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To all you hockey romance lovers aching to have three hockey players just fucking ruin you for any other men—you’re in luck.

Now drop to your knees, spread those book pages, and devour this smut like the Good Lord intended.


My Brother’s Teammates - The Playlist



Gives You Hell - The All-American Rejects

Who Hurt You - David Morris

To Be With You - Mr. Big

Scars - Papa Roach

I’ll Be - Edwin McCain

Follow Me - Uncle Kracker

Cruise - Florida Georgia Line

Bang! - AJR

Wreckage - Nate Smith

Nervous - John Legend

Dirty Little Secret - The All-American Rejects

Guilty As Sin? - Taylor Swift

Body Like a Back Road - Sam Hunt

The Sex is Good - Saving Abel

Talk Dirty - Jason Derulo ft 2 Chainz

Fake It - Seether

Living In a Dream - Finger Eleven

Addicted - Saving Abel

Different About You - Old Dominion

Invisible String - Taylor Swift

What Ifs - Kane Brown ft Lauren Alaina

Ring of Fire - Johnny Cash

Picture - Kid Rock ft Sheryl Crow

Peter - Taylor Swift

What Hurts The Most - Rascal Flatts

Whiskey Glasses - Morgan Wallen

I Will Wait - Mumford and Sons

Only Wanna Be With You - Hootie And the Blowfish

Click for Spotify
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“Wait. You’re breaking up with me?” I stare at my… boyfriend… ex-boyfriend? Roommate? I’m not really sure what he is right now, but surely he’s not saying what I think he’s saying. “You’ve been cheating on me with this…”

“Kai.”

I glance at my ex-boyfriend’s new boyfriend and suck in a breath, trying to steady myself. My palms are sweaty, my stomach’s in knots, and my jaw is trembling as tears fill my eyes. The last thing I need is to cry in front of either of them. “You’ve been cheating on me with Kai, and now you’re breaking up with me? Am I hearing this right?”

Shane sighs, running a hand through his short blond hair and glancing at the floor with a grimace. “I’m sorry you had to find out this way, but… we’ve been seeing each other for a while.”

“You’re sorry I found out this way?” My voice goes higher and higher with each repeated word, cracking on the last one.

“I meant to tell you. I really did.”

I let his words hang between us, suffocating me, squeezing my chest so hard it hurts. Two years—two years we’ve been together—and he didn’t even have the decency to tell me he’d found someone else.

Just like always, he failed to think about anything or anyone but himself.

I was the delusional yet dutiful girlfriend. The one who loved him, who put her life on hold so he could get his hockey podcast off the ground, even though I had a dream too.

No one really gives a shit about hockey in New Orleans, but I was right there by his side, helping him succeed, giving up the things I wanted to make him happy.

His life consumed mine, and I let it because I thought we were in this together.

I thought… Well, I guess it doesn’t matter what I thought.

“That’s not good enough, Shane. We’ve been together for two goddamned years, and you don’t think I deserve to know you’re done with me? That you found someone else?”

“I know, I’m sorry.”

“You keep saying you're sorry, but I don’t think you are.”

“I’m so⁠—”

I narrow my eyes as soon as he opens his mouth, and he leans back on the couch, raising his hands in surrender. He casts a quick glance at Kai, who’s sipping a soda in the kitchen, pretending like he’s not listening despite being able to hear every word.

“Charlotte… Babe…”

“Don’t you babe me, Shane.” I cross my arms, biting down on my bottom lip to keep it from quivering. “You lost that right when you started having feelings for someone else. So… what now? Are you and…?”

“Kai.”

“Are you and Kai moving out?”

He looks back to Kai and swallows, his Adam's apple working up and down, something I used to think was sexy, but now… I honestly don’t know what to feel.

Shane turns to me, cracking his knuckles one by one, something he does when he’s uncomfortable, and I know I’m not going to like what’s coming next. “My name is on the lease, so I think it might be best if you moved out.”

My insides twist and my stomach drops as I take another deep breath, stopping the tears threatening to fall by sheer willpower.

I don’t say another word. I don’t need to. There’s no use fighting him on this. It’s his apartment, and if I really step back and think about it, I don’t want to live here with the ghost of our relationship anyway. With the happy memories and the sad. With what could have been instead of what is.

I don’t need that. I don’t need him.

The next thirty minutes are spent packing up most of my things, and just to be petty, taking a few of Shane’s when he turns his back. The TV remote has been liberated of its batteries, his shampoo has been squirted down the drain, and his toothbrush may have been rubbed around the toilet bowl.

It might be a little childish, but fuck, he was cheating on me and it makes me feel better, so sue me.

I’ve spent way too much of my life making sure Shane was taken care of, paying our bills so he could buy all his recording equipment, and look where that’s gotten me. Nowhere. I have next to no money in my bank account, and definitely nowhere to live.

Fuck me. I’m not sure I can afford a couple of nights in a hotel, and come Monday, I’ll be teaching all week with no time to look for a new apartment.

Shit.

I’m so screwed.

As I’m cramming my heels into my suitcases, I get an idea. It might not be a great idea, but it’s the only one I’ve got.

My brother, Harrison, has technically moved out of his place to shack up with his current girlfriend, leaving an empty room in his teammates’ apartment… A place I happen to have a key to—in case of emergencies—but I feel like if he was here, he’d agree that being cheated on and kicked out of your home by the person you thought was the love of your life qualifies.

He’s a good big brother, he’ll understand.

He’ll have to.

Although, I guess it’s his old roommates I’ll have to convince. At least I’ve got a little luck. They’re all out of town, playing a string of away games, and won’t be back until Monday night. That gives me a little time to gather my thoughts and figure out a game plan that doesn’t involve spending all the money in my bank account.

I might even be able to convince them to let me stay there short-term.

After taking a deep breath, I lean on my suitcases and zip them up. I’ve crammed so much of my stuff into these two bags, I’m afraid they might burst open and throw my pencil skirts everywhere. If there’s anything left, I’ll have to come back for it. There’s no way I’m sticking around here for another second.

When I walk through the apartment, I’m half expecting more patronizing looks from the happy couple, but the living room is empty. It’s not long before I know why. Muffled sounds come from the second bedroom—grunts, pants… I’m pretty sure someone just spanked someone else, as there’s an unmistakable crack of skin against skin followed by a howl. An honest-to-God howl, like one of them is pretending to be a damn wolf.

My gut turns, and my chest tightens as a wave of emotion crashes over me. I try to swallow it down until I leave the apartment, I really do, but I can’t stop the tears that stream down my cheeks.

Two years. I was with this man for two years. I was dedicated to him for two goddamn years, and he can’t even wait until I’m gone to forget all about me. My heart shreds into tiny little jagged pieces.

I can’t believe this is happening. Fucking jerks.

As I set down my suitcases to wipe the tears from my face, I see a note written in Shane’s sloppy handwriting on the dining room table reminding me to return my key. Between heaving sobs, I let several expletives fall from my lips. It takes all my strength not to carve something profane into the hand-me-down wooden table.

He doesn’t deserve my anger. He doesn’t deserve any piece of me.

I slip the key off my keyring and toss it on the center of the table with a shaking hand. Fuck. My sewing machine. I look around at my belongings, shoved into every piece of luggage I own, and do the mental math. There’s no way my two hands are carrying all of this out in one trip—and I’m absolutely not coming back in for any of it right now.

There’s no way I’m sticking around here for another second.

I’ll just have to come back when I’m feeling a little stronger, because today, I don’t have it in me.

As much as I want to bring it, it’s a luxury I can’t afford to carry right now. I’ll have to come back for it, or write it off and replace it. I wince. Mom gave me this sewing machine; it belonged to her mother, but no amount of staring at the pile of bags around my feet makes them shrink, or any lighter to carry.

I can’t linger here any longer. I’ll have to leave it, even if it makes my stomach hurt. I grab my suitcases and drag them down to my car. As I grip the steering wheel and shift the car into drive, I whisper a silent goodbye, wipe the tears from my face, and head to my brother’s old apartment.

Gratitude washes over me as soon as I step through the threshold and into the luxury apartment he called home until about a week and a half ago.

I have two days to figure out what I’m doing. Two days to see if I can find a new place, or if I can come up with a compelling reason for them to let me stay. It’ll have to be one hell of an argument, especially with his best friend, Jace.

He wouldn’t piss on me if I were on fire.

But in the meantime, I need a glass of wine, a pint of ice cream, and a good chick flick I can cry through.

A wheel sticks on my giant suitcase, and I end up dragging it halfway into the living room where I drop it to the floor before falling face-first on their leather couch. I’m fully ready to wallow in my own self-pity when I catch a whiff of something awful.

What the hell is that smell? Did something die in here?

After pushing myself up, I head into the kitchen and stop short as I take in not just a sink full of dirty dishes, but plates and bowls littered with food stacked up half the length of the counter. These boys are pigs, and clearly have no idea what a dishwasher is. I lived with Harrison growing up, so I’m used to messes. But this… Oof. This is gross.

How could they go on a several-day road trip and leave the kitchen looking like this? I don’t know how much they make a year between their NHL contracts and their endorsements, but it’s more than enough to hire a damn housekeeper.

Cleaning up after Shane and a rowdy class of kids all week was bad enough. Throw in getting cheated on and broken up with, hauling my meager possessions across town, and I’m wiped. I wasn’t prepared to spend my weekend cleaning up after grown fucking men, but I can’t live in this filth. Not even for a couple days. And maybe it’ll help them see me as an asset and let me stay if they come back and their apartment doesn’t smell like the inside of a dumpster.

A few curse words and many tears later, my eyes are puffy, my head hurts, and my throat is raw, but the apartment looks a little more livable. The stench isn’t gone completely, but if I leave the windows open a bit longer, maybe the New Orleans swamp smell will drown out the stench of a rotting carcass.

Sweat streams down my back, and I briefly contemplate lying back on the sofa before deciding to take a shower. After digging my shower stuff out of my smaller suitcase, I pull open the music app on my phone and pick my Girl Power playlist. I know my girls Kesha, Bey, and T-Swift will have my back. If there’s anyone that can help me get over a soul-crushing breakup, it’s them.

I crank the shower to melt-your-skin-off hot and step under the spray. Hanging my head, I let myself feel the heartache, the betrayal, the pain of walking in on my boyfriend with someone else. I obsess over what I might have done wrong, what I could’ve done to prevent this. As my tears wash down the drain, I straighten my spine. Shane cheating on me was inevitable. He was selfish, arrogant, rude, and only did something if it benefited him.

I’m better off without him. I don’t deserve to be treated like that, to be suffocated in a one-way relationship where I will never be able to really be who I am. Where I’m not allowed to have opinions of my own and dreams that don’t involve him.

This is going to be a new era of getting what I want, discovering myself, and most importantly, being the best damn elementary teacher in the district—despite my asshole boss.

With a little more determination, I turn off the shower and pat my skin dry to the beat of the music. After doctoring up my curls, I toss the towel on the floor and dance my way into the living room. I just need something comfortable to wear for the night, and I’ll worry about unpacking in the morning. I make my way around the gigantic couch, cranking up the volume before digging through the rest of my belongings.

Bent over with my ass in the air, I’m shout-singing along to "DONE” by The Band Perry, and feeling so much better about my life.

Fuck Shane, and fuck every guy who thinks they can dip their sticks in other people when they’re supposed to be in a committed relationship.

I spin, then scream bloody murder, the container of lotion in my hand falling to the floor with a thud.

Turns out, I’m no longer alone.

I don’t know how long they’ve been standing there, but my brother’s three roommates are six feet from where I’m standing. And by the looks of the tents they’re all pitching in their dress pants, I just gave them a pretty good show.

Welp, this is awkward.


TWO
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“What the fuck are you doing here?” I’m the first to admit I’m not the best in awkward situations. But I didn’t expect to come home after a three-day stretch of away games and find Harrison’s little sister naked in my living room. He’s not just my teammate, he’s my best friend.

And she should definitely not be here.

Her cheeks turn a shade of pink that highlights the freckles across the bridge of her nose, and my dick perks up. I fucking hate it.

And her.

And those fucking freckles that I definitely haven’t been coveting for the past thirteen years.

“Well?” I rest my hands on my hips and stare down at her very naked, and very wet, curvy body.

If she were anyone else, I’d be wondering how many seconds it would take to toss her in my bed, but since Harrison is like a damn brother to me, there’s no fucking way.

None.

And I really need to not stare at her breasts, but I can’t stop myself from taking all of her in.

Her eyes are up there, Theriot.

Fuck.

I really should do my best to keep my gaze on hers, but my damn eyeballs seem to have a mind of their own. My dick twitches, and Jesus Christ, my entire body is against me. I’m so freaking irritated.

I’m not the only one who’s noticed how nice she looks, and while it should make me feel better, it doesn’t.

Poor Roman stands to my right, looking everywhere but at Charlotte while covering his groin with his black duffel bag. He’s the good one out of the three of us, the only one that pretends to be a gentleman, but deep down, he’s as much of an animal as the rest of us.

Mateo isn’t civilized—ever. I don’t need to look at him to know he’s probably stroking himself through his pants and about to make us all uncomfortable.

He can’t resist a beautiful woman, naked or clothed, and is the walking definition of a good time. It usually doesn’t annoy me, but today is an entirely different story.

“I didn’t think you guys would be home for another two days.” Her hands fly between her breasts and the landing strip between her thighs. It’s like she doesn’t know what she should worry about covering up, but it doesn’t matter at this point. We’ve seen everything, and I mean everything.

Not that anything is going to happen, because that’s my best friend’s sister, and she’s completely untouchable. Even if I wanted to touch her—which I don’t—it couldn’t happen. There might have been a time when I lost sight of myself and my friendship and crossed the line with Charlotte, but that was years ago, and won’t happen again.

Since my parents died, Harrison is the only family I have left, and I’ll be damned if I sacrifice that for a good time. My life is hockey first, and my friends second. The end.

“I think you got your days mixed up, Red.” I can hear the smile in Mateo’s voice, and it makes my teeth grind. Not because I’m jealous or anything, but because she shouldn’t be here. “But if you need somewhere to sleep, I’ll share my bed. I’ll be a good boy and keep my hands to myself. Scout’s honor.”

“You’re not a Boy Scout, dumbass,” Roman mumbles.

“How about you get dressed?” I cross my arms and do my best to look unimpressed.

This has already been dragged out way too long, and she needs to get some fucking clothes on. Just looking at her like this is crossing the line. If Mateo keeps talking, he’s likely to obliterate it. We’re already dead if Harrison finds out we know exactly what her perfect body looks like underneath those skirts she likes to wear.

She takes a step back, finally settling on trying to cover as much as she can—cupping her pussy with one hand while wrapping her arm around her generously sized breasts in a very poor attempt at covering everything up. “Let me just get my suitcase…”

Of course she can’t just grab the damn thing and run off to Harrison’s room.

Nope. Not Charlotte.

She’s trying to wrap her toes around the handle like her foot is strong enough to drag the fucking bag halfway across the wood floor of the apartment.

Motherfucker.

If I were a gentleman, I’d go and help her, but I’m not. Nor do I want to get too close to her. I don’t trust myself. Or her. Not after…

Roman clears his throat, shrugs off his hoodie, and tosses it in Charlotte’s direction. He gives me a quick nod before promptly disappearing to the other side of the apartment, the side far away from Harrison’s old room.

She catches the hoodie, but instead of putting it on, holds it against her, and I’m really not sure how she thinks that’s better. I’m also not sure why the three of us are all staring at each other and not moving. I should follow Roman, but I can’t seem to make my damn legs work.

Charlotte needs to get dressed and go home. It hasn’t even been fifteen minutes, and this night is already a complete disaster.

As soon as Roman’s bedroom door closes, Mateo gives himself a slight shake, drops his bags, and saunters her way. She’s still fucking with that damn suitcase—which remains wide-ass open—and I can’t help the growl that rumbles in my chest.

Fuck.

Charlotte freezes, the sweatshirt slipping from her breasts momentarily as she meets my glare with her piercing blue eyes. They nearly knock me on my ass, but I curl my lips into a sneer and pretend to be completely unaffected.

“What the fuck are you doing here, anyway?” Okay, that might have been a bit blunt.

Even Mateo turns around, an eyebrow raised, clearly asking what’s wrong with me. But I don’t back down. I shift, uncrossing and recrossing my arms, and continue with my glaring.

“Well, I… um…” She backs up, keeping her hands firmly in place as she skirts around the couch and inches her way toward Harrison’s room. Her pale skin and red hair are a stark contrast to the black leather of the couch, and I have the urge to lay her across it like a feast.

Like I said, a fucking distraction.

“I walked in on Shane and his new boyfriend going to town on each other. He thought it would be fun to break up with me and kick me out of the apartment I’ve been paying for. I’m going to get dressed now. You’re welcome for…” She gestures around, and I finally notice something other than her naked skin. This room is much cleaner than normal. “Y’all are fucking animals.”

“You did the dishes.” Mateo hums to himself and nods to Charlotte. “I thought it smelled better in here.”

He continues to hum to himself as he zips her suitcase closed and grabs it while she quickly slips on the hoodie. I hate it, but it’s my saving grace. The less I can see of her, the better.

Without another glance my way, she dashes down the hall, Mateo following a few seconds later, leaving me standing here, feeling like the asshole I am.

I can’t believe that little rat bastard cheated on her and then had the nerve to kick her out on the street. I knew he was a prick, but I never thought he’d stoop that low.

My hands fist at my sides, and my jaw clenches as I stare down the now vacant hallway.

Charlotte fucking Fournier. Perfect in every way, from her wild red curls to her multicolored toenails. She’s the one I always wanted, but after an incident that resulted in my swift rejection, she’s always been the one I could never have. And now I live hockey. Doesn’t matter what I want, I don’t have time for anything else.

Plus, Harrison wouldn’t be too happy with me getting anywhere near his one and only baby sister.

Shane, on the other hand, is a waste of space. She could do better. He was always sniffing around her brother, begging us to come on his struggling podcast.

The guy knows dick about hockey and hasn’t played a sport a day in his life, yet he has a sports podcast he records from the corner of his bedroom. He thought having Harrison in his back pocket would make him big money.

He didn’t plan on Harrison and the rest of us dodging every request to make a guest appearance. Guess Charlotte wasn’t going to bring him the fame and fortune he wanted, so he moved on.

What a fucking moron.

Maybe he’d have better luck on the podcast if he found himself a personality and some common sense.

I blow out a breath and run a hand through my hair before grabbing my bag, but instead of going to my room, I open Roman’s door and linger in the doorway.

He’s lying face down on his light gray duvet, his bags already empty in the corner of the room. Not only is he the well-mannered one, but his room is always immaculate; something about needing his space Zen or it messes with his gameplay. Fucking goalies. Hockey players are notoriously superstitious, but goalies are the worst, and Roman is no exception.

“You can come in—and stop judging me,” he mumbles, rolling over and pushing himself up to sit.

“I’m not judging you. I’m shocked you would even think such a thing,” I scoff, dropping my bag outside the door and sitting down on the other side of his bed.

“I know you.”

“Rude.”

“I saw Harrison’s sister naked,” Roman groans into his palms.

“Yeah, I was there.”

“Do you think we need to tell him?”

My brows raise as I study him to see if he’s joking. Sadly, he’s dead serious. “That’s the last thing we need to do. We just need to make sure she gets the hell out of here, and we’ll never speak of this again.”

Roman opens his mouth to respond, but he stops as Mateo strolls into the room, tucking his wavy blond hair behind his ears and jumping in the middle of the bed. He sighs and flings his arms out, slapping my leg as he goes full starfish. “We should let her stay until she can get her own place. She clearly has nowhere else to go or she wouldn’t have come here. Did you see her ass? Damn, I’d like to sink my teeth into that thing.”

“That’s Harrison’s sister, dick.” I push his hand away with a grunt. “And no, we’re not letting her stay here. She needs to go. Immediately.”

Mateo rolls on his side so he’s facing me, props his head on his hand, and bats his lashes at me like I’m one of his many conquests. Too bad for him that shit doesn’t work on me. “Where’s she going to go? Harrison doesn’t have any extra room in that new place of his, plus his girl’s a bitch. We have the room. And she cleans. We all know how this guy feels about hiring a housekeeper.” He hikes a thumb over his shoulder, pointing it at Roman, who rolls his eyes. “It’s perfect.”

“I fail to see how it’s perfect.” I fail to see much of anything now that I’ve seen Charlotte’s naked body. It’s like she’s put me under some magic spell, and all I can think about are her perfectly pink lips, the lush curve of her hips… and burying my head between her thick thighs until she screams.

Which is why she needs to go.

Quickly.

“That’s because you’re an asshole. With Harrison moved out, we’re down a cook, and we all know you and I can’t cook for shit.”

“It’s not a terrible idea.” Roman runs a hand along his neatly trimmed beard as he stares intently at a blank spot on the wall. “And she could watch the place while we’re gone for games.”

I jump up and pace the length of the room, my hands clenching and flexing with each step. “We never needed someone to watch the place before. This is a terrible idea. No, a horrendous idea. I’m talking about the worst idea in existence. Roman, I can’t believe you’re supporting his shenanigans! Don’t cry to me when Harrison puts your asses in the hospital.”

“So no one sleeps with her,” Roman shrugs, his voice so damn casual, like it’s not a big deal. “She’s a grown-ass woman, and if she wants to stay here, I don’t have a problem with it.”

Mateo groans. “Fine. I won’t try to sleep with her. Does that make you happy, Mr. Grouch?”

“No,” I grit out, piercing him with a hardened look. It won’t make Harrison happy either. He knows what we’re like—especially after he walked in on Roman and me sharing a girl a time or two. Or four. It’s not like he never joined us. It’s been a while though. Hell, it’s been a while since I’ve slept with anyone at all.

Maybe that’s my problem.

“Dude, you need to get laid.”

I give Mateo another look, but he only laughs and adds, “Just remember, Charlie is off-limits.”

“It looks like two against one,” Roman says, looking between Mateo and me. “She can stay as long as she needs to, but she takes over the bulk of the cooking and helps with cleaning, so we don’t accidentally hire another rabid fan who’s going to steal my underwear and sell it on the internet.”

I let out a long sigh and try to figure out if I can think of any other excuses or say no without looking like an even bigger asshole. When I come up empty, I nod in defeat.

“Perfect. Now, who’s going to tell her the good news?” Roman’s fixating on the wrong thing. What he should be wondering is who’s going to tell her brother. Harrison’s not going to be thrilled at the idea of his little sister living with three single NHL players.

It’s sure as shit not going to be me.

I’m not telling anyone anything. These fucks want her to live here, they can figure it out.


THREE
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“What the fuck are you doing here?” Jace’s disdain crawls over my body as I lean against Harrison’s old bedroom door, the cool panel of wood sticking to my still-naked back.

I’ve always thought I was comfortable in my own skin, yet something deep inside my chest cracked at the thinly veiled loathing on Jace’s face as he stared down at my very naked body. I hate that I let him make me feel like this—small, insecure, ugly.

He’s not worth my tears, I know that, but it doesn’t stop a few from trailing down my cheeks all the same.

I don’t know why I care. I shouldn’t care. He’s my brother’s best friend, for fuck’s sake. We practically grew up together. I shouldn’t want him to want me. Especially after…

Nope. I can’t think about that right now.

Pushing away from the door, I toss my damp hair over my shoulder and steel my spine. I still need a place to stay, and after Shane’s transgressions and his disregard for me, I’m not going to let these guys—or any guys—intimidate me.

Doesn’t matter if the scent of spiced vanilla coming from Roman’s sweatshirt makes me want to cuddle with him on the couch, I’m done with men. Done letting them run my life. I’m done living for someone else.

It’s my turn.

After tossing the sweatshirt on the unmade bed, I unpack all my shit, manifesting all the positive energy I can muster. There’s no way they’re kicking me out. I’ll be the best roommate ever. I don’t mind picking up after them, and I always pay my share of the rent on time. I’ll be quiet as a mouse.

They won’t even know I’m here.

Before I was so rudely interrupted, I had planned to dig out my sweats, plop my ass on their couch with all the popcorn and chocolate I could eat, and watch something trashy on their enormous flat-screen. I need to feed my feelings, maybe wallow in them for a day or two before I pull myself together.

No way that’s happening now. I can’t eat a crap-ton of junk food in front of three guys who look like that.

I find myself reaching for my new yoga pants, the ones from the internet that give you a perfectly perky ass, and a tank that says, “Sweet, Sassy, and Southern Classy” on the front.

Fuck Jace Theriot. Fuck him and his beautiful green eyes and Cupid’s bow lips that I definitely don’t think about kissing again. I’m not letting his shitty attitude ruin my night. I had my fill of that with Shane, and I’m just done.

Frustration surges through my veins as I yank open the door and walk face-first into a wall… A warm, muscular wall with the same spicy vanilla scent as that hoodie.

I stumble backward, but before my ass can meet the wood floor, strong hands grip my waist. I gasp.

Holy shit.

A flicker of warmth sparks low in my belly, and I’m not sure whether to fan it or douse it with water or pour on the gasoline. His hands have no right feeling so damn good.

He takes up all the space in front of me, filling the doorway with his broad shoulders, and really, his whole-ass persona. It’s easy to see why he has one of the best save percentages in the league. I don’t know how any pucks make it past him into the net.

Jesus. Those shoulders.

With my heart racing and my breath caught in my throat, I reach out to stabilize myself, but it’s a mistake. I thought grabbing his arms would be safe, but no. My hands land on firm, bitable biceps. Good lord, this guy is ripped.

I fight back a moan as I’m picked up and moved away from the very, very ripped body of Roman. He literally lifted me and set me back a couple feet away from him, like I weighed nothing more than a bag of chips. A thrill rolls through my core, and I can’t stop the shiver that works its way down my spine. I’ve never been with someone who could manhandle me the way this giant goalie can, and it’s always been a fantasy of mine.

Shane would never pick me up like that. In fact, he would have made a passive-aggressive comment about how much I weighed and insinuated picking me up could throw out his back. Wouldn’t be the first time. He really was an asshole.

And what’s worse? I used to let him talk to me like that, biting down my hurt feelings because I wanted to keep the peace.

But not Roman. He didn’t hesitate to pick me up and move me where he wanted me to be.

Despite the well-trimmed beard covering half of his face, his skin goes red as our gazes meet. He doesn’t turn away. Hell, he doesn’t speak. He just stares, and as ridiculous as it sounds, it’s like his soulful brown eyes see right through me, and suddenly I feel naked again.

“Hi.” I offer him a shy wave, but my hand quickly falls back to my side as his gaze drops to my chest. For a beat, I think he’s reading what’s written across my shirt… until I look down and see that my traitorous nipples are rock-hard, trying to poke holes through my tank.

Dammit.

Thank God Roman’s eyes don’t linger on my chest much longer before he tilts his head back to stare at the ceiling, hissing out a slow breath. Poor guy. I know the feeling.

And I have to give it to him; he seems like he’s trying his best to be a gentleman, but I’m not about to let that fool me. He may act like it, but he’s no angel. I’ve heard the stories. All three of them come with reputations for being players—both on and off the ice.

It’s cute that he’s trying to protect whatever modesty I have left. I kind of want to pinch his sweet Texan cheeks.

Or suck his⁠—

No. Bad, Charlie. Naughty Charlie. He is off-limits.

They all are.

It doesn’t matter how tall or muscular he is. And it definitely doesn’t matter that he was the only guy who gave me the sweatshirt off his back when I was fumbling around in the nude. These men are all off-limits, and I’m most definitely going to have to set some ground rules for myself. Even just for the weekend.

Rule number one: no sexy times with any of my brother’s friends, especially the ones I’m going to be living with.

Roman still hasn’t said anything, and now it’s a little weird. We’re just standing here, him blocking the doorway, and me unable to get past him unless I drop to my knees and crawl through his five-hole.

I swallow a snort. It sounds way dirtier than it is.

“We were thinking of ordering dinner.”

Well, look at that, he can talk. For a hot minute, I was a little concerned that my nipples had rendered him speechless, and I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing.

“Okay?”

“You good with pizza?”

“I like pizza. Pepperoni and sausage?”

He nods, his intense brown eyes lingering on mine. As he turns, I touch his arm, not missing how he jerks back from me like a snapped elastic band.

It’s safer that way, but I hate it all the same.

“Does this mean you guys are inviting me to stay for pizza? And maybe after?” I don’t want to push my luck and assume.

He looks at me like he’s trying to figure out a puzzle, but I need him to come right out and say it. I need to hear the actual words so I know that it’s okay for me to be here. Even if it’s just for tonight. “We want to talk to you.” His eyes soften as he scans my face. “If you have a sec.”

He doesn’t move, he just… lingers. I really should toss on a bra, but it doesn’t look like he’s going to move until I follow him. I guess the bra can wait.

It’s not like they haven’t seen my tits anyway.

I follow him into the living room, trying and failing not to notice how his back muscles move with every swing of his arms. Jace and Mateo are both sitting on the couch in silence, both watching my every move. I feel like I’m being judged by a jury of my peers, and it’s not looking like they’re on my side.

But I’m not going to act ashamed and cover my chest with my arms. I will not hide myself. Not from them, not from anyone. After everything I’ve been through, I refuse to cower to another fucking guy. My hands twitch at my sides, so I plant them on my hips instead.

Jace’s scowl deepens when I step in front of the duo, and Mateo makes no secret of dragging his hungry gaze from my feet all the way to my face. Jace knocks Mateo’s knee with his own and quickly tosses him a murderous look.

“You can stay,” Jace growls and crosses his arms, his usual frown plastered to his face.

I feel a heavy “but” hanging in the air, so the knots of tension in my neck and shoulders hold firm.

“But we have conditions.”

That’s fair, I expected it. I’m not sure how much rent is for this place, and I really hope my modest teaching salary will cover my portion. My stomach sinks, and I glance down at the floor.

If most of my paycheck goes to this apartment, then maybe staying here isn’t the best idea. I like my job, but it’s not what I want to do for the rest of my life.

Still, I should at least hear them out, so I jerk my chin at Jace. “I’m listening.”

Mateo kicks back, crossing his long legs at his ankles and tucking both his hands behind his head. He’s sporting a boner. I haven’t seen it go down since they walked in on me, and I’m not sure how that thing is still standing, but it’s distracting as fuck, and I’m afraid to make eye contact with it.

It looks fucking huge. At least these guys are a good distraction from my disaster of a life. That’s a plus in their favor.

“You’ve already seen that this place can get a little messy.”

I snort. Understatement of the century.

Jace’s eyes narrow like he’s challenging me before he even tells me their terms. “We would waive rent if you keep the place in order and help cook on off days when we’re not traveling or have a game.”

He wants me to be their fucking housekeeper?

Mateo’s stare burns into my skin from his spot on the couch. Roman’s quiet presence on the armchair to my left tries to demand my attention, but I keep my gaze fixed forward on Jace.

“I’m not going to be your servant,” I grind out, crossing my arms. I may have come in and cleaned, but I’m not excited about the idea of cleaning up after them on a daily basis.

Roman’s softer voice cuts through the thick tension in the room. “We don’t expect you to be, Charlie. I’m the only one who can cook, so having to not do it every day would be great. You’d be doing us a favor, and you’d get a free place to stay. We’re not that bad to live with.”

My lips twitch, but Jace’s eyes bore into me. He strokes his thighs, smoothing out his pants, before slapping his legs with both palms and standing up. “If you’re not interested, you can have a week to find somewhere else to live.”

How can he be so cold… so heartless? He was always a grump, but teenage Jace would have never treated me like this. There wasn’t a day that went by where he wasn’t in my goddamn house, sitting at our dining room table, stealing my French fries. Harrison and Jace were as inseparable then as they are now. Like PB&J or mac and cheese and hotdogs. He always had a dirty face, scuffed-up knees, and the most mischievous smile I’d ever seen.

That damn smile got me every time. I had the biggest crush on him for most of my teenage years. But the way he’s looking at me right now? It’s like I’m a fucking stranger.

Tendrils of dread curl around my ribcage, squeezing the air from my lungs. This garbage fire of a day keeps getting worse and worse. Between the cheating and Shane kicking me out of his place, I’m already feeling pretty terrible. And Jace… Jace has a way of making me feel like I’m nothing. Like I’m insignificant.

I take a deep breath as my eyes fill with unshed tears, and I try to hold them back. I won’t cry in front of Jace. I can’t let him know he gets to me.

Clenching my jaw so hard my teeth hurt, I give him a brief nod. “Fine.”

The three men seem to heave a collective sigh, but I can’t tell if it’s relief or disappointment at my acceptance of their gracious offer. At least they’re willing to waive rent. I should be able to save up money and get out of here in no time.

Jace points a finger at me. “No fucking either of them.” Then moves that finger between his friends. He doesn’t even bother to list himself because he knows we’d never go there. He’d actually have to treat me like a person, and I don’t think he’s capable of it.

It’s on the tip of my tongue to scoff and tell him he isn’t the boss of me, but Mateo’s groan cuts off my thoughts, making me giggle. He’s nothing if not consistent. Shameless too, it seems.

Jace’s middle finger flips out, counting his rules as he speaks. “No nakedness.”

Wow. My tits must have offended his delicate sensibilities. Poor little lamb. I fight my eye roll. I bet they won’t stop walking about their house half naked, nor would I ask them to. I mean, I’ll do my best not to ogle, but if it’s out there for all to see… I’m gonna look.

Finger number three joins the first two. “No light beer.”

Squaring my shoulders, I aim my still-hard nipples in his direction, silently daring him to look at them. Or not look. I’m not really sure what I want, but I do like the idea of making him extra uncomfortable.

“No fucking my brother’s friends, no nudity, no light beer,” I repeat with a nod. “Anything else?” I finally break eye contact with Jace and turn to Mateo, whose gaze stays on the curve of my ass for a beat longer than it probably should have, considering Jace’s emphatic rule number one.

Mateo offers me a lopsided smile. “The usual roommate stuff. Stay out of our stuff, don’t use all the hot water, don’t clog the shower…” He moves his hand like he’s fighting the urge to reach out and touch my auburn curls. If he gets close enough, I’ll bite his hand. Don’t fuck with the curls. End of story.

I turn to Roman next. “What about you?”

“I’m allergic to nuts. So I’d appreciate it if you didn’t try to kill me.” His full-wattage grin is disarming, but I refuse to let any of them see that they affect me. “Consuming, not airborne.”

“I’ll do my best.” I return his easy smile with one of my own. I hook a thumb over my shoulder, figuring it’s pointing in the general direction of the front door. “I’ll go call Harrison and tell him we’re neighbors.”

All three guys are on their feet with a chorus of nos.

“You’re kidding, right? I need to tell him where I’m staying.”

“Not yet.”

“It might not work out.”

“You might find somewhere better.”

Chickenshit fuckers. They don’t want Harrison to kick their asses, more like. Plus, if Harrison knew I was going to be cooking and cleaning for these pigs, he’d probably just buy me a freakin’ apartment on the other side of town. Far, far away from the three of them.

As tempting as it is to call in my moneybags big brother to get me out of this mess, I really don’t want Harrison’s pity—or his money.

Teammates or not, he’s not going to be thrilled with this situation regardless of when he finds out. And he will find out. He’s literally a floor below us. There are only two elevators in this building, and no large planters for me to hide behind. Not to mention my Camry’s in the parking garage. It might be a popular car, but he’ll connect the dots eventually.

I’m already on record as wanting to tell him though.

If these dumb fucks want to keep my presence a secret from him, that’s on them.

Mateo taps his phone a couple of times before waving his screen at me. “Pizza will be here in twenty.”

My stomach growls, letting me know how little I’ve eaten today. Without saying another word, Jace leaves, stalking toward his bedroom. Hopefully he gets over himself enough to make this work. I don’t want to spend my time here walking on eggshells.

“Let me show you around.” Heat from Roman’s hand radiates through the thin material of my tank at my lower back as he guides me around the apartment I’ve already mostly seen. I think he’s trying to be polite, break the ice, but it just feels awkward. Not that I’m going to tell him that because who knows how long it’s going to be before another man touches me.

It’s a luxurious penthouse, open floor kitchen, living room, and dining room, with two hallways going off the main area. The bedrooms face each other in sets of two, and each room has an en suite. My favorite part is the balcony that runs the whole length of one side of the apartment.

By the time dinner arrives at the front door, I already know I’m going to spend a lot of time out on the balcony. Alone. It helps that they have a killer view of the French Quarter, and there’s nothing I enjoy more than people-watching—even if the two million percent humidity will fuck with my hair.

I choose frizz over awkwardness every day of the week.

They don’t use a single plate or dish for dinner; they just line up the boxes on the kitchen table and then it’s a free-for-all. Not a napkin in sight. The pizzas—plural—are practically inhaled before I can blink, which I’m grateful for because I can’t stand to be in this awkward fucking space for a moment longer.

As I clear the trash off the table, the guys disperse. Clenching my jaw to fight the brewing panic bubbling inside my chest, I blink back tears. This all feels like a big mistake. I’ve seen them together before, and I know this uncomfortable silence and small talk isn’t them. They very clearly feel weird in their own home, and it’s all because of me.

The three of them move to the living room, flicking the TV on. I can’t go in and join them. Not only was I not invited, but they’re three hulking brutes who’ve spread out to fill all the available seats. I don’t even know where I’d fit.

This isn’t going to work.

I need to find something else.

My stomach lurches, bile burning the back of my throat.

This was a mistake. I need air.

I burst out onto the balcony, gripping the railing with both hands as I let my head hang forward. How is this really my life?

This morning, I was perfectly content in a bland relationship with my long-term boyfriend. And now I’m single, living in a place where I’m unwanted, and I don’t know what to do. Hot tears stream down my face, and this time I don’t bother fighting them.

The more I think about it, the more I realize just how unhappy I was with Shane. I should have paid closer attention to the red flags when we were dating. Instead, I cut those suckers into hearts and made a paper chain.

When I told him I wasn’t completely satisfied being a teacher and I wanted to do something else, something more, he scoffed. When I told him I wanted to design my own lingerie, he fell off his chair laughing. But who supported him when he wanted to quit his nine-to-five corporate job and start up that ridiculous fucking podcast? Yours truly.

I’m such a fucking idiot. And now I’m forcing myself on these guys and probably setting myself up for failure. Again.

“Penny for your thoughts?” Roman’s voice cuts through my misery.

Sniffing, I angry-swipe at my tears. “Y’all have a nice view.”

“It’s okay to feel, Charlie. You need to process and let it all out. You’ve had a big day.” He stands next to me, leaning his forearms on the railing.

When I steal a glance at his profile, I’m struck by how strong his jawline is. Unlike Jace and Mateo, Roman’s nose hasn’t been broken. I guess there’s an upside to wearing a cage over your face when your job has rubber discs flying at you at a hundred miles per hour.

He meets my lingering gaze, his jaw tensing, but I don’t see judgment or ridicule in his features. “Your whole life got upended today. It's going to take some time to get through it.”

My chin trembles as a fresh wave of tears rolls down my face. I can’t look at him anymore. I’m a split second away from wrapping my arms around myself and curling into a ball on the floor, but his knuckle brushes my cheek, turning my face back to his and catching some of my tears.

“Everything’s going to be okay, Charlie.” His voice is soft and low, the weight of his probing chocolate eyes drawing me into them.

And then he surprises us both as he pulls me into a tight hug.

I can almost believe he might be right.

Maybe everything will be okay.
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I made a mistake.

Clearly, I wasn’t thinking yesterday, but in my defense, I had just seen a very naked, very hot girl in my living room.

I’m just not sure if my mistake was agreeing to let Charlie live here—or agreeing not to sleep with her. Right now it’s about fifty-fifty, and she hasn’t even been here for twenty-four hours. With the vision of her plush, naked ass ingrained in my memory, I’m sure the more time that passes, the more pissed I’m going to be about that damn rule.

I know the guys think I can’t keep it in my pants, but that’s not what’s making this so hard. No one knows, but I’ve had a tiny crush on Charlie since we were introduced. Don’t worry, I’m not a horrible friend. I quickly put her in the unattainable category, but having her here in our apartment, knowing she’s so close, is going to make this challenging.

Harrison better appreciate all the sacrifices I’m making for him by letting her crash with us—including my sanity, because not only does Charlotte Fournier have curves in all the right places, we’re sharing a wall.

I tossed and turned all night, imagining her lying there, mere feet from me. The other guys wouldn’t know if I slipped over there and offered her a quick fuck, but at the end of the day, I agreed not to touch her.

Didn’t stop my wandering mind though.

Did she sleep in that thin tank top she had on last night? Or does she prefer to be naked, letting those rosy pink nipples of hers rub against the sheets?

I’ll never know, and that’s a damn shame.

The morning sun streams through my blinds, and I imagine the same light caressing her pale skin. Running down her arms, the smooth expanse of her thighs…

I groan, flinging my sheets to the side and fisting my hard cock, my fingers running along the barbells of my Jacob’s Ladder.

Morning wood isn’t unusual for me, but I’ve never been this hard, this needy.

Goddamn. I need to get laid if I’m going to survive this arrangement.

Closing my eyes, I give myself a hard squeeze, picturing her pretty mouth wrapped around my dick instead of my own hand. She’d struggle to take all of me, and I’d go slow at first, let her adjust to my size and my fancy hardware, before thrusting my aching cock to the back of her throat.

I shift my hips, fucking my hand with long, languid strokes before quickening my pace. I love how my barbells feel against my hand, and I can only imagine how fucking fantastic they’re going to feel sliding inside her curvy body. My abs flex, and this time when I groan, it’s drawn out, tortured. I can practically see her hovering over me, her head in my lap, her fiery red hair tickling my thighs and abs.

I’d thread my fingers through those unruly curls and hold her steady as I drove into her mouth over and over, her tongue skimming over my ladder. She’d gag, and her eyes would tear up—she might even cry. But Charlie’s defiant, rebellious, and there’s no way she’d stop until I came down her throat.

My back arches, and blood pounds in my veins. I’m on fire, burning for the one girl I can’t have and aching for release—for a redheaded goddess with curves that would feel so good in my hands.

Faster and faster I thrust into my fist, and as I shift my other hand to massage my balls, electricity zips down my spine.

I’m thrumming with energy. Filled with a need to release.

Fuck. I don’t know if I can keep my promise.

I want to see Charlie drop to her knees and beg to be fucked.

Used.

Filled.

My fingers tighten around my cock, and I’m so close, so goddamn close.

I imagine her bright blue eyes locking on mine and—shit. A loud repetitive beeping blasts around my room.

What the hell?

Is that the fire alarm?

I don’t think, I just react, jumping out of bed and running to the kitchen where smoke is billowing out of a skillet.

Judging by the smell and the amount of smoke coming from the stove, it’s safe to say the meat inside didn’t make it. I’d love to know if she was trying to intentionally poison Jace, or if she’s just an awful cook. We might have jumped the gun asking her to help with meals.

Despite the smoke burning my eyes and the acrid air coating the inside of my throat, the morning view isn’t terrible.

Charlie stands over the stove in the best leggings I’ve ever seen, flapping a dish towel through the smoke, trying like hell to get it to dissipate.

She must’ve heard my footsteps because she doesn’t turn around, just says, “I forgot to warn you that my cooking isn’t the best. I don’t think anyone wants to eat this bacon.”

As soon as I grunt my response, she whips around, her gaze dropping straight to my very erect dick. Her eyes widen and she gasps as her hands—still holding the towel—fly to cover her mouth. “Holy shit.”

The alarm is still going off, but I’m close enough to hear her muffled words.

“You might want to open a window in here, Red, unless you’re trying to suffocate us,” I smirk, walking over to the stove to make sure all the burners are off and there isn’t an actual fire.

“Your dick.” Charlie runs her hand down her throat and swallows. She seems oblivious to the smoky kitchen and the blaring alarm. “It’s right there. It’s breaking the rule. There’s… There’s…” Her still-wide eyes also say what we’re both thinking—it’s huge and pierced—but she’s too much of a lady to comment.

“You were trying to burn the kitchen down.” I turn toward the patio, but Jace beats me to it, sliding the doors open. As soon as he turns around, he groans and shields his eyes. No wonder this asshole took so long to get out here. He took the time to throw on a pair of gray sweats and a faded Phantoms T-shirt. “Come on, man. You can’t be running around with your dick in your hand.”

The alarm stops halfway through his sentence, but I swear I can still hear it beeping in my ears. If the entire apartment complex wasn’t up before, they are now. Including Harrison.

“It was an emergency. I was in the middle of something.”

Roman runs by me—also in sweats—tossing me a disbelieving look before grabbing another towel and fanning away more smoke. “Yet somehow, the rest of us managed to put on pants.”

“Dammit, Charlotte.” Jace stomps into the kitchen, crowding Charlie against the small white marble island. His arms cage her in, and his face lowers, his nose almost brushing hers.

She immediately freezes, her chest rising with every ragged breath. And Jace? The muscles in his arms and back flex, straining under tension like he’s holding himself back.

Methinks Jace doth protest too much.

He may say he isn’t interested in anything with Charlie, may be the first one to try to push her out the door, but he isn’t as unaffected as he says.

The two of them practically grew up together, but there’s nothing brotherly about how he’s looking at her—how he’s always looked at her—even though he denies it.

I saw it the first time Charlie came over after Harrison and Jace were traded to New Orleans, and I can see it just as clearly now.

Charlie shifts on her feet as her hands clutch the counter behind her. Her mouth opens then snaps shut as she looks away from me and meets Jace’s angry gaze.

Roman is frozen on the side of the island, watching as intently as I am.

We’re all a single breath away from… self-destruction? Heaven? I’m not sure there’s a correct answer, and the only thing running through my brain is sharing is caring.

My dick twitches, and now I really regret that first rule.

She wouldn’t be the first girl we’ve had between us, but there’s something about Charlie that tells me being with her would be an entirely different experience. I’m all about trying new things, and damn, do I want to know if she can make Jace fall apart, make him lose some of that precious control.

Fuck.

I’d love nothing more than to watch Jace pound his frustration into her pussy. To see his handprints marring her beautiful skin. To watch him cover her backside with his cum and then finger-fuck it inside her ass while Roman gags her with his cock.

It might be a bit much for her first time, but I’d love to discover her limits, find out how much she’s willing to take.

Hell, if she’s even willing to be with more than one of us at a time.

“You need to be more careful.” Jace’s voice is deep, gravelly, and his shoulders are tense. He’s holding himself back, but from doing what, I don’t know. “If you need help, you ask.” He lifts a tentative hand and brushes a curl away from her face. “And if you don’t know what the fuck you’re doing, you sure as shit don’t keep quiet, try anyway, and almost burn the building down. Understand?”

Her lips flatten into a straight line. She meets Jace’s stare head-on before she finally straightens her shoulders and says, “Yes, sir.”

Jace sucks in a breath, and I might come all over the kitchen floor. Roman runs a hand along his abs and grunts. Her response was sarcastic, but it wouldn’t take much to have her purring it at our feet.

Why does she have to be Harrison’s sister?

It’s mildly inconvenient.

“Don’t cross me, Charlotte. You won’t like what happens.” With a low growl, Jace pushes himself away from her, barking at me as he passes. “Put some fucking pants on, Mateo.”

Before he leaves, he grabs the kitchen towel and tosses it at my dick. It’s a shame he doesn’t even stick around to appreciate the way the towel’s hanging off the tip like a flag.

That guy has no sense of humor—which is why none of us dare to move a muscle until Jace’s door slams.

Charlie slides her thumbnail between her teeth while Roman turns and busies himself cleaning up the stove. I toss the hand towel on the counter, pausing before I go back to my room, taking a moment to watch our new roommate. Her cheeks are a bright pink, and she looks around the kitchen like she doesn’t know what to do with herself.

Slowly, she gives herself a little shake, and her baby blues swing back to me.

“Mateo.” My name is a whisper on her lips.

“Don’t worry, Red. I’ll get myself some pants.” I toss her a wink and head back to my room with a little extra pep in my step.

I don’t know how the rest of the guys feel about that stupid rule, but less than twenty-four hours in, and I’m ready to toss it out the window.

Little Red is going to get eaten up by three big, bad hockey players.

And I hate to be the one to tell her, but we play with our food.
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I feel like a creeper, but I can’t take my eyes off her.

I should’ve had my fill of her this morning, but watching her attempt to make lunch at 3:00 p.m. is hard to ignore—not because of the comical time of day, but because of her clothing choices. The mid-thigh length, light-green floral summer dress makes my mouth water, and for the life of me, I can’t force myself to hide in my room.

It would be best for all of us—like, the entire human race—if she got the hell out of the kitchen and never set foot in there again.

She’s an absolute disaster, worse than Jace and Mateo combined. She uses every dish we own, gets shit all over the counters, and she doesn’t follow set mealtimes—which is driving me fucking crazy, and it’s only been a day.

Unless I’m busy with hockey, lunch is at twelve thirty, not three in the fucking afternoon. She’s a schoolteacher, so shouldn’t she have an internal alarm that goes off at mealtime? It’s been a while since I’ve been in elementary school, but I’m sure everything is still pretty structured.

She’s new here, new to me, so I bet she doesn’t quite understand how important my routine is. But she grew up with two hockey players—Harrison and Jace—so it’s hard to imagine she doesn’t know how regimented we are. Especially me. I’m a walking goaltender stereotype, but if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. My system works for me, and during the season, there’s no way I’m willing to change.

Credit where it’s due though. She seems determined to try and cook, even though it’s clear she’d have trouble boiling hot dogs. Well, it’s either that, or she’s devised an elaborate plot to give us all food poisoning. Not only would she no longer have to worry about kitchen duty, but she could really stick it to Jace.

That’s probably it.

She’s smart enough that I wouldn’t put it past her.

She turns ever-so-slightly, so I can see her profile. Her forehead is wrinkled with a scowl, her lips pursed like she’s concentrating way too hard, and she’s chopping away at something on the counter. I can’t see what, and I don’t care. I’m too distracted by her plump ass swaying to the gross country music coming from her phone.

“You just gonna stand there watching my ass, goaltender? Or are you going to get over here and help?”

I shift on my feet and weigh my options. I could stand here ogling those cheeks jiggling with each perfectly timed movement, imagining my dick nestled between them as she sucks on Mateo’s cock—and get stabbed by that big ol’ knife she’s wielding… or I could help her out and live to see her ass jiggle for another day.

It’s a tough call.

“Roman.” My name is a warning growl from her mouth, and it’s never sounded sexier. Another thread of my self-control snaps like a broken guitar string.

She’s Harrison’s sister. She’s Harrison’s sister. Unfortunately, no amount of repetition is helping.

My dick doesn’t give a shit whose sister she is.

Striding up behind her, I grip both her elbows, stilling the movement. “You’re going to sever a digit if you’re not careful, Charlie.”

Taking great care not to let my boner touch her ass, despite the desperate ache in my pants, I guide the poor carrot she’s been hacking back toward the knife, covering her hands with mine as I work the blade. Her hair tickles my face as we slice the vegetable in taut silence.

“Roman.” It’s almost a plea this time as my name falls from her lips on a sigh, and I can’t help but imagine her whimpering underneath me as we both watch my dick slide inside her. As though she’s reading my goddamn mind, she presses her ass against me. I swear if she keeps this up, I’m going to cut my own finger off.

Groaning and tipping my head back, I heave out a breath before biting my lip, hard, and counting to ten multiple times, as fast as humanly possible. It’s not working. Counting to ten is supposed to make you better, right? But it’s only driving me closer to recklessness.

I can’t break Jace’s rule.

I can’t get my face smashed in by Harrison.

I can’t fuck up my game, my team, my career over a girl, but Jesus fucking Christ, I can’t get her out of my brain. She’s always been Harrison’s little sister, a friend at best, but after seeing her naked yesterday, the word friend has left my vocabulary.

She brushes against me again, and the knife falls to the wooden chopping board with a dull clink.

Bracing both hands on the granite, I suck in a deep breath before drumming my fingers on the countertop. She turns to face me, smirking, caged in against the island.

The things I want to do to this woman.

A few of her auburn curls have escaped from her hair tie, falling across her forehead and dangling in her face. I should leave her and her wayward curls alone, but I can’t help brushing my fingers along her temple and tucking them behind her ear. Of course I can’t stop there, and I graze the back of my hand along her cheekbone.

I don’t miss her sharp intake of breath or the way she bites her bottom lip.

Touching her was a bad idea.

Sparks of electricity ignite on my skin, leaving me breathless. The intensity of her blue eyes as they hold my gaze gives me pause. Am I ready to break the trust I’ve built up with the guys? With Harrison? Do I need all the sponsors and multi-million-dollar contracts? I’m half a second away from throwing it all down the shitter, just to kiss this woman.

She glances at my lips as a pretty blush stains her freckled cheeks. I trail my fingers down her neck and tilt her face toward me, just enough so I'd barely have to dip for our mouths to connect. Her breath skims my skin, sending a shiver skating down my spine.

So close, she’s so fucking close.

It’s clearly an invitation, and I’m powerless at this moment. My hands find the swell of her hips, my fingers digging into her supple flesh as I’m hit with a raw, feral hunger that almost sends me to my knees.

Her gaze flickers between my mouth and my eyes as she nibbles on her bottom lip. A bottom lip I can’t wait to taste.

Our chests brush together as we both take a deep breath, her lemon scent wrapping around me, pulling me closer.

Just as I’m about to close that gap between us, a loud thumping echoes around the space.

“Are you fuckers ready for practice?” Harrison bangs on the front door like the building’s on fire.

Charlie and I both gasp, jumping apart. I’m glad for the space so she can’t feel how fast my heart is racing. Her elbow catches a pot handle, sending it crashing to the floor, and she scrambles to pick up several handfuls of cubed potatoes while the water from the pot spreads across the tiles.

I kneel beside her and cover her hand with mine. Instead of her eyes meeting my gaze, they linger on where our bodies connect. “Hide, Charlie. Your brother doesn’t know you’re here.”

She sucks in a breath as her eyes dart to mine, those baby blues widening with understanding before she jumps to her feet.

I don’t get up right away. I close my eyes and wallow in her lingering scent, remembering how soft her skin felt beneath my fingers.

Thump, thump, thump. “Where the hell are you, assholes? We’re going to be late.”

As she darts toward the bedrooms, she passes Jace who’s leaning against the kitchen doorframe. In true Jace fashion, his face is impassive, but as he reaches down to adjust himself in his joggers, I know he saw how close I was to Charlie, how close I was to kissing her.

We are so fucking screwed.


SIX
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“Really, Roman?” I stroll into the kitchen, forcing myself to wear a bored expression, even though my heart is racing and my dick is so hard I could play hockey with it. “I’d expect this kind of shit from Mateo, but you? I thought you had more brain cells in that thick head of yours.”

“She needed help… chopping.” Roman’s cheeks turn a light shade of pink as he pushes himself up from the floor.

I run a hand down my face with a groan, my dick twitching with the memory of exactly what I saw. “Oh, I saw what you were trying to help her with, and that shit can’t happen again.”

As if we need a reminder, Harrison thumps the door a few more times.

“Do I need to explain who that is at the door?”

“Fuck off. I’m not an idiot.”

“Could’ve fooled me.”

When it comes down to it, we’re both fucking idiots.

Instead of yelling at Roman to back away from the one girl we’ve marked as off-limits, I stood there like a statue, watching the two of them make goo-goo eyes at each other. Half of me wanted to see him claim her in a kiss that would’ve no doubt left them both breathless. The other half wanted to punch him out of the way and take his place.

Neither option makes any damn sense.

Not only am I not ‌the voyeuristic type—I’ll leave that to Mateo—but I don’t want anything to do with Charlotte. Okay, I shouldn’t want anything to do with Charlotte. Still, having her back in my orbit makes me feel all the things I shouldn’t.

Not when we’re so close to getting to the playoffs and my focus needs to remain on the ice.

“You heard Harrison, we’re going to be late.” Mateo pulls a T-shirt over his head and stops at the entryway to the kitchen. “Get your dicks out of your hands, and let’s go before Coach Finn has all our asses skating laps.”

I point between them, my gaze narrowing. “You two need to figure out who’s telling Harrison, and when, because none of this was my decision.”

“Doesn’t look like you’re too innocent either.” Roman points to my pants, his jaw flexing, and he scrubs a hand through his beard. “It’s early days. We’ve got time to figure things out.”

Yeah, early days, and Charlotte’s presence here is already fucking everything up.

Mateo is the first one to the front door, and instead of waiting for all of us to be ready, he flings it open and hovers in the doorway. “Hey, Harry. Sleep well?”

“Not as well as you, it seems.” Harrison looks past him, meeting my eyes and greeting me with a sly smile. “Which one of you assholes burned breakfast?”

“That would be your buddy, Jace.” Mateo glances over his shoulder and winks. Fucker. “He had to have bacon and didn’t realize you needed to remove it from the pan before it started smoking.”

I open my mouth to give him a sarcastic response before promptly clamping it shut, grinding my teeth instead.

Motherfucker.

Roman slaps his hand down on my shoulder, giving it a tight squeeze, and I fight the urge to elbow his ribs. “You know Jace, he gets distracted easily.”

My jaw tics, and I swear my right eye twitches as I avoid looking at everyone, staring at this very interesting knot in the middle of the wooden floor instead.

My confession is right there on the tip of my tongue. I’m so close to telling him about our new roommate, but I don’t. “Are we going to practice, or are we going to stand here gossiping like a group of old women?”

“How do you know what old ladies do?” Mateo crosses his arms. That damn cocky smile of his spreads wide across his face, and it couldn’t annoy me more. As per usual, he’s dancing a little too close to the fire, and part of me is tempted to spill the beans and watch him burn. But if he goes down, we all do. He’s not the only one harboring the criminal, and I’m sure as shit not going to be the rat.

Harrison chuckles, completely unaware of the thousand-ton anvil hanging directly over our heads and our imminent demise. I push Mateo and Roman into the hallway while Harrison jingles his keys, leading the way to the elevator that will take us down to the parking garage. “Oh, he knows all about grannies. Did I ever tell you guys about the time his grandmother set him up on a blind date?”

I let out a loud groan as Mateo prods Harrison to continue. This must be karma coming to take a chunk right out of my ass for keeping our new roommate from my best friend. While this isn’t the only secret I’ve kept from him where Charlotte is concerned, it’s possibly the worst.

It was better when she was just his annoying little sister.

Everything was fine—until the summer she started laying out by the pool in this teal bikini I had a love-hate relationship with. That was when I realized exactly what she was hiding under the baggy shirts she liked to wear, and I had to pretend my eyes weren't lingering on her for the entirety of my junior year. And then I had to go and kiss her. I put myself out there and she didn’t kiss me back. Didn’t even move an inch. The rejection stung for a little bit but I had hockey to focus on, a career to start.

Too bad she doesn’t have those damn shirts now. It would make my life a hell of a lot easier.

As the elevator closes, I take a deep breath and will myself to relax. These are my friends, my family. And while Charlotte isn’t just a piece of ass, I have my priorities in line. I’m not willing to risk my career—or my family—for whatever insignificant spark might still be alive between us.

“So, we had just started winter break and Grandma Birdie had been harping at Jace for weeks about this friend of hers who had a granddaughter our age. Now, she’d been trying to set him up for years with every single girl within a ten-mile radius—Birdie didn’t get out much—but she’d finally worn him down.”

Okay, maybe these guys aren’t my friends after all.

“Jace puts on a nice pair of pants and his only clean shirt to go meet this young woman at the cafe two blocks away from Grandma Birdie’s house.”

Mateo leads us out of the elevator and into the parking garage, turning around and wiggling his eyebrows at me. “Please tell me Grandma Birdie was sitting at the cafe with a rose tucked into a book.”

“I’m sorry to interrupt.” I clear my throat, sliding into the front seat of Harrison’s black Lamborghini Urus. It’s the one thing he splurged on when he got his contract for the Phantoms last year. It’s fast, it’s sexy, and I’ll never admit it out loud, but I like how the leather feels against my skin. “But what movies have you been watching? A rose tucked into a book?”

Mateo scoffs, taking his seat behind me, pushing into my back on purpose. “Please, like you haven’t seen You’ve Got Mail. It’s Tom fucking Hanks. A classic.”

My eyes widen, and I very slowly turn around and buckle my seatbelt. I’m both surprised and disturbed to know that he watches chick flicks, and now the only thing I can picture is him sitting on the couch with a bag of popcorn in one hand and a box of tissues in the other. “Can’t say I’ve ever seen it.”

Mateo may have been watching romcoms with his mom for years after his dad died, but Grandma Birdie was more of a game show gal. She could never get enough of The Price is Right, Jeopardy, or Wheel of Fortune. And up until she died a couple of years ago, she swore Bob Barker was the sexiest man alive. He wasn’t my type, but who was I to ruin her dreams?

“Amateurs,” Mateo whispers under his breath as Harrison pulls out of the parking garage. “Please continue with your story. You were about to tell us about our boy here sitting down with his beloved Grandma’s pick for a date.”

Roman chuckles, and so does Harrison.

These fucking guys.

I cross my arms and sink down into the plush leather seat. You’d think I wasn’t sitting here doing Roman and romcom-watching-Mateo a solid, keeping my big-ass mouth shut. But because I’m actually a good friend, I grumble to myself and keep quiet, even though I’m sorely tempted to throw them both under the bus. Then back the bus over them again for good measure.

Harrison glances over at me, giving me a light and easy smile. “Nope, it wasn’t Birdie, just her friend Susan. She was recently widowed and thought Jace might just be the one to jump-start her libido.”

With a growl, I turn on the radio. Of course, Taylor Swift, Harrison’s favorite, comes on, and even though I detest pop music with every cell in my body, I turn it up. Anything to shut down this fucking conversation. That damn dinner with Susan was probably the second-most uncomfortable moment of my life, and I’d rather not relive the finer points of that evening, but I have a feeling that even the great T-Swift won’t be able to shut him up.

“Did he do it?” Roman raises his voice, the amusement in his tone clear.

I turn around, eyebrows raised, and he just gives me his best shit-eating grin. If it didn’t screw the whole team over, I’d be putting hot sauce in his jock strap or stealing his special stick tape that he uses before every fucking game. But knowing my current luck, he’d hit a losing streak and tank our chances of making the playoffs.

I’m sure as hell not going to be responsible for that. I want that damn Cup in my hands just as much as the rest of these guys. Maybe more.

“Not that I know of.” Harrison turns down the radio and hums along for a few beats before continuing. “But she did get herself a handful of little Jace before the night ended.”

Fuck all this. I close my eyes on a groan and lean back, effectively checking out of this conversation while the Three Stooges talk shit about me the entire way to the practice arena. Normally, I’d sit here slinging insults with the best of them, but I don’t have it in me today. I’m in a piss-poor mood, and as long as Charlotte remains inside my apartment, it’s likely to continue.

I hate that I have to hide something so big from my best friend, the one guy who’s stuck with me through the hardest times in my life. Just sitting next to him on the way to practice, my legs are bouncing and my palms are sweating. I’m sure if he looked at me closely, he’d see that I look guilty as hell, and I don’t want to be the one to have to explain what the fuck is going on in our apartment.

I don’t care if she makes me feel things. I don’t care if she doesn’t have anywhere else to go. And I sure as hell don’t care if she looks at me with those beautiful blue eyes of hers and begs me to let her stay.

If I’m going to get any semblance of normalcy back, she needs to go.


SEVEN
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This isn’t fucking funny. I don’t run. I hate running. But I had no choice when Harrison pounded on the door like an ape, and now I have a fucking cramp in my calf.

The thrill of not getting caught by my brother in his teammates’ apartment was exciting, a challenge even. You know, for about two seconds. Then I realized how out-of-shape I am, and how impossible it is to catapult myself over the coffee table.

It hasn’t even been a full twenty-four hours, and I’m already tired of tiptoeing around, keeping my voice down, and racing through the apartment like someone is chasing me. The sense of foreboding hanging over my head gets heavier. I should tell him, right? I’m not the one who wanted to keep it quiet at first, and he’s going to be so pissed when he finds out.

The bands of tension—that haven’t quite gone away since the guys saw me naked in their living room—tighten across my body.

He can’t find out like this. I don’t want him to think I lied to him.

Pressing my hand against my chest while my ear is braced on the back of the door, I can’t steady my breathing or slow my spluttering heart. That was close, too close. Wait. Are they…? Oh my God, are they laughing?

What the actual fuck?

The front door closes with a sharp snap, and I crack the door to Harrison’s old room just enough to hear someone locking the front door. How can they laugh at a time like this? Don’t they know what I’m going through?

The temptation to slam the door with reckless abandon is overwhelming. I don’t care about breaking my cover and letting Harrison know exactly where I am. He’s going to find out eventually… right?

There’s no way I can stay here long-term. I’m wound so tightly it wouldn’t take much to break my composure. The near misses, the casual brushes of arms or thighs with the guys as we watch TV or eat meals together, the not-so-subtle subtext in damn near every conversation… It’s driving me closer and closer to the edge. And I haven’t even been here a full weekend. Jesus.

By the end of the week, it’s likely someone will end up murdered.

Probably Jace.

He’s avoided me like I’m infected with something highly contagious. He barely looks at me any time we happen to share the same space. And when we’re all together, let’s just say mealtimes are more awkward than making jokes with a stranger over my bare love box during a Pap smear.

Dropping my head back against the door, I let out a rough, frustrated moan. What was I thinking? I should have just come clean, either to my parents or to Harrison. I should have swallowed my pride after Shane booted me from his life, asked for help, and let them fix my sob-story life.

It’s too late now. If I try to ask Harrison for help, he’ll ask when Shane and I broke up, he’ll ask where I’ve been staying since. Even though he didn’t like Shane, I can’t stand to disappoint him again with yet another failure. And I can’t lie to him.

Except I have been lying to him, haven’t I?

Shame coats my body like glue. Is this one of those situations where the only way out of it is through it?

I can’t get out of this by myself. I’d need help, and money, and if I’m lucky, someone to carry my freakin’ sewing machine out of Shane and Kai’s place.

Ugh. They’ve probably sold it on an online marketplace or something.

What else can I do? You know, aside from being honest with Harrison. He’d help… once he calmed down. I know he would. But with the playoffs just around the corner, could I forgive myself if the Phantoms crashed and burned because Harrison murdered three of his teammates?

The lump at the back of my throat grows. I have to wait.

I have to figure this out on my own.

My phone goes off across the bedroom, where it’s still connected to the charger on the nightstand. I spring into action, launching myself onto my stomach on the bed, like there’s still a chance the men who have just left the house may hear the phone if I don’t silence its shrill ring.

Shit. I thought I put the damn thing on silent this morning. I’d make a terrible spy.

My best friend Meghan’s name flashes across the screen with a picture of her licking my cheek. We were both drunk on vacation in Mexico when the pic was taken, and neither of us remember much about that night, but it’s one of my favorite pictures of the two of us together. There’s something about smeared eyeliner around glassy eyes, half empty fishbowls in hand, and sunburn lines that scream we’re having the best time.“Shhhhhh!” I hiss at her as I answer the phone.

“You know I haven’t said anything yet, right?”

I turn myself around on the bed and walk my legs up the wall so I’m in an L-shape, my back flat on the mattress and my ass on the pillow. “I know. I didn’t think my ringtone volume was on. You scared the shit out of me.”

“Is Harry there?” She lowers her voice like he might hear her. She’s always called Harrison Harry. We’ve been best friends for a long time, and while I thought something could grow between them at some point, I have, thus far, been disappointed. There’s no sign of a brother’s best friend trope for my girl and my big brother. It’s such a shame, they’d be so perfect together. And she deserves someone to worship her like the queen she is.

“He’s not. He did stop by to grab the guys for practice.”

She shoves something in her mouth, crunches, and swallows. “You sound stressed out, Char.”

I’ve barely said anything to her, but I guess that’s the joy of ride-or-die best friends. They always just fucking know.

With a sigh, I reach for my earbuds so I don’t have to hold the phone to my ear. “I’ve been on edge the entire day.”

“From the fact Harry lives in the same building? Or because Jace is ignoring you? Or is it that you want to be in a Roman and Mateo sandwich?”

I knew I shouldn’t have told her about the last one when we talked earlier.

“Yes.”

“That’s what I thought.” Another mouthful, another crunch. “Why do I have to be in Europe when you’re shacking up with delicious hockey players? It’s not fair.”

“Why, indeed. If you were here, or at least had kept your apartment, I wouldn’t be in this predicament.”

She whistles through her teeth. “Nope. I’ll take the blame for a great many things, like that abysmal mushroom-style haircut you got in college, the three-day relationship with that guy who repeated every damn word you said back to you, and that awful tattoo of a dolphin on your lower back. I’ll even take the blame for ruining your mom’s brand-new, perfectly white Chucks. But I’m not taking the blame for you living with three fuckable hockey players.”

I lie quietly for a long moment. If she thinks I’ve fallen asleep, she might drop it and hang up, or at least move on to something less sordid than the situation I’m neck-deep in.

“You should tell Harry, Charlotte.” Her voice is quiet, cautioning, and so full of worry that I know what she’s thinking. He’s big on loyalty, honesty, and if he catches us in this huge omission of the truth… it won’t work out well for the team—or for us.

“If only winning the lotto was a viable choice, then I could get rich and move out of here before he ever finds out that I’m shacking up with three of his teammates.”

“Still unhappy at school?”

Another sigh, this one heavier, like it’s pulling my whole body into the mattress. “I’d say I’m praying for summer vacation, but the thought of spending more time avoiding both Jace and Harrison…”

“Woman, you’re gonna give yourself an ulcer. Wanna meet me in Prague?”

I fucking wish. I’ve never been outside the United States before. It’s something I’ve always dreamed of doing, but the longer I’m stuck teaching in elementary school, the more I’m starting to think I’m stuck here forever.

“I can send you the money for a flight.”

We both know it’s not just the cost of a flight that’s holding me back. “I have responsibilities.”

“Screw ’em. No one in that school appreciates you, Char. They’re not even nice to you. Every time we talk, you sound stiffer, like that stick up your ass has lodged just a little deeper.” She laughs. “I don’t even mean that in a hot way.” After a long, tense moment stretches out over the quiet line, she clicks her tongue. “Still having those panty-melting dreams?”

It’s a tactic she uses when she knows she’s hit a wall in our conversation. If I’m stuck between two uncomfortable topics, she thinks I’ll have to face talking about one of them. One of these days I’ll have to throw her for a loop and either add a new subject to the mix or hang up on her completely.

My body heats as the memories from last night’s dreams ripple back into my mind. Panty-melting is an understatement. If nothing else, imagining getting railed by all three of my brother’s teammates is more than enough inspiration for my sexy lingerie.

Or should be. I grabbed a new sketch pad and planned to outline a few prototypes based on some of the vivid images accosting my brain throughout the night. I barely slept, but it was worth it.

The more I research, the more apparent it is that there’s a gap in the market for really good-quality, all-purpose lingerie for fat girls that isn’t boring. Why should we have to wear a different pair of underwear to the store or the gym than we do to seduce our other halves? Why should fat chicks feel dull because we can’t find underwear that makes us feel amazing?

Everything I’ve found so far is so… beige… and boring. My dreams with Mateo, Roman, and Jace pounding me seven ways to Sunday are anything but boring.

“I’ll take that as a yes.” Meghan’s chuckle pulls me from sinking further into my fantasies. “Don’t blame you, those are some hot as fuck men. Do you need help searching for a new job?”

Shaking my head even though she can’t see me, I decline. “Thanks, but unless you’re gonna buy a couple hundred thousand dollars’ worth of lingerie, then I’m stuck here.”

“Girl…”

“Don’t say it.”

She’s totally gonna say it.

“It’s my duty as your best friend to say it, Char. I love you.”

The “but” in her sentence is heavy. And imminent.

“But you’ve talked about starting your own sexy underwear business since college. I feel like it’s time to shit or get off that particular pot.”

She’s not wrong. I’ve dabbled in designing, scribbling down ideas for years, making things for myself and a few close friends… but I’ve never had the balls—or the expendable income—to make it happen. I wouldn’t know the first thing about setting up my own company or creating a real-life marketable product. But if I don’t start chasing my dreams soon, I’m going to be stuck in a job I hate, living with three sexy-as-sin men that are completely off-limits. And if my brother finds out, he’ll never speak to me again.

Something’s gotta give.


EIGHT
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It’s a good thing these guys are hockey players, because their acting skills are terrible. If Harrison weren’t such a good guy, he'd see right through these two idiots.

Jace has got his head so far up his own ass, it’s a wonder he can hold his stick. Coach had some of us running through shooting drills all morning, and if we were trying not to sink the puck in the net, Jace has done a fantastic job.

He’s quiet, twitchy, and a hell of a lot moodier than usual. You might as well give him a giant red flag to wave in front of Harrison’s face—and I’m not talking about the good kind of red flag that all those dark romance readers talk about on social media.

Roman isn’t doing much better.

He’s pretending none of us exist. Like if he doesn’t look at any of us in the eyes, he doesn’t have to admit he tried to bone our little Red over a few chopped carrots.

“Dude, if you can play like this on Tuesday, Florida isn’t going to stand a chance.” Harrison stops beside me, clamping a hand down on my shoulder, his mouthguard trapped between his teeth.

I lift my shirt to wipe the sweat from my brow and smile, because unlike my roommates, I am not playing like shit. I might have the bluest balls in existence, but I can still play fucking hockey. “Thanks. Must be my new good luck charm.”

Good luck charm, but I’m also really good with high stress situations. I don’t crack under pressure, I don’t freeze, and I sure as hell don’t panic. That’s probably the one good thing that came out of my teenage years.

When my dad died, I was crushed. When we found out all his secrets, demolished. I didn't have time to fall apart and act out. I had to grow up real quick. My mom needed help, and I was the oldest, the only one she could count on. She had four kids, a full-time job, and a world crumbling around her.

Between hockey and school, I didn’t have a lot of free time, but when I did, I’d be doing chores around the house or putting my brothers and sister to bed. There wasn’t time for anything else. Just a huge need to get shit done.

“Oh, yeah?” He nudges me with his elbow as we make our way off the ice and back into the locker room. “What is it?”

“Yeah, Mateo,” Jace grits out as he comes up behind us, nudging me much harder than needed. I know what he’s thinking, and I’m not the one that’s about to spill the beans. It’s cute Jace thinks I’m the weak link. “What is it?”

I glance over my shoulder, and as I give him a wink, I swear his entire face twitches. The look he gives me is a promise of death. He makes it too easy. And because I love to fuck with him, I take my time, tossing my gloves and stick in my stall. By the time I turn around, Harrison is staring at me, brow raised, and Jace’s face is so red it might explode.

He’s going to love this.

“It’s my new shirt.” I shrug off my jersey and wait until Roman has joined us to display the Team Ginger written in bold letters on the front of my T-shirt. I was lucky enough to find this beauty buried in the back of my closet this morning after the bacon incident, but none of them need to know that. Especially Jace. “I can get one for each of you if you’d like. We can match.”

Just in case they couldn’t quite make out the lettering, I pull the shirt away from me, stretching it so the front can be seen without any wrinkles hiding its glory, and I smile.

They make it too easy, they really do.

And if I’m being honest, I’m not truly enamored with the thought of keeping this secret from Harrison much longer. I’m not going to be the one that tells him, but I don’t have to like it. Secrets don’t sit right with me, they haven’t since… well, me—along with my entire family—discovered all the skeletons buried in my dad’s closet.

But the longer we keep this to ourselves, the bigger it gets, the more capable it is of hurting people—of destroying relationships. Destroying trust. Dishonesty can eat away at a person, fill them with shame and regret.

Trust me, I know.

“Get the fuck outta here.” Jace pushes past me, breaking me away from the past, and moves down a couple of lockers to get to his. He glares at me one last time before he throws his gloves on the bench with a snarl.

See? Easy peasy.

Harrison chuckles, unloading his gear into the stall next to mine. “Only you, Mateo. You banging a ginger this week?”

This time my wink goes to Roman. “Not yet, but I might get lucky soon.”

“Fuck me,” Roman mutters, tucking his giant goalie glove under his arm and running a hand down his face. “There’s something wrong with you.”

“I don’t know…” I pause and glance toward Jace with a smirk. “Jace’s grandmother sure didn’t think so.”

Jace continues ripping off his gear, littering it around him while unleashing a string of curses that would have his dear grandmother washing his mouth out with soap. At least I get a chuckle out of Roman before he settles in the stall on the other side of mine. “Guess I opened the door for that one.”

“Not as wide as Grandma Birdie did when I showed up as her birthday present.” I sit down on the bench and take my time unlacing my skates, letting my gaze wander around the room.

Jace is still pissed, no surprise there. His shoulders are tense, his jaw working back and forth as he grinds his teeth, and he’s muttering to himself—probably about how much of a dick I am. Serves him right for being a dick the rest of the time.

But, you know, that anger is only part of the emotions running across his face. He might be all Hulk Smash on the outside, but I’ve known Jace for years, and watching people is kinda my thing. His fingers are trembling as he peels his shirt away from his chest, and he grips his neck in an almost punishing hold as he glances at Harrison for the hundredth time.

He’s dripping with guilt, and he’s only been holding on to this particular secret for a day.

“What do you guys want to do today?” Harrison sits down next to me on the bench, unlacing his skates. “Lydia has a couple of her friends over, and the last time they were there, I was forced to make appearances on all their channels. One of them tried to put lip gloss on me.”

Usually, I’d laugh at his expense and make a joke about amateur sex videos, but instead, I shudder. I’ve had the displeasure of hanging out with Lydia a few times, and I think it’s safe to say she’s used to getting whatever she wants and isn’t afraid to use her assets to her advantage. She’s shallow, controlling, and as high maintenance as they come. She knows nothing about hockey, except that having any one of us make an appearance in her videos gives her a boost in followers and more sponsorship opportunities.

No, thank you.

“Don’t know.” I shrug, swiping a hand through my hair. “We can go to Blades & Brews for a drink or two.”

“Eh. Maybe we can watch the Cal State game back at your place.”

“No,” Roman says loudly, whipping around toward us, gaining the attention of half the locker room. Glad to see he can play it cool. His eyes widen, his face paling before a deep pink blush creeps up his neck. Finally, he stutters, “I’d rather go out.” He glances at the ground and runs a hand through his neatly trimmed beard. “You know the house is a mess. It’s way worse than usual. Barely any room to sit down.”

That damn blush spreads across his cheeks, and I’m not sure why, but I have the sudden urge to see how far it's spread underneath his jersey—which is ludicrous. This is one of my best friends. The fact that he’s a man doesn’t bother me. I’ve been with men before. But I’ve never crossed that line—or even thought about crossing it—with one of my friends. It’s never been anything more than sex, and I sure as hell didn’t daydream about how any of them looked.

I’ve watched Roman fuck before. Not once have I thought about the coloring of his skin across his wide chest. Wondered if the pinkish hue would inch down his hard-earned abs toward his dick. A dick that I know for a fact is just as broad as the rest of him.

But I sure as shit am thinking about it now.

What’s wrong with me? Jesus, Mateo, he’s one of your best friends. His eyes are up there.

“Easy, big guy.” Harrison holds out his hands with a laugh. “We can go out for a drink. You didn’t need to shout it across the whole locker room. Jeez. And if your place is that messy, you know you can hire someone. Not everyone is going to steal your precious undies and sell them online.”

“They might,” he mutters. “You’re not the one that had to go on a week-long road trip with zero junk support.”

It’s right there on the tip of my tongue, a little comment offering to be his ball support, but I get this funny feeling deep in my chest, and I’m not quite sure how much of a joke it would be. I’m sure they’d laugh it off, typical Mateo, but it would live in my head for a while, poking holes in our friendship, eating away at who I thought I was.

While I’ve been with men before, it’s all about a physical release, and there are never any feelings on the table. But with Roman? He’s got all sorts of butterflies stirring in my stomach. He knows me better than I know myself sometimes. He’s the guy I go to when I need to talk, or sometimes when I can’t stand to be alone for another minute. He’s my best friend.

He’s the reason I didn’t end up broke and married to a girl I would have accidentally knocked up within the first two years of signing my first NHL contract. I was so young, full of more sperm than brain cells. He kept me in line. Hell, he still does sometimes.

With Roman, there would be so many emotions. There could never be something solely physical.

It must be Charlie’s presence in the house. She’s got me all fucked up, imagining all the possibilities that could happen between us, what it could look like, sharing her with Roman and Jace. That must be it. Perfectly explains why I’m thinking about my best friend as something more. You know, as long as I don’t think about it too hard.

“Lydia has someone who cleans the apartment. I can send you her info.”

Roman opens his mouth to respond, but quickly shuts it. He’s probably realized there’s no good response here. If he doesn’t take the info, it looks suspicious, but if he takes it, then he runs the risk of follow-up questions at a later date. Or fuck, what if this chick randomly shows up to clean and Charlie is home?

“Speaking of underwear, you’re looking at the newest model for Tommy John. They have a hammock pouch. It's a pouch for your ball sack.” Did I need to put extra emphasis on the words ball sack? No. But I now have Harrison’s undivided attention, and he’ll hopefully forget all about sending a house cleaner our way. “I’m hoping they can make me a pair with an elephant trunk. You know, for my dick. I could try to get you a pair.”

Harrison shakes his head with a chuckle. “Pretty sure Lydia would rather set them on fire than let something like that in our place.”

Mostly because she’s a wet blanket, but instead of telling him that, I shrug. “Her loss.”

He shrugs again, but this time his expression is blank as he stares down at his clenched fingers. “If we’re going, we better get a move on. I’ve got to get home before dinner.”

Roman catches my gaze as Harrison grabs his towel and heads off to the showers. “Underwear model, huh?”

“Yep. They actually signed me last week, although I don’t think I’m going to get that elephant underwear. It’s a real shame.” I shake my head, pulling off the rest of my gear.

I expected Roman to make a joke, tell me how ridiculous I am. Something. But he doesn’t say another word—he probably joined Harrison in the showers.

With a sigh, I run my hands through my hair. When I turn back toward my locker, I stop short. Roman is still here, jersey balled up in his tight fists. His face is completely stoic as his eyes roam up my body, lingering on my boxer briefs, dragging over my chest. Is he… is he checking me out?

Surely not. Right?

Right?

I quirk a brow as I meet his gaze, and we stand there like that for what seems like hours. There’s a small fire in his dark brown eyes, and I’m not sure if I want to stoke the flames and let it burn us both, or douse that shit like our lives depend on it.

My cock twitches, and I will that fucker down with every ounce of strength I have left in my body. This is not the time. Not when we’re surrounded by our teammates. Not when he’s my best friend. And certainly not when I’m convinced this is all in my head.

I do know I’m not going to say anything, not going to acknowledge whatever storm is brewing between us. Nope.

Eventually, he looks away and runs his fingers through his beard. When he turns and meets my eyes once again, the heat, the moment, everything, is gone, and I can move again.

I can breathe.

“I better… I just…” Roman’s hand goes to his beard, his palm scraping along his jawline. Up. Down. Up. Down.

“Yeah,” I manage to croak before doing us both a favor—I walk away.

I don’t know what the hell that was, but one thing’s clear. Charlie has fucked up our dynamics. I just don’t know if it’s good or bad.


NINE
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“How’s it going, Peanut?”

I purse my lips and give Harrison some serious side-eye. He knows exactly how I feel about that nickname, but he refuses to relent. He’s been torturing me with it for as long as I can remember, but since I’m harboring a secret that would epically piss him off, it’s better if I keep my mouth shut.

And you know, maybe hope he takes the news of my breakup in stride and doesn’t ask any follow-up questions. Unlikely, but a girl can hope.

Harrison just smiles, man-spreading his entire body across the little corner booth in Jazzed-Up Java—his favorite coffee shop in New Orleans—taking a sip of his usual coffee. It’s one of those thirty-five-word orders that is essentially hot frothed milk with flavoring.

I’m more of a tea girl, and even after years of coffee dates, I still can’t remember half of what he mixes in there. I can tell you, lamenting about all the ingredients swirling around in that cup of his is a great distraction.

But the more I sit here, thinking about his coffee order, the more those brows of his inch toward his hairline as he stares directly into my soul.

That’s right, he asked me a simple question. One I can’t seem to answer to save my life. My palms are slick with sweat and I can’t meet his gaze, at least not directly. I’m hoping he’s too distracted by the brunette with a very low-cut shirt working behind the counter to realize that I’m nothing more than a ball of nerves in a cute pair of lavender heels.

How the fuck do I answer this?

Everything’s fine, thanks. I moved into your building—actually into your old room—with three of your teammates. Oh, and I’ve daydreamed of riding each one of them like the mechanical bull down at the Lickity-Split Saloon.

Don’t think that’ll go down well.

“Yeah, doing okay, thanks.”

“And Shane?” His tone always changes when he talks about my ex. It gets deeper, more rumbly. But you know, since Harrison wouldn’t piss on Shane if he was on fire, it suits.

He’s going to be thrilled that we’ve broken up. The fact that he’s kicked me out of the apartment I’ve been paying for, not so much.

“Uh. I wanted to talk to you about Shane.”

He grunts, his focus on the brunette as she leans over the counter. Maybe him being distracted will make this a little easier. I just need to rip off the Band-Aid.

I’m a bad bitch. I can do this. Despite my heart beating a hundred miles a minute and my insides twisting into knots.

I take a sip of my tea, hiding most of my face behind the cup, and let the words fly. “We broke up Saturday night.”

Harrison’s eyes go wide as they swing back to me, and he almost drops his fifteen-buck cup of coffee. “Fuckin’ finally! Good for you. What was the straw that broke the too-good-for-that-fucker’s back?”

“Oh, you know.” I offer a half shrug, like that’s all the explanation he needs. “Finally found my self-worth and all that jazz.” I flick my hair like I mean it, hoping he’s not paying close attention to my eyes, because I sure as hell don’t feel it all the way to my core.

“Good for you. He move out?”

I’m suddenly very interested in my cup of Darjeeling tea. Oh, this logo is super cute. Don’t know why I didn’t notice it before.

“Peanut?” His voice softens, and dammit, he’s giving me that big brother stare-down. “Did Shane move out?”

The weight of his gaze on my face burns, just like the lie sitting on the tip of my tongue. “Uh, well, his name is on the lease, so we thought it would be better for me to move out.”

Harrison is still, quiet, his breathing heavy, and he doesn’t speak for a long minute. He always does this when he’s super pissed… the calm before the storm. “Charlotte?” Gone is the softness, the nickname, his distraction.

“Mm-hmm?” My eyes go back to my cup, my fingers tracing the logo. I can’t look at him, and even worse, I can’t stand the thought of lying to him, and I know I’m going to have to if he continues with the questions. I still don’t quite understand why the boys don’t want Harrison to know we’re living together right now. Sure, he’s going to be pissed, he’s probably going to yell, but he’ll be grateful they let me stay, even if it’s only for a few nights.

Or at least, I hope.

Then again, he could show up, demand I pack my life back up in those suitcases he got me for the trip to Paris I never took, and take over. Yeah, I see how this isn’t ideal.

“Do I need to organize an alibi? Get a shovel? Find a shallow, unmarked grave?”

I snort. “No.” Waving him off with a flap of my hand almost knocks over the glass of water sitting next to my cup of tea. I’m doing really well at playing it cool. “I slashed his tires and switched out his shampoo for hair dye before I left. I handled it.”

He falls quiet once again, and I’m starting to think I might have gotten away with only a few short questions, but after a long slurp of his fancy coffee, my big brother taps my foot with his, making me look up to meet his piercing gaze. “Where are you staying right now?”

Fuck.

Fuck.

Shit.

I don’t want to lie to him. I never lie to him. I’m not even sure I know how.

And while this is what I’ve been waiting for, I’m not convinced I have the acting skills to convince him that I’m doing okay. Because I’m not. I still cry myself to sleep some nights at how my cards have been dealt, and a part of me, a teeny-tiny, itty-bitty piece of me, somehow still misses Shane.

And I hate myself for it. And I hate myself even more for the lie that’s about to fall out of my mouth to my brother.

“Just crashing with a friend across town.”

“What friend?”

“Karina.”

“Who’s Karina? Where does she live?” Ugh. Overprotective brother mode activated.

“Harrison.” I wait for him to take a breath. “I’m a big girl.” I force myself to not back down from his stare, my voice to stay steady. “I’m handling my business, okay? You don’t need to get all ape-ish on me. Stand down.”

Speaking of apes, those roommates of mine owe me big time for covering for them like this. If I’d just come out and told him, it probably wouldn’t have been all that bad. But now… I’m not so sure. I bite my lip and study his face.

I am sure, one hundred percent, that this lie needs to stay buried for the rest of our God-given lives, because if it doesn’t, if he finds out, Harrison will explode like Mount Vesuvius in Pompeii and kill all of us in the process.

He grunts again. “I worry about you, Peanut. It’s what big brothers do. It’s in the contract.” He bumps my foot with his again. “It’s not that I don’t trust you to take care of yourself.”

My turn to grunt. My stomach is so painfully sour, I might vomit. Guilt has consumed my entire body, and I can barely sit still.

“It’s not. I just know you’d never ask for help, even if you needed it. Even if your house burned down, your car stopped working, and your last outfit got covered in mud.”

Accurate. Hence the situation I’ve found myself in.

The guilt swells in my chest, threatening to implode my heart. That’s such a Harrison thing to notice—and exactly the reason I won’t ask him for help.

When I was seventeen, I snuck out to a party with my friends. Mom and Dad said I wasn’t allowed to go because Beth’s parents weren’t going to be home. I got home later that night to find Harrison had covered for me.

I’ve been disappointing him since birth. He wanted a brother to play sports with, and instead, he got a sister who wanted to play dress-up and dolls. The look of disappointment on his face as he held my hair back while I puked all night haunts me to this day.

Honesty had always been our thing, and he’s always hated lies. I hadn’t even told him I was sneaking out either. Ironically, I didn’t want to disappoint him. But when I didn’t answer his calls, he freaked out and thought something had happened.

My stomach twists at the memories.

I can’t make him cover for me, again. I can’t face that look on his face, again. I can’t be the fuck-up. Again.

“I need you to look me in the eyes and tell me you’ve got this, because if you don’t, I can help you. And this time, I need you to let me.”

My stomach falls through the floor as a wave of nausea hits. The guilt is just too much. He’s so… Harrison. So nice and helpful, and honestly the best big brother I could ever ask for, and I’m nothing more than a dirty liar.

I have to swallow at least three times before the words jammed at the back of my throat find their way out. “I’m okay, Harrison. I’ve got this under control.”

“Pinky promise.”

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. It’s the worst kind of treason, breaking a pinky promise.

But I currently have no other choice. It’s too late to fall on my sword and repent. The damage is done. The secret has to stay a secret.

I don’t want Harrison to know I’m living a floor up from him, that his friends kept me a secret, that I want them all to bang me—separate, together, I have zero preference when it comes to them. Okay, whoa, wait. That’s a thought that’s going to fester.

Do I really want them all? Together?

My body heats, lighting up like the goal lamp at a hockey game. Fuck. Maybe I do.

Fuck. This is a problem for so, so many reasons. Not least of all that it would definitely ruin any chance the team has of making it to the playoffs.

You can’t fuck with pro athletes in the run-up to a major championship.

If I didn’t already know it, I’d have learned it last year when one of the local team’s goalies snuck in and stole Roman’s stick tape before their conference final. Of course, the only possible reason they lost was that his tape was stolen, not at all because three of our best players were out due to injuries.

Staring at Harrison’s outstretched pinky makes my skin heat so much I’m convinced I’m breaking out in hives right in front of his face. But there’s nothing else for me to do. I link my pinkie with his and give it a little squeeze. “Promise. I have everything under control.”
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I have absolutely nothing under control.

I’m pretty sure my boss just told me he’s firing me, but the ringing in my ears is so fucking loud, I’m not quite sure. Who knew getting questioned by my overprotective big brother would be the highlight of my Monday?

“Charlotte, did you hear me? We’re letting you go.”

The walls close in, the ringing only gets louder, and there’s a heavy weight pressing down on my chest.

I don’t respond right away, I can’t. Instead, I look around, giving my brain a second to process. His office is small, utilitarian, bland. There are calendars behind him on the wall and posters with pithy, insightful, and oh-so-very stereotypical teacher phrases about knowledge on the back of his door, but otherwise, it’s all just… monotonous. Which really isn’t so different from the man sitting across from me.

“G-go… where?” I hear the words coming out of my mouth, but I can’t seem to stop the stupidity from escaping my frozen body. “Where am I going?”

“You’re fired, Charlotte.” My boss, eh, former boss’s voice is hard, cold, and there isn’t an ounce of sympathy or empathy across his face. I thought he liked me, hell, I thought we were at least friendly. But this… Wow. This came out of left field.

I’ve never been late. Never. Someone always volunteers me to babysit after school detention, and not once did I complain about staying late. I’m responsible, my kids like me, and while I may not have loved coming here every damn day, I’m a good teacher. This has to be some kind of mistake. Right?

“Me?” I point my finger at my chest, but we’re the only two people in the room. The heavy silence I get in response tells me everything I need to know.

“Yes, Charlotte. You.”

The cool detachment of his voice, the glare that cuts straight through me, levels me. I don’t have words, I don’t have tears, I simply nod. After I left my coffee date with Harrison, I was doing all kinds of mental planning—finances, time, getting my ducks in a row so I can save up some much-needed coin to get myself out from living with the guys before my brother inadvertently finds out and kills his friends.

I also made a pinky promise that I had things under control, and dammit, I was going to do my damnedest to show him I did.

“We’re making some changes at the staff level, and unfortunately, we have to let some people go.”

I swallow hard. “Who else?” My voice cracks.

“I’m sorry?”

I clear my throat. “Who else is being let go?”

He shifts in his seat. “Just you.” He pauses. “At least so far.”

“I see.” What I really mean is that I see just how much money talks in this place. A couple weeks ago, one of the parents cornered me on my way out of school. She wasn’t thrilled that her precious little Perciville isn’t fluent in French at only six years old. It didn’t matter how much I apologized or assured her that her little angel’s education is my biggest priority, she was never satisfied.

I should’ve seen the writing on the wall when the school got a sizable donation a few days later from Perfect Perciville’s parents. But I suppose it was my naivety that had me thinking it was from the good of their hearts.

Fuckin’ hate French, too.

I nod again. There’s no point in arguing. He’s clearly been won over by the size of Perciville’s parent’s wallet, and nothing I say will make a difference. The kid’s name isn’t even Perciville. That’s his middle name, and they’re so perfectly fucking pretentious that it fits like a glove.

It takes me about fifteen minutes to clear out my classroom, shoving every goddamn thing I bought for my class into the box. It’s a shitty thing to punish my students for the principal being an epic prick, but they made us buy almost all of our supplies ourselves, and I’ll be damned if they’re keeping a dime.

On shaky legs, I head out to the parking lot, toss my box on the passenger seat, slide behind the wheel, and fall a-fucking-part. I’m homeless. Jobless. I’m a terrible sister. I’m fucking broke.

Heaving sobs wrack my body, as thick, hot tears course down my face, and I cry for what feels like hours. I let it all out—the breakup, the betrayal, landing straight at rock bottom and hitting every single jagged edge on the way down. By the time I pull myself together, my throat is raw.

It never rains, it pours.

These things happen for a reason.

God doesn’t give you more than you can handle.

I can hear Mom’s voice in my head as I stare at her number on the screen of my phone. Calling her at this moment won’t make me feel better. She’ll do her best to cheer me up but will inevitably tell me how much easier my life would be if I just moved back home. Which will make me even more frustrated and feel even more like shit.

They’ve never said it out loud, but I’m most definitely the fuck-up of the family, and at times like these, I feel it even more acutely than every other day ending in ‘y’.

I probably shouldn’t drive back to the boys’ apartment because I’m so upset, but I can’t stay in the school parking lot. Knowing my luck, Percy’s mom would see me crying into my steering wheel and I’d end up in prison for knocking her down, accidentally backing over her, and running over her a few more times for good measure.

By the time I get back to the apartment, I can barely breathe, and my tears are falling harder than before. Panic has seized my entire body, so much that I’m numb. I head up in the elevator on legs so shaky I’m not sure how they’re holding me, and when I stumble through the front door, I barely make it a few feet inside before they go out from under me.

Even curling up on the floor with my limbs so weak is difficult, but after a few long minutes of letting myself cry it out in the fetal position, I take a deep breath and open my eyes.

To a pair of eyes staring back at me. “Son of a bitch!”

Mateo is lying down, facing me on the floor, his soft brown eyes searching mine. “What’s up, buttercup?”

If I had any energy left, I’d flee into my bedroom and die of embarrassment. But I can’t. I can’t hide this. He’s seen me, heard me, and he’s lying on the floor in front of me.

Pushing up off the floor, I curl my arms around my knees after sweeping the tears off my cheeks. “I got fired.” There’s no use lying or hiding it from him. They’ll find out soon enough when I don’t leave for work tomorrow morning.

He frowns, sitting up to face me, and scoots closer. His knuckle grazes my cheekbone, catching a few stray tears, and for just a fraction of a second, my heart stutters. “Do I need to break a few kneecaps?”

I shake my head.

“You sure?” His fingers trace along my jaw, his touch light, comforting.

It’s tempting to say yes, to give in to anything he wants right now, but I’m not going to be the first to break the rules. Instead, I lean into his touch and let him comfort me, if only for a moment. “It’s okay. I just need to figure out what to do next.” A shard of panic spears my chest, and the tears threaten to fall once again. “I’m sure it’s not too hard to find a teaching job in the middle of the school year. I’ll figure something out, honest. I won’t be here long. I swear.”

He covers my lips with his finger, and it takes every remnant of strength not to suck his finger into my mouth. Jesus. I really need to move out. These guys are clearly messing with my brain. “Easy, Red. These things happen. You’re safe and welcome here until you figure things out, whether that be a week, a month, or six months.”

“But Jace…” My words are mumbled against his finger.

“Fuck that guy. If he says anything to you, send him to me. I’ll take care of him.” He winks and boops my nose. “Did you like it?”

“Like what?”

He sweeps a curl out of my face, his fingers trailing lightly through my hair. “Your job. Teaching. Did you love it? Can you imagine doing anything else?” The way he studies me with such intensity sends my exhausted body into overdrive. “Did it set your soul on fire?”

No one has ever asked me that before. The easy answer is yes. But is that really the truth? My mom was a teacher, and her mom before that. It was kind of just expected of me. And since I didn’t have a better idea of what I wanted to do with my life, I rolled with it. It makes my mom happy.

Don’t get me wrong, I do like my job. I love working with kids, but I’ve never felt like teaching was what I was born to do.

I nibble at my lip as I shake my head. Admitting that my mom’s dream isn’t mine is scary as fuck.

“Good girl. It’s hard to be honest with ourselves sometimes, especially when shit’s hitting the fan.” The tenderness with which he strokes my cheek makes my whole body ache. It’s like he can’t stop touching me, and I’m finding it really hard to resist.

My lip trembles as my eyes fill with tears. If I’m not supposed to teach, what the fuck am I going to do next?

“Hey.” His voice is sharp, demanding. “Stay with me.”

I blink back the tears. Mateo is the jokester, the fun-loving playboy. I’ve never seen him like this before and I… I like it.

“Sounds like you need to figure out what the hell you want to do with your life, Red.”

“I have no idea what I’m going to do, Teo.” The fear that sentence provokes from inside my chest is visceral. A sharp gasp leaves my chest as another piece falls into place. “And you have to promise me you won’t tell Harrison.”


TEN
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It’s right there on the tip of my tongue. I’d love to tell her no, I can’t keep any more secrets from Harrison, but then another tear slips down her cheek, and I find myself nodding. “I won’t tell your brother, but I think you should. He loves you, Red. He’s only going to want to help.”

“How do I let him help me if I don’t know what I want to do?” She looks at me like I have all the answers, and dammit, I wish I had them. I wish I could fix this for her, but it’s not like I’m an expert on happiness.

“I feel like my entire life has been a waste. If I’m not teaching, then what do I do with my life?”

“You’re twenty-seven, not ninety-seven.”

When she frowns and those teary blue eyes narrow on me, I quickly add, “You have your whole life ahead of you. It’s hardly been a waste.”

“I guess.” She doesn’t sound super-confident, but I’ll take it.

For some reason, I want her to talk to me, to open up, to fucking trust me, and that feels foreign as hell. I’m not the guy that wants to connect to the women I date—yes, I know I’m using that term loosely—or really anyone at all. I’m not the guy that digs deeper, who wants to go beyond a few mutual orgasms and a friendly handshake. This isn’t me, but when it comes to Charlie and the lost, faraway look in her eyes, I want it to be.

She’s got me all twisted up, and fuck if I don’t want to unravel from her.

I spin around and drag us both against the front of the couch. She lets out a soft sigh, relaxing against the cool leather and resting her head on my shoulder. I want to pull her into my lap and wrap my arms around her. I want to kiss her fucking senseless and make her forget all about her shitty day. I just want her… but that’s something I’m going to have to fight.

At least for now.

After several more seconds of silence, she sighs again. “How did you know hockey was it for you?”

“Obviously, I’m insanely talented,” I chuckle, taking her hand and threading her fingers with mine. I might not be able to cross any lines yet, but that doesn’t mean I can’t stand close to them.

“Obviously.”

I clear my throat, tightening my hold on her hand. “It was the one place that always felt like home.” I pause and take a deep breath. “My dad had a heart attack and died when I was fourteen. It was tough. My mom fell apart, and I have two younger brothers and a sister who depended on me to hold the family together. I was their rock, but on the ice, I was just another punk-ass kid with more talent than sense. All my worries, my responsibilities, the grief I kept locked up, it all melted away. Playing hockey makes the world shrink. It lets me breathe. Everything else just kind of fades into the background.”

She lifts her head and meets my gaze, her eyes swimming with more tears. “Wow.”

I brush my thumb across her bottom lip, the lip I really want to take between my teeth and… shit, can’t go there right now. Poor girl just lost her job. And she’s off-limits. Pull it together, Mateo. “Yeah?”

“Seriously, I didn’t know you were so deep. Damn, Teo, I’m seeing a whole new side to you right now.”

“Just don’t go telling everyone. I don’t want to ruin my reputation.”

She straightens her shoulders, locks her lips with an imaginary key, and tosses it away. It’s fucking cute. “Your secret is safe with me. You can keep being a himbo, and no one will suspect a thing.”

“Ouch. Himbo? Really?”

This time when she looks at me, her eyes sparkle with mischief. “Would you prefer man-whore?”

“You wound me, Red.” I rub a hand over my heart and groan. “I think that’s worse than himbo.”

“If the condom fits.” She smirks, but as she glances down toward the bulge in my jeans, her cheeks burn a dark crimson. “Or in your case, maybe it doesn’t.”

Jesus.

I shift as my dick starts to harden, promising myself a romantic date with Rosie Palm later if it calms the hell down. It might be the right place, but this isn’t anywhere close to the right time.

“Not to imply you don’t wear condoms,” Charlie murmurs, keeping her gaze on my cock and testing all the damn self-control I have. “I’m sure you have to with the number of women you—” Her eyes widen and travel back up toward my face. “I’m so sorry. You’re letting me stay here, I shouldn’t be talking about your extracurricular activities.” This time her face falls, and she pulls her hand from mine. “And I’m probably interfering with your bunny fucks and⁠—”

“My bunny fucks?” I toss my head back and laugh. I know I’ve got a bit of a reputation as a playboy, but in truth, I haven’t messed around with the bunnies in a few months. They just didn’t…  I don’t know, I guess I needed a break from the same old superficial bullshit. “Don’t worry about me, Red. I can take care of myself.”

Her cheeks darken once again, and she quickly glances away.

“Anyway.” I clear my throat and grab her hand again, sweeping my thumb across the backs of her fingers. “You were just about to spill all your deep, dark secrets.”

“Was I?” she muses, turning my hand over and tracing the lines on my palm. “Doesn’t sound like me.”

“Come on, Charlotte. What makes you happy? What makes the world fade away?”

She takes a deep breath, her gaze hesitant as it falls to the floor. “You can’t laugh.”

With my free hand, I run my fingers along her jaw and force her eyes to meet mine. “I promise.”

“I, uh, I make lingerie on the weekends. I love to sew and create things that make people feel sexy.” She pauses with a sigh. “It’s probably stupid, and my friends buy everything I make, but when I’m sketching designs or sewing the fabric together, I’m happy.”

She makes lingerie? Fuck. Don’t get a boner. Don’t get a fucking boner. But then an image of Charlie hijacks all my brain cells. Her beautiful red hair is loose around her shoulders, a perfect contrast to the black lace corset her breasts are spilling out of… and then there’s the matching thong. And the thigh-highs. And the garter. Fuck. I’m hard as a goddamn rock.

There’s no way she’s not going to notice.

I open my mouth to respond and swiftly close it. The words are right there on the tip of my tongue—how about you put something sexy on and show me—but my dick is not in charge right now.

Okay, I’m trying not to let my dick be in charge right now.

“Have you thought about selling your lingerie online? Scaling things up a bit?” See, I’m in charge here. High- five.

“I’d love to have my own online store, and maybe an actual storefront one day, but I don’t know how realistic that is. I have no idea where to even start with something like that. Doesn’t matter though.” She sighs, resting her head against the couch, staring up at the ceiling. “My sewing machine and all my design notebooks are back at my ex’s apartment.”

“I don’t see a problem.” I push myself to my feet and extend a hand to her. “Let’s go pick it up.”

Her gaze volleys between me and my outstretched hand, that damn bottom lip trapped between her teeth. “We can’t.” She pauses, clearly seeing something in my features. “But… are you sure?”

This isn’t just about getting her stuff, it’s about her ex. I’m sure she’s nervous about seeing him again, and let’s be honest, he’s a complete and utter douchebag. I only talked to him a few times, but he always made sure to put Charlie down.

But I’ll be damned if he says something to her in front of me. I won’t hesitate to make sure he eats a few of his teeth for lunch.

“I’ve got you, Red. If he doesn’t want to let you in or says something I don’t like, he’s going to get knocked the fuck out. Now, let’s go get your stuff so we can figure out a way so you never have to teach again.”


ELEVEN
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Charlotte




My sweaty palms cling to my thighs as I freeze, facing the door to my old apartment, the place I called home for two years. Not anymore. Not since… fuck.

I’ve been so distracted with my disaster of a life I almost forgot about the dull ache that had settled deep in my chest. But not here. Not when I’m forced to face my past, the betrayal, the years of being second-best because I constantly put Shane first.

This was a mistake.

Even with Mateo at my back, hovering over me like a helicopter parent, I’m not sure I have the strength to walk through that door. My legs are shaking, my mouth is dry, and I feel like I might puke.

Or cry.

Or puke and cry.

I’ve been telling myself I’m over Shane, over the hurt he’s caused me, but it’s clearly all a lie. It’s still there, nestled deep in my chest.

I roll my lips between my teeth and bite down. I’m not going to cry in front of this asshole, no way in hell. Not Mateo, of course, he’s not an asshole. In fact, he’s way sweeter than I ever gave him credit for, and he’s already seen me cry today.

A lot.

Dunno who that mushy guy in Teo’s body was who tenderly touched my face and listened to my fears on the floor, but I want to get to know him more. I get the distinct feeling he doesn’t let very many people in, that he doesn’t let people get close, but damn. I really want to try. And I sure as hell want to kiss those pretty lips of his.

That’s what got me into this mess in the first place. If it weren’t for him and his words of encouragement and that gigantic tent in his joggers, I wouldn’t be standing in my old apartment complex.

I’m not sure if it makes it better or worse that I’ve seen that bad boy in person. Okay, probably way worse, since I know exactly how large it is—which, of course, is exactly what I pictured when his cock started standing at attention, sending all my blood rushing south of the border and making me crazy with need. At that moment, he could have asked me to carve out my spleen and give it to him on a side plate. Not only would I have obliged, I’d have given him a kidney, too.

My brain was so distracted by Mateo’s massive hard-on that when he extended his hand to me and told me we should come to this piece of shit’s house to pick up my things, I blindly said “Sure, let’s go.”

“Are we going to stand out here all day?” He nudges me gently, giving me a small smile. “You ready, Red?”

I’m not ready.

Not even close. On the other side of this door, Shane and Kai are playing happy family while I’m jobless, cockblocking three pro hockey players by crashing in their spare room, and damn near burning their place down on the daily. My future is bleak, my bank account is nearly empty, and I don’t have anyone. Not really. Not even a cat.

How is this what my life has come to?

My chin trembles, my eyes filling with tears that I blink back until they stop threatening to fall.

Shame coats my throat as I try to swallow down the lump of embarrassment sitting on the back of my tongue. I wanted to be someone, do something meaningful with my life, and look at me now.

Coming back here with nothing makes my stomach ache. I figured when I saw him again, I’d have a raise, a much fatter bank account, and be in a relationship with a guy fifteen times hotter than Shane could ever dream to be. I wouldn’t care that he cheated on me. He’d be some jerkface guy I used to know. But it’s still so fresh, so raw.

I can’t do this.

I need to leave.

Now.

I take half a step back, but Mateo’s strong palm meets my lower back, and heat radiates through the fabric of my shirt as he keeps me from retreating. “You’ve got this, and I’ve got you.” His voice is firm, encouraging, and warm. He doesn’t wait for me to reply, he extends his hand, curls his fingers into a fist, and thumps the door like he’s a freakin’ cop.

When I turn to him, he’s got a wide grin on his face, and he winks at me before blowing me a kiss.

I can’t help but laugh, some of the weight lifting from my shoulders. Maybe the ache in my chest isn’t as deep as I thought.

His fingers dance up my spine, and before I can ask him what he’s thinking, the door swings open. And there’s Kai. He’s barefoot and wearing an apron that says “Pro at giving my meat a little rub.”

From what I can tell, he’s not wearing anything else.

Shivers ripple through me as Mateo wraps an arm around my waist and holds me to him. The heat from his body permeates through me, and I’m suddenly aware of the entire right side of my body—every single point that's touching him.

I’m so distracted by Mateo’s proximity, that it takes me a long moment to realize Kai’s staring at me, eyes wide. “Well?”

I blink.

“Did you need something?” This asshole’s a real peach.

“Who is it, baby?” Shane’s voice comes from somewhere inside.

Mateo’s hand tightens around my waist, and he gives my hip a squeeze.

My heart is racing, but I force myself to take a deep breath. “It’s me, Shane. I’m here to collect the rest of my things.”

Kai pops his hip, crossing his arms, and glares at the two of us. “It’s not a good time.” He takes a step back and moves to close the door, but Mateo’s faster.

He jams his toe in the gap, splaying his palm wide on the door, pushing it open. “It’s a good time for us.” There’s a hardness in his voice that I haven’t heard before, but it’s definitely a warning to Kai.

Do not fuck with Mateo.

Though there’s a pretty big part of me that really wants Kai to fuck around and find out, he’s smart enough to step back and let us enter. With Mateo at my back, it’s easier than I thought to gather my courage, straighten my spine, and push past Kai into the apartment.

Shane’s ready, eyes narrowed, half a tub of gel slicking back his greasy locks. “What is it, Char?”

“I came to pick up my things.” Fucking hate being called Char, and he knows it.

“What things?” Shane’s voice is flat, like I’m boring him.

“My sewing machine, fabric, notebooks, pens… you know… my things. Anything I left behind. I’m sure you’ve had time to set it aside.”

“And you brought your brother’s friend?” Shane gestures his chin at Mateo but doesn’t take his eyes off me. “Your muscle? I think you should know by now, hockey players don’t intimidate me.”

Mateo snorts but doesn’t say anything. His silence feeds my strength though.

I take a deep breath, push aside all the bad things I want to say, and keep my focus. If I pick a fight, we’ll never get anywhere, and I’ll be leaving the same way I came—empty-handed. “I’m here for my things, Shane. Where are they?”

He ignores me, because of course he does, turning his attention to Mateo instead. The air between the men is charged, heavy with anticipation, and just a hint of danger. Shane quirks a brow, gesturing to the arm wrapped around me. “Or maybe you’re more than the muscle. You tapping that?”

Mateo’s weight shifts, his free hand clenching into a fist at his side. “Just give her the damn sewing machine, man.”

“So she can make you some lace panties?” The corner of his mouth ticks up, and I want to punch him in it.

What the fuck is this guy’s deal? He has what he wants—the apartment, the boyfriend… Hell, I left damn near everything we built together. I was cheated on. I was kicked out of my home. There’s no need for him to be a dick. Especially to someone who can literally rip his arms off and beat him with them.

To my surprise, Mateo tips his head and grins. “The finest silk undies that ever had the pleasure of touching my giant dick.” His teeth rake across his bottom lip, his hand trails downward, and I’m pretty sure I have a small stroke as he squeezes my ass cheek. “Can’t get enough. So yeah, I brought my girl here to pick up her shit so she can make me lots of new panties.”

My brain stumbles over “my girl” as a delicious shiver snakes its way up my spine. I know it’s all for show, but I can’t help the wave of lust that washes over me. More than anything, I wish he’d kiss me right now. I wish he’d claim me in front of my ex and leave no doubt in that asshole’s tiny little mind that I’m taken by someone taller, broader, smarter, and a boatload more talented.

“Y-your girl?” Shane looks back and forth between Mateo and me like he’s trying to make it make sense. Asshole. Does he not think I can pull someone as hot as Mateo?

I mean, some days I don’t think I can either, but that’s beside the point.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Mateo clutches his chest like he’s all butt-hurt. “You don’t think I’m pretty enough to land myself someone as beautiful as dear Charlotte?” He pauses, glancing down at me with a huge smile spread across his face. “That’s fair. But lucky for me, I’m really fucking talented with my dick. Aren’t I, Red?”

My cheeks sizzle as he runs a finger down the slope of my nose and boops the tip. I open my mouth to respond, but I’ve got nothing.

“Anyway, we need to get back to the others, so if you could just stop being an epic asshole and give my girl her shit, it’d save me from having to rearrange your face.”

Sweet baby Jesus and the little donkey. This guy. Thank God he’s not looking at my face right now because it’s still on fire, as are my lace panties.

What is it about a man threatening violence in my defense that gets me all hot and bothered?

Fuck.

Maybe I need to get checked out. Getting dumped and fired seems to be taking its toll on my mental state.

I’ve watched hockey fights on the ice my whole life and… nothing. But this… having a gorgeous man defend my honor… Fuck. Slap my ass and call me Shirley. I’m ready to drop to my knees right here and suck this man’s⁠—

“Charlotte?” Mateo’s staring at me with a knowing mischief in his eyes and his tongue clamped between his teeth, a sliver of it exposed and teasing me. He knows exactly what he’s doing.

That fucker.

Shane squares his shoulders like he thinks he stands a chance against a six-foot-three hockey player built of pure muscle. He never was the smart one in our relationship. But also, pretty please say something dumb so Mateo can punch you in the face and I can tend to his bruised knuckles when we get back to his place. It would be like a romance book come to life.

Kai reappears beside Shane with a dramatic eye roll. “For fuck’s sake, Shane, just get them out of here. I’ve got all your stuff by the door, there’s no need for bloodshed. I don’t have anything to get blood out of the rug.” Kai dismisses us with a flick of his wrist. “Take it, get out, and don’t come back.”

Mateo strides toward them both, and they simultaneously step back. “If we get back to our place and discover that she’s missing anything, you can count on us coming right back. You don’t want to fuck with Charlotte. Trust me.”

My girl. Our place. I’m pretty sure I’m pregnant from the thought alone.

His words fill my lungs with a lightness I haven’t felt for days, weeks even. I know he’s playing up to Kai and Shane, but I like how his words feel against my skin, how they feel inside my body. I can’t lie, there’s a piece of me that wants it to be true so I can get to know that sweet and tender side of him a little more every day. And, you know, maybe have a boyfriend I could be proud of, one who’d actually support me for a change.

“Come on, Red.” Mateo cups my chin, pulling my attention from my ex and his boyfriend back to him, my now fake-boyfriend. “Let’s grab your things and go home.” He slides his hand into mine, linking our fingers together and sending an ache straight to my core.

We make our way back to the front door, and I give Mateo a bit of side-eye, which he completely ignores. After brushing his lips across my knuckles, he releases my hand and squats to pick up my Singer sewing machine. I may take a quick step back to check out his perfect bubble butt as he does, but I’ll never admit it.

I grab the bags, packed neatly with my notebooks and fabric, and walk a step ahead of him toward the door.

“Don’t come back, Char.” Shane’s voice is low. “You’re not welcome here.”

I take a deep breath, expecting a sharp pain to stab through my chest, but nothing. “Don’t worry.” I glance back toward both of them. “There’s nothing left for me here. Just disappointment.”

Somehow, Mateo balances the sewing machine in one arm and flips them both off over his head with the other. Without looking back, he takes the bags from my hand and slips them onto his free wrist before placing his hand at the small of my back.

“Oh, and Shane?” He doesn’t wait for an answer before he continues. “Speaking of disappointment, your fucking fly is open.”


Chapter Twelve



Mateo: Red’s ex is an insufferable asshole.




Jace: I don’t think this is groundbreaking news.



Roman: Why? Did something happen? Did he show up at the apartment?



Mateo: God no. I don’t think he has the balls to show up here. Or at least not after I threatened to rearrange his teeth. <smiling face with open hands emoji>



Roman: Rewind. I think you missed a few details. Where did you run into this guy?



Mateo: Oh, at his place.



Jace: Dammit, Mateo. Why were you at his place?



Mateo: Calm your man tits, cranky pants. I found Charlie overwhelmingly upset this morning.



Jace: This morning? She should have been at work.



Roman: She didn’t seem upset when she left.



Jace: Spying on her again, Roman?



Roman: Don’t be a dick, Jace. I know that’s hard for you. What happened with Charlie? What does this have to do with her ex?



Mateo: I’m getting there. You two bicker like an old married couple. Anyone told you that before?



Jace: Yeah, you. Frequently.



Jace: Meanwhile, you know how to tell a story much like I imagine a new butcher would slaughter a cow. Terribly. Maybe a touch less blood.



Roman: Thanks for that mental image. <grimacing face emoji> <grimacing face emoji>



Roman: Charlie. Mateo, you better start talking.



Mateo: I’m rather enjoying the back-and-forth between the two of you. <face with tears of joy emoji> But since you asked so nicely… Charlie was fired today. Sounds like one of the snooty parents didn’t like our girl, but it’s okay, that job was all wrong for her.



Roman: <expressionless face emoji> If you tell me she’d be a great live-in sex goddess, I swear to God, I will come back to the apartment and punch you in the throat.



Mateo: It turns out our little lady Charlie makes sexy lingerie in her spare time.



Roman: …



Jace: Well, you’ve managed to kill all his brain cells. Need I remind the both of you that Charlotte is off-limits?



Mateo: Tomayto, tomahto.



Mateo: Anyway… She left all her sewing stuff at her old place, and I offered to go with her to pick everything up. Dickface was there with the new boy-toy and tried to give her shit, but we shut that down real fast. Then she showed me a few of the lingerie pieces she’s made for friends, and she’s really good. Like could start up her own store and do this for a living good.



Jace: And by showed you a few pieces you mean… <unamused face emoji>



Mateo: Like she held them in her hand.



Mateo: To be fair, I did ask her to model them for me, but she declined… at the time. Don’t worry, I’ll get her to show them off eventually. They’re very lacy.



Roman: Thanks for that. Now I’m going to work out with a boner.



Mateo: You’re welcome. Oh, and Harrison doesn’t know she got fired. So, you know, we don’t know she got fired either.



Jace: Great. More secrets.



Mateo: I figured you’d like that. Maybe Charlie will feel bad and model a thing or two for you.



Jace: Pass.



Mateo: Your loss. More of her for me.



Jace: Fuck off. We need to focus on hockey. We’re all slipping and it’s going to fuck up our chances at making the playoffs.



Jace: Or did we forget that’s kind of our job?



Mateo: No, I didn’t forget, Mom.



Jace: Well, maybe act a little more like a hockey player and a little less like a teenage boy and I won’t have to remind you that we have a job to do.



Jace: You know, one that pays all your bill and gets you that underwear you like.



Roman: To be fair, I’ve been going in for extra goalie practice.



Mateo: No one likes a show off.




THIRTEEN
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What the actual fuck was that?

It’s the question I’ve asked myself about three hundred times in the past two days. It’s now Tuesday, and I still don’t have a damn answer.

After practice the other day, I kept my head down, hung out in my room, and got the hell out of Dodge yesterday morning before anyone else woke up. I almost wore my sneakers out on the treadmill, but no matter how many miles I clocked, I couldn’t outrun the awkwardness that had nestled underneath my skin.

Waking up covered in sweat with a raging boner propping up my sheets isn’t exactly a newsworthy event in my life. But the dream that led to the raging hard-on, the dream that came from whatever moment my best friend and I had in the locker room—I have so many questions and not a single answer.

Hands clenching the sheets, our skin clammy as we cling to each other, flashes through my mind… Fuck. I can’t get lost in how his lips felt. I can’t get lost in his fingers skimming the sensitive skin of my thighs or how he growled my name in my ear.

I need to get some air, put some distance between me and whatever fucking voodoo is being worked in that apartment since Charlotte moved in.

It’s the only explanation for all the things I’m feeling, all the thoughts that have worked their way into my head.

I’m not gay, and until a couple days ago, I’ve never before wondered if I’m bi. And now my insides are molten every time I close my eyes and think of Mateo. He’s in the kitchen, ass-naked with a towel dangling from his cock, in the locker room pulling his gear on for a game, in the showers after practice…

Fuck.

Those broad shoulders, those wavy blond locks…

Shit.

My dick twitches, my pulse pounding in my ears.

My insides twist into all sorts of knots, and the weight of the entire world is sitting on my shoulders.

He’s my friend.

That’s all he is. Nothing more, nothing less.

Yes, we’ve shared women, we’ve watched each other fuck. I’ve seen him naked countless times, but never once have I looked forward to it. Never wondered how his skin would feel against mine, how my cock would feel in his mouth, but ever since that damn moment in the locker room, it’s all I can think about.

It has to be because of Charlotte. I’m so overburdened with guilt from all these secrets and my own attraction toward her—a woman who is completely off-limits—I’m projecting my feelings.

That has to be it.

Hissing out a slow breath, I roll my shoulders, pacing outside the rink. I really should be inside getting ready for another practice. With playoffs approaching, Coach has increased our practices from three to four times a week.

Works for me. The more I’m on the ice, the less I’m at home with Charlotte.

I know it’s only been four days, but she’s everywhere. Her scent wafts in my nose, her curves distract me at every turn, not to mention her melodious laughter, her yoga pants, her inability to cook…

Fuck. I can’t even talk to my best friend about it without making googly eyes at him.

A frustrated growl rumbles out from between my lips.

“You want to talk about it?” Harrison’s voice makes me jump, and I’m so damn lost in the storm brewing inside my brain, I drop my bag. My stick clatters to the concrete, echoing off the walls as my heart stutters and guilt worms its way to the forefront of my brain.

“Easy, Ro. What the fuck?” His eyes are practically piercing through me as he searches my face… for what? Betrayal? Deceit? “You okay?”

It’s right there on the tip of my tongue to tell him everything. The burden from all these secrets presses so heavily on my chest I fear that if I breathe too deeply, my ribs might crack.

The four of us are ride-or-die. We’re inseparable. We share everything. Or at least we did. I can’t recall a time when one of us has kept something from the rest of the group—unless it was a good surprise, like a birthday, a prank, or a vacation.

But this? The disloyalty gnawing deep in my bones—deceiving my friend, my captain, my fucking brother-from-another-mother—it’s too much.

My chest tightens, and I can’t breathe. And I sure as hell don’t know how to respond to his simple question, because I am not okay. Not by a long shot. But there’s nothing I can tell him that won’t have him asking all sorts of questions, and once the rocks start falling from the dam, there’s no holding anything back.

I’m a bad friend—in more ways than one. A bad person. He deserves so much better than me.

“What is it, Roman?” He curls his hand around my bicep.

Is it to support me because I look so horrible he thinks I’m about to hit the deck? Or simply a tactile gesture of support? Either way, I don’t deserve it. He should let me fall.

My mouth is dry, so dry that when I try to speak, a garbled noise comes out.

Maybe I just need to say it. Maybe once the words are out, I’ll feel better, and he’ll actually appreciate that we’re helping his very innocent little sister. Maybe it won’t be quite the epic dumpster fire we’re thinking it will be.

And maybe I’ll grow wings and collect teeth in the middle of the night.

I shake my head, forcing myself to swallow past the growing lump in my throat that’s threatening to suffocate me. I suck in a breath. And then another. He’s our friend, he’ll still love us. He’ll think we’re good guys for taking his sister in. It won’t be that bad. It’s probably for the best.

The words are right there, crawling up the back of my throat and lining up on my tongue. I just have to let them free.

“Harrison.” My voice is scratchy, my face hot, but I need to tell him. I rub the back of my neck with a clammy palm.

Harrison’s body jerks as a loud slap on his back shunts him forward.

“Are you bitches ready for practice?” Mateo pins me with a glare, one that heats me from the inside for multiple reasons. What the hell is wrong with me? And now he’s so close I can smell him. The scent of spiced leather invades my nose, and my already warm cheeks heat even more.

Harrison elbows me, giving me an expectant look. “Were you going to say something?”

I glance between the two of them, my jaw clenched so tight I’m surprised my teeth haven’t cracked. Once again, I don’t know what to say, so I simply shake my head.

Harrison tips his head to the side, curiosity in his gaze. He knows I’m hiding something, I can feel it in my bones, but fuck, I can’t say anything now. Mateo would punch me in the face before he’d let me spill our curvy-little-sister secret.

I sigh, my body so tight with tension it could snap at any minute. “We better get on the ice before Coach has our asses.”
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Sweat burns my eyes as I track the puck across the ice. We’re all playing like shit on a stick right now. And by all, I mean the three of us. Jace and Mateo keep fucking up the passes, going long or short on many of them. Usually, they act like they’re mind-melded on the ice or some shit, anticipating each other’s passes without a second thought. But today? Ha. If it was April Fool’s, I’d think Mateo greased all our sticks with oil or butter. But it’s not.

It’s Charlotte.

And me? You might as well pitch a sign right in front of my crease that says ‘Giant Sieve Lives Here’. I can’t block the puck for shit. Even the fucking rookies are getting the drop on me. It’s embarrassing.

None of us have our heads on straight.

The ones on our shoulders, I mean.

The ones in our pants?

Well, they know exactly what they want, but Jace’s stupid rule means that none of us can wet our dicks in that particular pussy. And because I’m being cockblocked with Charlotte, I’m misdirecting my lust at my best fucking friend, who skates past me like he doesn’t have a care in the world.

His face is wet, beads of sweat trickling down his temples and off the ends of his commercial-ready hair.

I grunt as Harrison’s ass comes right at me. The name printed across his shoulders reminds me of Charlotte.

I’m not at all turned on by her brother’s booty, but staring at it as it hangs out right in front of me brings me back to Charlotte’s body pressed against mine, the smell of her lemon shampoo as we sliced veggies together in the kitchen.

I haven’t seen her much since our near-miss kiss. I don’t want to admit it, but I can’t deny I miss her. Mateo skates past again like he’s taunting me.

He’d be down for sharing Charlie. She wouldn’t be the first ripe ass we’ve high-fived over. Would he want her to suck him? Or fuck her? Or take turns at both?

My dick swells in my strap as beads of sweat trickle down my own forehead. Bet it’s not nearly as hot as Mateo’s. He looks like a fucking Greek god out there while he’s sweating his nuts off, and I’m like a haggard swamp witch, blinking and squinting the burning liquid from my eyes.

Shit. The puck whizzes past me as I’m caught out of position again. What the hell is wrong with me?

Thank fuck Harrison, the leading defenseman in the NHL, is watching my crease while I fantasize about burying my dick in his sister’s tight ass because my own backdoor is wide open.

“What the fuck is wrong with you tonight, Ro?” The intensity in Harrison’s eyes is enough to make a lesser man tremble. “Did you wash your socks?”

I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. He knows I only wash my socks when we lose a game, and the truth of the matter is, with Charlotte around the apartment as much as she is, I’ve been avoiding the laundry room and pretty much every damn thing in my life right now. I even ran to the store yesterday to pick up some new underwear so I wouldn't have to leave my room to wash all my dirty pairs.

“If you haven’t, you’re going to need to after this weekend. Get your shit together, man. What’s gotten into you?” Harrison is still talking to me as heat weaves its way up the back of my neck. Even my ears are hot.

We haven’t lost in the last four games, so my distraction hasn’t translated onto the game sheet. Yet.

But if I don’t figure out a way to put naked, hot, and sweaty Mateo, and naked, hot, and sweaty Charlotte in a delicious Eiffel Tower with a naked should-be-concentrating on the game goaltender out of my head… this might be the night we lose. Probably by double digits, too, if my crease work is anything to go by.

I’m pretty sure Harrison grumbles, “Fucking sieve,” under his breath. And despite the flash of embarrassment and anger that rolls through me, he’s not wrong, I am a fucking sieve tonight.

Thank God it’s only practice.

Thriving under pressure is usually what I do best, but it seems keeping secrets from my best friend and living with a beautiful woman I can’t touch are my hard limits.

I grit my teeth. I don’t give a shit about what Harrison said, I’m not washing my fucking socks this weekend. We’re taking home both fucking wins from our upcoming doubleheader.

No matter what it takes.

“I’ll figure it out, Cap.” I nod at Harrison, who’s still glaring at me like he wishes any of our out-skaters were standing in my place.

To be honest, they’d probably do a better job.

He skates right up into my space and grabs my cage, giving my head a much lighter rattle than it needs. “Do you need to talk?”

My gut churns as I shake my head. “No, I’m good. I swear. It’s just practice, man. I’ve got this.” My voice is stronger than I feel on the inside, but after a long, pregnant pause, he nods.

“Good. I’d like my goalie back. The team needs you, brother.”

My heart sinks. He’s right, the team does need me. Not only that, but it’s the bro code.

Bros before beautiful redheads.

And the more I think about it, the more I really don’t think he’d take it well if I told him I have the hots for his sister. Or that I’m having dirty thoughts about one of our teammates, for that matter.

There’s only one solution.

She’s gotta go.

If not from the apartment, at least from my mind. I have to figure out a way to get over her before we find ourselves in another compromising position.

“Drinks at Blades & Brews later?” Harrison skates back a few paces, making a drinking motion with his hand.

I guess there’s no better way to get over someone than by getting under someone else. “Count me in.”
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The heavily buttered roll is already halfway to my mouth when Mateo, Roman, Jace, and Harrison stroll into the restaurant.

When Mateo texted to suggest we grab a bite after practice, I can say with absolute certainty I didn’t think he meant everybody. Silly me, I must’ve read too much into our interaction yesterday. When he asked me about food, I instantly thought it was a date. How stupid of me. Of course this super-sexy hockey player wouldn’t want to go on a date with me when he could have his pick of any woman in Louisiana.

It’s too bad getting scowled at by Jace isn’t on my bingo card for tonight—neither is getting my head bitten off by my brother if he finds out I’ve been fired. Or that I’m living with his best friends in secret. Or crushing on at least one of them.

Shit.

I drop the roll, acutely aware of the rolls on my belly as three carved-by-God-himself statues—and Harrison—search the room while they wait for the hostess. Do they all know I’m here? Or just Mateo?

I’d wipe my suddenly sweaty hands on my thighs, but I’m wearing my favorite little black dress, and if I get butter stains on it, I’ll cry my fucking eyes out. I can’t tell Harrison that I’m all dressed up for dinner with Mateo and maybe Roman—Teo said he’d ask Roman to join us at practice—so that’s another lie added to the leaning tower of secrets growing between my big brother and me. It’s like a terrible game of Jenga, blocks of truth being taken away, leaving a rickety pile of lies and deceit ready to come crashing down at any moment.

Double shit.

And of course, they all look great. Roman’s wearing light-blue jeans and a long-sleeved Henley. Mateo’s wearing dress pants and a black shirt with the top couple buttons open, dressed like he’s going on a date, and showing just enough of his chest to make my mouth water. But it’s Jace who has most of my attention. He’s in darker jeans than Roman, a plain black T-shirt that’s stretched across his broad chest and shoulders like it was painted on him, and he’s got a black leather jacket completing the bad boy look.

My breath catches, and my ovaries may have exploded on the spot.

Fuck, he’s stunning. The way the fabric pulls across his pecs is just… Jesus Christ, it should be illegal to be that hot.

There’s no way I can sit through dinner with them like a normal person.

Harrison spies me first, his eyebrows jumping when he catches me staring—hopefully I wasn’t drooling. He doesn’t need to know that I was openly ogling the three men he’s standing with.

Hell, I almost swallowed my tongue when they walked in.

Harrison elbows Jace and gestures in my direction. When Jace’s eyes meet mine, he scowls before his gaze drops to my cleavage. He spends an extra-long moment watching my boobs. Or maybe that’s just wishful thinking on my part. Considering he’s glaring at me like he wishes he had laser beams ready to shoot from his eyeballs, I’m probably seeing things that aren’t there.

You know, like how I thought this might be a date.

My tits do look fantastic in this dress though, so I arch my back just a little, popping them out as I do. How do you like me now, Jace?

Harrison says something that draws Mateo and Roman’s attention to me, and I sit up straight as both men take me in. Roman’s face darkens, and now he’s scowling too. I didn’t expect only one out of four to be happy to see me, but Mateo’s blinding grin almost makes up for the fact he seems to be the only one not annoyed by my existence.

Almost.

What’s Roman’s deal? Last time I saw him, we were good. Right? What changed?

I swallow hard, tossing a casual wave as they make their way toward the table before squaring my shoulders. I’m not sure what to expect from this encounter, but I’m going to pretend I’m ready for everything. I’m prepared to fake it till I make it.

“What are you doing here?” Harrison grins, gesturing to the chair across from me. “Hot date?”

“Of course, dear brother. I got dumped and agreed to go on a date with the first man who asked me. Can’t you tell? Don’t be rude, say hello. His name is Casper the Friendly Ghost.” I plaster on a fake smile and gesture at the place setting directly across from me.

“You got stood up?” His voice drops, the overprotectiveness kicking in. And the assumption that I’m not just waiting for someone, but that someone hasn’t shown up. Oh, dear Harry, if only you knew.

Nailing Mateo with a long, hard look, I nod at Harry. “Yup. Stood up. Such a shame.” I gesture at the empty seats with the buttered roll before taking a healthy bite. “Feel free to join me.” The round table I’m sitting at isn’t big enough for four NHL-sized giants and me, but knowing my brother, he’d rather squeeze around this table than leave me here alone. Although I suppose there are worse things I can think of than being the filling in a Mateo and Roman sandwich.

Mateo doesn’t wait for me to ask again. He’s already halfway into the chair next to me, giving my knee what’s probably an apologetic squeeze under the table.

“It’s okay. We can eat over there.” Jace points at an empty table a few feet away. “We might be a little too crowded here.”

My heart sinks. He’s really going to make me eat alone? Seriously? It’s bad enough he’s been avoiding me in the apartment.

Will Mateo get back up and go with them?

Roman pulls out the chair across from me. “We can’t leave her here by herself, Jace.” He jerks his chin at the remaining empty seat. “That wouldn’t be cool.” He gives me a sympathetic smile, but his eye contact is fleeting. Is he upset with me? Did Mateo say something to him? Why’s he being so… antsy?

Oh. He’s probably afraid of spilling our deep, dark secret to Harrison. Maybe it is better if he acts like he doesn’t know me beyond a casual acquaintance.

My mouth dries up.

I didn’t think this through. I also didn’t think Harrison would show up on my date with Mateo.

What I should have done was get up when they arrived, given them this table to have their dinner, and swiftly left, pretending to have already eaten. Now I’ve forced them all into a situation where three of the four men around me are keeping a secret from one of their best friends. At best, they have to hide the truth. At worst, they’re going to have to lie for me.

Clearly whatever plans Mateo and I made changed during practice, and now I’m the fifth wheel. I’ve made their comfortable dinner plans uncomfortable. My chest tightens, and I force out a shaky breath.

Mateo flashes his movie-star grin at my brother. “It’s fine, you and Jace can go eat over there.” He hooks a thumb over his shoulder before draping his arm around my neck. “We’ll take care of Charlotte. Right, Ro?”

My body stiffens as I wait for Harrison to explode. Or Jace. Mateo’s always been brazen, but he’s flying a little too close to the fire, even for him.

Roman blinks, staring between Mateo, me, and Harrison. “Uh… Su⁠—”

“The fuck you will.” Jace’s growled sentence is barely audible as he pulls out the last remaining chair and points to it and then Harrison. “Sit. I’ll ask the hostess to bring another seat.” He turns on his heel, but before he leaves, he pulls Mateo’s arm off my body, narrowing his already glaring glare even further at his friend.

Great.

So much for my hope of a Mateo and Roman sandwich. Instead, I’m going to be crammed between grumpy-ass Jace and Teo—who seems intent on getting us all in trouble tonight. Wouldn’t be so bad if Jace pulled the rather large stick from his ass.

Fuck. Do they have plans Mateo didn’t know about—or forgot? Are they supposed to be meeting chicks? The mouthful of bread threatens to come back up. Are they going out to pick up women after dinner?

Before my mind threatens to turn this flickering green flame in my chest into a full-on green-eyed monster, Mateo squeezes my knee again. Jace helps a bubbly woman with an extra chair and place setting, her eyes damn near popping out of her head when she sees the four handsome giants around the table.

I contemplate growling at her or peeing on the guys to mark my territory, but it’s irrational and wholly unfounded. Those flames of jealousy in my body have no business being there, never mind growing. I have no claim over these men. Even if I might want to. Plus, golden showers aren’t my jam.

I don’t know what’s come over me.

It takes a couple of seconds and some shuffling for everyone to find space. Seems I’m surrounded by leg spreaders. Mateo slouches in his chair, his thigh and arm braced against mine on one side, and the whole left side of Jace’s taut body presses against me on the other.

My body temperature has shot up another fifteen degrees, and I really hope I don’t look as hot and bothered as I feel. Their firm, lean muscles caging me in on both sides have my mind—and body—running overtime. My nipples have a mind of their own, pebbling against the soft satin of my bra.

This is too much.

The air is thick with desire. Mine. Prickles of sweat bead across my forehead, joining those still on my upper lip. I flick my hair away from my neck, wishing I’d brought a hair tie, then pluck the menu from the table and fan myself as subtly as I can.

“What’s the matter, Red?” Mateo leans close to me, picking up his menu and hiding behind it. Hopefully Harrison doesn’t catch him taunting me. “Getting all hot and bothered?”

When I don’t answer right away, he chuckles, his body shaking against mine, making me acutely aware of just how close we are.

If I took my dress off to cool down, would anyone notice?

Probably. It feels like all the eyes in the place are focused right on me.

Can’t tug at the fabric around my neck either. It’s tight enough that it won’t go anywhere. Fanning myself is making Roman’s concerned eyes dance between the menu in his hands, my face, and my brother—who seems ignorant to what’s going on around the table thus far, thankfully.

I don’t dare look at Jace. His intense glare is boring through my skin, and the air around him shimmers with an unspoken rage.

The server comes to take our order, breaking some of the tension at the table, and makes flirty eyes at my brother. While Harrison asks her about the fish of the day, Mateo touches my leg, and I jump in surprise.

My knee cracks against the underside of the table, making everyone’s water glasses slosh and silverware jump. Harrison glances over his menu, glancing at me with his brows raised, and I slouch down in my chair.

“Shit.” Jace’s irate voice so close to my ear almost distracts me from the sting radiating through my kneecap as I hiss out a breath. I’m almost sorry only a few drops of water escaped the rim of his glass, and I’m now contemplating dumping the whole goblet of ice water over his head. Might make him cool the fuck down.

“What the fuck, Charlotte?” Harrison hands the server his menu as she moves to Roman, keeping a keen eye on my brother as she jots down Roman’s order.

Mateo holds his hands up, that damn grin back on his face. “My fault. I stepped on her toe. There’s not much room here to spread out.” He flaps his elbows like a chicken, knocking Roman on one side and me on the other.

Harrison rolls his eyes and turns to talk to Roman while the rest of us place our orders. Mateo glances around the table and smirks my way, squeezing my thigh as he leans toward me. “Easy, Red. It’s going to be fine. Keep breathing.” His warm breath on the side of my face sends sheets of goose bumps all over my body.

I must take leave of my senses because I squeeze his hand right back before flipping it over and tracing circles on his palm with my index finger. It seems to settle both of us, and the tension in his right side eases as I drag my finger around his sensitive palm. If I wasn’t afraid of my brother catching me touching one of his best friends, I could get used to this.

Jace makes a noise under his breath that sounds remarkably like a growl. Can he see Mateo and me touching?

My phone ringing on the table makes us both jump, and our hands part.

Mom’s name flashes on my screen, and I groan. She’s been trying to call me all day, and I’m not ready to talk to her. She has a knack for making me feel like shit, and I can’t handle that right now. Not with the dumpster fire that is my life. But if I don’t tell her something, she’s just going to keep calling.

When I start to move, pushing the chair back, Jace covers my hand to stop me, sending lightning to all of my erogenous zones just with a simple touch. “You can take it here. We don’t mind.”

Maybe he thinks I’ll tell Mom and Harrison about losing my job and kill two birds with one stone. Because of course right here in the middle of a nice restaurant is the perfect time to tell my family I’m a failure.

I stare at where our bodies connect, then at his face, then back at his hand. The lizard part of my brain doesn’t want to move my hand, but the wildfire spreading through my veins tells me I probably should.

“Aren’t you going to get that?” Harrison leans forward on his forearms. “It’s Mom. Want me to talk to her?”

“No, I’ll do it. I was going to step outside. I didn’t want to be rude.” Which is partially true. I was going to answer but then try to get her off the phone as quickly as possible while giving her zero information about my life right now.

“It’s not rude. I need to talk to her, too.”

Dammit, Harrison.

My stomach sinks as I answer the phone, trying my best to sound as upbeat as possible. “Hey, Mom.”

“Charlie, darling. How are you? It’s been a while.” Mom’s accusatory tone is clear as day, and I can imagine the stern look she’s giving the phone. “I was starting to think you were avoiding me. I’ve been trying to call you all day.”

I was.

“No, Mom. Not avoiding you. I’ve just been super busy today.” My voice is strained. I hope she can’t hear it, but from the arch of Harrison’s brow, he’s not convinced. I add a laugh to punctuate my sentence, but it’s so brittle, I don’t even buy it. “Don’t worry, there’s nothing crazy going on.”

Jace huffs out a grunt so loud it draws everyone’s attention around the table. Something tells me to get up from the table and leave, but Harrison’s staring at me like he’s putting the pieces of a jigsaw together, and I have no intention of helping him fill in the gaps.

If I leave, it’ll confirm something is going on, perhaps more than what he suspects. But if I stay, there’s a chance he’ll be able to read the plethora of emotions I’m sure are playing across my face. The pressure of these secrets makes it hard to breathe.

When it comes to me, Harrison’s like a shark. Once he gets a whiff of blood in the water, there’s no turning back.

Mom asks what’s new with me, but her voice sounds far away as my heartbeat hammers louder and louder—in my ears, my ribcage, my wrists.

“Oh, you know. Same old, same old. Nothing new with me at all.”

“Unless you count losing your fucking job. Single, homeless, and jobless in less than a week. That’s got to be some sort of record.” Time freezes when Jace’s loud words spew into the heavy air, hanging between us all around the table. The crackle of anticipation before realization is suffocating.

It hits Mom first, her deafening shriek coming through the line. “Charlotte Emily Fournier. Single? Jobless? You need to come home⁠—”

“I’ll call you back, Mom.” I cut her off, but quickly add, “Love you.”

I hang up, not meeting anyone’s gaze. I might rip Jace’s throat out of his body with my teeth if I look at him. If Roman’s sympathetic stare is pasted across his beautiful face, I’ll cry.

And there isn’t enough money in the whole world to make me meet my brother’s angry, judgmental stare right now. I’m not sure what he’s going to be more pissed about, the fact I didn’t tell him at all, or that Jace knows before he did.

“Charlotte?” Harrison’s voice isn’t gruff or harsh, but the brimming tears can’t be contained and spill down my cheeks. I burst up from the table, ignoring the dull, heavy thud of the chair as it falls to the ground with my purse hanging on the back, and leave.
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The second those damning words flew out of my mouth, regret wormed its way inside me and settled deep in my gut. That’s got to be some sort of record. I’m an asshole—there’s no argument there—but the guys look like they want to murder me. Well, except for Harrison. He looks like he not only wants to murder me but hack me into little pieces and spread me all through the French Quarter.

I guess I should’ve kept quiet. Okay, fine. I definitely should’ve kept quiet. None of us agreed to tell Harrison about his sister living with us today—or any day in the near future.

But damn.

Charlotte’s been digging under my skin for the past four days, and the words just flew out of my mouth.

I’ve been trying to avoid her, but it’s impossible. She’s always there. She’s eating at the table, watching TV, laughing with the guys, and last night she was working on that damn sewing machine for hours.

Hours.

And now that I know she’s using that thing to make lingerie, there’s no way I’m going to be around while she’s sewing. Imagining her prancing around in lace is the last thing I need if I’m going to maintain a modicum of self-control.

Self-control that’s dwindling with every passing day. I need it so I don’t do something stupid, like telling my best friend I know more about his little sister at the moment than he does. What the fuck was that?

When we tell him, and we will eventually, it needs to be somewhere quiet where we can break the news to him gently. Not blurt it out in front of an entire restaurant full of people.

Fuck my life.

I rake my hands through my hair and wrap them around the back of my neck, squeezing like it’s going to give me some damn sense. This isn’t me. I’m not antagonistic, and I sure as hell don’t hurt people’s feelings for fun.

“How the fuck do you know Charlotte lost her job?” Harrison slams his hand down on the table, causing the silverware to vibrate. I swallow, working past the lump growing in my throat. “And that she was dumped. And that she was booted from her apartment. I haven’t said a damn word to you about any of this.”

One fucking sentence, and I’ve managed to jump out of the frying pan and directly into the fire. What’s worse, I have no idea how to put out the flames.

“You better start talking, Jace.” He points at me, his expression tight. “I don’t like being kept in the dark.”

My mouth opens, but I can’t make words come out. Not this time. Not with Harrison staring straight through my soul. And I get it. There’s no way I should know about any of those things, not without him telling us first.

I should lay everything out on the table, tell him about Charlotte moving in with us and the deal we all made, but I can’t talk. I can’t move. With each passing second, my opportunity to come clean grows smaller, and Harrison looks more suspicious.

He’s still glaring at me—hell, I don’t think he’s even blinked. He sure as shit hasn’t so much as looked at the other guys.

I’m so screwed.

I open my mouth again, and fuck if I know what I’m going to say. I’m a coward, a terrible friend, and a goddamned rat. I’ve hurt both the girl I can’t seem to push away, and my best friend, the guy who was there for me when no one else was.

“Don’t mean to interrupt this staring contest, but Jace, don’t you think you should apologize to Charlie?” Mateo slaps my arm, pulling Harrison’s attention away from me, and I can breathe again. “Maybe make sure she’s okay?”

Normally I’d scoff and tell him or Roman to do it, especially since they seem to have developed a friendly relationship with Charlotte in such a short period of time, but I need some space. I need to get away from Harrison before my mouth gets the best of me—again.

We probably need to have a group discussion—and fast—before this situation gets out of control and eats us alive.

I suck up my pride and nod. I’m up and away from the table in seconds, and just when I think I’m in the clear, Harrison’s hand clamps down on my shoulder.

“This conversation isn’t done.” His jaw is tight, his tone all business. This isn’t my best friend. This is Charlotte’s protective big brother, the enforcer for the New Orleans Phantoms.

I don’t look him in the eyes. I can’t. I just give him another halfhearted nod and take off in the direction of the ladies’ room.

Do you think there’s any chance she just had to use the bathroom?

Who am I kidding?

She was close to tears at the table, and now…

Well, now I really do owe her a damn apology. I didn’t mean to make her cry, and I sure as hell didn’t mean to spill all her secrets to her family—especially since she’s protecting mine. Ours.

Dammit.

She’s protecting everyone, but who’s looking out for her? Mateo? Roman? They’re not going to give her everything she needs, and it sure as hell can’t be me. If I let her in, if I take down some of the walls I’ve built between us, we’ll end up exactly where we were all those years ago—with her dropping my heart on the floor and walking away.

She’ll break me, and she won’t even know.

That’s why I have to push her away. It’s safer for, well… me.

Not to mention we’re almost to the playoffs, so outside of hockey, none of us have much free time on our hands. We need to be knuckling down, getting more focused, not less. Charlotte is a distraction none of us can afford.

When I get to the ladies' room, I pause.

Am I supposed to just go in? Stand outside like a creeper? What if there’s a bunch of women in there? I’m sure that would be a great headline for the news. Jace Theriot, center for the Phantoms, caught spying on women while they use the bathroom. I’d be the newest New Orleans’ Peeping Tom. There’s no coming back from that.

Just when I’m about to turn around and wait for Charlotte at a distance that wouldn’t be considered indecent, I hear a slight sniffle at the back of the hall.

Hopefully, that’s Charlotte and not some waitress I’m about to scare the shit out of.

I make it a few steps down the hallway, and just as I’m about to turn the corner, Charlotte takes a step from her hiding spot. We both stop short. Her eyes widen and I reach out, gripping her hips to steady her. Or at least that’s what I’m telling myself.

“Jace.” She blows out a breath and quickly swipes at the tear that’s rolling down her cheek. “What are you doing back here? You going to tell the rest of the bar what a loser I am, too?”

Fuck. “No.” My hands tighten on her hips, and I should stop touching her, but I can’t make myself let her go.

She’s always been the only one that calms the storm inside me, the one who can lessen the guilt that clings to my skin like armor. Ever since my parents died, I’ve been filled with so much anger, so much shame. It’s my fault they died, and it’s something I carry with me wherever I go. Charlotte is the only person who truly lets me breathe, who lets in even the tiniest rays of light to chase away the darkness surrounding my heart.

That’s why I kissed her all those years ago. I couldn’t help myself.

And I can’t stop myself from hurting her now.

So even though I should apologize for blabbing her secrets and just walk away, I can’t. She’s my weakness, and up until last week, I’ve been able to pretend she was in the Friend Zone, that I didn’t care.

“Then let me repeat the question. What the fuck are you doing back here? Dammit, Jace.” She shakes her head, those red curls dancing around her face before she glances at the floor. My fingers flex as I fight the urge to wrap her hair around my fist and force her to look at me. “Harrison wasn’t supposed to find out about the job. Not until I had something else going. Or about me not having my own place to live right now. And telling my mom? Really? She already thinks I’m the fuck-up of the family. You know how much that bothers me, and you’ve gone and proved how right they are. Charlotte the screwup. Charlotte the⁠—”

“You’re not a screwup, Charlotte.”

“Oh, yeah? You were right on the nose. Jobless, homeless, and single in the span of three days. It’s got to be a new record. I really should move back in with my parents. No excuse needed now that they know about my dumpster fire of a life.”

My insides seize, and I take a step forward, crowding her against the wall. I still can’t stop myself when it comes to her. I tip up her chin, bringing her gaze to mine. “You stay with us.”

“Why do you care? What I do has never mattered to you before. You don’t even talk to me when we’re in the same space.”

“I know.” My voice is tight, strained. She can’t know how much she affects me, how much I wish it were true that she doesn’t matter to me. She matters to me more than she’ll ever know. After being a dick for the better part of a decade and continuing the streak right to this minute, making sure she gets back on her feet is the least I can do.

Her bottom lip trembles, and as I slide my thumb across it, she lets out a soft whimper. “I can’t do this with you. You want me to stay, you want me to go, and now you want me to stay again. You hate me, I get it, but my whole life has just imploded, and you’re only making things worse.”

She tries to push past me, but I close the distance between us and tighten my grip on her hip. “I don’t hate you.”

Charlotte opens her mouth but quickly closes it. Her eyes scan my face, giving nothing away. I’d love to know what she’s thinking, what she’s feeling. If she’s indifferent, or if she’s a mess of rioting emotions like I am. Disappointment in myself, guilt, and self-loathing are all sprinkled with this undeniable attraction I’m trying so hard to ignore. I’ve managed it for the past decade—ever since the kiss that shouldn’t have happened—but I’m not sure why I can’t look away now.

“I don’t hate you at all,” I sigh, resting my forehead on hers. She feels so right in my arms, but fuck, this is so wrong. My best friend—her fucking brother and my team captain—is in the other room, and I can’t seem to stop myself.

I should, but I fucking can’t.

My hand trails down her neck and across her shoulder. Her breath mingles with mine, and while I can’t seem to tear myself away from her bright blue eyes, she seems just as affected. Her entire body is trembling, hopefully vibrating with the same need that’s coursing through my veins.

She grips the front of my shirt, and I lean just a little closer.

My heart is pounding in my ears, drowning out every rational thought, every alarm bell. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“Then why did you?” she whispers, the words hanging heavy between us.

That’s the million-dollar question.

“I can’t fight you anymore.” I close my eyes, soaking in her lemon scent, letting myself relax, even if it’s just for a moment. “Please let me do this. Let us be there for you.”

“Jace.” Her voice cracks and her eyes swim with unshed tears. “Nothing has changed between us. I can’t forget the past. You say you don’t hate me, but your actions are a direct contradiction.”

I take a deep breath, dropping a few of my walls, the bullshit pretenses I have in place to protect myself. I’ve spent so many years trying to keep her from worming her way into my heart, but in truth, she’s been there the whole time. I don’t need to let her know how I feel, but I can at least give her something. “I want you to hate me like I hate myself. It would make things so much easier. You’re not the problem, Charlotte.”

Her eyes widen, her gaze flitting between mine and my lips. My lips that are getting closer and closer to hers. I’m walking a fine line between safety and total annihilation, but I can’t stop myself from taking another step closer to hell.

Closer to the heaven that is Charlotte.

I’m so close I can almost taste her, and there’s no way in hell I can back away without knowing if she tastes as good as I remember. It would only take the barest movement, the slightest brush of my lips across hers.

“The appetizers just got dropped off. Figure you two might want to come back before the food is gone.” The sound of Harrison’s voice, of his hardened tone, has me jumping back.

Charlotte murmurs a quick thanks and slips around us, no doubt to flee to safety.

What the hell was I doing? What was I thinking? I fucking wasn’t, that’s for damn sure.

This is why I can’t get close to her. I lose myself, and if I’m not careful, I’m going to lose Harrison. Our chance to get in the playoffs. The Cup. Fucking everything.

“Care to explain yourself, Theriot?” Harrison takes a step toward me, his eyes flashing with anger, his hands curling into fists at his sides. “Are you fucking my sister?”

“It’s not what you think.” Oh, yeah, that sounds believable. “There’s nothing going on between your sister and me.”

Another lie to add to the pile of deception. I can only hope he’ll forgive me after all this.

“Sure didn’t look like nothing, Theriot. Looked like you were about to jam your tongue down her throat.”

“I promise, Harrison, I wouldn’t do something like that behind your back.” The dishonesty tastes bitter, and I struggle to swallow it down.

He scoffs, running a hand through his hair. “You mean you wouldn’t do something like that at all. If I find out something different, I won’t hesitate to knock that scowl straight off your face. My sister is not a bunny, Jace, and I will not have her treated like one. She’s off-limits. I’d hate to lose a brother over a quick fuck.”

I am better than this. I’m the one in control of myself, of my emotions. I’m the one who can handle anything and everything. Harrison’s sister seems to be the only person who can worm herself under my skin and make me want to break every single promise I’ve ever made.

And it can’t happen again.
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It’s no surprise that I find Charlotte out on the balcony Wednesday morning—the morning after the incident at the restaurant. Talk about what a fucking shit show that dinner was. For a minute there, I thought we’d be the next viral video all over social media.

The rage poured off Harrison in tangible waves, and when he and Jace got back from checking on Charlotte, it was even more awkward at the table instead of less—something I didn’t think was possible. We ate in the most uncomfortable silence I’ve ever had the misfortune of being surrounded by. And when anyone had the balls to actually speak, it was stilted, formal, and received glare after glare from Harrison.

He was pissed, angrier than I’ve ever seen, and I play hockey with the guy.

He’s onto us. He must be. Or at least Jace.

Not sure what happened between him and our redheaded houseguest when he went to apologize, but Harrison ground down a few of his molars while eating his blue-cheese-smothered, still-mooing steak.

A shiver snakes up my spine as a flare of jealousy spikes deep in my chest. Did Jace kiss her? That would explain why Harrison was so fucking pissed. But would he really break the most important rule he himself imposed on all of us when she moved in?

Would she let him?

I scrub my chin, taking her in from the kitchen as I jab buttons on the coffee maker at random, staying just out of sight like a fucking creeper.

The sun’s already up as I watch her out the window. She takes a deep inhale from the steaming mug cradled in her hands as the golden light bounces off her rich, red curls.

She’s a fucking goddess.

Dressed in an oversized T-shirt, her feet up on the patio table, she’s watching everything pass by on the street below like she doesn’t have a care in the world, when in actual fact, the weight of it is resting squarely on her shoulders.

Between the multitude of unanswered texts from her mom, the ice rolling off of Jace all evening, and the hushed conversation her brother had with her before she left, it was a rough night. She didn’t say anything at dinner, but I expected her to be waiting for us when we got home, ready to hash things out. But she was already in her room with the door closed when we got back.

Every instinct I had told me to go talk to her, to make sure she didn’t need something, but it was clear she wanted to be left alone. Not that she’d want to see me, either. I haven’t been the most friendly toward her the past couple days.

Dammit.

I can’t get anything right when it comes to her. She’s got me all tied up into knots, and I don’t know what to do. Except stare at her through a window, it seems.

How has she only been with us for five days?

Longest five days of my fucking life, yet it’s becoming harder to think back to a time when she wasn’t here.

That’s not healthy, right?

This deep feeling of comfort having her around our space can’t be a good thing when we’re all trying to keep up appearances for her brother.

When complacency happens, so do mistakes.

Like last fucking night. Jace opened his big, angry mouth and spilled Charlie’s lack of employment status to her mom and brother.

Fuck. My mouth dries up.

When he’d gotten back to the table, Harrison had asked if there were any other secrets about his sister he should know. Mateo flat-out said no, putting us all on the hook for when Harrison finds out his sister’s not only unemployed, but living with us as well.

It’s just a matter of time. If Jace can explode like that and share shit he shouldn’t, our vault of secrets isn’t as tightly locked up as it should be. Someone’s gonna fuck up and tell Harrison. From his point of view, we’ll have lied to him all over again.

And then where will we be? Probably fucking fighting each other on the ice—which would be a disaster.

My stomach lurches.

As a team, we’re known far and wide for being upstanding. The coaches don’t need to set curfews or babysit us because, as captain, Harrison takes no shit. Sure, like every team, we have the occasional very low-key PR mishap, like the time one of the rookies got a little too drunk in Texas after a game and ended up walking through the hotel lobby in his birthday suit.

But it’s never anything salacious, never anything dramatic or angsty.

Our team is above reproach.

Usually.

This… this is reproachful. If it got out—any of it, fighting amongst team members, unprofessional behavior—the scandal it would bring on the team is next level. The press would eat this shit up for fucking years.

I sweep away a bead of sweat from the back of my neck. This can’t get worse. It can’t. We need damage control, but since I keep messing up, I have no idea what that might look like.

I mean, most of the time, I leave her alone. I have to.

As much as I want to be around her, to fucking smell her goddamn hair like some kind of Shakespearean psychotic stalker-killer on a Netflix series, I can’t let myself get into a situation where it’s just the two of us because I know I’d fuck up. I’d let my feelings spill out of the hole in my face, and I’d probably end up kissing her, consequences be fucking damned.

And that’s the problem.

Consequences won’t be damned, we will.

It strikes me that even if Jace did break the house rules and kiss her last night, I’d still shoot my shot with her. Even if all I ever get is just one kiss. It might be worth the broken nose from my roommate.

Unless, of course, they’re officially official. I’d never make a move on another man’s woman without permission. But if he’s just stepped over the admittedly wobbly lines we drew and kissed her… then I feel like Mateo and I should get a chance to, I dunno, at least take her out somewhere, or… something.

There’s something about her, a magnetism that spans beyond her auburn curls, her blue eyes, and her plush curves. A charm, a magic that shimmers around her, so I wouldn’t blame Jace for kissing her if he did. We all feel it. Hell, even the mail carrier and the barista at the coffee shop around the corner feel it.

Her douche nozzle ex, Shane, didn’t, but that’s more about his shortcomings than hers.

Fuck. I drag my hands through my hair. I’m starting to sound like one of those goddamn romance novels Mateo reads when he thinks no one is paying attention. Or a poet or some shit.

It’s how I know I’ve stared at her for long enough, when I start crafting poems in my head. It’s time to go, but when I try to back away, my movement catches her attention. Her face breaks out into a smile that makes my breath catch in my chest.

How can she still smile at me when I’ve been a bit of a dick to her the last couple days?

I give her a weak smile in return.

I rub my chest as it tightens, her eyes boring into me. Shit. That means I have to actually talk to her now. I can’t sneak back to my room without saying a quick hello.

So much for keeping my distance. And I don’t have it in me to be an ass to her today, for both our sakes I need to be cordial.

When she beckons me out onto the balcony, pointing at the carafe of coffee and the spare mug on the table, she grins like she knows she’s got me. Before she arrived, I spent every morning, rain, hail, or snow, out on the balcony with a Sudoku puzzle and coffee. It’s as if she knows what my routine was before she came and that she’s upended it. It’s no secret goalies can be contrary. Maybe she’s decided to try to rectify it somehow—or join me in it.

Probably wishful thinking there. The red-haired tornado wasn’t made to keep the peace, she was made to blaze like a bright beacon.

I need to keep my feelings in check. I need to not make this situation any worse than it already is. I need to not end up a missing person because my team captain tore me limb-from-limb and hid my body parts in the Louisiana swamp.

“Hey there.” When I step out onto the balcony, Charlotte’s gaze lingers on my bare chest for a beat more than it probably should. There isn’t so much as a chill in the still morning air, but I should’ve put on a shirt.

“Hey, yourself.”

“You sleep okay?” Instead of meeting her eyes, I pour myself a mug of coffee from the carafe she had ready as I pay attention to the early-morning bustle on the streets of New Orleans below.

One of her shoulders lifts. “I guess.”

“Yeah, me neither. Wanna talk about it?”

She shakes her head. “Don’t think so.” She takes another sip. “But we probably should.”

I try to buy myself time by taking a sip of coffee, but it goes down the wrong way, and I end up watery-eyed with a burning chest instead.

“Did your mama never teach you how to drink?” Her voice is as warm as always, but she’s being too nice to me.

“I’m sorry I’ve been kind of an ass.”

She studies me over the rim of her mug as she demonstrates how to take a drink without inhaling it at the same time. “I wouldn’t say an ass.” She tips her head. “Not per se.” Another drink, and damn, I’d give nearly anything for her to wrap her lips around me the way that porcelain’s sitting pretty in her mouth.

Stop it. Don’t make things worse.

Be cordial and not a horny teenager.

“I think you’ve been a bit hot and cold, aloof… I’m sure there are other adjectives to describe your behavior. I had hoped it was just a goalie thing, not a me thing.” Her shoulder lifts again. “Denial.” Her smile is small, brittle, and doesn’t reach her eyes.

“It’s really hard keeping secrets from Harrison, that’s all.”

She nods, taking another drink. Maybe she’s buying time before she answers, too.

“We’ve played together for a long time. We’re best friends, and we usually know everything there is to know about each other. This… isn’t small.” I sip my drink, more carefully this time. “Don’t get me wrong, we all agreed to keep the secret, it’s just…”

She sighs. “Awful? Soul crushing?” She rubs her breastbone with the heel of her hand like it’s physically sore. “The guilt might kill me.”

I feel that deep in my bones. The guilt might kill all of us. At the very least it’s causing cracks to form in our friendships with Harrison, and when you rely on each other on the ice… we can’t afford cracks.

“I can’t believe Jace outed me like that.” She drops her face into her palms.

A week ago, I’d have agreed with her, but keeping this big of a secret from our best friend feels like an insurmountable task. We need to make a plan of action going forward, I just don’t know where to start.

A heavy silence falls over us for a long moment before she shifts in her chair. “I read an article about you online yesterday.”

Uh-oh. My stomach tightens. There’s a lot of bullshit about us out there on the internet. Me in particular, as people are extra fascinated with goalies. Some people make up some wild shit, while others… well, they steal your boxers and sell them online.

She reaches under her chair, producing a Sudoku book. “You said in an interview your morning routine was coffee and Sudoku on the balcony. I messed that up for you, didn’t I? I’m sorry. I mean, you could have still come out here and done your thing.” She studies my face. “What have you been doing since I moved in?”

My face heats under her inquisitive stare. “Calisthenics in my room.” I smack my stomach. “My core doesn’t know what hit it.”

She giggles, her gaze zeroed in on my stomach. “I scared you out of your natural habitat. That’s going to upset your whole hockey schedule ecosystem.”

She’s not wrong, but I stay quiet, shrugging like it’s no big deal.

“You know, Harrison always says there’s nothing more sacred to a hockey player than their rituals.” She waves the book at me again. “So I picked this up for you before dinner. I figured I could sit quietly and let you…” She purses her lips like she’s searching for a way to say be your weirdo self. “Do your thing.”

There’s a pen next to her coffee mug, so I take the book from her and pick up the pen. “Do you do Sudoku?”

“Don’t know how to play.” When she shakes her head, her heavy curls ripple in the sunlight, and a thought occurs to me.

“Any interest in learning?” I study her face. Her blue eyes pop against the morning sky behind her, and the hair around her crown has started to frizz with the humidity.

Anticipation holds my muscles hostage while she processes the question. Minutes ago, I stood watching her, wanting a way to escape. Now all I want is for her to say yes to spending time with me. Sudoku isn’t like the old-school video games Mateo and Jace play, it’s about strategy, and it takes time and patience to learn. If she says yes, we’re potentially here for a long time.

As I stare at her, waiting for her answer, it turns out I want that more than I should.

I try to convince myself that it’s for the greater good. If she’s here learning Sudoku with me, she’s staying out of trouble in other areas, like, oh, I dunno, not burning our apartment down or something.

When she nods, I relax. I’ve never done Sudoku with someone else before. I mean, Teo tried a couple of times, but I ended up smacking his knuckles with the book for being an annoying dick before I kicked him off the balcony and told him to leave me the fuck alone.

But for Charlotte, I’m willing to try.

She pulls her chair around the circular coffee table and parks it next to me, the smell of citrus meeting my nose as she invades my space. Fuck. She might have shorts on, or panties, but right now, all I see is an oversized tee and bare thighs I want to sink my teeth into.

Shit.

For the greater good, don’t make things worse. Teach her how to do the dull-and-boring Sudoku thing.

I take some breaths through my mouth to avoid the light lemon scent wafting in my direction.

Don’t rock the boat. Don’t break the rules.

My fatal flaw is inhaling through my nose again.

My brain screams abort, but my dick wants more. It’s tired of my nightly jerking-off sessions that are so fucking unfulfilling. Thinking of the many ways I want to make Charlotte scream in bed most definitely breaks the house rules. Thankfully my roommates can’t police my brain.

Against insurmountable odds, I find a way to settle the need that’s sweeping through my veins and focus on the task at hand—teaching my roommate something she’ll probably find boring and definitely doesn’t need to know, all so I can sit next to her for a while longer.

Pathetic, but at least I’m being honest with myself.

Plus, she said yes.

I take a couple minutes to explain how the game works. While I do, she leans over into my space to watch as I point at the page of the book, explaining the numbers and blank spaces. It’s hard enough to explain the game normally, let alone when I have the most beautiful tits I’ve ever seen pressed against my bicep. Somehow, I make it through.

Cool under pressure has taken on a whole new meaning since Charlotte moved in a few days ago.

She looks up at me through her long eyelashes when I’ve talked her through an example. “I think I get it.” Her voice is breathy as her gaze flickers to my lips.

I stare right back at hers for a long moment. Those pillowy, perfect, Cupid’s bow lips are taunting me, almost daring me to kiss her.

I can’t. I shouldn’t. But fuck, I want to.

When I lift my eyes, hers are waiting for me. The corner of her lips pull into a smirk as her eyes dance with mirth, and… a challenge.

My heart thrashes in my rapidly rising and falling chest. This could be the only time I get the chance to kiss her. After dinner last night, when Harrison was back in his place and hopefully well out of earshot, Jace said she mentioned going to live with her parents, and while he talked her down…

Fuck.

The way my heart drops at the thought of her leaving us acts like a starting pistol at a horse race.

Time slows as I sweep my fingertips across her dewy cheek, enjoying her eyelids flickering closed as she sighs my name.

Tiny bolts of lightning dance over my skin where it meets hers, and the need for more consumes me like wildfire.

As I cup her face with both hands, she tips her head back, inviting me to kiss her with the motion.

So I do.

Our mouths crash together in a haze of lust, and days of frustration spill from my body as her lips part, granting me access to her mouth.

If this is my one-and-done chance to kiss her, I’m going to make her panties so fucking wet she doesn’t forget it. It’s not lost on me that I’ve gone from poet to potty mouth in the span of minutes. That’s all Charlie.

I tip her head back, deepening the kiss as she gurgles a moan in the back of her throat. A loud click registers on the edges of my awareness, like the sliding door being opened, but I ignore it as my hungry teeth capture Charlotte’s lip before our tongues thrash against each other all over again.

She’s clawing at my chest, pulling me against her. It takes everything I have not to pull her off her chair, drop her onto my lap, and spear her on my cock. But she deserves more than a quick fuck on the balcony. Plus, exhibitionism isn’t really my jam.

“Roman.” My name’s a plea on her lips as her body arches into me, her skin soft as my fingers explore.

I hum as I kiss her, afraid if I pull my mouth from hers the spell will break and the kiss will be over.

If I don’t let the kiss end, we can just stay here forever. Lost in each other. Hiding from the real world.

When someone clears their throat, her eyes snap open, flexing wide as her gorgeous blues meet mine, confusion lingering in their depths. She pulls back, her plump lips swollen from my teeth, her tits heaving with weighted breaths.

She cups my cheek so tenderly I want to rip my heart from my chest and give it to her here and now in the spring sunlight on the balcony.

Mateo’s leaning against the open door, his gray sweats hanging low on his hips, leaving exactly zero to the imagination. He’s hard as fuck.

There’s no question that he just witnessed me kissing Charlotte. He probably came out on the balcony for a closer vantage point. That tracks. Mateo always did like to watch, but knowing he was watching me sends a little shiver down my spine, and my dick throbs.

I can clearly imagine Charlie taking turns, kissing the both of us. We’d be touching her, exploring her curves. Mateo’s hand would brush my fingers and then his lips would switch from hers to mine and—shit.

What the hell was that? It felt so intimate… so real… and I’m not sure if I actually want to kiss one of my best friends or if I was caught up in the moment. The moment where I definitely broke the rules and Mateo saw the entire thing. Fuck. Will he tell Jace? Harrison? Will he set the rules on fire himself?

I care, but not enough to regret kissing Charlotte.

He arches an eyebrow, his intense brown eyes burning as they land on me. “You breaking rules without me, goaltender?”
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Jace and Roman are hurtling over the rules we agreed on like Olympic athletes.

I’m not sure if I should be pissed or impressed.

Of course, Jace denied touching Charlie during their private rendezvous, but there’s no way he didn’t. She sat next to me through dinner after they talked and Harrison interrupted them. Her posture was rigid, her words clipped, and while she tried to avoid making eye contact with everyone, she sent several furtive glances Jace’s way.

I may have been born on a Tuesday, but it wasn’t last Tuesday. He may not have kissed her, but something happened.

Something neither of them want to talk about.

And Roman. Fucking Roman.

He’s supposed to be the master of control, the one so buttoned up he’s beyond reproach. Didn’t look like he had an ounce of control when he had his tongue sweeping through Charlie’s mouth.

The look on his face, the tent in his pants… Fuck. And then the heated glare he sent in my direction? I must’ve been imagining things. Right? Fuck if I know, which is why I’m currently spread out across my bed, keeping my distance from all those rule breakers, trying not to touch myself at the memory of Roman and Charlotte kissing.

And fuck, the thought of kissing Roman…

While I have no problem swinging both ways, I’ve never kissed a man before.

But this is my best friend.

If it were any other man who expressed interest, I’d have his pants off and him bent over the nearest surface in minutes. If he wanted to share a girl, no problem, I’d fuck them both. But this is different. They’re different.

Not only is Roman one of my best friends, but with Charlie, there's something else simmering under the surface. I’m not sure what it is yet, but she’s more than just a warm body in my bed. They’re both important to me, and I don’t want to screw anything up because my dick thinks he can call the shots.

“Hey, man.” Roman sticks his head in my doorway, his eyes briefly lingering on the chubby only half concealed by my sweatpants. Great. I’m going to have this fucking boner for hours. I may need medical attention. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

I link my fingers and put my hands behind my head, not giving a fuck if my sweats are riding low on my hips. If he thinks it’s awkward, he can leave. I’m not the one that needs to talk. Except he doesn’t look the least bit uncomfortable.

I could have misinterpreted Roman checking me out before, but not now. Not with his heated gaze running up and down my body. Damn, I want his hands on me in a way that’s not friend appropriate, but I know he doesn’t swing my way. Which is a damn shame.

After clearing my throat, I stare at the ceiling. It’s safer. My imagination is less likely to run wild. “I’m listening.”

“About what you saw…” He shuffles around my doorway, not making an attempt to continue.

With a groan, I push myself from the bed and stomp over to him. His eyes widen for a brief moment, but he quickly recovers, straightening his body and shoving his hands in his pockets.

I cock my head to the side, irritation buzzing under my skin. Irritation for what, I haven’t figured out yet. “What exactly is it you think I saw?”

He scratches the back of his neck, his eyes falling to the floor. “I… uh… I…”

“You kissed Charlotte.” I take a step toward him. “You had your lips on hers.” Another step. “Your tongue was in her mouth.” One more. “You wanted to taste her, claim her. I saw how your hands trembled. I saw how much you wanted to reach out and stroke her curves, how desperate you were to hike up her T-shirt. I bet you were a second away from impaling her on your rock-hard cock.”

Roman sucks in a breath, his tongue darting out to wet his lower lip. I track the movement, wondering how he would taste, what sounds he’d make as I claimed his mouth with mine.

I take another step toward him, crowding him against one side of the doorframe. He smells like coffee and vanilla. Fuck me. He smells good enough to eat. “What were you thinking about when you broke Jace’s precious rule?”

He doesn’t answer for several seconds. He’s in his own head, no doubt searching for the perfect answer. “I wanted to make sure she couldn’t forget me.”

“What else?”

“I… I…”

“What. Else?” My tone deepens, and I lean forward, forcing Roman to tilt his face slightly to meet my gaze.

“You.” The word is quick, sharp, and wraps around us like a live wire.

We stare at each other for several beats. Neither of us moves, talks… I’m not sure we’re even breathing. The air is charged, hanging heavy around us. It’s pressing on my back, pushing me closer to a man I consider my best friend. My heart is racing, threatening to break through my ribs, and my cock thickens, straining against my sweats.

I don’t kiss men. I’ve never had that urge before. They’re only there to fill a need, and then they’re gone from my life as quickly as they entered.

So why do I want to kiss Roman? Or better yet, why do I want him to kiss me?

“What about me?” I need to hear him say he wants me just as much as I want him. I’m not going to force myself on him, especially when there’s a chance this whole thing could be in my head.

His eyes trail down to my lips, then back up to meet mine. “I wanted to know how you taste.”

It’s everything I need to hear. My mouth crashes down to his. I take a small step forward, pressing my body against his, loving the feel of his muscles flexing against mine. I reach between us, gripping the front of his throat, and as he groans, I slip my tongue inside his mouth.

He tastes like hazelnut coffee, and as my fingers flex on the side of his throat, he reaches up, grasping my shoulders.

His kiss is firm, his touch rough, and even though I love women, something about this hits a button I didn’t know wanted pressing. This dance is a challenge for dominance, and while Roman is submitting to me, he could easily change the dynamics. Right now, he’s letting me have the upper hand.

My tongue duels with his, his fingers digging into my shoulder blades.

His scent, his taste, his touch, it all sets me on fire. I’m burning from the inside out, but before I do anything we’re not ready for, I take a small step back, letting my hand trail down his chest.

Roman’s eyes flutter open, and I take another step back, my pulse pounding in my ears, and my hands—the ones that were just all over my best friend—are trembling. I’m not sure what to expect, but I couldn’t stand to have that moment sullied by post-kiss anger, resentment, confusion… regret. Shit, all of the above.

Instead of either of those things, there’s only traces of heat lingering in his soft gaze.

“That was… something.” Roman smirks, his thumb swiping below his mouth. “Is this where we high-five?”

I laugh, shaking my head. “I don’t think so, but I could be wrong. I’ve never done this before.”

“Surely that wasn’t your first kiss.” He pauses and tilts his head, watching me. “It is with a man.”

“Yeah.” I give him a slight nod.

“Me, too.”

Jesus. I huff a laugh, running a hand through my hair. “No shit. I⁠—”

Before I can get another word out, his phone dings, and then dings again.

“Shit, goalie coach.” He opens his phone, typing out a quick response. “I’m going to be late for our extra practice session.”

“You better put a shirt on.”

This time it’s his turn to laugh. “Might be a little chilly on the ice.” The lightness of his gaze disappears. “We’re okay?”

“Yeah.” I nod, giving him a playful swat on the shoulder. “We’re okay. You better go.”

Roman turns to leave but lingers in the doorway. I’m not sure if he wants to say something more or if he really does want that high-five, but after a few seconds, he raps his fingers against the wood and leaves.

The breath leaves my lungs in a whoosh. Holy shit. Holy shit. I kissed my best friend. I kissed him, and it was one of the best kisses of my life. And better yet, I don’t feel awkward, I don’t feel like my world is going to collapse around me. I feel invigorated. I want more, need more.

Definitely going to take a shower to tame this erection. There’s no way I can get through the day with it bouncing against my thigh and stealing all the blood from my brain. Might need that at some point.

I turn around and almost make it to the bathroom when a soft knock sounds on my door. That’s not Roman, and it sure as hell isn’t Jace. That man doesn’t know the meaning of the word subtle.

“Hey, Charlie.”

She’s leaning against the doorframe, the same one I had Roman pinned against moments ago. Her eyes are on the floor, and her fingers are twisted in the hem of her T-shirt. “Hey, Teo. I saw Roman leaving, and I wanted to apologize.”

“There’s nothing to apologize for.”

“But you…”

I give her a soft smile. “You can kiss anyone you want, Red. You’re a grown-ass woman.”

Her fingers twist a little more, a pretty pink blush crawling up her neck as she shifts back and forth on her bare feet.

I clear my throat before I do something stupid, like cross the room and kiss her, too. “How are things going with the business?”

She unfurls her fingers, a smile lighting up her face, and I’m so fucking glad I talked her into grabbing that sewing machine.

“Great, actually. I think I’m about halfway through setting up the website, and I’ve made a few new pieces I’ll need to photograph. I just need to see if one of my friends is willing to model them for me.”

“You could do it.”

She takes a step back, a hand flying up to her chest. “Me? Model?”

“Yeah, Red, you.” I chuckle, walking toward her, stopping to pick up my phone. “I can photograph you if you’d like. I’m pretty sure I can work the camera on my phone.”

That blush spreads across her cheeks, and she dips her head. “It’s not the camera that’s the problem.”

“Is it me? Because I know it’s not you. You’re fucking gorgeous. I’d skip a hockey game just to see you in something lacy.”

She raises a brow. “And what’s the penalty for that?”

“I’m sure it’s a hefty fine, but it’d be worth every fucking penny to see you in lingerie you designed.”

“Oh, please.”

I’m in front of her in seconds, tilting her face up to meet mine. She doesn’t have a single flaw, and the fact that she thinks I’m joking tells me that ex-boyfriend was hell on her self-esteem.

Fuck that, and fuck him.

As long as she’s living here, she will know how beautiful she is. “There’s not a thing wrong with your body. You are fucking perfection. Anyone who can’t see that doesn’t have a brain in their head. But if you don’t feel comfortable, ask a friend. Either way, I know your stuff is going to be a hit.”

She tosses me a droll look and nibbles on her bottom lip. “You can’t know that.”

“But I do.”

“You are…” She blows out a breath, glancing around my room.

“Amazing? Sexy? Dashing? Charming? Simply the best?”

She tosses her head back and laughs. It’s sexy as fuck. “Teo?”

“Yeah, Red?”

“What if I told you I wanted to kiss you?”

My heart stutters in my chest, and my throat tightens. I’m not sure if I should, but damn if I don’t want to. Keeping my distance from her is a battle I’m losing a little more each day, and there’s a part of me that knows I’m only delaying the inevitable.

I wasn’t lying when I told her she was perfect. She’s smart as hell, the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen, and she’s a fighter. She’s had so many opportunities to give up since her ex kicked her out of her apartment, but she hasn’t. Our girl can take over the world if she wants to. That’s sexier than all her delectable curves.

Dammit.

Instead of answering her, I close the distance between us, cradling her face in my hands. “I’d say I want to kiss you, too,” I whisper, brushing my lips across hers. They’re soft, pliable, smaller than Roman’s and more submissive, yet they open up beneath me just the same.

Our kiss is soft and gentle but fuels me with lust all the same. I explore her mouth with lazy strokes, licking up every moan, every whimper.

Her hands rest against my chest while mine stroke through her soft curls. My brain is a mess. Part of me wants to lift her up, wrap her legs around my waist, and fuck her until the entire block hears her screaming my name, and the other half wants me to slow down, take my time. That second half is probably right.

With one last chaste kiss, I pull back, pressing my forehead against hers. “Never be ashamed of what or who you want.”

“Even if it’s you and Roman?” Her voice is tentative, and her brows scrunch. If she’s wanting me to berate her for wanting us both, she’s talking to the wrong man.

“If you want both of us, all you have to do is ask.”

Her inhale is sharp, and she stares at me for a long time, studying my face. If she thinks I’m joking, she has another thing coming. I’ve never been more serious in my life.

After several beats, that damn bottom lip of hers goes between her teeth, and she gives me a shaky nod. “Okay.”

I smirk, giving her a quick kiss. “Now go make some sexy lingerie. I expect a show later.”

With one last look, she’s gone.

I’m well and truly fucked.

She wants me and Roman?

Good. I hope she’s fucking ready, because I want the both of them, too.


EIGHTEEN
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Jace




My thighs burn, and my chest heaves as I draw in ragged breath after ragged breath. I pushed my body to the max. Usually, I run several miles at a brisk pace, but not today. Today I fucking sprinted. I ran so hard, I thought my legs were going to fall off.

Then I ran harder.

The brutal pace only gave me an ounce of the punishment I deserve.

I’m a shitty friend. That’s all there is to it.

Not only am I keeping all these secrets from my best friend, but I almost fucked all of us, and not in the good way.

All it took was one off-the-cuff comment, and I ruined the entire evening. Harrison thinks I’m fucking his sister, and while half of me wishes it were true, I’d rather talk to him about dating Charlotte before diving into her vagina.

Although if his reaction at dinner is anything to go by, there’s no way he’ll be okay with me going after his sister. I’m not nearly good enough for her. He knows it, and fuck, I know it too.

And the truth is, none of it should matter. Not when I’m playing hockey full time and I have no intention of giving that up.

I slow down as I get to Harrison’s floor, wiping the sweat from my brow and staring down the hall like it has all the answers I’m looking for. If I were a better person, I’d square my shoulders, knock on his door, and lay out every lie, every secret. But I’m a terrible fucking person, stuck in the biggest catch-22 ever.

If I keep quiet, my relationship with Harrison becomes more and more at risk. Eighteen years of friendship down the drain to protect the only person in the world I can’t have. But if I come clean, if I tell him everything, I risk her and everything else, including my career.

I blow out a breath and hang my head, giving it a shake before I turn and head up the next flight of stairs. There’s no good choice here, but Mateo, Roman, and Charlotte are all counting on me, and I’m not going to let them down.

Especially after Charlotte looked me dead in the face, her eyes filling with tears, and accused me of hating her. I wasn’t lying when I said I couldn’t fight her anymore. Not when her bottom lip quivered, not when her lemon scent clouded my senses, and especially not when she pinned me with her baby blue eyes and flayed open my soul.

Her mere proximity makes me weak.

The cool air of the apartment hits me square in the chest as I open the door and step inside. With one hand, I pull my T-shirt over my head, wipe the sweat from my face, and freeze. A scream echoes through the apartment.

I don’t think, I just run.

Charlotte’s home by herself, and fuck, if something happened to her, I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself.

I’m in front of her door in a second, throwing it open and lunging inside.

For the second time in what seems like as many moments, I’m powerless to move. My brain short-circuits, and every single blood cell in my body migrates south.

Except for a mint green bralette, Charlotte is naked.

Charlotte is naked.

And not just lying there in the nude, nope.

Her legs hang open, and she’s working a multicolored dildo into her perfect cunt. In. Out.

In. Out.

In. Out.

Jesus Christ. Her free hand is pinching her nipple over the lacy material, and her eyes are squeezed shut as she lets out a low moan, one I can hear clearly over the muted music playing from her phone.

I should leave. I know I should leave.

But I can’t tear my gaze away from Charlotte, or that ridiculously colored dildo.

My cock strains against my joggers, and I run a hand across my stubbled jaw. I’ve never wanted to be an inanimate object so bad in my life.

I suck in a breath, my veins burning as lust tunnels through my body. I’m practically on fire, and I haven’t even laid a finger on her, but fuck if I don’t want to.

Charlotte lets out another moan, increasing her speed, pumping the dildo into her pussy at a frenzied pace.

Please forgive me. God. Harrison.

Everyone.

I take a cautious step forward.

I should close the door and pretend this didn’t happen, but I can’t. Not without watching her come. But as my foot comes down, the floor creaks, and Charlotte bolts to a sitting position, her eyes wide.

“Jace!” she screeches, releasing the dildo, and I can’t help but watch as the multicolored penis slides onto the bed. She shifts, bringing her legs together. “What are you doing?”

My gaze slides up her body before meeting hers. Her pupils are dilated, her skin is flushed, and her bottom lip is puffy—no doubt from being trapped between her teeth.

She looks gorgeous.

“I heard a scream.”

“And you… you just thought you’d barge in here?”

I run a hand through my hair. “I thought you were in trouble.”

A pink hue spreads across her chest and up her neck. “I’m fine.” She glances around the room before meeting my eyes. “I thought I was alone.”

This is where I should apologize, lie, tell her I didn’t really see anything, and never mention this again. A gentleman would. Well, a gentleman might’ve knocked before busting the door open. But I think we’ve already established I’m not a fucking gentleman.

Then there’s hockey, and my friendship with her brother. Two things that mean everything to me, and the two reasons why I should be turning around. I don’t have time for anything and anyone outside of hockey. I can’t pull my focus, not right now. And losing Harrison as a friend isn’t an option. Plus, driving a wedge between us with playoffs on the line isn’t smart. The whole team could be at risk.

And then there’s the entirety of the past weighing down on my shoulders, of the family I found with hers.

She bites down on her bottom lip, that pretty blush spreading to her cheeks. She looks so innocent, and every cell in my body wants to defile her.

Maybe touching her will help work her out of my system, give me some closure. It’s not like I have any intention of fucking her. As long as my cock stays in the confines of my pants, it’s not that bad. Right?

It’s just a taste, and that’s all I need to get her out of my head for good. She’ll no longer be a distraction. She’ll no longer be under my skin—or at least let’s fucking hope so. I’m running out of options and control. I need to be able to move past her and focus on what’s important.

I take a step toward her, my jaw set.

My future is clear from this very moment. There is no way I can leave her room without knowing how she tastes, or the sounds she makes as she comes. I’ve waited over a decade for this.

“Jace.” Her brows shoot to her hairline, and she squeezes her legs together, her gaze roaming over my bare chest. Her breath catches as I take another step. “What are you doing?”

Damning us both. “Do you need to come, Charlotte?”

“I… I… Jace?”

“When I ask you a question, I want an answer. Do. You. Need. To. Come?”

Her whimper is soft as she shifts on the bed. She’s restless, needy, and hopefully as desperate for me as I am for her.

“Yes.” Her answer is quiet, her gaze tentative as she watches me.

“Be a good girl and spread those luscious legs for me.”

She hesitates.

I brace my hands on the bottom of the bed, leaning down, and leveling her with a hardened stare. “Charlotte, spread your fucking legs and show me my pussy.”

I’ve coveted her for over a fucking decade. If anyone owns her pleasure, deserves to wring orgasm after orgasm from her delicious curvy body, it’s me.

She sucks in a breath, her legs slowly falling open. So slow, I have half a mind to push them to the mattress myself, but I need her to want this. To want me.

Her pussy glistens with her arousal, slightly swollen from the toy I’ll be using on her later. She looks perfect, just like I always imagined. Mine.

I crawl toward her, my hands sliding up her smooth calves, and she jumps.

“Are you okay, wildflower?”

Her mouth falls open slightly, and she nods. “I’m just…” She covers up her stomach and tries to close her legs, but I keep them pinned to the mattress. “I don’t look like the girls you date.”

“Good.” My thumbs swipe across her thighs, and my gaze meets hers. “Those girls don’t hold a candle to you. Your body is beautiful. Now, are you okay?” Another nod. “I suggest you grab onto your pillow and stop trying to hide from me. I’m about to destroy you.”

“Oh, God,” she whimpers, her hands trailing up her body and resting on top of her pillow.

“When I’m between your legs, the only name I want you screaming is mine. If you want to cry out for God, then you’d better go to church on Sunday.”

My name is a whisper on her lips, a plea to finally claim her, and I almost lose complete control. I manage to suck in a shaky breath and calm the fuck down. I want to make this last. I want to make her forget about all the guys before me, and I sure as hell don’t want to come in my pants before I even get a taste.

The way my balls ache, that’s a real possibility. Too bad for them this isn’t their rodeo.

I drag my lips along the length of her thigh before moving to the other leg and repeating. I keep my touches light and my movements slow, as I move my way up her thigh but never quite touching her dripping cunt.

She’s worked herself up, and now I’m keeping her on edge. When I finally let her fall over that cliff, it’s going to be glorious.

Her hips lift, her legs quake, her desperate cries have my cock rock-hard, and I’d love to know how she’d feel as I sink inside her. But I’ll have to leave that to my imagination.

With a groan, I grip her hips and lick the length of her slit. Charlotte curses, her body trembling, and I suck her clit into my mouth, flicking it with my tongue.

She tastes so good, so sweet, I could eat her pussy every goddamned day of the week.

I grab the dildo from the bed, slipping it inside her, and fuck. Her head thrashes back and forth, and the way she chants my name has me doubling my efforts, nibbling her clit, sucking it into my mouth, teasing her with my teeth, devouring her with my tongue.

I know I should stop. But I can’t hold back anymore. I fuck her with the dildo, plunging it inside her hard and fast, just like I wish I could fuck her.

“Jace.” Her fingers spear through my hair, and she pulls, the burn giving me a renewed life, and I turn into a feral animal.

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” Her thighs shake, but I don’t let up. I’m desperate. Desperate to hear her come, desperate to feel her fall apart under my touch.

Desperate for her.

I bite down on her clit. Her hips buck off the bed, her grip tightens in my hair, and she moans my fucking name as her body is wracked with tremors. I slow down, thrusting the dildo inside her at a measured pace, and gently licking her until she lets out an airy sigh and stills.

My dick throbs, my heart is about to beat out of my chest, and I want to fuck her so hard she’ll feel me for the rest of her life. I’m going to have the worst case of blue balls, but this is about her, about getting my priorities in check so I can walk away.

As much as I know I’m going to hate myself later, I slide the dildo from her pussy and push myself to my feet.

Charlotte straightens her legs, flopping her arms out to the side. “I think you killed me.”

I chuckle, running my tongue along my bottom lip and relishing her taste. “Nah, I’m not nearly done with you yet.”

“Jace…” She sits up, her blue eyes slightly haunted, and my chest tightens. “We need to talk. All of us.”

“I know.” Dammit. I shouldn’t have crossed the line with her. I should have kept my distance. That little taste and now I want all of her. It’s better for the both of us if I lock myself in my room until the guys get home.

A throat clears behind me. “I’d say we’d all benefit from a little open communication.”

Roman stops beside me, Mateo on his heels, and Charlotte squeaks, her eyes widening as she covers herself with a blanket, tossing the dildo into the air in the process. The poor multicolored toy hits the wall with a thud and flops to the floor.

Her bottom lip is trapped between her teeth as she watches us, her gazed flitting rapidly between Roman, Mateo, and me. No doubt she’s worried one or all of us is angry, hurt, or confused. Usually that would be my reaction, but we all like her, and I know she’s into each one of us. I’m not delusional. And the way they’re looking at her… well, I’d say she has them wrapped around her pinkie.

There’s no way I can get them under control when I can’t even manage myself.

“Looks like we’re all breaking the rules.” Mateo comes up to my other side. “Although I’d say Roman and I stepped over the line, while you hurdled that bitch like you were running track.”

“Fuck off.” I give him a light shove before nodding to Charlotte. “Do you want to get dressed, we can order some dinner, and talk?”

“You guys aren’t mad?” She pulls the blanket up to her chin.

We share a look, understanding passing between us. There’s no jealousy. No bullshit. They want her, and I can’t have her. End of story.

We collectively shake our heads. “Nope.”


NINETEEN
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Charlotte




We were supposed to talk.

But—fortunately for me—Harrison called some kind of team meeting, or intervention, that the boys couldn’t miss. So three unhappy hockey players had to haul ass to the arena last night, and I was coincidentally asleep by the time they got back.

I need to talk with them.

All of them.

But I don’t even know where to start. Avoiding them is only going to work for so long, because they need to talk to me, too.

I don’t even know how I feel. Do I want something with just one of them? A ‘normal’ relationship? Is that even possible? How do I pick? And who?

So many questions churn around my mind as thoughts of a Mateo and Roman sandwich make my skin heat, but Jace… Can I walk away from him to be in a trio? A… throuple?

My phone vibrates, dragging my thoughts from multi-partner relationships, to the reason I escaped the face-to-face confrontation with my secret roomies last night.

Harrison: Hey, I have a super-nice friend who wants to go to his first game tomorrow night. I’m going to give him my other guest ticket, so he’ll be sitting next to you.




Harrison: You want to come over later tonight to meet him beforehand?




Harrison: Super casual, just the four of us. Snacks, board games, the usual.




Harrison: If you feel like it.




Harrison: It would be nice to see you.




Harrison: For me?




Harrison: Puh-leeeeeeeeeeeeease?




Harrison: I know you don’t need help with finding a new job, and you’re out living on your own, but I can at least introduce you to some eligible bachelors.




Charlotte: Do you even need me for this discussion?




Harrison: Alec and I will see you at 7.




Charlotte: Jerk. What if I have plans?




Harrison: Do you?




After what just happened with Jace, I do, technically, have plans. The fact I’m avoiding a conversation with these men is moot.

I kissed Roman and Mateo earlier today. And I have no fucking idea what to make of any of this.

What could something between the three of us even look like? Just sex? More? What if they’re not okay with that? Could I choose?

Shit. How do you even approach a conversation about something like that?

Everyone wants to talk to me—the guys, my brother—but I don’t even know what I want.

“What’s that look on your face for, Red?”

Damn! I almost drop my phone as I startle.

Mateo snuck up on me out of nowhere. He’s pointing at my face as he drags a hand towel across the back of his neck, water dripping from his hair onto his bare chest.

“Harrison wants to set me up on a blind date.” I wave my phone at him.

Jace jumps up from the couch, followed quickly by Roman. It’s like hockey player Whac-A-Mole.

Jace growls, snaps his mouth shut, then opens it again, gesturing wildly at my phone. “Tell him to go fuck himself.”

Of course that’s his answer to the situation. I sigh. “Jace, you know I can’t do that because we’re not supposed to be seeing each other on a regular basis, right?” I give him an exaggerated wink before an eye roll. “This. Us.” I point to each of them. “Whatever the fuck this may or may not be? It doesn’t exist. It’s not happening as far as my brother is concerned, right? I’m single. And I have no good excuse not to go.”

“Don’t like it.” Mateo’s face darkens.

“I don’t either.” I shrug.

“You should go.” Roman’s quiet calmness is the voice of reason, but he’s scowling just like the others.

“If he touches her, I’m going to fucking kill him.” Mateo’s clenching his teeth so hard he’s gonna crack a fucking tooth. The feminist in me wants to smack them all for being possessive over me, like they own me. The cavewoman part of me? She thinks it’s hot as fuck.

Harrison: Stop trying to think of an excuse not to come.




I bite the inside of my cheek and avoid the three pairs of eyes on me. It’s already six. That doesn’t leave me much time to get ready, but I type out a quick reply.

Charlotte: Fine. I’ll see you at 7.




My roommates are not happy at the idea of me going on a date with some random guy Harrison picked out of a hat. They have zero chill, the worst poker faces I’ve ever seen, and the mood in the room has tangibly shifted. No one wants me to go on this date.

Jace looks like he’s chewed a whole lemon as he nods. “Yeah. He’s right. You should go.”

Mateo spins to look at him. “The fuck?”

“Until we figure out what’s going on with this…” Jace gestures at the rest of us. “She needs to keep up appearances.”

Mateo throws his towel on the couch and stomps off like a petulant kid who’s been told he can’t have ice cream. “I’ll fucking kill him if he touches her.”

Roman’s lips twitch like he might enjoy the idea of killing my random date just as much as Mateo.

The hour goes by faster than I’d like, and the boys keep their distance while I get ready. Not sure if that’s more for their sake or mine, or if they’re as confused about where we all stand as I am, but I’m anxious enough without drinking in their anger over the whole situation, too.

I should probably be more nervous about this stupid blind date Harrison set me up on, than the fact I have to look my roommates in the eyes after they heard me getting off earlier.

When Jace burst in ready to throw hands at whoever was making me scream like the building was on fire, I wasn’t sure whether I wanted the ground to swallow me up or for him to help me come.

Fine.

That’s a lie.

I wanted him to fuck me so hard I forgot my own goddamn name.

Is his dick as talented as his tongue? My curious mind needs to know. The way he ate me out—no, possessed me, consumed me—resulted in years of simmering tension finally snapping like a bubble popping between us. Fuck. My mouth goes dry at the memory.

And when Mateo and Roman sauntered into the bedroom like it was a regular Thursday, all I wanted was for them to join in.

I touch my lips like the ghost of their kisses still linger there, and the skin tingles under my fingertips.

Fuck.

How am I going to survive this goddamn date?

I usually love game night at Harrison’s.

If nothing else, I don’t have far to go. Dunno if that makes it better or worse, because with the way the elevators work in the building, I’ll have to leave and come back in from the front so I arrive at his apartment from the right direction. Going in the back door would be a dead giveaway I’m already in the building—that elevator is exclusively for residents.

So fucking stupid that I have to strategize how to arrive at my brother’s house.

My palms are sticky as I approach his pale blue door. His girlfriend—who isn’t my favorite—wanted their door to be different from all the other doors on the floor, so she convinced him to paint it powder blue. Despite being captain of an NHL team, Harrison doesn’t like to stand out or call attention to himself. If she knew him, she’d know that.

I’m not ready to knock, or to go inside.

My stomach’s tight, and my brain swirls with so much anxiety I might vomit. I’ve kissed all three of my roommates. Well, technically, I’ve only kissed two of them, but Jace ate my pussy like it was his day job. What the fuck am I supposed to do with that?

There’s no way Harrison knows what happened between me and his friends, but he suspects Jace and I are more than casual acquaintances. Is that why I’ve been summoned to Harrison’s place? For him to grill me over what happened at dinner the other night? Or if something is going on with Jace?

Of course it is.

Also.

Something’s definitely going on with Jace.

A flush spreads over my body, making my cheeks hotter.

I’m not sure exactly what, but something is happening with Jace… and Roman… and Mateo.

How can I act in any way normal tonight? I don’t even know where things stand between the four of us. There’s no way I can focus on anything but that. I don’t even know what I want.

After finding me in the hallway with Jace, Harrison spent the meal scowling across the table at him like he owed him money or something. If he knew what happened today? Fuck.

This isn’t good.

That group dinner was awkward as hell.

It wasn’t graveyard quiet, but it wasn’t the barrel of laughs it usually is when the guys get together either.

Mateo cracked a few jokes, Roman floundered trying to make polite conversation, Jace pushed his food around his plate, and Harrison grunted at the rest of us between glares at his best friend.

It was delicious food, served with a hefty side of awkward as fuck. I left as soon as I fucking could.

I’m hoping it was just me being there that made it tense, and once they’re back together as a group, it’ll be better. Because it doesn’t feel like it could get much worse.

Apparently, Harrison’s answer to a superbly failed attempt at dinner together is to go to his house to hang with another man. Of course. That makes sense.

I’ve seen his friend’s picture on Harrison’s social media. And while Alec’s hot—in a nerdy kind of way—he’s not really my type, which, I think, might be Harrison’s plan with this whole blind date tonight—bringing me together with someone who isn’t athletic, broad-shouldered, or playing on the same team as him. Or any team, for that matter.

Alec is tall, skinny, and doesn’t play hockey. How the hell he’s never been to a game when he’s friends with my brother is anyone’s guess.

I didn’t tell the boys that Harrison also got us tickets for tomorrow’s game. I don’t need them sending us dagger-stares from the ice, or the bench. It’s best for everyone if they don’t know we’re there.

It says a lot about Alec’s character, too, that Harrison thinks he can handle me screaming at the refs during a hockey game and not be at all deterred.

Credit to Harry where credit is due, he wouldn’t send me out to a hockey game with just anyone.

We’ll see how tonight goes before I make any commitments to a follow-up, but I’m pretty sure Harry will strong-arm me into taking Alec to the game.

My phone vibrates in my purse. It’s Harrison, texting to say Alec is almost here and to hurry up. I guess I have been standing out here for an awfully long time like some kind of bunny stalker, but I’m not ready. I need to be ready, or Harry will take one look at me and know.

An early bird. I like that, though it makes my stomach flip. I really don’t want to be here. I’d much rather be upstairs with the guys, crowded around a pizza box. Sure, my body would be on fire from the close proximity to them, and sure, I’d want to take all my clothes off and do something stupid, but I want it all the same.

Another point to Alec, though. Despite being a hot mess, punctuality is a straight-up fetish of mine. Tardiness makes me murderous. There are only so many hours in a day, and I don’t have time to sit on my ass waiting for people. Harrison knows that too. Dammit. He’s like an interfering granny trying to matchmake me. He knows me best, and probably knows Alec best too.

Instead of opening the door, I lean my head against it and take some cleansing breaths, preparing myself for the fact I’m spending the night with my brother when I’d much rather spend the night with his teammates.

When he happened upon Jace and I at the restaurant the other night, he had a look in his eyes… a look that said over his dead body would Jace be allowed to look at me like that again. Hence the rush to set me up with someone new, I’d bet.

Part of me would love nothing more than to be able to walk through this door, throw myself at Alec, be happy and all the way away from my brother’s teammates, for the sake of their friendships with Harrison… and my relationship with him, too. It would be so much simpler.

But I can’t.

I can’t forget the heart-aching tenderness that Roman kissed me with, or the way Mateo’s lips against mine drew a deep hunger from inside me, or how Jace’s feral need possessed every cell in my body.

I think they’ve ruined me for anyone else.

I’m technically single as a Pringle, so kissing multiple guys is no big deal. But kissing best friends… that adds even more complexity I’m not ready to pick apart. Did I like one of them more than the other two?

Maybe.

I might need to kiss them all again before I can answer that question.

Is having them all together an option?

Maybe.

We haven’t really talked it through.

The quantity of men isn’t the problem for me, it’s the shitshow of a spider’s web we’ve found ourselves in with my brother.

A shiver rolls through me as a pained groan slips from my lips.

My heart stops, and for a moment I think no one heard, until the door I’m leaning on swings open to reveal my brother.

“You know you can’t open doors with just the power of your mind, right?” Harrison grins at me. The tension and awkwardness of the other night is gone, and my playful, annoying older brother is back.

“You always tell me I can do anything.” I throw my arms around him, sinking into his bear-hug. “I think I can, I think I can, I think I can.”

He playfully cuffs his fist against my jaw. “You’re right. You can do anything you put your mind to, Peanut.”

My stomach drops. His faith in me is unwavering, but his expectations are always set so damn high. Letting him down is the worst. I hate it. And the higher he builds me up, the greater the fall when I inevitably fuck up.

He must be so disappointed in me right now, losing my job, his friends knowing before he did… Disappointment. Failure. Waste of⁠—

“Come in.” He steps back, swinging his arm wide in welcome.

Lydia’s standing over the chips and dip laid out on their kitchen island. She’s making guacamole from scratch—it’s the only good thing about her.

Fuck. That’s cruel. Just because I don’t know what Harrison sees in her, doesn’t mean she has no redeeming qualities. There has to be something good about her, or Harrison wouldn’t waste his time. And as long as she’s not fooling around with his friends, she’s a better woman than I am.

That said, I’m not sure their relationship is end game. I just don’t picture Harry with someone like her forever, so getting the secret recipe to her guac before it implodes is now on my to-do list.

“A blind date, really?” I quirk a brow at him.

He shrugs. “If I’d asked you to see me today, just us, would it have worked?”

Gnawing on my lip does nothing but tell him he’s right.

“See?” He points at the lip pinched between my teeth. “You wouldn’t have come. And we need to talk.”

Ugh. He couldn’t have just wanted me to come for game night, right? That would have been far too simple in this maze of secrecy and lies we’re ambling through.

Why do those words bring out the same reaction in me, no matter who they come from?

We need to talk.

Sure, we might, but that doesn’t mean I want to. I fold my arms. If he’s going to make me talk, I need some form of armor across my chest first. I gesture for him to go ahead.

He casts a glance over his shoulder, probably making sure Lydia hasn’t noticed I’m here yet, before taking me by the elbow and leading me to his bedroom.

“Why didn’t you tell me you lost your job?” His brow furrows. “And how did Jace know? Did Roman and Mateo know? How did my friends know before I did? And why? Why did he—they—know first, Charlie? Is there anything else I should know? Anything else my friends know that I don’t?”

His rapid-fire questions all land direct hits to my chest, knocking the air out of my lungs with each one.

Fuck.

Steeling myself, I momentarily brace for what I need to do. I need to add more lies on top of existing lies—to protect the guys, the team, and my brother from complete destruction.

It’s the only way.

If I tell him now that I’ve been living with them for days, he’ll go supernova, and the whole team will implode. With a game tomorrow night, that won’t end well for anyone.

I need to hold the lie.

I’m not sure if I’m trying to convince myself or reassure myself, but the decision is made.

I take a breath and school my face, scrambling to put on a casual mask when my insides feel anything but casual.

“Because you always put me on a pedestal, Harry. I hate disappointing you. I’m the family fuck-up, and this was just one more way that poor little Charlotte has made a mess of her life compared to her superstar big brother who has his shit together.” I suck in a big breath, hurrying on before he can say anything else.

“Jace knew because he and the guys—yes, they knew too—saw me on the day it happened. I was a mess, crying, sitting in my car downstairs. I came to tell you, but I couldn’t… I couldn’t face telling you I was a disappointment yet again.”

Another lie to add to the pile. Tears well in my eyes, not because I got fired, but because the stack of untruths building up inside of me is swelling like a sponge in water.

“I was sobbing next to a box of all my beloved possessions like a maniac. I thought the guys didn’t see me, or they’d walk on by, but they stopped. I couldn’t lie to them, but I begged them not to tell you. It’s my fault, Harrison, not theirs. I asked them not to tell you, at least not until I got something else lined up, so you wouldn’t feel like you had to fix me.”

I shake my head, blinking back the tears. I refuse to cry like I’m the victim when we’re all keeping secrets from Harrison, and all he wants is to protect me from the whole fucking world. “It was a simple case of wrong place, wrong time, Harry. I wouldn’t have told any of them if they hadn’t bumped into me.” I sniff, wiping at the hot tears as he grabs me in a giant hug and pulls me to him.

“Easy.” He pats my back as I try to compose myself. If Alec thought he was bagging a catch tonight, he was sorely mistaken. “It’s okay.” He grunts next to my ear. “I don’t agree with why you didn’t tell me, Peanut. You should be able to come to me with anything. But I understand now why they knew and I didn’t.”

He holds me back and searches my face. “You okay?”

I nod. “I’m sorry, Harry.” A sniff.

“S’okay.” He reaches his hand to my hair as if he’s going to ruffle it like when we were kids. More often than not, it ended up with a punch in the ribs.

I jump back out of reach. “Don’t touch the curls, asshole. I’m pretty sure this game night required me to be presentable.”

He grins. “Let’s get back out there. Lydia is making guac, and Alec’s super excited to meet you. I think the two of you could hit it off. He also recently came out of a relationship—like you.” He wiggles his brows at me.

It doesn’t escape my notice that he didn’t press me to answer the rest of his questions. Is there anything else I should know?

Yes.

Anything else my friends know that I don’t?

Also yes.

He leads me back to the kitchen, where Lydia greets me with a cautious smile and a wave. “Hey, Charlotte.”

Hey, Charlotte.

Ugh. Even her voice annoys me. It’s going to be a long night, and although I suppose I could just drink through it, that wouldn’t be fair to my date.

I open my mouth to respond, but there’s a knock at the door. At least I think it’s a knock. It’s so soft that until Harrison starts to walk toward the door, I wasn’t sure what I’d heard.

He steps aside to let Alec in, closes the door, then gives his friend a huge hug. “Alec, this is my sister, Charlotte.” He guides Alec in my direction.

“Charlotte, it’s so nice to meet you. Harry has told me so much about you.” He steps toward me, hand outstretched as I arch a brow at my brother.

“Don’t believe everything you hear.” I shake his hand. “Nice to meet you, too, Alec.” I hope Harrison hasn’t built me up too much to this guy, though before the thought has even finished forming in my mind, I know he’s done exactly that. Built me up too much. It’s his MO.

Alec is… nice, friendly, cordial, dressed in khakis and a shirt, he’s punctual… well-presented… but… Nope, no reaction from my girl parts at all.

Is that because I’ve been kissed senseless by two delicious hockey players today, and I’ve lost all ability to be attracted to anyone else? Or is it because he’s just a little bland for my tastes?

My fingers sweep across my lower lip like there might be some remaining trace of the hockey duo still there. Or maybe I just want there to be.

I can’t flee. Harrison would never forgive me, and Mom raised a polite enough daughter to at least suffer through a couple hours of board games before I let Alec kiss me on the cheek and head upstairs.

So I do the right thing. I pick up the Monopoly box and give it a jiggle in Alec’s direction. “I’m the hat.”

He nods. “Dog for me.”

Harrison claps his hands together with smug satisfaction. “Let’s play.”

Alec wins at Monopoly, and two games of dominoes—could be because he’s a superior player, or maybe it’s because the whole evening my mind is in a different apartment in this building.

I can’t sit still, can’t focus, can’t make small talk.

Harrison keeps casting furtive glances at me. “You okay?”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Yeah, just have a headache.” I manage a feeble wink at Alec. “We’ll have to have a rematch when I’m feeling better.”

As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I regret them. The sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach gets heavier when Alec lights up. Fuck. The guys are going to really love the fact I suggested a do-over. What the fuck, Charlotte? Has your fake headache stopped your brain from working?

Harrison feels my forehead with the back of his hand. “You’re clammy, Char. You sure you’re not sick?” He scoots his chair back from me like the germs are floating around my head.

“I’m sure. Probably dehydration or something.”

“I could take you home. You could get an early night. Hopefully you’ll feel better in the morning and be okay to go to the game.” The hope in Alec’s voice makes my guilt weightier still. I should say no right now. It’s even on the tip of my tongue. I should be a good person and put Alec’s feelings first.

This isn’t going anywhere, I know it isn’t, but the yearning eagerness in Alec’s features is reflected in Harrison’s eyes as he widens them at me. “That sounds like a good idea, right, sis? Get some rest so you can go to the game tomorrow. Alec needs the rules explained to him.”

Alec hooks his thumb at Harrison but looks at me. “He’s not wrong. I’m clueless. I know it happens on ice, and there’s a rubber disc, not a ball, but beyond that…” He shrugs, a lopsided smile on his face.

This is the kind of guy I should be interested in. He’s nice, respectful, and things would be so much less complicated.

He’s… cute, but beyond that, still nothing.

There’s nothing feral, or consuming, or demanding about this guy. His kisses would probably be fine too, but they wouldn’t set my soul on fire. I deserve more than fine, right?

But Harrison tips his head in expectation. He really wants me to give this guy a chance, and as always, his dutiful sister, I won’t disappoint him. At least not this time.

“I’m good.” I dig my car keys out of my purse and jingle them. “I drove myself. Makes no sense for you to drive me, then my car will be here. Alec, you should stay. Kick Harrison’s ass at another game. He loves when that happens.” I nod emphatically. “He goes crazy nuts for losing.”

Alec grins, picking up a deck of cards from the pile of games. “Sounds like a plan.” He gives me a thumbs up, making me wince.

“See you tomorrow?” He shuffles the cards while Harrison gets to his feet to walk me out.

“You sure you’re okay?” He grabs my chin to make me look at him. It’s hard not to squirm under his assessing gaze, but I manage to nod, swallowing around the lies clogging my throat.

“See you at the game tomorrow.” I give him a weak smile before I’m out the door, where the relief of the weight falling from my shoulders lets me breathe a little deeper.

I take the long way back to the guys’ apartment, pausing before I open the door, taking a series of long, slow breaths to calm my skittish heart. The guys are not going to be happy, and they’ve had a few hours to stew on my blind date ambush.

My hands shake as I open the door. Stepping inside, the emptiness of the apartment hits me before the door swings shut behind me.

A quick search of the space confirms they’re not here. My heart sinks.

Are they out with someone else, too?
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Watching an NHL home game is a sight to behold. From the smell of the popcorn and beer to the electricity crackling in the air, the excitement of everyone in the imposing arena to the impressive display of athleticism on the ice—there’s something for everyone.

So when Alec and I take our seats, arms laden with snacks and drinks, I’m one hundred percent sure he’s going to fucking love this game.

Kinda hoping he doesn’t, though, so I can tell Harrison that’s why it didn’t work. “But I couldn’t date your cute, nerdy friend, Harry. He didn’t like the game.” Shrugs.

Beer sloshes over the side of Alec’s cup as he plops onto the hard stadium chair. Harrison offered us box seats, but I’m not that kinda girl. Not usually an ‘up against the glass’ girl either, but to pop Alec’s hockey cherry, I figured we’d give him an up-close-and-personal view of the action.

The guys still have no idea I’m here. They left for the rink long before I got up, and Harrison has always said that when you’re on the ice, most of the time you tune out the people in the front row, screaming and banging on the glass. So as long as I keep a low profile, it’s clear sailing. I’ll be home before the guys know I was even out of Rapunzel’s luxury apartment-castle for a second date with Alec. Even if I’m usually at the games, they don’t need to know that Harrison had me come with his buddy.

It’s for the best. If they knew I was seeing this guy again, they might hop the Plexi and beat the crap out of him.

Or would they? We still haven’t talked, and they were gone when I got home… Have things changed?

As much as that might be a hot display of macho bravado to witness, there’d then be three dead Phantoms. Harrison would jump the glass behind them and kill them all for even thinking about me with no clothes on.

That’s way too much bloodshed for one night.

We’ll keep the blood spatter on the ice.

“So.” Alec’s voice pulls my attention back to him. “How long have you been a hockey fan?”

I got this question a lot from my colleagues in school. The assumption is that I only come to watch the NHL because my brother’s on the ice. Truth is, I’m probably a bigger hockey fan than he is.

“Harrison and I learned to skate before we could walk. We come from a big hockey family.”

Alec pauses, a hot dog poised right in front of his open mouth. “How very Canadian of you.” He grins. “Especially for the south, right? It’s not like y’all were born on skates down here like our more northern friends.” He looks around. “How does this place not melt in the New Orleans heat?” He has a point.

“Now that you mention it, Dad’s Canadian. Never played pro though. Gramps did, for a while. I’ve always loved the game.” I scoop a tortilla chip through the pile of jalapeños dolloped on top of the nachos and guide it into my mouth. Of course I picked the messiest food while I’m wearing my favorite shirt. It’s a white Harrison Fournier Phantoms jersey. And it’s about to go down in a blaze of salsa and queso glory.

“Harrison started hockey when he was little, he’s played his whole life. I never wanted to play.” I flick my hair. “I was way too girly to want to get my face smashed in by pucks, sticks, shoulders, skates… but I’ve loved the game since the first time I watched it.”

Alec nods, falling silent as he eats his dog in a few quick bites without spilling a single drop of ketchup or mustard. What a dick.

When the teams come out for warmups, I clap. I can’t jump to my feet because that would be an absolute disaster for my beloved nachos and Alec’s popcorn. Shit. I might knock it over anyway when my knees start jittering as my trio of roommates skate out onto the ice. Fuck, they’re so… big.

“You’re going to have to explain the rules to me.” He leans toward me so I can hear him over the roar of the growing crowd in the stands.

I pat his thigh. “It’s okay, I’ve got you.” I bump him with my shoulder. Maybe there’s no spark there because I directed him straight to The Friend Zone. We’re just friends.

I mean, we could probably be pretty good friends, granted, but friends all the same.

“That’s Roman.” I point at the hulk of a goaltender between the pipes. He’s big in real life, but when he’s suited and booted for the game, he’s a fucking beast. Has the stats to back it up, too. And many other attributes I find myself suddenly way more interested in than when I used to come to games. His lips are super soft, his hands are huge, and yeah, I can’t share any of this with Alec, so I stick with stating the obvious.

“He’s the goalie. It’s his job to keep the puck out of the net.”

Alec chuckles. “I think I could have figured that out.”

My stomach clenches as Harrison skates by. Hopefully he doesn’t remember where, exactly, my seats are and doesn’t make a scene. Shit. What if he waves, or shows the guys where I am during the warmup?

Crap. Crap. Crap.

“And Harrison? What’s his role out there? I mean, I know he plays, but…” His face goes pink. “That’s about it.”

“Harrison’s one of the top defensemen in the league. He’s a wild son of a bitch who makes a living by literally diving in front of a frozen three-inch disc of rubber as it flies at a hundred miles an hour toward his body.”

It takes a beat for Alec to register, then his jaw drops. “Wait… what?” He turns his head to me. “He doesn’t.”

I nod, scooping up another nacho. “What did you think he did? Skated around the rink waving a flag? I mean, that’s the extreme, when he helps keep the puck out of the net, but defensemen have pretty physical roles. And then there’s the fighting.”

He shrugs, but his eyes widen. “I-I hadn’t thought about it. Mad bastard.”

He’s not wrong there either.

Warmups finish without incident. I don’t think Harrison remembers where the fuck I’m sitting. He barely remembers his car keys most days, which usually drives me mad, but at this moment, it’s working in my favor. It means I can relax during the game and not worry that I’m gonna get busted by the totally temperate trio—who wouldn’t overreact at all to my current situation and cause a scene.

As soon as the game’s over, I’ll tell Harrison I’m done with Alec. I’m not interested in his friend, or in being set up on blind dates. I won’t tell him about the boys, just that I’ll find my own Prince Charming.

I can’t keep dating Alec just to make Harry happy. Thanks for trying, A+ for effort, but your matchmaking services are no longer required, big brother.

First period goes off without a hitch, too. Alec seems to have a strategic mind. He’s interested in the gameplay, the fundamentals of the game, and how it all connects together. He’s asking so many questions I’m starting to wonder if he’s considering taking it up as a hobby. Playing, I mean, not even watching. He’d probably get shattered into a million pieces his first time out on the ice. He’s a little… wiry.

After the first period break, the puck drops, and we’re back in the thick of it. We’re tied at zero, but barely a minute into the second and we go down by not one, but two goals, back-to-back in under a minute.

The first one was a bad rebound that Roman’s going to want back, and the second looked to be some kind of miscommunication between Jace and Mateo.

I wince.

They’re usually so fucking good together, but this… this is peewee stuff. Jace overshot the pass to Mateo as they crossed into center ice, and it was intercepted by the opposition and taken all the way to the fucking bank.

Two stupid goals, one minute, and three surly roommates scowling at the scoreboard.

Woof.

Luckily, we still have more than half the game to make a comeback, and if anyone’s going to do it, it’s my Phantoms.

“Even I could have saved that first one.” Alec’s smugness makes me want to elbow him in the face. Considering he just found out how the game works two seconds ago, he needs to calm his tits.

“Roman’s one of the top netminders in the league.” There. No broken teeth, and I combatted his criticism with facts. I should pat myself on the back for that one.

“Not for long if he keeps letting goals like that in.”

Oh. Hell no.

My dude has watched twenty-one minutes of hockey and now thinks himself a voice of experience on the game?

I think fucking not, my friend.

Glaring at him, I arch an eyebrow in challenge. “Those of us who have been around the game for more than twenty minutes know he’s reliable between the pipes. Kinda dickish to judge him based on sixty seconds of play.”

In turn, Alec levels me with a stare of his own. “Awfully defensive of the goaltender, Char. He a friend of yours?”

“Charlotte,” I snap, keeping my eyes on the giant goalie who has no idea I’m even staring at him. “Or Charlie.”

He’s right that I’m defensive of Roman, but Alec’s still being douchey.

“I’m defensive of my whole team. I’m not a fair-weather fan.” I roll my eyes like I’m done with this conversation, right as the whistle sounds to halt play in the game.

I fold my arms, angling my shoulder toward Alec as something plays on the jumbotron overhead. I don’t care about the screen, nor the date I’m on. I want my boys to find their mojo and get two goals back on the board.

Someone beside me nudges me, and when I jump, she points up at the screen.

My stomach sinks.

Right there, on the ginormous screen in the middle of the fucking game, is my scowling, now incredulous-looking face.

The words kiss cam are written across the top and there’s a giant bright-pink heart around Alec and me.

My face burns. I can’t risk looking on the ice or on the bench. I also don’t need to. I feel their accusing stares all over my body. So much so, a shiver passes up my spine.

The girl beside me nudges me against Alec. “Go on. Kiss him!”

Harrison is watching. If I don’t kiss Alec he’ll ask me why not. And if I do kiss him, I’ll have three very grumpy roommates that may or may not vent their displeasure at another man being near my lips… face… uh… in my general space.

Alec squeezes my knee, his voice next to my ear. “Let’s give them what they want.” He cups my chin with his fingers and turns me to him. Then, before I can think, react, or even breathe, he plants his lips firmly on mine.
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Their extra skater hits the ice with fresh legs. Damn near every person in the nineteen-thousand-seater arena sucks in a collective breath as the Armadillos come across center ice on the attack. Harrison turns over the puck as they cross the blue line into my zone. The puck rattles around the boards, coming in my direction, so I skate to the right of my net to meet it.

I’ve been playing hockey since I could walk, and right now it looks like I haven’t played a day in my life.

What the fuck is wrong with me?

Easy question. Harrison told us in the locker room during the first period break that he caught a glimpse of Charlie in the stands with the guy she met at his place last night, and now we’re all fucked up.

Two goals in under a minute.

They’re gonna have a special jersey customized just for me that says Sieve across my shoulders instead of Martinez.

Fucking sieve.

The three of us have betrayed both one of our best friends, and our captain. This is the one girl who’s off-limits. Not only because of who she is, but because we already stuck our toes across that line with her once, and all we fucking want is to do it again.

A week under our roof, and we’re all losing our fucking minds. I’ve never been a fan of keeping secrets, and the fact that I’m having to keep a secret from my best friend, my captain, is eating me alive.

She’s the forbidden fruit, and now that we’ve had a taste, she’s the only fruit we want to eat.

Ah, shit.

Had to go there, didn’t you, Ro?

That’ll absolutely help you win the fucking game.

Another glance around the boards, and I come up empty. I can’t see her. Maybe Harrison just told us she was here to fuck with us, to see if we’d react. It wouldn’t be that surprising after that disaster of a dinner.

“Are you planning on playing hockey at some point today or just fucking around?” Speaking of the devil himself, he skates by me on an icing call.

I can’t see the scowl behind his hockey mask, but it’s in his voice.

Goddammit.

He’s right, though. At this point, I might as well put on a sparkly leotard and trade my hockey skates for figure skates. While I may not be able to do those twirling jumps, I’m sure I can work it out. I’ve got to be better at figure skating than I am at playing hockey right about now.

“Dude. What the fuck is wrong with you?” He’s not letting up. Don’t blame him. Two in a minute is fucking woeful.

Oh, you know, just picturing your sister stripping for me and imagining all the dirty things that we could do to her. That about sums it up. Oh, and I’m the worst friend in the history of friends.

That’s all right there, loaded on the tip of my tongue, but I don’t utter a single word. I don’t tell him that after Charlotte and her piece of shit boyfriend broke up, she moved in with us. I sure as fuck don’t tell him we’ve all seen her in her birthday suit. Or that we’ve all had our tongues in her fucking body, either.

Instead, I hang my head like the asshole I am because I can’t even look him in the eye.

“Yeah, I know.” I sigh, pulling off my helmet and sweeping the damp hair off my forehead. I hazard a glance in his direction, meeting the same blue eyes he shares with his sister, and all I see is concern.

“I’m good. Just having an off day, that’s all. Nothing to worry about.” My voice sounds steadier than I feel as I try to reassure him.

We need to figure out how to talk to Harrison, tell him everything, and soon.

It’s the only way to make things right, and get rid of this black cloud hanging over all our heads.

Coach calls a time-out and beckons me over to the bench. This is it. He’s gonna tell me to sit on my ass for the rest of the game and let my backup take over.

Shit.

My stomach sinks.

We’re barely back at the bench when one of the rookies points at the screen. “Fournier, isn’t that your sister?”

My eyes briefly meet Mateo’s before he flicks his gaze to the screen. Everyone looks at Charlotte and the dorky guy she’s here with. And for a fraction of a second, I join them. She’s damn near got her back to him, her face hard-set in a frown, and her arms hugging her body.

This guy’s no threat to any of us.

Who I am concerned about, however, is Jace. He’s chewing on his mouth guard like a dog with a new Kong toy, but worse than that, Harrison is watching Jace watching Charlotte.

Another crack forms in their friendship right in front of my eyes. Harrison’s eyes narrow as he clenches his jaw.

The level of expectation around the arena notches up to an eleven, and the cool air sizzles with the same anticipation everyone feels before gloves hit the ice and fists fly.

Harrison knows.

He might not know know, but he knows something. And something’s more than nothing. There’s no containing this during a game, only waiting to see where the cards fall.

It’s like watching a grenade getting the pin pulled right in front of my eyes. Frozen in place, helpless, breath caught in my chest. Too afraid to move, but needing to act, to speak, to do something.

It’s just a matter of time before Harrison explodes, and when he does, the fallout will be catastrophic.

For all of us.

Jace is so caught up in Charlie, who is now being sloppy-kissed by the nerd in the stands, that he’s seemingly oblivious to the brewing volcano that is his best friend.

Mateo’s still scowling at the screen, but Jace bites down on his mouth guard with such force it should probably break in two. Harrison’s fingers tap against the butt of his stick as he watches, his body temperature visibly rising like the mercury in the thermometer on an August day in the Quarter. His face is so red there’s a vein throbbing in his temple. He’s focused on Jace’s reaction to his sister on the screen.

Harrison’s cheek twitches, his eyes narrow, and just as he reaches his mitt out to what I assume is clamp down on Jace’s shoulder, the whistle blows.

Saved by the end of the time-out.

Or so I thought.

Back on the ice, Jace skates right over to where Charlie sits in the stands. He pounds the Plexi so hard Alec’s beer falls from where he’s stupidly placed while he macks on our girl.

As the polo-shirt-clad date jumps to his feet to make sure his precious shoes don’t get covered in beer, two things happen.

The cameraman focuses on Harrison's bright red face as he scowls and flexes his jaw, then pans back to Jace and Charlie.

Like a man possessed, Jace thumps the glass again, startling Charlotte, her wide eyes filled with confusion.

Shit.

How the hell have none of us ever noticed Jace is ass-over-tits in love with Harrison’s little sister?

That has to be what this is. There’s literally no other explanation for his behavior. The jealousy flares from his body like a goddamn flash of lightning.

He’s like a fucking caveman. Charlie’s date jumps out of his skin. His face pales, eyes widen, and I’m pretty sure he shits his pants.

“Stay the fuck away from her.” Jace isn’t mic-d up, but he’s not fucking quiet.

The ref blows the whistle, drawing Jace’s attention back to the game. In theory. His face tells me he doesn’t give a fuck about the game. If the arena got hit by a meteor right this second, Jace would only be pissed Charlotte got hit by an outer-worldly object.

It takes less than ten seconds of play to realize that Harrison isn’t letting go of the bone he’s gnawing between his teeth, either. He shoves Jace into the boards. Hard.

Jace eats ice, falling flat on his face. Clearly, he wasn’t prepared to be hit by Hurricane Fournier, and when he springs to his feet, he rounds on whoever hit him. His eyes flex wide, and everyone in the arena can lip-read his, “What the fuck, man?”

Harrison simply shrugs and skates away.

They spend the end of the second, and damn near the whole of the third scowling at each other on the bench and on the ice. In the locker room during the period break, Teo and I run interference so security doesn't have to call for an ambulance to transport Jace’s lifeless body to the local morgue.

Not good.

If we weren’t finishing up a hockey game, they’d be beating the shit out of each other right now. We’ve all seen Harrison fight. Dude’s a machine. No one in the fucking league likes taking a hit from another player, but Harrison… People actively avoid him like the plague.

When another two goals slip by me in the closing minutes of the third, my body heats with shame and fury. Distracted by Harrison wanting to murder Jace, who wants to murder Alec, who just kissed Charlie—when we all want to kiss Charlie. And so much fucking more. Fucking fuck.

In a fraction of a second, my blood’s boiling over, my body’s shaking with a visceral rage I can’t contain. I take pride in the fact I’m cool as marble. My composure is one of the things I’m known for as an NHL goaltender. Cool under pressure is my tagline.

But as soon as the buzzer counts down the final seconds of the game, I swing my stick at my goal with every ounce of aggression rattling around in my body, and watch as it splinters into pieces. Just like our fucking team.
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Apparently, letting Alec hightail it from the stadium, figuring out my own way home, and going to stay with a friend for the night after the game to avoid conflict wasn’t the right call. It’s noon on Sunday. I desperately need a shower and clean clothes, and from the moment the elevator dings and I step out onto our floor, three muffled angry hockey player voices drift down the hall to meet me.

As I inch closer, holding my breath as though they might hear me creeping down the hallway, or, I dunno, breathing, their voices get louder.

“You put us all at fucking risk, man!” Mateo’s yelling pretty loudly. “How could you have been so stupid? Harry was right there. Right fucking there, Jace!” He’s probably leaning over Jace, pointing a finger in his face.

Considering how pissed Jace was last night, I wouldn’t risk getting my finger bitten off if I was Teo.

I pause right outside the door, not wanting to miss a word of the exchange.

“So… what? I was supposed to just stand there and let him kiss her like that?”

Something low in my belly flickers to life at the reminder. Seeing him standing at the Plexi, ready to rip Alec’s head off his fucking shoulders, was hot as hell. Terrifying, sure, but also hot as hell.

I squeeze my thighs together as it all crashes back into me, heat lapping at my body at the memory. Having spent so long thinking Jace, at best, was disinterested, at worst, hated me, seeing his primal, savage reaction to Alec kissing me cemented what he said the other day. He doesn’t hate me, he’s never hated me.

I’m not sure what to do with that, but I don’t have time to unpack it standing and staring at the door, because after a beat of silence, Jace’s voice booms. “What the fuck did you say, Roman?”

“I said, we managed it just fucking fine. You didn’t see Teo hopping the bench and going fucking apeshit on the guy, did you? No. We kept our shit together just fine.”

For as long as Harrison has known the guys, he’s praised Roman’s ‘calm under fire’ personality. He’s generally the peacekeeper of the group, the quiet voice of reason, so to hear him damn near screaming at Jace makes my stomach clench.

This is all my fault.

They wouldn’t be fighting like this if it wasn’t for me.

And Harrison? Shit… My hand flies up to silence my gasp as I swallow a lump in my throat. Seeing his surly face on the jumbotron last night, the way he checked Jace on the ice, the coldness in his eyes as he skated away.

That’s on me, too. I ruined the one thing Harrison treasured most outside of Mom, Dad, and me.

Jace is like a fucking brother to him, and it’s my fault they’re broken.

Harrison’s been eerily quiet since the game, too. I figure he’s throwing hands on a heavy bag at the gym to work off his anger before coming to talk through his feelings. It’s generally his process. Take a beat, punch something, then regroup.

“Okay, hold up.” Mateo must feel the same way I do about Roman losing his cool twice in less than twenty-four hours, because his voice is oddly calm. “It’s no good, us screaming at each other like hot-headed teenagers, not least of all because Harrison lives down-fucking-stairs.”

I roll my lips to suppress a giggle. It’s so weird to hear Mateo of all people be the voice of reason—especially when he’s right.

“What we need…” He sounds like he’s straining under the effort of holding someone back. His teeth are gritted as he grinds the words out. “Hey, would you two… just… Ugh.”

After a long moment, he speaks again. “What we need is to come up with a plan for how to handle this Charlotte thing.”

Roman, I think, grunts.

“What we need, Einstein, is to figure out a plan for how to handle this Harrison thing.”

“Potayto, tomahto.” I can hear the crooked grin in Mateo’s voice.

“She needs to leave.”

My heart sinks as Roman says what we all know to be true. If I stay here, if I keep living here, I’ll tear them all apart more than I already have. I can’t be responsible for the dissolution of decades of friendship, I can’t.

“I’m taking her to fucking dinner.” I expect Mateo to start the conversation about who gets to do what with me, not Jace, but he’s flip-flopping back and forth. One minute he wants to handle Harry, and the next he’s throwing down statements about me.

“And if she wants to date either of us?” There’s a pause, like Mateo’s pointing at Roman. “Or even both?” Mateo grunts, like Jace shoved him, and I dare open the door just a crack to peek through. If they’re about to tear each other limb-from-limb, I might need to scream or something.

Roman’s sitting on the couch, his back against the armrest, facing away from Mateo and Jace. His arms are folded, and he’s pouting like an adorable toddler, his bottom lip poking out as he scowls.

Mateo has Jace pinned to the wall, his forearm across Jace’s chest, holding him in place. It shouldn’t be erotic, it shouldn’t be in any way hot. It shouldn’t.

But that doesn’t stop my nipples from standing to attention. All this talk of a Mateo-Roman combo has me thinking all kinds of combinations. Roman and Jace, Jace and Mateo, Jace, Mateo, and Roman.

Shit. I tug at my shirt. Is it getting hot in here?

“Should probably ask Charlie what she wants.” Roman’s now-calm voice is drowned out by Jace and Mateo’s grunts at each other as Jace pushes off the wall, and Mateo pushes him back against it.

He’s right. They should ask me what I want, but if they did, I wouldn’t know because I’m so confused about everything I’m feeling.

Part of me wants to see where it goes with each of them, with all of them, but the bigger, more responsible part of me thinks it’s fruitless to pursue anything with any of them because their relationship with Harrison came first, it’s more important, and the team…

“I kissed her first.” Roman’s smugness isn’t lost on the other two.

“Meaning?” Mateo spins to face him, and in that moment, Jace gets free.

Roman hops off the sofa, turning and pointing a finger at his friends. “I dunno. Maybe it doesn’t mean anything. Maybe it means something.” Roman’s eyes flick to where Mateo’s wetting his lips and for a moment… is that… lust in Roman’s eyes?

I might need to sit with this for a minute. Roman wants Mateo too?

So when Teo said I could have them both… he meant he could have us both, too.

Fuck. I rub my temples. This is all giving me a pounding headache.

“I’ve known her longest.” Jace’s voice sounds so fucking petty, I can’t help but giggle.

These three should just whip them out and measure them, for fuck’s sake.

“Means nothing when you’ve been the douchiest.” Mateo’s smirk is the straw that broke the angry camel’s back. Jace takes a swing just as Roman grabs Mateo by the back of the shirt and hauls him out of reach.

That’s it. I’m done.

“Are you three quite finished discussing my vagina without me?”

You could hear a pin drop. Roman’s climbed onto the arm of the couch, and he’s got Teo restrained from behind, his arm clamped over Teo’s chest like a seatbelt.

Jace’s fist is paused next to Mateo’s chin like something from a fucking cartoon, and all three faces slowly turn in my direction.

Their faces turn redder and redder as I click the door closed behind me and make my way into the apartment.

“What? Cat suddenly got your tongues? You were just telling half the fucking neighborhood our business. Where’s the notebook? The contract? Are we drawing up a coochie-custody agreement between the three of you or what?”

I level them all with my best Mom-Stare. I’ve seen it my whole life, so I figure if I get even half of the cool rage that Mom conveys to Harrison, Jace, and me in my stare to these adolescents, I’ll be winning.

When no one replies but they all stand staring at me with bright red faces, shuffling their feet, or shifting their weight, I keep going. “So, how’s it gonna go? Jace gets me Monday and Tuesday, Mateo gets Wednesday and Thursday, Roman has Friday and Saturday, then Sunday’s my day off?” I tap my chin, pacing back and forth.

The sheer absurdity of the situation isn’t lost on me. And yes, I know I was contemplating being with the three of them mere seconds ago, but I should be part of the discussion. Especially if they actually give a shit about what I want.

“No, no that won’t work, I’ll need my day off in the middle of…” I wave my palm at them in circular motions. “All of this, right? Right.”

“Charlie, I—” Mateo finds his balls first, but I hold up my hand again, this time like a stop sign.

“No!” My yell is louder than I expected it to be. “I wasn’t invited to this little Snatch Summit y’all have going on, so I’m just gonna…” I point past them to the hallway that leads to my room.

“It’s not like that, Charlotte.” Jace is barely containing himself. His teeth are gritted, his jaw is flexing, and the way his muscles are poised, it’s clear he’s in no mood for this conversation.

“It’s not?” I look at my nails. “Could have fooled me. It sounded to me like you guys were all about to discuss plans to,” —I pause for dramatic effect—“deal with me.”

Roman visibly withers at my words, doing his best goldfish impression with his bobbing mouth.

“Muff Meeting? Foo-Foo Forum? Kitty Caucus? Any of those better suited to your sensibilities, Jace?”

After a long, heavy moment that could snap between the four of us at any second, I clap my hands, making everyone jump.

“Beaver Rally it is.”

Jace’s scowl deepens, Roman looks like he might puke, and Mateo’s doing a terrible job of not smirking as mirth dances in his eyes.

“It’s not fucking funny, Charlotte!” The underlying growl in Jace’s voice should probably not make me horny. It’s likely he’s trying to make me back down, but he just makes me angrier, and my gut tightens.

“Oh, but it is. Because the whole fucking Phantoms Fandom now thinks I’m your girl. How long before it hits the gossip forums? Hmm? And what if someone out there,” I hook a thumb over my shoulder, “heard this?” I circle my finger around the four of us. “None of you will get slut-shamed by the outside world for all banging the same girl. No, you’ll get fucking glorified. There’ll be songs written about you, while I’ll be Fournier’s slutty little sister who couldn’t keep her legs shut.”

Roman’s mouth falls open, his eyes popping wide. Jace moves to step toward me, but Teo smacks the back of his hand on Jace’s chest. I try to walk past Jace but he doesn’t let me, so I try to walk between him and Mateo, but again, he doesn’t move.

“Jace, move. Just forget it. Go back to your little Pussy Party. When you figure out what’s best for everyone, be sure to send a group text so we’re all on the same page. I’m going to my room.”
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I’ll be damned if Charlotte thinks she’s going to go to her room right now. She’s going to have to knock me out if she wants to get rid of me, and judging the size of her tiny fist, I don’t see that happening anytime soon.

She wants a goddamned Beaver Rally, I’ll give her one.

“Sit the fuck down, Charlotte.” I take a step toward her, and her glare intensifies, but it’s the tiny twitch at the corner of her lips that gives her away. “I’d hate to have to redden that ass before you plant it on the couch.”

A pretty pink blush spreads across her face, and she rests her hands on her hips, giving me an irritated stare that has my dick hard. “Since when do I take orders from you? Please, continue to plan my entire sexual future.”

“Jesus Christ, it’s like living with toddlers sometimes.” Mateo lets out a sigh to rival all sighs and ushers us to the couch. “I need everyone to sit the fuck down.” He pinches the bridge of his nose as we reluctantly turn and sit.

I’m sandwiched between Roman, who side-eyes me like I owe him money, and Charlotte, still simmering with displeasure. “Happy?”

“Ecstatic,” Mateo deadpans.

Charlotte crosses her arms with a huff. “Well, we’re sitting.”

“Congratulations, you can follow one simple direction.” I blow out a breath, running a hand through my hair. “Fuck.”

It’s not her fault we’re in this dumpster fire, not entirely. That honor goes to me. She may have danced her naked ass into this apartment, hoping we’d give her a place to say, but we’re the ones that put our hands on her. At least Mateo and Roman just kissed her. I had to go the extra distance and make her come with my tongue. It’s been years since I kissed her, so I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t on my list.

And let's not forget about the hockey game.

Or rather, the kiss-cam at the hockey game.

She went along with it, kissing that dickhead like she had no reason not to, because she literally had no reason not to. I should’ve shrugged it off. I told myself to shrug it off. And what did I do? I banged on the glass like a damned neanderthal with only half a working brain.

I didn’t think about her, or Harrison, or any of the other guys. Just my own selfish desire to keep her to myself. You know, in front of nineteen thousand people… including her brother.

“I’m sorry,” I mutter, leaning back against the couch, my gaze trained on the floor.

Mateo leans over, a hand cupped around his ear. “What did you say? I don’t think the rest of us heard you.”

I grit my teeth, my narrowed glare trained on him. “I’m sorry I overreacted at the game. I was pissed.”

“Well, that’s an understatement.” Charlotte snorts. “I’m not sure why it matters to you anyway. You hate me, you don’t hate me. You’re giving me whiplash.”

I flinch, her words slicing right through me. If only she knew how wrong she was. I don’t hate her, not even close. The only person I’ve ever come close to hating is myself. “Sorry about that, too. I’m not good with feelings—or admitting that I have them.”

Years. Years I’ve pined for her when I should’ve been able to let go, but I can never seem to get her out of my head. I tried to keep my distance, only allowing myself to see her when she’d come to games to support Harrison. When she’d come over to the apartment, I’d either miraculously have plans or disappear into my room just to stare at my ceiling for hours, berating myself for wanting to spend time with her. The few times she’d join us at the bar, I’d flirt with women, trying to do whatever I could to stop thinking about her, but it never worked.

She was the one I wanted, but the only one I could never have. It’s been a prison of my own making for years, and I deserved it.

Still do.

What kind of guy lusts after his best friend’s sister? A shit one, because not only am I a shit friend, I’m a terrible human being.

“And what are your feelings?”

Of course she’d ask for clarification on the one topic I’d like to avoid like the plague. But she’s right. I’ve been so hot and cold, I owe her an explanation.

After taking a deep breath, I run my hands through my hair. Again.

Charlotte watches me, brows raised, and while I don’t want to spill my emotions all over the place, I can’t keep everything buried anymore. Not when the lies are growing with every passing day.

Fuck, my behavior at the game already has my friendship with Harrison on the line. I can’t lose everyone else as well.

“I like you.” I grip the back of my neck, squeezing hard. “I like you more than I’m supposed to.” I take another deep breath, and Roman knocks his knee into mine. He wants me to give her more, but this is hard.

What if she rejects me again?

We all know I’m not good enough for her. It’s probably why she didn’t kiss me back in high school. “And now that you’re here, I can’t get you out of my head. I’ve tried my damndest to keep my distance, because the last thing I should be doing is touching you, my best friend’s off-limits sister. I need to be focusing on hockey, on making the playoffs, but you’re the only thing I can think about. But if you aren’t interested in me, just say the word, and I’ll walk away.”

My insides twist, and my chest tightens. I don’t want to walk away, but I will. No matter how much it pains me.

I really want her to want me back.

“Just like that?” She bites down on her bottom lip.

“Yes.” I glance between a surprised Roman and a smug Mateo, both watching me, no doubt waiting for me to lose my shit again, but it’s not going to happen. This—Charlotte—is way too important to fuck up.

I’ve spent so long focusing on my goals, on hockey, I pushed away everything else. And it worked.

For a short time, I was able to push my feelings aside and focus on the sport I loved with everything I had.

But Charlotte?

This is the girl that’s known me, the real me, for years. I grew up with her brother, sure, but I grew up with her, too.

We’d all stay up well past our bedtime, armed with cold pizza and Dr. Pepper, and take turns beating each other on Halo, Call of Duty, and when we were feeling nostalgic, anything Super Mario. Charlotte wasn’t always competitive, but put a video game controller in her hand, and that girl became a shark.

And she always seemed to know when I was struggling, when my parents’ death haunted me. I wouldn’t be able to sleep and she would sit with me, sometimes for hours, while everyone else was fast asleep. We’d go outside, sit in the courtyard, and just listen to the sounds of the city.

She’s always been the one person who could make everything better without a word.

I’m not sure I can fight her anymore.

Charlotte is quiet for several seconds, her hands twisting in her lap. “What if I don’t know what I want?”

My heart stops.

She pauses, her face turning a deep shade of red. “What if I want all three of you?” Her voice is quiet, hesitant.

My heart starts to beat again, chasing the hope she’s holding out in front of me.

The air around us thickens, charged with an electricity that’s palpable. Mateo, Roman, and I freeze. I’m not sure any of us even dare to breathe.

“Is that…? I’m sorry. Forget it.” She waves a hand, like she’s trying to waft the words away. “I shouldn’t have said anything.” She pushes up from the couch, but Mateo is directly in front of her, blocking her, and she flops back down next to me.

“You can leave if you want.” Mateo leans toward her, and nods toward her bedroom. “But I didn’t peg you as a coward. You can go to your room, and we’ll never bring this up again, or you can answer my question. Do you want us separately, Charlie? Or do you want us together?”

I’m on the edge of my seat, my heart pounding so loud in my ears I’m afraid I won’t be able to hear her answer.

She didn’t turn me down. She didn’t tell me to go fuck myself.

And she wants all of us.

God help me, but I want her to want us together. On paper, I’m a jealous hothead who’s been pining for this girl since I saw her in that damn bikini back in high school. This shouldn’t work.

But Mateo and Roman? These guys are my brothers, and they want her as badly as I do. Sharing her with them feels right. Together, I know we can take care of her—physically, emotionally, mentally. I know we can help her live out any and every fantasy she has. And I can guarantee she’s never been with more than one man at a time.

Actually, knowing her dick of an ex, she’s probably never had an orgasm that wasn’t by her own hand.

Charlotte’s eyes dart between us. Her fingers twist around each other. Her bottom lip’s still trapped between her teeth.

Roman sits rigid beside me, intensity rolling off him in waves. The amount of control he has is staggering, but he’s seconds from erupting. I’m not doing much better. I’m barely hanging on, but I need to hear her say the words.

I need her to tell us what she wants.

“Remember when I told you not to be ashamed of who or what you want?” At her nod, Mateo places a finger under her chin and forces her to meet his eyes. “Do you want to date us all separately? Or do you want us together?”

She sucks in a breath, her cheeks darkening, but she doesn’t look away from him. “I want… I want to be with you.” She pauses again, her eyes moving between us. “Together.”

Fuck.

“Is that okay?”

In my mind, I’m already tossing Charlotte over my shoulder, signaling to the guys and stomping off to the nearest bedroom, completely ready to defile her in the best way possible. But fuck. I guess we need to get a few questions out of the way before I can have my way. Being an adult sucks ass.

“Have you done that before?” Roman asks, pitching forward to look around me.

Charlotte shakes her head, sinking down a little on the couch. “No. I’ve never wanted to, but with you guys, things feel different. Have you?”

“Yeah.” I clear my throat, covering her hand with mine. “But this is different for us, too. You’re not a random girl in a bar. Let me be clear when I say this is not a one-night thing.” I run my hand across my chest, my stomach flopping. There’s still one problem. “We’re going to have to talk to Harrison.”

“Maybe we don’t tell him or announce publicly that I’m sleeping with all of you. Not only would he murder you guys, but the media would eat me alive. I don’t want to be known as the Slut of the New Orleans Phantoms.”

Mateo chuckles, his grin growing as he rakes a hand along his jaw. “You could only be a slut if you asked us to call you one.” He pauses. “And we will do everything we can to protect you.”

“And if you want to be called a slut, that’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Roman adds.

I lean toward her, burying my nose in her hair and tracing the shell of her ear with my tongue. “We keep this a secret for now. But no more dates. The only men you see will be us. Do you understand, Charlotte?”

As soon as the word ‘yes’ spills from her lips, I’m on my feet and have her tossed over my shoulder. I’m around the couch when Mateo calls out, “Take her to my room. I have plenty of lube.”
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Wanting to be fucked in all holes by three gorgeous NHL players, and actually facing the prospect, is not at all the same thing.

I’m a well-read woman. I’ve seen gangbangs on porn sites. I know the physics of how it all happens.

But lying here, ass-fucking-naked, aching to my core, it’s not at all how I imagined it.

Instead of being cool, calm, and collected, I’m fucking terrified.

What if they don’t fit?

As though he senses my anxiety—fine, sheer terror—Roman drops onto the bed beside me and strokes my head. “You know you don’t have to do anything you’re not comfortable with, right?”

Jace and Mateo stand on either side of the bed. Jace is wearing only his boxers, and Mateo’s shirtless, his jeans hanging low on his hips.

Jace tenderly strokes my shin, his fingers trailing to my knee. “He’s right, Charlotte. We can take this as fast or slow as you’d like.”

I should probably be self-conscious, stuck in a web of my own doubts, inadequacies, and self-image. But I’m not.

These three godlike men are staring at me like they’ve never seen a more beautiful woman, and in this moment, I let myself believe it’s true. They’ve kept their eyes trained on me since Jace tossed me in the middle of Mateo’s bed and stripped me out of my clothes.

I’m just not sure I’m cut out to be the kind of girl in the videos I’ve seen. I’ve got flab where those girls don’t, I’m not as bendy, I don’t have as much experience. There are countless reasons why I shouldn’t even consider doing what I’m about to⁠—

Mateo slips his hand between my legs, making me hiss out a breath as he slides his fingers up the length of my soaking wet slit. “You need to get out of your head a little, Red. Your thoughts are really loud.”

Roman nods, his gaze flitting across Mateo’s chest.

“They’re going to give you a headache.” Mateo’s fingers swirl around my clit, and I can’t help the loud moan that leaves my lips.

Jace’s hand clamps on top of Mateo’s as he scowls. He pins me with a stare so hot it could melt ice, and I shift under their touch. He closes his eyes briefly, muttering a curse. “If you need to stop, we can stop. We’re all fine with that. Even if Mateo can’t keep his dick in his pants.”

In the time it took Mateo to find my clit, he’s managed to unzip his fly and is already fisting his pierced cock slowly with his free hand. Seeing it very briefly when the fire alarm was blaring seems a whole hell of a lot different than staring at it, knowing each barbell is going to be going inside me.

I’ve read about Jacob’s ladders in books, but I’ve never seen one in real life. It looks equal parts intriguing and terrifying. It had to have hurt when it was done, but I’ll admit, I’m so curious to know how it feels.

“I’m more than happy to jerk off in the shower.” He moves to pull his hand back, but I stop him, slapping my hand on top of Jace’s, which is still on top of Mateo’s.

It’s very sweet how they’re all looking out for me.

Roman drops a chaste kiss on my forehead. “If you’re not ready, we understand. We’ll go at whatever pace you need.”

My entire body aches. My nipples are rock-hard and standing at attention. Mateo and I both know how wet I am, and my hips tilt, trying to hump his hand.

But the anxiety skimming across my bare skin leaves my chest tight. “I’m scared you’re not all going to fit.” I leave the words hanging between us, making a point not to stare directly at Mateo’s fancy cock—although it’s hard not to.

My skin burns, and as nervous as I am, I want this to work. I want them to teach me, brand me, to own me.

“What else?” Jace lets go of Mateo’s hand, and he returns to rubbing painfully slow, slick circles on my clit.

“Wh-wh-fuck.” I suck in a ragged breath as Mateo inches me closer to losing my mind. He’s barely touched me, and I’m already on edge. “What if you get stuck? Or… I d-don’t know. I…” My eyes flutter closed as my head tips back. “Fuck, Teo. You’re going to make me come.”

“All fucking night long, Red.”

My core clenches at the thought, heat searing through my veins at his words. “I’m fine with trying, I just…”

“We’ll take it slow.” Jace’s reassurance is soft, soothing, but there’s an undercurrent of warning to the others. He’s running the show, and they can either fall in line or he’ll dick-punch them.

If I’m honest, I’m here for the flex.

Roman shifts closer, his lips moving slowly down my neck, sending shivers skating down my spine. “We’ve got you. If you need to stop, let’s keep it simple. Just say stop, okay?”

Mateo nods, pinching my clit between his finger and thumb, making me yelp. “As far as us fitting goes.” He glides two of his fingers inside me before tapping a rhythm out against my G-spot, and I swear I see stars. “That’s why we work you up to it.”

Roman tilts my face to his and presses a gentle kiss to my lips. “We take our time to make sure you’re stretched and ready for us.”

Jace’s green eyes are laced with heat as he watches me, his fingers absentmindedly stroking the stubble covering his jaw, and I can’t wait to feel it back between my legs. “Be a good girl and tell us what you want.”

I nod, letting out another moan as Mateo curls his fingers inside me like he’s emphasizing Jace’s point.

“Use your words, Charlotte.” His voice is stern, and it has my pussy fluttering around Mateo’s fingers.

“Oh, she liked that.” Mateo chuckles, sucking my nipple into his mouth and raking it with his teeth. “I felt it all the way deep inside you, Red. Your body is so fucking responsive. I can’t wait to feel you come around my cock.”

It’s hard to fight the urge to let go, to close my eyes and lose myself in them. Especially as Roman dips his head, teasing one nipple with his tongue while Mateo nibbles on the other, his fingers buried deep inside me.

But Jace still holds my gaze, his own narrowing with every passing second. He’s not going to accept my consent until I say it out loud.

“Y-y-es. Yes. It’s what I want. I want you all inside me.” The words tumble from my mouth like a waterfall. “I want you to make me come.”

“And have you been tested lately?”

My body heats. “No. But… Shane…”

Mateo growls. “Don’t say his fucking name when my dick is out, Red.”

I swallow hard. “It’s not an issue.”

Jace nods.

“Birth control?” It’s Roman who asks. “Condoms all around? What’s your preference?”

“I have the implant. No condoms. As long as that’s okay with all of you.”

Jace’s grin is slow, spreading across his face as he pulls off his boxers, nudges Mateo to the side, and kneels between my legs. I groan as Mateo’s fingers slip from between my legs, but he bites down on my nipple as Jace hooks his hands under my knees before pulling me toward him.

“Wait.” He grips my thighs, staring up at Mateo. “When was your last sexual health check-up?”

I roll my lips, trying not to smile at just how serious the expression on his face is. While his timing sucks, I love that he’s watching out for me, that he’s so fucking protective. I love it even more when Roman’s face pales, and Mateo’s brows shoot up before he sputters indignantly. “You think I have something that I’d give to her… to him?” He hooks a thumb at Roman.

Wait… to him? So they’re…? Jace doesn’t react. Did he know? I have so many questions.

“When was your last sexual health check-up?” Jace isn’t giving an inch.

Mateo’s face goes bright red, and he won’t look anyone in the eye.

“Fuck’s sake, Teo. Has it been so long you can’t even remember?”

Roman’s still stroking my nipple, brushing across it with his fingers while he watches the exchange. He seems invested.

Jesus fuck.

Now all I can think about is Mateo fucking Roman while he fucks me and Jace gags me with his dick.

“I…” Mateo grabs the back of his neck with his palm. He finally looks down at me, an apology etched into his features. “The day after she moved in.”

No amount of rolling my lips between my teeth can stop the smile that spreads across my face. “Really?”

He sweeps his knuckles across my cheek. “Really.” He swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing like he’s struggling to get the words out. “You think I saw your ass in the air and was just… What? Oh, hey, there’s a gorgeous woman, ass-naked in my living room, let’s go wash dishes?”

Roman snorts. “Like you’d ever wash dishes.” He blows across my nipple, sending a shudder straight down my spine and forcing another involuntary moan from my lips.

“I’ve wanted you from the minute I saw you bent over your suitcase, Red. And I needed to make sure I was clear and ready to fuck you if these assholes decided putting you off-limits was a bad idea.” He shrugs.

I slow-blink as the words sink in.

“Wait. You haven’t fucked anyone in weeks?” The disbelief in Roman’s voice should probably offend me, but it makes me giggle.

Mateo points his finger at Roman. “You haven’t either.”

Roman’s cheeks darken. “How do you know?”

Mateo flicks his brow up. “I know all your conquests, Ro. I pay attention.”

Jace’s hard, piercing stare now turns to Roman, who shrugs. “Day after Teo.”

Jace shakes his head. “So much for none of us doing anything with our new roommate. Great job following the rules.” He moves to pull me toward him again, but Mateo intervenes, placing a hand on Jace’s chest.

“And you? When’d you last get tested?”

“I don’t have anything to report. All clear.”

Roman smirks, but Mateo doesn’t let it drop. “I’m sure that’s an answer to someone’s question, but it doesn’t answer mine.”

I admit, my curiosity is consuming me from the inside out. Roman and Mateo both wanting me from the day they found me bent over my suitcase is one thing. But Jace… our history… How long did it take for him to know he wanted me enough to get tested?

“D-doesn’t the team do physicals?” I know they do, but from the way Jace’s face is burning, I’m trying to bail him out. He probably had one done a couple days ago and doesn’t want to admit to sleeping with people after I moved into the apartment. It’s fine. It’s not like I expected him to stay celibate just because we shared the same address.

Roman tucks my hair behind my ear. “Let him answer, Charlotte.”

Mateo folds his arms, which wouldn’t be so amusing except his rock-hard dick is still hanging out of his pants, pointing straight toward the ceiling. “Yeah, Charlotte. Let him answer.”

From the way Jace shifts his weight on the bed, I’d bet he’s trying to find a trap door so he can get the fuck out of here. “I got tested three months ago.”

“Sounds like someone needs to go get some tests done before he can fuck our girl here.” Mateo is fucking fearless because he gives Jace finger guns and a comedic wink. “You can borrow my shower if you need to jack off.”

After a long moment where no one moves, something flits across Jace’s face, and I know why he doesn’t need to get tested. My breath catches in my chest, and my hand springs up to cover the gasp that’s already come out.

It’s Roman who speaks, pulling Jace’s gaze from me. “You haven’t slept with anyone for three months?”

Mateo’s assessing stare is so heavy it makes me shift my weight on the mattress. “Longer.”

“Jace?” I push up, resting on my elbows.

He looks back down at me, his expression unreadable.

“When did you last have sex?” The words tangle with the building emotion in my chest. I’m not sure what I want the answer to be. I know it’s not never. We all know he’s not a virgin. But if it’s not three months, then how long?

He opens his mouth, shakes his head, then rolls his eyes. “It’s been a while. Let’s just leave it at that.”

“Jace?” My small voice is easily heard in the quiet.

He closes his eyes for a beat, tipping his head back, and when he opens them, there’s a heartbreaking rawness I’ve only seen once before, right before he kissed me. “I haven’t had sex in two years, Charlotte. Since I broke up with Katie because I realized she’d never be what I really wanted.” He takes a deep breath, his eyes shutting for a few seconds. “She’d never be you.”

Years of emotion swell in my chest at the admission, and before I know it, I’m blinking back tears.

Mateo whistles. “Fuck.”

Roman just kind of stares, his fingers falling to his side, his jaw hanging open.

“I’ve wanted you for as long as I’ve known you, Charlotte. You’ve always been it for me.”

As though he’s reached his emotional capacity for the day, the week, the fucking year, Jace doesn’t wait for a reaction before he grabs my legs, pulls me toward him, and spears me on his cock in one swift movement.

My legs bracket his waist, while he drives into me, claiming me.

You’ve always been it for me.

He’s not close enough, not deep enough, and I pull him to me, leaning up to press my lips to his. He kisses me like he fucks, his tongue sweeping into my mouth with long, fast strokes as he drives into me like a man possessed.

There’s no time to unpack any feelings, or to make anything make sense, because he’s bucking his hips against me, kissing me like he’s depending on me to give him his next breath, and I’m a fucking goner.

The bed dips next to me, and I reach out, wrapping my hand around Mateo’s dick, his rows of piercings cold against my palm. “Fuck.”

Roman tweaks my nipple, kissing my neck, and I’m struggling to keep track of who’s doing what as I sink into the tingling sensations consuming my body.

Jace’s cock curves just enough that with every thrust, he’s hitting my G-spot like he owns it.

I flutter around him, my whimpers filling the room as I reach for Roman’s cock with my free hand. It’s thick, so fucking thick. I can’t wait for him to fill me up, to stretch me around him.

Jace grips my hips, fucking me at a relentless pace, his mouth trailing from my mouth down my neck.

It feels so good. They feel so good.

When I pause for breath from kissing Jace, I flop back onto the bed. Mateo and Roman thrust into my hands as I tighten my grip around them. I want us to orgasm at the same time, and fuck me, I want them to paint my tits with their cum.

They’re staring at each other, the intensity of their gaze burning right through me, and I can’t tear my eyes away. Especially when they lean toward each other, like they can’t stand to be apart.

Their lips touch, Jace pinches my clit with his free hand, and my legs tremble.

I need more. More of them… more everything.

I tilt my head, guiding Mateo’s dick into my mouth, but I can’t quite reach, so I flick at his piercings with my tongue. Before I can so much groan in frustration, he inches closer, pushing his cock between my lips, his own never leaving Roman’s.

Their kiss is slow, tender, and seeing them together spurs me on. I suck Mateo to the back of my throat and work my fist up and down Roman’s shaft faster and faster.

Jace grunts, pressing his thumb to my clit as he pounds into me. Mateo takes the opportunity to slip deeper into my throat when a scream escapes me, and I gag. Mateo’s answer is a satisfied hum as his hands explore the expanse of Roman’s bare chest.

As Jace works my clit and G-spot together, it’s not long before I’m panting and gasping around Mateo’s cock, pleading for Jace not to stop. My body shakes. Everything feels so good. Too good. Too right.

“S-so close.”

“Not close enough.” Jace’s growl rumbles through my body, his voice tense like he’s refusing to come until I do.

As much as I’d love to hold out, to make this moment last forever, my legs tremble, my muscles clench, and with another few sweeps of my clit, a scream bursts from me as I fall apart all over Jace’s cock.

Jace, a man I’ve known almost my entire fucking life, and I just came all over his cock.

There isn’t much time to react either, because Mateo leans away from Roman, wrapping my hair around his fist. “I’m going to come, Red. Where do you want it?” His words are spoken through gritted teeth, and I suck harder.

Both he and Jace come together, Mateo in my mouth, and Jace deep inside me.

For a long moment, all I can hear is the rasping breaths and the sound of the blood racing in my ears as my heart skips rapidly.

Mateo grins down at me. “Still good?”

I nod, too breathless to answer.

“Good. Ro, pass the lube, would you?”


TWENTY-FIVE

[image: ]
Mateo




That was… That was…

Holy shit.

I can’t wait to get inside Charlie, to feel her entire body squeezing against me. And Roman? Fuck. I want to watch Roman slide into her ass, claiming her in a way no one has before.

She belongs to us, and I want to make sure she knows it.

“You did so good.” I stroke a hand down her face before I back up from the bed and point at Jace. “Get your ass to the top of the bed. Spread your legs and get comfy.”

He bristles, throwing me a look, and yeah, he’s going to be a challenge. 

I don’t think this surprises anyone.

I nod toward the top of the bed, keeping my eyes moving from him to the spot I need his ass to settle into. He doesn’t move. Charlotte gives him a quick kiss, and he finally sighs, pushing up from between her legs, and scooting up on the bed. 

He gives me a glare, and I smirk. Doesn’t matter what he thinks, he’s not in charge anymore.

“That’s a good boy.” 

Jace’s glare turns hard, but before he can open his mouth and tell me to fuck off, I gesture to Charlotte. “Turn around, Red. I want Jace’s dick in your mouth while Roman fucks your ass.”

Roman’s sharp breath almost hides Charlotte’s low moan. He moves back from her, watching as she flips and crawls up the bed, putting her head in Jace's lap where it belongs.

Jace gathers her hair in his fist, his attention no longer on me as she licks up and down his already hardening cock. It’s slick from their cum, and she cleans it up like a goddamned pro. Jesus fuck.

“Do you taste yourself all over Jace’s dick?” I run a hand down her back, watching Roman watch her. “Look at how hard you're making him already. Such a good fucking girl. Suck the attitude right out of him.”

Roman lifts his gaze to meet mine, his dark eyes laced with heat. He’s still hard as a rock, his cock twitching and ready to explode, but he’s not going to come unless it’s deep in our girl’s ass. 

I need her to give herself to us, just as much as I need to see Roman’s dick pushing into that little hole.

The thought should give me pause, but it doesn’t. He’s my best friend—the first genuine one I made when I joined the NHL. He’s seen me at my best, my worst, and countless times balls deep in some random woman. Mouth. Ass. Pussy. I’ve done it all, but Roman… I’ve never seen him deep in a girl’s ass, and if the feral look on his face as his gaze falls to her backside is any indication, he wants to fuck her there as much as I want to see it. 

Because Charlotte is so much more than some random woman—she’s ours, and I’ll be damned if we’re going to leave a single inch of her unexplored.

I grab the lube and dribble it between her cheeks, my tongue darting out to lick along my bottom lip as it trails down to her asshole. She jumps slightly, and I give her backside a slap. “Is this what you want, Red?” I slap her cheek again. “You want Roman to claim you here?”

Jace pulls her off him with a grunt, sending another little glare my way, but it quickly disappears when Charlotte cups his balls, rolling them around in her palm.

“Fuck yes.” Her answer is a breathy whisper, and after giving Roman a quick smile, resumes licking up and down Jace’s cock.

Roman kneels on the bed behind her, resting one hand at the small of her back. He gathers the lube on his finger, and the second he pushes inside, Charlotte groans and his eyes close. His mouth drops open, and fuck, I can’t wait to have him on his knees for me, his mouth wrapped around my cock. The image is so real, so visceral, it has my balls tingling, and I can’t help but wrap my fingers around myself.

Charlotte whimpers, pushing back against Roman, and I run my fingers over the handprint marking her pale skin. “If it’s too much, Red, tell us to stop. You’re in control.”

She nods, letting out a keening moan, burying her face in Jace’s lap as Roman slowly drags his finger in and out of her.

I work my hand up and down my shaft, watching the scene laid out in front of me. Lust flows freely through my veins, and my entire body is tense, on edge. There's something about sitting back and directing a scene that has my balls aching, desperate for a release. But this, knowing it’s our woman about to come undone?

It has me ready to climb the walls.

Goddamn.

I don’t think I’ve been so fucking hard in my life.

“More,” Charlotte groans, sucking Jace’s cock to the back of her throat.

He leans back against the headboard, eyes closed, murmuring strings of praise for our girl.

I pass Roman the bottle of lube, my hand tightening around my dick as his gaze falls to it. He licks his lips, taking the liquid from me and coating another finger.

“That’s it Roman, nice and slow,” I groan as he slowly, oh so fucking slowly, slides a second finger in her ass. “Stretch her ass, get her ready for you.”

My words are strained as I lean forward, taking my free hand and circling Charlotte’s clit. Her cry is muted by Jace’s dick, but every noise she makes is like music to my ears. My fingers move faster on her clit, and it doesn’t take long for Charlotte to rock between Roman and Jace, sinking down on Roman’s fingers before surging forward and swallowing Jace’s cock.

We’re all panting, ready to explode when I pinch Charlie’s clit and turn to Roman. “Our girl needs your cock inside her. Don’t you, Red? You need Roman’s dick inside you? Are you ready?”

She tries to nod but gives me a thumbs up instead.

“I’m not going to last long,” Jace grinds out. “Her mouth… so fucking good.”

As Roman lubes his dick, I have him pour some on me, making my hand real slick as I grip myself tighter. He reaches around her, knocking my hand out of the way to strum her clit as he lines himself up with her asshole.

“Nice and slow, Ro.”

He pushes into her with a feral groan that vibrates through my balls. “That’s it, Charlotte. Just relax.”

He stills, giving her time to adjust to his size. He pushes forward slightly and stills again. Charlie cries out, her hands gripping Jace’s.

This is my art, my masterpiece, and I grip myself tighter, pumping my dick faster.

Roman is fully seated inside Charlotte, and the strain on his face is a sight to behold. He’s close, so close—to coming, to losing control, to fucking Charlie so beautifully brutally she’ll feel him inside her for weeks.

She cries out again. She moans. She leans back into him and forces him to fuck her faster.

Oh, God.

This is so fucking hot.

Jace is thrusting into Charlie’s mouth, his hands tightening in her hair. Roman’s grunting, his hips pistoning against her ass.

I increase my pace, fucking my hand so hard, so fast, I can’t get enough. I can’t see enough. If I could watch this on repeat for the rest of my life, I’d die happy.

Electricity zips down my spine. My legs tremble as Charlie’s entire body convulses. Her orgasm tears through her, and Jace lets out a string of expletives, exploding in her mouth. Roman comes seconds later, buried so deep in that luscious ass of hers.

“Roll over, Charlotte.” My jaw is clenched so hard I’m not sure she’s heard me until she sighs and flops to her back several seconds later.

I climb on the bed, kneeling next to her, pumping my dick frantically. Charlie lets out another sigh, her legs falling open. Her pussy is swollen, used. So fucking tempting. But then she opens her mouth, her tongue darting out to lick Jace’s cum from her lips. My balls tighten, my legs threaten to give out, and I can’t hold back, I can’t stop myself.

Ropes of my cum paint across her tits, claiming her as mine. Ours.

With a heaving breath, I collapse next to her and Jace on the bed as Roman disappears into my bathroom. I glance over at Charlie as she runs a finger through my mess and licks it from her finger with a light hum.

“Fuck, Red, you’re going to kill me,” I grunt, throwing an arm over my eyes.

“Maybe then you’ll be less bossy.” Jace’s response has me smiling, and maybe giving him the finger.

Didn’t hear him complaining when I suggested Charlie suck his dick.

Roman comes back in, tossing a warm, wet cloth on my stomach and sits in the bed next to Charlie. He rubs his cloth between her legs, whispering something in her ear that has her curling around him.

I clean myself off and offer my towel to Jace, who pushes past me with a roll of his eyes. “Maybe next time you’ll follow directions.”
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I’ve had three of my brother’s best friends’ dicks inside me.

Not one, not two, but three.

And one of them was fully kitted out with hardware I’ve never even seen before, let alone had inside my body.

Shit.

I should have just gone to Prague with Meghan. It’s the first thought that hits me when I wake up. Or second, I guess, since, y’know… all the dicks being in my body was obviously the first thing on my mind when my eyes flutter open in Mateo's bed.

It feels like it’s been a long time coming, but not even two weeks after they found me ass-in-the-air over my luggage, we all crossed a line—repeatedly.

A line that can’t be backed up over.

Yup. There’s no taking back what we did last night.

Do I want to?

There’s a pleasant ache radiating through my limbs as my body comes online. But as much as I enjoyed every second with the guys, there’s still an undercurrent of guilt thrumming through my veins.

Waking up in a bed with three amazing, gorgeous, and very-talented-with-their-dick guys shouldn’t feel like a weight pressing down on my shoulders. But it does.

I roll to my back, glancing around me. My stomach might be in knots, but my view is great. Roman’s facing me, his arm and leg draped over Mateo, who’s lying on his back to my right. Jace is on my other side, sleeping with his back to me, the blanket draped over his hips, showing me the wide expanse of his muscular back.

I’ll say one thing about their lavish lifestyle, these giant beds are definitely useful for multiple partners sleeping over.

My skin heats as visions of the night before come back to me. Hands exploring sweat-slicked skin, my body being deliciously stretched out by their cocks, the cool metal of Mateo’s piercings, both on my tongue and inside me.

Dammit.

I don’t need to get all hot and bothered again. Except there doesn’t seem to be an off switch. The only setting I have when I’m around these guys is all the way on.

When I clench my thighs, I’m forced to suppress a groan. A blissful ache radiates through my abdomen. Yeah, I’m gonna need to put ice between my legs if I want to do that again anytime soon.

And I do.

I close my eyes, hoping to fall back to sleep. I need to pee, but I don’t want to wake anyone. They’re all so peaceful-looking when they’re unconscious. I want this moment to stretch out forever.

Except, son of a bitch, my phone is ringing.

I don’t remember where I left the damn thing, but my ringtone is blasting… eh… in my room, maybe? The guys are seemingly oblivious, but between knowing someone’s trying to get ahold of me and the building urgency of my bladder, I decide to somehow try to escape the labyrinth of limbs sprawled out across the bed.

I could climb up and over. It would probably be the smartest option. But in my growing desperation to get out of this room before waking the guys, I squeeze my arms to my sides and slither down the bed and onto the floor like a snake. At least everyone is still asleep. I’ll take that as a win.

Mateo’s bedroom door clicks as I close it behind me, making a beeline for my bedroom. Phone’s on the nightstand, thankfully, and stops ringing as soon as I get to it—because of course it does.

Speak of the Euro-traveling devil herself. Meghan always manages to call me either when I need her the most, or when it’s terribly inconvenient. I’m not sure which time this is, but the longer I stare at the missed call, the more I feel the tiny hole in my heart growing.

Her time abroad should surely be coming to an end soon, right?

Who the fuck knows? Meghan’s not one to stick to any kind of plan, even if she makes the plan herself. Maybe especially if she makes the plan herself. She’s always been the dreamer, her head firmly in the clouds, while I ground us down on earth. We give each other balance, and I miss her.

I swipe the phone off my nightstand and take it into the bathroom with me. I won’t video call her from the throne. We’re only at voice call while on the pot level of friendship. Plus, my hair is a literal disaster, and I try and fail to smooth down some of the wayward curls.

“Good morning, Sunshine!” Her voice is so loud, I almost drop the phone. If the ringing of my cell didn’t wake the guys, her obnoxiousness might.

“Hey.” My voice is hushed as I pee.

“Okay, talk.”

“What?”

“Don’t what me. Wash your hands, and then tell me why you’re whispering.”

I wash and dry my hands, and when I step into my room, the urge to lie in my bed is dulled by the fact there aren't three warm, burly hockey players to snuggle, so I pull out the chair at my sewing machine instead.

If I’m going to make a real go of this lingerie business thing, I’m going to need stock, and that means I need my ass firmly planted in this chair every day.

“Well?”

My butt has barely touched the cushion before the inquisition begins. I should have known.

“Well… what?”

“Charlotte Emily Fournier. You’re being cagey. I’ve known you for long enough to know that you need to talk, so… talk.”

I jam the phone between my shoulder and ear as I begin to work, guiding the dark blue fabric over the plate. “I slept with them.”

Pausing my hands I close my eyes, sucking in a huge breath as I ready myself for her rea⁠—

Her scream damn near bursts my eardrum as she erupts on the other end of the line. “You’re kidding. The three of them? All at once? Like… all holes filled kinda gangbang? Charlie, you dirty fox! Tell me everything!” She pauses. “Everything.”

My cheeks are on fire as I restart the machine. It’s hard to focus on not sewing my fingers to the fabric when flashes of rippling muscle, tongues, and cocks assault my mind as I try to concentrate.

“It was…” I shift my butt on the seat, wincing at the movement. “I need to work out.”

She starts howling with laughter in my ear. “Didn’t they make you stretch first? When I get back, we’re going to need to go to yoga again. Those vinyasas will have you limber and bendy enough for them in no time.” She crunches on something before washing it down with a glug of liquid. “It’s happening again, right? It wasn’t a one-and-done thing, right, Charlotte?” She tuts. “I’m basically talking to myself here.”

I can’t help giggling at her impatience. “Well, if you’d let me get a word in.” The thread slips out from the needle, and I take a beat to rethread it before continuing. After heaving a huge sigh, I let her in a little. “I feel guilty, Meg. Like, bone-deep guilt. Not that I slept with three guys at the same time, no. But…”

“Harrison.” She growls his name down the phone at me like she’s a wild animal.

I’ve been keeping her as up-to-date as I could over the past couple of weeks with sporadic texts and voice notes, but this is the first time we’ve really had the chance to talk. In her messages, she definitely hasn’t come across as being thrilled with my big brother.

“You know it’s your vag, right? You can let whoever the fuck you want in there. It’s none of Harry’s business.”

“I’ve always been off-limits to his teammates, Meghan. Always. Since we were in high school.” I turn the fabric and snip the dangling thread so it doesn’t all turn into a mess of loose ends.

“I know. And what the fuck kind of Patriarchal bullshit even is that? Who the hell does he think he is to assume he has that kind of power?”

The unspoken accusation in her words is that I let him take the power. And I did. It’s never been an issue before. I’ve never wanted any of his friends. Until…

“Hey, pretty girl.” Roman’s voice washes over my skin like warm milk before bed. He’s wearing low-hanging sweats, and he’s resting his fingertips on the top of the doorframe. Fuck. Of course he leans toward me, his muscles all rippling. It should be illegal to be that hot. “Coffee?”

I point to the phone on my shoulder and nod yes please, giving him a smile. He watches me for a moment before he moves, and I watch him watching me. The outline of his cock is pretty clear. That has to be the only reason gray sweatpants were ever invented, right?

My eyes lazily meander up his washboard abs, his lean pecs, the facial hair covering his strong jaw, and when our eyes meet, the flash of lust that ignites between us takes my breath away.

Maybe I don’t need that coffee after all.

“Charlotte?” Meghan’s voice pulls me back as Roman stalks toward me.

“Yeah?” Is that my voice? Breathy, airy, and soft.

“Someone there?”

“Uh-huh.”

Roman spins my chair so I’m facing him and drops to his knees. Oh God. He can’t… He won’t… Not when I’m on the phone, right?

“Woman. Give me a play-by-play. What’s he doing?”

I’m not going to commentate my way through whatever Roman’s about to do to me. If Meghan wants to get her kicks with a hockey player, she can do so herself.

My breathing quickens as Roman spreads my knees apart for him, pushing Mateo’s oversized T-shirt higher up my thighs.

When he dots kisses on the inside of both my knees, I sigh. “I’ll call you back, Meg.”

Her laugh is the last thing I hear before she screams, “Get it girl!” and hangs up. Just as well, because my body’s frozen, my gaze locked with Roman’s chocolate brown eyes as he looks up at me from under his lashes.

A low chuckle from the doorway breaks the spell and makes me jump. Thankfully, Roman pulls back right before my knee cracks him in the jaw.

Mateo’s standing in the doorway, naked as the day he was born, with the most impish, playful smile I’ve ever seen. “Guess I’m making my own coffee then?”
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Tuesday nights aren’t generally known as date nights. At least not historically, not for me. But since the team doesn’t have evening practice, Mateo and I want to spend more time with Charlotte. Jace is out with Harrison. Not sure if it’s the smartest thing he’s ever done, but I think his guilty conscience needed some one-on-one time with his oldest friend.

Especially since Harrison has been unusually quiet since the kiss-cam episode.

I get it, but he’s already let his mouth get the better of him and spilled some of Charlie’s secrets. Without supervision, there’s a not-too-small part of me expecting we’ll all be ball-less by the end of the night.

If a Harrison-shaped hole appears in the wall, we’ll know Jace has slipped up and we all need to flee the country, change our names, and find new careers.

Despite the nervous energy churning through my body, my stomach’s filled with an excited hum, like a swarm of fucking bees. Not only am I hanging out with Charlie tonight, I’m hanging out with Teo, too.

I’d love to say I know what I’m doing, but I have no idea.

I don’t know how to date a dude. Is it the same as dating a chick, or are there different rules? Feels like a stupid question. I’ve known Mateo for years, but since the day we kissed, everything’s changed.

Every furtive glance, every innocent, passive touch, it all means something now. And spending a large portion of my time trying to figure out what, exactly, everything means is so fucking exhausting.

I’ll need to sit longer with the label of being bisexual, but from how it feels right now, I think it fits. I should probably be more surprised to find myself attracted to men—or rather, a man, I guess, since Mateo’s the only guy who’s ever lit that fire inside me. But it’s definitely something I want to explore with him.

Speaking of the Delicious Devil, he erupts through the door, arms laden with bursting brown paper bags. No surprise. I sent him out for maybe six things. The local grocery store would’ve been fine, at least for any normal person, but our boy Teo has expensive tastes, and wanted to check out the new boutique grocery store around the corner. Didn’t even know there were boutique grocery stores.

I bet the vegetables in those bags have been sung to sleep every night by Tibetan monks. When they were harvested, they probably had special baths, with bougie fucking bathwater, and then were hand-carried to the grocery store by cherubs.

Bet he paid three hundred bucks for fifty bucks worth of food, too.

Mateo has always had expensive taste, and yet the guy chose me.

That means something, right? Right?

Oh, fuck. His biceps ripple under the strain of the bags as he kicks the door closed behind him. “Honey, I’m home.” He beams at me, and there go the fucking bees again.

He’s just my best friend. It’s not a big deal. Not like he’s had his tongue in my mouth. Oh, wait.

I feel like a shy, awkward high schooler all over again as I give him a shaky smile, a million questions running through my head. Are we together now? Can I kiss him whenever I want? Is this only a thing when Charlie is around?

“Ready to cook our girl a feast fit for a queen?” He advances on me, one arm holding out a few grocery bags. When I nod and take the load from his left hand, he grins. “Good. I’ll be sous chef, just tell me what you need.”

After a quick glance in the bags, I roll my eyes. “I don’t think I had half this stuff on the list.” I start to turn, heading back into the kitchen, but he grabs my elbow. “What? No welcome home kiss?” He tucks the grocery list in his pocket and thumps his chest with his fist. “I feel like the hunter-gatherer should at least get a kiss, no?”

Without waiting for an answer, he spears his fingers into my hair and pulls me toward him, his lips capturing mine like he’s done it a thousand times before, and will do it a thousand times again. I mean, he’s done it a few times since the first time. In the rare moments we have the place to ourselves, we’ve been making out like high schoolers in the back seat, but we’ve never gone any further.

Warmth spreads through my veins as I return the kiss with the same fervor, meeting his tongue stroke for stroke. Our mouths fit together like pieces of the same puzzle. I can’t believe we didn’t notice each other sooner. He’s been sleeping twenty feet from me, and this whole time… this whole fucking time, I could have felt like this, been kissed like this.

I wrap my free hand around his waist, pulling him against me. Our hips meet. We’re both rock-hard, and this could go south real fast. “We need to start food prep.” Somehow my mumbled words make it out between our still-moving lips. “She’ll be back in an hour.”

With one last swipe of his tongue, he steps back and nods. His lips are swollen from mine, his eyes wild. We sent Charlotte out to the spa for the afternoon so we could surprise her with dinner. She’s bringing home dessert, but we told her we’d do the rest.

It takes a couple minutes to unpack the groceries onto the counter. As I wash the vegetables, it grows quiet. I can feel him behind me, feel his eyes on me, and the chilled apartment air grows warm.

I’m halfway done when I cast a glance over my shoulder. Mateo is only a few feet away, licking his lips like he’s eyeing a juicy double cheeseburger.

Brandishing a carrot at him probably isn’t the smartest move, but it’s what I have in my hand. “No. We need to make dinner for Charlotte.”

It’s unfair to keep using her, but it’s also the only thing that seems to keep him on task.

I turn back to the sink, rinsing the field of dirt off the carrots, but apparently Mr. Reed was not deterred by my carrot-waving. His rock-hard dick nestles against my ass as he wraps his arms around me, nuzzling into my neck.

“I think our girl would understand if dinner was a little late.” His hands skim my abs, heading south. “Don’t let me stop you.” He squeezes my dick through my pants.

“Teo.” My head drops back against his shoulder. “I’m going to slice off a digit.” I flash the knife in my right hand.

“What kind of knife is that?” His words dance across the skin where my neck meets my shoulder, sending shivers skating down my spine.

“Nakiri. It’s got a blunt front end and a flat-profiled blade. Perfect for clean cuts with every stroke. The blade also makes food transfer easier.” I demonstrate on the cutting board in front of me as he braces my hips against him with both hands.

“I love it when you get kitchen nerdy.” He nips at my neck. When he steals a couple of carrot batons, I smack his knuckles. “Spank me harder.” His voice is light with mirth, but part of me wonders if he’s into that. Is he?

Fuck. My mouth dries up. Am I?

Sure, in the past, I’ve given girls a well-placed smack in the bedroom, but what if he’s into spanking? I really should have asked him more questions. What am I supposed to do as a bisexual man?

He squeezes my ass with both hands. “Be right back.”

I get lost in the veggies—washing, peeling, and cutting. So lost, I’m not sure how much time has passed, or how long he’s been standing three feet from me, giving me that cute lopsided grin of his and waiting for me to notice his presence.

“Are you watching me?” I toss everything in a bowl and shake my head with a laugh. “Stalker.”

“You get so into it when you cook. I could’ve been back here jerking off, and you wouldn’t have noticed.”

Oh. I would’ve definitely noticed that.

He has something in his hand, and I’m a little disappointed that it isn’t his cock. But then again, I did tell him we needed to get dinner done before Charlotte came home.

When he spies my attention on the item, he holds it out to me.

Budding Attraction, Divorced Men’s Club book three.

Huh. Seems it’s a book by someone called Saxon James, and if the muscular man posing on the cover is any indication, it’s not just any book. It’s a romance.

I turn the book over in my hand. The pages are a little crinkled, telling me Mateo has likely read this book. But why give it to me? He’s the romance reader.

“It’s the most authentic bi-awakening story I’ve ever read.” His cheeks turn a dark shade of pink as his gaze flits to the floor. “Orson’s a widower who owns the local flower shop, and he falls for a dynamic dude with ink. I…” He pauses and rubs the back of his neck. “I thought you might like it.”

Is Mateo…embarrassed? Shy? It can’t be. Not our dynamo our cocky, outgoing, fearless friend. He’s never quiet, but he’s also never really been the thoughtful one, and he put a lot of it into this gift.

He studies my face, waiting in heavy silence as I watch him. I’m not sure he’s even breathing. From the sincerity in his eyes, it took a lot for him to share this with me.

“Thank you,” I manage, clearing my throat and hugging it to my chest. “I can’t wait to read it. I’ve never read a book like this before.”

He tucks his hands into his back pockets and rocks back on his heels. He’s so fucking cute when he’s nervous. “If you want to buddy read…” He shrugs. “I wouldn’t mind reading it again. I have it downloaded on my Kindle.”

He’s trying to downplay it, brush it off like it’s no big deal, but flashes of his head on my lap on the couch as we read the book together makes my heart swell. And maybe, just maybe, this means he wants something more than a casual fuck. Because that’s what this is, right? We’re putting more than our entire friendship on the line if this doesn’t work out.

There’s no way I skate on the ice with him if things go wrong. There’s no way I can go back to watching him pick up women at the bar and pretend everything is perfectly normal. Not after the moments we’ve shared. Not when I know exactly how his bedazzled cock feels in my hand, not when I’ll spend the whole time wishing he was taking me home and seeing how many rungs of his ladder he can bury inside my body.

“I’d love that, Teo.” I brush my fingers across his cheek, enjoying the way his breath catches as I tuck his long blond hair behind his ear. “I’d really love that.”

He bites the inside of his cheek, then nods. He’s already wearing a short-sleeved shirt, but he pretends to roll up his sleeves all the same. “Put me to work, Chef.” He claps his hands. “We need to get this show on the road.”

Twenty minutes later, cooking is in full flow, and Mateo’s serenading me, singing into a wooden spoon that he can buy himself flowers. His Miley Cyrus impression isn’t half bad, but when Jace and Harrison stroll into the kitchen, the color drains from his face and all the levity from the room is swallowed up in an instant.

“Hey,” I croak out, while Mateo turns down the music.

Harrison looks at all the food prepped. “Having a dinner party?”

Mateo cracks a grin, but it doesn’t reach his eyes, and his face is still pale. “You know me, fill me from the toes up.” He pats his stomach. “What are you guys doing here?” His question is aimed more at Jace, but Harrison answers as Jace dips down the hall into his room.

“Bright spark there forgot his phone. Apparently he couldn’t go to dinner without it.” His questioning eyes rest heavily on Mateo and I. “Is he seeing someone? Relationships are the only reason that asshole’s ever stuck to his phone.”

Both Mateo and I slowly shake our heads. This is a conversation Jace needs to have with Harrison, and I’m not going to be the one to ruin their friendship.

“Ready?” Jace appears, waving his phone, mouthing sorry at us from behind Harrison’s head.

Harrison hesitates. “We could just eat here. Roman’s food is as good as anything we’ll get out.”

I should be happy with the praise. The compliment is next-level because there are plenty of fucking amazing eateries in New Orleans, but all I feel is dread. Ice spreads through my body as Harrison eyes the colorful display of vegetables on the counter. “Be better for us than the shit we were going to eat, too.”

Jace’s panic is reflected in Mateo’s face and every bone in my body. But somehow, they both squash it down. This is why we have to figure out what we’re going to tell Harry—and fast. The last thing we need is Charlotte walking in here right in the middle of a dinner meant for her. If we thought the hit Jace took on the ice was bad, it’d be nothing compared to the wrath Harry would rain down on us when he found out we’re all dating his sister.

“We have reservations.” Jace points at the door. He steps closer to Harrison and gives us an imploring look before dropping his voice. “I really wanted some alone time. I was hoping we could talk.”

Mateo doesn’t miss a beat. “Aww, do you miss your bestie?” Mateo hooks an arm around my neck before ruffling my hair. “I get it. How do you think I convinced this one to make me half a salmon? It’s been so long since we’ve had ‘us’ time, you know?” He’s laying it on thick, and all I can do is hope it works.

I push him off with feigned impatience, when all I want to do is grab him and make him moan my name. But this doesn’t seem the most appropriate time.

Mateo winks my way but promptly returns his gaze to Harrison. “Go enjoy your bro date. If there are any leftovers, well, I might share, but I doubt it.”

After a long stare at the garlic herb potatoes in the roasting pan, Harrison sighs. “Fine.” He points at me. “But you owe me dinner.” He turns to leave, spying something on the couch. “Teo, you’re a fucking pig. You don’t even pick up your conquests’ underwear anymore?” He points at the couch. “New badge of honor? Dirty lacy undies while you watch TV? Classy.”

Neither Mateo nor I breathe again until they’ve left the apartment. Jace’s fading laughter is the only thing I hear as the door shuts behind them. That was close.

I glance down at my phone, which has been lying face up during our heart-stopping encounter with Harrison, only to see Charlie messaged, saying she was on her way. And then of course, she asked if we liked the new lace panties she made this morning.

Fucking hell. That could’ve been a disaster of epic proportions.

Something’s really gotta give before we all end up so tangled in this web of lies, we all fucking burn.
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Jesus fucking Christ, that was close.

I say a quiet thank you to the host and take a seat at a semi-secluded table at the back of my favorite seafood restaurant. Thank God he bypassed the small table right up front. I couldn’t imagine having this conversation with everyone and their mom—quite literally—walking by the table.

This place is already packed, and it’s only going to get worse.

Fucking Charlotte and her fucking panties. I’m already walking so close to the line, I’m surprised I haven’t fallen over it.

Did she leave them out accidentally? Either way, I’m going to turn her ass red when I get home tonight.

Fuck.

That scrap of lace almost gave me a heart attack. Harrison could have connected the dots and taken a swing at me, but thank God Mateo’s previous promiscuity saved our asses.

Harrison glances up from his menu, brow raised. “They seemed weird tonight.”

I’m so fucked. Don’t know why I thought taking Harrison to dinner would be a good thing. Guess I was hoping to clear the air between us somehow, soothe the tension before the cracks in our friendship become irreparable. But here I am, accepting a glass of water from the waiter and staring at Harrison like I no longer know what words are.

I can’t tell him Mateo and Roman are exploring the boundaries of their friendship. Even if they’ve defined what’s happening between them, it’s not my place to do it for them.

Which leaves me between a rock and a hard place. I invited Harrison here to make sure our relationship was okay, and I have nothing to talk about. Mateo, Roman, Charlotte—everyone is off-limits.

Great.

This is going to be fucking great.

“They’re always weird,” I mumble, taking a sip of water. Nailed it.

Harrison simply nods, browsing the menu, even though he gets the same thing every time we come here—blue crab beignets and their version of jambalaya. If he veers from that, I’m in trouble.

Hell, I’m in trouble either way.

“Can I get you gentlemen something else to drink?” The waiter gestures to a small triangular menu sitting in the middle of the table. “We have a new twist on a bourbon Sazerac, a pomegranate gin fizz, and a few craft beers on special.”

“Water is good for me, thank you.” Harrison gives him a friendly smile, but it doesn’t meet his eyes.

The waiter looks at me expectantly, and while I could use a drink, it’ll be suspicious. “Me too.”

“Are you ready to order, or do you need a minute?”

“Do you mind giving us a few?” Another smile, but as soon as the waiter nods and turns away, it drops from Harrison’s face.

His expression is almost unreadable, the indifference something I’ve seen him wear many times during a game, but never when it came to me. It’s perfect when you’re facing down a rival on the ice, when you want to keep his chirps out of your mind and stay levelheaded.

Not so perfect when you’ve fucked things up so royally, you’re not sure if you can come back from it.

“So. Tell me about my sister.” He says this so calmly, so casually, without lifting his gaze from the laminated menu in his hand.

“I… uh…”

He lowers the menu, putting it on the table and folding his hands over it. The look he gives me is one laced with anger, resentment, and disappointment. It was the same look he gave his high school girlfriend when he found out she’d been cheating on him with the quarterback for months.

I open my mouth to respond, even though I don’t have a clue what to say, but before I can get a word out, a man with his young teen son stops by the table. The kid can’t be more than twelve or thirteen and is absolutely vibrating with excitement. His dad has a hand on his shoulder like he’s trying to keep him calm, while his own expression is somewhere between an apologetic smile and holy shit I’m meeting a celebrity.

They’re both wearing Phantom jerseys, so I’m guessing to them, we’re kind of a big deal. Well, until they turn around and show off their matching Fournier jerseys. I stand corrected, Harrison is a big deal.

Normally, I’d be a little pissy about it, but I’m sleeping with his sister, so if they want me to take a picture, donate blood, or just give them a pat on the back, I’m game.

“We’re both huge fans, Mr. Fournier.” The dad extends his hand for a handshake, which of course Harrison gives him, along with a fist bump for his son.

Sure enough, they ask me to take a picture of the three of them, which I oblige like the nice guy I am, and with one last wave and a round of thank yous to Harrison, they're gone. As soon as they’re seated back at their table, Harrison’s gaze narrows, and I’m a little less thankful they seated us toward the back of the restaurant.

Fuck. This was such a big mistake.

“We’ve been friends for a long time, Jace.” His dark blue eyes strip me down to the core, leaving me feeling raw and exposed. “You’re like a brother to me, and I don't want to lose that because you want to get your rocks off too close to home.” He pauses for a second and leans over the table. I feel about two inches tall. “Let me be clear. When I ask you about my sister, I want an honest answer. I want you to look me in the face and tell me the truth.”

I wipe my sweaty palms across my jeans, my foot shaking back and forth. The truth. That’s easy. Sweat drips down my back, and it’s like my entire body is being torn in two.

We’re frozen in place, staring each other down as the world continues spinning. People are laughing at the table behind us, oblivious to my plight. Silverware scrapes across the plates, glasses clink together, and somewhere on the other side of the restaurant, several plates crash to the ground. A few people clap, but not us.

The chair creaks as I shift under Harrison's heated glare. I hate that I drove this wedge between us, that we’re even in this position to begin with.

Harrison isn’t only my best friend, he’s one of the best people I know. He might be a fighter on the ice, but he genuinely cares about the people around him, and would do everything in his power to help someone if he could.

I should have pushed Charlotte to go to him when we found her that day at the apartment. He would’ve moved mountains to make sure her life was more palatable. She still would’ve lost her job, but she wouldn’t have needed to worry about money. She wouldn’t have had to depend on us.

When we met in middle school, he found a broken boy and made it his quest to fix me. He may not have succeeded in all aspects—no one can fix someone who doesn’t want to be put back together—but he made a difference. My parents’ death wasn’t something I liked to talk about, and it still isn’t… but he knew. He knew I blamed myself.

I had to go to that fucking school dance. If I’d have stayed home, they wouldn’t have needed to come and pick me up from school. They wouldn’t have been hit head-on by a drunk driver. And I sure as fuck wouldn’t have had the police show up to my school to tell me my parents were killed.

Harrison made me feel like I could breathe a little easier, and with a little therapy at the insistence of Grandma Birdie, I realized that the burden of guilt didn’t need to prevent me from living my life.

That guilt over my parents' death no longer keeps me up at night. It's not constantly in the back of my head.

But this, betraying my best friend of damn near a lifetime, this is eating me alive.

Harrison leans toward me, his eyes flashing with anger, but whatever venom he was going to spit my way dies as the waiter clears his throat beside us. “Are you ready to order?”

“Blue crab beignets.” He glances back down at the menu before he passes it off to our waiter, Lewis. “And the jambalaya.”

“And you, sir?” He turns to me, and my mind blanks.

We’ve been here several times before, but I can’t remember what I like or what I don’t, and I hand over the menu, muttering, “Shrimp Creole,” because that’s the first thing that caught my eye.

“Excellent.” Lewis smiles, jotting everything down on his notepad. “That one’s my favorite. I’ll get those in and be back with some more water for you.”

He points to me, and I’m about to tell him I haven’t had any of my water when I look down to see my cup’s almost completely empty. What the fuck is happening?

Harrison eyes me from across the table, likely wondering what the hell is wrong with me, and I’d love to tell him not to worry, I’ve just had a stroke, not a big deal. It’d be better than anything else I can tell him right now.

He clicks his tongue, taking a slow sip of water as he continues to study me.

“You’re a lot of things, Jace Thoreau, but you've never been a shitty friend, and you've never been a liar. So let me ask you again, what’s going on between you and my sister?” Harrison’s voice is even, his expression neutral.

There’s not a single sign of anger on his face, and I think I’d rather him flip the table and start screaming at me. Harrison sitting across the table, his hands casually folded over each other, his demeanor calm as can be, is fucking with my mind.

I don’t know where I stand, what to do, and I sure as fuck don’t know how to respond.

So, like a coward, I nod, hating that I’m going to have to keep lying to him. He’s right, that’s not who I am, but I’m afraid that’s who I’m becoming. “We did run into your sister right after her breakup. She wasn't doing great, and with Meghan out of the country, she didn’t really have anyone to talk to, you know? So I sent her a text here and there to check up on her.”

The betrayal turns to ash in my mouth and dammit, it’s so hard to breathe, but if I start tugging the collar away from my neck, he’ll know I’m nervous. That is, if he doesn’t already.

“A text here and there.” He says slowly. “So that’s it?”

Maybe I know how good her pussy tastes, how it feels squeezing around my cock. But don’t worry, it’s all good. Mateo and Roman were there, too.

I’m so fucked.

Harrison works his jaw back and forth, his frown only deepening. Fuck. If I hadn’t overreacted to the kiss-cam at the game, I could have avoided all of this. I brought this on myself. On us. Then again, I fucked myself during dinner too.

As the enforcer and resident hothead, Harry is usually the one who drops his gloves on impulse, who loses control a little too easily. It seems I’m taking the role from him lately, and I don’t know how to rein myself in.

The more time that passes, the more his eyes narrow on me, and I try to take another sip of water—only to realize the cup is now empty.

There’s no way I can leave it like this. I need to give him something that explains my jealous outburst at the game.

“Oh, shit.” A guy about our age stops next to our table, swaying to one side and stumbling before swaying to the other side. “No way. You guys are the guys.”

I plaster a smile on my face and agree, we are guys, but other than that, I have no idea how to respond.

Harrison huffs a breath and flashes me a look that tells me in no uncertain terms he is super annoyed. His posture is stiff, and his nostrils are flaring. He’s a bull ready to charge at any moment. I need to figure this the hell out, otherwise, I’m going to tell Harrison the truth about everything so this conversation can end instead of getting drawn out for hours. I’ll never survive.

The drunk guy in front of me either doesn’t notice the tenseness, or maybe doesn’t care, because he leans over our table, looking dramatically between us. “Hockey. You guys play for the Phantoms.”

Again, I nod.

“I love you guys.” He takes a step toward me, his arms open wide, and thank God a friend of his grabs him before he can wrap me in what I can only imagine was going to be a bear hug. The friend shoots us an apologetic look, ushering his friend into the bathroom.

“Fuck. I don’t think we’ve been interrupted so many times at a damn restaurant before.” Harrison brings his fist down to the table with a thud—not a full slam, that would only bring more unwanted attention. He huffs a breath, exhaling loudly, his eyes narrowing to glare at me again. “You were saying? Just a few texts here and there?”

My chest squeezes, and my heart pounds so hard, I wouldn’t be surprised if it exploded through my rib cage and landed on the table.

“I like her, Harrison.” There. That’s the most honest thing I’ve said to him since we found her naked, bent over her luggage.

“What do you mean, you like her? Are we back in high school?”

And this is where I should tell him that I kissed her back then too, but I keep my lips clamped shut, even though it’s right there on the tip of my tongue. I know once that trickles out, everything else will follow. It’ll be a relief not to have to lie anymore, to sneak around. The burden would be lifted from my shoulders, and then everything would come crashing down as Harrison turns Hulk Smash and demolishes our lives.

“Just what I said, I like Charlotte.”

Harrison scoffs, sitting back in his chair and running a hand down his jaw. “I know you, Jace. You don’t do relationships. You don’t do feelings. You’ve spent your entire life dedicating yourself to hockey, and it’s paid off. You’re a damn good player. But as a boyfriend? Think about how much we travel during the year. Think of how many hours we spend in that arena. Do you really think you can have a healthy relationship with someone?”

I’ve spent my entire life dedicated to hockey, he’s not wrong about that. For a long time, it was the most important thing in my life, but the more I feel for Charlotte, the less important it seems. We do travel a lot, but she knows what it’s like to be a professional athlete. Plus, there are three of us to make sure she’s well taken care of.

“You have Lydia.” I point out with a grimace.

“Yeah.” His humorless chuckle has the hair on the back of my neck standing on end. “I have a girl who’s mad at me more often than not, and we’re about to get into the playoffs. How do you think she’s going to feel when I’m gone for weeks at a time? I can barely manage it, and I’ve had experience. Yours is nonexistent.”

“That’s not⁠—”

“Charlotte deserves someone to be there for her. She deserves way more than a hockey player who’s obsessed with the game, obsessed with winning. Whatever feelings for her you think you have, we both know you don’t. Forget they exist. She just had her heart broken, and the last thing she needs is for you to stomp all over it.”

I don't want that to happen to Charlotte.

“Harrison… I⁠—”

His hand comes back down on the table, and this time, the silverware jumps and we get a few curious looks from the table beside us. “Is there something going on already?” That hand curls into a fist, and his jaw clenches.

My chest tightens, and I grip the edge of my seat. The wood bites into my fingers, but I welcome the pain. I need it.

Do I come clean, lay all the cards—along with my beating heart on the table? Or do I keep building onto the fragile house of cards and hope it doesn’t topple down on top of us?

I could lose Harrison either way.

There’s a chance he won’t even look me in the eye once this is all over. What if he requests a trade at the end of the season? Sure, we’ll still see each other, but it won’t be the same. We won’t be able to run through the French Quarter during the few months the weather is nice. We won’t be able to carpool to the game. He won’t be able to torture us with new Taylor Swift songs. There won’t be anyone to tell me I need to get out of my head, or coincidentally, get my head out of my ass.

“No, there’s nothing going on between Charlotte and me.”

And with those words, I’ve just damned us all.

“Are you sure?” He cocks his head to the side, staring right through me.

As much as I hate myself for this lie, it needs to be said. For Charlie. For the guys. For the whole fucking team. I’m not going to be the one to singlehandedly ruin our chances to make it to the playoffs. For the first time in New Orleans Phantom history, we’ll have a spot. We just can’t fuck the rest of the season’s games.

And if I open my mouth, if I cause a rift between Harrison, me, Roman, and Mateo, we can kiss that spot goodbye. The future of the team and everyone on it is at risk. One bad game is all it takes. One fucking mistake on the ice, and that failure ripples through the team like a shockwave.

It could shape our team. Our future.

The truth could destroy us.

“I’m sure.”


TWENTY-NINE

[image: ]
Charlotte




I’m glad I took the extra time at the spa for a Brazilian wax earlier today, because when I walk into the apartment and see all the twinkling candles, my heart melts, right along with my handmade panties.

My breath stutters as I take in the scattered pillows strewn across the plush blanket on the living room floor. There’s a projector and a screen, and two bottles of champagne are chilling in a silver bucket.

This looks a lot fancier than the store-bought apple pie in my hand. When they asked me to pick up dessert, they should have specified something a little bit more elegant. Honestly, when Roman suggested cooking dinner, I figured it would maybe be a step above takeout pizza.

And whatever it is smells delicious.

“We’re in here,” Roman calls from the kitchen.

Snapping my jaw closed, I turn the corner and stop short. The table is dressed to perfection, and I can’t help but run my fingertips across the soft tablecloth. Wow. This is… fancy.

There are three place settings, the shiniest silverware I’ve ever seen, fabric napkins, and I bet those glasses are crystal, too. I didn’t know they had any of this stashed in the apartment. Everything is black with gold and silver accents. If I didn’t know better, I’d say someone was getting married in the apartment and no one told me.

It’s decadent as fuck.

I stare at the flickering candlelight for a long moment before it occurs to me I’m not alone. When I lift my gaze, it lands on two tuxedo-clad hockey players, each holding a single red rose, sheepish smiles on their faces.

Damn, they can wear a suit.

Jace must be busy, and as much as I’d like him to be here, I’m okay with it just being the three of us. It’ll give me a chance to figure out what our dynamic of the relationship looks like.

I glance between the two of them and the glitzy table, and my heart stutters in my chest. My eyes well with tears at the sheer thought and effort that’s gone into glamming this place up. “Y-you did this for me?”

Roman shrugs like it’s not a big deal, like he isn’t making me feel like the single most special person on earth. No one has ever done something so nice for me before.

“We can’t take you out, you know, what with…” Mateo tilts his head from side to side like he’s trying to say something other than the word ‘Harrison’.

“My brother and the press.” It’s a statement, not a question.

They both nod. “But we wanted to take you out to dinner, so…” Roman gestures at the table. “We brought date night to you.”

The fact they’re both in formalwear makes me feel wholly underdressed in my yoga pants and loose-fitting T-shirt from the spa.

I don’t have much by way of glitz and glam, but I think there’s at least one half-decent dress I have in the closet that isn’t the same black one I wore to dinner last weekend. Hell, even jeans would be better than what I’m currently wearing.

“Can I get changed? Do I have time?” I hand the pie I’m still cradling to Roman and point at the oven.

Everything smells delicious. Holy crap on a cracker. I don’t know what’s invading my nose, but I want it.

All of it.

Including the two men wearing cologne.

“Not long, but if you want to change, we can wait.”

I don’t want to miss a second of date night, so I race to my room, drop my purse in the corner, and strip.

When Mateo and Roman presented me with a gift card for a trip to one of the local spas, I felt guilty taking it from them. I’m not used to being… treated, I guess. Shane didn’t have a penny to his name, I was the breadwinner, and everything we had, I worked hard to earn.

Being handed a card for an overpriced, luxurious spa day definitely felt icky. But they insisted, and told me next time we’d all go together, so I relented.

When I showed up, they all knew my name. I’m guessing it was Teo who set it all up because he has a membership there. They gave me first-class service, and even now, I’m walking on air, my muscles are soft and relaxed, and I smell like heaven.

If there is a next time, I’m not going to fight them on whether or not to take the gift card. I’m just taking that sucker and making an appointment.

The oil from the massage has left my curls a little messy, but I don’t really have time to fix my hair. I slick some curl cream and gel on my hands, spray it with water from my bottle, and rub my hands together before smoothing out the frizz and finger-curling my waves.

When I’ve done all I can, I throw on an emerald green sparkly dress with a slit that goes all the way up to my thigh—a dress I forgot all about but am so glad I found at the back of the closet. It’s one of those dresses you’re never brave enough to buy by yourself, but Meghan convinced me I needed this in my wardrobe when we were shopping last year.

Every now and then we check out the boutiques around the French Quarter for absolutely no reason, pretending money is no object. We pick a bunch of dresses for each other off the racks, and usually we each come away with a new addition to our wardrobe. She said this dress made me look like Jessica Rabbit, and the sales assistant told me if I was a lesbian, she’d ask me out.

I figured that was the best compliment you could get.

It has a sweetheart neckline, a thin overlay of sparkles, and nips in at the waist like it was made for my curves.

Shane laughed when I brought it home, and it’s been hanging at the back of the closet ever since. There’s never a need for something so elegant and sparkly when you live with someone who never takes you out.

It’s a bit much, but as I skim my fingers over the sparkles, I remember there are two front-cover models from Sports Illustrated waiting for me in the kitchen, fully kitted out in tuxedos.

There’s no such thing as too much right now.

Thankfully, the zipper is up the side so I don’t need to call someone in to help me get the damn thing on. I’m even more gleeful when it fits even better than it did in the store. Living with three athletes who eat well—and often—seems to be working out for me.

I sweep a splash of vibrant lip gloss across my lips, smack them together, and smooth the dress down with my palms before I press my hand to my stomach.

It’s just Roman and Mateo. No big deal. Nothing to freak out about.

I repeat it out loud, well, in a whisper so they don’t hear, but the flapping in my chest and the fluttering in my stomach doesn’t abate.

I’ve got this.

I do.

With a shaking hand, I slide on my go-with-everything heels, open my bedroom door, and make my way back to the kitchen.

Mateo’s leaning against the counter, holding what looks to be a glass of red wine under his nose. Roman’s got an apron on, and he’s ladling some kind of soup into bowls and placing giant croutons on top before covering it in cheese. They look so domesticated, so comfortable with each other. Were they always like that?

Mateo takes a sip, but when his eyes land on me, he sprays the wine from his mouth. “Holy fuck.”

I’ll take that. A nervous giggle escapes me as Roman turns.

He stares at me for a long moment, then howls in pain before dropping the ladle and running his hand under cold water. “Shit.”

I yelp, running over to help, but he waves me off. “I’m okay. I just—” His eyes bug out of his head. “Holy shit, Charlotte. You look incredible.”

Their eyes rake over every inch of my body, making me feel like a fucking goddess—something else Shane never managed to do.

“Fuck. Can we just skip dinner and eat you instead?”

The snort that bursts from me isn’t at all ladylike, but instead of making fun of me, Roman laughs too.

“No.” I shake my head. “This smells amazing. You guys went to a lot of trouble to make dinner, so we’re going to eat.”

They both scowl, and I can’t help but smile.

Teo doesn’t object. Instead, he pulls a seat out from the table and gestures for me to sit. He waits until Roman has placed bowls of soup on the place settings and takes off his apron before he pulls out a seat for Roman, too.

The two of them share a look I can’t quite decipher, but it’s gone quickly, and Mateo gives me a quick smile before taking his first spoonful of soup.

I should be doing the same, but I’m stuck, watching the way his lips curl around the spoon, the way his Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows. He’s having soup, for Christ’s sake, and all I can think of is him licking my pussy like he’s licking the wayward drops of French onion from his lips.

I’d love to say the meal passes quickly, but every single fucking second ticks in my brain as we eat. The longer I sit there, my thighs pressed tightly together, watching both of them lift food into their mouths, the hotter my body gets.

Every moan of deliciousness, every sweep of their tongues across their lips, every brush of their feet against mine under the table, has me ratcheting higher and higher.

The tension thrumming through my muscles is electric. The boys chat and flirt, with me and each other, but fuck’s sake, I wish I could turn back time and beg Mateo to eat me before dinner.

By the time we’re done with our two courses—French onion soup, followed by salmon with a lemon and herb sauce with garlic potatoes—I should be fit to bursting. Instead, I’m squirming in my chair, aching to be touched, empty, my skin dancing with anticipation.

“Satisfied, Red?” The sheer joy in Mateo’s voice tells me my plight is noticeable.

“Dinner was delicious. Thank you both so much.” My skin burns hotter than the candles on the table.

“He asked if you’re satisfied, Charlotte.” Roman hooks his knuckle under my chin and turns my head so I meet Mateo’s heated stare.

“Did our meal sate your appetite, pretty girl?”

Oh God, they’re ganging up on me.

Fuck. Isn’t that what I wanted from tonight’s date? Them to double-team me?

My heart’s thrashing, my body zinging with restless energy, and there’s a desperate need seeping into every molecule of my being.

Not sure what I expect, but Mateo cupping the back of Roman’s neck and pulling him in for a deep, slow, sensual kiss isn’t it. Fucking hell.

They kissed the other night when the three of them rocked my world, but it was nothing like this. With every passing second, I get wetter and wetter. Is every guy-guy kiss as charged and bone-achingly erotic as the way Mateo’s mouth possesses Roman’s?

By the time they come up for air, my fingers are stroking the exposed skin in the slit of my dress, inching higher up my thigh.

“Thanks for dinner, precioso.” Teo beams at Roman like he invented food, and Roman returns the smile. The way they’re gazing adoringly into each other’s eyes should make me feel like I’m intruding on a private moment, but all it does is work me up even more.

When my fingers meet the lacy fabric of my panties, I gasp. They’re drenched, and I know I won’t last long when the guys get their hands on me. Both men turn to me, their stares equal parts curiosity and lust.

“Sounds to me like she’s not full after all.” Roman cocks his head.

Mateo licks his lips. “Looks to me like she’s way too fucking empty.”

They share a knowing look before Mateo nods. “We should absolutely fix that. Except…”

My heart falls.

Roman grins. “Too bad we’re watching a movie first.”


THIRTY
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I managed to convince Mateo to hold off jumping Charlotte right there at the dining table. She deserves the full date treatment, not a truncated date and a bang on the kitchen table.

Somehow, we make it through Mateo’s favorite movie, Dirty Dancing, while enjoying a dessert of apple pie and chocolate-covered strawberries with a bottle of champagne because, these guys are extra as fuck.

Mom called partway through the movie to tell me my younger twin siblings may not go to the same college my older sister, Sofia, and I went to here in New Orleans. Despite sounding happy enough that Tasha and Kique want to venture further afield like Xavier, her voice had a tremor that told me she’s afraid of her empty nest, and no more weekly dinners at home.

By the time I come back into the living room, Mateo is sitting upright, leaning forward, and mouthing every one of Patrick Swayze’s lines. After his dad died, he helped his mom out a lot with his younger siblings. The two of them would have a date night every Thursday to watch all the cheesy old romance movies. She’d call them classics, and the few times we stopped by when we played in Chicago, we were all forced to watch them. I rub my chest, but it does little to help the ache nestled there.

Mateo Reed is the very definition of the term ‘mama’s boy’, and Mrs. Reed is an epic mom. They still have movie night a few times a month when their schedules allow. She and Mom became friends, and they’d always fuss over us finding nice girls to settle down with, and even offered to set us up with some of their friend’s daughters. I can’t hide my smirk at that thought. They should have just set us up with each other.

No one ever felt right for me. No one ever made me feel half the feelings stirring deep in my soul. It’s as if there was an invisible string called Charlotte tying us together this whole time, and we just found it.

Charlotte must catch me watching her in her periphery because her eyes never leave Jennifer Grey as she pats the floor next to her. “Come back to me, Ro.”

My heart turns to goo in my chest as I claim my spot, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. Is this what it feels like to be in love? How have I made it this far in life without having this feeling nestled deep in the recesses of my heart?

But when the final credits start rolling, her body tenses next to me, and I can’t help but chuckle.

Leaning close to her ear, I blow her hair out of her face. “What’s up, Charlie? You afraid Mateo’s going to ask you to recreate the final dance scene from the movie?”

That’s not what’s wrong with her, but I’m hoping saying something funny, breaking the ice, will relax some of the rigidity in her shoulders.

“I want…” She looks between Mateo and me with wide, innocent eyes, her cheeks flushed and her lip caught between her teeth.

“To play?” Mateo finishes her sentence, his fingers trailing the long slit of her bottle-green dress up to her bare hip.

She nods. “Maybe both of you at the same time… but I’m not sure how it works.”

Mateo opens his mouth, undoubtedly to say something crass or off the cuff that he thinks is funny, but I don’t want to scare Charlotte from trying new things. And if I’m honest, this has been a fantasy of mine since the day I noticed Mateo in the locker room.

I hold a hand up in a bid to make him engage whatever brain-to-mouth filter he has. “It works however you want it to work. Right, Teo?”

He snaps his mouth shut, then nods.

“Have you ever had two men inside you at the same time?”

She shakes her head, a stray curl falling into her eyes.

“Are you sure you want to try?” Mateo sweeps the hair off her forehead.

She nibbles on her lower lip, her gaze flicking back and forth between the two of us. “Yes, please.” She moves her hips, the fabric of her dress rising to reveal more of her plush, creamy thigh.

“Please, what, Red?” Mateo’s hand is already moving along the freshly exposed patch of skin.

She sucks in a sharp, ragged breath that shoots right to my dick. Her innocence is intoxicating. Knowing we’ll be the first guys she’s had inside her together is something special. Sharing her with Mateo makes it even more monumental.

When Mateo’s fingers make it to the edge of her lace panties, she clenches her thighs together. “Fuck.”

“Please, what, Red?” Teo’s making her ask for what she wants, but the way she’s staring at both of us with those innocent-yet-hungry eyes might have me blowing my load in my dress pants any minute if I’m not careful.

“Touch me. Take me.” When the words fall from her lips, Mateo grins at me.

“You heard our girl, Ro. She wants us to touch her.”

For the first time since I’ve known him, I get why he likes watching. The way his fingers skim across her bare skin as he teases her, working her up into a frenzy with the mildest of touches, makes my heart skip.

Her skin breaks out in goose bumps under his fingertips, and her chest rises and falls faster and faster as he inches closer to her pussy, but he pulls back before he can get there.

The cutest frustrated growl bubbles out of her before he hooks his fingers into her panties and tugs. I’m not sure if he’s expecting them to come apart like some sexy movie or porn, but turns out our girl’s homemade panties are stronger than Mateo Reed.

“A little help here, Roman?” He cocks a brow at me.

She wiggles under him as I grip the fabric.

“Don’t you dare! Don’t you—” She’s silenced by the short sound of fabric tearing. “Dare.” Her voice falls, but it’s short-lived. Mateo wastes no time dipping his fingers between her legs.

“Do you know how expensive good fabric is? And how long that takes to ma—” Mateo shoves the shredded piece of material into her mouth, but she spits it out just as fast.

Her range of motion is limited, so while a grumbling Mateo scoots her dress up over her hips, I tug the zipper at the side and pull the top down so I can get to her tits.

“Fuck it.” Mateo’s reached the end of his patience. He gets up on his knees and pulls her dress and strapless bra from her body, hurling it as far from him as he can like he’s allergic. “Much better.” He licks his lips then replaces his hand between her thighs.

She gives him an eye roll. “You’re paying for dry cleaning.”

“I’ll buy you all the dresses you want as long as I can fuck you in them.”

Her small smile is enough to melt me, the way she softens under the featherlight touches. But when her nipples get hard, I can’t just watch anymore.

I pepper her with kisses along her jawline, down the column of her neck. My lips skate along the length of her collarbone, and with each brush, I learn more about her. She loves to have the hollow where her neck meets her shoulder kissed, and when I nip the space with my teeth, her back arches.

Mateo grins at me, his fingers still teasing her clit with a leisurely restraint I didn’t think he had in him, while he watches me studying Charlotte’s every response to our touch. Kissing down the valley of her breasts makes her writhe.

When I pinch both her nipples at the same time, she hisses, then pants like she’s getting closer to her release. By the time I suck one of her nipples into my mouth, Mateo’s fingers on her clit have her on the edge as he kisses her senseless.

While I flick her nipple with my tongue, I slide my fingers inside her drenched pussy, my cock so hard it’s leaking into my boxers. Curling my fingers against her G-spot is what shoves her over the edge, and she screams, her body bucking under both of us.

After a few moments of moaning and convulsing, her body settles. Her face glistens with a sheen of sweat, her breaths are rapid pants, and every few seconds, a muscle twitches as the aftershocks hit her.

“Fuck.” A single word on a sated sigh. “Roman?” Her glassy eyes look up at me, her cheeks bright red, and beads of sweat prickling across her forehead.

“Yes, pretty girl?” I slide one of my fingers into her mouth while I kiss her to enjoy her sweet, musky taste, while Mateo cleans the rest of my fingers and then his own.

“Will you…?” She shifts, like the words are uncomfortable.

“Safe space, Red.” Mateo’s gentleness with her makes my balls ache. I can’t wait to empty them inside him while he’s the one writhing under me, begging me for release.

“We can’t make all of your fantasies come true if we don’t know what they are, pretty girl.”

She wets her lips, then gives a firm nod like she knows she needs to work on sharing her thoughts with us, even if they’re filthy. “Will you kiss each other please? It’s so fucking hot.”

Mateo flashes his signature grin. “I mean, I guess I could take one for the team and kiss him.” He winks at me. “If I have to.”

“And can youfingermyasswhileyoudo?” Her words come out jumbled together, but it’s not hard to decipher what she’s saying.

Mateo captures her mouth with his, his hand sinking into her pussy again. “You wet for a little anal play, Charlotte?”

She tips her head back, her eyes fluttering closed, and a whimper slipping out from her lips. “Y-y-yes. I w-w-aaaaaaaaaaah Teo, easy.” She smacks his hand. “It’s so sensitive. S-so… Fuck, it’s so swollen.”

Mateo and I share a knowing, heated stare. “Not nearly as swollen as it’s going to be when we’re done with you.”

She squirms. “I really want to try one of you in my ass and one of you in my pussy.”

Mateo growls, nipping at her nipple and making her squeal as I lean down to speak close to her ear. “I know it’s not easy for you to tell us what you want, Charlie, but…” I put her hand on my cock so she can feel the steel bar in my pants. “It has an impact. And it makes me want to rain praise down on you when you do something I know is hard for you.”

Her answering smile lights up the room. Can’t blame her. Who the fuck doesn’t bask in the glow of praise?

“Say it,” she whispers.

“Say what?” I brush my lips against her cheek. “That you’re such a good girl when you find those filthy words and tell us what you want us to do to you?”

She sighs. “Mmm.”

“You are such a good girl, Red.” Mateo reaches behind him next to the empty champagne bottle and produces a small tub of lube. He hands it to me before brushing his thumb along Charlotte’s bottom lip.

I lube up my fingers, spread her ass cheeks apart, and slide in the tip of my primed finger.

“Check in, Red.” Mateo beats me to it. “Tell us you’re doing okay.”

She purses her lips like she’s checking. “I’m good. But I still want you to kiss each other.” Her voice is a little stronger, and warm pride blooms in my chest.

Mateo grips the back of my neck and kisses me. “Like this, Red?” He presses his lips against the tip of my nose, then my chin, my forehead. “Is this what you want?”

She moans as my index finger moves past the first knuckle in her ass before shaking her head. “No. Kiss him with your tongue, Teo. Please. Please.” She pauses. “Don’t like lick his face, kiss him. Kiss him like you own hiiiim.”

By the time she finishes her sentence on a squeal, my whole finger is in her ass.

“Doing okay there, Charlotte? How does it feel?”

She presses her ass back against me. “I think I’m ready for more.”

Mateo strips like his body’s on fire, and while he watches me squirt more lube between her cheeks, he puts his knuckle under my chin. “You heard the lady, Roman, she wants me to kiss you like I own you.”

The way he says own you sends shivers down my spine.

“Keep working our girl’s ass, and I’ll help you get as naked as the rest of us.”

By the time Mateo has managed to get my clothes off and given my dick a teasing squeeze for good measure, I have two fingers in Charlotte’s ass, and I’m working on stretching her, preparing her for something bigger.

“You want me to kiss you like I own you, Ro?”

By now, our happy girl is squeezing her nipples and grinning up at both of us. Someone likes having her ass played with. When Mateo slips his fingers around her clit, she squeals.

“What if I want to kiss you like I own you, Teo?” I’m testing the water, but something about how he’s watching me finger Charlotte’s ass makes me wonder if he wants me to finger his, too.

Charlotte huffs. “Just kiss.”

Mateo’s already grabbing me, pulling me over her body, his mouth meeting mine in a slow, sensual kiss. Our tongues seek entry into each other’s mouths, and when they collide, it’s in a leisurely dance, like we have all the time in the world.

He fingers her pussy, I finger her ass, and we kiss over her like we’ve done this for years. Charlotte claws at my arm, my chest, my thigh, panting, pleading. “Need more. Please, I need more.”

I don’t know how long we’ve been kissing, a moment, ten, could have been forever and I’d never know, but apparently our girl got herself into a needy little mess because the tops of her thighs glisten with her arousal.

“She wants your dick in her ass, Ro.”

I’m not convinced she’s ready for us both, but I’m willing to try. Who am I to say no when our pretty redhead begs for my cock in her ass and Mateo’s in her pussy?

Mateo tosses me a cloth and sanitizer. It’s not a full hand wash, but as long as I don’t cross holes, it’s enough that I don’t need to ruin the moment.

It’s not long before we’re ready. With my clean hand, I caress her cheek. “We’re taking it slow, okay? I’m going in first in case it’s too much. Stop means stop. If you hate it, we’ll stop and you don’t ever have to do it again. Clear?”

She nods. “Hurry up.”

“Fucking love when she’s needy.” Mateo keeps playing with her clit while I lube up again.

We’re lying on the ground with me behind Charlotte, and the second I press the tip of my cock against her ass, she tenses up.

Mateo feels it too, and he moves his fingers faster on her clit. “Come on, Red. It’s not going to work if you don’t get out of your head and relax. This is no different from when he fucked your ass the first time.”

I expect her to hide, or blush, or get weird, but she simply nods and takes a deep breath, her body trembling as Mateo’s fingers gain speed.

His fingers distract her enough for her muscles to unclench and let me ease the head of my dick into her ass. I give her a minute to adjust, add more lube, and with each inch I slide deeper inside her, she’s scratching at the blankets and clawing at Mateo and me.

Before I’m fully inside her, her muscles tense, clenching me so hard I see fucking stars. When she bucks, her orgasm hitting like a bolt of lightning, she backs herself all the way onto my cock in a swift movement, screaming through her release, and probably the shock of taking a few inches all in one go.

She’s barely caught her breath when she reaches her hand around to slap me. “Please, Roman, please move. I’m ready, please.” I ease all the way out of her.

I should be watching where our bodies meet, or where Mateo’s still stroking her clit like he’s the best guitarist in the world, but my eyes are fixed on Teo. He’s watching my cock slide out of her with a naked hunger roaring in his eyes.

With his free hand, he fists his cock, tracing his thumb over his piercings as I ease my way back inside her. When he grunts, tipping his head back and closing his eyes for a fraction of a moment, a bead of precum trickles down his cock.

Another slow thrust or two and Charlotte speaks up again. “Mateo, I-I think I’m ready to try you in my pussy now, too.”

“Music to my ears, Red. You’re fucking wet enough for me.”

I’m the big spoon, my dick in Charlotte’s ass as she faces Teo, and he wastes no time hooking her thigh over his arm and maneuvering her so he can get inside too.

He takes it slow, just like I did, inching inside her a little at a time, checking she’s holding up okay as his dick stretches her perfect pussy.

“You’re taking us both so fucking well, Charlotte. I’m so proud of you.” I sweep her hair behind her ear as her eyes roll back in her head.

With a glance, I confirm Teo is balls-deep in her, just like me. And for a long moment, we just lie there, our cocks filling her, before any of us moves.

Sweat beads across Mateo’s forehead, I think the strain of holding back from fucking her senseless is taking as much of a toll on him as it is on me. If she so much as wiggles her hips, I’m a goner.

After a long pause, Charlotte nods. “Okay. You can move, but please, be gentle.”

Please, be gentle.

I kiss the side of her neck, playing with one of her tits from behind while Mateo kisses her, cupping her ass cheek and using it for purchase so he can pull her onto both our cocks.

Her muscles tighten, flexing around me, and from Mateo’s groan, he feels it too.

“Red.” He grits his teeth, dropping his forehead to hers with a hiss. “Fuck. I’m not going to last long. You’re so fucking hot and tight.”

The familiar tingle in my balls travels up my spine. “I’m close.”

Teo guides Charlotte up and down the length of our dicks. She’s so tight it’s like my dick is in a vise. It feels so good to fuck her.

Fuck. I can feel Teo’s cock working with mine to make her feel good, his piercings brushing against my dick. He’s picking up the pace enough that we’re all panting, gasping for breath, and Charlotte’s muttering about how she loves feeling full. “I c-can’t. N-not again, not yet.” She shakes her head. “Don’t stop, though.”

We’re a tangle of arms and legs, pressed against each other so tightly that our sweat-slicked skin slides against each other with every movement. Mateo’s kissing Charlotte, but his eyes are fixed on me behind her head. “Come with me,” he rasps. It’s not a question, it’s not even a demand, it’s a plea. A plea that makes my balls tighten.

The orgasm that rips through my body steals my breath. Mateo tips his head back, a booming roar reverberating around the room as he comes like he’s waited years to empty himself inside Charlotte.

“Fuck.” Mateo’s hips keep rutting into her, like he needs every single drop of cum from his body to be left in hers.

He kisses her, then me, then helps her turn around so she can kiss me. Unshed tears glisten in her eyes as she looks up at us. “Thank you.”

It’s been a long time since I’ve had a lump in my throat, but fuck if I’m not on the verge of tears myself.

“That was the perfect first time.” She traces our faces with delicate fingers, heaving out a sigh. “Can we do it again?”


THIRTY-ONE
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Yesterday was bullshit, but waking up to Charlotte sneaking into my room to curl around my body was almost worth it.

Almost.

My nerves are raw and entirely exposed after my dinner with Harrison, and I may never recover. We had two more people interrupt our night, and then the entrée they brought for me was someone else’s order so instead of eating and fleeing, we had to stay another hour to get everything sorted and get the right food for me.

After I promised Harrison there was nothing going on between Charlotte and me, he went quiet. Sure, he mumbled to himself while he ripped apart his beignets and growled at me when I offered to pay for dinner, but I don’t think that can be considered actual conversation. He did take turns, alternately glaring at me and openly watching my every movement. He even followed me into the bathroom.

I’ve got to talk to everyone about it today, and we need to figure out a game plan so that we can all move forward.

She stirs behind me, running a hand down my spine before rolling over to her back, and I follow, turning to face her.

“Good morning, wildflower. Did you enjoy your date night?” I tuck an errant curl behind her ear and press a gentle kiss to her temple.

She nods and gives me a small smile. “Dinner was really nice.”

Somehow, I feel like dinner being nice is an understatement. By the time I got home, the three of them were sound asleep in Mateo’s bed. There was a part of me that wanted to crawl in and join them, but it felt like I was intruding on their date.

Which is something else we need to talk about. Are we all together as a group? Would they want me to join them on nights like last night?

“I missed you though.”

My brows shoot to my hairline as I wrap my arms around her and pull her against me. “Really?”

Charlotte studies my face, likely wondering why I wouldn’t immediately accept her answer, and after last night, I’m not entirely sure where I stand with anyone. She runs a hand down the side of my face and strokes her fingers through my hair. “Is that so hard to believe?”

Yep. “Of course, not. Everyone wants to hang out with me.”

“Roman said you went to dinner with Harrison. How did it go?” She nibbles on her bottom lip, and I pull it from her mouth, running my thumb along its length.

I shrug, letting my hands wander down her body and across her hips. She’s wearing a tiny pair of sleep shorts and a tank top, her lemon scent wrapping around me as I relax against her. “As well as I could hope. I assured him nothing was going on between us, but eventually, we’re going to have to tell him everything. Preferably once hockey season is over.”

Then our chances to make the playoffs won’t be completely ruined. While hockey isn’t as high on my priority list anymore, that doesn’t mean I want to fuck up the season for everyone else on the team. Plus, once games are done, we’ll have more time to talk it out. Maybe come up with a plan that tells him as gently as possible.

When he finds out she’s dating all three of us, he’s sure to go apeshit. He didn’t like the idea of her dating just me, so I don’t think adding Roman and Mateo into the mix is going to help the situation.

Although, that should help convince him that she won’t be neglected. She won’t have just one man taking care of all of her needs, she’ll have three.

Yeah, it’s going to go over swimmingly.

She sighs. “I know. I was hoping we could enjoy the little bubble we have here before Harrison destroys it. He’s going to be pissed.”

I nod. There’s no way I can tell her that’s the best-case scenario. That it’s likely he’ll never speak to me—or possibly any of us—again. But I remain silent. This is a problem for another day, and right now, I’ve got the girl of my dreams in my arms. And a question that’s been lingering in my mind for years.

“Why didn’t you kiss me back?”

She pulls back, her forehead scrunched. “What do you mean? I’ve kissed you back.”

I run my fingers across the freckles dusting her cheeks, loving how the skin underneath turns a light pink. “Back in high school.” I blow out a breath. “I feel stupid asking about it now, but I kissed you my senior year. I don’t know if you remember…”

Her cheeks don’t stay pink for long. They quickly morph into a bright red as she ducks her head. “Remember? That was my first kiss. I’d had a crush on you for so long, and I was shocked when you kissed me, I couldn’t move. I couldn’t do anything. And then you left. You never brought it up again, and I half convinced myself it was all in my imagination.”

I don’t respond right away. I can’t. My heart swells, and my breath stutters as it whooshes from my lungs. I’ve never been so torn in my life. Half of me wants to stomp around New Orleans, thumping my chest and proclaiming this woman is mine, while the other half wants to bury my dick so deep in her pussy I’ll be branded on her soul forever....

Either way, I’ll have bragging rights with Mateo and Roman.

“I was your first kiss?”

“That’s all you got from everything I said?”

“It’s the only thing that mattered.”

She opens her mouth to reply, but I push her to her back and slam my mouth against hers. Charlotte lets out a small moan as she wraps her arms around my neck and pulls me closer.

Fuck me.

I was her first kiss.

And I’m going to be one of her last. Mateo, Roman, and me.

So much time has passed between us, so much of it wasted. If I knew this back then, that she wanted me as much as I wanted her… Well, there’s a chance I would have fucked up whatever chance I had with her.

But I won’t waste this one.

I nip her bottom lip, and she opens up beneath me. I take advantage, sweeping my tongue inside her mouth and exploring her. I take my time, relishing this moment. She meets me stroke for stroke, kissing me back with the same fervor, the same longing.

She whimpers as my hand slides up her thigh, my fingers teasing the edge of her shorts. Her nails rake down my back. She cants her hips, arching them to grind against mine.

A throat clears from the hallway, but I ignore it, sliding my tongue against hers. The throat clears again, and I draw back, framing her face with my hands. “It seems we’re being rudely interrupted.”

“Go on then.” Mateo jerks his chin toward Charlotte. “Make our girl come.”

I raise a brow, but Charlotte shifts restlessly underneath me, and there’s no way I’m going to deny her. Instead, I strip the blanket from her body and push her on her back. She raises her hips, slipping the pajama shorts from her legs, a pink blush spreading across her chest as she watches me.

“That’s it, pretty girl. Spread your legs and show us how wet you are.” Mateo’s voice is husky, laden with lust, but he doesn’t move from the doorway.

Charlotte obeys, her legs falling open, a moan falling from her pretty lips as I run a hand up her thigh.

“How does she feel, Jace?”

I hold her gaze, my fingers drawing lazy circles around her clit before I slip two of them inside her. “She’s fucking drenched.” I barely manage to grind out my response. She’s so tight, gripping my fingers with her pussy, and I want nothing more than to fuck her senseless. But this is for her, not for me.

“Fuck. Jace.” She says my name on a breathless sigh, her hips raising off the bed. “I need more.”

“She’s so fucking greedy, isn’t she?” Mateo takes a few steps toward us, his eyes trained between her legs. “Add another finger.”

“So fucking greedy.” I grunt, sliding my fingers in and out of Charlotte’s cunt a few more times before adding a third.

She arches off the bed with a cry, grabbing my hair and pulling my mouth down to hers. She sucks my tongue into her mouth, her nails raking across my scalp. I fuck her faster, my fingers thrusting in and out of her pussy.

Her cries and whimpers have my balls aching and my dick yearning to be free from the confines of my boxer briefs. And fuck. Knowing Mateo is watching, that he’s getting off on this as much as we are, makes it so much hotter. I want him to count the number of orgasms Roman and I can give her while he watches from a few feet away. So close, but unable to touch either of them.

“How does that feel, Charlie?” Mateo must’ve come closer while I was lost in her. He’s right next to us, pulling down Charlotte’s tank top and pinching her nipples.

She gasps, her fingers coming down to grip my shoulders. “I feel so full.”

“You like Jace fingering your needy cunt while I watch? You like knowing that you’re torturing both of us?”

I curl my fingers, angling them deep inside her, and she cries my name, her nails biting into my skin.

“Yes.”

“One day, we’re both going to take that pussy.”

Charlotte squeezes around me, her legs trembling, and I grind my palm against her clit, fucking her faster, harder. Fucking her with a desperation only she’s made me feel.

Mateo leans down next to her, tilting her face toward him. “Jace and I are going to fuck your pussy together. We’re going to stretch you wide open. You’ll be able to feel both of us moving against each other. And when you feel so full you don’t think you can take another inch, Roman is going to feed you his cock and fuck that pretty throat of yours.”

His fingers circle her throat, and he gives it a light squeeze as I increase the pressure on her clit and thrust into her with wild abandon.

Her entire body convulses. Her pussy quivers around my fingers, and she screams for us as an orgasm crashes through her. Mateo talks her through it, whispering words I can’t hear, while I stroke her through every crest, every wave of lust.

Eventually she stills, letting out a contented sigh as I slip my fingers from her.

“Charlotte was supposed to wake you up for her lingerie show.” Mateo grins at me as he stands, tucking his dick into the band of his sweatpants. “But I appreciate the one you gave me.”

“Yeah?” I ignore Mateo and peer down at her. “Stuff you made?”

She nods, avoiding my gaze. “I’ve got some new designs, and my website is almost done.”

Mateo and I exchange a look, and I grab her shorts from the other side of the bed and hand them to her. “I’m so fucking proud of you.”

I’d love nothing more than to sink back into her, but Charlotte deserves our full support, and if I have to wait to fuck her senseless, I will. Especially if we can help her find some of her confidence. She is incredible, and she deserves to feel that confidence in herself. Getting fired really messed with her head, but if it hadn’t happened, she might not have taken the time to pursue her true passion. That piece of shit she used to date may not have supported her, but we’ll always be there for our girl.

Which is why I ignore the ache deep in my balls as I reluctantly push myself out of bed.

“I’m going to change, if you guys want to join Roman on the couch.” Charlotte flits past us, blowing us a kiss before disappearing around the corner.

I nod to Mateo, gesturing for him to lead the way.

He smirks at me for a second. “Don’t worry, I made coffee.”

I follow him to the couch, where he plops down next to Roman, who puts an arm around his shoulders. Joining them on the couch, I grab a cup of coffee and take a few sips. This should feel awkward, but it doesn’t. Just three friends, taking care of the girl they’re all falling for.

Roman looks around Mateo, but before he can open his mouth, Charlotte walks into the living room in a red lace bralette and a matching thong. Holy shit. Her curves are perfect, and I’ll be the first to admit, I know nothing about fabric and patterns, but this looks amazing on her.

“Fuck me, wildflower. You look good enough to eat.”

“That’s kind of the point.” She puts her hands on her hips and pushes out her breasts.

I wish I had a smart reply. I wish Charlotte was splayed out in front of me, like my own personal breakfast on display. I wish a lot of things.

Wishing Harrison would appear at that very moment wasn’t one of those things. But fuck me if he’s not walking through the door, getting ready to burn my entire life to the ground.


THIRTY-TWO
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Time stops.

Standing in the middle of the living room in my underwear while my brother stares at me from the still-open front door wasn’t on my bingo card for this morning. But here we are.

I stare back at him, and for all the confidence I have, all my sass and snark, I shrink into myself.

I’ve never felt so exposed, so tiny.

So fucking dirty.

The surprise etched across his features morphs to curiosity before it quickly turns to anger. His face falls as he looks around the room. “What the hell is going on here?”

No one moves. No one speaks. Fuck, I don’t think anyone’s even still breathing, because all the oxygen made a break for it as soon as Harrison opened the door.

“Charlotte!” His voice is clipped, heavy with poorly restrained anger.

I blink at him, not really sure what to say, not sure I can say anything. My chest hurts, there’s a ringing in my ears, and my head is spinning.

The weight of the three stares from the men sitting on the couch behind me as they wait for me to answer my brother, their captain, makes my knees tremble.

When he takes a step toward me, there’s an explosion of action behind me. Mateo rushes to the door, closing it tightly, and I appreciate him shielding the rest of the world from what’s about to go down.

Jace jumps in between Harrison and me, and Roman bolts to his feet, yanks off his T-shirt, and pulls it on over my head.

Harrison’s eyes bulge wide as he takes in his three friends assembling around me like the fucking Avengers. “What the fuck?” He’s blinking quickly, like he’s not sure he believes what he’s seeing. “Y-you think I’d hurt her?” He points his finger at Jace, who hangs his head and steps out of the way so I’m facing Harrison again.

Roman’s disappeared, hopefully to get me some pants, and maybe a sword of some kind, maybe a dragon. I need all the help I can get. If he can bring back my voice while he’s at it, I wouldn’t be mad about it either.

Mateo pats Harrison on the back. “I think he was quietly suggesting we won’t let you hurt her.”

A muscle in Harrison’s cheek twitches as Mateo’s words sink in. “You won’t… let me?” He puffs up his chest, and any chance of this exchange happening between reasonable, cool-headed, calm adults goes straight out the window.

“What the fuck does that even mean?” Harry searches the faces of his friends, confusion clear on his face—along with anger. “You won’t let me? Are you fucking serious?” He looks back at me. “What did you do?”

The room is as cold as the stern, steely-eyed glare my brother’s giving me, and a shiver shoots up my spine, making me shift my weight.

“Charlotte, for fuck’s sake, say something, anything.” Harrison gestures at me before running his hands through his hair. “Why are you standing in your fucking underwear with these guys?”

He says ‘these guys’ like they aren’t his best fucking friends, like they suddenly mean nothing to him, and my heart shreds in my chest.

“Don’t you have any self-respect? Your fucking underwear?” His voice is heavy with disbelief. “What the fuck? Give me something here, Charlotte. What are you even doing here?”

“She lives here.” It’s Roman who answers the question as he crouches to the floor in front of me, holding out a pair of sweatpants for me to step into. When he’s done helping me put my pants on, he stands next to me.

“She…” Harrison points at me. “Lives… here?” He points at the floor. “With you?” He points to the three hockey players now flanking me on either side.

Roman nods as his arm touches mine. “She lives here, Harrison.” His voice is so fucking calm I might scream. How? How is he so stupidly calm when my insides are twisting so badly I might puke?

Harrison doesn’t look back at Roman. Instead, he turns his attention to Jace. “This can’t be fucking true, right, Jace? Right? My sister can’t possibly live here because you looked me in the face and told me you’ve only sent her a few texts. There’s nothing at all going on between the two of you. Isn’t that what you told me, Jace?”

Jace opens his mouth, but Mateo speaks. “She’s lived here for a couple weeks, Harry. We were going to⁠—”

“A couple of…” When Harrison trails off, he looks back at me, nothing but fire and venom in his eyes. But it’s not me he’s furious with.

He spins back on Jace. “You fucking told me, man!” He’s so close to Jace his accusing finger is pressing into Jace’s shirt. “You said there was nothing going on. We were together for hours, and you lied straight to my fucking face!”

I swallow hard. In all the years they’ve been friends, I’ve never seen them turn on each other, not once. I need to fix this. I rub my slick palms on my borrowed clothes, trying to swallow past the tangled lump of shame, fear, and panic that’s nestled in my throat.

He swings around to me. “And you said you had it all under control. You had your life together, had somewhere to live bunking with Karina, and there was nothing else they knew that I didn’t.”

I finally find my voice. “Harrison, please…” My throat is dry, and despite the fact my legs are shaking, I take a step toward my brother and reach out to him.

His face is bright red, his eyes narrowed, his teeth clenched. In my periphery, his fists clench and unclench at his sides.

He throws his hand up, his forearm catching my outstretched hand as I approach him and flinging my arm away.

“Whoa.” Mateo steps forward, hand out, palm facing Harrison. “Dude. Take a breath.”

Harrison’s nostrils flare as he looks at us all one by one. “The underwear.” He sounds like he might be talking to himself. “It was yours.” He looks me dead in the eye. “Which one of them are you fucking? It’s Jace, isn’t it? I was fucking right about you banging him.” He points a finger in my face as he advances on me again. “Say it, Charlotte. Say it out loud.”

My mouth falls open, tears welling in my eyes as I scramble to find the words, the answer, something to calm him down, to make him see reason, but all I have is the truth, and that’s going to make him even madder.

I look at Roman, then Mateo. I don’t get to make eye contact with Jace because my brother’s not fucking stupid. He knows all of us. Whatever guilt he sees on his friend’s faces is enough for him to make the leap, though he probably could have guessed from how they all rallied around me when he first came in.

“You can’t be fucking serious, Charlotte!” He steps back, shaking his head. “My best friends? My teammates?” No matter what I say right now, it won’t change a thing. When my brother sees red, there’s no talking him down.

I need to try though. “Harrison⁠—”

“And you three?” His voice cracks, breaking as he addresses his friends. “My fucking sister? All of you? Together?” His stare holds Jace’s, who still hasn’t said a fucking word, and I don’t know if that’s a good thing or not. Doesn’t Jace always have something to say?

“I know you’re all about sharing a piece of ass, but my fucking sister?”

His words drench me like ice-cold water, and I gasp. But before I can think, or react, a fist connects with Harrison’s jaw with such force that a gnarly crunch fills the heavy silence.

It’s Jace’s.

There’s a pregnant pause before someone shoves me out of the way as chaos erupts, and I land on the couch with a thud that knocks the air out of my lungs.

Harrison throws a hook back at Jace, his face twisted in an animalistic snarl with his lip curled and blood covering his teeth.

Jace grunts as Harrison’s knuckles catch his face before Mateo and Roman can intervene. It’s like an on-ice melee without the equipment. The coffee table flips and a couple glasses crash to the floor with the latest copy of Sports Illustrated. Mateo’s braced against Harrison’s body, his feet planted, but Harry isn’t backing down, his arms flailing. “My fucking sister? All of you? I can’t believe this. My fucking best friends.”

Roman’s in front of Jace, staring him down, his hands held up in front of his body. He’s not touching Jace, but it’s clear from the resolve on his face that he will if he’s forced to.

I can’t fight the tears anymore. They’re spilling down my face as I try to press myself through the angry bodies to get to my brother. “Harrison, please. It’s not like that. Could you please just listen?”

“Listen to what? The guilty silence of my sister and my three best friends? Don’t think so, Charlotte.” The way he spits the word Charlotte makes my blood chill in my veins.

“I-it’s not like that.” My lip’s trembling, just like my hands.

“Like what? You mean you’re not fucking half my team behind my back?”

At that, Mateo steps back from Harrison, and there’s another bone-crunching punch as Mateo’s fist meets Harrison’s face. “Watch your fucking mouth, Harrison.”

“Stop!” I screech. “I can’t take it. Please. Please stop hitting each other.” I hold my hands up. “Can we calm down? Let’s sit at the table and talk about this. We can make coffee and… talk, please, Harry. Please just calm down.”

Four men fall silent, their heavy breaths the only sound in the apartment as their chests rise and fall. My roommates are glaring at my brother, and my brother’s glaring right back. Blood’s trickling from a cut under Harrison’s eye and another at the corner of his mouth. Dried blood trails from Jace’s nose to his chin, and he’s got a shiner already blooming on his cheek. They’re going to look worse in the morning.

“You fucked my sister.” Harrison isn’t letting it go.

Before I can defend myself, say that I fucked them right back, Jace grunts. “How you’re talking to her right now is way worse than anything we’ve done to her.” The scathing glint in Jace’s eye is scary as fuck.

Harrison grunts, looking back at me. “My best friends? Really?” His voice cracks. But despite the slump to his shoulders, I don’t know if he’s going to break down into tears or start throwing fists again. His face falls. Is he expecting the answer to change? Does he need to hear me list my crimes out loud?

Roman shifts guiltily, and Mateo casts his eyes to the floor, but Jace stands firm, scowling at Harrison like nothing he says will make him back down in this moment.

I’m not ashamed of sleeping with three men at the same time. I feel bad for keeping secrets from my brother, but who I choose to let touch me is my business. From somewhere deep inside, I find the strength to lengthen my spine and meet his hard stare, even if I’m still crying.

“Harrison, I’m sorry for keeping the truth from you. But yes, I’ve lived here for around two weeks.” I swallow, trying to press my hands against my thighs to stop them shaking so hard.

“By living here, you mean fucking my friends?”

“Who I sleep with is none of your goddamn business! And what’s more, you know it.” I jerk my chin, trying to will strength, resolve, something other than the tears still trickling down my face to show through. And I can’t bring myself to look at the guys to see how they’re reacting.

There’s another weighted silence as the air sizzles with anticipation between us.

Harrison shakes his head, holds up both hands, and backs up toward the door. “Fuck this.”
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Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

“Harrison, wait.”

He’s halfway to the door when my words halt him in his tracks. I didn’t exactly expect him to turn around and welcome me with a hug, but the chill in his gaze freezes me to my core. I brought this on myself, I know I did. I chose Charlotte over the team—my family—and over our friendship, and now it’s time to pay the price.

“Not another word.” He takes a single step toward me, anger radiating off him in waves. “Not another fucking word, Theriot. You of all people should have had the balls to tell me the truth. Years of friendship. Years. Everything we’ve ever been through. Did it all mean nothing?”

“Harrison—”

“I’m done with you and your bullshit. You can lie to the rest of these guys, but you’re done lying to me.”

He doesn’t give me another second of his time before he’s storming out the door, slamming it so hard behind him the walls shake.

I turn around, taking in the chaos behind me. Roman and Mateo are disheveled messes, and Charlotte? Well, Charlotte is dropping to the floor in her borrowed clothes, tears streaming down her face.

I’ve never felt so helpless in my life. I don’t know what to say, what to do. This is my fault. I did this to us. I cost them everything.

There’s an ache in the center of my chest, growing larger by the second, and I can only imagine what Charlotte must be feeling, what they’re all feeling. Harrison is the only family I had left, and I let him walk out that door.

I sink down to my knees in front of Charlotte, reaching for her hands, but she beats me to it, framing my face with hers.

“Your face.” Her voice is soft and cracks on the last word.

My face hurts, yes, but it’s nothing compared to the agony written across hers, and nothing compared to the bone-deep throbbing in my heart.

With a gentle swipe, I clean the tears from her cheeks. “Don’t worry about me, wildflower.”

“He… he hit you.” She manages to choke out between sobs, her hands coming to rest on my bare shoulders.

Mateo and Roman hover behind her, both of them still wide-eyed and slack-jawed.

Yeah, I get it. Never in a million years would I have expected him to walk through the door at that exact moment—right when we were the most compromised. We didn’t expect him to take it well, but living it is a completely different story.

Where does that leave us now? 

The four of us are inevitably broken.

Charlotte… So long as the rift continues to grow between her and her brother, there’s a good chance she won’t want us. Me. And maybe she won’t want anything to do with her brother either. He made her feel less. Accused her of sleeping with half the team.

She was already afraid of taking this thing between us public, and her brother did nothing but prove her fears were valid.

I don’t regret punching him, but I hate that I had to. No one gets to talk to Charlotte like that, including him.

I hit my team captain.

We don’t stand a chance at making the playoffs now. Our team’s shattered, possibly beyond repair. Harrison could request a trade, and who knows where the rest of us will end up. Probably scattered across the country, rounding out the rosters for all the worst teams in the league.

There’s no way I can sit here and do nothing.

Harrison can yell at me, he can hit me, he can ignore everything I say, but I have to go after him. I can’t let him leave it like this. I have to try to fix… something.

I peel Charlotte’s fingers from my shoulders and nod to the guys. She claws at me, trying to hold me in place, but I manage to stand and take a few steps away.

She curls into herself, sobs wracking her body, and it strengthens my resolve. I may not be able to make a difference, but if I don’t try, I won’t be able to live with myself.

Before giving myself a chance to change my mind, I run into my room to grab a crumpled T-shirt.

“Let him go, Jace.” Roman tries to block me, but I’m quick, skirting around him and heading straight for the front door. “Stay. Let’s talk about this.”

I don’t turn around, I can’t. I just keep moving toward the door. “Sorry. You know I can’t do that.”

He responds, but I don’t hear a thing, not as I whip open the door and slam it shut behind me. I’m down the hallway in a flash, tearing into the stairwell like a madman… only to stop short.

Harrison is standing on the landing below, rubbing his face with both hands as he paces back and forth across the small space. His shoulders are slumped. His hair’s sticking straight up. And when he turns, he stops short, his eyes simmering with rage as he takes me in.

“Glad you could put on clothes,” he spits out. “I don’t know why the fuck you’re here.”

I blow out a breath, lacing my fingers together behind my neck and looking toward the heavens. Mom, Dad, I’ve been a shitty son, and an even shittier friend. Please, if there was ever a time to give me some help, it’s now. Please just let him listen. “Because I think we need to talk.”

“Oh, we’ve talked. We’ve talked plenty.” He barks out a sardonic laugh, his arms flying out before he points a finger at me and growls. “You told me you sent my sister a few texts, remember? You told me there was nothing going on between you two, right?” He laughs again, raising the hair on the back of my neck. “I guess my wording was off. I should have asked if there was anything going on between her and fucking all of you. That was my bad.”

“None of us meant for this to happen.”

“And that makes it better?”

“No. There’s no excuse for not telling you. Charlotte asked⁠—”

“It’s good to know you’re taking direction from my sister. Does she call the shots in the bedroom too?” His brows raise, and the look he’s sending my way tells me he’d love nothing more than to continue pounding me with his fists.

But I refuse to fight him again.

My face already aches, and I’m not sure if he broke my nose, but I am sure I’m going to wake up with two black eyes tomorrow. Harrison looks worse. There’s a cut under his eye and a small trail of blood trickling down his face, his lip is split, and there’s already a spot on one side of his jaw swelling and quickly turning an ugly shade of blue.

My chest squeezes, and I can’t breathe. My insides twist into tiny knots, and the shame I feel knowing I caused that is like hundreds of razor blades slicing across my body. I punched my best friend.

“Leave Charlotte out of this.” I grip the rail at the top of the stairs, the metal digging into my fingers. The pain is dull, but it keeps me focused.

“Like you did when the three of you decided to start fucking her?”

“I love her, Harrison.”

There, I said it out loud. The last truth falls from my lips, but I don’t feel any of the freedom I thought I would. My insides cramp, and this railing is the only thing keeping me from doubling over.

Harrison’s jaw clenches, his eyes flashing with an anger I’ve never seen. “Fuck you, Jace. You don’t know what love is.”

“You don’t think I know?” My voice raises, and I think this is the first time I’ve ever yelled at Harrison. He takes a small step back, but his glare and clenched jaw remain the same. “I’ve been in love with Charlotte since high school. I saw her one day, truly saw her, and I fucking knew. I knew she was it for me. That’s why I don’t really date. That’s why I dedicate all my time to hockey—because it’s the only thing allowed to love me back. I didn’t want to hurt you. I didn’t want to put you and our friendship second, so I’ve spent the last thirteen years fucking miserable because the only girl I wanted was untouchable.”

“It sure looks like you made up for lost time.”

“That’s not fair.”

“You know what’s not fair?” His hands are running through his hair, pulling on the strands as he resumes his pacing. “Finding your only sister—one who’s been down on her luck—living with and fucking your three best friends for weeks behind your back. Every single one of you had the opportunity to say something. And none of you trusted me. Not a single one. I expected better from you, Jace.”

Each word out of his mouth is like a blow to the gut. He’s right. We could have told him a hundred times over, and none of us uttered a thing. That’s on me. I should’ve talked to Harrison myself. I should’ve sat him down at the very beginning and explained everything.

But should have and did are two drastically different things.

“You say you love her.” He spits that word out like a curse. “If you love her so much, why would you let your two buddies run a train on her? A man in love doesn’t share his woman with his friends.”

“Harrison—”

“That’s not love. That’s some sort of perverted game you’re playing. I hope you had fun. Hope it was worth it.”

I open my mouth to respond, but he holds up a hand to stop me. His eyes fall closed for a moment before he fixes me with a stare filled with disappointment and resentment. “Don’t. Not right now.”

And for the second time today, he turns and walks away.

Only this time, I let him.


THIRTY-FOUR
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My chest burns with the effort of breathing between my heavy sobs. My mouth is parched, and my eyes are swollen from all the tears I’ve cried. It’s only been a few minutes since Harrison stormed out of the room like the building was on fire with Jace hot on his heels, but my muscles are so heavy it feels like I’ve been crying for days.

Part of me wonders if it’s the weight of all the secrets being out in the open that’s got my body feeling like it’s been hit by a bus.

Mateo bursts back into the apartment. “I couldn’t find them. I don’t know where they’ve gone.” He takes one look at me, and all the anger and resentment drains from his face. He crosses the room, kneeling at my feet as I sit on the couch, waiting for Roman to come back with a drink and Kleenex.

“Fuck them. They can handle each other. Are you okay?”

I shake my head, fresh tears streaming down my face. “Teo, what if they really hurt each other? Or worse! They can’t…” I can’t even finish my thought out loud. Harrison and Jace are like peanut butter and jelly. They’re ‘finish-each-other’s sentences’ level of bromance.

They’ve been best friends since middle school and I… They…

My hands tremble as Roman offers me a glass. “He’s right, Charlotte.” He strokes my cheek. “They’re grown men, they can figure this out between themselves. And while they’re kissing and making up, we can figure out what’s next for the rest of us. It’ll all work out.”

In theory, sure, but we saw how those same grown men handled themselves just moments ago. They’ve both got bloodied faces and bruised knuckles, and as a group, we’re still nowhere. What does all this mean for all of us?

Mateo and Roman stare at me like they’re waiting for me to say something, like I might have the answers, a secret code that’ll solve this problem between Jace and Harrison. Hell, between all of us, but I don’t.

This might be what ends their friendship. And they’ll be broken because of me.

My heart stutters. And what about me and Harrison? Where does this leave us? Or Harrison and Roman and Mateo?

Where does this leave any of us?

I don’t know what I was thinking when I asked to move in here. This is just another thing that proves what a screwup I am. I could’ve spent what little money I had on a hotel room. I could have gone back home. I could have asked Harrison for help. But no. I had to do it on my own. Now look where we are.

My own brother may never speak to me again.

This isn’t like making the soccer team when we were little. Harry was so fucking excited that I got picked for the team… but mostly I picked flowers and scored my own goals. The disappointment in his eyes when I came off the pitch was barely masked by his “Good job, Peanut.”

But this… this is so much worse.

Fuck.

My chest tightens.

If it’s a choice between my brother and the guys, my brother wins, right? Harry wins. He has to win. He’s my brother, and I love him. He’ll be my brother forever.

Bros before man-hos, right?

The pain in my body might rip me apart from the inside as I look into Teo and Roman’s sad eyes. I don’t want to give them up. I don’t want to walk away. I want to see where this relationship between us all might go. But I don’t know if what I want is worth the risk. Not anymore.

“What can we do, Red? Just tell us.”

Shaking my head, I can’t speak. The weight of the situation is pressing me down so hard I can barely breathe. There’s no fix for this. There’s no way for everyone to come out on the other side of this unscathed.

Something’s got to give.

The more I stare at them, though, the more I know what I need to do. I need to leave. I can’t stay here.

If Harry comes back and finds me, he’s going to lose it. There’ll be more fists thrown, more bloodshed and yelling, more relationships in shreds, and for what? For me? Because of me? No. I can’t.

I cup Mateo’s left cheek with one hand, Roman’s right cheek with the other, and stroke their faces with my thumbs.

I’m falling for these strong, kind, funny, beautiful men. All three of them have equal shares in my heart, and I need to leave, for all our sakes, before this fledgling love has a chance to take root and destroy us all.

My bruised and battered heart squeezes. I don’t want to leave this space that’s become home in just a couple of short weeks, but I can’t stay. I can’t.

If I choose Harrison’s three friends and for some reason it doesn’t end in a happily ever after, I’ll lose my boyfriends and my brother. At least if I leave, they’ll all have a chance of repairing their friendship, and I might be able to fix things with Harrison, too.

Someday it might even be funny. Ha, ha, ha, remember that time you all fucked my sister?

I wince.

Yeah, no. It’ll never be funny.

Maybe in time, Harrison won’t want to punch Jace’s face for having his dick inside me—at least not every single time he looks at him.

Chances are slim. But if I stay here, they’ll drop to zero.

“I need to go.” I place my palms on my thighs and push up off the sofa.

“What? Go where? We don’t know where he went, Red. You can’t just go out wandering the streets looking for him.” Mateo’s confusion follows me into my bedroom.

As I pull the suitcase out of the closet, Roman shakes his head. “She doesn’t mean to look for Harrison, Teo.”

I flip open the lid of the case.

Mateo snaps it shut. “Nope.”

“Please don’t make this harder than it is, Teo.”

I open it again, but he closes it, holding it shut.

I can’t look him in the eye, so my gaze settles on his chin as more tears spill down my cheeks. “At least for a couple days. Let me figure some things out. Please?”

He falls silent, but he doesn’t take his hand off the top of the suitcase.

I turn to Roman, barely able to hold his stare for a second before I’m looking at his chin, too. “Can you help me out here? Please?”

He shakes his head. “I don’t want you to leave either, Charlie. Stay. We can figure this out together.” The urgency in his voice suggests he’s afraid if I leave, I won’t come back in a few days.

I guess he knows me better than I thought. “For all our sakes, we need to just…” What? How do I finish that sentence? Leave each other? Bow to Grand Master Harrison’s rules?

Okay, that’s not really fair to Harrison. He knew them first. They were friends, roommates, teammates… and we broke the rules.

They weren’t just Harrison’s rules, either. The team doesn’t do drama or scandal. Fraternizing with the captain’s sister? Yeah, that’s way over the line.

“I need space.” My voice has a tremor in it, but I manage not to crack. I pick up Mateo’s hand and move it so I can open the case. “Please let me take it.”

I don’t need space. I don’t need time away from them. The more things I throw into my suitcase, the more it hits me square in the chest. This is where I belong. I never felt like this with Shane, and I was there for over two fucking years. It’s only taken two weeks, and this place feels like home.

Barring missing her flight, Meghan should be back from Europe. If she isn’t, I’ll do a little breaking-and-entering to get in the door of her swanky hotel room. I’ll cry at the check-in desk until they take pity on me. I can’t stay here. And I’m not going home to Mom and Dad to tell them why I’m hiding from Harrison.

Mateo and Roman stare at me like I’ve kicked their puppy. Their shoulders are rounded, and they have sad eyes and downturned mouths.

When I throw in a pair of jeans, Mateo plucks them back out again. I ignore him hugging my jeans against his chest and throw in my curl bonnet and the fuck-me heels I wore to dinner.

Mateo takes the shoes back out of the case, too.

When he steals my toothbrush, I round on him. “Teo… please. Don’t make this harder than it has to be.”

He points my toothbrush at me. His eyes are glassy, and he’s chewing the inside of his cheek. “This isn’t a good plan, Red. We should stay together.” He looks at Roman for reassurance.

Ro steps up to Mateo’s side and puts his arm around him. “I agree, Charlotte. Running won’t solve anything.”

I nod, extracting my toothbrush from Mateo’s death grip. “And we will figure it out together. I just need some distance, some time to figure out what’s going on in my mind.”

Time to figure out how the hell to fix everything.

“I don’t like it.” Mateo purses his lips, and Roman strokes his biceps.

“I don’t either, Teo.” I turn my back to him so he doesn’t see me blinking back more tears, or my quivering lip, or my shaking hand. “It’s just for a little while. We need to reset. I can’t be here while you’re trying to work as a team and Harrison wants to kill you all.” I risk a glance at Roman. Out of all of them, he’ll understand the most. Or at least, he should. He lives by routines, by systems, by not letting anything upend him.

“The playoffs are coming up. You guys can’t play like a team if you’re not even talking to each other.”

It’s about the team logo on the front, not the name on the back.

I know the score. Shelve your personal problems and play for the good of the team. I’ve watched Harrison swallow down petty bickering with teammates before, all in the name of getting the job done.

This isn’t much different, except it’s not really petty.

I just hope they can all hold it together enough to do what needs to be done.

Roman nods. “She’s right, Teo. Let’s just get through the last games of the season. We’ll regroup, figure things out, and find a way through… together. Okay?” Roman holds my stare, the intensity burning into me. “Right, Charlotte?”

I swallow down the retort on the back of my tongue, telling him I can’t come back, and nod. “Right.”

Great. Now I’m lying to my boyfriends, too.

My stomach is in knots as I shove the last of my things into the suitcase and zip it shut. With a heavy heart and that damn lump still stuck in my throat, I drag my case through the living space toward the front door. With every forward step I take, my heart splinters even more.

It’s not lost on me that this whole journey started with me bent over this case only two weeks ago, and now I’m dragging it out of yet another apartment, with yet another relationship—or three—in tatters.

“You want some help with that?” Roman points at the suitcase. Mateo can’t look me in the eye, but from the way he’s working his jaw, flexing his cheeks, and clenching his hands, he’s not happy.

“I’m good. Better if I do it myself.” I don’t need to explain why. I’d rather not cry in the parking garage or have Mateo run back inside with my luggage.

One of them sniffs behind me, and I’m too chicken to turn and see who. I give them a small, dismissive wave over my shoulder, push down the fresh tsunami of tears building in my eyes, and leave.


THIRTY-FIVE
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I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve cried since my dad had a heart attack and died. Taking a puck to the balls, my first—and so far, only—Stanley Cup win, and now, watching the woman I love walk out the door, not knowing if she’s ever coming back.

Ironically, the man standing a couple of feet away from me has been there for three out of those four times.

Until today, I thought the biggest betrayal, the biggest punch to the gut, was finding out my dad, the man I’d looked up to my whole life, had been cheating on my mom for years before his death. We found out at the funeral when the other woman came up to my mom and told us how sorry she was. She claims she didn’t know—didn’t know he was married and had a whole fucking family.

That’s why I don’t like secrets, lies. They only hurt. I should’ve known better than to agree to Jace’s rules. Hiding this from Harrison was only ever going to cause so much hurt and resentment he wouldn’t be able to see straight.

But I never thought I’d fall in love with his sister and my best friend. Actually, the first real friend I made when I joined the NHL. Roman and I were rookies together up in Washington. I was there early in the season and spent my first couple months doing what all twenty-one-year-olds do when they get grown-up money. I spent way too much of it and spent a lot of nights with girls I barely remember. When Roman showed up, he put a hand on my shoulder, looked me square in the face, and told me I was being a dumbass.

We’ve been inseparable ever since.

Now he’s got his hand on my shoulder once again as we watch Charlotte leave the apartment, tugging that fucking suitcase behind her.

I don’t know what to say, what to do… How do I fix this? How do I make this right? I couldn’t make it right when my dad died. I don’t think I can now either.

I’ve never felt so helpless.

A tear runs down my cheek, followed by another, and I turn away. I’m the easygoing one, the one who never lets anything get him down.

I don’t want him to see me cry.

“You need me to pretend I don’t see that?” He knows. Of course, he knows.

I huff a laugh, swiping my face, but when I turn to face him, it only makes things worse. Of course his eyes are watering too, and watching the tears trickle down his face is like getting stabbed in the gut.

He knows Charlotte isn’t coming back.

It makes all of this so fucking real, and I’d give anything for a few more seconds of happiness. A few more seconds of Charlotte, standing in front of us, modeling her lingerie.

Finally, it felt like we were all fitting together, like we could all work at a team. But now? What do we do?

I need space. Please let me take it.

She couldn’t get out of here fast enough. She didn’t need space, she needed an escape.

“I’ve got you.”

The words come out in unison as we put our arms around each other. I bury my face in the crook of his neck and inhale. His spiced vanilla scent grounds me, its familiarity giving me a false sense that things are normal, when it’s everything but.

He’s comforting me now, but what happens when Charlotte isn’t here and he realizes I’m not enough? That without her between us, we’re nothing?

A few more tears slip free, and I tighten my arms around Roman as the floor opens up below me and it feels like I’m falling. My stomach clenches and my insides are lined with lead. A heavy weight presses down on my back, and I’m not sure I know how to breathe.

“Went and fell for her, huh?”

There’s no judgment, no smugness or ‘I told you so’ vibe from his statement. And it’s a statement, not a question. In such a short time, Charlie managed to realign my whole world. She made me—us—feel complete. He knows, because of course he does. He knows me better than I know myself sometimes.

Jesus.

I don’t know how I didn’t see him coming.

Until Charlie, Roman had never been anything more than my best friend. I didn’t think he had any interest in men, and hell, I guess he didn’t know either. She was the one who opened our eyes to each other, the glue that bonded us together. And now…

His shoulders shake against me, grief rolling off him in waves. His shoulders sag and he clings to me, just as tightly as I’m holding him.

I know exactly how he feels.

There’s a hole in my heart, a space Charlotte took up, and with every passing second, it only gets bigger. And Roman? He’s here for now, but with Charlie gone, our entire future together is completely up in the air. Staying with me means eventually outing us to our friends, our family, the entire fucking world. I’ve never wanted long-term, never wanted anything serious, and the two of them have turned me upside-down in mere weeks.

What will I do without them?

“Breathe.” His arms tighten around me, and we take shaky breath after shaky breath. “You love her, right?”

I snort, pulling back a little to look into his glassy brown eyes. “Of course I do. We’ve only lived with her for a couple weeks, but we’ve known her for years. It just… it just feels right. Do you?”

He wipes his tear-stained cheeks with the back of his sleeve. “Yep. Guess that makes us both emotional saps.” He pauses, takes another breath, and leans his forehead against mine. “Are you afraid I’m going to leave too?”

My heart races, and I let the words hang heavy between us for a few beats. “Maybe.”

“Mateo.” The way he says my name is pained, like it’s a struggle to get out.

I shake my head, my eyes blurring with unshed tears. “I don’t know what any of this means, Ro. Do you want me for me? Or do you just want me because she was here?”

My voice cracks at the raw vulnerability spilling from my mouth, and it feels like tiny cuts all over my body. My gaze falls, and I end up staring at the bridge of his nose. If he’s going to shred the rest of my heart, I’m not sure I can watch him do it.

“Look at me, Teo.”

I’m terrified that if I look up, if I stare into those dark brown eyes I love so much, I’ll see nothing but regret. I can’t lose Charlie, Harrison, and Roman. It’ll be too much.

But he’s not letting me hide.

He grabs my chin with a firm hand, forcing me to meet his gaze. “Look. At. Me.” He squeezes his fingers, sending a bite of pain into my jaw. “Let me ask you this.”

Oh… God. My stomach tightens, my breathing quickens.

“Do you still want to explore a relationship between us even if Charlotte never comes back?”

Mouth dry, I nod.

“Use your words, Mateo.”

Pulling my head out of his hand, I clear my throat, heat building all over my body as he doesn’t drop his gaze. It’s not the first time I’ve seen our laidback goaltender step into a leading role, but it’s the first time since this spark between us ignited. I’m not sure how I feel about it, but I think I like it.

“I know you’ve fallen for her, but do you still want me if Charlotte isn’t part of the equation?”

“You think I only want you because of Charlotte?” My voice breaks, and I clear my throat.

“You think I only want you because of her, too.”

God help me, but I do.

Roman is a good man, way better than me, and he deserves someone more. Being with me comes with so many complications, so many risks he’ll have to take. Outing our relationship to the world, to our families, won’t be easy. It’s a lot to ask if he’s only looking for a good time.

There’s literally nothing stopping him from going back to the way his life was before. I’m usually self-assured, confident, hell, even cocky. But here, in this relationship, this situation of cosmic consequence, I have no fucking clue which way is up.

I try to slow my breathing, but my heartbeat still races, my blood whooshes in my ears.

“I need to hear you say it. I need to know I’m not…” He swallows, shrugging. “I dunno, I guess that I’m not a backup.”

He needs to know he’s my first choice.

I get it.

This thing between us happened so fast that we never really got to talk about it. Nothing was ever defined. We were along for the ride until it was real. Until things become complicated. He’s just as important to me as Charlotte is. They’re both equal, but separate at the same time, and one isn't contingent on the other.

Despite the raging storm of emotions inside me, I give him a lazy smile. “You’ll always be my starting netminder, Ro. And no matter what happens with Charlotte…” I swallow, her name tasting bitter on the back of my tongue. “I want you. I want her with us, but if she chooses not to be, I still want you.”

“What about…?” He scrapes his jaw with his palm. “I mean.” He heaves in a breath. “Do you…?”

I hook a knuckle under his jaw. “Do you want to be my boyfriend?”

He rolls his eyes. “Well, yes, that. Do you?”

I cover his mouth with my finger. “Yes, Roman Noah Martinez. I would like that very much.” I can’t help the smile spreading across my face.

Boyfriend.

We have a label. Officially.

Surely it should feel weirder than this.

He studies my face before tipping his head to the side. “Freaking out?”

I shake my head. “Waiting for it to hit, but so far, it feels pretty… right.”

The way he smiles untangles all the knots in my chest, making it easier to breathe again. “Good. In case you’re curious, I’ll be your boyfriend, too.” The corner of his lips tug into a secret smile.

“Obviously.” I laugh, but it falls short. “What if someone finds out about us? There’s a lot more news coverage this time of year.”

“I don’t care.”

My brows draw together, and I tilt my head to the side, watching him, waiting for him to laugh it off, but he doesn’t.

“I mean like the media. Is it something…?” Fuck. I drag my fingers through my hair. My heart’s galloping again, making it hard to focus on anything but the building panic in my chest. We haven’t talked about everything else. I couldn’t give a fuck about our socials, but what about how the public will see our relationship? We’ll become a news story. Our pictures will be front and center in the gossip magazines.

Things will likely be different on the ice—and in the locker rooms.

Am I worth the headache?

“You want me to put a picture on my socials with our tongues in each other’s mouths?”

“Not quite.” I mean, I wouldn’t say no. “You know how reporters can be. Something like this…”

He nods, the ghost of a smile still on his face. “You want to know if we’re ‘out out’ or just out in private?”

Fuck. This is a bigger conversation than I was prepared for. I might puke.

He cups my face with both hands. “Are you fine with the world knowing you’re bi?”

I nod, hoping with every cell in my body he’s as okay with it as I am.

Mercifully, he doesn’t make me wait. “Me too. I don’t care who knows, so don’t sweat the small stuff, okay? Besides, if they do any digging, they're not going to find much. We don’t drink, we don’t party. We watch romcoms, read romance books, and play hockey. Most nights we’re in bed by eleven.”

I grunt. “We’re like an old married couple.”

Something warm flickers in his eyes. “With any luck.”

I don’t get a chance to react before his soft lips capture mine in a time-stopping kiss, sending a power surge through my body.

“We’ll figure Charlotte out when she’s ready, but otherwise…” He brushes his nose against mine. “You’re mine, and I’m yours.”

I can only nod, emotion clogging my throat while I stroke a hand down his.

He kisses me again, this time balling my shirt in his fist before he pulls it over my head, skimming my chest and stomach with his palms. My muscles ripple under his touch, and he groans into my mouth.

Our kiss turns fevered, and we’re a mess of tongues and teeth. It’s like we can’t get close enough, like the grief flowing through us is only driving us together. There’s an urgency in how he claims me, and my heart stutters in my chest as we claim each other.

My hand tightens around his throat as I walk him back against the front door, but he surprises me, stepping out of the way and reversing the situation.

His fingers flex around my neck, and a growl rumbles in my chest. There’s a feral flare in Roman’s chocolate stare that makes my balls ache and my cock stand at attention. “Let me take care of you for a change, Teo.”

I hesitate just for a moment, staring into his eyes and the vulnerability swimming in their depths levels me. He needs this, so I give him a curt nod.

He drops to his knees, taking my pants and boxers with him. My cock springs free, bobbing against my abs, and Roman licks his lips, his thumb gliding from one rung of my ladder to the next.

His breath ghosts along my dick, and it twitches in anticipation. Roman only smiles, continuing his gentle exploration, and I’m ready to jump out of my skin.

“Are you ready?” Roman looks up at me, a grin spreading across his face.

Desire shoots up my spine, and I couldn’t be more ready to make this real, to celebrate our newly labeled relationship. I want this—him.

With my eyes locked on his, I nod again.

He presses his lips to the tip of my cock and I almost come out of my skin. It already feels so good and he’s barely started. “I haven’t done this before. Tell me if I’m doing it wrong.”

“Oh, fuck. You’re already perfect.”

As soon as his tongue licks up the length of my shaft, I spear my fingers into his hair.

We both groan, and my head falls back against the door with a thunk. Roman’s mouth closes around my dick, and I have to force myself to take a deep breath, to hold it together.

My best friend, a man I want with my entire being, is down on his knees, his tongue dancing along the Jacob’s ladder on the underside of my shaft, and I’m ready to explode like a teenager getting his first blow job.

I try to think of all the boring things, anything that will help me gain even an ounce of control, but then he cups my balls, rolling them in the palm of one hand. His other skates up my inner thigh before he rests a finger against my asshole.

Fuck. Fuck.

Even though every cell in my body wants more of him, I don’t know if I’m ready for him inside me yet. I just know I need him more than I need anything else in this moment. Fuck, I’m going to come soon.

As he circles my ass with his finger, teasing me with light strokes, he moves up and down my shaft, sucking me as deep as he can. He gags, but it seems to spur him on.

He sucks me harder, faster.

My legs shake as I let out a curse loud enough to wake the building. My eyes close, and my fingers tighten in his hair. His mouth feels so good. Too good. My fingers bite into his scalp as I start to crest the wave.

I’m so close, I won’t be able to hold back any longer.

I tap his shoulder, my fingers biting into his scalp. “Ro… I’m gonna…”

He presses more firmly against my asshole, overwhelming me with sensations as he hollows out his cheeks and sucks harder.

My breath catches as my orgasm hits with the force of a slapshot, making me lean forward over him a bit to steady myself. My entire body trembles as I come in his mouth, and he drinks me down like he’s been sucking my cock for years.

“Fuck.”

I take a deep breath, trying to steady myself as Roman slips off my dick with a smile. I’d love to comment about his cocky attitude, but it seems I’ve lost the ability to speak. Which is why, when he beckons me to follow him to my bedroom, I step out of my pants and boxers and follow him without hesitation or complaint.

When he closes my bedroom door behind me, he cages me against it, one hand splayed on the wood next to me, the other curling around my throat.

I’m normally the one doing the dominating. It’s an odd sensation being on the receiving end, but I can’t say I’m mad about it. When his hand flexes around my throat, I groan.

Shit. How can I be getting hard again?

Roman’s smirk tells me he feels it too. “You like that, Teo? You like someone else being in control for a change?” He drags his tongue up my cheek. “It must be exhausting being the one in charge all the time.”

His hand flexes again, drawing a sigh from deep inside me. He’s not wrong. His hand wrapped around my throat should make me irritable, confrontational, ache to put him in his place, but the thrill of someone else controlling everything right down to my very breath has my cock so hard it’s like I’ve never come before.

When he kisses me, it’s hungry—nipping teeth, clashing tongues, and a battle for control. With each lash of his tongue against mine, his hand tightens then loosens, and by the time we break apart, he’s flushed, eyes wild, and his lips are dark from my teeth.

“Lie down.”

There’s a piece of me that wants to push back, tell him to fucking lie down, but I’ve seen this guy at the gym. He may not be the fighter of the team, but he can hold his own. And there’s a big part of me that wants to see what he’ll do. See how far I can push him.

“I’ll lie down if you get undressed.”

He squeezes my cheeks with one hand, and I’d smile if I could. “So sassy.” When I turn to move to the bed, he smacks my ass, then quickly sheds his clothes.

Before he lies on the bed next to me, he pulls out a bottle of lube and a condom from my top drawer. Pointing the lube at me, he says, “This won’t last long. I almost came from sucking your cock.” He shakes his head. “I feel like a teenager all over again.”

The fact he can’t control himself only makes it hotter, and when he kisses me, skimming his fingers down my arm and through my hair, my body heats up all over again.

The need building in my body is so deep, so consuming, I grab him and try to roll him over, but he stops the movement. I’m flat on my back on the bed, his muscular body pinning me in place.

“Ah, ah.” He boops my nose. “I’m in charge, remember?”

Fuck. My balls tighten. Does that mean…?

“I saw how you watched my cock slide into Charlotte, Teo.”

I don’t move or breathe, a stabbing pain blooming in my chest.

He reaches between my legs, pressing his finger against my asshole. “Is that what you want from me, Mateo? You want my cock right here, just like I did with Charlotte?”

I hiss out a slow breath, tipping my head back. “Yes.” My voice is gruff, heavy with lust.

“I want you to relax and enjoy.” He pours lube on his fingers before working the liquid over my tight hole. He inserts a finger, stroking in and out of me so slowly, I can’t help the whimpers and moans that leave my lips.

“More.” I lift my hips, grinding against him. I need more of him. I need him closer. I need to fucking feel him everywhere.

I need him to claim me.

He adds a second finger, the burn feeling so fucking good as he slides into his first knuckle. He pauses for a second, the both of us panting, before he slides in the rest of the way.

Roman fucks me with his fingers at a measured pace. It’s too much and not enough at the same time. I want to feel all of him inside me. I want him everywhere.

My hips rock against his hands and I let out a strangled groan that has him increasing his pace.

I’ve never been with a man before, but I want Roman to be my first and last.

He continues to pump his fingers inside me, and I’m a fucking desperate mess.

“Roman. Fuck. I need you.”

He nods, sliding a condom over his thick cock and coating himself with more lube.

He’s back between my legs, his dick lightly pressing against my asshole as his soft brown gaze captures mine. There are so many emotions flitting across his face. Sadness, love, nervousness, and a feral hunger that has him biting his lip. “Are you sure?”

“I trust you.” And I do. He won’t hurt me, and I know we both want this. Hell, we may both need to get lost in each other right now.

“Good. Because I’ve got you. Same rules as with Charlie, okay? Stop means stop. Relax. We can stop at any time.”

By the time he’s nudging the tip of his cock into my ass, I’m a panting mess. Words are gone, and all I can do is feel.

Feel the love pouring off him. The grief clinging to us like a second skin. The need to be close, to lose himself in me.

He holds my face, kissing me with a slow-burning passion as he pushes inch by inch into my ass. It burns so fucking good. Fuck. He slows down, giving me some time to adjust to his size, and I breathe for a minute. But then goddamn, I need him to move.

I rock my hips, forcing him in another couple inches, and I can’t help the low groan that escapes my lips as I dig my fingers into his shoulders.

Fuck.

“You okay?” Roman manages to pant out, lifting his head to meet my gaze.

I nod. “It feels so good. So tight.” Another whimper. “That’s what he says.”

He chuckles. “More lube?”

I shake my head. “No, just… taking a minute to adjust.”

“To my giant, impressive cock.” He nods. “I get that a lot.”

I don’t reply. I just pull him down to me, kissing him like it’s our last night on earth. As my tongue thrusts into his mouth, he trails his fingers over my skin, pinching my nipples, squeezing my ass—they’re everywhere, and I love it.

He slides a little deeper into me, and this time, he groans. It’s slow at first, the sting, the stretch, the pressure from having his cock so deep inside my ass, but I like it. I might love it. Fuck. The way he slowly drags his cock out as he kisses me has me leaking onto my stomach. Roman snakes a hand between us, wrapping his fingers around me and giving my dick a squeeze.

“You okay?” he asks between kisses.

“Mm-hmm.” I don’t want to break our connection to answer. Instead, I kiss him back with a building hunger.

His thrusts get faster, deeper, harder, building up to a pace that leaves me breathless and feeling like I can taste fucking colors.

“Not going to last, Teo.” His mumble against my lips has my balls tightening all over again, a tingle brewing at the bottom of my spine. He’s fucking me faster, working me with his hand. “Need to come.”

And I need him to come. My fingers move down his body, digging into his hips, drawing him into me, harder with every thrust. “Don’t stop.” My words are fractured between needy pants as we cling to each other.

My balls tighten, and I’m not going to last either. He thrusts into me, hitting a spot deep inside me that has my ass gripping his dick, and I see stars, my cum spilling between us.

“Fuck. Teo, you’re so fucking tight. I’m going to—” He finishes his sentence with a grunt as he empties himself inside me.

I’ve seen him come a lot over the years. We’ve shared women, we’ve fucked different women in the same room at the same time, but I’ve never seen the serenity that’s painted across his gorgeous features before today.

Holy. Fuck.

I need to be inside him, to make him beg, to make him come undone as I claim his ass. But first I need to catch my breath.

He slips from me, pressing his forehead to mine. “I love you.”

My heart’s banging against my rib cage as I frame his face with my hands. “I love you.”

We may not be whole, we may not be complete, but we have each other.

Hopefully that’s enough.


THIRTY-SIX
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“Whatever the fuck is going on with you, set it to the side. Are we clear?” It’s right before the game, and my goalie coach is in my face. He’s taking his life in his hands—people know to leave me the fuck alone right before we step out onto the ice—but in this instance, I honestly can’t blame him.

It’s Friday night. Since the incident with Charlotte and Harrison in the apartment on Wednesday, everything feels like it’s falling apart.

Jace hasn’t been home. Neither he nor Harrison showed up for practice yesterday, and neither of them are suited-and-booted and ready for the game, yet I’m the one getting my ass handed to me from the coaching team.

I guess they have a point. Having an off goaltender between the pipes isn’t going to help anyone. I need to get my head in the game before I’m out on my ass.

Coach steps up next to my goalie coach. “We’re playing Rhys tonight, Roman. Giving you a rest.”

My stomach sinks. What? No.

I don’t need a fucking rest. I need to be in my crease, playing the game I love and not sitting on the bench while my backup takes my team into the playoffs. Benching me will just make things worse. How am I supposed to get my head back in the game when I’m not fucking playing it?

“But Coach…” I step toward him, and he gives me that don’t say another fucking word glare that all coaches seem to have down pat.

All the air leaves my lungs on a huge sigh. “Yes, Coach.” I want to punch something and scream until my lungs burn. But I don’t. I can’t.

As much as I want to, I don’t have it in me to fight with him. I’m already caught in this mess with Harrison. And fighting myself isn’t helping either. All I want is to ping Charlotte’s phone on Find My Friend like a creepy stalker and go to her. I want to throw her over my shoulder and bring her home. The four of us can watch something shitty on TV, eat pizza, and then fuck until dawn.

Is that so much to ask?

I mean, sure, we’d need to have a house meeting and try to figure out what to do, but once we’re fed and we’ve fucked, we could do anything.

My chest aches with her gone. I didn’t know we needed her to complete us, but now that we’ve had her, the space she’s left is blatantly obvious.

I’ve almost texted her no less than forty-five million times in the past couple days, but ultimately, she’s asked for space to breathe, to think, and I need to respect that. Even if it’s hard as fuck.

I’ve had to pluck Teo’s phone from his hands probably as many times, as well. I love him, but my dude doesn’t always understand boundaries. I think it’s more he doesn’t want to understand them. In this instance, neither of us do. We just want our girl back under our roof.

We’re both lost. I miss her giggling, her pink cheeks, her plush curves… Hell, I even miss her trying to burn the house down by making breakfast.

It’s hard to believe someone clicked into our lives and routines as well as Charlotte did in just a couple of weeks. And now she’s gone as quickly as she came.

In the words of Teo, I don’t like it.

I know I should be more focused on the fact I’m now trudging toward the bench instead of my crease, but with a chunk of the team as fragmented as it is, I’m focused more on finding a solution. Bringing Charlotte back would anchor at least Teo and me, and Jace too, when he comes home—but would it cause an even bigger rift with Harrison? I mull over our situation as the game starts.

The first period is scoreless, and Rhys is doing better in the goal than I care to admit. I’m starting to think Coach knew what he was doing by putting him between the pipes instead of me, but when the first puck sails past his shoulder a few minutes into the second, his head drops.

If a single goal’s going to flummox him, he’s not the guy I thought he was. He’s rattled, shifting his weight from skate to skate, and his shoulders are curled forward as he stares at his toes.

Our opponents celebrate their goal, Harrison—who finally graced us with his presence minutes before we took the ice—skates back to the net. I don’t know what he says to Rhys, but Rhys nods and stands a little straighter.

As he skates back to the bench, Harrison ignores Jace—who arrived shortly after Harrison—and Mateo’s questioning stares. Jace follows him off the ice and sits next to him on the bench. He nudges him with his knee, and Harry throws a scowl back at his friend.

When Mateo slides onto the other side of the bench, making a Harrison sandwich, the tension in the arena goes up about three hundred percent. It’s like watching a kettle boiling. Harrison has gone from mildly irritated to vibrating and ready to spout off.

I reach out to tap Teo on the shoulder, but Coach calls a line change before I can warn him. He’s playing with fire, and for some reason, he seems to want to get burned.

When another goal slips through Rhys’s five-hole, my teammates don’t stare at him with judgment and loathing. No, they stare at me. They don’t even pretend they’re not mad at me. Hell, I’m mad at my-fucking-self.

Problem is, I wouldn’t be any better between the pipes right now than Rhys. My mind’s not in it, and neither is my heart—that’s with the pretty little redhead who stole it.

Until we figure out what the hell is going on between us all, and how to move forward, we’re all stuck.

A third goal whizzes past Rhys’s blocker, and the home crowd visibly deflates. It’s not likely that we’re coming back from a three-nil shutout.

The final minutes of the game are ticking down, the atmosphere on the bench between line changes is glacial—at best—and every time Mateo playfully bumps Harrison’s shoulder either on the ice or on the bench, I think it’s going to be the last time he breathes.

Until one of the biggest defensemen in the league shoulder-checks Mateo into the boards with a crunch that echoes around the arena. My heart stops as the hit reverberates in the sudden silence. The sound of the hit is always the thing that gives away if it’s a bad one.

When he crumples onto the ice, my worst nightmare starts to play out in front of my eyes.

Get up, Teo.

It’s the straw that pushes Harrison over the edge. While Teo’s unmoving on the ice, Harrison’s already gloves and helmet off, raining punches on the defender.

Jace is crouched over Mateo on the ice, his lips moving. Mateo isn’t getting to his feet, but he’s moving. The medical team isn’t rushing out there to treat him. This is good news, it’s all good news, so why is there a relentless pain stabbing in my chest?

It feels like a lifetime before Mateo makes it back to safe harbor on the bench, and once he’s given the nod to the coaching staff that he’s okay, he shuffles along the bench to sit next to me.

He can’t really turn and have a conversation with me—we’re not really at the disclose our relationship to the team level. At least I don’t think we are. Are we?

“You okay?” I force my voice to sound normal, to stay level, force myself not to let the welling panic and worry in my body come out of my mouth when we’re surrounded by people and cameras.

He nods, tossing me a wink over his shoulder. “All good. It’d take more than that to bring me down.” He must see something on my face when he stares up at me standing behind him. He reaches a hand back, takes mine, and squeezes it. It’s a simple act, but it thaws the shards of ice in my veins.

When Harrison makes it back to the bench, he beelines straight for Mateo. “You okay?” His face is bruised and bloodied, but his intense stare is focused on my guy, the concern for his safety touching. It’s a beacon of hope. If Harrison’s worried about Mateo, that means there’s a chance he’ll forgive us and we’ll be fine, right?

It wouldn’t be like Harrison to put on a show for the sake of it, and even if it was, there’s no way he could fake that apprehension and worry.

Harrison looks up at me, then back to Mateo. “That was a big hit. Keep an eye on him.”

I can’t tell if it’s my captain speaking, or our friend, but I’m choosing to believe it’s both, and keeping the faith that there’s a solution to this mess we’ve all found ourselves in. Is there a way for us to reconcile with both Harrison and Charlotte?

If we convince Charlotte to come home, but we can’t get Harrison on board, what would that mean for the team? What about Jace? Would Charlotte still want Mateo and me if Jace wasn’t interested? Or would she pursue something with him instead of us? I know what he said, but will Teo still want me if Charlotte isn’t part of the equation?

Fuck.

My brain is going to explode with the unanswered questions. I pinch the bridge of my nose, but it does little to help the throbbing in my temples.

I can’t focus on the rest of the game. Flashes of Mateo taking the bone-crunching hit and falling to the ice are playing on repeat in my mind as my chest gets tighter and tighter.

When the game’s over, Mateo and I are going to have a talk.

By the time the final buzzer sounds, we’re down four to nothing, but the resolve in the pit of my stomach is stronger than ever. I’ve been a passenger in this game, an observer, a fucking bystander. I’ve got to do something. We have to do something.

I don’t know how, and it might get me a broken jaw, but we’ve gotta get the band back together. All of us.


THIRTY-SEVEN

[image: ]
Mateo




Either that was the worst game ever, or I got hit in the head way harder than I thought. Although, since they just cleared me from a concussion, I don’t think that’s the case.

I push my way back into the locker room with a grimace. While I may not have an official brain injury, I do have a wicked fucking headache, and the guys are loud as fuck. They’re pissed, I get it. We lost. By a lot.

Roman should have been guarding the net tonight, not Rhys. He wasn’t anywhere near ready, and Roman has been on fire all season. Or at least, he was. Charlotte leaving the apartment—and us—has us all shaken to our cores. We’re all playing terribly.

We miss our girl, we miss each other, and none of us have our heads in the game.

Even Harrison, who’s doing his best to ignore us all, is drawing up more penalty minutes than time with the puck.

“How’s the head?” Jace’s question greets me before I can get to my locker, his eyes downcast, doing very little to hide the bruises under his eyes and along his jaw.

The state of his face wouldn’t be so jarring if Jace managed to show up at the apartment every now and then. I’m sure he has his reasons, but he hasn’t been back since he left to search for Harrison. It’s been lonely. Confusing.

There’s a big part of me that’s glad the secrets are all in the open, but it would have been better had it been on our terms. We should have invited Harrison over and explained everything. And we should have done it sooner rather than later.

I’m not sure if we could’ve avoided this entire thing, but the hurt would be less.

It’s not necessarily the secrets themselves that are the most hurtful, but the fact that there were secrets in the first place. That’s where the betrayal lies.

After finding out about my dad’s secret life, our family was devastated, so I can understand what Harrison is feeling. He’s angry, sure, but he trusted us, and we broke that trust. We lied to him. We selfishly held onto the truth. We shattered the safety he felt with each and every one of our friendships.

We did that.

And I knew better. I knew what secrets could do, the harm they could cause, and I kept them anyway.

I’m not sure I’ll ever forgive myself.

“Fine.” I move to nod, but there’s a growing pain at the back of my head, so I try to smile instead. “Clean bill of health.”

He does nod, that fucker, and raises his eyes to meet mine. They’re bloodshot, and I’d bet my entire year’s salary that he hasn’t slept for the past couple of nights. “You had me worried for a sec.”

Normally I’d make a joke or say something extra clever, but after the beating I’ve taken—both on and off the ice—I don’t have it in me. “Me, too. We’ve missed you around the apartment.”

I manage to get the words out without the emotion clogging my throat strangling me. This has been a hard few days.

Roman and I have had each other, and I’m not going to lie, I’ve enjoyed getting to know him and exploring our relationship beyond a simple friendship, but it’s not the same. We both miss Charlotte and Jace. Yes, Jace. He’s grumpy and likes to pretend he doesn’t give a shit, but he’s got a bigger heart than all of us, and he’s a part of our family. The four of us are a unit. Well, we were a unit. I have no idea where we stand, or how we move on. 

But I can tell you, it’s not like this.

“I… I couldn’t.” His eyes darken, haunted with guilt, and I know how he feels. We all do. “This is all my fault.” He pauses, raking a hand through his hair and gripping the back of his neck. “I didn’t think you’d want to see me.”

“You’re part of our family, Jace.” I place a light hand on his shoulder, half expecting him to pull away, but he surprises me, yanking me in for a hug instead. “We don’t blame you. We all decided to keep the truth from Harry. You should come back. You belong with us.”

He claps me on the back, turning toward me and keeping his voice low. His eyes light up just a touch, and I suspect that maybe he didn’t think we’d want him. “Thank you. I missed you guys, too.”

“We can have a movie night tonight. Roman can make us some caramel popcorn.”

Jace huffs a laugh before pulling back, then falls in line next to me as we make our way to the lockers. “Only if I can pick the movie.”

A few of the rookies are arguing on the other side of the room, and the wingers from the second line are talking shit about the other team. No one is really paying us a lick of attention. Surprising, but good.

I’m almost to my stall when Roman and Harrison stomp out of the coach’s office, looking less than pleased. Roman’s shoulders are rigid, his entire body wound so tight, he could snap any second. He’s going to need a glass of wine, a back massage, and couch cuddles from yours truly to help him relax.

Coach must’ve called them in while I was getting checked out by the medic, but Roman didn’t play in the game tonight, so I have no idea what that could be about. Well, unless Coach is reaming his ass for his extra-sloppy practice this morning.

Or the ice coming from our side of the bench.

Harrison glares around the locker room, almost daring anyone to talk to him. His jaw is working back and forth, his hands balled into fists at his side. He looks like a ray of sunshine—one that will melt the eyeballs from your skull if you dare look at it.

This is going to go well.

Do you think there’s a chance we can all peacefully shower, dress, and get the fuck out of here?

Me neither.

Harrison locks eyes with mine, softening for a few seconds before the humanity slips from his face and they harden again. When he spots Jace, his lip curls, and it seems like his entire body vibrates with what I can only imagine is barely harnessed rage. The fights on the ice didn’t seem to do a thing to calm his ass down.

“Oh, look, the guys responsible for tanking our shot at the playoffs,” he snarls at Jace, shouldering past me and ripping off his jersey to throw it in his stall. “Everyone, give them a hand. These three are going to be why our season ends early.”

The noise immediately dies down, and aside from a few throats clearing and the sound of clothes shuffling as guys remove their gear, it’s silent.

Jace stiffens beside me, taking a deep breath and releasing it with a curse. 

Roman moves to stand on my other side, his body thrumming with anger. “Harrison.”

The way he says his name isn’t a threat, not exactly. It’s a warning. His control is undeniably irrefutable, but it only extends so far.

“What’s the matter, Roman? Hitting too close to home?” Harrison sits down on the bench, a vengeful smile spreading across his face.

“Why don’t you take a walk, Captain.” Jace gestures to the doors before looking around the locker room at the rest of the team, who are now all clearly watching this shitshow go down. “Mind your fucking business. Hit the showers.”

Harrison should take a walk, calm down, maybe think about what he’s saying in front of the whole team. 

“How does it feel knowing that you’ve destroyed the Phantoms for a piece of ass? Must be pretty proud of yourselves.”

And he didn’t. Fuck. 

I expect Jace to be the one to react, to go chest-to-chest with Harrison, so I don’t even register Roman moving until he’s right in front of Harrison—who has jumped to his feet. The hate and resentment rolling off them is enough to suffocate all of us. Harrison stares down Roman, a raging storm brewing in his gaze, and Roman gives them right back.

“Don’t you fucking talk about her like that.” Roman gets right in his face, and I hold my breath.

Jace is frozen beside me, and I’m not doing any better. My first instinct is to jump between them and try to diffuse the situation, but Harrison went too far, pushed Roman too much.

“Like what? A slut?”

Time slows down, and everything happens in a fog. 

Roman raises his fist and punches Harrison with a right hook that has him stumbling back to the bench. Jace lunges for the two of them, grabbing Roman’s arm, but it’s too late.

The damage has been done.

I flank Roman’s other side, placing a hand on his shoulder as his entire body heaves with every single breath. Harrison looks up at the three of us, his jaw working back and forth. He spits blood on the floor, swiping at a trail trickling down his chin.

The guys around us are all slack-jawed, their eyes bulging. I’m sure none of them have ever seen their Captain get the fuck punched out of him by his goalie and best friend.

Harrison opens his mouth but doesn’t get a chance to say a word as Coach Finn flies out of his office. The rest of the team either hustle toward the showers or look extra busy, digging in their stall for God knows what.

“I don’t know what the fuck is wrong with the four of you, but you need to pull your heads out of your asses. We’re here to play hockey and win games. That door right there—” He comes to a stop next to us, his face beet red as he points toward the doors leading to the outside of the arena, “—that’s where you drop off your fucking problems and your fucking drama. Right at that goddamned door, and you come in here like professional athletes.”

“Sorry, Coach.” I hang my head, Roman allowing me to pull him back a couple steps. “It won’t happen again.”

And it won’t. Something has to give. We can’t continue on like this. We need to get our heads out of our asses, find Charlotte, and make Harrison talk to us. 

Well, if there is an us anymore.

“Once was enough.” He looks around the room, his steely gaze resting on Roman. “Martinez, if you hit another player in my locker room again, I will bench you for the rest of the season. You’re not the only goalie I have, and you won’t see another second of play if you can’t act like an adult.” He glares around the room. “All of you, clean yourselves up and get the fuck out of here.”

“Yes, Coach,” we grumble simultaneously.

He spins on his heel and stomps halfway back to his office before he whips back around. “I want the four of you here an hour before practice for laps. I expect to see hockey players in the morning, not a group of children.”

We all stare at each other for what feels like several minutes—minutes filled with so much tension, it’s palpable.

Jace is the first one to leave, muttering a curse and heading down to his stall.

Harrison is next, storming off to the showers, not even sparing us another glance.

I stare after him for a long time, probably longer than I should, but I’m a little surprised our friendship has devolved this much. We can’t even be in the same room without bloodshed.

How are we ever going to fix this?

Roman comes up beside me, his hand wrapping around mine. “I punched him.” His tone is laced with such disbelief that I can’t help but laugh.

“You did.” I turn to face him, giving him a halfhearted smile, and squeeze his hand.

He turns to face me, his free hand sweeping the hair off my forehead. “You sure you’re okay? That was a bad hit.”

“I’ve got a bit of a headache, but nothing couch cuddles and a romcom can’t fix.” I chuckle as he rolls his eyes. He can play a big game, but I know he’s warming up to Molly Ringwald. If he’s good, I’ll introduce him to Sandra Bullock. “Jace is coming home.”

“Good.” He drops my hand, taking a step away from me as Johnston comes back from the showers. “I… uh…” He scratches his head, his gaze dropping to the ground before lifting to meet mine. His eyes are warm, swimming with emotion. “When you hit the ice, I just…”

He looks at the floor, the ceiling, everywhere but me as he flounders to find words.

“Me too, Roman.” For the first time all day, my smile is genuine.

He loves me. Lucky for us, I love him too.

And Jace is coming home.

Now all we need is Charlotte.


THIRTY-EIGHT
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What the actual fuck is going on down there on the ice?

It looks like nineteen thousand people showed up to a hockey game, but instead, we’re watching a goddamn calf scramble at the fucking rodeo. It’s like a bunch of strangers threw on some Phantoms shirts and decided they wanted to play NHL hockey for the night—having never skated before, or even watched a game.

I watched last night’s car crash of a game from the comfort of my temporary home. When it was over, I grabbed my keys, stormed out of Meghan’s new apartment, and sat behind the wheel of my car for like an hour.

Those sixty minutes were spent in equal parts—talking myself into going to see the guys, and talking myself out of it. In the end, I figured they would have enough going on without me wading in to say… what? What could I say to fix any of this? My heart hurts that you tanked on the ice, and I wanted to give you all cuddles and stroke your hair?

Sure, that’s helpful. And absolutely going to magically fix everything.

But as the final seconds of the game ticked down to zero last night, it hit me like a lightning bolt. If we’re going to get anywhere, as a group, or even on a one-on-one level, I’ve got to talk to my brother.

I’d rather have a Turkish barber shave my flaps with a straight razor in front of a room full of people than talk to Harry right now.

But here we are.

Meghan very kindly offered to come with me as a buffer, emotional support friend, or body disposal buddy if I needed her to help hide his remains, so we bought tickets without involving anyone on the team. I didn’t want them to know I was here, in case I chicken out and run away instead of actually facing my brother like a grown-ass adult.

With every passing second of this game, my soul shrinks. My boys are clearly off their game. Roman’s back between the pipes, and he’s mean-mugging the puck like it owes him money. He’s determined, focused, but from the way he’s holding himself in the crease, he doesn’t look comfortable. Being benched last night probably threw his confidence, but I know my routine-loving goaltender has probably been thrown off balance by the fractures in his team.

Jace and Harrison aren’t even on the same planet, never mind the same line. The coach has even tried splitting them, but that’s not helping things either.

I can’t watch. I drop my head into my hands as Roman comes under fire again.

Meghan rubs my back. “It’s okay. We’ll fix this.” She uses the royal ‘we’ like there’s a solution she can help with. But what if I can’t solve this problem? What if Harrison is truly done with me? Done with his friends?

Halfway through the second period, one of the Las Cruces Lynx crashes into Roman. He bounces back onto his skates without a second thought, but Mateo isn’t happy. He charges the offensive player and cross-checks him from behind, which then pisses off one of the other Lynx players—who throws his fist at Mateo’s face.

I’m on my feet, clutching my chest with one hand and scrunching Meghan’s Phantoms shirt in an iron-clad grip with the other. Teo took a nasty hit last night during the game. He was cautious to get up and skated gingerly off the ice. He played again, but his shifts were short and sporadic. Was he hurt?

I tug my hair at the roots. I should have texted them, called them, something other than the total silence I gave them. What if Mateo is concussed from last night? And now he’s standing there, taking a hit to the face by this fucking goon.

In less than a second, Teo’s gloves drop to the ice, and he returns fire at the player who’s still throwing punches at him.

This needs to stop.

My stomach twists as Mateo and the offensive player scuffle. The lines-people pull them apart, and they both get sent to the box. On his way, Teo looks into the stands, and for a moment we lock gazes. At least, I think we do. With this many people in the arena, it’s kind of hard to tell.

Or rather, it would be, if he didn’t wink at me. The dormant butterflies in my stomach flutter to life, flapping their wings so hard it makes me breathless. From the way he sits in the penalty box, leg up on the bench, arm slung on his thigh like he’s chilling in a sauna and not sitting on the naughty step, I know he’s okay. But is it for show?

I can’t take not knowing. I can’t take not being there with them, around them, talking to them, helping them. Pieces of me are missing, and to get them back, I’ve got to talk to Harrison.

My hands are sticky by the time the third period winds down. Despite Roman’s best performance in a while, the team takes another heavy loss, and they all trudge off the ice with their heads down.

My already in-tatters heart crumbles just a little more at the dejected way he skates off the ice behind his teammates. No one skates back to console him, not even Mateo. Is that on purpose? Has Roman told them all to leave him alone? Or are they all blaming him for the loss of the whole team?

My heart pinches again. It’s not his fault. I swept into his life a couple weeks ago and upended his whole routine. Hell, I even knocked his Sudoku time out of whack.

Stomach sour, lungs tight, I make my way down to the not-so-secret exit to wait for my brother to appear. I give Meghan a quick hug. “You sure you don’t want me to wait around?”

I wave her off. “I’m sure. I’ll see you at home.”

She throws her arms around me, planting a sloppy kiss on my cheek. “If you need me, just call. I’ll come back for you, okay?”

I nod.

She hesitates before backing away. She spins before bumping into someone and disappears into the crowd.

It doesn’t take long for Harrison to show up. Did he even shower before throwing on his suit?

When I step out from the shadows, he stutters to a stop. Our eyes meet, and I jam my hands in my pockets. The urge to launch myself at him and bury my face in his shoulder is overwhelming, and if he doesn’t reciprocate or pushes me away, it will break me.

His kit bag hits the concrete, and he charges at me, throwing his arms around my body, picking me up and spinning me around. By the time he puts my feet back on the ground, I’m crying so hard my lungs burn and my vision’s blurry.

“You here to see me?” The question hangs heavy between us.

Guess I can’t blame him for thinking I might be there to see someone else.

He tilts his head.

I nod. “Yeah. I think we should talk.”

With one hand, he picks up his bag and slings it over his shoulder, and with the other, he puts his hand on my lower back, guiding me to his Lamborghini.

How he fits himself, his kit bag, and his ego in that thing is anyone’s guess.

He tosses his bag on the backseat, closes the door, and turns to me. I shiver, despite the fact it’s New Orleans and cold isn’t a word we use very often here.

I can’t look him in the eye, I can’t. My body trembles, my words get stuck in my chest, and I’ve chewed my lip so much the coppery taste of blood fills my mouth.

“Peanut.”

One word soothes the sickness in my stomach and brings my eyes to his. He’s not angry. His tone isn’t sharp or aggressive, he didn’t snap my full name at me, and when I meet his stare, concern swims in his eyes.

He doesn’t say anything, but pulls me into another bear hug as he leans against his precious car. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll figure this out.”

The more he talks, the more I cry, because I’m not sure we can figure this out. My heart belongs to three of his teammates, and if he’s not okay with that, I might not survive.

“You’re snotting on my shirt, Peanut.” He chuckles as I cling to him, pressing my face into his dress shirt. “Come on.” He pulls me back to look at me. “Talk to me.”

“I c-c-can’t.”

He squeezes me harder, like the more he holds me, the more likely the splintered shards of me might stick back together. “You can always talk to me about anything.”

I shake my head. Years of fear of disappointing him, years of actually disappointing him, and the fight from only a few days ago are keeping me from trusting what he’s saying.

“I’m sorry.”

I freeze.

“I didn’t handle it well at all. I walked in, saw my little sister damn near naked with my best friends, and I lost my shit.” He holds me tighter. “I don’t know how I should have handled it.” He shakes his head, brushing his chin in my hair as he does. “But I know that wasn’t it. I promise I’m calm, I’m not going to lose my shit, and I’d certainly never hurt you.”

He pushes me back again, his intense stare searing into me. “I’d never hurt you, Charlotte. I know I hit Jace.”

“And Teo.”

He winces. “And Mateo, but I’d never hit you.”

I nod. He wouldn’t.

He scratches the back of his neck with his palm before scrubbing his face. “I can’t pretend I understand it.” He searches my face. “And I’m not judging.” He cringes. “I’m trying to not judge. I might’ve said… something I didn’t mean when I was angry at the guys.” He holds his hands up, palms facing me. “I didn’t mean it. Any of it. Not about you. Not about them. I just…” He shakes his head. “It’s a big change.”

It’s a big change for me too, so I nod.

“Can we go somewhere that isn’t here and talk?” He looks around. No one has bothered us, or even come near us, but it’s a game night, and that probably won’t last.

Twenty minutes and an awkwardly quiet car ride later, we’re hidden away in the back booth of our favorite diner. Sally—the waitress who’s been serving us since we came in here as kids with our parents—shuffles over toward the table.

Harrison leans across the table to whisper, “Ten bucks says her back’s playing up.”

“Fifteen says it’s the weather making her bones hurt.”

He grins at me before turning his easy smile at the server. “Sally, how are you?”

I arch a brow, knowing he’s goading her into unloading her woes. It’s the same every time. Her neighbors have cut down a tree in her yard, her dog needs a tooth pulled, the husband—Fred—spilled something she can’t get out of the carpet. It’s been so many years since we’ve even seen Fred, his body is probably buried out back.

“Oh, you know. Can’t complain.” She presses a hand to her lower back and arches her spine, which tells us she will, in fact, complain. “Put my back out this morning lifting bags of potatoes.”

Harrison’s sympathetic, but there’s a smugness to his tone and mirth dancing in his eyes. “That’s awful. Fred not helping you with the heavy lifting?”

Sally snorts like Fred’s been a dead weight for years. “Ha! Rarely. The usual?”

Harrison and I both nod. It’s been so long since we’ve been here, it feels like another lifetime ago.

We get the same thing every time. I get the specialty pancakes of the week—no matter what time of day or night we come in. Harrison gets the buffalo chicken sandwich with fries, rings, and a shake.

He always lets me steal some of his sides, and I never fight him when he swoops a forkful of my pancakes. They’re the best in New Orleans—and I’d know because I have high pancake standards.

“You wanna tell me what happened?” Harrison’s voice is calm, quiet, and concern is etched in his features. “Peanut.” He shakes his head. “You look like shit. When did you last sleep? Those aren’t bags under your eyes, they’re suitcases.”

I shrug, patting down an unruly piece of hair. He’s not wrong. Personal hygiene and self-care have kinda gone down the shitter since everything kicked off the other day. “I’ve been crying a lot.”

Sally reappears and hands him a monster Oreo shake, then hands me a strawberry shake—it’s made with fresh strawberries and tastes like heaven in a glass. We both take a long slurp of our drinks before either of us speaks.

“Because of you and me?” He points between us. “Or because of you and… the guys?”

I nod. “Yes.”

He falls silent, swiveling his straw around in the whipped cream.

“I thought the apartment was empty for the weekend, you know… when everything went down. I had just got back to Shane’s apartment.” I wince, the still-raw cut not yet healed. “He was…” I look around to make sure Sally doesn’t hear me. “Fucking a guy over the couch.”

Harrison’s brows shoot up, then scrunch down. “I’ll fucking kill that useless waste of space.”

I wave a hand. “It’s fine, it’s for the best. I mean, being cheated on isn’t exactly fun, but they deserve each other.”

He circles his hand in the air like he wants me to keep going as he takes another drink.

“You said to only use the key in an emergency. I figured losing my boyfriend and home fit the bill.”

With a sigh, he reaches a hand across the table to squeeze mine. “So literal, Charlie. I gave you the key to use if you needed it. My help doesn’t come with conditions.”

I search his face, waiting for the ‘but’, but it doesn’t come. The knot in my chest loosens just enough to suck in a deep breath. “I didn’t think the guys would be back for a few days, but I was wrong. They came back and found me there.” I stab at the milkshake with the straw. It’s not the drink’s fault that it’s weird as fuck trying to tell my brother how I fell for his three best friends.

“They wanted to tell you at first, I… didn’t. I didn’t want to disappoint you. Again. I didn’t want to be the fuck up. Again. I wanted them to wait until I had something. A job, a place to stay… anything.”

He waits, watching me with curious eyes and sipping his shake in silence.

“Can I just say one thing led to another?” Hope holds my heart for a long beat before it lets go.

He shakes his head, and my stomach sinks.

“Worth a shot.” After a long pause, I figure it’s time to tell him the whole truth. “Jace kissed me in y’all’s senior year of high school. I was a sophomore, it was my first real kiss. I froze. I guess he read it as rejection and wrapped himself in that prickly defensive layer that’s kept him away from me all this time, but I’ve had a crush on him ever since.” My whole body burns with embarrassment as the words come tumbling out of my mouth.

Thankfully, Sally appears with plates of food. “Need anything else? Ranch? Ketchup? I already brought you extra syrup.” She gestures at my plate.

“Thanks, Sally. I appreciate it.”

She smiles, Harrison asks for ranch, and she leaves as quietly as she came.

“You’ve had a crush on Jace since we were teenagers?” He speaks slowly, like he’s learning a foreign and complicated language.

I nod.

“Wow. That’s a long time to harbor feelings for someone, Peanut. Didn’t you ever think about… or want to… I dunno, act on them?”

I widen my eyes like he’s an idiot as Sally places ranch next to his plate. “Only all the damn time, but he’s your best friend, and I didn’t want to fuck with that.” Pancake sticks in my throat, tears welling in my eyes. “Ended up doing it anyway.”

Harrison shakes his head. “We’re not jumping ahead. Stay in the past for a sec. So when you moved in with the guys, you and Jace… You…” His ears turn red as he waves his finger back and forth. He’s not searching for the word, he’s just refusing to say it.

I shake my head. “Not at first. Roman kissed me.” I smile at the memory, touching my lips, my heart swelling with the pain of missing him. “On the balcony. Then Mateo kissed me.”

Does he know about Mateo and Roman?

It’s not something I feel comfortable sharing if he doesn’t. The growing relationship between the two of them isn’t something we’ve talked about telling people, so I’m not.

“Jace was the last to fall.” I risk a giggle, and Harrison rolls his eyes.

“When you found us in the hall at the restaurant, nothing had happened.”

His eyes bug wide. “You’re kidding. I could have cut the sexual tension in that hallway with my fucking house key, Peanut.”

When I laugh this time, it’s more free, the anxiety and worry about talking to Harrison unwinding with each thing he says.

He narrows his eyes. “They never forced you into anything? Never made you do… things… in exchange for letting you stay?”

“Oh my God, Harry!” I gasp. “No, not at all. They were all really sweet and respectful.” My voice cracks, and I have to blink faster to keep the still-threatening tears under wraps.

“Do you love them?”

I nod, tears now trickling down my face. “I’m not sorry for loving them, Harrison. I’m not. I know it’s not… a typical relationship, but it was working, and I was happy. I’m sorry for lying and keeping secrets behind your back.”

“I’m sorry for making you feel that you couldn’t talk to me about any of this.” He shakes his head before popping half an onion ring into his mouth. “I get it. I’ve said from day one you’re off-limits. That in itself was dickish. I made it impossible for any of you to talk to me. I just… It’s a lot.”

I don’t feel like the weight is fully off my shoulders by any means, but getting some of this out in the open is helping. There’s a tightness in my chest that talking to Harrison isn’t healing, and my gut knows why.

We finish our meal in a heavy silence. Harrison’s lost in thought, and no amount of studying his face is telling me what’s going on in his mind. When he’s ready to share, he’ll tell me.

But the more I stare at my brother, who is now scowling at his burger, the more I wonder what our next steps are.

Is he going to ask me to stay away from his friends? Is he going to make me choose between him and his teammates?


Chapter Thirty-Nine



Jace: Did you guys get a text from Meghan?




Mateo: Negative



Roman: No…



Roman: Was I supposed to?



Jace: I don’t know. She just sent me a message asking for Charlotte’s sewing machine, her fabrics, and all that other shit.



Mateo: No. 



Mateo: Not just a regular no, a fuck no.



Mateo: All that shit belongs with us. She belongs with us.



Jace: I’m not going to disagree, but she asked for space, right? She’s trying to start a business. She’s going to need all her stuff while she’s staying with Meghan.



Mateo: I don’t like it. I don’t like it at all.



Roman: She did ask for space, that’s correct. She needed a few days to think.



Mateo: It’s been more than a few days.



Mateo: And I just want to point out that someone let her walk out the door when we both knew she wouldn’t be coming back. Dumbass. <man face palm emoji> <man face palm emoji>



Roman: Wow.



Mateo: I love you, but you’re a dumbass.



Roman: Did she just ask for her sewing stuff or everything?



Jace: Jesus. It’s like living with Lucy and Ethel.



Jace: Only the sewing stuff, so I’m going to assume that’s good news. <man shrugging emoji>



Mateo: Well, that’s all she’s getting.



Mateo: But we should toss in some of our stuff so she’ll think about us. Do you think I can make her a mold of my dick?



Jace: Roman, can you do something with him?



Mateo: I can make a fake Mateo dick for all of you.



Mateo: Do you think I can get them all pierced? <thinking face emoji>



Jace: I shouldn’t have to say this, but I do not want a replica of your cock. Pierced or not, I’m not interested.



Roman: I think we’re wandering too far off course.



Mateo: Don’t worry, my little goaltender, you’ll def get one.



Roman: When does she want to do this?



Jace: Looks like tomorrow. Harrison is taking Charlotte out for the day.



Mateo: Wait.



Mateo: Hold on.



Mateo: We don’t even get to see her?



Jace: Doesn’t seem like it. I mean, I’m obviously not a fan either, but if this is what Charlotte wants, then this is what we should do.



Roman: Agree. She needs to talk to Harrison. The two of them fixing their relationship is essential to us fixing things with her.



Jace: And hopefully Harrison comes around too.



Mateo: I can tell you he’s not getting a replica of my dick.



Jace: He would beat you to death with it.



Mateo: That seems harsh.



Mateo: You know, tomorrow we’re going to know where she’s staying.



Roman: I don’t think I should have to tell you that stalking is illegal.



Mateo: More like frowned upon.



Jace: I don’t think that’s accurate.



Mateo: Tomayto-tomahto.



Jace: Roman, are you going to be home soon? I just got to the apartment and this man is running around in his underwear, shoving all sorts of weird shit between the pieces of fabric.



Mateo: It’s called a butt plug. You might like it if you ever pulled the stick out of your ass.



Jace: I’m going to murder him.



Roman: I’ll be home in twenty.



Roman: Everything okay…?



Roman: Hello?



Roman: All right, you guys are starting to freak me out. Is someone dead?



Roman: Mateo? Jace?



Jace: Sorry, I had to stop him from spraying every piece of lace with his cologne. This place smells like a department store.



Mateo: An expensive one.



Mateo: Hey, guys?



Roman: Yes?



Mateo: Do you think she’s coming back?



Jace: I sure as fuck hope so.



Roman: Me too.




FORTY
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Charlotte




The Phantoms probably won’t make the playoffs.

Try as I might to brush it off like it’s not my fault, the heavy weight in the pit of my stomach and the sourness I can’t shake definitely makes it feel like it’s all my fault.

Rationally speaking, I know one person can’t make or break a team’s success or failure, I do. But fuck if I don’t feel like this is all on me. As the netminder, I bet Roman feels equally responsible, which just makes my heart crack a bit more.

After my chat on Saturday night with Harrison, he came and picked me up on Sunday. We played mini golf, went to an arcade and played air hockey, and watched a double feature at the movies. He filled every minute of the day with ‘just us’ stuff.

Gotta admit, it was kind of nice to have some one-on-one big brother time, especially since the guys were an off-limits topic. It was just me and him. Him and me—and some friendly sibling rivalry.

While I was out, it seems three very sweet, burly hockey players moved my stuff into Meghan’s new place so I didn’t have to go knocking for my sewing machine all over again.

Monday, Lydia hauled Harrison’s ass off to Ikea to pick up some furniture she’s wanted for the whole season. She didn’t even give him a couple days to lick his wounds from a weekend of loss, she just dragged him out furniture shopping.

He said she didn’t even let him stop for meatballs.

Savage.

Who the fuck goes to Ikea and doesn’t get meatballs?

What. A. Weirdo.

Monday and Tuesday I kept myself entertained. Sitting in my room in Meghan’s apartment and sewing beautiful pieces of lace underwear kept my fingers busy so I couldn’t text or call the guys. I know they’re giving me space, I know they’re waiting for an update, and I know they want answers, but until I have them, I’m kind of in limbo.

It feels cruel to want to call them, talk to them, hear their voices, when I can’t tell them if we’re still even dating or not.

My heart stops. Fuck. I’ve spent the past week assuming they’re waiting for an answer from me. But other than Mateo’s playful wink at the game, there have been no other signs that they might still want to be a part of whatever we had.

Are they giving me space? Or are they done with me?

When it came down to it… did they pick Harrison?

If I pulled on some big girl pants and talked to them, I’m sure I’d find out.

I rub my tummy, but it doesn’t soothe the building ache.

It’s Wednesday morning. Meghan doesn’t have any ghost tours in the French Quarter on her schedule today, so she’s sitting in her living room, sipping iced coffee while she watches me fight with my sewing machine.

Yesterday, it was like a glorious extension of my body. Today, it’s rebelling against me like I’ve never learned how to sew.

“Ugh. Piece of shit.” I kick the table, then wince at the sting of pain radiating through my leg.

“Someone needs to get laid.” Meghan’s smug voice comes at me from the couch, and I want to throw the whole damn thing at her face.

Someone was getting laid. Very laid, in fact, by three delicious, athletic, generous lovers who all knew what to do with their hands, dicks, and tongues. And one who could cook like a Michelin star chef.

I only realize the growl isn’t in my head when Meghan laughs before drinking more cold brew.

There’s a knock at the door, and we look at each other. It’s eleven in the morning on a weekday. Who could it be?

Oh, maybe she ordered an early lunch.

“Food?”

She shakes her head and laughs. “Not guilty.” She holds up her hand like a stop sign. “I’ll get it.” When she peers through the peephole, she turns to me with such a hostile eye roll, I can’t help but bite my lips so the laugh can’t escape.

It’s Harrison.

“Oh, great. It’s the pussy police.” If there’s one thing about Meghan that I love most, it’s her unwavering loyalty to me—and apparently my reproductive organs.

But she hates him so much, I can’t help but wonder if something went down between them at some point.

Wouldn’t that be fucking rich? Shooing me off from his best friends while he casually dipped his quill in my best friend's inkpot behind my back.

“Are you going to let me in?” Harrison’s impatient voice sounds from the other side of the door.

“Depends, are you going to be an asshole?” Meghan plants her hand on her hip and pops her knee to make a point even though Harry can’t see.

They stand in a silent battle of the wills before Harrison sighs so loudly they could probably hear it in another state. “Meglet, please? I need to talk to her.”

Huh. Since when does he call her Meglet? I’ll be picking that apart later.

“No, Haribo.” She narrows her eyes at him, and for a split second, I’m not sure what the fuck I’m witnessing. “Not until you promise to leave your douchey self out there. Don’t be a dick.”

After a long, stretched-out pause where I imagine Harry squeezing the bridge of his nose and counting to ten on the other side of the door, he relents. “Okay. I won’t be a dick.”

She regards him with a head tilt, like she’s not sure that’s possible, but eventually, she takes a step back, opens the door, and waves her hand to guide him inside. When he’s through the door, she slams it with such force that Harrison and I both flinch.

“For fuck’s sake, Meghan,” he snarls. “I get it. You don’t want me here, but does the whole building need to know?”

She grins. “Yup.” Popping her ‘p’, she skips across the room, grabs her cold brew, and walks toward the bedroom. “I’ll be over here, pretending not to eavesdrop and making sure you’re not a dick.”

She gives me a stern don’t take any bullshit stare before she disappears, closing the door tight behind her.

“She’s such a peach.” He smiles, dropping a bag at his feet.

“I am a fucking peach!” Meghan yells from behind the closed door, as if to prove her point that she’s keeping tabs on him.

Harrison shakes his head and gestures to the couch. “Can we sit?”

A nervous giggle escapes me. “Harry, you’re being… weird. Formal. You’re freaking me out.” My stomach churns. What’s he going to say? You can’t see the guys anymore? We’re both done with them? And why the fuck do I care so much what he’s going to say?

We both sit, and he picks up my hand, spinning the ring on my thumb for a few seconds before he meets my eyes. “You need to come back.”

Of all the things I expected to come tumbling out his mouth, that was not it. “Wh-what?”

“Whaaat?” Meghan hollers from her very secret hiding place. “Carry on. I’ll shut up now.”

I shake my head, grateful for the beat of comedic relief to steady myself. “Come back? What do you mean, Harrison?”

He searches my face, a muscle twitching in his jaw like he’s trying to think of how to say whatever he’s saying. “They need you back.” He rubs his chin. “They’re all fucked up, wandering around like lost puppies. Their game is shit, their attitudes are shit, they’re…”

He pauses, heaving out another sigh. “They’re miserable, Peanut. My best friends are a dumpster fire, and the only thing that’s changed, the only thing that might be able to make it in any way better… is you.” The resignation in his voice tells me he wanted another solution. He’s still not completely on board with the idea that I’m in love with three of his best friends, but he’s also not throwing his hands up and saying ‘fuck y’all’ anymore either.

“I don’t need to be okay with it for it to be what’s right for the four of you.” He squeezes my hand. “It’s just new, it’ll take some getting used to, but even your emotionally stunted big brother can see the difference you made to those three.”

He shudders. “I swear, I never want to see you in your underwear around them again though. The less I know about what they do to you, and vice versa, the better.”

As much as I want the tea on what’s gone down between Meghan and Harrison, any potential sex they’ve had is off-limits, so I totally get that. “That’s fair.”

“And I might growl at them a bit for a while if they get handsy or affectionate around you. Just until they’re, y’know, completely terrified I’ll stab them in their sleep if they hurt you.”

There’s a thump on the bedroom door like Meghan’s dropped her head against it. “Fucking Neanderthal,” she mutters.

Harrison gives me a sad smile. “You’re always going to be my baby sister, Peanut. And my instinct is always going to be to protect you, even if you’ve grown into a brave, strong, capable woman who can handle her shit by herself.”

Direct hit to the feel box. My breath leaves my body as he punches me in the solar plexus with his statement of support. “Wow.”

“I’ve always got your back, though. Fuck those guys. I’m still number one.” He winks at me. “Speaking of numbers.” He reaches for the bag he plopped on the ground when he arrived. “I brought you something. Kind of a peace offering, kind of proof that I really am okay with you and the guys, even if I might cringe sometimes because you’re my sister. I’m not really sure, but I saw these at the rink and thought of you.”

He drops a heavy-as-fuck bag on my lap before pulling out three Phantoms jerseys.

There’s a white thirty-three jersey with Roman’s surname, Martinez, across the shoulders, and two purple jerseys. One has twenty-three and Mateo’s last name—Reed—on the back, and the other is Jace’s, number eighteen, with Theriot stitched on it.

“They’re not game-worn or anything.” He shrugs like he’s embarrassed. “They probably have some of their old game-worn jerseys in their closets, but they’re official and give you choices when you’re getting ready to come watch the games.”

I stare at the pile of Phantom shirts on our laps, not really sure what to say—or for that matter, what the hell I’m feeling. This is a huge deal for my brother, I know that much. But what does he mean with this? Because it looks to me like my brother might be on board with the fact that I want to be in a relationship with three of his best friends at the same time. That’s a pretty big fucking deal.

With these shirts, Harrison is telling me that everything’s going to be okay. It’s everything I could have wanted to come out of this situation. But the team has a strict fraternization policy. They don’t do fucking around, and they don’t do drama. Three players with one player’s sister? That's… salacious.

My face must fall because he nudges my knee. “What’s wrong, Peanut?”

My breath catches in my chest. “Harrison… this is very…” I shake my head, searching for words. “Public.”

He nods.

“I don’t know that I’ve seen a player’s family member wear anything but their player’s number.” My head’s shaking. What would people think? That I ditched my brother and prefer his friends?

“Won’t people think I abandoned you and am cheering harder for them than you?” My fingers trace around the stitched letters on the back of Jace’s jersey. I’ve wanted one of these since he kissed me in our teens, and now that I have it, I’m scared it’s going to end in disaster.

“Who cares what people think?” Harrison’s sharp voice makes me start.

And when Meghan’s “Fuck, yeah! Fuck them!” comes through the closed door, Harrison chuckles.

“I know you care, Charlotte.” Another squeeze of my hand. “You care about what everyone thinks, especially me.” He holds my stare. “But you should try to let that go a bit. Meghan’s right.” His voice drops when he says that last part. “Fuck ‘em.” He taps my chest. “What does your heart say?”

Staring at the jerseys on my knee, my stomach clenches. “I miss them, Harry. I really do.” The words block my throat as my fingers keep going around the letters on the fabric. “I didn’t want to leave them. I thought I had to… choose, between you and them, or that me being with them would force you to choose between me and them.”

He grabs me by the shoulders. “Charlotte.”

I blink at him.

“I may be an asshole sometimes.”

Meghan snorts.

“But you are always my number one priority. You hear me? Always. I might have lost my shit when I learned about your relationship, especially the way I did. But I wouldn’t make you choose, because why the fuck should you have to?” He has a point.

“So, you think I should go back?” I search his face. “You don’t think they’ve, like, moved on?” I pretend to pluck at lint on the pristine jersey so he doesn’t see the poorly hidden flames of envy in my eyes. “Maybe they’ve gone on dates with other women in the past week.” The words taste bitter on my tongue.

I have no right to be jealous, but I’d definitely be less than thrilled if they’ve gone out with other people in the past week.

“They’re too busy staring at their phones, waiting for their girlfriend to message, to do anything or go anywhere. It’s like a bad movie montage. You should check out the window to make sure Mateo isn’t out there with a boombox on his shoulder. Fucker can’t sing for shit.” He grins at me. “I need to fix some things with them so I’m going there next, but I wanted to let you know that if it’s what you want, you should go back to them.”

His words lift a weight that’s been compressing my body for weeks, and I can’t help the huge sigh of relief that comes out of me.

“You know how you’re going to make things right with them?”

He shrugs. “Threaten death if they hurt you is a good start.” He stands up, pointing to the bag. “There’s something in there for the spitfire in the bedroom, too.”

I pull out another Fournier shirt with his name and number on it. “You brought her kindling?”

He grins. “Peace offerings all around.” He doesn’t say anything else, but lingers like he wants to.

He hugs me, then leaves, and as I fold my jerseys and put them into my suitcase, the butterflies in my stomach riot at the thought that I’ll see my guys again soon.

And this time, hopefully I’ll never leave them again.


FORTY-ONE
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Harrison: 2189 North Shady Lane. Meet me there at 1 p.m. 




Mateo: Are we getting the band back together? 




Mateo changed the name of the chat to Charlotte’s Boys. 

Mateo changed Harrison’s nickname to Big Bad Brother. 

Harrison: You’re already making me regret this. 
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Roman: Mateo. Chill. 




Me: He just invited us to Shady Lane. There’s a chance he’s going to murder us.




Mateo: I think they only murder people on South Shady Lane. We should be fine.




Me: You’re ridiculous.




Mateo: Did you like the present I left on your pillow?




Me: <Neutral Face Emoji> <Neutral Face Emoji>




Roman: Oh, God, what did he do?




Me: He left me a pocket pussy, a miniature bottle of lube, and a picture of Charlotte he printed from her socials.




Roman: I found a silicone version of his dick on mine… along with a ball gag. I think you’re lucky.




Mateo: You’re both lucky.




Me: We’ve got to be on our A-game today. Harrison is giving us an opportunity to talk. I’ll be at the arena all morning, but we should meet at that address early to get on the same page.




Roman: Sounds good. See you there.




Mateo: Do you think I should bring Harrison a present?




Me: No.




Me: I’ll be the one to kill you on Shady Lane.




Me: Tell me you understand.




Me: Mateo?




Me: Fuck.
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Maybe Mateo was onto something. Maybe we were invited out here so Harrison can murder us. 

I cast an uneasy glance at the guys before we all turn to stare up at what looks to be an abandoned warehouse. What the actual fuck?

“Do you think he gave us the wrong address?” Roman shoves his hands in the pocket of his jeans.

There’s no way we’re at the wrong building. I triple-checked the address as soon as I pulled up and saw this very creepy-ass place. He has to have given us the wrong address. Maybe he mixed up the numbers.

Shit, I knew he was mad, but I didn’t think he was dismember-them-and-hide-their-bodies mad.

“At this point, we’ve all punched him in the face. This could be revenge?” Mateo shifts between us, a foot trailing around in the dirt.

I nod because well… we have all punched him in the face.

Yeah. He’s definitely invited us out here with murderous intent.

That’s the only reason we’re standing outside this plain three-story building on the non-busy side of Shady Lane.

Our phones ding, and we all share a glance before digging them out.

Harrison: Don’t be a bunch of pussies.




Harrison: Down the hall, last door on the right.




“The fuck?” Mateo stares at his phone, his forehead scrunched and his head cocked to the side. “He wants us to just walk inside?”

Roman lets out a low whistle, sliding his phone back in his pocket. “Seems like it.”

“I don’t like scary movies. If something jumps out at me, I’m going to scream like a girl.” Mateo’s clearly spooked.

I huff a laugh, glancing at the both of them. “Yeah, well, if it brings us closer to making up with our friend and getting our girl back, it’s worth it.”

Roman and Mateo nod, and after a few mumbled curse words, we head into the desolate building.

It’s chilly inside. The lights hanging from the ceiling are dim, and there's one flickering at the end of the hall—because of course there is. The paint is dingy, peeling in a few spots, and the floor is an old, weathered linoleum.

This place would make a great setting for those scary movies Mateo doesn’t like. It’s basically one long hall of horrors, and we’re about to make our way to the end.

The further down we go, passing several closed doors, the more my trepidation builds. There’s a sinking feeling deep in the pit of my stomach, and my insides feel like they’re lined with lead.

If you told me last month that Harrison and I would be exchanging more fists than words, I’d have laughed in your face, but here we are. Hopefully Harrison is in a better mood and ready to hear us out.

Mateo stops just short of the last door on the right, the only one that happens to be open, and glances behind us. “This place is creepy as fuck.”

With a nod, I hover in the doorway, relief washing over me when I see the back of Harrison’s head. I’d recognize that wavy auburn hair anywhere. It also helps that he has one of our old college hockey jerseys on.

I’m going to take that as a good sign.

“Hey, man.” I don’t register my surroundings until the door behind us slams shut. My breath catches in my throat, and the heavy beat of my own pulse pounds in my ears.

There’s an operating table in the middle of the room with something that looks a lot like a body covered with a thin white sheet. Next to the bed is a metal stand covered with several rusty and very barbaric-looking instruments. The cabinets around the room looked packed with… well, I have no fucking clue, but it’s the big machine with all the tubes coming out of it, emitting a steady beat, that holds my attention the most.

What the fuck did we just walk in on?

Mateo is the first to turn around, trying to open the door, but it’s locked. He knocks on it. Kicks it. Then throws his body at it. The door still won’t open.

“No. No. No.” Roman chants, whirling around, searching the wall behind us. “Harrison? What the fuck, man?”

I’ve got my phone out of my pocket, activating the screen, and no bars. This thing is worthless.

Harrison turns around, a smirk spreading across his face. He takes one look at us and laughs. “You know, I felt a little bad keeping you in the dark, but this was totally worth it.”

“Hello, gentlemen.” A low voice crackles over the loudspeaker. “Welcome to surgery. We here at Mercy Hospital want to thank you for allowing us to…experiment. Your phones won’t work, and there is no escape. Well, unless you can figure out the clues in the next ninety minutes. If you don’t, the good doctor will be back to put you to sleep. You’re allowed to ask for help twice if you get stuck, but otherwise, you won’t hear from me again. Good luck. Hope you can get out alive.”

Harrison’s smile grows, and I look around again, this time noticing the small camera in the corner of the room and a few containers with locks on them. “Are we in a fucking escape room?”

Mateo bends over, grabbing his legs right above his knees, and blows out a breath. “Fuck me. You’re an asshole, Fournier.”

“Yeah, well, you fucked my sister and then punched me in the face. I’m not sure we’re even close to even.”

Roman takes a step forward. “You know we love her, right?”

“Better start looking for clues if you want to make the game tonight.” Harrison gestures around the room and crosses his arms, watching us.

To be honest, he’s in a much better mood than I expected. His eyes aren’t in their narrowed position, his jaw isn’t clenched at all, and he doesn’t look like he wants to maim any of us. His face is still covered in fading bruises, but some of the old Harrison is starting to break through. 

I’ve missed my friend.

Yeah, I want Charlotte back. I want to wrap her in my arms and snuggle into Mateo’s bed with him and Roman, but Harrison is just as important.

If he wants to pretend to be Scooby-Doo and the Gang and look for clues, that’s what we’re going to do.

We spend the next hour scouring the room, searching for anything and everything that will help us get the fuck out of here. Surprisingly, Mateo’s found over half the clues, but I still feel like we’re not any closer to getting out that door.

Or fixing our rocky friendship.

Harrison’s been quiet, occasionally grunting or offering some input in the form of short sentences. And even though this whole thing was his idea, he refused to search the body under the sheet. Roman offered but looked a little green around the gills as he dug through the fake abdominal cavity for a small skeleton key. The four of us are studying a large diagram of all the muscles and arteries in the human body when Harrison breaks away from our group with a sigh. “Yeah, I know you guys love her. You’ve been playing like shit since she left.”

Mateo snorts a laugh. “Your gameplay hasn’t been stellar either.”

“Yeah, well, I lost my three best friends. I needed some time to be pissed off before I could talk to any of you.”

I nod, my voice caught in my throat. He and I have been friends for so long, I should’ve been honest with him. What if he forgives them, but not me? I force myself to swallow down my insecurity. “You haven’t lost us.”

Harrison glances to the ground before meeting my gaze. The hurt there is like a punch to my gut. “If you guys want to talk, I think I’m ready to listen.”

“I’m sorry.” I gesture to Roman and Mateo, keeping my eyes on Harrison and letting him see all the regret and the misery etched on my face. “We all are. None of us ever meant to hurt you. We fell for Charlotte hard and fast, and once we were in so deep, we didn’t know how to tell you. I was afraid I’d lose you forever.”

“You’re my brother, dumbass.” He shakes his head, closing his eyes for a moment. “Charlie told me you kissed her in high school. I just wish you would have told me. You deserve to be happy, even if that’s with my sister.” He pauses like it’s painful for him to admit it out loud. “All of you do, Charlie included. You know her dating history, Jace.”

He’s not wrong.

Before I can answer, he speaks again. “Any more secrets?”

Roman scratches his beard, his gaze lingering over Mateo before landing on Harrison. “It’s not really a secret, but Mateo and I are dating.”

Harrison looks between the two of them, his head bobbing. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

“Yeah, I can see it.” He points to Mateo, flashing him a genuine smile. “Especially this guy.”

I can’t help but laugh.

Mateo didn’t surprise me either. It’s hard not to dissect things after you share a woman with your best friends. Even before Charlotte, I noticed Mateo’s eyes would linger on Roman a little too long. I’m not sure if he realized it, but I definitely picked up on some vibes. 

Roman, on the other hand, seemed a little too in control. A little too boxed up. If I’m honest, finding out he was into men too didn’t surprise me either.

Mateo puffs up his chest, trying not to smile, but it’s unsuccessful. “Fuck you all. Why me?”

“Eh.” Harrison shrugs. “I got tied up outside the bar one night. You had stayed late, and I saw you leave with a couple. After that, I figured you swung both ways.”

Mateo goes back to the diagram, grumbling a few choice words, something that sounds suspiciously like fuck off.

“We’re trying to give her some time, but we want her back.” My voice cracks a little, and I clear my throat, the pressure building in my chest.

Roman squeezes my shoulder. “We’ll do whatever it takes. We’ll shield her from the media. We’ll keep her out of the public eye. Whatever she wants.”

“She’s a hockey fan.” Harrison shrugs, running a thumb along his jaw. “You might want to show her your commitment by winning a game. Tonight would be a good start.”

Harrison’s the first one to laugh, Roman and I joining him after a beat. We may not be where we were, but it’s a start, and I’m willing to put in the work to fix this friendship. He claps me on the back, and for the first time in weeks, the smile he gives me is genuine.

There’s still a big hole in my heart, but some of the weight is lifted from my shoulders, and I can stand a little easier, breathe a little deeper.

“Are we good?” Mateo turns his head, taking us all in.

Harrison nods to me and rests a hand on Roman’s back. “Yeah, man. We’re good.”

“Thank fuck.” Mateo huffs a laugh, swiftly moving past us to the door. He punches in a few numbers, pulls open the door, and turns back with a huge shit-eating grin. “Now we can get the fuck out of here.”

Roman crosses his arms. “How long have you had that code?”

Mateo leans against the doorway, mimicking Roman’s posture. “About twenty minutes.”

“You fucker.”

I run a hand down my face, and as much as I’d love to give him shit for keeping us in here, I’m pretty sure I owe him a gift instead. And not the kind of gifts he’s been leaving for Roman and me.

“What do you say, guys?” I glance between the three of them, a full-on smile spread across my face. “Do you want to win a hockey game?” And then my gaze volleys between Roman and Mateo. “We have a girl to get back.”

Harrison clears his throat. “Just remember, you assholes hurt my sister, and they’ll never find your bodies.”


FORTY-TWO
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I don’t give a flying fuck what happens anywhere else on the ice, that three-inch disc of frozen rubber isn’t getting past me tonight.

It’s not, because I fucking say so.

I smack the bars of the goal with my stick as I ready myself for the first puck to drop. Things aren’t perfect, we haven’t got our girl back yet, but they’re definitely better.

The escape room with Harrison was probably the scariest ninety minutes of my fucking life. Being in a confined space with guys with twitchy fists probably wasn’t our smartest move, but we all made it out alive. And we came into the arena tonight for the game, together.

We’re back.

We might not make the playoffs, but we haven’t lost our friendships forever.

The relief is palpable between the four of us. Hell, Jace and Harrison even cracked smiles earlier. If it wasn’t for the still-fading bruises on their faces, we could easily think the past week didn’t happen.

Saturday was an endless parade to the penalty box, so we stopped counting. It was as though every fucking whistle came with a penalty. That’s not going to happen tonight—at least not from us.

We’re back for real. And I won’t lie, it feels fucking great.

Tonight is make-or-break. We win, we go through and make the playoffs by the skin of our fucking teeth. We lose, we go home.

We don’t have far to go since it’s an at-home game, but we’re going to do all we can to make sure that doesn’t happen.

Koenig faces me in the goal on the other end of the ice. Adrenaline surges through my veins as the puck hits the ice.

Johnston plays it around into the neutral zone. Murray gets hit but plays it up the ice up to Leech. The puck comes straight at me, I make the save, and the whistle blows.

Hopefully that’s a sign of how the rest of the game will go.

Harrison skates back to me and smacks my pads with his stick. “Easy save to start, Ro.” He flashes a grin at me like he knows something I don’t.

“Is she here?”

He shrugs. “What’s it to you?” He skates off without giving me an answer, but I straighten my spine. It takes all I have not to look around the stands for the redhead I’m aching to see.

Seconds later, Harrison gets totally fucking dusted in the corner. Thompson for Oklahoma comes at me at-speed, but I glove down the wrist shot he flicks at me.

There’s been a defensive alignment change on the ice for this game. Riley is with Granger on the blue line instead of Harrison. I’m guessing it’s because Harrison and Riley were on for a lot of goals together in the last couple games, and Coach is changing it up, but fuck if that doesn’t sting.

Harrison’s a natural defenseman who made an immediate impact to the team from the second he joined. You can’t help but notice him out there. He’s got a lot of fucking horsepower, and we’d be lost without him.

Knowing his line has been split is a kick to the balls, but he’s focused as fuck out there tonight, and it’s nice to know he’s patrolling the blue line like his old force of nature self.

There’s an early whistle when the ref loses sight of the puck, but DeCosta for the Sooner City Slickers keeps going. There’s a bit of a scuffle, but nothing too over the line.

With a playoff place on the line, I’m surprised it didn’t go any further.

After back-to-back shots from the Slickers, I freeze the puck until the whistle blows. Those shots weren’t going near my glove. The fuckers kept me on my toes, going low. I’m up to the task, but feeling the puck early on and getting a good rhythm from the get-go is nice for sure.

You don’t want to concede the first goal in an elimination game, for either side. The first goal is so big, especially with high stakes all around.

When Oklahoma tips the puck over the glass, we get our first power play. Mateo and Jace high-five before they hit the ice. They set up the power play, circling, dominating possession of the puck, and from where I stand in my crease, playing with their prey.

Jace passes it back to Robbins, who chips it to Mateo, who keeps it alive as he plays it forward. If he wasn’t my boyfriend, I’d still say it was incredible puck movement in front of the opposition’s net. Jace and Mateo rain shot after shot on the net, picking up rebound after rebound until Teo pokes it over the line, and the crowd erupts into a deafening roar.

When Harrison skates back to tap my shins again, he’s grinning that secret smile that makes me want to put him in a headlock until he tells me where she is.

“Is she here?” I sound like a pathetic teenager, but I can’t help it. I need to know she’s here, watching, maybe even waiting to talk to us after the game.

Wouldn’t that be fucking special?

He chews on his mouth guard. “Yeah, she’s here, you sappy shit.” He shakes his head. “Not telling you where, though.” He pushes off on his right foot to skate away from me.

“You really want me to spend the rest of the game looking for your sister in the crowd when I should be stopping pucks? Sounds like a dangerous plan if you ask me, Cap.” I flash a grin of my own. “C’mon, man, put me out of my misery.”

Am I a whiny punk? Sure.

Will it work? I sure as hell hope so, or I’ll have to leave a Be Right Back sign hanging in my goal until I find her in the stands.

Harry skates back to me and pats me on the shoulder. “She’s right over there.” He jerks his chin in a vague direction.

“Helpful, man. Thanks.”

He snickers. “Just look for the ‘Roman is a giant sieve’ sign she made with glitter pens.” He rolls his eyes at my growing impatience. I know we’re all back on friendly terms, but I’m not above accidentally tripping him with my stick for being a dick.

“She’s at the glass, at your ten o’clock.”

The words seep into my muscles, making them relax, but there’s a fluttering in my stomach that makes me want to vault the Plexi and lay one on her right here in front of nineteen thousand fucking fans.

I catch a glimpse of her auburn hair in the luminescent light. She’s wearing her Fournier Phantoms jersey like always, but her cheeks are flushed, and she’s got a cautious smile on her face as she surveys the ice. When I catch her eye, she smiles at me, and I fucking melt.

Win the game, then kiss the girl.

I thought it’d be hard to focus on the game, but knowing my girl is out there in the stands, cheering us on, lights a fire under me, renewing my declaration that the puck is staying the fuck out of the net.

There are a couple of near-misses, but by the time the third period starts, we’re up by two goals.

When we hit the ice, Mateo and Jace flank me on the way to my crease.

“You know she’s here?”

They exchange a confused look that says they had no fucking clue she was here. I’m not telling them where—they’re more likely than me to make a scene.

“Where?” Mateo surges forward, slipping momentarily and almost going on his ass, but Jace grabs his elbow.

“You have no fucking chill, man.” Jace shakes his head but glances over his shoulder like he might catch a glimpse.

I still don’t want to tell them. They can skate past her and catch her eye, but I’m stuck here in the crease on an invisible bungee cord tethering me to my net.

“Come on, we’ll even blow her a kiss for you.” Teo winks, elbowing me.

Ugh. Fine. Whatever. They can go warm her up for me.

I tell them, and they both skate off to complete their lap before the puck drops. They tap the glass in front of her, and she goes the color of ripe tomatoes as she gives them a small wave. When she looks in my direction, my heart stops, and she blows me a kiss, setting my soul on fire.

We’re winning this game for our girl, and when we’re done, we’re fucking her until the sun comes up.


FORTY-THREE
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Best game over. Not just because we won—although that doesn’t hurt—but because we’re ready to get our girl back.

She came to the game, and not only that, but she sat right behind the glass. It’s like she wanted us to see her, and if that’s the case, she’s got to be ready to talk. Even if that’s not the case, the three of us are dying to get her back. We have been since she left.

We have Harrison’s blessing, and that’s all I need.

In fact, he told her to meet him after the game in the media room and is sending us instead. I’m not saying we’re completely back to normal, but it’s a start. We’re moving in the right direction.

“Dude.” Roman searches my face, his brows scrunched together, and takes a step back.

I just laugh, slapping him on the shoulder. There’s a smile plastered on my face and my entire body’s vibrating with the need to see our girl. Nothing is going to rain on my parade.

Roman doesn’t seem to be on the same page. Instead of buttoning up his game-day suit, he’s pointing at me. “What’s happening to your face?”

“What?” I shrug, cinching my lucky black-and-purple striped tie close to my neck and smoothing a hand down its length. “I can be in a good mood.”

“Yeah, it’s just… unnerving.”

“It was unnerving watching you dig through a few feet of fake intestines.”

“Agreed.” Mateo slings his purple jacket over his shoulder, stopping next to us. “It looked disgusting.”

Roman blows out a breath, finally buttoning up his Armani dress shirt, because yes, he is that high-maintenance. “They were rubber.”

“Jace doesn’t mind rubber. I bet he’s been puttin’ a hurtin’ on that pocket pussy the past couple of days.” Mateo gives me a wide smile, and while normally I’d growl and tell him to fuck himself, I simply smile back.

Plus, he’s not entirely wrong. I’m pretty sure I owe that thing a few dinners and maybe a nice tropical vacation.

I slip on my jacket, giving Harrison a wave as he slips out the door. Lydia has apparently called him twenty times and he needs to get home. “You fuckers ready to get our woman back?”

Roman is fully dressed seconds later, practically pulling Mateo and me out the door. “Thought we were waiting on Mateo to get dressed. I was ready the second Harrison said she was here.”

“In the middle of the first period?” I snort, shaking my arm free.

“I’ve been ready since we found out where she lived.” Mateo puts on his jacket and adjusts his sleeves.

“How many times did you go over there and lurk outside the apartment like a creeper?”

He tilts his head to the side and taps his lips. “Probably six times.”

I shake my head with a laugh, sharing an amused look with Roman. We probably should have kept better tabs on him. Mateo’s always been the wild card, and I can’t say I’m surprised he’d do a little light stalking.

We take a turn, heading down an empty hallway, this one a whole lot less murdery than the one leading to the escape room. It’s quiet on this side of the arena, our shoes clicking against the floor the only sound echoing off the walls.

The closer we get, the stiffer my shoulders become and the harder my heart thuds in my chest. What if she needs more time? What if she had too much time and doesn’t want to come back? What if being with us was one big mistake? 

Sweat trickles down my back as we stop in front of the closed door. Mateo squeezes my shoulder, turning my way, and the serene look in his eyes puts me at ease. Mostly. I’m still nervous as hell, but I get what he’s not saying. Whatever happens, we’ll get through it together.

Roman adjusts his jacket, fiddles with his tie, and runs his hands through his hair multiple times, but after a few seconds, he nods to Mateo. 

I tighten my tie, loosen it, then tighten it again.

Mateo seems unfazed as he turns the knob—so fucking slowly—and pushes open the door.

Charlotte is sitting on the couch, her back to us while her fingers fly over the screen of her phone. Her hair is up in a ponytail with a few red curls hanging loose around her face. She’s got her brother’s name on her back, but I couldn’t care in the slightest. She can cheer for him all night long if it means she comes back home to me—to us.

The door closes behind us with a soft click. 

She turns around, pushes up from the couch, and my breath catches in my throat. 

Charlotte is beautiful. There’s no question.

And when her glistening blue eyes meet mine, I know she’ll be the one I think about for the rest of my life.

“Hey.” Her voice is soft, her fingers wrapping in the front of her jersey, but she doesn’t look away.

“Charlotte.” The way Roman says her name sounds strained, almost like he’s in pain.

“We missed you.” This comes from Mateo, who looks like he’s physically trying to hold himself back. We all are.

I’d love nothing more than to wrap her in my arms and see that smile of hers that lights up my world, but I keep my distance. I also keep silent. She may miss them, she may want them, but it doesn’t mean she wants me. That’s a truth I’m not ready to face. 

Charlotte glances to the ground briefly before giving us a small smile. “I missed you guys, too. I’m sorry I left.”

Roman clears his throat, swiping a finger under his eyes. “We’re sorry you had to leave. We never expected things to go down like that. How are things with you and Harrison?”

“Good. Better.” She huffs a laugh, nibbling on her bottom lip. “I mean, he’s talking to me again, which is nice. He says you guys have been a mess.”

I laugh, shaking my head. “That’s an understatement.”

“I mean… I’ve seen the games.” She steps around the couch, coming closer, but not close enough to touch. “Do you think we can talk?”

My insides clench, and I’m pretty sure my stomach falls to my feet. 

Shit. 

This is it.

I nod, the words caught in my throat.

Mateo stiffens. “Go ahead, Red.”

“Actually.” My voice cracks, and I clear my throat. “I need to tell you one thing first. I love you, Charlotte. I’ve loved you for a long time, and even though it may kill me, I’ll respect any decision you make here today, even if you want to walk away for good. I just want you to be happy.”

She bites her lip, barely containing the smile threatening to spread across her face. “Being with the three of you makes me happy. I love you, Jace. And Mateo. And Roman. I love all of you, and I know this relationship isn’t conventional, but if you guys will have me, it’s what I want. I want to come home.”

Thank fuck.

Mateo and Roman both look to me, and fuck, I feel like I can finally breathe. The weight of the world is no longer draped across my shoulders, and the dread working its way through my body slithers away. “Of course it’s what I want. We’re a family.”

“Yeah, Red.” Mateo nods, taking a step toward her. “I love you.” And then he turns to Roman. “I love you, too.”

Roman also steps toward her, stopping next to Mateo. “I love you. Both of you. We need you, Charlie, all of us.”

I’m not sure who moves first, but the three of them are in a tight group hug. I don’t want to be the guy that kills the mood, but there’s still one more thing to address.

“What about the media? You were afraid of getting crucified on the news.” I loosen my tie, and this time I leave it. “I can’t tell you the team will accept our relationship. Being together won’t be easy.”

Charlotte breaks away from the guys and heads my way. She stops in front of me, placing a hand along my cheek, and I nuzzle into her. “Do you want to hide who we are?”

“Fuck no.” It comes out from deep inside me, and I take a breath before continuing. “I don’t care who knows we’re all together. The team may not like the drama, and if they’re not willing to stick behind us, I’ll change teams. You’re my home, not New Orleans.”

“I don’t want to hide either. I’ve got thick skin.”

“I love you, wildflower.”

“I love you, Jace Theriot.”

And this time, I can’t hold myself back. I wrap my arms around her shoulders, pulling her to me as I drop my mouth to hers. I kiss her with everything I have, with everything I am.

I let her know how much I’ve missed her, how much I need her, and how long I’ve been yearning for a chance to be with her for real. Hockey is no longer my number one, she is.

I’ve wasted a lot of time I could have been spending with Charlotte, and I’ll be damned if I waste another second.

Now we’ve got to get her home and make sure our girl knows exactly where she belongs.


FORTY-FOUR
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What is it about a man in a suit that makes him a ten with no ‘but’?

That popular “He’s a ten… but…” where you’re supposed to insert his flaws after the ‘but’ doesn’t apply here, because the three suit-clad hockey players standing in front of me? Yeah, they have no ‘but’.

Unless you’re talking butts. In which case, my boys have the best hockey bubble butts in the NHL.

Bar none.

And that’s a fact.

I’m staring.

I’m staring, and I can’t help it, because they were staring at me first. There’s a lot of staring, and lip licking, and eyeing me up and down like I’m the only glass of water in the desert for miles and they’ve been stranded under the blazing sun for days.

The more we stare, the more obvious it becomes that if I don’t get them the fuck out of here, and fast, they’re going to make a very big scene.

“A-a—” I clear my throat because apparently the desert metaphor applies to me now, too. I’m parched. “Aren’t y’all supposed to go to the bar or something tonight?”

My nipples tighten under their appraisal. Any of them by themselves looking at me like… that… would set my panties alight. But all three? I think the fire department needs to go higher than a five-alarm fire for the heat building inside my body.

If they say they have to go hang out with the team, I might cry. Cry and then run to the bathroom to relieve some of the pressure mounting in my undies, because God knows I won’t be able to last the evening without getting off.

As though he can read my mind, Mateo tips his head. “What’s the matter, Red?”

Jace is scowling, but it’s not an angry scowl, more of a ‘can we hurry this the fuck along?’ scowl.

My face heats as I glance behind me. “I’d just like a little more privacy than we have right now.” There. That feels like a diplomatic way of saying please take me home and rail me because I miss being dicked down by the three of you.

Mateo’s brow twitches. “Privacy? For what?” His grin comes with a glint in his eye that tells me he doesn’t need me to tell him the answer. He knows. They all fucking know.

I clear my throat, shifting my weight from side to side. When Roman’s face breaks into a wide, knowing smile, my body temp rises another couple of degrees.

Well, two can play at that game. Or, rather, four, since the three of them have similar hungry, heated gazes fixed on me. I shrug, willing my racing heart to calm the fuck down. “Oh, y’know. I thought maybe we could have some mozzarella sticks or something.”

Roman’s eyes light up. “I could go for some mozzarella sticks.” He takes a step toward me, which seems to be all Mateo needs to burst into movement. He picks me up, tosses me over his shoulder like he’s lifting a bag of flour, and starts walking.

“Teo, put me down.” I flutter my legs, giggling as he smacks my butt. “Teo, I can walk.”

“You could, but you were busy talking about fried cheese, so I figured I’d help you along.”

I don’t know how long I dangle upside down over his shoulder, but when he stands me right-side-up, I sway as the blood rushes back to the rest of my body.

“Whoa, I got you, Red.”

Mateo’s car is parked in front of me, and Roman steps forward to open the door. He bows as he sweeps his arm. “Your chariot awaits.”

Mateo snorts. “Weird thing to call our dicks, but sure.” He winks at me, waiting for me to hop in before he races around the car to get in the driver’s seat.

No one sits shotgun with him. In the back seat, Jace is on my right and Roman is on my left. The doors are barely closed when Roman and Jace snap into action as Mateo holds my stare in the rearview with a wolfish grin on his face.

Jace fists my hair, jerking me toward him for a deep kiss while Roman peppers the side of my neck with kisses, his hand sweeping up the inside of my thigh.

Fuck, I’ve missed them.

The way they just take me without hesitation is enough to make me breathless, like I belong to them. They don’t need to tell me they’ve missed me. I can feel it in the urgency in Jace’s kiss when his tongue whips against mine, and when Roman squeezes my pussy through my clothes, a guttural sound catches at the back of my throat.

“Did you miss us, Red?” Mateo’s molten stare flicks to the mirror again as he pulls out of the parking lot and into traffic.

I nod, not breaking my kiss with Jace.

Roman chuckles, pulling back from my neck. “If her soaked-through panties are anything to go by…” He squeezes my pussy again like I don’t know what he’s talking about. “She missed us, all right.”

Mateo makes a satisfied rumble as Roman teases the apex of my thighs. Fuck. We’re all wearing too many clothes, and I’m way too fucking empty for my liking.

Jace eventually comes up for air and works on kissing my neck as he and Roman take a quick time-out from pawing at my body to tear off my Phantoms jersey.

They don’t live too far from the arena, but the car is still moving. It won’t be long till we’re back at their apartment, and we can all get what we clearly need. I just need to not combust from all this sexual tension in the meantime.

As though I’m the only one thinking that nothing will happen until we get back to the apartment, hands simultaneously shove my T-shirt up, pull my bra down, and free my tits, while another hand shoots down my pants.

Before I can so much as breathe, two mouths cover my nipples, and skilled fingers strum at my clit.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

Holy shit.

I tip my head back, sucking in short breaths as the warmth of their mouths, the fluttering of their tongues on my hard nipples, coupled with the fingers swirling on my clit to drive me closer to release.

When a second hand slides into my pants, making a beeline for my G-spot, the pleading starts. “P-p-please. Don’t stop. Please.” Without breaking the contact of their mouths on my breasts, I grip both their hands, holding them in place in my yoga pants.

Someone’s chuckle rumbles through my chest, making a shiver skate up my spine.

“That’s it, pretty girl.” Mateo’s soothing voice from the front seat tells me he’s watching everything in the mirror, so I look at him.

Awareness pricks through the sexy haze. We’ve stopped. We’re parked in the garage, and Mateo is very clearly fisting in his cock in the front seat.

“Aren’t you going to come for us, Red? You know we all need it.” His quiet, commanding voice, combined with the lust in his eyes and his hand pumping his dick, is almost enough to send me over the edge.

But when Roman hums around my nipple and Jace bites the other, and someone pinches my clit like it’s a detonator, I erupt into a scream that threatens to tear my body into pieces.

Back arched, body convulsing, and screeching like a fucking banshee through the bone-shattering release doesn’t stop these men.

“She needs another one.” Mateo’s voice sounds strained, like he’s getting close to his own orgasm.

“Teo, don’t come yet. Please? Save it for me.”

“Fuck.” It’s Jace that answers my plea. “So fucking needy, Charlotte.” His words caress my skin between nips and kisses on the sensitive flesh of my breast.

It’s his hand pressing against my G-spot, and when he curls his fingers hard and fast, my legs tremble.

“You heard the man, Charlotte.” Jace’s voice is now so close to my ear that his warm breath tickles my neck. “Come again for us. Then we’ll take you inside and fuck you so hard you won’t walk straight for days.”

Roman works my clit in sync with his mouth licking, sucking, and biting my nipple, and when both he and Jace bite down together, and Jace slides a third finger inside me, I come apart in a fresh wave of panting, pleading, and grasping at their hands so they don’t move, or stop.

“Such a good girl for us, aren’t you, Red?” Mateo meets my gaze in the mirror, then licks his lips. “Let’s get you inside.”

Mateo hops out of the car without hesitation, and when Jace fixes my shirts and lets me out, Teo grabs me, hauls me into his arms, and kisses me senseless as he walks inside.

I don’t know if the guys are guiding Mateo through the parking garage with me curled around his body, or if Mateo’s simply that skilled at walking, kissing, and grabbing my ass so hard his fingers are biting into my skin, but we don’t hit anything.

After what feels like a lifetime later, we’re finally in someone’s room. Mateo slides me down his body, groaning when I brush over his really fucking hard cock as I find my feet.

It’s Jace’s room. Makes sense since his is closest to the front door. He and Roman are already shucking off their dress pants and ripping their ties off before Mateo’s even gotten his suit jacket off.

I can’t help giggling. “Y’all in a rush or something?” I roll my lips, trying not to laugh, because it’s really hot as hell that they are as desperate to get inside me as I am to have them inside me, but the speed with which they’re stripping is impressive.

Mateo points his index finger at me. “Red, so help me, God. Get fucking naked.”

My nipples pucker at the authority in his voice. Jace starts fisting his now very, very naked and already slick-tipped cock. He nails me with a scowl laced with an equally naked, feral hunger I feel everywhere his gaze lands, and I start shimmying off my pants and toeing off my shoes.

When I’m fully undressed, I don’t have time to so much as fold my arms over my plush stomach before Roman picks me up and dumps me unceremoniously on my back, right in the middle of Jace’s bed.

Mateo chuckles. “Impatient much?”

Roman doesn’t afford him a response. He’s too busy spreading my legs, settling between them, and sucking my clit like it holds the secrets of the entire universe. Fuck. With every sweep of his tongue, my swollen, sensitive, and still-starving pussy tingles.

He slurps and sucks at me, making me see stars, but it’s not enough, I need more. With a whimper, I hold my hands out expectantly at Jace and Mateo as Roman slips his fingers inside me, making me quiver.

Jace and Teo exchange a look, and when I drop my jaw, communicating my intent, Jace gestures for Mateo to give me his dick. He wastes no time crawling onto the bed near my face and cradling my head as I suck him to the back of my throat.

When my head starts bobbing and my eyes sting from Mateo’s thick cock hitting the back of my throat, Jace slaps his dick onto my still-waiting palm. He groans when I close my hand around it and start sliding my curled fingers up and down his length.

“Fuck.” Mateo and Jace are in unison as they exclaim, making Roman give a satisfied hum against my pussy, which pushes me over the edge. My body lights up, hard nipples tingling, lightning shooting up and down my spine as I come apart all over his face. My hips buck, feet sliding on the sheets as I chase every fucking aftershock on Roman’s tongue, barely holding onto Mateo’s cock in my mouth as my gargled scream pierces the air.

Mateo’s fingers curl into my hair, biting into my scalp as he gets closer, making me gag with each thrust of his dick. Roman lines up his cock and slams it into me without warning. My slick, hot, and still-pulsating pussy clamps around him as he thrusts into me, pounding me so hard I see stars all over again.

As Roman’s balls slap against me with each slick thrust, and Mateo’s cock slides in and out of my mouth, someone shifts my weight so I’m on my side.

The sound of a drawer opening captures my attention for a beat before a finger starts working at my asshole. Fuck. He’s not waiting. Jace lubes up my ass, working his fingers in and out, stretching me, prepping me, and the more he teases me with what’s to come, the more my hips buck.

When he eventually lines the tip of his cock up with my ass, Roman lifts my top leg onto his shoulder. I guess when Jace moved me, he shifted me so Roman can’t get as deep.

Jace doesn’t slam into me the same way Roman did. He eases in slowly, letting me adjust. I don’t realize that deep, rumbling hum is from me until Mateo caresses my face. “Mmm. You like being airtight, Red?”

I blink up at him, eyes watering, drool trickling down my chin.

“Fuck.” He grunts, spurting cum into the back of my mouth, supporting my head with both his hands. When he’s done coming, he kisses me, slow and deep. “I love you.” Another kiss. “And we’ve all missed the fuck out of you.” When he kisses me again, it’s like he’s imprinting his heart on mine, and it makes my chest ache.

As though Roman was waiting for Mateo to come first, Roman’s movements get jerkier, less rhythmic, as he gets closer to his release. His cock fills me as he pounds into me over and over, his fingers nipping my skin enough to leave bruises.

He’s barely finished his orgasm when Jace hooks his hands around my waist and pulls me up onto all fours, Roman’s cock slipping out of me in the process.

“You want some help?” Mateo gestures at Jace and me.

Before I can answer, Jace answers for us both. “I’ve got her.”

When I’m on my hands and knees, Jace palms my ass. Roman has slithered up the bed and is making out with Mateo. The way they gaze into each other’s eyes has me hurtling toward another orgasm. Their tender touches, hungry, deep kisses, and their clashes of lips and teeth as Teo claws at Roman’s chest leave me breathless.

Without warning, Jace smacks my ass, the sound ringing out around the room before the flash of heat radiates through my cheek. Fuck.

The closer he gets to coming, the harder he fucks me. “Come on, Charlotte. Come with me.”

I risk faceplanting on the bed by pulling a hand up to finger myself, but I don’t think anal and the show Mateo and Roman are putting on for me will be enough to throw me off the edge.

Somehow keeping my balance as Jace fucks me like someone possessed, I struggle to get traction on my clit because everything is so fucking wet. Eventually, Jace’s hand reaches around to help, and his fingers replace mine so I can get back to being on all fours.

My body clenches, and my pussy seizes around Jace’s cock, pulling us both over the edge together on a scream and a roar.

When I collapse on the bed in a blissful heap, Roman chuckles and Mateo grins. “Welcome home, Red.”


FORTY-FIVE
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I tip my head back with a groan. Two seconds. That’s how long it took my dick to get fucking rock hard and ready to go, because Charlotte in that dress? Hot damn.

Emphasis on the hot.

“Do we have to go tonight?”

Charlotte levels me with a look, one that I’m pretty sure means I’m so irresistible in my suit, there’s no way she can leave this apartment without three cocks inside of her.

She puts her hands on her hips, a leg slipping out of the high slit in her silky black dress. “Yes, Mateo, we have to go.” There’s that look again, followed by an eyeroll. I may have misinterpreted. “It’s our first time all going out together.”

It’s also the first opportunity we’ve had in weeks. Since the playoffs started, our schedules have been packed. We made it to game seven of the second round before getting knocked out by Toronto. We haven’t even had a week to lick our wounds, and Coach decided a formal bash was the perfect way to end the season.

Charlotte’s been busy, too. She finally launched her online lingerie store, and thanks to some awesome social media posts by yours truly—and maybe a few of her own—orders have been coming in like crazy.

I couldn’t be more proud.

And also horny.

We’ve all been so busy, we’ve barely been able to cuddle.

I’m not in the slightest bit discrete, staring at the curves of her breasts which are currently on display thanks to the very low and very sexy ‘v’ at the front of the dress. Too bad we can’t see both of them in their entirety, but I guess it wouldn’t be out-of-the house appropriate.

“We’ve left the house together before.” My tongue flicks out, running along my lower lip, and I reach down to adjust my rather large and uncomfortable erection.

Her eyes flare with heat, and she wavers on her mile-high purple sparkly heels. It could be the spikes she’s standing on making her off balance, but she could also be picturing me feeding her my cock, one rung at a time. And the way she’s nibbling the gloss off her lower lip tells me it might be the latter.

She blinks at me a few times, smoothing a hand over her vibrant red curls, her gaze pulling away from my dick. Such a shame. “I don’t think driving to the grocery store counts as a date.”

“Sure it does. I distinctly remember showing off in the eggplant department.”

“It’s called the produce section.”

“Roman let us both pick out our favorite ice cream, and Jace grumbled and bitched the whole time. I mean, what more do you want?”

“I didn’t bitch the whole time.” Jace walks into the living room, stopping next to Charlotte to pull her in for a hug. He wraps his arms around her waist and tugs on her hair, forcing her head back.

She sighs, her mouth falling open as her hands come up to grip his lapel. “My lipstick.”

It’s a weak protest, we all know it, but Jace only smirks, slowly leaning forward and licking between her breasts. Charlotte whimpers, her hands tightening around his jacket as he trails his tongue up her neck.

Fuck me. If I wasn’t already committed to staying home, I am now.

My fingers are already working the buttons on my jacket, and I’m ready to have this tux crumpled on the floor of my bedroom. “So, we’re all staying in?”

“Nope.” Jace slips a hand through the slit in her dress and after a beat, she groans his name. “I’m ready to show our girl off to the world.” He smiles against her neck, his arm moving back and forth almost torturously slow. “Plus, I want our girl fucking drenched, counting down the seconds until we get her home and bury our cocks in her tight body.”

With another groan, I re-button my jacket. Fuck. That does sound nice. I can spend the entire night torturing her, whispering all the things I’m going to do when we get home.

Roman joins us seconds later, his black-on-black tuxedo has my cock straining against my zipper. Dammit. I just want to stay home and fuck Roman while he fucks Charlotte. Is that too much to ask?

“Are we leaving or…?” He trails off, his eyes volleying between me—yes, I’m unbuttoning my jacket again—and Jace who’s still got his hand buried under Charlotte’s dress.

“I’m game to stay here.” My smile is wide as I loosen my tie and glance down to Roman’s semi.

Jace bites Charlotte’s neck, whispers something in her ear, and straightens. I’m not sure who's more disappointed he’s removed his fingers from her pussy—Charlotte or Roman. “We. Are. Leaving. Stop getting undressed.”

“You guys aren’t any fucking fun.” I mutter, turning and heading for the front door. “Guess we should leave.”

Charlotte is the first to pass me, tossing me a wink as she makes her way to the hallway. Jace is next, offering me a scowl. Wouldn’t expect anything less from that guy. And then there’s Roman. He stops in front of me, his fingers dancing down my tie, and dammit, this erection is never going away.

“Don’t worry, it’ll be fun.” He leans toward me like he’s going to swipe his lips across mine but he stops a few inches away. I frown, but it quickly turns into a groan as he runs his palm over my cock and gives it a squeeze. Definitely not going anywhere. “And if you’re a good boy, I’ll suck your dick when we get home.”

It’s cute he thinks he’s in charge right now.

I take a step toward him and wrap my fingers around his throat, loving the way his pulse flutters under my fingertips. My entire body is on fire, and I suppress the urge to bend him over and show him exactly who’s in charge. Barely, but I do. Apparently, we have a party to get to. “If you’re a good boy, I’ll let you suck my dick.”

His eyes darken as he glares at me but I don’t back down, in fact, I tighten my fingers around his neck for good measure. After a few seconds his shoulders relax, and he gives me a nod—or he would give me a nod if he could.

I brush my lips across his, relishing the shiver dancing down his spine and take a step back, even though I want nothing more than to push him back into the apartment and undress—for real this time. “I guess we should get going. I’m going to need you to suck me off—soon.”


FORTY-SIX
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As soon as the elevator opens, the entire top floor of The Jameson quiets.

There are a few potential reasons. Maybe the DJ coincidently stopped the music at the exact moment we arrived. Maybe the waiters just finished serving the appetizers and everyone is eating.

Or all these fucks were talking about us, and now that we’re here, we can no longer be the topic of their conversation. At least one that’s within earshot.

My money is on the last one.

Fucking should have listened to Mateo and just stayed home, balls deep in our girl. But dammit. I’ll do just about anything she wants which is why I’m here, in a tuxedo, making our first public appearance as a foursome.

I get it. Rumors of the four of us have been all over the gossip mags, and it seems we’re the unofficial mascots of “why choose hockey romance”, complete with the caption #goals.

We’re bound to get questions, looks, and harsh whispers meant to demean the relationship we’re building together.

And I couldn’t give two fucks.

As long as Charlotte is happy, that’s all I care about.

Well, and maybe my best friend, too, who is making a beeline straight for us.

Our relationship isn’t as easy as it was before Charlotte busted her way into our apartment, but it’s certainly better than what it was before we were locked in the escape room together, which, by the way, could have gone terribly wrong. Putting four hockey players with a lot of hurt feelings and simmering rage in a room together could have ended in bloodshed.

Thank God Harrison had decided to hear us out. Without his friendship and acceptance, there’s no way we could have all found our way back to each other.

And without my brother, the rest of my life would be lacking.

“There’s my favorite sister.” Harrison greets Charlotte with a smile, picking her up for a tight hug.

Her feet come off the ground, and she squeals, throwing her arms around his neck and pressing a kiss to his cheek. “Very funny. I’m your only sister.”

“Semantics.” He shrugs, completely ignoring the bright red lipstick on his face as he lets Charlotte down and gives Mateo and Roman a quick hug.

He shuffles my way, and fuck if I don’t miss my best friend. We’ve been so busy on the ice we haven’t seen much of each other. He may have forgiven me, but I’d give anything to have our relationship back to where it once was.

Harrison stops in front of me and something about him seems off. His smile doesn’t quite meet his eyes, and his tie, which is always impeccably tied, is crooked. He’s got dark circles under his eyes, but before I can ask what’s going on, that smile slips from his face and he pulls me in for a hug.

He slaps my back, I slap his.

As I’m about to pull back, his arms tighten, and he hugs me for a few extra seconds, but before I can ask about that, too, he clasps my shoulder and gestures to the room behind him. “It seems you guys are popular tonight.”

We both turn, glancing around the space, where sure enough, some people are blatantly staring while several others are really trying not to look our way and failing.

I grunt, side eyeing an older woman with the biggest hair I’ve ever seen. She’s standing to our left, staring our way without restraint. Maybe she should focus a little more on herself and a little less on Charlotte who’s laughing at something Mateo just said. “It seems like there’s a lot of people in here who need to mind their fucking business.”

“You’re pleasant tonight.” He laughs, gesturing to the mess of people hanging around the bar off to the side of the room. “People talk. No big. They can fuck off.”

“You’re in good spirits, too.” I glance around him and do a quick scan of the room. “You’re missing someone.”

Now it’s his turn to grunt, jamming his hands in his pants pockets and looking toward the ground. “Lydia and I broke up. Apparently, she’s a terrible person. Fuck you guys for not telling me.”

“What happened?” I’d like to say I’m surprised, but I saw that coming from a mile away. She was a terrible person for Harrison. They were never going to work. And yeah, we could have told him, but he was so invested we didn’t want to ruin it for him. At the end of the day, I wasn’t the one that had to stick my dick in her. If she made him happy, I was happy. Even though I saw nothing appealing about her whatsoever.

“What?” Mateo draws out the word, opening his eyes wide and placing a hand over his heart. Always the drama. “She seemed so nice. Not Lydia.”

Harrison huffs a laugh, accepting a glass of champagne from a passing waiter. “Your sarcasm is noted. Although, not necessarily appreciated.”

“Are you okay?” Charlotte ushers us to the side of the room as the noise picks up around us. The DJ is playing a new song, some type of slow jazz I don’t care for, and since we haven’t caused a scene, most people have gone back to their conversations.

“Yeah.” He nods, and he looks like he’s telling the truth. Although, I wish he would have felt like he could talk to me about the breakup before now. “Kinda relieved actually. You guys think I could get my old room back?”

Roman chuckles nervously, rubbing his hand along the back of his neck, and I know he’s thinking of a tactful way to say ‘no way in hell.’

But after a slightly awkward stare down between the five of us, with Charlotte turning a nice shade of pink, we all erupt into laughter.

“You should have seen your face.” Harrison points to Roman. “It was the same look you had when you were pulling out those fake intestines.”

Charlotte’s brows scrunch together as she peers between the two of them. Harrison is still chuckling while Roman’s face is getting redder by the second.

Mateo slings his arm around Charlotte, but before we can get a word out, there’s a scoff behind us. “Don’t you guys look cozy?”

Shane, Charlotte’s piece of shit ex-boyfriend. He must not have an ounce of self- preservation. Especially since he’s still standing there, a smarmy grin on his face, oblivious to the fact that there are four hockey players ready to rip him in half.

And we’ve all taken a step forward, sheltering Charlotte behind us. Harrison is flexing his fists at his sides. Roman glares at him, placing a hand on a very pissed off Mateo.

I cross my arms, clenching my jaw as I wait for him to dig his own fucking grave. This guy is an arrogant cocksucker, and there’s no way he came over here to be polite.

“Always knew your sister was easy, Harrison, but didn’t know she had it in her to fuck the whole hockey team. Bravo, Charlotte.” The bastard smacks his hands together, the slow clap of his imminent death. “Didn’t know hockey players were such chubby chasers. So, how does it work? Do you take turns? Do⁠—?”

We all move at once, trying to get to him, but he doesn’t get another word out. He doesn’t get a chance. Not when Charlotte pushes through us and punches him right in the mouth.

She doesn’t do much damage, but her message is clear.

Shane stares at her, his mouth opening and closing like the bloated fish he is.

I couldn’t be prouder of our girl standing up for herself. She deserves so much better than this dick. It’s a little fucked up I didn’t get to punch him first, but I’ll be okay.

Charlotte takes a step back, her gaze hot as she watches him, shaking out her fist. “Not another word. Walk away, Shane.”

She grabs Roman and Mateo, who both look close to combusting, and forces them to turn and start walking away. Harrison and I exchange a glance, and whatever he sees on my face—probably the rage simmering inside my bones—causes him to shake his head.

With a sigh, I turn and follow him to the bar. Or at least I was going to.

“That’s it, Charlotte. Run away. I’m sure the team is ready for you to open your legs, any⁠—”

I don’t hold back, whipping around and sucker punching him right in his smug face.

His nose crunches under my fist and he flies backwards, landing on his ass with a cry. His hands cover his nose and there’s a small trail of blood dribbling down his chin.

Let’s see if he’s still grinning after that.

My fingers flex as I stare down at him, daring him to get back up and say something else, but he just squirms around on the ground, bitching and moaning about how I punched him.

A hand squeezes my shoulder and I shrug it off, thinking it’s Harrison, but turn to find Coach Finn watching me with a raised brow. He looks around the room, and that’s when I notice everyone is now one hundred percent staring at me.

Well, fuck.

“This man bothering you?” He points down to Shane, his gaze never leaving mine.

I shake my head, taking a deep breath. “Not anymore, Coach.”

He stares at me for a few beats, and all I can do is wait for the other shoe to drop. Hell, that’s all everyone is doing right now.

I’m expecting him to yell, slap me with a fine, or at least give me one of his looks. You know, the ones that convey exactly how disappointed he is without a word. But then he waves over security and claps me on the back. “Will you guys take out the trash? Maybe next time, punch him outside, yeah? Less press that way.” He turns to walk away, but stops, looking between all of us. “I’m glad you all worked everything out. I would have hated to trade all of you.”

This time he does walk away, hollering at the gawkers and the looky-loos to mind their business as he crosses the room.

Charlotte flits to my side, tsking at me, while the guys nod their approval.

“You didn’t have to punch him.” Charlotte links her fingers through mine, a smile tugging at the corner of her lips.

“Sure I did.” I shrug, pulling her toward the dance floor, nodding for the guys to join us. “He needed to learn how to shut his mouth, and I couldn’t let you have all the fun.”

She giggles, pressing her lips to mine for a quick kiss.

Charlotte is the love of my life, the one person I thought I’d never deserve, and her… her and my two best friends, we’re a team. What we have and how we fit defy expectations and rules. We work… simply because we do.

I wouldn’t trade them for the entire world, and I have the rest of my fucking life to show them how grateful I am to have them in it.
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Epilogue




Charlotte

Finally, I get a moment to relax.

Jace is out for a run with Harrison, and Mateo is on the floor in front of the couch doing push-up number forty of what will likely be one hundred. These guys push themselves all year round, even in the off season.

You’d think I’d be used to this by now, growing up with my brother and Jace, and being in a polyamorous relationship with three NHL players for the past year or so, but their dedication to the game, to their team, and to their own fitness never ceases to amaze me.

I’m sprawled out on the couch, my legs resting on Roman’s lap as he rubs my feet. No fucking push-ups for me. They tried to encourage me to work out with them last week, but it ended in a pint of cookie dough ice cream and a black eye. 

Mateo’s still calling me Rocky, even though Jace’s bruise has mostly healed, and I maintain that it was an accident. Doesn’t matter if Jace was goading me the whole afternoon. I didn’t mean to hit him. Hard.

I think they all learned that the only exercise I’m going to volunteer for is to be twisted like a pretzel by the three of them in the bedroom.

Roman’s phone pings with a message, and he checks it was a grimace before returning back to my feet. “Mom said she can’t wait for her personal fitting. Can I tell you how disturbing it is that you’re making her lingerie?”

“But now she can be comfortable and sexy,” I tease and give him a big smile, nudging him with a toe.

He shudders and I can’t help but laugh.

Roman’s family is in town for a few days, and while we’ve video chatted a lot in the last several months, we’re finally getting to meet in person. Mateo is first on the chopping block. Him and Ro are leaving to have lunch with them in about forty minutes, and then the four of us, along with Harrison, are meeting them for dinner tomorrow.

His family has been great at accepting our unconventional relationship, and his mom is a huge supporter of me and my business. It didn’t take much to convince her to come over after their lunch so I could make her a few pieces.

Roman slides his hand down my left foot. The moan he pulls out of me when his thumb presses into the arch should probably be X-rated, and it makes Mateo pause, mid-push-up. He glances in our direction, picking a hand off the floor and does a one-handed push-up while he adjusts himself.

“And now I’m hard. Thanks, guys. Not like I’m trying to work out or anything.”

Well, now he’s just showing off with an extra one-handed push-up.

I suppress a laugh, peering down at him from the couch, watching his back muscles ripple as he lowers himself to the floor. Jesus. Why have I not been watching this the whole time?

I turn to Roman and I’m about to ask him if he’s seeing this, when his free hand wanders up my leg, inching over my knee and continuing up my thigh. With a small moan, I relax, letting my leg fall against the back of the couch.

Roman rewards me with a pleased hum, teasing the edge of my panties. Thank God the only other thing I’m wearing is an oversized T-shirt.

Mateo’s eyes are on me, the rest of his push-ups abandoned. “That’s it, Red. Open up for him.”

I roll my lips between my teeth before shaking my head. “Y’all need to shower and get your asses out the door in thirty-nine minutes. I’m not going to be responsible for you being late.”

Teo cocks his head, his eyes flicking to Roman. “She doesn’t think we can make her come for us, and get showered and out the door, in thirty-nine minutes, Ro.” He clicks his tongue. “We should show her what she gets for underestimating us.”

My pussy’s already wet, aching for Roman to slip his hand under the fabric, but I hold out a hand when his fingers move again. “Fine, prove it, but you can’t rip my panties this time. I already have a huge pile of ripped lace in my room.”

They both throw their heads back and groan.

“Can’t you just...?” Mateo waves a hand, doing another one-handed push-up. “You know, make some more?”

“I spend my days hand-sewing expensive, custom-made underwear, Mateo. You think I want to spend my weekends making myself new underwear because my boyfriends have the patience of a dog when the food bowl is placed in front of them?”

Roman chuckles. “Maybe you just need to train us with treats. You know, wait, wait, wait...” His fingers skim the edges of the delicate lace covering my smooth pussy. “Waaaaaait.” He’s instructing himself, but I arch my back, because there isn’t a single part of my body that wants him to wait.

“Okay, fine. Scouts honor.” Mateo throws me a salute before tucking his hand on his lower back. I guess one-handed push-ups are now his thing, at least for this set. “We won’t tear your underwear.”

Roman’s fingers stop moving. “At least not this pair.”

I roll my eyes before lifting my hips. The warning look I give him makes him cross his fingers over his heart before he eases my undies over my hips. He glides the lace panties down my legs before smirking and tossing them at Mateo’s face.

Teo snaps his teeth at the underwear but he misses, and it plops on the ground in front of him. On his next push-up, he buries his nose into the fabric, inhaling extra dramatically.

“Fuck, Red, your pussy smells so fucking sweet.”

My nipples tighten, and Roman nudges my legs further apart, sweeping his fingers through my slit before putting one in his mouth and sucking. “Tastes it, too.”

He repeats, this time putting his glistening finger in front of my mouth.

“Suck.” Mateo does another push up.

Oh, fuck. I take Roman’s finger into my mouth, swirling my tongue around the digit and moan.

“Tell him how good you taste, pretty girl,” Roman demands as he buries his fingers back into my soaking wet pussy.

I arch my back, rolling my hips to meet his hand, my answering moan dying on my lips as Roman curls his fingers deep inside me.

“Go on. Tell him,” he repeats, working his fingers inside me.

“I—Fuck. Fuck.” I grip his arm, holding him in place. The way he brushes his fingers against my G-spot makes a shiver dance down my spine. “G-g-good. I taste so fucking good.”

Roman snorts, his thumb tracing circles on my clit, sparks of pleasure skating over my skin as I moan again. “Good. She doesn’t taste good Mateo, she’s fucking delicious.”

My body trembles and my head falls back with a groan as Roman’s hands work me closer and closer to the edge. It’s not enough though, I need more.

Fuck.

My hips move on their own accord and Roman’s fingers thrust into me at a quickened pace. His thumb presses down on my clit, and I swear I see stars.

The front door swings open, and a sweaty, red-faced Jace bursts in, looking around the living room. “Honey, I’m h⁠—”

As soon as my eyes meet his, a scream rips from my body as my climax hits full force, my body shaking, muscles tensing. My fingers dig into the fabric of the couch as I’m hit by wave after wave of pleasure.

“Fuck.” Jace sounds far away, and there’s a loud bang like the door’s been slammed shut.

My orgasm doesn’t wane, it doesn’t have time. Roman is ruthless, and he doesn’t let up. Instead, he pushes me harder, one hand working my pussy while the other snakes up my shirt to pinch my nipples.

Eyes scrunched shut, I bite down on my bottom lip, my body convulsing and twitching as I charge head-first into another wave of bliss.

It feels so good.

“You’re a sight for sore fucking eyes, Charlotte.” Jace’s voice is tense, and when my eyes flutter open, his sweats are pulled down to his thighs and he’s stroking his dick.

Mateo leaps to his feet, his shorts tented with a raging boner. “We warmed her up for you, man. We need to bounce. Meeting the outlaws.” He winks.

I’d giggle, but Roman’s hand is still pressing against my most sensitive spots, and I’m not sure I can move.

Roman’s fingers start to slip from my pussy, but Jace stops him. “Hold her there for a sec.”

He shrugs, jerking his chin at his hand. “Not a problem. Take your time.”

Teo leans over me, planting a soft kiss on my forehead as Roman drags his fingers in and out of me, almost torturously slow. “I’m going for a shower. Gotta prove our girl wrong about our timekeeping skills.” He sweeps his thumb along my bottom lip. “But when I get back from lunch and we have the house to ourselves, I’m going to fuck you so hard you won’t be able to get out of bed for days.”

His words hang between Roman and me as Jace and Mateo leave the room. By the time Jace comes back into the room, I’m a panting mess. Beads of sweat trickle down my temples, and the whimpers tumbling out of my mouth are no longer in my control.

“You’re so pretty when you’re a sweaty, needy mess, aren’t you, Charlie?” Jace smirks down at me as Roman slips his fingers from me. 

“Put this on.” Jace tosses a bundle of black fabric at me.

“What is it?” I manage to pant out, sitting up and unrolling the material to reveal a black, gold, and purple Bayou Blades jersey with his name and number on the back. I can’t help giggling. “Really?” I peek over the top of the shirt, quirking a brow.

“Yes, really. Put. It. On.” He grinds the words out while shucking off his sweatpants. “Then I’m going to fuck you the way I should have when we were in high school.”

Roman grins at me before he whistles on an exhale. “Y’all have fun.” He sweeps his lips against mine, making my heart skip a beat. “Love you.”

“Love you, too. Good luck with Teo and your folks—aaaah.” My sentence ends on a shriek as Jace’s hand finds its way between my legs and he slaps his fingers down on my already sensitive clit.

“Charlotte. Put the fucking shirt on. Now.”

The way his chest heaves and the lust brewing in his eyes tells me he’s not going to last much longer before he snaps.

So I curl my fingers under the hem of my T-shirt and drag it up over my body as slow as I can. 

Jace’s breath stutters as my bare breasts are exposed, but I don’t give him very long before I pull the jersey over my head, all the way down over my bare chest, my hips, and tuck it under my butt. 

“Happy?” I smirk.

I don’t think happy is the right word to describe my boyfriend right now.

He doesn’t bother answering with words. He doesn’t need to. Instead, he takes two steps toward me, throws me over his fucking shoulder like a Neanderthal, and stomps toward his room.

I’m dangling down his back, flapping my arms, legs, and my hair is flailing wildly as I scream, slapping his ass for good measure.

Mateo’s door opens, and he sticks his head out, his gaze following us to the other side of the apartment. “Fuck. Wish we had more time to stay and watch whatever the fuck’s about to go down.”

Ten bucks says he’s stroking his dick, but I have no time to look, because in seconds, I’m plonked into the middle of Jace’s bed.

He crouches down to the floor like he’s looking for something. When he comes up empty, he dips out of the room and I huff, sitting up in the bed and crossing my arms. Not sure what he thinks he needs, but he could have at least said something.

Fucker. Got me all worked up and left? I think—the fuck—not.

I push up onto my elbows, staring at the door. “What the fuck, Jace?”

He reappears with a handful of lace fabric and a wicked grin.

“Hands up.”

I level him with a glare. “Those better be off-cuts.”

He holds up two strings of pieced together lace. “Off-cuts and tied together. Less talking, more doing.” He gestures at the poles either side of the bed.

When I move my hands close to the bars, he grabs them one at a time, tying me to his bed with the extra lace—pieces discarded once the lingerie is made. He leaves enough slack that I can move, or he can move me if he’d like, but it’s not enough that I can touch him.

His wolfish grin is still in place as he rakes my body with his hungry stare. “Fucking gorgeous, Charlotte Fournier. So fucking stunning.”

He pauses for a beat, his teeth scraping across his bottom lip like he’s trying to make a decision. Eventually, he grabs my ankles and quickly flips me onto my stomach. “On your elbows and knees, Charlotte. I need to see my name across your body. This is gonna be quick and dirty, then we can take a shower.”

My heart thrashes as I struggle to get into position, and I’ll be damned if his words don’t make my already wet pussy, wetter. I love the way they take me when they need me.

His hands knead my ass cheeks before he lands a light smack. “And in the shower, I’m going to eat your pretty little cunt until you spray cum all over my face.”

My breath catches on a moan, a deep, guttural, feral, needy moan that makes my back arch and my ass scoot back toward where he should be behind me, but he’s not there.

“Hungry?”

I can’t even answer, I’m too consumed with the ache between my legs. I just nod, and push back against him even more.

He hisses out a breath. “I was planning on making you wait, Charlie, but… Fuck.”

I wiggle again, his hard cock sliding against my ass, and I groan. I just had multiple orgasms, and I’m already desperate for another.

“Fuck it.”

Before I can breathe, react, or even think, he’s slammed his whole cock inside me. It’s not a gasp that falls from my lips, it’s an animalistic roar as I grip the lace and slide my knees a bit further apart.

He curls my hair around his fist and jerks my head back, a biting sting radiating through my scalp, before he tucks some more leftover lace into my mouth.

His balls slam against me as he drives deep inside, which would normally make my head loll, but he’s got my hair pulled tight, and isn’t letting up. He drills me in a solid, steady rhythm.

“Who do you belong to, Charlotte?”

“You.” My word is mumbled around the fabric, but I’m not spitting it out, I kind of like having my mouth full while he rails me.

He’s like a man possessed, fucking me relentlessly, deeply, like he owns me, and has owned me for all time. “Who do you belong to, Charlotte?” His repeated question comes out on a grunt. He’s picking up speed, his hips slamming into mine as he charges toward release.

“You.” That time it sounded like a wail, and I gag on the material in my mouth.

His breath is hot on my face as he reaches around and pulls out the lace. “Who the fuck do you belong to, Charlotte?” His growl sends goosebumps all over my body.

As I scream his name, he empties himself inside me, his hands gripping my hips so tight he’s going to leave bruises. I can’t get enough.

“Fucking right you belong to me.” His words are hoarse, and come out between ragged breaths. He doesn’t wait long before he pulls his cock out of me, but he’s putting something—a short but wide toy—inside me a beat later.

“There.” He sounds so proud of himself. “Now you can shower with my cum inside you.” He flips me onto my back. “Tell me who you belong to, Charlotte Fournier.”

“You, Jace. I belong to you.”

The softness and love in his eyes bring tears to my own.

“Damn straight.” He brushes his nose against mine. “You belong to all of us. Forever.”

[image: ]


Thank you so much for reading My Brother’s Teammates!! I really hope you loved seeing Charlotte step into her power and find a happy ending with three hottie hockey players.

Not ready for this story to end? CLICK HERE to sign up for our newsletters and get a nice glimpse at what the future has in store for Charlotte, Jace, Mateo, and Roman.
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As Indie Authors, we’d love your help spreading the word about My Brother’s Teammates. If you enjoyed the story, please consider leaving a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or even referring it to a friend. Even a sentence or two makes a huge difference.

Thank you for taking this journey with us.

Melissa and Lasairiona
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