinks you’re an “arrogant asshole.”

      Boomer: What, did you cockblock some dickhead trying to make a move? She won’t stop yelling long enough for me to ask.

      Boomer: Note to self… DO NOT make Baby Boomer angry. She’s scary. PS pass the popcorn.

      

      The drive up to the Boerbooms’ takes forever. That shitty scene from this afternoon is playing in my head on repeat along with all the things I should have said, should have done… but didn’t. Each time, those unfounded accusations sounding worse than the time before. Each time, my refusal to accept the truth and how it’s hurt her adding to my shame.

      I’m still working out my mental apology and plan to beg her for another chance as I make the turn onto her parents’ road.

      I’m going to walk in and tell Boomer that I’m in love with his sister. That I have been for years. And then I’m going to find Piper and get on my knees to—

      What. The. Hell?

      I pull into the drive and stare at the familiar vehicle parked in one of the side spots.

      The doctor is here.

      Fuck.

      Jogging up to the house, I knock twice and let myself in. April’s head pops around the corner from the kitchen, and her eyes light up in a way that tells me Piper didn’t share with her mom why she fled the city in a rage.

      Because even when she’s pissed, she’s still protecting me.

      “What a sweet surprise!” April waves me in with a spatula coated in frosting. “Come on in, honey.”

      Legs heavy, I follow her into the kitchen, dropping a kiss on her cheek as I meet Piper’s icy glare. She’s parked at the kitchen table with Craig Keats, aka God Complex, aka the doctor who should be thinking about saving his own life right about now. He’s sitting close enough to have his arm slung over the back of Piper’s chair, his fingers brushing her shoulder.

      My knuckles crack.

      Her eyes narrow.

      “Another serendipitous drive-by?” I ask, knowing on a gut level it isn’t.

      Keats lets out a jovial laugh, shaking his head. “Not this time. Just two intense schedules magically aligning.” He gives her shoulder a squeeze, and she smiles at him. “Finally, right? Wasn’t sure it was ever going to happen.”

      Piper nods like she’s enthusiastic as fuck. But it’s not her real smile. There’s not a single soft thing about it. “I’m just glad you hadn’t already made other plans.”

      “I would have canceled them.” He winks and legit, bops her nose with his finger. “For you.”

      I’m going to puke. “Yeah, lucky it worked out. Where’s Boomer?”

      No way would he let that nauseating bullshit fly. And I need him to distract this guy so I can steal Piper out from under her date.

      “Sleeping. He gets tired, but he’ll be up soon,” April answers with a beaming smile, not even trying to tear her eyes away from the happy couple. “I’m making his favorite. Peanut butter candy cake if you can stay? Or you’re playing away tomorrow, right? Are you flying out tonight?”

      I shake my head. “Early tomorrow. But I’m sorry I still can’t stay, April. I just stopped by for a minute. I’m actually on my way to… a… umm… a thing.”

      Three sets of eyes land on me. Two curious. One… smug.

      “Oh, okay, honey. Well, if we need to wake Ben for something—”

      “Nah. Actually, I— Piper, can I talk to you for a minute?” Looks like this is happening without my wingman.

      Her head cocks. “Mmm. You’ve got to run. For your… thing. Right? Let’s just catch up at the apartment. Tomorrow.”

      Not home.

      Not tonight.

      Tomorrow. Like maybe she’ll just spend the night with the guy she called when she decided she was done waiting for me.

      Fix this, fucker.

      I meet her eyes, asking with all the words I can’t say in front of her mother and her date. “Please.”

      She holds my stare a beat and then turns to the doctor with a little pout. “You mind?”

      He waves her off and pulls out his phone. “Not at all. I’ve got a couple messages from the hospital I need to return anyway.”
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      April shows Keats to a quiet room while I lead Piper to the rear of the house, out the French doors, down the terrace, and back behind the old oak tree. The trunk is so wide it mostly hides us from view, making it the perfect place for me to grovel and her to yell at me in semi-privacy.

      It’s not that cold for early spring, but that off-the-shoulder sweater she changed into before leaving the apartment isn’t going to cut the wind.

      “You look pretty.” I nod at her outfit as I shrug out of my jacket and slip it over her shoulders.

      She doesn’t want to want it, but whatever protest she had ready to go dies on her lips as she wraps the coat around her.

      “What do you want, Bowie?”

      “To tell you I’m sorry. I was a dick this afternoon, and I’ve been an idiot for years.”

      She nods and starts to shrug out of my coat, but I grab the front and pull it closed in front of her.

      But, “What are you even doing with this guy?” I demand, throwing a hand toward the house, where the guy who hasn’t been a dick or an idiot, and knew to grab onto this girl with both hands the very first chance he got, is waiting on her. “I thought you weren’t into him.”

      Shit, not exactly the apology I was going for. But I’ve never felt so out of control in my fucking life, and she doesn’t want him.

      She raises a brow. “What am I doing with him? I’m going on a date, D-Man. With a guy who’s not afraid to admit what he wants. Someone who—”

      “I want you.” Holy hell, those words feel right, but they’re not even close to enough. “Piper, I’ve wanted you for years.”

      She stares at me, a tiny stitch pulling between her brows, and her parted lips frozen around that last half-formed word. Then, “Screw off, Bowie.”

      My gut twists. “I deserve that. But I’m begging you to listen.”

      “To what? All the reasons us being together would be a bad idea, a mistake?” She’s shedding my jacket with jerky movements. “Pass. I already know. I’m too flaky, too irresponsible. Too messy with the complications of my brother and family. I’m too much and not enough all at once.”

      It’s killing me to hear her list the very things I’ve been trying to convince myself of all this time. “You’re not.”

      “You’re a liar.” She huffs a bitter laugh and shoves my jacket against my chest, turning for the house.

      She doesn’t make it a step before I catch her hand and pull her back.

      Hot eyes meet mine. “What!”

      “You’re right about one thing, Piper. I am a liar.” The worst kind, because I almost believed my own bullshit. “I’m a coward, a damn fool, the implied ‘dick’ from every time you call me D-Man, and I’m probably a hundred other shitty things too.”

      She blinks, her chin tucking in like she doesn’t quite know what to make of all that. And good thing, because there’s more I need to say. More she needs to hear. And I’m praying I can make her believe.

      “Piper, when we met, you were a kid. The cutest, sweetest kid I knew. We were friends. Then I get picked up in the draft, you go to college, and suddenly you’re not a kid anymore.” I drape my coat back over her.

      “That’s what happens, Bowie. People grow up.”

      Smart mouth. “Yeah, I know. But when I realized that I’d started looking at you differently, I had a tough time with it. It didn’t matter that you were an adult— in my head it felt like I wasn’t supposed to see you that way. I was supposed to be the guy looking out for you, keeping you safe from all the assholes. Not the guy who wanted you for himself.”

      I clear my throat, trying not to notice how very still she’s gotten. Trying not to guess what it means. What matters now is giving Piper a truth she should have had years ago.

      “I didn’t want to be the guy who took advantage of a girl who was too young for him. I didn’t want to be the kind of man who couldn't be trusted with his best friend’s little sister.”

      “You didn’t want to be Charlie.” And just the way she says his name makes me want to hunt that asshole down. But he’s in the past, and this is about our future.

      “No. I didn’t. So I started looking for excuses to stay in my lane when I should have been dismissing all that bullshit. I stopped letting myself see all the things that make you the fucking incredible, gorgeous, selfless, driven, smart, and funny woman you are.”

      Her eyes flare, but I’m not done. “I stopped being your friend, and I am so fucking sorry. When I should have been building you up, I built a wall between us. Only it didn’t work, because deep down, I’m still the guy who can’t get over you. The guy who fights wanting you each day but then dreams about you damn near every night.”

      “What?” she whispers, eyes wide.

      “But I’m done. And even though I know I don’t deserve it—” Christ, I know it. “I’m begging you for another chance.”

      She’s swaying into me, and for a second I think maybe this is really happening.

      But then she blinks, narrowing her eyes. “Because I’m going out with another man?”

      “No. Yes. Fuck, yes. I hate it. I hate him even though he saved your brother’s ball and appears to be a genuinely nice guy. But I came after you today without knowing he was here. I was about to get my grovel on, hardcore, back at the apartment when I heard you leave. I tried to catch you. I wish I had.”

      For a moment, we just stare at each other as she decides whether to believe me.

      “And what were you going to do?” She looks around. “If I’d been here without him?”

      “I’d have asked if I could talk to you outside.” I rub my thumb across her knuckles. “And brought you back behind the old oak tree.”

      Her blue eyes soften as they come up to meet mine. “Not really one to go off script, huh? Considering I’m currently on an actual date with another man.”

      “I guess not,” I say quietly, stepping closer as I rest one hand on her hip.

      She bites her lip, a little shiver running through her.

      I take that as a good sign.

      “What were you going to do then?” she asks, her voice whisper-soft and as achingly vulnerable as the eyes that meet mine. “After you got me behind the old oak tree?”

      Slipping my hand behind her neck, I lower my head to hers, stopping only when my nose is alongside hers, my mouth so close that every trembling breath she takes becomes mine. “This.”

      I close the distance between us, kissing her gently, purposefully. With more calm than I feel, because there are things I need her to know.

      “This isn’t some wild”— I kiss her bottom lip —“…rash…”— and then the top —“…reaction to you meeting God Complex for a date.”

      She shakes her head in understanding, our mouths teasing side to side with the slow movement that starts with her and ends with me.

      “This isn’t about jealousy.” I kiss the sexy length of skin beneath her ear, then firm my hold on the back of her neck as I speak against her lips. “Though I’m so fucking jealous.”

      Those soft lips part on a gasp, and she sways into me before nipping my bottom lip with a smile on hers. That sexy sting daring me to lose control.

      But not yet. “This is me realizing I can’t fight the way I want you. That I don’t want to.”

      Our lips cling together, holding as her hands sneak free of my coat and into the space between us, where they smooth flat against my abdomen.

      “Bowie, I don’t want to fight you anymore.”

      I pull back, but only enough to press my forehead to hers and give in to a quiet laugh between us. “You love to fight me.”

      That hand at my stomach fists, and she gives me a light thump with the side before balling it in my shirt and holding me closer.

      “Fine. Maybe I do.”

      God, that smile and sass.

      Every man has his limit, and this girl is mine.

      This time, my kiss isn’t gentle, it isn’t measured, and it sure as hell isn’t controlled. It’s a claim. Urgent and demanding. Relief and need and too many things held back for too many years… all fighting and clawing to get free.

      She moans, opening beneath me. Taking the thrust of my tongue and meeting it with sweet licks of her own. The taste of her is going to be the end of me.

      My arms wrap around her, holding her tight as her hands climb higher to hold me as well. And it’s perfect.

      No warning bells sounding from the background of my mind.

      No yawning pit opening inside of me.

      It’s like every empty, hollow place is filling in, filling up, overflowing with the rightness of finally having this beautiful girl in my arms.

      Her teeth scrape my bottom lip, and everything tightens, sharpening with the need to hold her closer, to have more.

      And she’s right there with me, pulling me in, arching back as I devour her mouth like the starving man I am. Giving me the press of her hips as I lean us into the tree, bracing us with one arm above her head, the other crossing her back to protect her from the bite of bark as I kiss her harder. Deeper.

      As I tell this girl with my body that she’s mine.

      That I’m sorry I ever tried to deny it.

      That I—

      She breaks away with a confused gasp. “Sirens?”

      It takes a second for the sound to register, but she’s right. Sirens, and they aren’t just rolling past.

      I crane around the wide trunk, looking down the side yard to where it opens into the paved drive… and an ambulance is pulled to a stop.

      Boomer.
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      “Ben.”

      I run through the yard, my heart in my throat as we reach the emergency vehicle.

      The driver is hopping out, her hand on her radio as she circles to the back of the unit and opens the doors.

      Bowie and I ask what happened, our words jumbling together as she shakes her head, and then we’re rushing to the house.

      Bowie’s hand grazes my lower back. “He’s going to be fine.”

      I nod, fear clogging my throat. But then the front door swings wide and my mom waves us over, phone in hand.

      “Oh, thank God. We didn’t see you out back and didn’t know where you went.”

      “Walk,” I manage, but barely.

      Bowie wraps an arm around my shoulders. “What happened?”

      My mother closes her eyes and growls. “Your brother is an ass. That’s what happened.”

      Bowie and I exchange a look of confusion. But I’m already breathing easier because if my mom is pissed, Ben can’t be dying.

      Craig is the next one through the door, talking quickly with the team guiding the stretcher carrying my brother out. My brother who looks like he’s been finger-painting with a bucket of blood.

      “What—?”

      “Accident,” he grunts. “Little cut on my thigh. I’m fine. Nothing to see here.”

      Fine? “You’re on a stretcher!” I mean, they’re letting him sit in that half-reclined way, so maybe it’s not that bad. But I’m still having a heart attack.

      Craig steps up beside me. There’s blood on his shirt too, but he’s drying his hands so maybe he washed them. “He really is going to be fine. A few stitches at the hospital. They’ll check out his head. Maybe keep him a night to monitor that dizziness.” He points at my brother. “No more manscaping until you’re a hundred percent. Got it?”

      “Manscaping?” Bowie chokes out, the hand running over his mouth telling me he’s trying not to laugh.

      Ben shrugs, giving up one of those smirks he’s famous for. “Time to trim the hedges, man. You know I like to keep the yard neat.”

      My mother rolls her eyes. “Keeping things ‘neat’ isn’t necessary when you don’t have anyone who’s going to see. You haven’t had a girlfriend since Lara Elliot!”

      “They were just friends,” I interject helpfully. “Ben’s high school girlfriend was sucky Celia Schneider.” But pretty sure he wasn’t keeping the “yard neat” for her or anyone else back then. Retch.

      Mom’s eyes turn thoughtful. “What ever happened to Lara? She was such a fun girl. Do you two keep in touch?”

      Ben looks down at his hands. “Nah. Lost track when she went to college.”

      At which point Mom throws up a hand. “Then is it the guys on the team you want to impress? Why with the yard work? Why!”

      “Mom.”

      “Don’t you ‘Mom’ me, mister.” She’s got her finger out, pointing with little jabs through the air. “What were you thinking when you get faint every time you have to pee? That mirrored vanity was an antique!”

      Bowie and I exchange another look, and my heart skips at the sense of connection. Like somehow, we’re reading each other. I step over to my mother as Bowie goes to Ben.

      She’s frazzled with blood in her hair and a look in her eyes that has me thinking trip to the hospital or no, Ben’s going to be paying for this one a while.

      “Mom, he’s going to be fine. Craig said so.” And then I cringe, remembering that technically, I’m still on a date.

      But when I look back over my shoulder, it’s Bowie’s eyes I meet. He gives me a quick nod and then goes back to my brother who’s being loaded into the truck.

      And against all reason, especially considering an ambulance with my brother inside is pulling out of the drive, I just kissed a man who isn’t my date, and somewhere in my mother’s house is a mess that includes what I’m guessing is a pint of Ben’s blood, a broken antique vanity, and the unspecified remains of a manscaping session gone wrong…

      I can’t help smiling.
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      I wanted to stay with Piper. I wanted to talk to her. Look into her eyes. Make sure she wasn’t having second thoughts and that we were still on the same page. But when your best friend— the guy whose little sister you’re going to do dirty, deviant things to the second you fucking get her alone —literally begs you, on a stretcher, to come to the hospital with him, you don’t say no. Even if you’re pretty sure it’s just so he doesn’t have to be alone with his very angry mother. Also, you don’t tell him about those deviant intentions either.

      Now, I’m pacing the stretch of hall outside Boomer’s room for the night, and I have no fucking idea what’s happening with Piper and her doctor.

      No way they were actually going to go out after that. But what if he offered her a ride back to the city? What if he stayed at the house and they got to talking, and she realized that there’s a lot less baggage with him? What if—

      The door at the end of the hallway opens and the Boerbooms walk through, April and Ben Sr. in animated conversation, Piper close behind nodding in absent agreement as her eyes bounce from the overhead signs to the nurses’ desk and then finally to me.

      Her face lights up, and I feel it in my chest, same as when that light blinks out a second later, tamped down because she’s with her parents or because she isn’t sure where we stand? I don’t know.

      Either way, my legs are moving, taking me closer to the woman I need to touch, reassure, beg not to change her mind.

      “Grant, honey.” April’s hands come up, her hands waving me in for the hug I’d never dream of denying her. “How’s Benjamin?”

      “Stitched up. Sour that they want to keep him for the night for observation.” Stepping out of her embrace, I cut between Boomer’s parents and pull Piper in for a hug of her own.

      She stiffens in surprise but then melts against me for just a beat before stepping back, a nervous smile on her pretty lips.

      Yeah, we’ve got some stuff to figure out.

      I tell them what little I know.

      He’s getting some blood drawn, and the doctor assigned to him here is having a video call with our team doctor.

      We stand around for a minute. The few inches of space between Piper and me is less than there’s been in years but feels like the Grand Canyon. I want to touch her. Hold her. But figuring out where we stand isn’t something either of us wants to tackle in front of her parents.

      Behind me, the door to Boomer’s room opens, and the doctor steps out, talking with a nurse about some labs. Ben Sr. catches the door and holds it for April, but I hang back.

      “You guys go in. Piper and I are going to grab some coffee. Want one?” It’s late enough I already know the answer.

      He shakes his head. “Be up all night if I drank that.”

      I nod and wait for Boomer’s door to close before turning to Piper.

      Her head tips up toward mine, uncertainty shadowing her eyes.

      “Hey,” I say, brushing her cheek with my thumb. “How you doing?”

      “I don’t really know,” she confesses with a quiet laugh that has me wanting to pull her into my chest and hold her tight against me. But until I know that uncertainty isn’t about whether what happened back at the house was a mistake or not, I need to keep myself in check.

      “Boomer’s fine. I swear.” Maybe I shouldn’t have kept her back. “We can go in so you can see for yourself.”

      She shakes her head, glancing away. “I know he is. And my mom settled down once Dad got home. Says she’s been planning to replace that rug for a while. We rolled it up and put it in the trash. The vanity’s toast.”

      The silence hangs between us for a beat until I can’t stand it. I swallow, hating that I have to ask. Hating that there’s every chance the answer isn’t going to be what I need it to be. “About what happened in the backyard—”

      “You changed your mind.” Resigned eyes meet mine, and Christ, the hurt in her voice destroys me.

      “No.” That’s what she thinks? I can’t stand it. “Fuck no.”

      “Then what?”

      “Come with me.” Catching her arm, I pull her down the hall, sure I saw a small private lounge earlier. And I need privacy to talk to her. No Boerbooms popping their well-meaning heads in. No curious hospital staff. No photo-snapping opportunists looking to make a buck.

      Sure enough, there’s a door on the left with a small glass window and a few empty couches, and no one inside. I close the door behind us. The space extends in an L shape, has a coffee station much nicer than the one from the last hospital we visited, and a bathroom for guests. I pull Piper in with me to the very back, and when we’re well and truly alone, I take her hands in mine and, ducking low, catch her eyes.

      “I meant what I said to you. Every word.” And all the things that words alone couldn’t convey.

      She swallows, blinking like she might be fighting tears. “Yeah?”

      “I’ve been going crazy here waiting to see you again. Needing to know you’re okay. Hoping you didn’t change your mind.”

      The corners of her mouth turn up, and she gives me a watery smile that has my heart turning over. “I didn’t change my mind. I just— I don’t know what’s happening. I don’t know what this means… and what it doesn’t.” She lets out a gusty breath and searches my eyes. “All I know is that I want it. Whether it’s a day—”

      “Not enough.”

      “—Or a week—”

      I shake my head, pulling her closer.

      “—Or—”

      I catch her mouth with mine, kissing the words from her lips because after fighting for so many years, I can’t fight this another minute. Just one kiss. To ease us both. Just a minute, to erase the taste of doubt the last hour left us with.

      My arms find their way around her. She sighs against me, opening to the thrust of my tongue.

      A minute comes and maybe goes, fuck if I know anything beyond the soul-deep relief of holding this woman close and then closer, leaning into the growing ache between us as we angle to deepen the kiss. Her hips move against mine, and I get lost in the hypnotic sound of her soft moan around my tongue.

      That sound is what does it. Needy and pleading, it flips a switch, shutting off reason and restraint.

      Grasping the sweet curves of her ass, I pull her into me and devour her neck. We’re moving together, hard rocking against soft. The friction between us is so fucking good.

      She cries out against my ear, shredding my control.

      My hands are everywhere, molding her breasts, kneading her ass, threading through her hair.

      Jesus, her hair. I never let myself touch it. Barely let myself look at it, but it’s like silk, and when I wrap it around my hand, just once, Piper’s head falls back as she gasps, “Grant, I— I need— oh, God.”

      A growl tears up my throat, and then I’m reaching between us, my hand skimming beneath the front of her sweater to the bare skin of her belly, her ribs. The satin encasing her perfect breasts.

      “You need what, sweetheart?” Her nipple is pebble-hard beneath the brush of my thumb, and I know it’s too far, too much, but I can’t fucking stop myself from pulling the cup of her bra down and catching that tight, tempting bud between my knuckles. Giving it the barest pinch.

      A shocked gasp bursts against my mouth as I roll that turgid peak, crowding her back into the corner.

      She writhes in the space between me and the wall, one leg sliding up the side of my knee before hooking around.

      She’s open to me. Needy and moaning beneath my kiss. “You. This. Oh, God.”

      Abandoning her breast, I skim down her belly, beneath the stretchy give of her leggings.

      Jesus, she’s pushing to her toes, trying to get me there faster.

      My fingertips meet more satin and skim beneath to where she’s bare, petal soft. And just that much farther… drenched.

      The blunt end of my middle finger is barely breaching the cleft at the top of her pussy, and for a blink, I remember where we are. That we shouldn’t be doing this. But then I feel it, the tiniest pulse, and I’m lost with the need to give my girl what she wants.

      Tipping her hips into me, she moans again when I tease my fingertip around her clit in one slippery circle before spreading her swollen folds with the thick length of my finger and then curving it to push inside.

      Fucking hell, she’s snug. Her pussy clenches around my finger as I slowly stroke her slick channel. Swallowing her every breathless cry with my kiss. Those sounds are threatening my sanity.

      This time it’s me muttering words of need, begging her to give it to me. To let me make her come.

      I need her release like I need my next breath.

      I work my thumb against her nub, pressing that throbbing bundle of nerves as I push my middle finger as deep as it can go… and that’s it.

      She cries out as liquid heat spills over me, and those tight inner walls clamp down in wave after wave of her release. It’s heaven. It’s everything. And as Piper slumps against me, burying her face against my chest, breathless and panting… I know it’s only the beginning for us.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Piper

      

      

      That was… intense.

      Eye-opening.

      And not quite the relationship clarification I was hoping for, but at this point, I’m so freaking sated I couldn’t come up with a complaint if I tried. Except that I’d really like to cuddle into Bowie’s side like he invited me to, but I’m not quite ready to announce to my parents, brother, and the world that our status has changed. Especially considering I’m not entirely clear what it’s changed to.

      So we walk back to Ben’s room side by side, coffees in hand. Looking much the same as we did that first trip to the hospital a few weeks ago. With just a few differences.

      The space that separates us is almost gone. Every so often, Bowie’s free hand drifts to the small of my back and my ponytail gets a playful tug. Such little actions, but they take my breath away.

      “That smile’s going to give us away,” he teases, shoulder brushing mine as we turn the corner.

      Said smile goes a bit wider. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Lies, lies, lies.

      And that masculine huff of laughter says he knows it.

      Just before we get to my brother’s room, he catches my elbow, drawing us to a stop.

      I turn, peering up at him. “What?”

      His thumb brushes the spot where it rests. “We could tell them. Now.”

      My chest tightens, and I look around for anyone paying too close attention. But for the most part, the staff at the nurses’ station seems occupied with their work.

      “That we hooked up in the lounge? Something tells me my dad would be okay never learning about that.”

      “Piper,” he growls, head dipping closer, eyes warning he’s maybe a breath from making a very public point.

      I take a step back with a laugh I don’t quite mean.

      “Joking.” Mostly. “But for real, it’s been like five seconds. Do you think we could maybe take a minute just to try this on ourselves? See how we fit… just you and me, before bringing anyone else into the mix?”

      Because Ben is going to lose his shit. No question. And Bowie knows it.

      I can see him wrestling with keeping this information from his friend. But then he nods and after a quick look around, drops a kiss on my cheek. It’s for sure too close to the corner of my mouth to pass as platonic but could still probably be explained away if anyone saw.

      “I like your kisses,” I murmur as we hold on to the eye contact a beat longer.

      “Then you’re going to love tonight.”

      Before I can read too much into the look he gives me, he turns us around, and we walk into the hospital room.

      My brother is sitting up in bed, a tray with four cups of Jell-O in front of him. My parents are in matching chairs next to the window. And an ancient episode of Murder, She Wrote is playing on the TV. The Ps are duly engrossed, but Ben hits the remote, muting the show when we walk in.

      He looks between us. “Future bro-in-law?”

      Bowie trips, and I can feel the blood drain from my face.

      Still watching Angela, Mom clucks her tongue. “He didn’t come along, honey.”

      One of the Jell-Os gets slurped down. “Bummer. Bet he’d be able to score me a few more of the green ones.”

      And that’s when it clicks. Craig.

      I should feel way more guilt about this. I will. Tomorrow. After the promised kissing.

      I clear my throat. “Probably not. This isn’t his hospital, and you seem to be doing just fine flirting your way into extra desserts on your own.”

      Ben flashes an incorrigible grin, but I can feel Bowie’s eyes on me. Yet another unresolved topic between us, only this one’s easy enough to clear up. “And actually, it’s not happening with Craig.”

      My dad takes the remote and pauses the show. “Just because your date didn’t work out? Mom says he seemed pretty enamored.” Giving me one of those encouraging Dad smiles, he nods. “Bet he’ll call again.”

      I bite my lip, trying not to get distracted by how sensitive it is after kissing the man standing a few feet off. “No, Dad. Actually, I realized as soon as Craig arrived that I wasn’t really interested in him that way. I was going to go through with the date anyway, just to be polite. But after everything that happened—”

      “Yeah.” Boomer tosses his empty plastic cup at the wastebasket across the room. Misses. “Sorry ’bout blowing up your date, sis.”

      “—it just seemed wrong to lead him on. So. That’s it.”

      My mother lets out a weary sigh that, any other time, would have me tensing from head to toe over being the cause of yet another disappointment. But after catching the relief in Bowie’s smile, I’m good.

      Maybe even too good, because suddenly I’m having a hard time keeping from grinning like a lottery winner and, based on the side-eye my brother is giving me, he’s noticed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bowie

      

      

      She cut him loose.

      I didn’t realize how bad I needed to hear it until the words were out there and the vise around my chest suddenly let up. April and Ben Sr. will get over it. Boomer was probably over it before Piper finished telling him. Keats? He seemed like a good enough guy, and if things were different, maybe I’d have been rooting for him. But as it is, there aren’t words for how fucking grateful I am that I followed Piper today. That I crashed her date like a total dick. And that I finally got out of my own head and went after what we both want.

      Boomer isn’t going to like me dating Piper. He won’t like that I didn’t tell him. But he’ll come around. Once Piper and I get all the things clear we need to and she’s comfortable sharing what’s happening with us. We’ll tell him. We’ll tell everyone.

      Until then, I’ll play it cool.

      My eyes track the sway of that blond ponytail in front of me as we leave Boomer with his parents. Through herculean effort, I’ve managed to keep my hands to myself and the better part of a foot between us for the hour we stayed with her family, but I’m a man at my limit.

      She stops in front of the elevator, eyes forward, lips pressed together. Making a show of how she’s not looking at me as I lean past to push the down button. And letting out the most satisfying shiver when I pause a breath away from her ear.

      “The second we’re alone, sweetheart.”

      The elevator opens, and I follow her into the empty car and wait, holding my fucking breath until the closing doors shut out the last thin thread of light from beyond. And then my hands are on her hips, turning her around and pulling her in for a scorching kiss.

      Her arms climb over my shoulders, her hands holding the back of my head.

      It’s the kind of kiss that triggers fire alarms, the kind you’d gladly burn in. The kind that has me blindly searching for the stop button until Piper reaches back and, somehow laughing against my mouth, catches my hand and threads our fingers together.

      Nice.

      But gone too soon.

      The elevator opens on the parking level, and we head to the SUV where I make more of a production of helping her into the passenger side than strictly necessary. And then spend an inordinate amount of time straightening and adjusting her seatbelt over her chest and low across her lap. All while holding eye contact with the fiery beauty biting her lip and tipping her hips up just that much.

      It’s torture. It’s perfect. It’s fun. And then, it’s the longest fucking drive of all time back to the city.

      I might have spent a ridiculous amount of time buckling her in, but once I throw it into park and kill the engine, we fly out of the car.

      “Race you,” she taunts over her shoulder, for once not staring at the low ceiling above.

      I overtake her in a few steps, sweeping her up against my chest just to hear that delighted laugh. I swipe my card so fast the door sensor doesn’t read it the first time. Once we’re in the elevator, we move by some unspoken agreement to opposite corners and stand there watching each other, breaths ragged as we count the floors.

      She’s out first, dashing down the hall, her breathless laughter trailing in her wake. She jams her key into the first lock as I come up behind her, my hands molding to her hips.

      “You ready?” I growl against her ear, pulling the taut curves of her ass into me. And when she pushes back, giving up the smallest whimper, I nearly lose it right there.

      Her head tips back against my shoulder as I tease her with hungry kisses. She tries for the second lock, missing twice before I reach around her and let us in. Closing the door behind us, I throw the locks with one hand while reeling her in with the other.

      We’re face-to-face.

      Alone. There’s a beat of silence when it sinks in, and we just breathe.

      Her open palm smooths over my heart, making it beat faster, harder.

      I don’t know what it is that holds me back, somehow pushing with a force impossibly greater than my need to have her… until she gives it to me.

      Barely a whisper. “I’m ready.”

      I’ve fought this need for her for years, and now I’m like a man possessed.

      I’m ravenous.

      Her hands are on my face, my hair. They’re rushing up and down my chest as she purrs into my mouth. It’s the sweetest sound I’ve ever heard, and I want more. I need it. Ducking, I catch her by the backs of the knees and pull her up to wrap around me. Her legs tighten at my hips, and I grab her ass with both hands, kneading it as I rock into that needy place I didn’t get nearly enough of at the hospital in line with my dick.

      “Bowie,” she gasps as her shoulders meet the wall.

      And then my name turns to moans… to pleas… And then— “More.”

      Yes.

      I carry her down the hall to my room, this place I’ve been trying to banish even the thought of her from since before she ever set foot in it, and lay her back on the bed. My bed.

      I kiss her again, giving her my tongue in slow, deliberate thrusts as my hips sink into the space she’s making for me.

      Heaven.

      Bliss.

      How did I fight this for so long? Christ, how did I fight it a single day?

      If I’d known… If I’d had even a taste to prove that my fantasies were possible—

      “More,” she whispers against my ear. “I want—”

      She breaks off, but I know what she wants because— “I want it too.”

      I want it more than I want the feel of ice under my skates, more than I want the Stanley Cup.

      Backing down her body, I hook my fingers in the sides of her pants, drawing them down her gorgeous, toned legs.

      When they’re free, I grab my shirt and whip it over my head, taking a beat to savor the way her eyes go dark before I shove my pants down. Then, wearing only my boxer briefs, I crawl back up her body, dropping open-mouthed kisses at her ankle, her knee. The most perfect thigh I’ve ever seen. The satin panties I’ve been wondering about the color of since I first touched them.

      Pink.

      I kiss her hip. Her belly button. Then, pushing her blouse higher, the base of her ribs and the rise of her breasts.

      “Need you naked, sweetheart.”

      She nods above me, but there’s something about it. A hesitation that stops me where I am.

      Pulling back, I search her eyes. “Hey, we don’t have to—”

      “No, I want to.” Her knee slides up the side of my hip, her heel notching behind my thigh to urge me closer. But there’s a tension in her eyes that wasn’t there before. Even her breathing feels different. Slightly strained.

      Nervous.

      “Piper, I want to too. But a lot’s gone down today.” I stroke the side of her face with my thumb.

      She’s too important to rush.

      Her hand covers mine. But when I think she’s going to smile and nod, agree to slowing things down, she turns into my touch, catching my thumb between her lips and, holy fuck, giving it a flick of her tongue before drawing it into her mouth with a long suck.

      My hips drop into her, and thoughts of tearing this pretty pink bra off with my teeth and ripping her panties free with my fists fire through my mind. It’s only the echo of that flash of nerves I saw in her eyes that holds me back.

      It nearly kills me to do it, but I ease my thumb from her lips and bring it to my own mouth to catch the taste of hers. Damn.

      “No idea how that little pout and scowl you’re giving me can be sexy, adorable, and kind of scary all at once.” I push myself back to sit on my knees, pulling her up with me so I can wrap her in my arms while she straddles my lap. “But it definitely is.”

      Her hands are moving in aimless circles around my chest, shoulders, and arms as she gives me a harrumph. “This isn’t too fast.”

      The way she’s feeling me up is sweet torture, one I compound by letting my hands skate over the dips and swells of her as well. “It’s something. You went kind of stiff there a second. Piper, I never want to do anything you aren’t one hundred percent into. We can take this slow.”

      She squirms closer so the heat from her presses against my straining dick. I can barely see straight as it is, but still, I pull her even closer, making us both groan.

      After a ragged breath, her eyes come up. “I’m into it. And after all the years of wanting you… I’d consider our progress already glacially slow. Any slower and we’d be at a standstill. Again.”

      Running my nose alongside hers, I ask, “So what’s going on?”

      Her lips part. Close. Part again and then she goes on in a rush. “I want this. I just got a little nervous. Because I don’t know what to expect, okay? I’ve never done… this before.”

      I blink. Stare at this girl in front of me who cannot be saying what it sounds like she just said.

      “You mean… go to bed with someone this fast… after getting together with them?” That has to be what she means.

      Except then she’s ducking her head against my chest like she doesn’t want me to see her, and my heart does something painful in my chest.

      “Piper.” I smooth my hand over her hair. “Is that what you’re saying?”

      She shakes her head, her shoulders dropping in defeat I don’t want to understand. “It’s not a big deal. But I freaking know you’re going to make it one.” This time, when her eyes come up, they’re filled with accusation, daring me to prove her wrong. “I’m a virgin.”
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      Based on Bowie’s lack of breathing and essentially turning to stone, coming clean on the virgin thing may have been a mistake.

      Like, I think I broke him.

      “Umm, Bowie.” I lean from side to side, searching his eyes for signs of life. Except— “Whoa.”

      The way we’re wrapped together with nothing but our underwear between us?

      “That feels… good,” I say at the same time Bowie comes back to life with a choked curse.

      Those big hands clamp onto my hips, holding me in place as his eyes slam shut. “Don’t move. Please.”

      Oh, no. “Did I hurt you?” I try to lean back, but the vise of his grip is unrelenting.

      “Not even close. But between you telling me you’re a virgin and the squirming around on my dick”— those dark eyes turn pleading —“I’m about to blow right now, and that is not fucking happening.”

      My brows pop up. “Really? You don’t care that I’m a virgin?”

      “Sweetheart, stop saying it. Just for a minute. And no— fuck, I mean, yes, I care. But not in a bad way.” He lets out another groan and then locks it down, turning it into a growl before taking a breath and meeting my eyes again.

      He likes it. A lot.

      Just, wow.

      I smile, suddenly feeling a million times more confident than I did when the clothes started coming off.

      Walking my fingers up the hard-stacked ridges of his abdominal muscles, I bite my lip. There’s a little devil on my shoulder tap-tap-tapping one of her pretty painted claws.

      “Kind of caveman of you to be getting off on the fact that I haven’t ever been with a man before. Or a woman.”

      “Piper.”

      Yeah, I like the sort of strangled sound of my name on his lips. Almost as much as I like the involuntary flex of his dick beneath me.

      “You know”— I lean in so the lace of my bra brushes against his chest —“that you’ll be… my first.”

      And when his eyes track down, lids doing that sexy, heavy thing… I lean in even more so the swells of my boobs are mounded against his pecs.

      His fingers flex and then loosen, trailing up my sides and then cupping my breasts, plumping them gently.

      I was anxious before. I’ve never gotten naked with a guy. Never wanted to. At least not with any of the other guys I dated. But Bowie? I’ve been fantasizing about being with him forever. And the way he’s reacting to me? I think I’ll be able to get past my nerves just fine.

      “Not tonight.”

      My head jerks up. “Wait, what?”

      He hooks his fingers into the cups of my bra and carefully peels them down. “I can’t. Not when I’ve got to be on a plane less than seven hours from now and won’t be back for three days.”

      “You could five minutes ago.” I grab his wrists but then realize I don’t want him to stop, so I smush his hands into me instead of pulling them away. That hint of a smile says he doesn’t mind. “This doesn’t change anything.”

      One dark brow inches up, all, Really?

      I return it with my most pointed, Umm, yes, really, D-Man… and feel the immediate, unmistakably positive response from his body between us. Which is crazy. I always thought my inability to tame my attitude drove him nuts.

      I’d give him one of my glares and he’d turn around in a huff. Or so I thought.

      His eyes turn suspicious while somehow maintaining that playful seductive glint. “What’s that smile about?”

      “You like me.”

      “Piper.” The way he says it, like he’s almost pained, gets to me. So much. “I’ve always liked you.”

      Biting my lip, I use his hands to push my breasts together again. “Yeah, but you like, like me now.”

      That groan is pure agreement. His fingers flex and grip, and then he’s rounding his back so he can skim his lips over the swells, bringing his tongue out to run the seam between them. And that slick, wet—

      “Bowie,” I gasp at the lash of sensation that strikes straight through to where I’m starting to grind on him in earnest.

      “I like, like you.” His hands shoot to my hips, and he takes over my movements, dragging me back and forth over that hot, thick ridge between us. “And I want you like I’ve never wanted anything. But when we do this, don’t you want me to be able to hold you all night? To have more than a few rushed hours together?”

      “Of course, that would be nice.” I kiss his neck, his jaw, then swallow past the nerves and reach behind me to unsnap my bra. I toss it aside.

      Bowie stops moving, hot eyes lifting from the sway of my breasts to my eyes.

      “But I don’t need it.”

      Pushing up from his knees, he wraps an arm around me and carefully lays me on the bed beneath him. He dips in to kiss me, giving me his tongue in a slow, promising thrust that leaves me trying to follow when he retreats down my body.

      Flattening his hand against my chest, he gently but firmly pushes me back to the bed and meets my eyes. “Piper, I feel like the list of things I’ve done wrong for us is so long, I can’t even count. But this? I need to do this right for you. For both of us.”

      “So… we just… stop?” I will not pout. I will not pout. I will not pout.

      He lets out a low laugh and shakes his head. “No way. Not unless you want to. Which is totally okay. Anytime.”

      I nod. “Sooo then what happens now?”

      “Now? I get to know your body.” His fingers curl into my panties. “I learn what you like… What you love.” He draws them down my legs, dropping them aside. “What makes you lose your mind.”

      “You do.”

      He shakes his head with a short laugh like he doesn’t believe me. But it’s true. He’s the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen. Inside and out. His hard-cut jaw and soft brown eyes. His layered muscles and capable hands. His sharp wit and smattering of faded scars. His big ego and even bigger heart.

      Even through the years of bickering, I always saw the way he cared about people, how he laughed with my brother and would be the first to help a stranger in need. I saw his kindness and loyalty and humor, and wished he had some to share with me.

      I’ve loved him for so long. And now that he’s finally stopped fighting us— He doesn’t need to love me back. He doesn’t need to know how deep I’m into him. Because this is our start. And that’s enough. Whatever happens later, well, we’ll figure it out when we get there.

      For now?

      I reach for him as he climbs back over me, caging me in with his arms and legs at either side of my body, his soft, full lips trailing kisses up my bare skin. Thighs, hips, belly, and breasts.

      I cup the back of his head, loving the feel of his hair, so different from mine, beneath my fingertips. Dying for the next kiss. And when he gives it to me, it’s everything. Soft pulls of his mouth against mine, sips and tastes and teasing that hint at what’s to come.

      My lips part, my breath coming harder every second he plays with me, until finally, he sinks in, giving me what I’m begging for. Taking my mouth with deep thrusts of his tongue, each one somehow reaching that hot ache in my center. I’m restless and squirming beneath him, trying to open my legs for him.

      Understanding without words, he shifts one knee and then the other between my legs, spreading them wide and then wider. Opening me to him in a way that has my breath coming short and that sensual tension in my center knotting in on itself, growing stronger.

      “Okay?”

      I nod, running my hands over his chest and shoulders.

      “Good. You tell me if I do anything you don’t like. I’ll stop. At any time, got it?”

      I nod again. And then he shifts back, sliding his hands under me and tugging me to the edge of the mattress.

      Maybe I should be anxious, but whatever fleeting insecurities remain are burned away beneath the heat of Bowie’s stare.

      He licks his full bottom lip and then pulls it through the clasp of his teeth in an unconscious move so sexy, it makes me clench deep inside.

      I don’t realize I’ve come up on my elbows until Bowie leans in, hovering one heated breath away from where I’m slick and waiting for him. He meets my eyes and, thumbs brushing lightly over my sensitive folds, parts them. “You wanna watch me love this sweet pussy with my mouth? Watch me make you come?”

      Oh, God.

      I swallow. Hard. My head jerks up and down in quick agreement as he flashes an approving grin and mutters, “So fucking hot.”

      I couldn’t agree more. He’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen in my entire life. And when, eyes locked with mine, he closes that last distance and kisses me…

      Right.

      Fucking.

      There—
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      I press a kiss against the spread of her bare, slick sex, my lips at either side of the tight little nub already begging for my attention.

      Piper’s startled cry tells me how sensitive she is already, and the way her eyes flare and heat as I dab her clit with my tongue is almost too fucking much. Too much and not even close to enough.

      Cupping her ass in my hands, I hold her to me. Angling my head one way so I can kiss her puffy lips and then draw that softly swollen flesh into my mouth to suck. And then, when I see the way she likes it, her mouth parting on a silent gasp, angling again for the other side.

      My dick is throbbing within the confines of my boxer briefs, but on the list of my priorities, that fucker comes in dead last. This night is about Piper.

      I can’t believe she’s here in my bed, offering me her body, her shocked little gasps, and breathy pleas for more.

      I lick through her center, groaning at the taste of her. She’s sweet and tart and so damn wet for me when I’ve barely even gotten started. I lick again, watching her eyes flutter shut before lifting to half-mast so she can watch me some more.

      I give her the flat of my tongue, circle with the tip. I suck and lick and nibble, cataloging her every fucking response. Learning what she likes, what shocks her, what makes her body clench and my name fall from her lips. I lap her creamy honey, thinking I’ll never get enough and then spear inside the tight grip of her body and—

      “Bowie!” Her fists ball in the bedding, pulling it into disarray as she clenches and spasms through the waves of her orgasm.

      Damn, she’s sweet.

      I gentle my attention, kissing lightly at the juncture of her thighs before letting her pull me up her body. And fuck, she doesn’t hesitate, kissing me deeply and then moaning when I slowly fuck her mouth with my tongue, giving her the taste of her own release.

      I expect her to sigh and fall back against the sheets. Let me hold her a while before we do anything else. But the arms around my neck aren’t loosening. And her kiss… damn, her kiss is fire.

      It’s burning through my soul. Consuming me.

      Beneath the weight of my body, she rocks her hips in a needy plea for more.

      I hook my leg between hers, opening her to me again. “You still good?”

      And again she nods, no hesitation.

      I press one finger into the slickness of her.

      “Yes. Mmmm, so good.”

      I kiss her throat, her ears while carefully working a second finger in with the first.

      Fuck, she’s wet, but so damn tight. A wave of relief pours through me that we’re waiting. Yeah, I want into this sweet little haven. I want the connection that goes beyond being as close as two people can be. I’ve been with plenty of women, but that connection isn’t something I’ve ever experienced.

      And with Piper? Damn, I want it bad.

      But I’d sooner crawl over broken glass than rush and hurt her unnecessarily.

      So I’m all about taking our time.

      Closing my mouth around her nipple, I give it a flick of my tongue and then suck as I thrust inside her tight channel. I let her body get used to the stretch, to give just a bit. I tease her with the heel of my hand and my thumb.

      Her hips start chasing my fingers as I pump them deeper, twisting and scissoring. And when I find that spot that well and truly makes her lose her mind, I tell her, “Need you to come for me.”

      She cries out, arching off the bed as she comes in a series of intense waves that leave her breathless and limp. I’m harder than I’ve ever been in my life but somehow more satisfied too.

      I slip my fingers free, letting my hand rest over her. Then, looking down into her eyes and seeing her looking back at me… with trust and caring and more emotion than she’s ever let me see before, I feel my heart turn over in my chest, and a sense of rightness settles over me.
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      After having fought even the fantasy of Piper in my bed for so many years, now that I’ve got her there, I never want her to leave. Of course, it isn’t actually her leaving at all. It’s me, and it’s brutal.

      And it’s my job, so at five a.m., I drag my ass out of bed, shower, pack, and get ready for Vassar to pick me up on his way to the airport.

      Dropping a kiss on her cheek, I pull the duvet higher over her shoulder, then it’s time.

      I hate to go.

      I hate that once we finally make it onto the same page, the first fucking page of something amazing, I can’t be there for a single day to settle in with her.

      I hate that the only pictures of her on my phone are group shots from a time I was doing my damn best to deny how I felt about her.

      And I hate that when I slide into Vassar’s passenger seat I can’t talk to him about the girl upstairs, because fuck, I need to talk to someone. And my go-to guy for life discussions of this magnitude is at the top of the list of people I need to keep this from. For now.

      But filed under things I don’t hate? The sleepy-eyed selfie Piper sends from my bed an hour later. It’s somehow sexy, sweet, and challenging all at once. And now I’ve got a picture I’m guarding from the other players’ views. Not because she’s naked or showing off some skimpy lingerie— she’s actually wearing my T-shirt, which is the hottest thing about it —but because you can see her face.

      If one person on this team of gossips finds out, the whole organization will know inside of thirty minutes.

      So I’m keeping my beautiful girl to myself.

      I let her know when I get on the plane and send her a picture from above the clouds painted with the first rays of the morning sun. She sends me a picture of a spinach pancake with a raised eyebrow emoji, an X, and then a bunny emoji which has me barking out a laugh that wakes up Diesel.

      We text throughout the day. Dumb stuff, fun stuff. Nothing stuff and even some deep stuff.

      I love it, but I’m dying to talk to her. Hear her voice and make her laugh because it’s the best sound in the world.

      When I finally get back to my room after practice, I call her up on video.

      “Hey, D-Man,” she says softly from her favorite corner of the couch in the living room. Somehow the nickname sounds infinitely sweeter than it did in the times she’s fired it at me before.

      I lean back against the propped pillows on the bed. “That’s the smile I’ve been missing all day.” Or maybe my whole life. “Tough to leave you this morning.”

      “Yeah?” When I nod, I swear she blushes. “You are surprisingly cuddly for such a hard-ass. I like it.”

      “You’re pretty cuddly for such a prickly little thing.”

      “Guess so,” she says on a quiet laugh, snuggling in. “I didn’t know how I’d sleep having someone else in bed with me. But it wasn’t terrible at all.”

      “Wow, my ego’s going through the roof after that. ‘Wasn’t terrible’?” I make a pained face just to tease her. “Ouch.”

      She rolls her eyes, but that smile is brighter than ever. “Uh-oh, the ego’s at stake? Okay, let me try again. I’ve never met anyone I enjoyed sleeping with more.”

      For about half a second my needy ego is soothed. But then, “Wait. Have you ever spent the night with anyone before?”

      That wicked laughter says it all.

      We flirt back and forth a while, relaxing into the togetherness even with so many miles apart. And it’s just so easy. I talk to her about the game, the hotel, the last Marvel movie, and how I didn’t like avocados when I was a kid. About her shift at the diner today, her girl crush on the new yoga instructor at the gym, and why she doesn’t get the whole vinyl resurgence.

      I could listen to this girl’s brain work for the rest of my life and never get tired of it.

      “Hey,” she cuts me off midway through some tangent about mashed potatoes, “aren’t you supposed to be napping or something before the game?”

      I check the time and sigh. “Way rather be talking to you.”

      She nods, sitting forward, and I can almost imagine she’s lifted her head from my shoulder. “Yeah, but you didn’t get a lot of sleep last night. You need to rest up for the game.” Then, almost shyly, “You can call me after, if you aren’t too tired.”

      “I will. But, before you go?”

      “Yeah?”

      “We’ve got to tell Boomer.” I see the way her features tighten and hate that I’m making her uncomfortable. But, “He’s my best friend and your brother. He’s family. And keeping this from him feels wrong.”

      “We’ll tell him. I promise. But Bowie”— she pauses, and I can see the struggle in her eyes —“can’t this one thing just be about me and you… just for a little while? I know you don’t want him to feel like we’ve been sneaking around behind his back. But it’s only been a day.”

      I drag my hand down my face. One day. How is that even possible? “Feels like longer.”

      “To me too. But it hasn’t been. Would it really be so terrible to let us settle into how this feels between us without inviting all the external opinions and weighing in we’re going to get when my family finds out? I mean, think of the questions. We’ve been dating less than twenty-four hours—”

      She cuts off, giving me a funny look that only underscores her point. I jump in before she has to voice the worry.

      “Piper, we’re dating. Yes, that’s what this is.”

      She visibly relaxes. Then— “Exclusively?”

      “One hundred percent.” I swallow, rubbing at the ache in my chest. “You’re right though. The way this happened, I guess we do have a few things to figure out before we bring anyone else into the mix. We won’t tell him now, but it’s got to be soon. The longer we wait, the harder it’s going to be.”

      “I know. Soon.” She blows me a kiss. “Good luck tonight.”
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      My policy on being offered additional hours is I take them. Extra money means paying down the principal on my guilt over the money my family invested in an incomplete education.

      But when my coworker at the diner texted, asking if I wanted to pick up her shift this morning, the answer was no. Like, no way. Not a chance. Absolutely not. Don’t even look at me.

      And the reason why just walked through the door, wheeling his roller bag and looking even sexier than he did when he called me from the hotel after last night’s win… when he was wearing a pair of low-slung cool grey lounge pants of the thinnest material and nothing else.

      Nothing. Else.

      I watched his hand rub over his bare chest in that unconscious way guys have and found myself squirming in my bed. And when that hand moved lower, resting over the hard stacks of his abs, his pinky toying with the drawstring, I might have blacked out a little.

      Bowie noticed, casually mentioning that I seemed distracted… while running his tongue over his bottom lip. Slowly.

      Which was when I caught on that he’d been working me over on purpose, and that’s when the sexy teasing and taunts started in earnest. Things escalated from there, ending with both of us painfully turned on and counting down the seconds until he’d be back.

      I’m glad we waited to have sex. I might have teased him some, playing it cool after what we did. But the truth is, being intimate like that and then saying goodbye a handful of hours later was harder than I expected.

      But now, he’s back. With the exception of a few hours when he’ll be at practice this afternoon, we have the whole day together and then the whole night. And after three days of waiting, of teasing each other through the miles, anticipation is at a peak, and I am so so so ready.

      Wearing the white and red #44 Slayers Hockey hoodie Bowie sent me two days ago and a pair of boy-cut panties to match, I sprint down the hall, flinging myself into his arms as he drops his bag and kicks the door shut behind him. He’s got one arm around my back, the other under my ass as he lays a kiss on me for the record books.

      It’s hard and deep, and somehow demands and begs all at once. And while I’ve been living in this perpetual state of anticipatory arousal for days… the way he takes my mouth turns me on to a near-painful degree.

      “I need you,” I whimper when he moves to my neck.

      He growls against that tender skin beneath my ear before sucking at it so I feel the pull straight through to my core.

      “Grant!”

      His arms tighten as he carries me back to his room.

      Setting me down in front of his bed, he takes a step back and looks me over with eyes so hot, I feel the burn of them against my skin.

      He shrugs out of his suit jacket, tossing it aside. “Damn, I like seeing you in my number.”

      I pull up the bottom, revealing just a hint of the panties beneath before pausing. “You want me to leave it on?”

      He freezes, fingers still on a half-open button midway down his shirt.

      Oh my God. He’s thinking about it.

      But then that gorgeous smile lets loose, and he flashes me a wink. “Next time.”

      I nod and slowly lift the sweatshirt, gathering it in my hands and then pulling it over my head and tossing it over by his jacket. Secretly loving the way our clothes look together.

      I’m such a sap.

      And he’s… still frozen. Eyes riveted to my bare breasts, he opens his mouth to say something. Closes it. Shakes his head and tries again before those blazing eyes come back up to mine.

      But it’s not just heat in them. It’s emotion. Deep and real and overwhelming in a way that has me stepping into his space, smoothing my hands over his shirt before pressing a kiss to the vee of exposed brown skin above his heart.

      “It’s okay,” I tell him, taking over the unbuttoning and then pushing his shirt open and back over his shoulders to slide it free of his arms. I go to my toes, pressing a kiss to one heavily balled shoulder and then the other.

      His hands skim up the length of my arms, and he cradles my face, giving me a kiss so tender all I can do is melt into it.

      Again those powerful arms come around me, lifting me and laying me back on the bed.

      I brush my thumbs over the hard-hewn lines of his face, shaking my head in awe of this feeling. “I missed you.”

      He’s been mine for less than a handful of days, but oh… I missed him so much.

      “You too. Like you wouldn’t believe.” He ducks his head. “Didn’t want to leave you.”

      I wrap my arms around him, holding him while he holds me. And for a minute we’re just quiet. Just us. Together. And it’s perfect.

      As perfect as when all the bare skin between us comes back into focus and my fingers trail down the broad expanse of his back. His brush lightly over my collarbones. Our mouths meet.

      Perfect.

      And just the beginning.

      Soon our hands are everywhere. Our kisses come frenzied.

      We push and shove at the last of our clothes until we’re naked, rocking together. I know what’s next. I’m ready for it. I want it. But Bowie’s desperate to make this first time good for me.

      So he gives me his mouth and his fingers, taking me to the edge and then backing off, only to do it again and again and again. Until that knot of tension in my center is so very tight, I’m mindless, balanced at the edge of a cliff so high and steep I’m not sure a bottom even exists.

      Finally, Bowie climbs up my body and looks down into my eyes.
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      “Piper, we can stop here. I’ll give you what you need. I’ll make you feel good. I’ll do it all day and all night and as long as you want. There’s no rush. I’ll wait— I swear.”

      I mean every word, but Piper shakes her head. “I want this.”

      I nod and pull away to get a condom from the drawer beside my bed. Then kneeling between her legs, I tear it open and, pinching the tip, put it on.

      When it’s completely unrolled, I lean back over her and brace on one hand beside her head. Our eyes meet.

      “You can tell me to stop. You can change your mind. At any time.”

      She smooths her foot over the back of my calf. Her expression softens as she presses a hand to my heart. “You can too.”

      And I can see in those soft sweetheart blues, she means it. It’s not a joke. It’s the care and tenderness I’ve been trying to show her coming back to me. I drop a soft kiss on her lips. “Thank you, sweetheart.”

      She nods and nudges me closer with her heel as she whispers, “I don’t want to stop.”

      It’s time. I position the tip at her entrance, notching the head at that point of give, and for the first time in my life, I wish my dick was smaller.

      Fuck, I don’t want to hurt her.

      As if sensing my thoughts, she tells me, “I want this.”

      I push, working the head in the barest amount.

      Her breathing changes, but even as the pinch of pain registers in her eyes, I can see her smile. I reach between us, finding her clit with my thumb. She’s slippery with need. I rub a small circle, hear the catch of her breath and the pulse of her sex tighten and release just the barest degree around me.

      I push in, pull back, and then push deeper, feeling her inner walls straining to take me. She’s so fucking tight, so perfect. Her hands are moving over my sweaty chest and shoulders, her foot tucked behind my thigh, connecting us. Telling me with each touch that she’s ready.

      And then I’m there, at that last point of resistance.

      “Don’t want to hurt you,” I growl, wrestling with something primal that’s demanding I push. That I make her mine in this way no man has before.

      “You won’t,” she whispers, but she’s wrong and we both know it.

      I tease where I am, sliding in and out without going any deeper. I keep circling that spot, letting the tension I built in her return, watching and waiting until I can see the wave cresting in her eyes.

      One. More. Second…

      “Grant!”

      My name rips past her lips, and, as pleasure crashes through her, I buck forward, tearing down the last wall between us in one sharp thrust.
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      After, we shower together, kissing, laughing, touching, and talking. I’m a little sore, but so damn happy. I can’t stop smiling, can’t believe this feeling in my chest. And okay, I can’t believe I’m already eyeing this man wondering how quickly I can convince him to do it again, because that was amazing.

      One squirm too close though, and yeah, maybe I’ll wait a wee bit.

      So I ask about the trip home, and he tells me about how Rux tried to start a sing-along on the bus ride to the plane, and how only Baxter joined in. Then we make lunch together, eating in the kitchen while we look at our upcoming schedules.

      A text comes through, and I read it with mixed emotions.

      “Everything okay?” Bowie asks around a bite of chicken and avocado on the wholiest of whole grain bread I’ve ever seen.

      “Yeah, it’s actually good. Sally from the diner—”

      “The one who made those muffins you brought over at Christmas?” He takes another bite.

      “Yes!” This guy remembers everything. “So her daughter’s baby came a month early, and Sally’s going to move in with her to help out with the other kids. She offered me her apartment until mine is available in a few weeks.”

      Bowie stops chewing and stares at me. “Why would you need her place?”

      That grumpy scowl is very cute with half his sandwich packed in his cheek.

      “So I guess I was thinking that things have been happening pretty fast between us.”

      He swallows the bite with an audible gulp and shakes his head, taking a step closer. “I thought we’ve been moving glacially slow.”

      “You know what I meant about that. Before you realized you couldn’t fight falling for me. But Grant, it’s only been four days since we had our first kiss—”

      “A lot of firsts in those four days,” he murmurs, taking another step, this one putting us hip to hip as we lean back into the counter.

      “Yes, a lot. And we’re living together. Only it’s not because we’re these epic friends with a solid foundation under us and adding the romance is the next natural step. If anything, I’d say our start was a bit rocky.”

      He frowns harder, and I can’t resist pushing to my toes to kiss his jaw.

      Invitation enough it seems to pull me around to stand in the space between his legs. His arms wrap loosely around my waist as he searches my eyes. “I know it took me too long to come around and that whatever rocks or boulders or mountains are behind us, I put there.”

      My hands come up to rest over his heart. “Hey, that’s not what I’m saying and not true, either. We both played a role. We both had our own obstacles to navigate. And we both somehow still managed to trip over the right rocks and stumble into each other’s arms.”

      “Have I told you how much I love the way your brain works? Because I do.”

      The words shouldn’t mean as much to me as they do— they’re probably just a sweet throwaway compliment —but it’s the kind of sentiment that soothes my deepest, most persistent insecurities.

      People never say things like that to me. I’m the flake or the screwup in my family. I’m the one who can’t get it right.

      But Bowie loves how I think, and hearing it is enough to make me have to look away so he doesn’t see me blinking back the silly tears threatening to expose me.

      “Thank you. I love the way your brain works too. All I’m saying is, rocky start or not, this thing between us means something to me. It means a lot. And I want to give us our best chance at making it work. Which means not adding a lot of extra pressure and complications that don’t need to be there.”

      He brushes my hair from my face, smoothing it back and then playing with the ends a bit. “I hear you. I do. But I can’t help but feel like I want to be a little selfish with this time we have right now. Between your schedule and mine, there isn’t a ton of time left for us. And probably sooner than later— at least I hope so —Boomer’s going to be back. And that’s going to add a whole different dynamic.”

      I can’t even think about Ben right now. It will absolutely be a different dynamic. And not just because there will be another big personality returning to a space that’s been just Bowie and me for the last month… there’s the question of how Ben is going to take the news.

      He’s a drama king. So he’s going to throw a snit fit, guaranteed. But what if it’s worse than that? What if he isn’t okay with Bowie and me being together and gets it in his head he never will be? I want this thing with Bowie so much. God, I’ve loved him forever, but from his end… it’s not the same.

      What if Ben can’t be okay with us together, and Bowie has to choose?

      I shake my head. “Don’t you think it might be easier if I’m not actually living here when Ben finds out about us? Or moves back in?”

      He knows I’m right. I can see it in his eyes. Just like I can see that he isn’t ready to give in.

      “Piper, if you really want to go, then of course, that’s what we’ll do. But know this, I want you to stay. I want every minute I can get with you— especially while it’s just us. And after Boomer’s back, hell, I’m still going to want them, but I get that’s a bridge we’ll have to cross when we get there.”

      “After like, twelve other bridges, right?” I offer with a light laugh, because I’m definitely feeling lighter.

      He wants me to stay.

      “Right.”

      “Okay. I think it makes sense to take advantage of this time we’ve got together. I’ll tell Sally thank you, but no. And honestly, it really won’t be that long before I can move into my new place anyway.”

      “Another bridge.” He ducks down and kisses me softly. “Another day.”
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      I’ve been to a lot of Slayers home games. And even a couple of the bigger away games too when there was a lot on the line and Ben wanted all the support he could fly out. I love to watch these guys play, and until tonight, the only thing I’ve ever had to worry about was whether my shift at whatever job I was working would end early enough for me to get there on time.

      Tonight is different. And it’s giving me a taste of what Bowie has been going through not being able to be honest with his friends— though this team is more like family to him. Tonight, I have to lie. Or at the very least, I can’t be completely honest.

      “Come on, give me a hint about this new guy,” Nora pleads, giving me the big eyes as we make our way down to Axel’s seats, trying not to spill our beer or popcorn.

      I wanted to come and watch Bowie play tonight, but it seemed too complicated to make work since Ben’s tickets went up for auction and Bowie’s were already promised to Tyrell and his cousin. But then Bowie sent out the bat signal to the team, and suddenly, I was going with Nora.

      I bite my lip, watching the guys warm up on their side of the ice. Bowie’s stretching out with Gulls and Diesel, and despite the helmet blocking half his face, there’s something about him that just looks good. Like he’s radiating some kind of positive energy maybe.

      Or maybe the guy is doling out orgasms on demand and suddenly all I see is rainbows. Totally possible.

      “Details. Don’t pretend you don’t hear me.”

      I laugh, playing like I’m guilty when in truth, I am just that distracted by this man. “Umm, okay. So, what do you want to know?”

      She cocks her head. “Let’s see. How about his name, age, occupation, height, weight, distinguishing features, hobbies, criminal record, driving record, origin of birth—”

      “Enough! Now I remember why I never tell you guys anything.” Actually, there’s usually not much to tell. “I’ll give you this much. He’s smart. Sexy as sin. He’s got the kindest eyes, is incredibly sweet. And—”

      We get to our row and, juggling our snacks, work our way down to our seats. When we sit, Nora gives me the side-eye.

      “Since you didn’t happen to mention a name or occupation, I’m guessing I already know the answer to this one. But I’ll ask anyway. Boomer know him?”

      I select a few pieces of buttery goodness off the top of the popcorn bucket and toss them into my mouth. “Mmmm. So good. Want some?”

      Cue the smirk. “That’s what I thought.”

      Bowie’s up now, passing the puck with the other guys. He’s laughing at something one of them said. After the next pass, he cuts out of the formation, skating past the plexi in front of us, eyes searching the crowd and landing on me.

      There’s a flicker of a smile, followed by a double take that ends in a hard frown.

      I can’t help but grin, because I know exactly what caused it. I’m not wearing his sweater. I’m wearing Ben’s.

      Beside me, Nora sucks a breath and takes a sip of her beer.

      “Wow, that look was seriously pissy. What is the beef with you two?”

      I laugh, tossing back some more corn. “He wants me. Bad.”

      Nora snorts, scootching down in her seat. “Yeah, right.”
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      It’s a good game, one of the best Bowie and Gulls have played together, and after the win, the guys want to hit the Five Hole to celebrate. Nora and Axel have a sitter for the night, so she loops an arm through mine and tells me we’re going.

      So instead of heading down to wait outside the locker room for the guys to finish with the press and clean up, we go to the bar. The place is packed, the energy high as we navigate the crowd, making our way to the back room. Nat and George are already there and wave us over to where they have a bucket of longnecks for the table.

      It’s easy conversation with these girls and the others trickling in. They treat me like I’m their little sister, their family… right down to the teasing and nosy questions about my love life, which Nora announces I’m being awfully cagey about.

      Which triggers a feeding frenzy that doesn’t even stop when the guys show up.

      Thanks, Nora.

      So I’m sitting at the table trying not to stare at where Bowie is standing with Gulls and Kellog a few feet back from the other side. His arms are crossed, mouth curved in the smallest hint of a smirk as the team speculates on a relationship that is effectively right under their noses.

      It’s funny, but at the same time not.

      Because while Bowie would normally be part of the conversation and fun— he should be after tonight’s win —instead, he’s holding himself separate. Putting distance between us for me.

      “No way this guy is anywhere near the sports world,” O’Brien announces, pulling his wife onto his lap. “Too much to lose when Boomer goes apocalyptic on his ass.”

      Grady shakes his head. “Nah, my money’s on a football player. Come on, Baby Boomer, you’re hiding his identity so you don’t break your brother’s heart.”

      “She’s hiding his identity,” Static says over the top of his light beer, “so her brother doesn’t rip the stitches out of his nut beating the guy up with his cane.”

      “Stitches are gone.” This time it’s Axel. “At least that’s what your mom posted on the bunny boards.”

      Static spits his beer, while the rest of the table falls into groans and laughter… and generally forgets about me and why they care who I’m dating in the first place.

      Keeping my phone beneath the table, I text.

      Me: You were amazing tonight.

      Bowie: I’ll be even better when I get you home.

      Our eyes meet, and that’s all it takes. I’m painfully aroused, dying for this man to put his hands on me.

      “Hey, guys, great game. Nora, thanks for sharing your seats with me.” I set my still mostly full beer with the empties and stand. “I’m going to get an Uber and head home. Early shift tomorrow.”

      Bowie’s untouched beer lands next to mine before I even finish my sentence. “I’ll take you. I’m wiped.”

      “If you don’t mind.” I feel like I’m really selling the casual indifference— until I see the way Harlow Grady’s brow lifts the tiniest bit.

      But then Bowie’s beside me, nodding toward the exit. We don’t talk until we’re outside the bar. He doesn’t take my hand until we’re in his car. And he doesn’t kiss me until we’re in the elevator, counting down the floors until we can be totally alone. And the second the locks are thrown, closing us into the apartment that for now is only ours, he catches me by the waist and pulls me into his arms, picking me up so I can wrap my arms and legs around him and kiss him with everything I’ve been holding back.

      

      “Don’t you want to talk about the game, sweetheart?” he asks, laughing and then groaning when I bite his lip.

      “Yes. But after. Bedroom, please.”

      His next kiss is like a dirty preview of all the things to come, and when we break apart to breathe, I amend my previous request. “Or the floor, right here.”

      “So many options,” he murmurs, pushing me into the wall across from the door and rocking his hips so I can feel every steely inch of him, right there. “Here could be good.”

      “Yes,” I pant, fumbling with the buttons down his shirt.

      I want him so bad my hands are shaking.

      His mouth curves against mine, and we move again. This time into the living room, where my feet hit the floor a second before his jacket. He spins me around. One big hand grips my hip, pulling my ass firmly against him as his other hand cups my sensitive breast and plays with it, ratcheting the tension deep in my center.

      Hands braced at the back of the couch, I look over my shoulder, and he kisses me again, giving me his tongue in a series of measured thrusts and then taking it away.

      “Here?” he asks, voice gravelly rough as he bends me forward, rubbing against me from behind as he wraps a hand in my hair.

      “Uh-huh, yes. Yes.” And okay, that is crazy good. Like, who knew? good.

      But if I think he’s done presenting me with the apartment’s assortment of sexytimes potential, I’m wrong. Because there’s me sitting on the kitchen counter, him on his knees pulling my leggings free so he can press a kiss against that spot where my panties are already damp for him. Against the fridge, with my arms draped over his bare shoulders and my leg hooked over his hip. Me in my bra and panties, straddling his lap while he sits on the chair in the office. Him behind me in front of the mirror in his closet, fingers inside my panties, painting slick circles around my clit and making me shake and gasp until I can’t hold myself up anymore.

      That’s when he gives.

      Bowie catches me in his arms and carries me to the bed, laying me back and following me down as he tells me how much he loves seeing me at his games, how beautiful I am to him, how he needs to make me come.

      And when he’s rolled on his condom and is pushing inside me, I give him exactly that.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Bowie

      

      

      I wasn’t the virgin. But being with Piper makes me feel like I’m experiencing something brand new every time we’re together. Like I had no idea what it meant to be with someone. Really be with them.

      It’s intense and incredible, and so damned addictive I don’t know how I managed to keep my hands off her as long as I did tonight. I don’t know how I’ll be able to do it again.

      Except, somehow I will.

      It’s probably close to one and we’re tangled up in the sheets together, still catching our breath. Piper’s head is on my shoulder, her breasts pressed into my side as she traces little hearts across my chest.

      It’s a sweet and tender intimacy, and the sort of thing I can’t imagine going without now that I’ve had it. But one of these days, Boomer’s going to be back. And if Piper still isn’t ready to tell him—

      “I can feel you getting tense,” she murmurs, shifting so she can peer up at me from my chest. “You okay?”

      I smooth the little blond flyaways around her head. “Just thinking.”

      “About Ben?”

      I nod, but I don’t want to ruin this. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll figure it out.”

      She’s quiet a minute, then she sits up slowly. “I think I’m ready for you to tell him.”

      “What? Piper, I’m okay.” I shove up to sit too. “We don’t have to. I can wait.”

      Her hand comes up, and she lays a finger across my lips. “I know you can and you would. I know it. But tonight I realized how unfair it was to keep asking you to.”

      “You don’t have to ask.”

      Head falling to the side, she smiles. “Thank you. But… as much as I might love the idea of being able to keep you and me for ourselves, you are right that it’s only going to get harder the longer we wait. I don’t want you to have to lie to your team, to Ben, anymore.”

      Jesus, it’s what I want. But, “This isn’t just about me.”

      “Okay, well then I don’t want to be afraid of what’s on the other side of telling the truth either. I just want us to be able to be us… no matter where we are or who we’re with.”

      I reach for her, pulling her into my lap and holding her to me. “He’s going to be fine.”

      She laughs, pressing her face into my chest. “He’s going to be pissed.”

      “Yeah, but then he’s going to be fine.” He has to be.
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      “Hey, man, how you doing?” I ask Boomer the next day when I drive out after practice. Honestly, I didn’t expect to be here so soon. Yeah, I want to talk to him, but I figured it would be a few days at least before I’d be able to find a window when the Boerbooms weren’t home. Turns out April and Ben Sr. are talking with a group of prospective families about their experience billeting through Juniors.

      So today’s the day.

      “Better than you, from the looks of it.” He pushes himself to a sitting position and what it costs him has me reconsidering this visit. “What’s going on? Something with the team? They have you doing the dirty work laying the groundwork for bad news?”

      He says it with a laugh, but there’s no missing the uncertainty behind his words.

      And fuck, I don’t want to drag this out.

      “Nah, man. Nothing like that.” Not that he’s going to like what I have to tell him any better.

      “Then what?” Except then it clicks. “Piper?”

      “It’s not what you think.”

      “Well, it sure as shit can’t be good if you’re trying to brace me for it. The new apartment fall through? Or— fuck, don’t even tell me it’s fucking Static sniffing around again?”

      “What? No.”

      But apparently, he’s already hopped that train and doesn’t hear me because he just goes on. “I told her to stay away from my team. If she’s so dead set on sabotaging her own life, it’s one thing. But this team—”

      “It’s not Static.” And then because I need him to know before he spins off in another wrong direction, I say it. “It’s me.”

      There’s a beat of silence while his brows pull together, his frown building like a thunderstorm with each passing second. “You mean because you two butt heads and you want her to leave?”

      He knows that’s not what I mean. It’s in the measured delivery. The level tone. The way the hand at his side is balling into a fist.

      “I mean, we’ve been spending more time together.”

      “No.”

      “I tried to ignore it.” Christ, I managed for so damn long. Too long.

      “Nope. Bowie, I’m warning you. Don’t fucking say it, man.”

      “I care about her.”

      He blows out a breath, shaking his head with this smile on his face that’s about the most menacing thing I’ve seen from him. “I know you fucking care about her. You’ve known her since she was twelve years old. But whatever you think is happening with her, it isn’t. You don’t get along. You can barely stand to stay in the same room for five minutes. So, no matter what your dick is saying, you don’t actually like her.”

      This time it’s me shaking my head. “This isn’t about my dick saying anything. This is about feelings I’ve had for a long time. Feelings I was fighting for all the wrong reasons. But not anymore.”

      “How long?” That last question has a dangerous edge that carries into the next. “And just exactly what’d you do about it?”

      Yeah, the details of what’s already happened aren’t for big brother’s ears. They aren’t for anyone but us. But how long?

      “Obviously I never looked at her or even thought about her that way when I was living with you in Juniors. She was a kid. Sweet and funny, and we were friends. That’s all.”

      “Until?”

      “I didn’t see her for two years. When I did, she was different.”

      “She was eighteen, you motherfucker.”

      “I didn’t do anything about it. Not then. Not for years. I didn’t want to see her that way.” It freaked me the fuck out. “I shut it down. I didn’t give her anything, and you can believe that I never took anything either.”

      “Never?”

      Jesus. “You’ve seen us together. You really think I’d be fooling around with her while treating her that way?”

      “I don’t know, man. Until five minutes ago, I wouldn’t have thought you’d be willing to throw away ten years of friendship for a fu—”

      “That’s not what this is. It’s not what she means to me, and I’m not throwing anything away. I’m coming to you with the truth. I’m telling you that I have feelings for your sister, and she has feelings for me. Nothing happened until after she moved in. But now that it has— Boomer, it’s good. This thing with her is real.”

      “Real. Right.” He crosses his arms and nods, a look of utter disgust on his face. “Of all people, I’d think you’d be the one who understood what a bad bet she is.”

      I know he’s pissed. I know he’s taking verbal swings here because his body isn’t strong enough to take physical ones. But damn. “Piper isn’t some bad bet.”

      “No? Okay. How about you? From where I’m fucking sitting, it looks like the one guy I trusted to look out for her couldn’t keep his dick in his pants.”

      “She’s twenty-two, man. This isn’t the same as what happened with Charlie.”

      “She’s my little sister!” he bellows. “And you’ve been sitting beside me for the last handful of years with a fucking front-row seat to every bad decision she’s made. And instead of trying to help, you’ve got your fucking hand up, saying, ‘Me next!’”

      “You keep talking about her like she’s some epic screwup. And I’m ashamed to say that for years I fixated on her missteps too. But you’ve got to open your eyes, man. Your sister isn’t a kid, and she isn’t a screwup. She’s a hardworking adult who’s been killing herself to make up for her past mistakes. She’s a woman who knows her own mind and is more than capable of making her own decisions.”

      “Bullshit.” The way it fires out of his mouth, I know what he’s thinking. I know why he’s so pissed.

      “This is nothing like it was with Charlie.” It took me a long time to see it. But it’s true.

      Not that Boomer’s there yet. “Yeah, how’s that?”

      “For one, it’s not illegal. Two, what’s happening between Piper and me is about her and me, not some asshole being jealous of your career potential and angry about being left behind. And three, that age difference means less than it did in high school.”

      Boomer isn’t buying in.

      “How about what it means to me? Do my feelings about not wanting my best friend fucking around with my little sister now that she’s a hot, legal adult matter less than they did before?” He shakes his head and reaches for the remote. “Because from where I’m sitting, you fucking betraying me matters more.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Piper

      

      

      “I’m home.” Bowie’s gruff voice sounds from the front of the apartment as I step out of the shower, wrapping up in a towel.

      “Back here!” Swiping a hand over the steamed-up mirror, I’m greeted with pink-splotched skin and soaking-wet hair. I was hoping to be a little more put together when he came home, but by the time I got home, he’d already texted that he was on his way back.

      The bathroom door opens, and Bowie steps in, his T-shirt already half off. It hits the floor, and before I can even process what’s happening, his arms wrap around me from behind, pulling me into the strength of his hold as he buries his face in my shoulder.

      My heart sinks.

      “It didn’t go well with Ben?”

      Watching our reflection in the clouded mirror, I try to see his face, his eyes. But the glass is already steamed over, and all I can see is the dark contrast of his arms around me.

      “Grant?” Turning my head into his, I reach over my shoulder and stroke the side of his face. “Is everything okay?”

      He holds me tighter, buries his face deeper into the crook of my neck.

      I can feel each breath, feel the tension in him.

      “We figured it wouldn’t go easy with him. Guess I was just hoping we were wrong.”

      “What did he say?” I ask quietly.

      He shakes his head. “I— fuck— It doesn’t matter. He’s pissed, but he’ll get over it.”

      God, I want it to be that easy. But what if he doesn’t?

      “Hey, don’t worry,” he says, and when I look up, the mirror has cleared enough for our eyes to meet in the streaked reflection. “It’s going to be fine.”

      I nod, needing to believe he’s right.

      It has to be okay. I’ve loved this man forever. And now that we’ve finally found our way to each other, the idea of it costing him and Ben their relationship is unbearable.

      Still, there’s a selfish part of me I don’t even want to acknowledge that’s worried about more than that. Because what if Ben makes him choose? For ten years, they’ve been best friends. They’ve lived like brothers, been through the loss of Bowie’s father and the cool distance of his mother. The trials of a burgeoning hockey career and the exhilaration of success. They have fought and worked and played and celebrated together on and off the ice for a decade.

      How can I compete with that history, that bond when this thing between us is so new? I’ve never been the one Bowie chooses. But even if by some miracle he did, I don’t want to think about what a blow like that could do to our relationship. What it would do to Bowie.

      “Piper,” he says, pulling me out of the spiral of my insecurities. “Look, it really wasn’t that bad. I just wanted to have some good news for you before I had to leave. That’s it.”

      I want to believe him. I have to. “That’s it?”

      “Yeah, that and, damn”— his arms tighten around me —“I really don’t want to leave you tomorrow.”

      “What?” I let out a quiet laugh. “It’s only two days.”

      This man has been traveling for games for ten years. I can remember he and Ben rubbing their hands together talking about which hotels were their favorites. How away games were like camp, filled with new people and places and rules that were completely separate from home.

      He’s been gone as much as he’s been here since our relationship changed. It’s hard to believe he’s having trouble leaving me.

      Drawing a slow breath, he turns me around in his hold. His hands rub over my arms like he’s trying to warm me or maybe like he needs to touch me as much as I need to touch him.

      “I know. Still going to miss you. Never figured I’d be the type who’d rather stay than go, but there it is.”

      “I’m going to miss you too.”

      The corner of his mouth tips up. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” I’m smiling too, and even as he lowers his mouth to mine, I don’t stop. I’m smiling as he presses kiss after kiss to my lips. And as each begins to linger longer than the last. I’m smiling as we open to each other, as we share breath and taste after taste of each other. I’m smiling right up until that low greedy rumble sounds deep in his chest and he frees the towel knotted at my breasts with a single tug.

      A second later, those big hands are on my hips and he’s lifting me onto the edge of the counter as I wrap my legs around him. We can’t get close enough. Can’t stop kissing.

      “Need you, sweetheart.”

      Our tongues meet, rolling and sliding against each other in a sensual tease that has me unraveling in his arms, opening wider to the thrust and stroke of his tongue, arching into the need rising within me. Pressing my breasts into his chest as I use my heels to pull his hips deeper into the vee of my legs.

      Knowing what I want, what I need, he grips my ass and lifts me so the spread of my sex meets the hard ridge of him beneath the silky fabric of his athletic pants.

      “Fuck, you feel good,” he growls above my ear, lifting me again and then pulling me even closer as he lowers me against the length of his shaft.

      “It feels… you, oh… So… good.”

      Setting me back on the counter, he shoves his athletic pants and underwear down to free his cock between us. It bobs forward, the thick vein prominent beneath his skin. My mouth waters and my body clenches in anticipation as he deftly opens a drawer in the vanity beneath me to extract a condom.

      There is nothing hotter than watching those big hands roll down his even bigger shaft as he gets ready for me.

      “The way you look at me. I’m not going to last.”

      The idea of stealing this man’s control makes me all the hotter. I’m squirming on the counter, one heel pressed into the back of his thigh and one at his perfect butt, my hands clinging to his neck and shoulder.

      With the condom on, he reaches between us to position himself at my opening. The first nudge has me pulsing against the broad head, liquid heat spilling through my center. I can see the restraint in his eyes as he works himself into me, pressing in and drawing back, using himself to paint me with my own slickness before sinking in again. Pushing deeper.

      I’m mesmerized, watching as his heavy shaft inches into me, spreading me wider than I thought possible. The stretch is intense, overwhelming. And so good, I start to spasm around the breach, clinging and grasping for more, until finally we can’t get any closer and we reach that point of perfection where he’s given me everything my body can take.

      My lips are parted on a captive gasp, and he kisses me hard, driving himself deeper into that thick, sugary ache.

      Making me want more. To feel it again.

      “Christ, Piper, I can feel you gripping me all the way to the root.”

      “More,” I gasp, pulling at his shoulders, my brow at his chest.

      He lifts my hips, changing the angle. Working over every sensitive nerve as he pushes in, in, in… and then drags himself out, out, out.

      Doing it again.

      Doing it harder.

      Faster.

      Bringing me down over him so my clit rubs just right on each stroke.

      The steam from the shower is gone, but we’re starting to sweat, the friction of our bodies threatening to spark an inferno. “I’m close.”

      Our eyes meet again, and I swear I’ve never seen intensity like I’m seeing in his.

      My breath catches. God, the way he’s looking at me.

      Emotion pumps hot through my veins with every beat of my heart.

      “Come for me,” he says, raising me over him and then forcing me down hard, holding me to him as he rocks up impossibly deeper. The additional pressure against my clit is all I need. It takes me over the edge into a freefall until there’s nothing but him and me and this place we’ve found together. A place I never want to leave.
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        * * *

      

      We end up in the shower again, taking our time, letting our hands run over each other in a slow, silent exploration. After, we DoorDash dinner and then lie in bed, talking quietly about the road trip. The team they’re facing. The players he’s got history with.

      But not my brother.

      Not what my parents will think or how the team will react.

      Not what our future might look like.

      We stay in the bubble that is our here and now, falling asleep in each other’s arms.

      When it’s time for Grant to leave, I follow him out to the kitchen with the comforter wrapped around me.

      “Text me a picture of the view from your hotel room tonight?”

      He’s got a travel mug of coffee in one hand as he sweeps his arm around me, pulling me in for a last kiss. Or at least it’s supposed to be a last kiss. It ends up being more like a couple dozen kisses and only stops when I’m naked on the couch, his thankfully spill-proof travel mug abandoned on its side on the floor next to his roller bag.

      I don’t want to stop the meandering southward path of his very skilled mouth, but no way am I going to be the reason Grant misses the plane.

      “You’re going to be late,” I protest as he nibbles at the tender skin below my navel.

      “They’re never on time.” He licks a zigzag path lower. “I only need a minute.”

      It’s true. The other night he had me breaking apart in record time. But still. “You need to get to the airport.”

      It kills me to do it, but I plant my foot on his hip and push him back.

      He goes, but with a groan and a last look that nearly sets me on fire before I wrap back up in the comforter.

      This time when he pulls me in, it’s for one last kiss.

      Then he’s got his coffee and roller bag and the kind of soft affection in his eyes that’s almost enough to make me forget about the dark cloud looming over us.

      “Bye, sweetheart.”
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        Bowie

      

      

      Practice runs long, mostly because of me. Gulls keeps apologizing, but he’s not the problem. This thing with Boomer is in my head. I thought I’d hear from him before the road trip ended— honestly, I thought I’d hear from him before I even left —but it’s been five days and we’re gearing up to leave again… and he’s still giving me the silent treatment. Not just me. He hasn’t returned Piper’s calls or texts either. And somehow the radio silence is about a million times worse than the confrontational aggression I expected. I thought we’d fight. He’d be mad. Call me names or take a swing. I thought he’d engage the way he did with Static.

      That guy’s definitely still on the shit list. Before the injury, Boomer couldn’t walk past him without the threat of throwing down.

      But me?

      I’m getting the sense that making the shit list was wishful thinking. That maybe I’ve just been excised completely. Cut off and cut out… or fuck, maybe he’s making a point about what might happen.

      Bowie is my brother. It’s not legal, it’s not by blood. But that guy is as much my family as my own parents. I love him, and I sure as hell don’t want to lose him.

      But if he thinks freezing me out will force me to reconsider my feelings for Piper, he’s dead wrong. I don’t know how I managed to fight my heart for so long. But now that I’ve given in to it, there’s no fucking way I’ll ever be able to go back.

      I take longer than I need to in the shower. Piper’s got another full schedule today so there’s no one to rush home to. Just a bag that’s already packed and a suit I’m in no hurry to put on. Plus, I’m dragging, my head stuck in this cycle of trying to figure out what I can do to prove to Boomer that me dating his sister is going to be okay.

      I turn off the water and grab a towel. I’m expecting the locker room to be empty, but Grady and Erikson are standing with Diesel in one corner while Rux, Coach Baxter, and Vassar are huddled in the doorway to the lounge.

      Something’s up.

      No way would these guys be lingering otherwise.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, pulling on a pair of Slayers athletic pants and then reaching for my shirt.

      Diesel lets out a gruff laugh. “So much for the bestie knowing the score.”

      “Boomer?” My heart plummets into my gut, and I grab my phone, but of course, there’s nothing from the guy whose sister I’m banging. “The team make an announcement?”

      “Nothing like that.” Erikson hikes a thumb over his shoulder. “He’s in with Doc and Coach Adkins. We figured you’d have heard about it and just weren’t talking.”

      “Nah. I haven’t heard anything.” I pull the shirt over my head and jam my feet into my gym shoes, watching the door with everyone else now. “You guys see him come in?”

      “Baxter did,” Diesel says, spinning his wedding band on his finger. He calls over, “Yo, Coach B. How was Boomer looking when he came in?”

      Baxter props a shoulder against the wall and runs a hand over the back of his neck. “He was walking, which is good. But from the way he was moving? Shit, I don’t know.”

      I was lucky enough to have played with Baxter while he was our captain. So I know him in a way that’s different than the guys who have only seen him as an offensive coach, and there’s no missing how this is affecting him. He’s probably thinking about the times he came to the arena for this kind of visit. Not sure if he’d be back to play. And then one day realizing he wouldn’t.

      He blows out a long breath, and we all get back to waiting.

      Eventually, Doc’s door opens, and, leaning heavily on a cane, Boomer emerges with our head coach and Doc in tow.

      “Dudes, you didn’t need to throw me a party!” He’s all grins, doling out high fives as he makes his way carefully into the lounge. There’s a table with snacks and drinks at one end and a massive TV at the other, a couple huge couches with low tables in the middle, and the walls are hung with team memorabilia and framed photos from over the seasons.

      Boomer makes his way to sit as the guys greet him. Everyone but me.

      I hang back, giving him a nod when his eyes drift past me like I’m invisible. It feels like a fucking punch to the gut, and I hate that this is where we are. I hate that Boomer can’t play and that he doesn’t want to talk to me. And I hate not knowing how long either of those things are going to last.

      Jesus, I hate that he needs help sitting and that everyone here including the two people with the most to say about his future on the ice have to see it.

      Doc pats him on the shoulder. “Give me a few minutes and then we’ll head over to the hospital for those tests.”

      He leaves with Coach Adkins at his side to discuss the situation in private, and it’s unsettling as fuck to watch them go.

      The guys see it too and jump in with trash talk and gossip, which helps to a degree. Rux’s kid is asking for advice on girls. Baxter’s wife just got offered a contract to host a New Year’s program. Vassar and Nat— who’s also Baxter’s little sister —almost got arrested for making out in his car outside the rink where her team plays.

      It’s funny. Thing is, I can barely crack a smile as Rux tells the story. All I can think about is how a month ago, this would have had Boomer doubled over laughing at the way Vassar’s ears are turning red and how pissy Baxter’s face is. But he’s not laughing now.

      His eyes cut to mine, and the look in them says he hates me.

      Damn, there has to be a way we can come back from this.

      One by one, the guys peel off with well wishes and head home to their families before we leave for a five-day stretch tomorrow morning. And then it’s just Boomer and me and this overt hostility I hope like hell I don’t have the chance to get used to.

      The lines around his eyes are deep and the shadows beneath them dark. He’s pale and sweaty at his hairline like this short walk and visit took everything he had.

      I don’t want to make it worse, but I can’t just let it go on like this.

      “Come on, man.” I move to sit on the coffee table in front of him. “I know you’re pissed, but we can get past this. You’re my best friend. You’re my brother.”

      He doesn’t say anything. Just looks down at where he’s flipping his phone in one hand.

      “Ben. It’s killing me that you’re going through this and I can’t be there for you.”

      He frowns. Nods. “You mean, like, there for me by not nailing my little sister the second I leave you to look out for her? There for me like that?”

      My head drops. “It’s not like that. This isn’t just some casual hookup.”

      “Riiight, because you call them girlfriends and make sure you fuck them more than once before moving on to the next one. Big difference between you and me, buddy.”

      “I’m not comparing you and me. But when it comes to Piper, listen. Please. Listen and hear me. There is no comparison between what’s happening with her and what’s happened with any girl I’ve been with in the past. This isn’t the same.” I shake my head, not knowing how to make him understand without giving him something I need to give to Piper first. Words I thought were too much, too soon when she was questioning staying in the apartment and telling her family about us. But words I need her to hear from me now.

      Finally, his head comes up, eyes hard. “Make it the same.”

      Huh? “No. That’s what I’m saying. It’s not the same.”

      “Yeah, I hear you loud and clear. You think this is special. Different. You think it’s worth fucking up ten years of ride-or-die friendship over—”

      “No. It doesn’t have—”

      “No?” Both brows go up. “Then what the fuck are you doing? End it. Make it the same as it’s been with all your other girlfriends… because mark my words, man, this one isn’t going to end any differently. If not because of you, definitely because of her.”

      “Ben—”

      “No.” His hand cuts through the air. “You’ve been here. Right alongside me. You see how it is with her. School, careers, guys, apartments… the state she lives in, for fuck’s sake. She’s all in. Best intentions. Committed like she’s never been before. Until she isn’t. And then it’s all with the tears and apologies as she packs her shit up and moves on to the next thing or the next guy or whatever she wants to call it. But really, you and I both know, it’s the next mistake.” He points at me. “You’re not her happily ever after, man. You’re this mistake.”

      I rub my hand over that aching place in my chest. “You’re wrong. About her. About us. About you and me.” I can barely choke out my plea. “It doesn’t have to be like this.”

      He stares at me, but for once I have no idea what’s going on inside his head. “You’re right. It doesn’t.”

      I straighten, my heart legit skips a beat. But before I can even think about voicing the hope inside me, he goes on.

      “Break it off with her. Today. And you and me? We’ll be good. All’s forgiven. We go back to being buddies as close as brothers. You and she can go back to being friends who don’t screw. You’ll look out for her, same as I do. We’ll be there, together, to bail her out of whatever shitstorm she lands herself in next. And we all live happily ever after.”

      My ears feel funny. Like there’s a pressure pulsing in them. One second it’s like I’m underwater and the next I can hear all the sounds of the arena with crystal clarity. The squeak of wheels from one of the cleaning crew’s carts. A door closing. The echo of voices rising and falling as they move down the concrete corridor before that underwater feeling is back, muting everything except my own thoughts.

      My own thought.

      Singular.

      Unwavering.

      “No.” I stand, shaking my head.

      “No?” Boomer’s arms cross, his stare hardening. “You know I don’t give second chances about this shit. You know it. But I’m giving you one. And even now, you’re choosing her over me?”

      My heart breaks for the loss of a brother in every way but blood.

      Starting back toward the locker room, I pause at the doorway. “I love you, man, and hope you come around. But I’m not giving her up. I can’t do it to myself. I can’t do it to her. And while I get that you aren’t going to see it this way now… I can’t fucking do it to you either. I hope someday you’ll understand. And even if you can’t be cool with me, at the least, I hope you can open your eyes and give your sister some of the credit she deserves.”
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        Piper

      

      

      The diner does a pretty good business in general— management is fair and the hours are decent, which is why I’ve hung on to this job so long despite its less-than-soul-fulfilling potential. It’s a reasonably flexible means to an end with tips that don’t require me to wear high heels, low-cut dresses, or enough makeup that I might as well add an extra hour to my shift for application and removal. I show up on time, every time. I work hard while I’m there. And I don’t ask for favors.

      But when Bowie walks in when I know he’s supposed to be heading to the airport… I break my rules and ask my coworker to keep an eye on my tables for just a minute.

      “Hey, handsome. I didn’t think I’d get to see you again before you left.” I want to kiss him, maybe jump into his arms, but this apron probably has gravy on it and he’s wearing my absolute favorite suit. Besides, we haven’t gone public yet, and this is a very public spot.

      He slides onto a stool at the counter and gives me a warm smile. “Had a couple minutes before I need to leave for the airport. Coffee seemed like a good excuse to come see you. Thought maybe I’d be able to catch your break?”

      I take his travel mug and fill it with coffee that’s not half as good as the stuff in his apartment. “My break was an hour ago, but we’re kind of between rushes so I might be able to take five.” I hand him the mug back, brushing his hand with mine. “Everything okay?”

      He nods but turns away before I have the chance to really look in his eyes. “Yeah, just thought we might be able to talk a minute.”

      I quickly clear it with my manager, who is definitely a Grant Bowie fan and shoos me off toward the employee break area after extracting a promise that I tell her about him after.

      He follows me back, and when we’re out of sight of the main restaurant, he pulls me into his arms despite my concerns about the dirty apron.

      “Don’t care about that. Just want to hold you a minute.”

      I smile into his chest, smoothing my hands a little shamelessly over it. “It’s only five days.”

      He nods. “I’ll get used to it again. Just right now—”

      I peer up at him, and when he meets my eyes, the emotion in them steals my breath.

      “Grant?”

      His thumbs brush my cheeks. “This thing with us is real, Piper. It’s good, and even though it hasn’t been that long since we came together—”

      The clatter and crash of a full tray hitting the floor cuts him off, and I sigh. “I’m sorry. Whatever that was, I need to go back and help.”

      He opens his mouth, then shakes his head, giving me a smile. “Hey, this can keep. I’ll talk to you tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the day is madness. Everything that can go wrong does, and by the time I clock out, I’m completely exhausted and thanking my lucky stars I don’t have a shift at the gym tonight and I bailed on the invite from Nat Vassar to watch the game at her place.

      Ben still hasn’t texted or returned my calls. On the L ride home, I debate calling him again but decide to give him his space a while longer.

      Maybe I’m chicken.

      Okay, I’m totally chicken.

      But I’m just not ready to hear exactly how angry he is or have him confirm my worst anxieties about what the repercussions of my relationship with Bowie will actually be.

      We’re so good together.

      For the first time in as long as I can remember, my life feels right. And avoidance or not, I desperately don’t want to hear my brother tell me it’s wrong.

      By the time I get back to the apartment, I’ve got about an hour before the game. I take a quick shower and throw on the Bowie #44 jersey Grant got for me and a pair of his ginormous Slayers sweats, rolled at the waist and feet.

      I take a picture in front of the full-length mirror in his closet and text it with my good luck wishes for the game. His reply comes back approximately point-two seconds later.

      Bowie: I’m begging you. Be wearing that when I get home.

      Me: You’re crazy. But… that can be arranged.

      I’m still grinning, contemplating which leftovers pair best with hockey when my phone pings with another text.

      Natalie Vassar: I’m parked out front. We’re watching at my place. You’ve got five minutes to get your butt down here before I send George up.

      So, I guess she didn’t accept my rain check.

      I’m not an overly superstitious girl. I leave that to my brother. But standing there with my phone in hand, staring down at myself… I can’t help but feel like swapping out my #44 gear before the game even starts is bad luck.

      Natalie Vassar: George looks small, but she’s strong AF. Four minutes.

      I start changing.

      Three hours later, George and Natalie are dissecting the game, breaking down plays, and speculating why the defensive coach decided to mix up the lines again when things had been gelling with Bowie and Gulls… because it cost them the game.

      But deep down, I know where the blame lies. In a hastily abandoned pile of Slayers paraphernalia at the foot of my bed. This loss is on my conscience.

      Bowie was hoping to have things resolved with Ben before we went public, but I’m wondering if maybe we ought to do it before the next game.

      “Nat, thanks so much for having me over. George, fun hanging out. I’m going to call a Lyft.”

      George pulls a face and waves her hand. “Hold on, I’ll go with you.”

      Uh-huh. “I’m not telling you about the guy. I don’t care how strong you are. If I can handle Boomer, I can handle you.”

      She sizes me up and then shrugs. “Fine. Nat, I’m sleeping over.”

      I’m laughing to myself as I go, thinking it won’t be too long before everyone knows the truth and the grilling will stop. But then it occurs to me… once they realize I’ve been dating Grant Bowie? Cue the feeding frenzy.

      Bowie calls when he gets back to the hotel. He’s frustrated and tired after the game but laughs when I own up to my part in the loss. He wants to hear about the rest of my day and how the girls were. And by the time we say good night, he sounds about a thousand times better than when we first got on.

      I close my eyes and conk out hard, thinking I’ll sleep in until eight.

      Only at three a.m., I’m wiping the sleep from my eyes, trying to focus on my phone as it blows up with notifications… triggered by my name.
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        Bowie

      

      

      I wake up sore all over like I do after most games, but the ache in my chest has nothing to do with the ass-kicking we took last night.

      I should have said it.

      Fuck, why didn’t I just grab her hand in that break room at the diner and tell her I love her? That she’s it for me? That I choose her, every time, from now until forever?

      I wanted it to be special. I didn’t want to rush the words at her while she was dashing over to clean two burger specials and a couple shakes off the floor. I wanted to hold her hand and look into her eyes and give her what’s in my heart.

      Which means waiting until I get home.

      Swiping my phone from the end table, I do a little time-zone math and set it back down. Her shift doesn’t start until ten today, and I don’t want to wake her up if she’s sleeping in.

      I brush my teeth, trim my beard, and pull on my sneakers to head down to the smoothie bar off the lobby for the green shake I ordered. We’ve got a couple hours before we leave for the next city, so I’m not surprised to see one of our trainers is at reception and Vassar is standing with O’Brien outside the restaurant.

      O’Brien sees me and waves me over. “Hey, Bowie. We’re getting breakfast. Come on.”

      He’s the friendlier one. Though in all fairness, Vassar is friendly too once you get past his chronic case of resting prick face. I didn’t come up with it. It’s something the press coined back when he was new to the team and still butting heads with Greg Baxter… but damned if it’s not accurate.

      O’Brien is spinning the ring on his finger, grinning like he just won the lottery, same as he’s been doing every day since he finally got to marry his girl this summer.

      Boomer heard O’Brien’s been trying to marry her for something like three years. Before that… he’d practically been the free square on every bunny’s Slayers Bingo card.

      Not sure I buy it. The guy’s a Boy Scout.

      “Thanks, man. Already got a shake,” I say, holding it up. “Just checking if there’s word on Bernecki’s knee.”

      Sacramento’s top scorer went into the boards tangled up with an opposing player last night in their game against Seattle. After limping off the ice, the guy didn’t go back in, and everyone’s wondering what that means for tonight.

      “Gimme a minute.” Vassar holds up three fingers when the hostess approaches for their table, then nods for me to follow, so I bring my shake. We sit at the table in the farthest corner of the not-too-busy restaurant, surrounded by empty tables. It’s a nice accommodation and it makes having a private conversation a hell of a lot easier.

      O’Brien jokes and Vassar scowls as waters are poured, coffee cups are turned over, and menus are handed out. These guys are about as unlikely a duo as Boomer and me. Maybe more.

      But here they are.

      Maybe that’s because neither of them started sleeping with the other’s little sister and then picked her over their friendship.

      I gulp, hating the guilt I feel over hurting Boomer but knowing that, faced with the choice again, I’d make the same one. Every time.

      When the wait staff is clear, Vassar adjusts his silverware and glass. “Nat went to school with one of the physical therapists who works with Sacramento. As of last night, it didn’t look good for him to play. But you know how it goes.”

      O’Brien knocks back half his water. “Slap some ice on it. Good night’s sleep. Baby that fucker all morning. Who the hell knows. He might be ready to tear it up by tonight.”

      My head goes to Boomer. “Or be out through playoffs.”

      The guys give a slow nod, and I’m pretty sure they’re thinking the same thing as me.

      The server swings by to take our order. I order a black coffee. Vassar and O’Brien are ordering half the menu when I feel my phone go off in my pocket.

      Piper’s got to be awake by now. Maybe she’ll send me another sleepy selfie.

      “Jesus, check the grin on this guy,” O’Brien chuckles under his breath. “Gotta be a girl. Who is she?”

      I thumb open the text. Only it’s not from Piper. It’s from my agent, and—

      Next thing, Vassar is half standing, his eyes wide with alarm, one hand up in that universal signal to calm the fuck down, while O’Brien’s using his napkin to wipe up my overturned water.

      Someone asks me what happened, but all I can see is the headline from a post that went live overnight.

      BROMANCE ON ICE, BEAUTY AND BETRAYAL TO BLAME FOR SLAYERS LOSS.
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      Christ, how the hell did this happen?

      I skim the article, recognizing the site as one I typically avoid. The implication is that I’m playing like shit because of the rift with Boomer. That some source close to the organization witnessed a fight at the arena yesterday when a secret relationship with Boomer’s sister was exposed. And that when confronted with a choice between my friendship with him and relationship with her… I chose her. I’m already seeing red when this guy calls Piper out by name. But what’s worse, what has me ready to put my fist through the wall, are the comments… starting with the one from fucking Charlie Roscoe.

      “Same old selfish Piper Boerboom. Not the first time her a$$ got between her bro and his buds. But this time she’s not just f#@%ing his friendships, she’s taking down the whole team. Keep watching. This girl is going to burn careers to the ground.”

      And then it’s not just Charlie. One asshole after another is jumping in, sharing their useless fucking opinion on a subject they somehow think they understand. Calling names, throwing insults. Each one worse than the last.

      My hands are shaking as I back away from the table.

      I hit call, my gut in knots.

      She answers, but all I can hear is the choppy broken breath of the woman I love crying.

      “It’s not fucking true, Piper. It’s not.”

      Only I know this girl, and I can practically see the slow shake of her head, the defeated slope of her shoulders. “Yes, it is. Everything Charlie said was true.”

      “Sweetheart, it’s not.”

      There’s a beat of silence, and I fucking hate that I can’t see her. But even this call feels fragile to me. Like I need to be careful with it.

      “Were you and Ben fighting at the arena?”

      Gritting my teeth, I close my eyes. “Yes. But we’re going to work it out. It’s fine.”

      “It’s not fine! He made you pick between us.”

      “He didn’t mean it.” I’ve got to believe in my heart that he didn’t. Not really. Not after he’s had some time to think. I’ve got to believe that he’ll come around. “But Piper, even if he did, my answer is always going to be the same. I choose you.”

      Her choked sob comes through the line, and it shreds me. But not as much as her next words. “I can’t let you. I’m sorry.”

      “Piper,” I start, but she’s already ended the call.

      I blink, my vision tunneling as I call back. But two rings in and it goes to voicemail.

      I stare at my phone as the guys come around the table trying to usher me out of the restaurant. Seconds pass. Then—

      Piper: I can’t keep doing the same thing. I can’t keep being the reason everything and everyone I love falls apart. I won’t.

      I try to call again, but this time I go direct to voicemail.

      Me: You aren’t. Answer the phone, Piper.

      Piper: I am. I never told you, but the reason Charlie is still so angry is because I’m the one who approached him. I knew he thought I was pretty and I knew it was wrong. I didn’t even like him. But I wanted you to see me as more than a little girl. So I flirted with him. I got him to ask me out. And it cost Ben his oldest friend. I’m so sorry. I thought it would be different now. I just wanted you so much, I didn’t let myself believe it would be the same.

      Oh shit, shit, shit.

      Me: Piper. It is not the same. What happened with that asshole was not your fault. Answer the phone.

      Piper: I’ll be gone when you get home.

      “Airport,” I choke out. I need to get back there before she goes. I’m calling again as I stumble through the restaurant, vaguely aware of my name being called behind me.

      Voicemail. Again.

      “Fuck!” She doesn’t want to give me the chance to talk her out of it.

      “Bowie.”

      “Grant, fucking stop, man.”

      How long will it take her to move? Not very. We did it in a single trip when I brought her to our place. But still, if she’s thinking I won’t be back, maybe she’ll wait to go. Maybe I can get home before she’s gone.

      Maybe if we’re in the same place, if I can hold her and look in her eyes and tell her what I wanted to say before I left—

      Oomph. I stagger forward under the weight of what feels like six guys, but when I swing around with a growl, it’s only three.

      O’Brien, Vassar, and Nichols, who— where the hell did he come from?

      He’s grinning like the whole thing’s a game, no idea that my fucking world is falling apart… and he just got between me and fixing it.

      “Dudes, why are we stopping him? Is he going to get an inappropriate tattoo? I have one. You’ve seen it. Someone should have stopped me, but I wanted it so bad. And fuck, Misty digs it. Even if she pretends to be a little pissed when she sees it. What are you getting, man?” He looks to the other guys who, honestly, look about one blink away from jumping me again.

      “A plane,” I answer. “I need to get back to Chicago.”

      Vassar moves first, his big paw snapping out to swipe the phone from my fist. “Tell me that wasn’t Piper Boerboom on the phone.”

      But then he looks at the screen with Piper’s last texts and swears.

      And then I’ve got three sort of shell-shocked NHL players gaping at me as I try to figure out how fast I can get back to Chicago.

      O’Brien speaks first. “You’re giving it to… Baby Boomer?”

      Nichols whistles, looking away as he mutters, “Dead man walking.”

      And Vassar, that fucker pockets my phone and shoves me toward the elevator. “Upstairs. Now.”
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      “Upstairs” turns out to be Ruxton Meyers’ suite, where, oh fucking joy, Coach Baxter happens to be parked on the couch.

      Seriously, Baxter’s a good guy, but there’s a running joke about not letting him give romantic advice.

      Rux takes one look at us and sighs. “What’s happening here?”

      My molars grind together as Vassar claps a hand on my shoulder, pushing me into the room.

      “Bowie seems to have forgotten he’s on a team and wants to catch the next plane back to Chicago so he can beg his girl not to leave him.”

      Nichols holds up a finger. “His secret, forbidden girl who happens to be Boomer’s little sister.”

      “His little sister?” Baxter chokes out, begging me with his eyes to tell him it’s not true.

      “Forget the little-sister part.” Vassar shares a look with Rux and rakes a hand down his face. “People fall in love with little sisters sometimes. Jesus, get over it.”

      Cue the eye roll from Baxter.

      Rux hops back on his bed with a bounce some might mistake for irreverent. It’s not. “Boomer know?”

      This time, I get to answer for myself.

      “Yeah. Doesn’t like it. But it won’t be a problem when he gets back on the ice.”

      There’s a collection of coughs and mutterings that suggests they buy my bullshit assurance about as much as I do.

      Rux pats down the air, and the chatter quiets. “Assuming you’re on the ice when he gets back, right? Because you miss tonight’s game without permission… that might not be the case. But hell, maybe that’s the point. Maybe you’d rather give the team a reason to dump you than have to skate with the player who doesn’t trust you anymore?”

      I look up, feeling like I just got gut-punched. “I’m not trying to get thrown off the team.”

      “No?” The way he asks, it’s like there’s no judgment there. Simply a question he wants an honest answer to.

      And I have one.

      “Rux, I can’t even imagine my life without hockey. Without these guys. But I can’t imagine my life without Piper either, and she’s leaving.” Then, because they’re bound to hear about it any second, I tell him about the article.

      He nods, letting out a heavy breath.

      “I’m sorry, man. That’s rough. And believe me, I know what it’s like when it feels like you’re losing your whole world while you’re half a country away. But if this is the job you want, you gotta show up for it. Otherwise, Gulls isn’t going to be the only new kid playing up on D.”

      Vassar clears his throat, his brows knit together in a deeper frown than usual. “That text from her.” He winces. “It didn’t sound like she was asking to talk about it. Or like she was on the fence.”

      O’Brien shoves his hands in his pockets. “Call her again. Text. Ask her to wait. But… hell, don’t knock my teeth out before the game for saying this, but this is Piper Boerboom we’re talking about. She’s always been a little flighty, yeah?”

      I start to turn, my fists already balling, but in frustration, not to sock him. Not that it would matter. Nichols and Vassar have moved between us in a blink.

      “She’s not flighty. She’s not fucking fickle.” She’s afraid.

      “Good,” Rux says in that jovial voice that somehow carries more force than if he was speaking from the Oval Office. “So it sounds like she’s going to understand you won’t be back for a couple days. I mean, this is Baby Boomer here. She knows how this game, this career works. Right? And thank God for that, right? Because if she didn’t, if she was the kind of woman to use this career you’ve spent your entire life fighting for against you, hell, then you’d really need to be asking yourself if she’s the right woman for you.”

      I nod, hearing him loud and clear.

      “She’s not the type to do something like this to make me prove that I’ll pick her over the game.” I would, though. Every day of the week. I’d pick her, Boomer, the Boerbooms, my mother, and any one of these guys over hockey if it came down to it. I love this game. Love my career and have made more sacrifices than I can count for it. But in the end, it’s just a job.

      “So if that’s not what she’s looking for… what is?”

      I rake a hand over my face and turn for the door. This time, none of the guys stop me.

      They know it same as me. “She doesn’t want to give me the chance to stop her.”

      She just wants to go.
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      It doesn’t feel right. No matter how I turn it over in my head, Piper and me not being together just won’t sit in my heart. And my gut? Fuck no.

      But I can’t force her to stay or to believe me when I tell her she isn’t the problem. All I can fucking do is text her asking her to answer my call, beg her to stay, and when she doesn’t reply… when I know that for whatever reason, she can’t give me either of those things… I promise her that we’ll talk when I get home. That we’ll figure it out.

      I try to find my Zen about it, but I’m going fucking crazy.

      And with every hour that passes, the feeling of wrong in my gut just gets worse.

      The game against Sacramento is fast and aggressive. We end up ahead by one, and I cross another obstacle off the list to go home. Portland is next. Everyone plays hard, but no one plays cheap. The calls are fair, just like the OT loss. It’s the kind of game I’d be able to appreciate any other day of the year, but tonight, it is the last stop on an inconveniently timed road trip I can’t wait to get back from.

      I talk to the press for a few minutes, but Gulls is the one getting the bulk of the attention tonight, so I’m able to clear out and hit the showers. I just want to get back to the hotel. I want to go to sleep. And when I wake up, I want to get on a plane and go home to work this shit out with Piper.

      When I get back to my locker, there are a dozen or so texts waiting for me. None of them from Piper. But scanning the list, there’s one that has me dropping to the bench feeling like there’s a hole a mile wide in the center of my chest.

      Gino (Building Security): Miss Boerboom dropped her keys at the front desk before leaving this afternoon.
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      I’ve got a key to the Boerbooms’ house, and I’ve used it no less than a dozen times. But this isn’t about April losing her mind because she’s about to board a plane to Mexico and thinks she left the iron on. Or Ben Sr. wanting to sneak some decorations in for a surprise party.

      No.

      Me: Where is she

      Boomer: Why should I tell you

      This is me, showing up unannounced so I can threaten to beat their still-recovering son to within an inch of his life if he doesn’t give me Piper’s new address. So I’m knocking. Out of respect.

      A text sounds.

      Boomer: It’s open, asshole

      I let myself in and walk back through the empty first floor to the TV room where my best friend is parked like a damned mule in his power recliner, arms crossed, blond brow raised, remote sticking out from the crook of his elbow.

      I try not to notice how much muscle mass he’s lost or how tired his eyes are. That’s not what this is about. “Where are your parents?”

      “Target. Those pinstripe throw pillows are on clearance.”

      I nod. Just as well they aren’t around to hear us go at it. And judging by the hard line of Boomer’s jaw, that’s what’s going to happen.

      “Just give me her address. I need to talk to her.”

      He adjusts in his seat. “I need to be playing in tomorrow’s game. Doesn’t mean I’m gonna get to.”

      I’m so fucking mad at this guy, but damn, it kills me that he’s going through this. “And if I could change that, I would. In a heartbeat. No matter what it took. If I could help you out of this, you know there’s nothing that would stop me.”

      Even now, it’s the truth. And that’s what hurts the most.

      “Boomer, man, I don’t get how you can watch me losing my mind and not give a shit. Not knowing where she is, not being able to talk to her, to show her that I’m fighting for her… it’s killing me. And you see it. Hell, you’re part of the reason for it. But you won’t help me out.” Squeezing the back of my neck, I start to pace. “And I don’t get why it’s not the same for you.”

      “She’s my sister.”

      “And for ten years, you’ve been telling me I’m your brother. I believed you.”

      “And I believed you!” He jabs the remote into the air between us. “But what kind of brother would pull this bullshit, huh? What kind of brother would go behind my back and—”

      “Enough, man. I tried to do right by you. For years, I put you and our friendship first. I tried to deny how I felt about Piper. To ignore it. To fight it… for you. For years, I’ve been refusing to admit what my heart wouldn’t give up on. Piper’s the one.”

      “Then why’d she leave?” He pushes out of his chair, stiff but at least steady. “Looks to me like she’s already moving on to the next thing.”

      “You read the fucking article! What Charlie put out there for everyone to see. She already blames herself for what happened with him… and what it cost you.”

      His brows buckle, concern edging into those accusing eyes. “What? No. She knows that shit was all him.”

      I shake my head. “She feels responsible for everything. You’ve seen the way she works herself to the bone trying to pay your parents back for the schooling she didn’t finish. How she’s afraid to let anyone close because she believes all the bullshit everyone else has been heaping on her for years.”

      “Fuck you, man,” he says, but without the same conviction he started with. I can see him thinking it through. But then his eyes narrow. “Fuck. You still chose her over me. That’s what matters here.”

      Like I’ll do every time for the rest of my life if she gives me the chance. “Yeah, and she wouldn’t let me. She doesn’t want to be the reason our friendship ended. She’s so fucking worried about taking more away from you, of hurting us by blowing up the team dynamic and being the reason we lose… she’s sacrificing her own happiness to keep it from happening. That’s why she bailed. It’s bullshit. All of it. You know it, and so do I. But I guess the question is whether you’re going let her keep believing it.”

      Boomer’s face goes grey, and when he meets my eyes, it’s like seeing my buddy again for the first time since all this started. “Oh shit.”

      “Exactly. Now give me her address, so I can go tell your stubborn, beautiful sister that I love her, and the only thing she has to save me from is certain heartbreak.”
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      I’ve been living alone in Sally’s garden studio apartment for less than a week, and I’ve been standing at the sink washing the same mug for the last five minutes. It’s fair to say that I’m already sick of these walls and the too-high window with the back of the For Rent sign as my view. It’s another temporary fix for the latest mess I’ve made of my life.

      I’ve already looked into picking up more hours just to fill my time, but nothing is enough. Even when I’m working, my mind can’t stop circling back to Bowie and how, for a minute, it felt like I had everything.

      Setting the mug aside, I wipe my cheek and find it wet again, dang it.

      Why do I have to ruin everything? Why can’t the calm in my life exist without causing chaos in everyone else’s?

      Why does the only thing I ever wanted to keep have to be the one thing that I can’t have without taking something from the people I love? God, why can’t I ever just find a way to fit in? Maybe I just need to leave, move out of state and start somewhere fresh.

      Taking my phone, I lean back against the counter and stare at the messaging screen.

      Oh, shit.

      Bowie: At least the security door locks on this one.

      My heart starts to race and my stomach turns to knots as I dash the six steps from the kitchen area to the chair beneath the window. He can’t be here. It’s too soon for me to be able to fake being okay. To pretend this is what I actually want. That my heart isn’t broken. No way will I be able to shove all those feelings I finally let loose back into their box. Not yet.

      Leaning all the way to the right, I can just see a sliver of the front stoop… where the security door is swinging closed.

      I look at my phone again, and sure enough, there’s another message.

      Bowie: Not that a functional security door really matters if your neighbors let anyone in.

      I’m expecting fists hammering against the door, his voice bellowing through the frame. But it’s quiet. Mostly.

      I can hear the creak of boards from the hallway like there’s someone shifting their weight out there. Like there’s a debate happening on the other side of these panels, and suddenly I’m holding my breath, waiting. And I shouldn’t be. I should open this door and tell him I’m sorry but it’s over. Only looking him in the eyes and pretending it’s not killing me not to touch him, that I haven’t cried more tears in the last four days than I have in the last four years— it’s impossible.

      And even though it’s wrong, even though I went out of my way to show him that I’m not worth the trouble, that cutting him loose was a gift he ought to grab with both hands… I’m standing here with my palm against the door waiting to see if he’s already realized I’m more trouble than I’m worth.

      If he’ll leave.

      The floorboards creak again, and I think maybe this is it. He’s going. But instead, there’s a single soft thud from the other side and I know, know that he’s standing there with his head against the door, knowing that I’m standing here too.

      A few seconds pass, and I start to quake. My eyes burn, and when I close them, tears leak down my cheeks.

      “Sweetheart, please,” he says through the door, and the agonized sound of his voice shreds my heart.
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      It’s too much. Too hard to be this close to him and not let him in.

      I undo the chain, the slide lock, and the deadbolt. Hands shaking, I open the door. He’s standing there, breathing hard. But even now, he doesn’t bulldoze his way in. He doesn’t look for every obvious flaw and demand I move somewhere else. He looks at me. He searches my eyes so deeply and for so long, I swear I can feel his need to know I’m okay, down to my very soul.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, shaking my head as more tears spill slowly down my cheeks. “I shouldn’t have left like that.”

      He lifts his hand in a halfhearted wave of dismissal.

      But staring into his weary, beautiful brown eyes, I hate what I’ve done to him. I never should have left when he was out of town.

      I know better.

      “I can’t be the reason you lose Ben.” I’m barely able to whisper the words, they hurt so much. “I can’t be the reason my brother loses you.”

      I’ve already cost him one friend. “I can’t keep wrecking the things I try to love and leaving a wake of destruction in my path.”

      Closing my eyes, I drop my head into my hands and try to breathe.

      “Piper, listen to me.” Bowie rubs a hand over his face. He looks exhausted. “Hear what I’m saying. You’re not the reason, and you never will be. Any problems between Boomer and me are because of Boomer and me. I’m the one who fell in love with his sister—”

      My eyes pop open, and the room starts to spin.

      “—and he’s the one who’s choosing to sacrifice a friendship over it. Just like he did with Static.”

      Bowie’s still talking, but my entire focus is stuck on that one word I’m not even sure I heard right. “Wait, what?”

      His brows furrow. “Static got busted checking you out, and your brother… okay, and me too… put the guy on our permanent shit list. You didn’t have one thing to do with that, but—”

      “No, Grant.” I step closer, resting my hand on the solid mass of his arm. “Forget Static. I don’t care about him. No, I mean, he’s a nice guy and all, but what did you say… before that?”

      He reaches for me, and I’m helpless to do anything but watch as his big hand comes to rest on my waist. It’s warm and heavy and reassuring when it feels like everything else is chaos.

      “Ahh… That.” He waits until my eyes meet his, until even without the words, I can see the truth. Feel it. “I love you, Piper. You mean more to me than anyone or anything in this world. From the day I met you, you’ve been special to me. That caring and connection has changed over the years. It’s grown. And even when I was fighting it with everything I had, it wouldn’t let go. And then one day, I opened my eyes and realized I don’t just love you, but I’m completely in love with you. I want you forever. And nothing you do”— he wipes at the wetness on my cheek with his knuckle —“no matter where you go”— he leans in and gently kisses the spot where my tears were —“or how long I have to wait is going to change that.”

      Somehow, my arms have found their way around his neck and his have looped around my lower back. Our bodies meet in a press that feels like shelter from the storm.

      “I— I love you too. But look around us. Look at my track record. Look at my life. Look at what’s happened in yours since you let me in. What are the chances of us working out?”

      A slow smile stretches across his gorgeous face. “Pretty fucking good, sweetheart. I’m never letting you go.”

      “How can you say that when I make so many mistakes? Grant, I don’t want to hurt you. And I won’t run again, but even when I’m trying to do everything right, things in my life go… sideways. They get messy, and it terrifies me.”

      He shakes his head. “Life is messy. I’ve tried to keep it neat, controlled. It was boring. Hollow. That’s not the life I want.”

      My heart is starting to gallop now. “No?”

      “No. And I’m not scared, Piper. If things go sideways… I’ll be right beside you. Loving you every step of the way. No matter what. Sweetheart, we’re a team. The one that matters most to me. And together we’ll straighten everything out. Just like, if they go sideways for me, I know you’ll be there the same way. I want you and whatever beautiful messy adventure we can create together.” He searches my eyes. “If you want it too.”

      A beautiful, messy adventure. I can barely breathe past the sweet ache in my chest. No one has ever wanted me with such unwavering commitment before.

      Even my own family just shrugs and brushes me off as flighty and irresponsible.

      “I do.” I swallow hard. It sounds so perfect. “But what about Ben? You love him too.”

      “I do. But if there’s one thing this has taught me, it’s that love, in whatever form it takes, is a pretty powerful force. It finds a way. It took a few years with us. I’m hoping it won’t take quite as long for Boomer. In fact, I’m counting on it.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You’ve met him, right? Have you ever seen someone with less impulse control? No way that guy’s got the kind of stubborn stamina that kept you and me apart. Not a chance. He’ll come around.”

      “And until he does?”

      “I’m going to love you, sweetheart.” The arm around my back tightens, and he lifts me off my toes to walk us back into my apartment. He kicks the door closed and leans me against it. “Just like I’m going to do for all the years after.”

      There’s something so steady and constant in the way that he looks at me and the emotion behind his words. It grounds me in this moment and makes me believe. Really believe. In us and our future and our love.

      If things get rough, if I screw up, if something falls apart… this man will be by my side, loving me through the good and the bad and the messy. Like I’ll be loving him too.

      I can’t take it anymore and grab the back of his head, pulling him down to kiss me. Our mouths meet, and there’s a beat where we share a relieved sigh, where we cling to each other as the truth of it all sinks in.

      We’re together.

      This is going to work.

      This is love. Messy and perfectly imperfect. Ours.

      We draw back, our eyes meeting as we smile. And when we kiss again, it goes from zero to sixty in the span of the low growl rumbling from Bowie’s chest. Our tongues slide over and against each other. My hands are in his shirt, clutching at his arms, his chest, then up to the back of his head.

      He ducks, grabbing the backs of my thighs to pull me up. I wrap myself around him, holding him as close as I can with all these clothes between us.

      Briefly, his brow touches mine. “Sweetheart, I’m begging you. Don’t ever scare me like that again.” His hands grip me tighter. “I can’t take it.”

      This man, who I would have sworn was tough enough to take anything, can’t take losing me. What was I thinking, trying to walk away? “So sorry. Never want to hurt you. Never again.”

      His kiss intensifies, deepens. It feels like possession, a claim that goes beyond anything that’s come before. The walls are down, and our hearts are racing together. “I love you. Piper, tell me you know this is forever.”

      “Forever,” I agree.

      He rocks into me, the thick length of him hitting that spot that has me gasping his name.

      He gives me another savage growl, and we start pulling at each other’s clothes. Still braced against the door with my legs wrapped tight around him, I reach for his belt and—

      Rap, rap, rap.

      We freeze, staring at each other in confusion because that sounded like someone was knocking on… the window?

      Slowly, we look. And sure enough, there’s a guy in jeans, crouched down and turned away as his hand comes down to the glass.

      Rap, rap, rap.

      “Get your fucking hands off my sister, will you? I need to apologize. But if I have to see your tongue down her throat again, I’m going to need to punch you first.”
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      Piper tries to wiggle out of my hold, but I give her one more kiss, waiting until she relaxes against me before I let her go. We adjust our clothes, I smooth back her hair, and she re-buttons my shirt.

      Once we’re looking a little less suspect, she buzzes her brother into the building while I open the door.

      He takes the stairs slowly but looks steady if not a little sweaty as he hits the last one.

      “Boomer, what are you doing here?” Piper asks with a level of challenge she used to reserve just for me. Her arms are crossed, and she’s got her hip cocked as she taps an impatient toe on the flooring.

      And not being on the receiving side? I gotta admit, she’s adorable when she’s mad… at someone else.

      Boomer stuffs his hands in his pockets and shrugs his shoulders forward. “Here to apologize to Bowie… and to you.”

      I raise a brow, waiting.

      I love this guy, but after how close I came to losing Piper because of his bullshit… it’s still freaking me out.

      “Dude, I shouldn’t have doubted you. I watched you go today, and it was like a fucking epiphany or something. I should have been with you. Fighting for your happiness the way you fight for mine.” Head hanging low, he heaves a breath. “I’m sorry. I just— I didn’t— I didn’t see it, okay? I didn’t see it, and then, even when you told me, I didn’t believe it. But I should have. I should have had more faith in your heart, because it’s the best fucking one I know. And if anyone is worthy of my little sister… it’s you.”

      My eyes cut to Piper just as hers find mine. And that synchronicity sends a wave of warmth through me.

      “You don’t have to forgive him, you know.” She lifts one pretty shoulder. “You could make him work for it.”

      I nod then wag my head. “I want to, sweetheart. Rake him over the coals a little for not begging me to become his brother-in-law.” I reach for her and pull her in to me so I can wrap one arm around her while I pull her hand up to my mouth to kiss it. “But look at that face.”

      Boomer’s eyes are narrowed on where I’m currently kissing Piper’s knuckles. His jaw muscle is jumping, and guaranteed, that sheen of sweat breaking out at his hairline has less to do with the infection he’s been fighting than with the way I’m wrapping one finger around her hip at a time… and then snuggling her even closer into my side.

      “He’s suffered enough.” I wink at him. Because we both know the suffering hasn’t even started.

      Boomer doesn’t want to see kissing? Ha. Get used to it, buddy.

      I’ve never been a PDA kind of guy before. But Piper, I legit can’t leave alone. The PDA is going to go off the charts. And after Boomer’s dick behavior, I won’t even feel guilty.

      His mouth flattens, and he takes a deep breath through his nose. “That’s very big of you, D-man.”

      The way he says it is exactly like Piper in the old days.

      That D isn’t for defense.

      But then the fun and games between me and my buddy comes to a stop. We’re going to be fine. He’ll be traumatized, sure. But ultimately, we’re all going to be okay.

      Boomer clears his throat and turns to his sister, a solemn look in his eyes.

      “Piper, I know you haven’t found your passion yet. That your path wasn’t as straight as mine, and instead of showing some empathy, I judged you for it. But I’m starting to realize I couldn’t handle seeing you struggle because it scared the piss out of me to think about what I’d do if I didn’t have this game. If I had to find my way in a world where hockey wasn’t an option for me. And then this shit happened… and I kind of flew off the handle.” He gingerly cups his junk and, peering down at it, clucks his tongue.

      “Um, Ben, I get it.” Jesus, the look on her face is priceless. “But… you don’t have to hold it.”

      Reluctantly, he nods. “All I’m saying is that I have no fucking clue what I’ll do if I can’t play. And not knowing what’s going to happen… it sucks. It feels like I’m losing everything.”

      “Hey, man. You’re not. You’ll be starting with me next season.”

      He gives me an appreciative nod before turning back to his sister and clearing his throat. “When I found out you guys were together, I panicked, thinking what if it goes south? What if I lose them both? And instead of fighting for my two favorite people in the world, I tried to tear you apart… because I was selfish and stupid and insecure. But you’ve got this. I know you do.”

      Piper steps out of my arms and goes to hug her brother. “Thanks, Ben.”

      Returning her hug, he wipes at his eyes with one hand and flips me off with the other.

      Shit. He’s such a sentimental softy. “Buddy, you aren’t going to lose either of us.”

      Letting Piper go, he takes a step back and looks down at her. “I’m sorry I didn’t support you. I love you. I’m proud of you.” He nods a little tightly, eyes cutting to me and then back. “And I never, ever want to hear you banging Bowie back at our place. PS, I’m moving back in today.”

      I choke.

      I mean, I’m happy as hell to hear he’s in good enough shape to come home and hopefully get on the ice soon. But Piper and I have barely gotten back together. I was kind of hoping for at least the night to convince her to move in with us. The weekend so I had time to ask Ben Sr. for his daughter’s hand.

      Piper twirls back to me and then flashes her brother a wicked grin. “Looks like it’s time for you to upgrade your soundproof headphones, big brother!”
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      This is total bullshit.

      Piper is sitting across the table from me, a glass of water in front of her that I really want to tip over. Not like throw against the wall or anything like that, but just casually push my finger against until it tips… while I’m looking at her… like one of those pissy cats on TikTok that find the most effective ways to convey their displeasure.

      Because I am seriously effing displeased.

      I look between her and Bowie, whose eyes just narrowed and flicked to the glass.

      Damn it, he knows. He always knows, fucking mind reader.

      Fine. The water is safe. Satisfied?

      He relaxes back in his chair and drapes an arm around the back of my sister’s.

      I give up a huff. “You can’t move out.”

      It’s only been three months since I moved back in. And two months and twenty-six days since Piper moved in, officially.

      We’re just getting started.

      She raises a brow. “You almost broke the bathroom door down last week.”

      Oh, that. “I’m your brother.”

      Enough said. This is what big brothers do. And if they’ve got the size to back it up, little brothers too. I guess. I mean, they could.

      “Ben. We weren’t even doing anything.”

      “That time,” Bowie chimes in, doing that fucking thing where he says something that really ought to earn him a few loose chicklets, but because I’m such a mature, reasonable guy, and I’m so supportive of their epic fucking love story despite the constant smooching and giggles and God-help-me moments where he throws her over his shoulder and carts her back to his room… I don’t knock his teeth out.

      I just gag a little. Again.

      Don’t get me wrong. I’m happy for them. Yes, it took me a minute. But they get along great. I love them together. But I especially love them when they aren’t touching.

      “I’ll be better.” It’s an adjustment, is all.

      “It’s been three months, man.”

      “I don’t handle change well.”

      Piper is unmoved. So I give her the puppy eyes. “Come on. Living alone sucks.”

      She gets that caring, sympathetic look where her lip pops out and her brows crinkle together.

      “Yeah, I know. You hate it.” Reaching across the table, she does the gimme-fingers thing until I put my hand in hers. “But don’t worry. I’ve already found you the perfect roommate.”

      Wait, what? “You picked a roommate for me?”

      I cut a frantic look at Bowie, but the guy is intently studying something on the ceiling. Piper lights up.

      “I did! And you’re going to love her.”

      Hello, panic. I thought our time together ended after my ball got out of its twist, but no. Apparently not.

      Working to hold on to my chill, I lean over the table. “Okay, you know I like bunnies. But for, like, a few hours at a time. Please tell me you didn’t dig through my phone—”

      She tosses my hand aside with an indignant cough. “Give me some credit, dumbass. I didn’t get you a full-time bunny.”

      “Of course not. I wasn’t worried,” I say with all the faux indignation I can muster. I was totally worried. Then turn to my guy, Bowie, and attempt to throw him under the bus for fun. “Jesus, D-Man, why would you even think something like that?”

      Bowie rolls his eyes.

      The question settles like lead in my gut. “Fine, who is it?”

      Piper bounces in her seat, letting out a little squeal. “You are never going to believe it, and then you’re going to love me forever and ever and ever.”

      Now I’m really worried. “Who?”

      She claps. “Lara Elliot just got transferred to Chicago. And she’s moving in tomorrow!” Hopping out of her chair, she zips around the table and plants a squeaky kiss on my cheek. “You’re welcome!”
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        Thank you for reading DIRTY D-MAN!

        Want more of Bowie & Piper? Sign up for my newsletter and get a sexy, sweet Bonus Scene!

        Click here: https://geni.us/d-man-bonus

      

        

      
        Boomer & Lara are up next!

        Click here to Pre-Order DIRTY FLIRT for Fall 2023

        (Please ignore the placeholder date on retailers)
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      Curious about the other characters you met in this book? Keep flipping for a list of their stories!
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      SLAYERS HOCKEY

      DIRTY SECRET (Vaughn & Natalie)

      DIRTY HOOKUP (Quinn & George)

      DIRTY REBOUND (Rux & Cammy)

      DIRTY TALKER (Wade & Harlow)

      DIRTY DEAL (Axel & Nora)

      DIRTY CHRISTMAS (Noel & Misty)

      DIRTY GROOM (Diesel & Stormy)

      DIRTY D-MAN (Bowie & Piper)

      DIRTY FLIRT (Boomer & Lara)

      

      BACK TO YOU

      HARD CRUSH (Hank & Abby)

      DIRTY PLAYER (Greg & Julia)

      DIRTY BAD BOY (Jack & Laurel)

      

      THE WEDDING DATE BOOKS

      MAY THE BEST MAN WIN (Jase & Emily)

      THE WEDDING DATE BARGAIN (Max & Sara)

      JUST THIS ONCE (Sean & Molly)

      DECOY DATE (Brody & Gwen)

      

      COMING AROUND AGAIN (McTark Re-releases)

      Just Friends (Matt & Nikki)

      All In (Lanie & Jason)
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