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            Chapter One

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      By the time I pull into my driveway, it’s dark outside. My parents didn’t even bother to leave the light on. And why would they? It’s not like they even care if I come home anymore, not after what I did.

      My body hurts from training too hard, the ache burrowing deep inside my bones. Every time the phantom pain from my past comes calling, I try to ignore the throbbing sensation spreading down my thigh. But when that happens, the darkness always wins out. I never fight it. Because I love chasing the next high and the sweet rush of adrenaline as it courses through my veins.

      I need the reminder that I’m still alive, even though I feel like I died a long time ago.

      I should have died.

      It should have been me.

      Now, I’m left with the guilt, pain, and a constant reminder of how much I fucked up, the scar above my left eyebrow—another reminder. Every time I look in the mirror, I have to confront my past. If only I could embrace it before it eats me alive from the inside out.

      I blink a few times to clear my vision and get out of the Mustang, a late sixties Fastback my grandfather had left to me in his will. I was born into a family with old money, the car being one of the many toys I’d inherited from Grandpa Joe along with a sizable trust fund. They say money can’t buy happiness. I know that more than anyone. Because no amount of money can erase the parts of my life I wish I could forget.

      Leaning against the door, I stare up at the old colonial I moved into last year with my parents. After what had happened back in Boston, they forced me to leave my friends and relocate to Lower Merion, an upscale suburban town on the outskirts of Philadelphia.

      For once, the light isn’t on in my father’s office, yet he’s home. That’s a first. He must have drunk himself to sleep. I can only hope. When the house is still, I like to sneak in through the back door to avoid my dad. He hates me for all the trouble I have caused. Even though he won’t say it, I know he wishes I’d taken my brother’s place.

      I have trouble keeping my eyes open, the weight of my day and everything that came along with it hitting me all at once. After I cut through the hole in the tall hedges surrounding my property and step into my backyard, I glance over at the Roman’s house. It has the same brick front and painted shutters as mine, though the chips in their blue paint shows years of wear and neglect my father would never tolerate.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I catch something moving. I look up at the top floor to find Mia pushing open the curtains to her bedroom window. She can hear the purr of the Mustang’s engine from around the corner. My best friend’s little sister is always waiting for me when I get home. And despite the shame I feel about keeping our nights together a secret, I don’t regret spending a single second with Mia Roman.

      Sitting on her windowsill, Mia smiles down at me. She’s the one good thing in my life. I often catch myself thinking of what it would be like to kiss Mia. Then, I remind myself that Will, her older brother and my best friend, would kill me for even thinking about her. A girl this sweet should stay far away from a monster like me.

      But once I look into her pretty blue eyes that light up every time she sees me, I’m a goner. I have trouble staying away from my precious little lamb. She’s the one girl who sees all the darkness in me and welcomes it. Mia never judges me, and I never have to hide from her.

      My vision blurs slightly as I look up at her, my balance a little unsteady. Damn, how much shit did I take? On nights like these, I don’t care as long as the pain goes away.

      Mia raises her hand to give me a tiny wave, which I return before she tilts her head toward the shed in the backyard. What had started as us talking to each other from our sides of the fence turned into us spending most nights together. We meet at the swing set on the opposite side of her parents’ old shed. It’s our retreat from the world. If only I had the nerve to tell her everything. But I fear she will grow to hate me, same as everyone else who knows the truth about my past, and I can’t have that.

      I give her a quick nod to acknowledge I’ll meet her later. She has to wait until Will passes out before she can sneak out of the house. I wave one more time, with the promise to see her, and remove my cell phone from my pocket. Using the light from the screen, I jam my key inside the lock and push my shoulder into the door. The damn thing sticks when it’s hot outside, making it harder to avoid my parents.

      Luckily, the lights are off in the kitchen, so I creep through the darkness and head toward the stairs. The house is eerily silent. Drawing unwanted attention to myself in this house will only get me in a world full of trouble. For the most part, my dad is harmless. He mostly yells and curses, taking out his frustration on me.

      I climb the steps, thankful to make it to the third floor without getting hassled. But my small victory is short-lived. When I push I open my bedroom door, my dad is sitting on my bed with a wooden box in his hand. Carved by hand, from bark my grandfather had at his cabin, the box holds all of my secrets—memories of Grandpa Joe and Erik, old family photos of happier times, and the one thing I never wanted him to find.

      Hidden deep beneath the velvet lining is my biggest secret, one that my father now knows. Why else would he be here?

      My dad sighs when he hears my footsteps, slowly glancing up at me with tears in his eyes. His face looks puffy as if he’s been crying for a while.

      “So, this is the reason?” He holds the box out for me to take, and I do, stealing it away from him in a hurry.

      Hands trembling, I flip open the top and sift through the contents.

      He shakes his head. “You’re leaving. I want you out of my house and out of my life.”

      Reeking of bourbon and cigars, he gets up from the mattress and stands in front of me. Even with my height and build, he still has age and power over me.

      Sometimes, I let him take out his aggression on me. I deserve it. All of it.

      My lip trembles along with the rest of my body. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Yes, you are, Ethan. I don’t want to hear another word. Your grandmother is expecting you. So is Whitmore.”

      The mention of Whitmore makes me cringe. I’m not fucking going there.

      “I’m eighteen now. You can’t make me go.”

      He tilts his head back and laughs. “Oh, yes, I can. Your grandfather put a provision in your trust. I’m in charge of it until you’re twenty-five. I’d like to see how far you get without a cent from me.”

      I roll my shoulders, unaffected by his threat. “Then, I’ll ask Grams.”

      He uses my grandparents’ money against me all the time. We’ve had this fight more times than I can count, and I’m sick of it.

      “Think again.” He smirks. “She won’t budge, and neither will I.”

      “Then, I’ll get a job.” I come face-to-face with him, so close that our noses are almost touching. “I don’t need you or your money.”

      “Maybe not, but you need my connections. One phone call is all it would take to ruin your professional hockey career. Do you want that? Because I can take away everything you’ve ever wanted in the blink of an eye.”

      He doesn’t need to say it aloud, because I know what he’s thinking. I took everything from him.

      “No,” I mutter, the word a whisper on my lips.

      No matter how smart I think I am, he’s always one step ahead of me. He knows better.

      “I’m supposed to go to Strick U with Will in the fall. Coach is expecting us.”

      He shoves his hands into his pockets and steps back so he can look into my eyes. “Not anymore. I called the school and declined your acceptance. The coach was disappointed you’re not joining Will, but you have more important things to worry about. Get some help, Ethan. You need it.”

      I do need help, and I hate to admit my father is right. For once, he’s calm, instead of the usual belligerent mess I have grown accustomed to over the last two years. All of my bad qualities I get from him. We’re alike in so many ways, yet we act as though we have nothing in common. I’m not Erik. I never will be. That’s all that matters to him.

      He shakes his head at me one last time, disappointment and disgust registering most when he looks at the box in my hands. “You are going. End of discussion. Have your bags packed and ready. You leave after graduation.”

      I consider running away. But how far would I get without money? My car would run out of gas before I made it one state over. I’m completely dependent on him, and that’s no one’s fault but my own. With my only real friends next door, I could live with the Romans. But I don’t want them to know about my old life. I keep that shit locked away along with the secrets I bury in this box.

      Maybe one day I will tell Will—he should know the person he calls his best friend. But Mia? I can’t stand the thought of her looking at me any differently than she does now. Even if what she feels for me is just a childhood crush, I don’t care. The hour each night we spend together instantly repairs all the shitty parts of my days.

      After my dad leaves my bedroom, I sit on the mattress and glance out the window. Mia’s room faces mine. I remember the first time I saw her as if it were yesterday. She was singing into a hairbrush, wearing nothing more than a yellow bikini with white polka dots. She’s so innocent and pure, with her pale skin and blonde hair that’s almost white, hence why she’s my little lamb.

      Now, I have to break her heart along with mine. I have to say goodbye.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      Sneaking out the back door, I hold my breath and hope for the best. I do the same thing every night. If my older brother ever finds out that I meet his best friend in our backyard, he will kill both of us. I’ve been hanging out with Ethan Waters behind my brother’s back for months. We wait until after midnight, when our houses are silent, and then we drink soda and eat junk food while we rehash our days.

      It’s the only thing I look forward to anymore. Knowing that Ethan is waiting for me, my heart races so fast my head spins. Every nerve ending in my body comes alive in anticipation of seeing him again. We both know what we’re doing is wrong. But do we care? Not really. And it’s not like we ever crossed the line, despite the nagging desire I fight to kiss Ethan every time he’s within twenty feet of me.

      If Will ever discovers our secret friendship, he will lose his shit. My brother has a strict rule about his friends doing as little as looking at me, let alone hanging out with me. Ever since Ethan moved from Boston to Lower Merion last year, we’ve danced around the idea of us being together. A few times, I thought he might kiss me. Instead, Ethan stopped, his lips inches from mine as his breath warmed my skin.

      The closer Ethan comes to graduating from high school, the more nervous I am about our relationship. We’ve become friends, and some days, I need him a lot more than he needs me. I live for the nights when we have this special time to ourselves. With my brother always around, I can never get close to Ethan.

      I shut the door behind me, doing my best not to make a sound. My parents turned off their light twenty minutes ago, forcing me to wait for Will. But he never sleeps. Once I hear his PlayStation turn on, and the sound of bombs penetrating the wall we share, I creep down the back stairwell. Almost every night I repeat the same routine.

      A small part of me likes sneaking around with Ethan because of the risk involved. It’s exciting. Being with Ethan is unlike any other experience I’ve had with a boy. Well, he’s not a boy. Ethan is a man now.

      Ethan never treats me like Will’s little sister. He knows better than anyone my brother is way too protective of me. The first time Will caught Ethan staring at my lips for longer than normal, he went ballistic. Ethan never looked at me again that way—at least not in front of Will.

      When I reach the shed, Ethan’s on his usual swing, staring down at his feet. My heart aches at the sight of him. He looks so depressed. I instinctively crouch in front of him and wait for him to raise his head. Our eyes meet, the electric current flowing between us sends a chill down my spine.

      “Hey,” he says under his breath. His eyes are red-rimmed and glassy.

      “Hey, yourself.” I grab his knees to stabilize myself, and Ethan clasps my wrists with his calloused hands. A brush of heat dances along my skin, making me dizzy from the simple connection between us.

      I take in his manly scent, a hint of laundry detergent mixed with cloves, and stare into his green eyes. A strand of shaggy brown hair falls over his forehead, giving him an unkempt look I have come to appreciate. He’s the hottest guy in the neighborhood. Hell, Ethan Waters is the hottest man in the city. And he’s here with me, of all people.

      “Why do you look so bummed?”

      He shrugs, still holding onto me. “My dad. You know, the usual.” Ethan turns his head to the side, the moonlight hitting his tanned skin just right. Ethan releases his grip on me and touches the scar above his left eyebrow. He winces, something he does all the time as if what gave him that scar still haunts him.

      Ethan and his parents have issues, about what, I have no idea. He likes to make jokes about bad situations where I tend to shut down. Sometimes, my family can hear the Waters screaming at each other from the other side of the fence. Mr. Waters is an asshole of the highest degree. If Ethan as much as slacks off at hockey practice, loses a game, or gets less than an ‘A’ in school, he gets a lashing from his father. Anything less than perfect is unacceptable.

      Ethan says his father is only trying to toughen him up, but I disagree. Though, I’m here to listen, not to tell Ethan what to do. That’s why our arrangement works so well. He talks about hockey, school, and his parents without any judgment from me. The only topic we never discuss is girls, and I prefer to keep it that way for my sanity. I would go crazy knowing if my crush has any interest in girls who are not me.

      I get up from the crouched position in front of Ethan and sit on the swing next to him. “I’m here if you want to talk about anything.”

      He turns his head, so our eyes meet, and a hint of a smile tugs at the corners of his mouth. “I’d rather hear about your day. Tell me something good.”

      Ethan starts all of our conversations the same way. No matter how bad of a night he’s having, he always wants to know more about me. I love that he puts me first. In fact, I love everything about Ethan. But he’s off-limits. My brother would never understand our relationship, and my parents would have a fit given our three-year age difference.

      On occasion, my mom makes comments about the way I look at Ethan. She’s even more concerned about the way he looks at me as if I’m the only person in the entire room. School used to suck, and so did the catty girls who tormented me daily until Ethan took care of them for me.

      The first time we hung out was an accident. I was crying on the swing set when Ethan came rushing outside in a fit of anger. He’d had another fight with his dad, who was piss drunk and yelling obscenities out the door. Ethan heard me sniffling back tears and wanted to know what made me cry.

      He was so sweet and nothing like the rough and tough hockey player when he pulled me into his arms and let me cry against his chest. I confessed the trouble I was having with the girls at school, who never bothered me again after that night. Ethan wasn’t my older brother’s best friend anymore. No, he became so much more to me.

      When I don’t respond right away, he repeats, “Tell me something good.”

      “Other than being here with you?”

      I blush ten shades of red from my cheeks to my chest.

      What’s wrong with me? I’m never this forward. The words fell from my lips before I could stop myself from saying them aloud.

      Ethan gives me one of his boyish grins that cause my heart to skip a beat. “Just so you know, Mia, I like talking to you, too. Sometimes, I feel like you’re the only person who gets me.”

      I grab hold of the metal ropes, the nerves bubbling up in my chest. “What about my brother? Don’t you talk to him?”

      “I don’t know. Will says stupid shit that doesn’t help the situation anytime I try to talk to him about my parents. And you know how he acts when it comes to hockey.”

      “Like he’s too good for everyone.” I make it sound like a joke, though I mean it.

      The right corner of his mouth curls up as he winks at me. “Yep. He’s such a cocky bastard.”

      “You’re better than him, E. But don’t tell him I said so.”

      What had started out with writing M + E in my notebook soon became his nickname. Ethan never corrects me when I call him E. Sometimes he calls me his little lamb because he compares himself to a wolf, though I don’t find him the least bit scary. I love having this special connection with him.

      He cocks an eyebrow at me. “You think so?”

      I bob my head. “I know so, and I’m not just saying that because I like you and my brother gives me a hard time. I’ve watched all of your games over the past year and some of your practices. You and my brother will go pro together. I don’t doubt it.”

      Ethan sighs. “I’ll miss you, Mia.”

      His words hit me like a punch to the gut. Why, because he’s going to college in the fall with my brother? Strickland University is only thirty minutes from my house. Upset by the thought of not seeing him every night, I choose to ignore his comment. Whatever time we have left is precious.

      Ethan grabs my hand and holds it tight. “I’m leaving after graduation.”

      My heart plummets into my chest when I do the math. We only have four more days together. I can’t breathe, the sickness rising from the back of my throat, choking me. He can’t do this to me.

      No. Please. Don’t leave me.

      I want to say all of this to Ethan, but the words never come out.

      Ethan squeezes my hand once more and smiles. “Tell me about your day. I want to hear all about it. Give me the worst and best moments.”

      I suck in a deep breath, holding it far too long before I let it out. The worst part of my day now has to do with Ethan, but I can’t bring myself to tell him the truth. We have four days together. I can’t ruin them.

      “Well, I already told you one of the best.”

      He chuckles. “If hanging out with me is even in your top five, then I can’t imagine the worst one.”

      I smile through the fear and pain of losing Ethan and hope that our last night together is one I’ll remember forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      I’m an asshole. I should turn around and say goodbye to Mia. But I can’t. It’s better if she doesn’t know the reason I have to leave and why I have to run away from the new life I’ve built in Pennsylvania. She would hate me if she knew the truth. So, it’s better this way. Now, she can hate me for an entirely different reason.

      Soon enough, Mia will have new friends and forget all about me. I cringe at the thought of her having a boyfriend. I can’t have her, but that doesn’t make me want her any less.

      As I drive down I-95, I switch lanes to get around the tortoise hogging up the left lane. My mind wanders between Mia and my new destination. I told Will I have to take care of my sick grandmother who lives in Boston. At least part of that lie was true. I do have a grandmother who lives in Boston, though she’s probably in better shape than most women her age and sharp as a tack.

      It was the best excuse I could come up with when I broke the news to Will. He said he understood why I had to bail on our hockey plans and that family comes first, which only made me feel like a piece of shit for craving his little sister for the past year.

      All it takes is one life-altering mistake to ruin everything. I didn’t expect one night to change my life. But it did. Now, it’s time to face the consequences.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Mia: Ten years later

        

      

    

    
      After another shitty day at The Philadelphia Inquirer, I come home to my apartment that smells like a Chinese restaurant. My stomach growls from the scent of General Tso’s chicken rising from the ground floor. I reach into my bag, pull out three dollars, and sigh when I realize I can’t even afford dinner. At least payday is on Friday.

      I lean against the wall by the front door and strip off my lace-up canvas boots. Starting at my knees, I tug at the fabric until each row finally gives, relieving me of the pressure. For the past eight hours, I stood outside of City Hall waiting to get a comment from the Mayor of Philadelphia about the new law requiring all businesses operating in the city to favor cash over credit cards. It was a long day, to say the least, where I spent hours drinking Coke and snacking as I counted down the seconds before I could drag my ass back home.

      Exhausted, I stagger into the kitchen and open the freezer. Given my lack of choices, I remove the bottle of vodka and a TV dinner and set them on the counter. If I’m lucky, I’ll make it until the end of the week without having to bum some cash from my older brother. The thought makes me cringe. I can’t handle another brotherly conversation from Will about my current situation.

      As I shut the freezer door, an unwelcome banging on the floor below causes me to jump. Living in the city, with all the car horns and noises, takes some getting used to. My parents moved to Arizona for retirement, leaving my brother and me behind. I rented this shithole in Center City, Philadelphia in the hopes it would be a temporary situation. That was three years ago.

      Still startled and on edge, I yelp when my cell phone rings. I remove the phone from my pocket and check the Caller ID. It’s my older brother.

      “What do you want?”

      “Hey, baby sis,” Will yells into the phone, slurring his words. “Is that any way to talk to the person who helped you with your homework when you were a kid?”

      I laugh. “I wouldn’t gloat for too long. Look how far that got me.” The sounds of rap music assault my eardrum, making it harder to hear Will over the people screaming around him. “Where are you?” I shout over the noise.

      A beat passes between us where I listen to the song change over before Will speaks again. “I need to stay with you for a while. My apartment flooded, and now, I’m homeless until the condo association fixes the damage. I was able to grab a bag of clothes and get out before part of the ceiling collapsed.”

      “You’re messing with me, right?” This sounds like one of the many stories Will has told me over the years to screw with me. He says I will fall for anything. And Will loves to exploit my weakness.

      “No, not this time. The old lady upstairs fell asleep in her tub with the water running. Can I come stay or what?”

      With our parents over two thousand miles away, what choice do I have?

      “Yeah, I guess so. When are you coming over?”

      “I’m at McFadden’s for happy hour.”

      “Why are you drinking? I thought you guys made the playoffs.”

      “We did. Our first game is next week. I’m out celebrating with a few of the guys on my team.”

      “Whatever,” I sigh. “Get your ass here before I go to bed. I had the day from hell, and I’m not staying up all night waiting around for your drunk ass.”

      “Whatever you say, boss. We’ll be there in a few hours.”

      After I hang up, it hits me that Will said ‘we’ as in he plans to bring someone to my apartment. That shit won’t fly with me. I agreed to let my brother stay here, not one of his one-night stands. Because of our last name—Roman—and the fact Will is always with a girl on his arm, the media dubbed him Romeo. He sure as hell lives up to his nickname.

      While I have two bedrooms, they’re tiny and barely enough space for me. Will can forget about me doing his dirty work for him in the morning. I’m not kicking out whatever puck bunny he brings home with him.
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        * * *

      

      Hours pass before a knock at the door pulls me from my nap on the couch. I glance at the digital clock on the end table and sigh. As usual, Will didn’t keep his promise. He’ll be late for his funeral.

      Wiping the sleep from my eyes, I stagger toward the front door in pink polka dot pajamas, a black tank top, and fuzzy slippers. A few more knocks pound onto the wood, shaking the door.

      “I’m coming,” I shout. “Chill out.”

      When I open the door, I gasp at the sight of Ethan Waters standing next to my brother. He left me ten years ago without a second thought. And I still hate him for it.

      He told Will he had to take care of his sick grandmother in Boston, and yet, he couldn’t even make a simple phone call or send an e-mail to explain his sudden disappearance. I still don’t buy his excuse. Now that I work for The Philadelphia Inquirer, I have resources that allow me to dig into people’s pasts.

      His grandmother was never sick. In fact, she’s alive and healthy and still working as an advisor at the company her husband founded. The Waters have tons of money, and that kind of wealth makes it easier to cover secrets.

      Ethan is hiding something, though I still haven’t figured out what’s worth so much secrecy. His family has a lot of connections which have made it near impossible to determine the reason for his absence. He showed up three years ago when he was traded from the Oilers to the Flyers. He still acts if nothing happened without a single explanation.

      When he returned, he was cocky and arrogant and nothing like the boy I once knew. Ethan hasn’t treated me the same since our last night on the swing set. He’s always rude and acts like the entitled prince that he is. The sight of him on my doorstep makes my skin burn and my nostrils flare.

      I point at Ethan while speaking to Will. “What’s he doing here? I said you could come, not this idiot.”

      “Let me in,” Ethan slurs as he pushes past me to get inside. He stumbles, tripping over his feet, and somehow regains his balance.

      Since I moved out of my parents’ house, I’ve avoided Ethan at all costs, which means spending less time with my brother. On occasion, Ethan stops by with Will when they’re not on the road with the Flyers. I try to sneak over to the apartment they share when I know Ethan’s not around. Distance and time are what I needed from Ethan. I could use a little more right about now.

      “You’re the most infuriating person I’ve ever met,” I yell, my face twisted in disgust. “Of all the people to show up with Will, it had to be you. I would’ve preferred one of his puck bunnies.”

      “Don’t get your panties twisted,” Ethan hisses, with one eye open. “Or I’ll have to rip them off you.” He walks away from me and into the kitchen so, of course, I follow behind him.

      “Gross,” I growl. “Like I would let you touch me. Who knows what disease-ridden skanks you were hanging out with tonight.”

      “Can you two get along for five minutes?” Will says from behind me. “This situation sucks, but we have to make the best of it.”

      I narrow my eyes at Will. “Wait, you think this jerk is staying here?”

      “He doesn’t have anywhere to go.”

      “He has credit cards, a trust fund, and a contract from the Flyers. I couldn’t even afford to buy dinner tonight. I should be staying with you, not the other way around. Will, I agreed to let you sleep here not the manwhore of Philadelphia. I might contract something if he stays with us. God knows where he’s been.”

      Is my brother any better? Not really. In fact, he might even be worse than Ethan. More often than not, Will lands on the pages of my newspaper with a different girl on his arm.

      Ethan stalks toward me. “You wish you could have me, princess. Bitter isn’t a good look for you.”

      “I hate you,” I scream, not realizing my anger.

      “No, you don’t.” Ethan throws his hands onto his hips, drawing my attention to his thick chest and muscular arms.

      Why does someone so attractive have to be so damn annoying? After all the years of hating Ethan, and him being a dick in return, I can’t stand the sight of Ethan fucking Waters. He knows he’s God’s gift to women. And he is, which makes me hate him even more.

      Will and Ethan raid my fridge for a few minutes before they realize I have nothing to offer.

      “Speaking of credit cards.” Ethan stares into my empty fridge that contains condiments and a few aged half-eaten takeout containers I need to throw out. “Why don’t you use yours to buy some food?”

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I stare up at Ethan. Who the hell does he think he is? What I do with my money is none of his business.

      “Because I have student loans, rent, a car payment, and no money left on my credit card,” I quip. “If you two are going to stay here, you can at least buy your own food. I can’t afford to take care of you.”

      “We’ll get you some food tomorrow,” Will mumbles. “I hate to see you living like this.” He shakes his head, and the same white-blond hair as mine falls onto his forehead. “Why didn’t you say something, Mia? I have money. You don’t have to live like this.”

      “Food would be great,” I interject. “Enough about me. I don’t need another brotherly lecture.”

      Will reaches for the bottle of vodka in my freezer, but I steal it away from him. “You’ve had enough to drink tonight.” I tuck the bottle back in place and shut the freezer door. “I made up the bed for you in the guest room. Why don’t you get some sleep? I have to get up early for work.”

      “Me, too.” Will cups my shoulder with his big hand, his balance a little unsteady with how much alcohol he’s drunk. “We have an interview with your paper in the morning.”

      Leaving Ethan in the kitchen, I lead Will into the guest bedroom that’s the size of a walk-in-closet. My brother stumbles into the dark room and walks into the metal bed frame, hitting his shin pretty hard.

      “Fuck,” he yells and falls onto the mattress, grabbing his leg with both hands.

      I sit next to him and turn on the bedside lamp. The dim light casts a shadow on his face. We’re three years apart and look so much alike with our mother’s white-blonde hair and light blue eyes.

      “Do you want me to grab you a glass of water and some Tylenol?”

      He shakes his head and sinks into the pillows, staring up at me with one eye open. “Nah, I’m good. Night, baby sis.”

      I strip off his shoes, throw them onto the floor, and push myself up from the bed. “Night, big bro.”

      Will is snoring by the time I close the door behind me. For a few seconds, I forget what awaits me in the kitchen, until I find Ethan sitting on the counter pounding the bottle of vodka. Asshole.

      “Hand it over.” I hold out my palm and wait for him to give it to me.

      Ethan tips the discount bottle of vodka I bought last year to his lips and winks at me, drinking most of the remaining liquid just to spite me. He takes one more sip before he places the bottle in my hand and squeezes my fingers around it along with his. A chill runs through me from the cold bottle and the effect Ethan’s touch has on me.

      We always had chemistry, so it’s no surprise that being this close to him stirs up feelings from the past. Those emotions last for all of three seconds before I remember what he did to me. He left me behind as if I meant nothing to him. Snapping myself back to reality, I recall how much I hate Ethan and turn away from him.

      When he slides off the counter, he falls into me, knocking my shoulder. I stumble for a second and use the refrigerator handle for support.

      “Time for you to go to bed,” I tell Ethan.

      “Yes, Mommy,” he says, breathing vodka in my face. “Are you going to tuck me in and give me a goodnight kiss?”

      I snort. “In your dreams, buddy.”

      He hooks his arm around my back, and his hand grazes my left breast.

      “Don’t be a pig, Ethan.”

      Oblivious to his groping of my tit, he mutters, “What are you bitching about now?”

      He’s trashed and more belligerent than when he used to sleep over at our house in high school. Ethan was never mean to me when we were younger. Our relationship was special, something I had treasured. I have to constantly remind myself that he’s not the same person.

      I grab hold of the divider, which separates the living room from the kitchen, to help Ethan over to the couch without knocking the pictures from the wall.

      How much did these idiots drink? Ethan and Will were always big partiers, but ever since Will was selected by the Flyers, he’s cut down his drinking. At least he did until Ethan was traded to the team. Apparently, he’s a bad influence on my brother.

      We almost take out the flat-screen television on top of the oak chest my parents had given me when they moved. Ethan’s body is like dead weight in my arms. Somehow, I manage to get him over to the sofa without falling onto the floor, with my arm around his back and his weight pushing down on me. But not without him taking me with him.

      I’m about to dump him on the cushions when his foot tangles with mine, tripping me in the process. We fall sideways onto a stack of pillows. He’s two hundred twenty pounds of solid muscle, toned to perfection, and draped over me like a heavy blanket. The heat from his body makes me crave the closeness. I’m all too aware of how my body responds to him.

      My nipples harden from his breath on my neck and the connection we share. I missed Ethan when he was in Boston, but that man is long gone. In place of the boy I fell in love with, I got a hockey star and an arrogant one at that.

      Ethan nestles his face against my neck, his lips grazing my skin. His kisses send chills down my spine. Is he too drunk to realize he’s kissing me? Ugh. And why do I like it so much? Because I’ve wanted him to kiss me for over ten years. I can’t go from hating to liking Ethan all over again. That ship has sailed.

      Ethan perks up, taking in his surroundings with one eye open. As if we’re still kids, I place my hand on his knee. Why does everything feel so natural with Ethan? I shake the thought from my head, but the nagging in the back of my mind won’t go away. My feelings for Ethan never dissipated. The love I once felt mostly turned to hate, and on occasion, those emotions turn to lust. And I despise myself for thinking of Ethan this way.

      He sensually runs his calloused fingers down my forearm, causing the tiny hairs to stand at attention. Even in his drunken state, Ethan knows exactly what he’s doing. Everywhere our skin meets leaves a trail of fire in its wake. I want to throw him off me, but instead, I allow him to massage me. We don’t speak or make eye contact.

      “Your skin is soft like a baby,” he whispers. “I could touch you all night, my little lamb.”

      You haven’t called me that in years.

      I raise a curious eyebrow. My little lamb. My three favorite words in the English language.

      “You’re only saying that because you’re drunk. Don’t think I’ll forget about you bailing on me.”

      He sighs and leans back against the couch pillow, still rubbing my skin. “You wouldn’t understand. It’s not what you think. No matter how many times I tell you that, you don’t believe me.”

      “Then tell me why you left?”

      He moves his hand to the sofa, and I already miss his touch. “Forget it! Just go to bed, Mia.”

      Ethan pulls his shirt over his head and throws it on the floor. I lick my lips at the sight of his muscular chest and abs that make me want to bounce quarters off them.

      He rolls onto his back and looks up at me. “You know, it wouldn’t kill you to have a little fun every once in a while. Stop being such a pain in my ass.”

      “I wish I could, Ethan, but I have to work hard if I want to get anywhere. I’m not as naturally gifted and perfect as you.”

      He snorts at my comment. “I’m not perfect, far from it. Stop pretending like you know shit about me…” His voice sounds sad before he trails off. “No one does. Not anymore, anyway.”

      I suck in a deep breath and blow it out, frustrated and somewhat upset by our exchange. “You have one chance. That’s it. Continue to act like a jerk and you’ll have to find another place to crash. I don’t even know why either of you would want to stay with me when you can both afford to sleep in a hotel. I’m sure your insurance policy will pay for it.”

      He sighs but doesn’t respond, hopefully letting it sink in, though I’m sure he’s too drunk to absorb anything I’m saying.

      After a long, awkward pause, Ethan clutches my waist and pulls me to his chest. I attempt to break free from his grasp, but my desire to fight him only causes him to tug harder at my tank. He turns me so that half of my body is on top of his.

      “What are you doing, Ethan?”

      With my head next to his, our mouths only inches apart, his glassy green eyes meet mine. I wish I could find the courage to pull away from him. He makes me weak. Being this close, I want to kiss Ethan and find some form of comfort in him even if it’s only for one kiss.

      Ethan raises his fingers to my cheek and begins to cup my face with his big hand. “You’re beautiful, Mia,” he whispers, his voice low and sensual. “Not kissing you before I left is still one of my biggest regrets. And now… you hate me.”

      I don’t respond to his comment because it’s probably for the best.

      He props his head on a stack of pillows, his eyes slowly closing. “Stay with me. For the night.”

      Ethan moves around to get comfortable, giving me some room. He’s in such good shape. There’s not an ounce of fat on him, making me feel self-conscious in my pajamas. Distracted by his abs, I stop for a second to take in the sight of him. I stare for far too long and have to remind myself not to gape at his pelvic muscle or think about what he must look like naked.

      “Ethan, I want to sleep in my bed.” I lift his heavy arm off me.

      His eyes shut. A few minutes pass where I listen to him breathe before I give in to him. I can sleep next to Ethan tonight. I won’t fall for him again.

      My hatred for Ethan only fuels the sexual tension between us. Will picks up on it, too, most of the time having to get between us. When I visit my brother, Ethan doesn’t usually come with the package. I purposely plan my trips to the luxury apartment they share on the Camden Waterfront around Ethan’s schedule.

      My eyelids flutter. The stress of my new living situation, combined with the fact it’s now three o’clock in the morning, coaxes me into a trance. I need sleep. Without overthinking it, I close my eyes and press my palm to Ethan’s chest, cocooning myself in his warmth.

      Overcome with exhaustion, I tell myself not to dwell on Ethan and the past. No longer denying the affection I have for Ethan, I fall asleep to the sound of him breathing in my ear, wondering what my brother will think if he finds us together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      When I wake up, I have a weight on my chest that digs into my stomach. One more hour of sleep, I tell myself as I slide my hand up a girl’s thigh, slowly making my way to her big tits. For the second time this week, I’m in bed with a strange girl. Anymore, my life is turning into one big party with hockey in between. The last thing I remember, I was at the bar with Will, pounding a beer with a girl on my lap, and the rest blurs together.

      I prop myself up on my right elbow to lean over the woman next to me and slip my hand beneath her shirt. She backs up against my chest, and I move her hair out of her face and off her neck, allowing me access to plant soft kisses on her neck.

      My dick hardens as I palm her left breast in my hand and continue to leave a trail of kisses on her skin. She feels amazing, her nipple responsive to my touch.

      “Five more minutes, Mom,” she mutters under her breath.

      I laugh, but then stop touching her the second I recognize Mia’s voice. I would know that voice anywhere.

      Sitting up, just enough to look at her, I open my eyes and sigh. Fuck. If Will sees us together, he’ll kick my ass across the living room. I have too much of a hangover to explain why I accidentally fondled his little sister. Well, there’s nothing little about Mia anymore.

      She’s wearing a black tank top without a bra and pink polka dot pajama pants that curve to the contours of her delicious body. It doesn’t occur to me until she stirs in my arms that my hand is still cupping her breast, which isn’t helping my usual morning wood that’s tenting my boxers. Slowly removing my hand from beneath her shirt, I lean against the couch and stare up at the ceiling, blowing out a deep breath.

      “Ethan,” Mia growls and then elbows me hard in the chest. “What are you doing, you pervert?”

      She sits up, hugging her knees to her chest as she shoots daggers in my direction. Her blue eyes are so beautiful even though they’re lidded and slightly glassy from sleep. The longer she stares, the more I wonder if she’s going to punch me or kiss me. While I’m hoping for a kiss, I’m not holding my breath. She still hates my guts and rightfully so. I would hate me too if I were her.

      She holds my gaze for a few more seconds before she blows out a puff of air that I can feel on my face. “Why, Ethan? Huh? What is wrong with you?”

      “It was an accident,” I admit. “I woke up with you in my arms and thought you were someone else.”

      Her face twists into disgust. “You’re so gross. And who would I be… the hockey hooker of the week?”

      I love her sense of humor, though I don’t think she’s trying to be funny this time. Ever since I walked away from her, I haven’t been able to redeem myself. No amount of apologies or explanations work on Mia. Because the stories I tell her are complete bullshit. I still can’t admit the truth about my past.

      Will is the only person other than my family who knows everything, and it took me years to confess all of my secrets to my best friend. His sister is a different story. Mia used to look at me with so much love and admiration. Now, she glares at me like I’m a piece of used gum under her shoe. I hate that the secrets of my past have destroyed what we had. But I can’t lose my best friend over the feelings I once had for his sister.

      “I’m sorry,” I say and mean it. “I really did think you were someone else.”

      Will is going to murder me. This cannot be happening. As much as I’d wanted to hook up with Mia years ago, I always stopped myself because of her age and because of Will.

      “Please don’t say anything to Will,” I add, hoping she won’t spit in my face.

      Mia gets so close our mouths are several inches apart. “As long as Will didn’t see us, we can pretend this never happened.” She extends her hand. “Deal?”

      A smirk touches the corner of my mouth as I shake her hand. “Deal.”

      Our team meeting with the local newspaper starts in a few hours.

      Her cheeks flush with embarrassment when she looks down at the tiny buds poking through her shirt.

      “Ugh, I can’t believe you were groping me in my sleep.” Mia’s nose scrunches as if she’s just eaten rotten food. “You’re so gross.”

      “Don’t act like it wasn’t good for you,” I joke.

      Mia laughs so hard it shakes the couch. “I knew you were into some kinky shit…” she quips, “… but necrophilia isn’t one of them.”

      “I prefer my women awake and breathing,” I shoot back. “And willing…”

      Mia snorts. “My God, you’re such an ass, E.”

      She hasn’t called me that in years. Not since the last time we hung out in her parents’ backyard.

      I roll my shoulders. “It’s part of the charm you love so much.”

      “Whatever.” She dismisses me with a wave of her hand. “Don’t let it happen again.”

      “If that’s what you want.”

      Without another word, she nods and slides off the couch as if this conversation never happened.

      I shouldn’t stare at her ass as she walks away, but it’s hard not to. She was a beautiful girl, and now she’s a woman with curves for days and even more gorgeous than I ever could have predicted. Her body is made for sin—made for me—and I want to do lots of sinning with Mia.

      When she catches me checking her out, she frowns. “Try to behave yourself while you’re living here.”

      “I never behave,” I counter with a wink.

      She shakes her head. “If you’re going to live here, we need to have some rules.”

      I smirk. “Like what?”

      “For starters, a shirt. Do you own one?”

      I glance at my bare chest and then roll my eyes. “I guess walking around naked is out of the question.”

      Biting her lip, she thinks over her response and then says, “As long as you keep your hands off me and your dick in your pants, we’ll get along fine. And no skanks in my apartment. That’s not negotiable.”

      “I could check into a hotel,” I offer. “Since you don’t want me here.”

      She throws her arms out at her sides and groans. “Go right ahead. Be my guest.”

      Then, she walks out of the living room as if I don’t even exist, making me wish I had told her the truth ten years ago.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      Ethan Waters is the most annoying man on the planet. First, he shows up at my apartment, unannounced. Then he crashes on my couch, trapping me under his big body, forcing me to sleep next to him. And now, he’s hogging up my bathroom and using all of the hot water.

      “Ethan, get out of the bathroom!” I make a fist and bang on the door. “I have to get ready for work.”

      I hear the loud shower knobs turn on the other side of the door. Ethan laughs, and then the water stops running. Bastard.

      A few seconds later, Ethan cracks the door to allow me to push my way inside. He’s standing in front of the mirror with a towel wrapped around his waist, slung low enough for me to see the V of his abs that lead down to his…

      OMG, stop it, Mia. Get your shit together. It’s just abs… and muscles bulging from… everywhere.

      Ugh, someone help me because Ethan Waters is pure fucking perfection. I hate myself for allowing the thought to creep into my mind. But it’s hard to deny his sex appeal. My older brother’s best friend has always had this power over me. No matter how much I want to hate him, I can’t forget the person I once knew. He has to be in there somewhere, I’m sure of it.

      Steam from the shower clouds around him, reminding me of a commercial for body wash. Ethan could model no problem. Water drips from his shaggy brown hair and trickles down his handsome face. A mist dots his thick chest and muscular arms, drawing my attention to every curve of his defined stomach. I bite my bottom lip once I get to the well-defined muscles that trace down to his package.

      “See something you like, princess?” His deep voice pulls me from my sex-induced haze.

      I look up at Ethan with my jaw clenched in anger. “Nope, not anymore.”

      He reaches behind me, pushing my face into his wet chest to shut the bathroom door. “Don’t let Will hear you say that.”

      I step back and roll my eyes at him, wiping the water from my face. “Like he would ever believe we were friends.”

      “You didn’t sneak outside to talk to me every night because you wanted to be friends.”

      “Don’t act like you know what I wanted from you,” I spit back. “You bailed on me without a second thought and still won’t admit why you left. It’s not like you would’ve been interested in a kid. You were on your way to college, and now look at you.” I wave my hand at his body. “You have plenty of women falling all over you, and why wouldn’t they?”

      Damn, my stupid mouth and my inability to control saying my thoughts aloud.

      Ethan flashes one of his panty-dropper grins even I’m not immune to after all these years. “If things were different, I would have waited until you were older.” He lifts a razor from the sink. “I didn’t move on. I had my reasons for going back to Boston.”

      I lean my back against the wall and stare at him, folding my hands over my chest. “Whatever. You don’t owe me an explanation. We were two kids who needed someone to talk to about our shitty lives.”

      “And now you hate me because I left.” He says it more as a statement.

      I nod in answer.

      Ethan lathers his face with shaving cream, staring at me out of the corner of his eye. “You hate me for the wrong reason.”

      “I don’t want to live in the past anymore.” I remove my toothbrush from the holder and nudge Ethan with my hip to make him share the sink with me. “I have to get to work before I don’t have a shithole apartment for you to crash.”

      Without another word, Ethan glides the razor along his jaw, his gaze still fixed on me. I wish he would stop looking at me. The intensity in his eyes pricks my skin with tiny bumps. A strange feeling stirs inside my chest, and if I’m being one hundred percent honest, he’s doing something between my legs, too.

      I want to ask him so many questions. But what’s the point? My brother still has no clue we used to meet every night in my parents’ backyard. Since his return from Boston, we’ve pretended to hate each other to keep Will from seeing the sparks between us. So, why stop now? Let’s keep this charade going.

      Ethan shaves his face as I brush my teeth, all while we continue to stare at each other in the mirror. Electricity pulses between us and sets fire to my skin. I spit and rinse. He washes his face, peeking up at me from between his fingers.

      Even though the hatred I feel for Ethan is real, I still find him attractive. And it’s not just his body that holds my interest. Ethan is smart. He graduated at the top of his class in both high school and college. On occasion, he would even help me with my homework. I struggled with math during my freshman year of high school, and Ethan was the only reason I passed algebra.

      I wish I could shake the way my body responds to him when he places his hand on my hip. I should be able to control my breathing when he moves his palm over my ass. But I can’t move or think. Ethan has always thrown me off my game.

      “What are you doing?” I choke out once Ethan moves behind me and grips both of my hips, pulling me back against his… erection.

      “Testing your limits,” he whispers in my ear.

      He smells of shaving cream and my shea butter body wash, the two scents now burned into my nostrils.

      His breath on my earlobe causes me to still. “Who said you can touch me?” I glance at him in the mirror. “And why are you hard?”

      “I’m horny, and you look good in this shirt.” He slides his hand up my side and cups the side of my breast. “You’re not a girl anymore, little lamb.”

      “Thanks for noticing, Captain Obvious.” I shove his hands away from me. “Will is in the living room, and I have to get to work. Just because you’re staying here doesn’t mean I have to like you or let you touch me. When I get home tonight, we’re going over the rules.”

      He laughs. “What rules?”

      “The ones you and my brother will follow if you plan to sleep here for the next…” I squeeze my eyebrows together in thought. “How long will you two be here?”

      He shrugs. “Two weeks to a month. Our apartment is trashed, and the association doesn’t have any vacancies to move us.”

      Annoyed, I sigh. “Wonderful. Then, we need to talk later because this living arrangement won’t last long if you think you’re going to hog up the bathroom every morning and make me late for work.” I point at his long, hard cock tenting his towel and shake my head. “That can’t happen ever again. I already told you to keep your dick away from me. I meant it.”

      “It’s not something I can help, Mia.” He grabs himself over his towel. “This is what you do to me. Don’t deny it. You want me, too.” His gesture causes the fabric to loosen at his waist, and before I have time to prepare myself, I get a perfect view of Ethan’s very long, very thick, and very hard cock.

      Holy mother of dragons.

      I cough and spin around to face the door because I have no idea how to react. Wow! So, this is what I’ve been missing. My ovaries are doing a happy dance. Meanwhile, my undersexed brain is screaming, Get a fucking grip.

      “You did that on purpose,” I say, unable to face him. “Ugh, I hate you.”

      He comes up from behind me and breathes against the shell of my ear. His length digs into my ass cheek, making me wetter by the second. “Fight me, little lamb. It only makes me want you more.”

      I don’t have to turn around to see the smirk on his lips. I already know it’s there. What a jerk.

      Ethan always does things to piss me off, but this is a low blow. Inappropriate sexual advances are not out of the norm for him. A part of me wonders if he’s serious. But I don’t allow the thought to dwell for too long. A relationship between us isn’t a good idea. We have no future together.

      Will knows I hate Ethan, but he has no idea why. I was Ethan’s dirty little secret. The thought makes me sick to my stomach. But I can’t ignore the way he made me feel when I was in high school or how he makes me feel right now.

      After everything Will has done for me, I have to help him out, even if it means dealing with Ethan. I can do this for him. A few weeks of Ethan sleeping on my couch shouldn’t be that hard, though I doubt he’ll make it easy for me.

      Ethan slaps my ass, causing me to jump. Instead of a scream, he pulls a moan from my lips. And with that, he knows he has me. He knows the right strings to pull, and it works for him every time.

      He laughs and then gives me one of his crooked smirks. “Have a good day, princess.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      Clarke Murphy hovers over me as I type the last few sentences of my article and send the e-mail to my editor. She flips her long, brown hair over her shoulder and sits in the chair next to my desk. Dressed in the tight skirt and pink top she wore last night, she sets our breakfast on my desk and peels back the paper on her breakfast sandwich.

      She sinks her teeth into the bagel, chomping loudly in my ear. “You’re going to make a name for yourself with this one, Mia. It’s one of your best stories.”

      I shrug against my chair. “Maybe. I need something better than possible embezzlement of school funds. The drug ring that’s running out of Old City Records could be a goldmine.”

      Her eyes and mouth widen at the same time. “It could also be dangerous. You have to get in with criminals if you want to take them down.”

      “Every time I think I have something good, they switch their operation.”

      “What if the person feeding you the information is the one running the ring, and they’re trying to divert your attention?”

      I open my sandwich and take a bite, the meaty goodness filling my mouth. An explosion of cheese and bacon hits my tongue, turning me into a ravenous beast. I have to make more money, so I can afford to eat three square meals a day. Freelance journalism pays well if you can dig up the right dirt, but I haven’t found enough information to make the quick cash I need to cover all of my bills.

      “We could work on a sting operation together.” Clarke lifts the coffee mug on the desk in front of her and chugs the rest of the liquid before slamming it down with a thud. “Another set of hands and eyes are better than one. I mean, that’s if you want my help.”

      “Yeah, I’d love some.” I swivel in my chair, and Clarke has to scoot hers back to make some space for me. “It’s a date.”

      My cubicle at The Philadelphia Inquirer is so small we have to sit knee-to-knee, chomping down our food as we plot our next move.

      Clarke taps me on the shoulder to get my attention, speaking between bites. “Would you mind tagging along with me today? I have to interview your brother and his teammates. You know how I feel about your brother. No offense but he’s such an ass.”

      “None taken. I’m the only girl he’s not a total jerk to, so I get it.” I bite the inside of my cheek and think it over. “Yeah, I guess I can help you out. Things are kinda awkward right now. The apartment my brother shares with Ethan Waters flooded, and they’re staying with me for a few weeks.”

      Her mouth opens in shock. “You have Ethan crashing at your place? I’m so jealous right now. He’s insanely hot.”

      I snort. “Don’t be. He’s a world-class dickhead and a manwhore. You’re too good for him.”

      “But…” she counters, holding her finger out in front of her, “… I bet he’s amazing in bed.”

      His naked body and thick cock creep into my mind for a second too long. Ethan has invaded not only my life and apartment but also my mind.

      “I wouldn’t know anything about that,” I confess. “But after what I saw this morning, you might be right about that.”

      She giggles. “You saw Ethan naked already, didn’t you?”

      I nod.

      “Now I’m even more jealous than I was before.”

      I lift a stack of papers from my desk and stand. “Ethan is the last person I want to think about before I’ve had the chance to drink my second cup of coffee. We have a staff meeting. Hurry up and finish your sandwich before we’re late.”

      She stuffs the remaining piece of her breakfast bagel into her mouth and mumbles something I can’t make out between bites.

      “We’re going to have so much fun teaming up.” A tiny squeal escapes her lips, and I try to hide my disgust about Ethan. He makes me so angry I could spit, especially after the bathroom stunt he pulled this morning.

      “I’m not looking forward to the interview with the Flyers,” I admit. “But I’ll do this for you.”

      She sticks her tongue out at me and grabs a notepad and pen from my desk before following me out of my cubicle. “You’re no fun… all business and no pleasure. Maybe you should consider hooking up with Ethan. It might be good for you. When was the last time you had sex? For real, girl, you could use a little bit of Ethan Waters in you.”

      I laugh at her stupidity, hoping no one heard her as we walk through the crowded office and to the conference room in the back. “I think I can live without him.”

      I’ve done it for years.

      “I still can’t believe Ethan Waters, of all people, is staying at your apartment.” Clarke shakes her head, laughing. “You’re in trouble, girl. I bet you won’t last a week without jumping into bed with him.”

      “Wanna bet?” I quip, wondering if there’s some truth to her words.

      She flashes a crooked smile and then winks at me. “Good luck with that.”

      After this morning, I’m not so sure I’ll make it through another day with Ethan. This might be a bet I can’t win.
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        * * *

      

      I almost made it through the staff meeting this morning without thinking of Ethan and his cocky smirk. Almost. And I almost made it to the Wells Fargo Center where our pro basketball and hockey teams play, without fantasizing about him naked. I haven’t been able to get Ethan out of my head. Somehow, he manages to annoy me even when we’re apart.

      As I walk through the front doors of the event center with Clarke, I spot a woman with blonde hair waiting by the escalators. She seems lost, staring into space and glancing up at the ceiling. I do a double-take and realize she’s Regan Turner, head of communications for the Flyers and daughter of Mike Turner, the general manager.

      “Regan,” I say as we approach.

      Her face lights up when she sees us and waves.

      I wave and walk over to her with Clarke at my side. Regan closes the distance between us, her blonde hair pulled into a ponytail over her shoulder.

      She extends her hand to me and studies my face for a second. “Hey, I know you. You’re Will Roman’s younger sister. Mia, right?”

      I nod. “And this is Clarke Murphy,” I say, pointing at my co-worker and friend.

      “It’s O’Connor now,” Regan says, holding out her hand. The massive diamond ring on her finger could buy me three meals a day for years. Damn.

      “You got married,” I say. “Congrats!”

      She smiles. “I married a sexy computer programmer if you can believe that. I’m helping him run his start-up company. My replacement starts next month.”

      I pat her on the shoulder. “Good for you. I bet you’re dying to get away from all these professional athletes. They can be a real pain in the ass. I would know.”

      She laughs. “Yeah, you do. Your brother is an interesting man. Well, we’re happy to have you here today,” she says with a polite smile. “If you follow me, I’ll take you to meet the team.”

      Dressed in a black mid-length skirt that fits her petite frame perfectly, Regan makes the casual pants and sweater I have on seem frumpy in comparison. I feel underdressed for the occasion. We exchange pleasantries as we walk down the hall, the nerves creeping up the back of my throat. Most of the time, nothing fazes me.

      Why am I so anxious?

      Ethan pops into my head again, reminding me of the reason for the sickness brewing inside my stomach. I have to focus and tell myself I’m not here for Ethan. I’m not even here for the other players. This is my job, not an extension of my personal life.

      After Ethan left, I searched for him, even though I had no idea where to start. Because of his absence and all of the unanswered questions he left behind, I decided to major in journalism at Strickland University where Ethan was supposed to attend college with my brother. I’m still climbing the ladder at The Philadelphia Inquirer in hopes of one day becoming a real investigative journalist.

      All of the good stories are handed to reporters with more seniority. So, I have to wait my turn and bide my time until I make my lucky break. I thought I could make a name for myself with a case like the Old City Records drug ring, a story I’ve been following for months. But every single lead has taken me down a road to nowhere, proving to be a waste of my time.

      As we step into the pressroom, my eyes immediately fall to Ethan as if drawn to him. My insides clench from the pang of desire mixed with hatred for my older brother’s best friend. If only he were still the boy I once knew. Then, it would make these unwanted emotions less annoying.

      Ethan slides his chair out from the table, his legs spread wide, and my mind drifts to dirty places. He gives me a sexy-as-fuck look, the corner of his mouth turning up into one of his signature smirks. My heart beats faster, adrenaline shooting through my veins from the intoxicating effect Ethan has over my body.

      I want him even though I shouldn’t step within ten feet of him. He probably has diseases from all the puck bunnies he’s hooked up with over the years. Yeah, I’ll go with that excuse. Lying to myself is easier than admitting my feelings for the man I loathe or at least try to hate.

      With his eyes fixed on me, Ethan drags his hand up his thigh and pats it, telling me to sit. Asshole.

      “Baby sis,” Will says, cutting through the group of muscular hockey players to get to me. He pulls me into a hug and taps me hard on the back. “I didn’t know you’d be here.”

      I cough as he releases me, stepping out of his rib-breaking bear hug. “I wasn’t supposed to tag along, but Clarke asked me to help her out.”

      “Clarke,” he says with disdain in his tone, peeking over my shoulder at Clarke, who’s talking to the general manager. “The Inquirer couldn’t send someone else with you?”

      “This is Clarke’s interview.” I lean closer and keep my voice to a whisper. “Would you please be nice to Clarke? She’s my only real friend. The two of you are always at each other’s throats every time you’re in the same room.”

      He snorts. “I’m not at her throat. She’s just a pain in my ass.”

      “Why? Because she calls you out on your shit?”

      Will crosses his arms over his thick chest and sighs. “She’s annoying is all.”

      “There’s more to it than that,” I spit back. “Look, I’d much rather work on more important stories, so please be nice and don’t waste our time.”

      He snorts, moving his hands to the pockets of his track pants. “Making the playoffs is kind of a big deal.”

      “Yeah, I know. It’s just not the kind of headlines I want to make as a reporter. Anyways, I’m here to help speed up the process. So behave yourself.”

      Will laughs. “I’m sure Clarke can use all the help she can get. These guys are a handful.”

      “Speak for yourself, Romeo,” Tyler Kane says, coming up from behind my brother.

      In person, Tyler is even more attractive with his surfer tan, piercing blue eyes, and spiky blond hair that sticks out in different directions. He’s tall and lean with muscles bulging in all the right places. The last I’d heard, he married a local sports reporter. Lucky girl.

      Tyler extends his hand to me. His skin is rough and calloused from years of playing hockey. “Hey, Mia. It’s been a while. Your brother talks about you all the time.”

      “All good things I hope.”

      Tyler smiles in response.

      He’s the captain of the team, the obvious leader of this band of cocky athletes. When Tyler speaks, people listen. He captivates the entire room when he’s in it, and on the ice, he’s a force to be reckoned with. My brother was a fan of his before he joined the Flyers, and now, I can see from the look in Will’s eyes that he’s keeping his inner fanboy tucked away.

      “Nice to see you again. Congrats on the win.” I give his hand a good shake. “So, who wants to go first?” I point my finger at Tyler. “How about you, captain? I want to know all of your secrets.”

      He tenses at the mention of secrets, his body rigid from what was my attempt at a joke. Interesting. I wonder if there’s more to Tyler Kane than what meets the eye.

      Clarke nudges me in the arm with her elbow. “I’ll take him. You can deal with your brother,” she says under her breath.

      For whatever reason, Clarke and Will have never gotten along. They seem to hate each for no apparent reason, which makes me wonder if they both like each other. Guys are dumb. When Will had a crush on a girl in high school, he kept saying stupid shit to catch her attention instead of laying it all out on the table. I’m not sure if that’s what he’s doing with Clarke, but I hate the tension between them whenever they’re in the same room together.

      Since this is Clarke’s gig, she takes the lead and begins by interviewing Tyler, leaving me to deal with my brother. Alex Parker strolls up next to Tyler with Carter Donovan on his right. He gives me a quick wave and so does Carter. They’ve been on the team the longest. Most of the players have only been with the Flyers for a few years or less, some of them still new to the league. It was a shock they were able to make it into the playoffs with a young team, which is part of the story we’re supposed to tell for the paper.

      Will leads me by the hand to the other side of the conference table. “You already know everything there is to know about me but ask away.”

      We sit in two open chairs, and before I can ask Will a question, Ethan rolls his chair from the head of the table and stops in front of us. Fuck my life.

      “I like tag teams,” Ethan says with a crooked grin. “Mind if I join?”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m sure you do, you dirtball.”

      “I was talking about the interview,” he challenges. “Get your mind out of the gutter, Mia.”

      I wave my hand dismissively in front of him. “Well, I know how you athletes like to avoid interviews whenever possible. Don’t think because either of you know me that you can sit here and give me a hard time. Let me do my job, the one I’m getting paid to do. Need I remind you this job pays the bills and puts food on my table, so no bullshit, okay?”

      “You can start with me,” Ethan offers. “And don’t worry about food or rent. Will and I have that covered for the next month.”

      I lose my breath along with my train of thought. “Did you just say a month?”

      Ethan nods. “We heard back from the property manager this morning. The insurance company assessed the damage. They’re telling us about three to four weeks until we can move back.”

      “Let’s hope for three,” I deadpan.

      “I wouldn’t count on it.” Ethan cups my knee, his fingers digging into my skin, reminding me of when we were kids hanging out on the swing set in my parents’ backyard. “You’re stuck with us for the next month.”

      “Lighten up, Mia,” Will says. “Come out with us tonight. Now that we’re roomies, you have to celebrate with us.”

      “You’re not supposed to be drinking during the post-season,” I remind him.

      “Thanks, Mom.” Will laughs, his smile reaching up to the same blue eyes as mine. “We don’t have another game until next week. One drink won’t kill me. So, you in?”

      Ethan tugs at the sleeve of my sweater, making a strange face. “And you might want to leave your grandma’s clothes at home. Clubs downtown have dress codes. They won’t care how hot you are if you look like you knit the clothes you’re wearing.”

      “Dude, did you just tell my sister she’s hot?” Will leans forward, his hands folded in front of him, and looks over at Ethan, annoyed. “Stop hitting on my sister.”

      I push my hands out at my sides to silence them. “There’s already too much testosterone in this room as it is. Let’s not get into a fight, boys.”

      “I’d be less hostile if he would take his hand off your leg,” Will growls. His eyes are focused on Ethan’s hand, and I want to die for not telling him to remove it sooner.

      Ethan moves his hand, the loss of his heat making me want him more. He must be thinking the same thing because I can see the desire in his eyes.

      Well, that’s not going to happen. At least not on Will’s watch. When it comes to my brother, he would put a chastity belt on me if he could.

      “Start with me,” Will says, his voice filled with anger.

      I cross one leg over the other and spin my chair to face Will. With my back turned to Ethan, I can breathe a little easier.

      “What’s there to know about you that I don’t already? You’re my brother, the starting right winger for the Flyers, and you ended the regular season with sixty-one points. Very impressive, by the way.”

      Will gives me an amused smile. “You did your homework on me, huh?”

      I nod. “It’s part of my job. I read everyone’s bio and stats before I left the office.”

      “You always do more work than you need.” Will crosses his arms across his chest. “My sister, the book nerd.”

      “Don’t mock the photographic memory, Romeo.” I laugh as does Will. “Moving on. I know your stats, position, and all the basics. I even know why you started playing hockey. We can skip the usual crap.”

      “No one has ever written that story about me, you know. I told a few reporters about how Pop-Pop would take us ice skating when we were kids and how he gave me my first hockey stick. All they cared about was who I was dating and if I had any skeletons in my closet.”

      “As a journalist, I can tell you that would bore the readers to death. Only hardcore fans care about your personal life and why you started playing hockey. I’d want to write about scandals, puck bunnies, baby mama drama, you know, the fun stuff.”

      “I wouldn’t call that fun,” Ethan says, his gravelly voice forcing me to look at him as he speaks. “Our personal lives aren’t something for reporters to go digging through to sell papers.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that, Waters. Don’t get your boxers twisted. I was just saying that juicy personal stuff is what sells newspapers.”

      Ethan frowns. “It’s how you said it as if you’re chomping at the bit to find some dirt on us to print.”

      “There’s not much to cover for you,” I shoot back. “Sex and hockey, rinse and repeat. Oh, and the occasional binge drinking. Did I forget something?”

      “There’s more to me than hockey,” he spits back, defensively.

      I flash an arrogant smile in his direction. “I don’t doubt that. Care to answer the question I asked you earlier?”

      Ethan grinds his teeth together, clamping his mouth shut.

      “Didn’t think so,” I say with a wink.

      No matter how hard I’ve searched Ethan’s past, it reads like a clean slate. Except for one thing. Even his family’s money and connections couldn’t erase the news articles about his twin brother. Ethan was in the car with Erik when he crashed. Erik was the golden boy of his high school, and from what I could tell, the favorite of the twins.

      Ethan never spoke about his brother to me. He acted as though what had brought him to Pennsylvania was as simple as a new business venture for his father. The details in the local papers were limited, most likely silenced by his father. If Will knows about it, he’s never once mentioned it to me.

      “If you won’t give me something worth writing…” I tell Ethan, “… then I guess I’ll have to make something up. How about a secret baby or something juicy?” I laugh to let him know I’m joking.

      Ethan shakes his head at me, his nostrils flared. “Don’t you dare or you’ll pay for it later.”

      “Ooh, I’m shaking.” I throw my hands up in the air. “You have no power over me.” I push my chair out from the table to get a better look at Ethan and Will. “To save time, I’m going to throw questions out there, and whoever answers first, wins.” I chuckle as I remove the tape recorder from my messenger bag and hit record.

      I fire questions at them. Ethan and Will attempt to answer at the same time as if they’re actually in a race to win. Sinking into the plush leather chair, I record their answers, eventually moving on to the other players, all while I’m daydreaming about Ethan.

      Damn, I’m so screwed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      After the interview ends, I leave the Wells Fargo Center with Will. My head is a little fuzzy from spending the last hour with Mia while she grilled us with questions. How am I supposed to do this every day for the next month? We’re days away from our first playoff game. This is the time to focus, not the time to get myself caught in the middle of what could be a bad situation if I give in to my desires for Mia.

      “We should do something nice for Mia,” Will says as he slides behind the wheel of his BMW M3.

      He loves this car as much as I did my old Mustang. It was the only car he ever talked about when we were in high school, and playing for the Flyers has made both of our dreams a reality.

      I glance over at him. “What did you have in mind?”

      “I was thinking we could stop by the grocery store on the way back to her place so we can make her dinner?”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “You don’t know how to cook.”

      “Maybe not but you do.”

      I shake my head, staring out the window as he drives off the lot. “Bastard.”

      “Hey, you wanted to stay with my sister. The least you can do is show off those culinary skills while you’re crashing on her couch.”

      I forgot to mention that part to Mia. Will had every intention of staying in a hotel until I talked him into asking Mia to let us crash at her apartment. A few weeks in a confined space together should hopefully be enough to convince her that I’m not the asshole she believes, despite the fact we can’t ever be together.

      She’s one of my biggest regrets. I can’t change what happened with my brother, but I can try to change things with Mia.

      “It wasn’t my idea to stay with her,” I counter, getting comfortable in my seat.

      These stupid racing seats are not meant for men who are six foot four and weigh two hundred twenty pounds.

      “You asked me to call Mia,” Will says. “I wanted to rent a hotel room for the night, but you had a hard-on to sleep at Mia’s.”

      I cross my arms over my chest and sigh. “That’s not how it went down. I only suggested you call her so we could meet up with those girls without having to deal with moving our shit. We were both tired from being on the road. Don’t act like you wanted to bother with any of it.”

      Will drives down Broad Street, headed toward Chickie’s & Pete’s, a popular seafood restaurant everyone in Philly loves.

      He clenches the steering wheel, his eyes fixed on the busy street. “Whatever. It doesn’t matter where we sleep, anyway. Since we’re off tomorrow, you can cook for us tonight. Knowing Mia, she won’t eat unless we fill her fridge with food.”

      “She’s always been stubborn.”

      “She gets it from our mom,” Will says, making a left off Broad Street.

      “Where are we going? The supermarket is in the opposite direction.”

      “I’m stopping at the butcher. Mia likes the veal from the Italian place over here.”

      “I take it I’m making veal parmesan for dinner.”

      He nods. “Mia will love it. She’s too skinny. She needs a decent meal. I think she lives off bags of junk food, tap water, and the free coffee she gets from work. And the Chinese place below her apartment… when she can afford it. She’s too damn proud to ask for a handout, even though I’d give her anything she wants.”

      So would I. Anything.

      I feel this odd sense of responsibility for Mia. If my circumstances were different ten years ago, I would have taken care of her. I wouldn’t have run away to deal with the mess I’d made.

      I glance out the window as we drive through South Philly. “We shouldn’t go out tonight. I still have a hangover.”

      “Since when do you turn down a chance to party? We don’t have to drink, but my sister needs to get out of the house. If Mia’s not working, she sits at home and watches movies or reads old newspaper articles. That’s not normal for someone her age.”

      “No, that’s definitely not normal. But Mia is a big girl. She can take care of herself.”

      Will parallel parks in front of the butcher shop and turns off the engine. He glances over at me, frustrated not with me but with his sister. “You saw how well she’s taking care of herself. Her job pays shit, and she refuses to take any money from me. That girl has too much pride. The least we can do while we’re staying with her is feed her and show her a good time.”

      I could show her a good time, all right.

      “Don’t do that.” Will points at me with a disapproving expression on his face. “You have that creepy look about you like you’re up to no good.”

      I want his sister under me, on top of me, on her knees, and in my bed. Yeah, I’d say that counts as being up to no good. Will would kill me for having these thoughts about his sister. I can control myself, I think. Maybe staying with Mia was a horrible idea. We should find another place to live, but this could be a fresh start for Mia and me. There are a whole lot of maybes rolling around in my head.

      “Nope.” I wink. “I’m down with the plan. Let’s show Mia some fun.”

      She can use it.
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        * * *

      

      Unlike my luxury apartment that overlooks the Camden Waterfront, Mia’s place is a three-floor walk-up in the middle of Center City. The entire building smells of the Chinese food that wafts up the stairs from the restaurant on the ground floor, which is now mixing with the delicious scent of my Italian cooking.

      As I open the oven door to check on the veal, I hear Mia drop her keys in the hallway and curse loudly. I can’t help but laugh.

      A few seconds later, Mia comes crashing through the front door and throws the grungy messenger bag she carries everywhere on the floor.

      She tips her nose up to the ceiling, her eyes wide as she glances over at me. “You’re cooking dinner? Wow!”

      “Why do you look so surprised?”

      “I had no idea you still cooked. I figured by now you’d have a personal chef making your meals since you’re rich.”

      I was always rich.

      She walks into the kitchen and hops up on the counter, surveying my body. Either she doesn’t care that she’s blatantly checking me out or she doesn’t realize she’s doing it. Will would have a stroke if he saw the way we’re looking at each other right now.

      “I’m full of surprises, princess.” I wink at her and then turn around to stir the sauce in the pot.

      

      Mia scoots closer to the stove and looks down at the pot. “It smells amazing. I can’t even remember the last time I had food that didn’t come from a bag or the Chinese restaurant downstairs.”

      “I figured as much. This dinner was Will’s idea. You can thank him for taking pity on you.”

      She snorts. “I don’t want your sympathy. I live the way I do by choice, thank you very much. Food is overrated, and so are hot men who can cook.”

      “Don’t let Will hear you say that.” I raise the wooden spoon from the pot and blow on it before putting it in front of Mia’s mouth. “Taste it.”

      At first, she’s apprehensive, but she follows my order. Good girl.

      “Mmm…” Mia licks the remaining specks of sauce from her lips. “This is amazing.”

      She draws my attention to her mouth, her tongue, and her luscious lips. I start thinking about how good her lips will feel like wrapped around my cock and have to stop myself from getting a boner in her kitchen. With Will in the shower and only ten feet away from us, I have to keep my head in the game.

      Mia leans forward with her eyes fixed on me. “So, what are you making me?”

      “Spaghetti, veal parm, and fresh garlic bread.”

      She grins so wide her teeth are showing. My expression mirrors her, my cheeks hurting from how much I’m smiling.

      “Ethan Waters made me dinner. I’ve never had a man make a meal for me.”

      “Don’t read too much into it.”

      “Still, this has to be a big deal for you. Clarke will flip out when I tell her about this. I think she has a crush on you.”

      “Most women do,” I deadpan.

      She laughs and points a finger at her chest. “Not this one.”

      I drop the spoon on the stove and step in front of her, pulling her thighs apart with both hands so I can move between them. Sliding my hands up her legs, I take my time, careful not to take things too far. Leaning forward, I move my palms to the counter on both sides of Mia and laugh on the inside when she sucks in a deep breath. She holds it and waits for what feels like a minute before she exhales.

      Even beneath her sweater, I can see her nipples harden, the tiny buds poking through the thin fabric. If I had to guess, her panties are wet right now. She’s close to panting when I move close enough to kiss her. I consider making a move until the bathroom door opens and hits the wall with a loud thud.

      Will pads down the hall and closes the spare bedroom door behind him. Thankfully, he didn’t catch us. I was so close to following through on what I left unfinished years ago.

      I want her.

      I need her.

      But I can’t have her.

      I bend down and whisper in her ear, my breath on her skin causing her body to tense. “You were saying, princess?”

      We engage in a staring contest, my dick getting harder as she brushes her fingers down my arm. She rolls her tongue over her bottom lip so slowly I can’t stop myself from mimicking her movements.

      “I think your sauce is burning.” Mia tilts her head to the saucepan that’s bubbling over.

      “Shit.” I grab the wooden spoon from the cooktop and stir the sauce until it simmers down. “You’re too distracting,” I confess as I remove the sauce from the hot burners. “Can you do me a favor and set the table? It’s time to eat.”

      Mia hops off the counter and bumps into the spoon in my hand, splashing sauce down the front of my shirt. She grips the fabric in her hands and eyes the fresh stains with her mouth wide open. “I’m so sorry, E.” She wets a dishtowel and dabs at the spots. “Let me fix it. I can get this out for you. Take your shirt off.”

      “You know there are other ways to get me naked,” I whisper.

      Mia peeks up at me, unable to speak.

      Will startles both of us when he enters the kitchen and pulls out a chair at the table. “Is it time to eat or what?”

      “Almost.” I begin to unbutton my shirt, and for some unknown reason, Mia attempts to help me. Our fingers collide at the same time, her touch sending a prick of electricity along my skin.

      What is she doing? Will is right here.

      Will glances down at the cell phone in his hand and laughs. “Hurry up, Chef Boyardee. I’m fucking starving.”

      I ignore Will’s comment, thankful he’s too preoccupied to notice me flirting with Mia. He was pissed when I touched her knee earlier. I knew I crossed the line, though when I’m around Mia, it feels natural.

      Since I moved in with Will, I’ve done all the cooking. He does the cleaning, though he’s shitty at it and usually pays someone when I’m not around. Our arrangement works for us, but living together with Mia is another story. I have no idea what roles we’re supposed to play. Mia has made it perfectly clear she wants me out of her apartment and her life, but her body says otherwise.

      Staring into each other’s eyes, we both suck in a deep breath and let it out. I make the first move and step back from Mia, shaking her hands free from the buttons on my shirt.

      She turns on her heels, a blush creeping up to her cheeks. Looking over her shoulder at me, she tips her head in the direction of the laundry room. Does she want me to follow her?

      “I have to change my shirt,” I tell Will. “Give me a few minutes, and then we’ll eat.”

      He nods, his head down and fingers scrolling across the keypad of his phone. “Sounds good, man.”

      The room feels even smaller when both Mia and Will are in it. I can breathe easier without Will here to judge me. He critiques every move I make with his sister. Sometimes, I act on instinct when it comes to Mia. I have no idea what I’m doing most of the time. And the same goes for her.

      I know she still cares about me, even though she pretends to hate me. She should hate me for acting like a coward. Back then, I owed her a goodbye, at the very least. I should convince Will to rent a suite with me until our apartment is fixed. But I don’t want to leave. It’s taken me years to gain her attention again. I’m not about to leave now.

      I find Mia in the laundry room. With her back to me, she reaches up on her tippy toes to grab a bottle of stain remover from the shelf. After I take off my shirt, I move behind Mia and press my hip into hers, causing her to gasp.

      I set the shirt on the washing machine in front of her. “It’s all yours.”

      She spins around. “Are you going to do this to me every chance you get?”

      “I’m not doing anything,” I lie.

      Her breath hitches when I lean in, and she doesn’t pull away from me. Our mouths are only a few inches apart, our eyes locked and aware of the sexual tension between us. Panic scrolls across her face. She’s unsure of how to handle this situation. Neither of us can deny the connection we share. I think Mia wants me to kiss her. But I can’t. Not with Will in the other room.

      I move my hands to her sides, pinning her in place with my body. She leans back against the washing machine as I grow harder against her thigh. Mia closes her eyes and wets her lips, practically inviting me to kiss her. She wants this as much as I do.

      When I brush my lips against hers, she lets out a soft moan. It’s nothing more than a light touch to tease her. To test the waters. A tiny smirk tugs at the corner of my mouth. Having this kind of power over Mia gets my blood pumping, giving me a high unlike anything I’ve ever experienced.

      “Ethan, what are you doing?” Mia chokes out, her breathing erratic. “Will could walk in here any minute.”

      “But he didn’t,” I point out.

      Frustrated, she sighs. “You should put dinner on the table before Will comes looking for us. You know how he gets when he’s hungry. I’ll be there in a few.”

      “Right. I’ll leave you to it, then. Thanks, Mia.”

      “You’re welcome,” she mutters. “Thanks for making me dinner. Most of the time, you’re an ass, but sometimes, I see a glimmer of the boy I once knew in there.”

      I move away from her, hanging in the doorway for a few seconds. She rubs detergent into the fabric, oblivious I’m watching her. Thinking over her words, I channel the person I once was with Mia.

      “Tell me something good,” I say.

      She drops the stain remover in her hand and glances over her shoulder at me. “What if I want to start with my something bad?”

      I smile at her. “Tonight, I only want to hear your something good.”

      She grins so wide it illuminates her beautiful face. “It just happened a minute ago. You were always my something good.”

      It takes every ounce of energy I have inside me not to close the distance between us and give Mia the kiss I’ve wanted to give her for ten years. Instead, I decide to leave her with something better.

      “You were mine, too,” I admit.

      It’s the truth.

      Mia was my ray of sunshine during the darkest days with my father. I wish I didn’t have to walk away and act as if this never happened. It’s hard to act normal around Will when every feeling I ever had for Mia comes to the surface when we’re in the same room.

      We need distance.

      So, I do the right thing and walk away without another word wishing Mia wasn’t my best friend’s little sister.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      After the incident in the laundry room with Ethan, I have trouble focusing on anything other than his mouth during dinner. I watch Ethan like a hawk, all while he rambles on to my brother about hockey. I zone out, having zero interest in their conversation. I couldn’t care less about hockey even after all these years of following my brother’s career. And I honestly don’t care to learn.

      Between bites, Will asks me if I want more wine. I slide my glass to the center of the table for a refill.

      After almost kissing Ethan, I need as much alcohol as I can consume. What was he thinking getting that close to me? Why is Ethan making moves every time we’re alone? He tests my self-control on purpose. If he had kissed me, I wouldn’t have stopped him. Either he’s trying to torment me, or he wants to kill me. Probably both.

      Midway through our delicious dinner, Will gets up from the table to open another bottle of red wine.

      On his way back to the table, he says, “You ready to go clubbing?”

      Confused, I point a finger at my chest. “Are you talking to me?”

      Will laughs. “Yeah. Who else would I be talking to?”

      “Ethan,” I say, stating the obvious.

      “You’re going,” Ethan growls. “It’s not a request.”

      He reminds me of the beast from Beauty and the Beast when he commands Belle to eat dinner with him or starve. Ethan’s so bossy. He acts like an extension of my brother sometimes, and it’s annoying.

      “You don’t control me,” I snap. “And I’m not the club type. Go without me.”

      “There’s no such thing as the club type,” Ethan shoots back. “You either like fun, or you don’t, and since you have the personality of a ninety-year-old lady, we have no choice but to kidnap you if you don’t come willingly.”

      “Wow!” My jaw drops, though I’m not the least bit shocked when it comes to Ethan. “This must be one hell of a club if you’re resorting to threats.”

      “We’ve been there a few times,” Will adds. “It’s pretty chill. Just come out with us. Live a little, Mia.”

      “What club?”

      Will lets out a sigh of relief. “It’s called The Sixth Floor.”

      Why is he so desperate to get me out of the house? I’m what you would call a homebody. I like staying in to read and catch up on my shows.

      “Is that the new club on Delaware Avenue?”

      Will nods.

      “Wear something sexy,” Ethan says in a serious tone. “No frumpy sweaters or pajama pants.”

      Will’s face scrunches in disgust. Teeth clenched, he looks at Ethan. “Dude, don’t tell my sister to wear sexy clothes. Gross. She can wear a turtleneck sweater down to her ankles for all I care. Actually, I would prefer it.” He says the last part looking directly at me.

      Ethan laughs.

      I frown.

      Will growls.

      “I don’t have anything to wear that either of you would consider appropriate,” I say. “So, you can count me out.”

      “C’mon, Mia.” Will stuffs a slice of garlic bread into his mouth and speaks between bites. “You never do anything remotely fun. I’ll throw you over my shoulder in what you’re wearing if I have to. Just get out of the house and meet someone.”

      I cock an eyebrow at him. “And by someone do you mean some sweaty club dude? No thanks. Neither of you seem to understand that I only have work clothes and lounging around the house stuff like jeans, sweats, and tees.”

      “Then don’t think of it as a club,” Will says. “It’s nothing more than an oversized bar that plays techno music and throws crazy raves.”

      “I’m sure you have at least one dress in your closet,” Ethan says. “Maybe even a skirt. Go look, and if you don’t find something, I’ll take you to the store.”

      “I have to work tomorrow.”

      At this point, I would do anything to get out of going with them. I’m more of a ‘drink vodka from the bottle while eating Cheetos and researching articles on my beat-up MacBook on the couch’ kind of girl. Will was always the outgoing sibling and the constant center of attention. We couldn’t be more opposite. Ethan is a mixture of us, or at least he was ten years ago. I don’t know the man he’s become, but I want to know him. So bad.
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        * * *

      

      Thirty minutes later, I dig through my closet, beyond frustrated and ready to give up. When Ethan walks into my room, I smell his musky scent before I hear his footsteps behind me.

      Ethan laughs. “Did you throw your clothes on the floor so you could use that as an excuse not to go?”

      I scan the piles of clothes around my feet and sigh. “No, stupid. I was looking for something to wear.”

      “You won’t find a dress on the floor, Mia.” Ethan slides hangers along the metal rack with his muscular chest pressed against my back. “You weren’t kidding, huh? Do you own anything other than jeans or something with holes in it?”

      “The holes are intentional.” I turn around to face him, stunned by how polished and refined he is at all times. Why is he so damn perfect when I’m a hot mess? “It’s not like I sit around with scissors and cut up my jeans and shirts.” Tugging on the sleeve of his navy oxford, I continue, “We all can’t look as good as you do on short notice.”

      He cups the side of my face in his big hand and strokes my cheek with his calloused thumb. “You’d look good in a trash bag. Stop dragging your feet and get ready before I have to dress you myself.”

      Once the thought is planted in my mind, I can’t stop myself from imaging Ethan undressing me. He does that well enough with his eyes. And now I’m thinking of him naked and sweaty with me lying next to him.

      Stop it, Mia. Get your shit together.

      “You were never this bossy,” I choke out. “What happened to you?”

      “I’m not the same person, Mia. The sooner you get that through your pretty little head, the easier it’ll be for you to come to terms with the fact that I’m not going to change. This is who I am now, take it or leave it.”

      “I don’t believe it for one second.” I place my palm over his heart and move closer. “For whatever reason, you don’t want to let me back in. You were never this arrogant and rude to me.”

      He covers his hand over mine and blows out a puff of air. “Some things are better left in the past. You can either get to know the person I am now or cling to the memory of the boy you had a crush on when we were kids.”

      I snort. “I did not have a crush on you.”

      A smirk turns up the corner of his mouth. “That’s a lie, and you know it.”

      “Whatever.” I take a step back, and his hand falls to his side. “I have to get dressed. Can you get out?”

      “You have nothing to wear. Let me take you shopping.”

      “I don’t know whether to be offended or flattered that you would do something so selfless for me.”

      He pushes his hands to his hips and shakes his head, staring at me with one of his killer smirks. “Someone has to help you.”

      I close the distance, and our mouths are almost touching. “I don’t need your help or your pity, E. Now, get out of my room.”

      Ethan cups my shoulders with his big hands. “I’m calling my personal shopper at Boyds whether you like it or not.”

      “You’re impossible,” I counter. “Whatever. I don’t see why you’re so insistent on me going out with you and Will tonight. The last thing I want to do is watch skanky women grind on you.”

      “Good,” he growls. “Because the only woman I want grinding on me is you.”

      I gasp at his comment.

      Ethan is making this living situation too hard for me. And we’re only less than twenty-four hours into the arrangement. I won’t last a month with him invading my personal space, all while forcing me to confront my feelings for him.

      “You can’t turn this on and off whenever you see fit, Ethan. Will is your best friend, and I’m his sister. He will kill both of us. Don’t act like you like me one minute and hate me the next. Even Will is starting to notice the subtle things you do and say to me. When Will saw your hand on my knee at the Wells Fargo Center, I thought he was going to rip your face off.”

      He cups the side of my cheek with his hand and whispers, “He doesn’t have to find out. You’re a big girl now, Mia. You can make your own decisions without your brother there to hold your hand.”

      I lean into his touch and sigh. “Stop torturing me, Ethan.”

      “I think I’m torturing myself more than you,” he says under his breath.

      “Are you ready?” Will says from the doorway.

      When I step back, Ethan removes his hand from my face and shoves it into his jeans pocket. Pretending around Will is hard for both of us. I have no idea how to handle the sexual tension that burns like a lit match with Ethan. My brother senses it. He’s not stupid. Despite our attempts to conceal the truth, my brother will eventually walk in at the wrong moment and kill us both.

      I turn my back to Ethan and sift through my closet, dragging the hangers along the metal bar. “Give me a few minutes. Okay?”

      “You don’t have anything to wear,” Ethan points out. “Let me call my girl at Boyds. What size do you wear?”

      I glance at him over my shoulder. “None of your business.”

      His eyes rake over my body. “Size two?” He stops when he reaches my breasts and takes in the size of them. I almost laugh at his comment. There’s no way in hell my curvy ass is fitting into a size two.

      “We don’t have time to fuck around in department stores,” Will says, throwing his hands on his hips, his jaw set in irritation. “Find something to wear and let’s go. We’re going to a club, not a wedding. No one will care what you have on as long as it’s passable to get in the front door.”

      This time, Ethan doesn’t bother to argue. He keeps his mouth shut and follows Will out of my bedroom. I close the door behind them and lean against it.

      With Ethan out of my sight, I can finally breathe. For now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      After we leave Mia in her room to get dressed, I follow Will into the living room. He kicks back on the couch across from me, shooting daggers in my direction.

      Fuck, how much did he see and hear? I lose my head when I’m around Mia. Despite my feelings for her, I can’t lose my best friend over unresolved issues from the past.

      We hold each other’s gaze for a few seconds before I lean back against the couch. I cough to clear the lump forming at the back of my throat.

      Will studies my face as he reaches for the television remote on the coffee table between us. “What were you doing with my sister?”

      “I was only trying to help her get ready.”

      Will clicks on the television and flips through the channels, shaking his head. “That’s not what it looked like to me. Do you like Mia? You know, you can tell me if you do.”

      Yeah, right. The second I say I do I’ll catch a fist to the jaw. I know firsthand just how dirty Will plays on and off the ice. And I would deserve every single punch for the thoughts I’ve had about his sister.

      “No,” I lie. “I don’t like Mia. Not like that. She’s too proud to admit she needs help from us, and she has nothing decent to wear. I offered to have my girl at Boyds pick something out for her. It wasn’t a big deal. Don’t read into it.”

      “Sorry, man. I didn’t mean to jump down your throat. Thanks for helping Mia out. She won’t take anything from me.” He blows out a puff of air and drops the remote onto the coffee table in front of us. Will folds his arms over his chest and leans back with his eyes focused on the flat screen. “You ready for next week’s game?” Will asks without looking away from the television. “We barely made it into the playoffs this year.”

      I nod in agreement. “If Kane didn’t score in overtime, we would’ve been out.”

      Tyler Kane is our team captain for a reason. He’s hands-down the best center in the league and one of the smartest offensive players I’ve ever known. His ability to lead our team from barely winning games to making the playoffs is a big deal. That’s why Mia and her friend interviewed us earlier today.

      “How do I look?” Mia walks into the room, snapping me back to reality. My mouth falls open as I take in the sight of all of her curves on display for me. “Do I pass as ‘club appropriate,’” she says, using air quotes, “or am I still underdressed?”

      A silly expression crosses her face, one that makes me smile. I can’t take my eyes off her. She’s beautiful, a complete fucking knockout. And still my best friend’s younger sister. So, there’s that.

      Despite her hatred of the gym, her legs are surprisingly toned, and the tight leather skirt that rides up her thighs shows off every curve. She hates to work out or do anything that resembles exercise, but by the look of her body, I find that hard to believe. My gaze travels up the length of her delicious body as I take in the strapless gold top that’s practically plastered to her big tits. Her cleavage is popping out from the top, which is another surprise. She’s even wearing heels. Not flats or boots. She ditched her usual attire.

      What happened to her mom jeans and sweaters? Damn, she looks good. But she would look good in anything—even the mom jeans. Where has she been hiding this outfit?

      I bite the inside of my cheek to keep myself from making any obscene facial gestures. Will notices every movement I make around Mia. Right now, my dick is getting hard just thinking about burying my face between her legs. And her tits. Fuck.

      “See, I knew you had something in that closet.” Will turns off the television and pushes himself up from the couch.

      Mia glances at Will and does something that resembles a curtsey, tugging at the edges of her skirt as she smiles. “I clean up good, huh?”

      Will moves toward her and studies her clothes. “Well, I’m not thrilled about the length of your skirt or the low-cut top, but they have a dress code at The Sixth Floor. They would never let you in wearing jeans and boots. Stay close to Ethan and me. I don’t want anyone near you. Okay?”

      She nods. “You have nothing to worry about.”

      But he does.

      He just doesn’t know it yet.

      “Don’t drink too much,” Will says. “No dancing with any guys.”

      Mia rolls her eyes at him. “Yes, Dad. Anything else? Do you want to check my homework before we go out?”

      I laugh, but Will doesn’t find it funny. He shoots me a pained look, and then his gaze falls back to Mia. “I’m serious.”

      “Yeah, whatever, Will. This was your idea, not mine. I’ll just dance with Ethan then if you’re going to be such a buzz kill.”

      Will pulls his phone from his pocket, tapping on the keys at a feverish pace. “Yeah, stick with Ethan.”

      Am I violating my best friend’s trust? I haven’t done anything wrong. Yet. But I know I will.

      How can I stop myself when Mia licks her lips at me or flips her blonde strands over her shoulder, giving me come-fuck-me eyes. She’s a fucking temptress, and she knows it.

      “Uber will be here in five minutes,” Will says before heading into the kitchen. “We need to get a good buzz going before we get to the club. Do you have anything other than this old bottle of vodka?” He digs through Mia’s freezer and holds up the almost empty bottle. “Any chance you have some Jack around here?”

      “No.” Mia moves her hands to her hips and frowns. “You can take it or leave it. And I expect you to replace whatever you drink. That’s all I have left.”

      Mia glances at me before following behind Will, and I trail behind her, taking in the sight of her body. Her ass. Those legs. I’m so fucking screwed.

      One month.

      I can do this.

      Deep breaths.

      Even I don’t believe myself. Why would Will?
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        * * *

      

      No one has ever looked more out of place in a club than Mia Roman. She glances up at the ceiling, memorizing every detail of the room as the cocktail waitress leads us upstairs to the VIP section Will reserved for us. He chats up the waitress, while I keep Mia entertained and at my side.

      My hand grazes her ass when I have to pull her closer to make room for a drunken couple to pass us on the stairs. She jumps, looking startled, until she realizes it was me touching her and not some random dude.

      Luckily, Will is busy with the blonde bombshell leading us to the VIP section, too busy staring at her huge rack. So, I keep my hand on Mia’s ass for a few seconds longer to see if she’ll tell me to stop. She tips her head toward Will, and I nod. If anyone is aware of how close Will is, it’s me.

      Once we reach the VIP area, I sit on the couch next to Mia. Will gives the waitress our drink orders. With our first playoff game only a few days away, I’m sticking to water. So is Will. This night is for Mia. She needs to loosen up and have fun for once in her life.

      “I can see why you insisted on dressing me,” Mia says. “This place is nice. I wouldn’t have fit in with my normal clothes.”

      I nod. “But I’m sure the bouncer would have let you in because you’re with us. At least now you look the part.”

      “As what? One of your puck bunnies.” She rolls her eyes and makes a gagging sound. “People probably think I’m fucking you and Will. Gross.”

      “Let them think what they want. And for the record, fucking me would not be gross. Far from it.”

      She laughs. “I don’t know about that.”

      Before I get the chance to respond, Will plops down on the other side of Mia and slides his arm across the back of her neck. “What do you think, baby sis? Not so bad, right?”

      Mia gives him a fake smile. She’s so easy to read. “Yeah, it’s great. Thanks for forcing me to come out with you.”

      She folds her arms across her chest, pushing her tits out even more. Does it make me an even bigger asshole for noticing? Probably.

      Will releases Mia from his grip and leans forward to grab two bottles of water from the bed of ice on the table in front of us and hands one of them to me. Then, he fills a highball glass with Absolut and cranberry juice. He passes the drink to Mia. “Try to have fun. It won’t kill you.”

      “Stop nagging me, Will.” Mia presses the glass to her lips and gulps down half of the liquid in one swig. “Let me do my thing without babysitting me for once.”

      Will cocks an eyebrow at Mia. “You know I worry about you.”

      For as long as I’ve known Will, he’s always handled Mia like she’s a piece of fine china. Her parents treat her the same way. She’s not the delicate girl I once knew. Not even close.

      Mia pounds the rest of her drink and gets up from the couch. “I know, Will, and I’ll be fine. I can take care of myself. Now, if you don’t mind, I want to go downstairs and dance without a chaperone.”

      Will sinks further into the couch and kicks his shoe up on the table. “Ethan is going with you.”

      He shoots me a look that says, Keep an eye on her. I’d love to dance with Mia, but I can’t help but wonder if he’ll stand up here and watch us from the balcony. If so, I have to be careful with her. Because one wrong move could be dangerous for us both.

      “You coming with?” I ask Will.

      He shakes his head. “No, I texted that girl I met last night. She should be here in a few. I also have the waitress to keep me company.” Will flashes a cocky smirk and then winks.

      When we reach the dance floor, the club is in full swing. Sweat glistens off the bodies of those grinding on each other, the people surrounding us throwing elbows in our direction as we push our way through the crowd. I have to move Mia in front of me to keep her out of their reach. With my arm hooked around her stomach and my hand on her shoulder, I steer her deeper into the throng and out of Will’s line of sight.

      He told me to dance with Mia. Technically, Will gave me his permission. Does that make this right?

      We eventually find an open space in the middle of the floor, which gives us enough room to join our bodies together. Mia presses her palms to my chest and looks up at me. Her bright blue eyes slice right through me. When she looks at me this way, nothing around us matters. There’s only the beautiful girl I’ve had feelings for since I was in high school standing in front of me.

      My skin pricks with electricity when Mia slides her hands up my arms. She grips my biceps with her fingers and begins to sway her hips with a sensual look in her eyes as she digs her nails into my skin. We don’t need to exchange words. She wants me. I want her. There’s nothing left to say. But, where is Will?

      I glance up at the balcony where we left Will and let out a sigh of relief that he’s not standing there. His date must have arrived by now and keeping him more than entertained. Good. Because I need Will distracted.

      Mia rubs her ass on my thigh, slowly making her way to my growing erection. I’m thankful no one can see how turned on I am by Mia. And even more thankful that Will is not here to see this. She knows what she’s doing, dropping low enough to give me a nice view of her ass. For a girl who never leaves the house, Mia sure has some moves. And she sure as fuck knows how to work her killer curves.

      She wants me to touch her, and yet I have my hands at my sides, allowing Mia to do what she wants to me.

      If only she knew how much she’s doing.

      With Will out of the picture, what could it hurt?

      What’s one dance?

      I lean forward to whisper in her ear, and she stills from my breath on her skin. “Keep doing that, little lamb, and I’m going to bend you over and fuck you right here on this dance floor.”

      Mia stops shaking her ass and tilts her head back so that our eyes meet. Sweat dots on her forehead and brows, her glassy blue eyes burning a hole right through me. “I’d like to see you try, E.”

      Moving my hands to her hips, I pull her against my chest. “Is that a dare?”

      She smiles in response.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      What am I doing? Grinding on Ethan like some horny college girl at a bar is not my style. Not even close. So, why can’t I stop myself from rubbing my ass on his cock? I love the fact Ethan’s hard for me, of all people. For the girl who has been in love with him since we were kids. For his best friend’s little sister.

      I glance up at the balcony to check for Will. At least he hasn’t caught us. Yet. If we keep this shit up, it’s only a matter of time before Will figures out the old feelings Ethan and I have for each other are back and stronger than ever.

      Swaying my hips to the music, I lean my head back and look up at Ethan. His thick muscles wrap around me, his hands slowly moving down my sides. He stares at me with his mouth open, his teeth gently grazing his bottom lip. I want to bite it, suck it.

      The girls next to us are screaming at each other. One of them bumps into my arm. But neither of us can take our eyes off the other. Under the heat from the lights and the steady pace we’re maintaining, I’m gasping for air. Or maybe Ethan is the one doing this to me.

      My skin burns from the fire Ethan leaves in his wake. He pushes his hands down my body, feeling every curve. And I let him. Even though we should stop. We both know this is wrong.

      When the song changes to a more techno beat, I move faster. Ethan dips his head down to brush his lips along my neck to taste me. His tongue lightly grazes my skin, and as he does this, his manly scent fills my nostrils. I drink him in and allow myself to sense and feel everything about Ethan.

      Reaching behind me, I drag my fingers down his chest until I find his hard cock. Ever since I saw him naked this morning, I’ve wanted him. As much as I try to deny it, I’m only lying to myself. He grows harder for me, filling my hand, and does something I least expect. Ethan bites my neck, tugging at my flesh with his teeth.

      At first, it hurts, but then I realize I like the pain. I want more. And Ethan gives it to me. My nipples are like daggers poking through the thin fabric of my shirt, and when Ethan slides his hand up my stomach to feel the tiny buds, I moan so fucking loud I feel self-conscious until I realize no one can hear me. No one cares that we’re practically fucking on the dance floor. Oddly enough, no one has recognized Ethan.

      Sweat drips into my eyes and down my face. With the makeup and lights blinding me, I can hardly see the faces in front of me. So, I close my eyes and rest my head on Ethan’s chest. He’s so much bigger than me that no one can even see me, not with Ethan’s muscular frame covering me. Not when his hands and tongue claim me.

      Ethan has his back to the balcony, providing us with some form of privacy from my brother. By now, Will must be busy with his hookup of the hour. At least we have that going for us. I open my eyes to double-check, turning just enough to see past Ethan’s shoulder to search for Will. All good. For now.

      After the song switches over to a faster, more upbeat tempo, the crowd changes with it. Everyone is moving so quickly their bodies and faces become one giant blur, a mess of hair and colors and swirled images. I’m not drunk, not even buzzed. Ethan has me high on him. One taste of what it would be like to be with Ethan is all it takes for me to get drunk on pleasure.

      Ethan takes both of my arms and holds them behind my back, restraining me. I look up at him, lost in him and the moment and wishing it would never end.

      Hours pass by whether I want them to or not because I have no concept of time. All I know is that my core has been aching with desire since we got on this dance floor, however long that has been.

      Holding my arms with one hand, Ethan pushes the hair off my neck and cups my chin in his other hand. He plants a trail of kisses along my jaw before making his way to my mouth. As he pulls down my bottom lip with his thumb, Ethan wets his lips. And then he goes in for the kill as if he’s the predator, and I’m his prey.

      His lips crash into mine with so much intensity and passion I almost lose my balance. But Ethan is there to catch me and pins me against his chest. He takes my lip and sucks on it, tugging at it with his teeth. I love the way he makes me crave this closeness.

      When Ethan sweeps his tongue into my mouth, I melt into him, our bodies are fused together as one.

      I’ve waited ten years for this kiss.

      Ten years for this man to touch me in ways I’d only dreamed.

      Ethan is no longer a dream, but the idea of us together is nothing more than a façade. Will would never be okay with us. So, we have tonight. One night to make up for the last ten years.

      We stay this way until the strobe lights go out and the crowd dies down along with the music. Ethan finally lets go of me, holding me at arm's length. He studies my face and shakes his head. “I should have done that ten years ago.”

      “Why did we wait this long?”

      He frowns as if the Ethan I had all night is gone. “You know why.”

      I nod. “Will.”

      There’s nothing left to say.

      Ethan leads me upstairs by the hand, his touch sending shockwaves throughout my body, followed by sadness. Now that I’ve had Ethan, I want more and reality sucks ass.

      When we reach the top landing, we find Will making out with not one but two blondes in the VIP area. Bottles of alcohol are on the table, the floor littered with cups and shakers. What the fuck happened up here? One girl is grinding on my brother with his legs squeezed between her skinny thighs. And they’re both kissing the other girl.

      “I think I’m gonna be sick.” I lean into Ethan and whisper, “Are they having sex?”

      He tilts his head to the side. “Umm… I don’t think so. But who knows with your brother.”

      “Maybe we should leave. This is nasty. I can’t stay here and watch my brother fuck random chicks in public. What the hell is wrong with him?”

      They call him Romeo for a reason.

      I turn on my heel, slipping away from Ethan, and he comes up from behind me. He grips my hips to keep me in place and leans down to speak against the shell of my ear, “I’ll take care of your brother. Don’t move, okay?”

      I sigh. “Okay.”

      Sadly, this is not the first time I’ve seen my brother with two or even three girls. He’s a serious manwhore and always has been. His popularity with women only worsened when he became a professional hockey player. Will has been in the newspaper with different girls dozens of times, and every time my mom dies of shame. To some extent, so do I.

      But I guess that makes me a hypocrite because I practically allowed Ethan to fuck me on the dance floor. I would have let him too. That’s the sad part. Even though he was rough and aggressive, I could feel his restraint. He didn’t want to take things with us too far.

      After a few minutes, Ethan comes back from talking to Will with a smile on his handsome face.

      “Ready to go? Will’s going home with those girls. He said not to wait up.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      He flashes the cockiest of grins as if he has a hidden agenda.

      Then, it hits me—we have my apartment to ourselves for the night. And now, I’m smiling like a fucking fool, with my expression now mirroring his.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      On the Uber ride back to my apartment, Ethan has his hands all over me. But he doesn’t kiss me. We don’t even look at each other. He slides his hand up my thighs and feels every inch of my exposed skin, forcing me to bite the inside of my cheek to be quiet. It was one thing to feel each other up in a crowded club, but not with a private audience in the front seat.

      When the car stops, Ethan forks over a wad of cash and thanks the driver. He helps me out of the car, and by the time he gets me outside, he has me over his shoulder.

      “What are you doing, E?” I push down the back of my skirt as he shuts the door and waves to the man.

      “You were moving too slow, and I have plans for you that can’t wait.”

      His deep, masculine voice produces an aching within me I can’t ignore. I burrow my face in the crook of his neck, no longer wanting to fight him as he carries me over the threshold.

      He holds out his hand. “Give me your keys.”

      Inside the three-story brownstone, a narrow hallway to the right leads to a set of doors. Each floor has two apartments, with the smallest ones on the lower floors. The walls are painted stark white with lights overhead that cast a yellowish hue around us.

      Given Ethan’s athletic build, he has no problem taking the stairs two at a time as if it’s nothing. He’s a big guy, and in his arms, I feel safe, secure. Ethan manhandles me like I’m a doll. He sets me on the floor to fumble with the keys, opening the door and kicking it shut before he lifts me up again.

      As Ethan pushes my back against the wall, I wrap my legs around his middle and slide my hands up his chest. Holding me tight, his lips crash against mine with fury. I hadn’t realized how much I missed his touch until now. More like I’ve craved him. The second our mouths separated at the club, I wanted more. Now, I have him. All of him.

      Ethan kisses me, our tongues working in harmony. He invades my mouth with a vicious hunger, and ten years of pent-up sexual desire exploding all at once. And I feel every second of those years. He tells me with his body how much he’s wanted this. Claims me with each flick of his tongue. Possesses me with each finger he digs into my side.

      After what feels like an hour, our lips part, both of us out of breath and panting. Ethan cups the side of my face with his big hand and sighs. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted this, Mia.”

      “Me, too.” I can barely get the words out.

      He shakes his head. “Too fucking long.”

      We stare at each other, a beat passing between us before he pushes my panties aside to run his finger along my slick folds. Testing my wetness, Ethan slides his finger in and out of me and makes a hissing sound.

      “So wet. So fucking tight. Damn, Mia, what are you doing to me? I thought I could control myself with you. I have to control myself. But I can’t.”

      “Then don’t,” I whisper.

      “Don’t say that. I want to fuck you on every surface of this apartment. I want my cock inside every part of you. I want it all.”

      I press my finger to his lips to silence him. “Will isn’t home. We get one night together. One night to get this out of our systems.”

      “Your brother will never forgive me. He flipped out over me touching your leg during the interview.”

      “He doesn’t need to know, E. It’s just you and me.”

      We share a short-lived moment where it’s just Mia and E, the boy I fell in love with ten years ago. This is the Ethan Waters I know. Deep down inside, it hurts knowing tonight can never be more than a fling. But having Ethan for one night is better than not at all, and that’s how I justify it to myself.

      He kisses me again, but this time as if he’s saying goodbye. Tightening my grip on his neck, I hold onto Ethan for dear life, afraid of losing any contact with him. I take all of his anger and pain, absorb his sadness and fear, his emotions mirroring mine.

      We both want more.

      But we can’t have it.

      Ethan carries me to the kitchen with my legs still around his back, and my nails clawing at his neck.

      We don’t even bother to separate our lips until my ass hits the countertop. I work on the buttons of his navy dress shirt, flipping them open one at a time, and when I get to the last one, Ethan shakes it off.

      He plucks a condom from his pocket, before taking off his pants and boxers, and rips the package open. I push up my skirt, slide my panties down to my ankles, and let them drop to the floor.

      Ethan wets his lips as he takes in the sight of me. Staring at me like a ravenous beast, he sinks to the floor in front of me, parting my legs with his strong hands.

      He kisses his way up my thigh, taking his time. Burying his face between my legs, Ethan peeks up at me. His intense gaze sends a pang of pleasure throughout my body as his tongue connects with my aching clit. He massages me with his tongue, giving me lazy licks that drive me fucking insane.

      His breath makes my toes curl, and when his tongue finally slips between my folds, my brain shuts down. I’m unable to move or think straight when he shoves two fingers inside and spreads me open. My insides clench around him, his tongue bringing me to the point of convulsing.

      I stare into his deep blue eyes, filled with hunger and passion, concentrating on finding my release as he manages to hit my sweet spot.

      “Ethan,” I moan. “Yes… just like that.”

      Gripping Ethan’s dark hair in my hands, I hold him tight and scream his name. I let out all my frustration and anger over this fucked-up situation. I communicate my feelings with each orgasm he rips from my body because they’re his to take. Ethan owns every last one of them.

      He stops when I can’t take any more and glances up at me, his lips covered in my juices. He licks every bit from his lips before sucking his fingers clean. “Mmm… you taste good. But I’m nowhere near done with you.”

      I release my grip on his hair and sink back against the cabinet to collect myself. “Good,” I whisper. “Because I want more.”

      He places his hands on my thighs and pushes himself up. “What do you want, Mia? I want you to say it.”

      I hook my leg around his back and dig my heel into his toned ass. “I want you to fuck me. I want that hate fuck I’ve been waiting years for.”

      He snickers. “I don’t hate you. Never did.”

      “Well, I’ve hated you for a long time, so give me what I want. Fuck every last ounce of hatred from my body. This is it. Your only chance. Give it to me, E. Fuck me like one of your puck bunnies.”

      Ethan drags his thumb across my bottom lip. “You have such a dirty mouth for a goody-two-shoes. Do you know what I do to dirty girls?”

      I shake my head. “No. Why don’t you show me?”

      He tugs at my shirt, practically ripping it off my body in one fell swoop, the lace bra I’d worn for the occasion falling to the floor along with my top. With my breasts exposed to the cold air, my nipples grow harder. But it’s not until Ethan massages them between his fingers that the tiny buds become so taut a sensation of pure pleasure rocks through my body.

      He bends down to suck on my nipple, taking it between his teeth and nibbling on it while massaging my other breast. A hint of pain washes over me in waves. But I don’t care. With each bite of my nipples, I come undone. I lose control of myself.

      Ethan kisses his way up my chest and to my mouth, leaving soft kisses on my skin as he continues to navigate my body with his rough, calloused hands. His massive erection digs into my thigh, long and hard and so perfect. I reach between my legs to touch his sensitive skin, stroking his shaft with both hands. He moans into my mouth, a few obscenities escaping his lips.

      “I’ve gone easy on you,” he says between kisses. “Are you sure you’re ready?”

      I nod. “Yes, give it to me. I want it all.”

      He grabs me by the hips and pulls me off the counter so fast my head spins. I wasn’t expecting that. With a firm grip, he presses his fingers into my skin, burrowing so deep he could leave his mark on me.

      “Turn around.” His voice comes off like a growl, as he moves one of his hands to my shoulder and spins me around.

      Without hesitation, I lean my forearms on the counter and lift my ass, giving him the perfect view.

      He rubs his hand over each cheek, caressing my skin. “Good girl.”

      Ethan pins me down with his muscular body, the tip of his cock pressed between my cheeks and teasing my opening. “Is this what you want?”

      “Yes,” I mutter, breathless. “More than anything.”

      He slides his hand beneath my chin and tilts my head back until our eyes meet. Consumed by the hold he has over my mind and body, I block out the noise from the floor below us, and the ambulance sirens blaring from a distance. I even ignore the jiggling of the front door handle. It’s not until a loud bang followed by Will’s voice that I come out of my Ethan-induced coma.

      “Mia, open up.” Will slams his fist into the door once more. “I don’t have a key.”

      “Fuck,” Ethan says under his breath. “He was supposed to be gone until morning.”

      I stare up at Ethan in horror. “So much for having one night together.”

      He looks as if he wants to jump out the window. I wish I could, too. In a hurry, we bend over to retrieve our clothes, balling the material in our hands.

      “Go hide in the bathroom,” I tell Ethan. “I’ll deal with Will. Better yet, sleep in my room tonight, and I’ll take the couch. It’s better if Will thinks you’re sleeping already.”

      “No, he’ll get suspicious if I sleep in your bed. I’ll take the guest room.”

      “Mia, C'mon,” Will shouts. “Open the door, baby sis.”

      Ethan steals one last kiss, a quick peck that leaves me wanting more. I have to push him away, so I don’t have the urge to kiss him again. He’s too tempting, intoxicating, an illness that has no cure.

      As he walks away from me, I admire his perfect backside and muscles that define every inch of his back and shoulders. My heart beats hard against my chest, the longing and desire still burning my skin.

      Damn you, Will.

      With my eyes on Ethan, I allow myself one last look as I slip my skirt over my hips and slide my panties up my thighs. I skip the bra, hiding it in one of the cabinets, and throw my shirt over my head on my way to the door. I give myself a once over in the mirror on the wall and smooth a hand down the front of my shirt and skirt. This is as good as it’s going to get.

      The second I unlatch the lock, Will stumbles inside, reeking of sex and alcohol. Or maybe I’m the one who smells of sex. It’s hard to tell.

      “About damn time,” Will hisses as he steps inside. “I was about to get an Uber.”

      I lock the door and spin around to watch him stagger into the living room. “Where would you have gone? Your apartment is trashed.”

      With his back to me, he shrugs. “A hotel. What difference does it make?”

      “I thought you were staying with those girls.”

      “Nah. They’re boring.” Before he hits the couch, he changes his course of direction. “I’m hungry. Got any leftovers from dinner?”

      I follow behind Will and into the kitchen. He opens the fridge and peeks inside. The light casts a shadow in the darkness, drawing my attention to the condom wrapper Ethan left on the countertop.

      Shit.

      In full-on stealth mode, I slide the foil package off the counter. Will removes an extra plate of veal parmesan and spaghetti from the top shelf in the fridge, too busy contemplating his next meal to notice. Or so I think.

      He narrows his eyes at me. “What are you doing? You’re acting weird.”

      “Nothing.”

      Will tilts his head to the side. “What’s in your hand?”

      Fuck. How do I explain this? Oh, it’s no big deal, Will. I open condoms all the time for no reason. No, I don’t think so.

      I tuck the condom into the back of my skirt and hold up my hands. “I told you. Nothing.”

      “Meh.” He offers me the plate of food. “Want some? There’s enough for both of us.”

      Dodged that bullet.

      I shake my head. “Nope, I think I’m gonna get some sleep. Ethan took the guest bedroom, so that leaves you with the couch.”

      Will pops the plate into the microwave and hits a few buttons. “Whatever. I’m cool with the couch. I told E we can take turns sleeping in the bed.”

      I glance up at the clock on the wall and frown at the time. “I have to get to bed. Try not to make too much noise out here. My shift starts in three hours, and I need at least a nap to function properly.”

      “Sounds good.” Will turns around with his back against the counter and folds his arms over his chest, waiting for the pasta to cook. “Night-night, baby sis.”

      I suck in a deep breath, thankful Will didn’t catch me with Ethan or the condom. Awkward.

      “Night, big bro. Tomorrow, remind me to have a key made for you. I won’t be home until around eight o’clock. Go ahead and eat dinner without me.”

      “You shouldn’t work so much,” he shoots back. “Some of the shit you do is dangerous. I’d feel better if you knew how to protect yourself.”

      “I have to work hard if I want to make a name for myself. If anyone should understand that, it should be you. Your life is anything but conventional.”

      He nods. “I get it. Remember to have some fun every once in a while. Don’t work yourself to death. Be careful.”

      I force a smile. “Always.”

      He calls me all the time to check up on me. With Will living in my apartment, he’s seeing for himself how dysfunctional I am. I prioritize work above everything else. That’s why tonight was so important. One night of fun with Ethan was all I’d wanted. Too bad it went to shit before anything between us could even begin.

      The microwave dings, the obnoxious sound echoing throughout the apartment. Will retrieves the hot plate and makes a hissing sound when the ceramic burns his fingers. He steps back, almost dropping his food on the floor, but he recovers nicely. He sets the plate on the table and pulls out a chair.

      “Enjoy your food.” I turn my back to Will and walk out of the kitchen. “I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

      He mumbles something with a full mouth. I have no idea what he said nor do I care.

      I have to be alone. I need time to process what happened between Ethan and me. Time to process what tonight means for us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      My body aches from the lack of sleep. The gnawing pain that comes back to haunt me sometimes is shooting down my arm and leg. Drawing my stick back, I slap the puck, but my aim is off. It hits the boards behind the net, and before the other team has the chance, Tyler Kane retrieves it. Kane dodges the defenseman attempting to block his shot and taps the puck between his legs to Will.

      This time, Will reaches the net. The puck sails past the goaltender’s skate, and the goal horn sounds throughout the arena. I slap the helmets and backs of my teammates, celebrating our first win of the postseason. Less than a minute is left on the game clock. The chances of the Capitals beating us is slim to none, though not entirely out of the question. I had nothing to do with this win. In fact, my shitty playing could’ve cost us. Luckily, it didn’t.

      Over five years ago, Alex Parker was traded to the Flyers from the Caps. He exchanges a few words with one of his former teammates, a guy he used to live with back in D.C. before he skates back to the bench with us.

      “Nice shot, Romeo,” Parker says to Will, nudging him in the arm with his elbow.

      Will grins. “Thanks, man.”

      We look up to Kane, Parker, and Donovan more than the other players on the team. They have more experience and time in the league, and because of their close relationship, it’s helped build our young team up to secure our position in the playoffs. And I feel like I’m blowing it for my team.

      On our way back to the bench, Will skates alongside me and taps me on the arm with his glove. “Dude, what’s up with you?”

      I shrug off his concern. “Nothing.”

      “Your head wasn’t in the game,” he counters.

      We take our places on the bench and drop or sticks.

      I strip off my gloves and then my helmet, wiping the sweat from my brows. “I’m just tired. I haven’t slept much since the apartment flooded.”

      After the other night, thoughts of Mia have taken over my mind. No matter how much I try to shake our encounter in her kitchen, I can’t seem to find my focus. I never allow distractions to get in the way of my game. But Mia is a hard woman to forget.

      “Me, too,” Will says, dropping his gloves on the ground. “The bed in Mia’s guest room is hard as a rock. Remind me to get her a new one.”

      “Try sleeping on the couch. We were supposed to switch up every other night, and you’ve been hogging up the bed.”

      He wipes a bead of sweat from his forehead and snorts. “No, I haven’t. I offered it to you last night, and you went out instead. Where did you go?”

      “I needed some air. Went for a walk.”

      While that part is true, I had to get out of the apartment. Mia was wearing spandex shorts and a tight tank top that made me so fucking hard I couldn’t stand being around her with Will in the same house. I walked around Center City for so long I hadn’t realized I was gone for over two hours until Mia had texted me, asking me where I went. I slipped into the apartment with the key she had made for me and crashed on the couch. Will had already passed out, though I kept my distance from Mia.

      Considering we had to get on the road early, and I needed as much sleep as I could get, I made a stupid mistake, one that almost cost my team this game. Sneaking around with Mia behind Will’s back produces intense guilt inside me. I should tell him how I feel about his sister and stop acting like a pussy. My feelings for her are interfering with my game and my friendship. But how will he respond when I tell him? Will is like family, and after losing my brother, I can’t take the risk of losing him, too.

      “We get to sleep in a hotel tonight,” he says, sounding relieved.

      I nod. “Yeah, thank God for that. I need to sleep on a decent mattress.”

      “What are you two over here bitching about?” Parker leans over with a water bottle in hand and a smirk on his face.

      “We’re crashing with my sister until our condo is fixed,” Will says, peeling off his helmet with a loud sigh. “Her apartment is small and the bed sucks.”

      “And Will thinks he’s too good to sleep on the couch,” I add with laughter in my voice.

      Parker smirks. “Sleeping at someone else’s house sucks. I remember when Charlotte forced me to live with her.”

      He’s referring to my agent, Charlotte ‘Coach’ Coachman—now Parker and his wife. Coach represents most of the guys on the team. She’s one of the top agents in the business and aggressive as hell.

      Will cocks his head in Parker’s direction. “Coach forced you to live with her?”

      He nods. “Yeah, when I was drinking all the time. She wouldn’t help me unless she could keep tabs on me. But she got my life and career back on track. I wouldn’t be sitting here right now if not for her.”

      Interesting. I knew Parker had not only a puck bunny problem but an alcohol addiction a few years back, but I had no idea Coach was the reason for his sudden change of heart. In some ways, I understand it. With Mia back in my life, I want to be what she needs. Years ago I wanted that, too. But my addiction had gotten in the way, forcing us apart.

      Knowing Coach helped Parker get his shit together makes me want to confess to Mia why I left her ten years ago without as much as a goodbye. She deserved so much better than me. I knew it then, and I know it now. Mia could have anyone, and yet she wants me for some reason. I’m broken, still unable to get over the past that still haunts me. She has no idea how much of a mess I am on the inside. I can’t offer her anything more than sex.

      When the horn blares, signaling the end of the game, the area erupts into a mixture of boos and cheers. We beat the home team, so we weren’t expecting a standing ovation. My performance definitely doesn’t deserve one. I have to do better. I need to be better for myself and my team.

      After I shower and change, my cell phone is the first thing I reach for. I open my last text message with Mia.

      
        
        Ethan: We won our first game.

        Mia: Congrats! So happy for you, E.

        Ethan: Wish you were here. I miss you…

      

      

      This time, the chat bubble doesn’t pop up on my screen. I wait a few minutes and still no reply from Mia.

      Shit, what did I just do? It was the truth. I do miss her.

      I’ve wanted to spend time alone with Mia for days, but with Will around all of the time, it’s been a challenge.

      “Waters, you ready?” Kane says from behind me. “Time to go.”

      I glance over my shoulder at Kane, Will, and a few other players, who are waiting for me to leave for the hotel.

      Nodding, I shove the phone into my pocket and sigh, now wondering if my feelings for Mia are one-sided. I sure as hell hope not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      I kick my feet up on the dashboard and lean back in my seat with the binoculars in front of my eyes. After three hours of staking out Old City Records, we haven’t had a single lead pan out. One day, my source tells me the dealers are running a major shipment through the store, the next it’s something else.

      “Hand me the Cheetos, would ya?” I point at the bag of cheesy goodness on the dash in front of Clarke. “I’m starving.”

      She picks up the bag, glances at the nutrition label, and sighs. “How do you eat this crap? It’s loaded with saturated fat and chemicals.”

      I take it out of her hand and laugh. “It says made with real cheese on the front of the bag. That counts as a food group.”

      She chuckles. “You’re impossible. No wonder your brother worries about you. Coffee and Cheetos is not what I’d consider a good dinner.”

      “We’re on a stakeout. Eating junk food and pounding stale coffee is part of the gig.”

      “We’re not cops,” Clarke points out. “Following around dealers in hopes of getting a good lead on the Old City Records drug ring will get you killed.”

      “They have no idea we’re watching them. Stop worrying. For someone who wants to become an investigative journalist, you sure as hell don’t take enough risks.”

      I scan the dark city block for a sign of something. Anything. But no one has walked past Old City Records in over an hour. Inside the store, the lights are dim, casting barely enough light to see the person seated at the front counter.

      “Go waltz in there and make nice with the clerk. Wouldn’t that be easier?”

      I shrug against the leather seat.

      “Well, they’re hiring,” she hedges. “There’s a sign on the door. Go apply for a job.”

      Clarke says this as if it’s the most obvious choice. I would’ve done that sooner if it were an option.

      I snort. “I already have a job, one that pays shit. I doubt Fred will take too kindly to me working at a record store in hopes I’ll find something big enough for him to print.”

      “Show him what you got, and maybe he’ll change his mind.”

      “Doubtful.” I stuff a handful of Cheetos into my mouth, speaking between bites. “All I have are dried up leads that have done nothing but waste my time and now yours.”

      “It’s not a waste of time. This is fun. Better than researching what private schools are the best in the area or some of the boring-ass shit Fred has assigned to me lately. I swear he’s trying to get rid of me. Ever since I turned in my assignment on the school embezzlement case, Fred hasn’t given me anything worthwhile.”

      “Your reporting on that story was perfect. It wasn’t you. He’s a dick because he wants to fuck you, and you want nothing to do with him.”

      She sticks her tongue out and makes a gagging sound. “Gross. The last thing I want to think about is Fred and dicks. He makes my skin crawl with the way he stares at me during staff meetings.”

      “Unfortunately, he’s our boss. It sucks. Get used to it. He likes to stare, but he’s harmless. Flirt back. It could do wonders for your career.” I say the last part with a wink, completely joking with her.

      She lets out a frustrated groan. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Fred’s a creeper, but you can’t pick your boss.”

      “But you can pick your job,” Clarke counters.

      “I pay him no mind. He makes advances on occasion. I ignore all of them. It hasn’t affected my ability to work with him. Being nice to him goes a long way. He gave me the go-ahead to work part-time on this case. Fred is like a little kid. If you give him some attention, he’ll simmer down and go play in the corner with his toys.”

      “Ugh,” she groans. “Fine. Whatever it takes to get back to real journalism. Covering this local bullshit is boring me to death.”

      “That’s why you should take our stakeout seriously. Imagine what a story like this could do for our careers.”

      She bites her lip. “The dealers have ties to the Mafia, right?”

      I drop the binoculars into my lap and look over at Clarke. “Other newspapers have covered similar cases related to the ring, but no one can confirm the supplier with absolute certainty.”

      “And you think they run it out of this rinky-dink record store?” She stares at the storefront again and shakes her head.

      “Better than slinging crack under the El.”

      “Dumb place to sell drugs, don’t you think? I thought drug dealers hung out on street corners.”

      “Nope, not anymore. Dealers are more sophisticated now. It’s like a drug delivery service. You make a call, and someone meets you. You can get anything you want. Sex. Drugs. You name it, and you can find a way to get it.”

      “Should I be worried that you know so much about how to order drugs and hookers?”

      I laugh. “It’s part of the job. I have to know a thing or two about how their business works if I want to bust them.”

      “You should involve the cops. We can’t take down a bunch of thugs by ourselves.”

      “I will. Don’t be silly. I’m not delusional.”

      “You never told me about what happened with Ethan last night.”

      A beat passes between us before I confess. “We almost had sex.”

      Her mouth hangs open in shock, confusion scrolling across her face. “Almost? Why was that? Fill me in. I need the dirt. My sex life sucks ass. Let me live vicariously through you and hockey hottie.”

      I cringe at her nickname for Ethan.

      “There’s not much to tell. We pretty much air humped each other on the dance floor. Ethan kissed me, bit my neck, and I rubbed up on his dick. It was super hot, in case you’re wondering. Then, we went back to my apartment, where he gave me a few orgasms before Will came home. We were so close. Ethan was ready to put on the condom when I heard Will’s voice. Talk about the biggest buzzkill ever.”

      “At least he didn’t catch you. How did you manage that one?”

      “Easy, I never gave him a key. But now, he has one, so we have to be more careful.”

      “Sorry.” I peek out the window at the record store and sigh. “I thought this would be more eventful than the two of us sharing Cheetos and talking about Fred and Ethan.”

      “The Ethan part I can handle. Fred not so much. Go on, I want to hear the rest of the story. What happened after Will came home?”

      “Nothing.” I sigh. “I told Ethan to pretend he was sleeping in the spare bedroom before Will could see him. I took my room. Will slept on the couch. He almost caught me with an open condom, though.”

      She covers her mouth with her hand and giggles. “How would you have explained your way out of that one?”

      “I guess I would’ve had to get creative. I’m glad it didn’t come to that, though. Sneaking around behind Will’s back is eating at me. Ethan hates it, too. I told Ethan we had one night to get it out of our systems.”

      She leans her arm on the console between us, her eyes wide with curiosity. “You said that to him?”

      I nod in answer.

      “How bold of you? You’re full of surprises lately. And here I thought you were Jane the Virgin.”

      I cough. “Not hardly. Just because I’m a selective dater doesn’t mean I’m a virgin.”

      She holds up her hands and shrugs. “Hey, how am I supposed to know? You’re not exactly an open book. I have yet to see you with a man in all the time I’ve worked with you.”

      I contemplate her words, and sadly, I realize Clarke is right. Dammit. I sound lamer by the second. Maybe I needed that night with Ethan more than I thought. Too bad Will interrupted us.

      My cell phone dings with a new text from Ethan. His team won their first playoff game. I type out a quick text and shove the phone into the glove compartment, before cracking open the door.

      “Where are you going?” Clarke says.

      “I want to follow him.” I point at the clerk leaving the record store. He’s just locked up for the night, and now walking down the street toward the subway. “Maybe he’ll lead us somewhere.”

      “Yeah, probably to his house,” she mutters.

      “You never know.”

      Before I can slip out of the car, Clarke grabs my arm. “Get back in. We can tail him.”

      I shut the door and sink into the leather. “I think he’s getting on the subway. If he does, I’m following behind.”

      She nods. “Fine, but let me follow him as far as we can go before pursuing him on foot.”

      Clarke pulls out of the parking space, keeping her distance. From what I can tell, the man we’re following is in his mid-thirties, with dark hair and medium build. The city is still packed at this hour, and with the Flyers winning their first game, people are flowing out from bars, strolling down the street in jerseys. He pushes his way through the crowd, and before Clarke can make a sudden move, the man ducks down a side street where we can’t follow him.

      “Shit,” I growl. “I knew I should’ve gone after him on foot. Dammit.”

      Clarke frowns. “Sorry, babe. I guess tonight wasn’t in the cards for us. You ready to head home?”

      I shrug against the seat. “Might as well. This night is going nowhere fast, and I need some real food. The Chinese place below my apartment is open for another hour.”

      Clarke scrunches her nose in disgust. “I think I’ll pass.”

      “Suit yourself. You don’t know what you’re missing.”

      What a mess. My dating life is a disaster. I can’t nail the bastards I’ve been chasing around for the past few months. At least I have the apartment to myself. Will and Ethan are on the road and won’t be back until tomorrow. I can use some time alone to clear my head and figure out what I’m doing with Ethan.
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        * * *

      

      I wake to the sound of Ethan’s voice in my ear and his warm breath on my cheek. This is a dream. It has to be because Ethan isn’t supposed to be here.

      “You never answered me,” he whispers, his body dipping the mattress beneath his weight. He crawls into my bed behind me and wraps his arms around me.

      Confused and somewhat startled, I glance over my shoulder at him. “What are you talking about?”

      “My text,” he growls. “You left me hanging.”

      Our last exchange was hours ago in Clarke’s car, where I forgot my cell phone in her glove compartment. Oops. Now, I’m dying to know what he said in his text message that was important enough for him to come back a day earlier.

      “I know you missed me, too,” he says, his voice like gravel. “I drove all the way back here just to hear you say it.”

      I fell asleep in a tank top and panties that Ethan is now ripping off me. “Ethan,” I moan as I hear the fabric tear in his hand. “What are you doing? Why are you here?”

      “I missed you.” He drags his teeth along my neck and forces my legs open with his big hand. “I had to see you.” Ethan presses on my shoulder and has me on my back within seconds. “I couldn’t sleep until I knew how you felt about me. Tell me all of the guilt and shame I feel over keeping this from Will is worth it.” His hand dips between my legs, two fingers slowly inching inside me. “Please tell me I’m not alone in this.”

      “What’s wrong, Ethan?” My eyes shut from the pleasure shooting through my body, though I’m still slightly surprised he’s in bed with me.

      “You’re driving me crazy, my little lamb.” I love hearing my nickname fall from his lips. He pushes my shirt over my breasts, exposing my bare chest to him. His fingers move faster, my insides tightening around him. He dips his head down to suck on my nipple, his touch so skilled and precise I’m on the edge, like a lit firework about to explode.

      Is my mind playing tricks on me? I pinch myself to make sure he’s real. Ethan pretended to hate me for years, and now everything has changed overnight. I still don’t understand the sudden shift in our relationship. It was supposed to be one night of sex and then back to our normal lives. Except with him living in my apartment, it’s harder to ignore him, or how I feel about him.

      “I missed you, too,” I confess. “Is this what you want to hear?”

      He peeks up at me with my nipple between his teeth. The look he gives me sends a shiver down my spine. Ethan Waters is the most infuriating person I’ve ever met. But he’s also the sexiest and undeniably irresistible.

      When my body trembles, heat washes over me from head to toe. My skin burns from Ethan’s touch. He has me wound so tight I feel like a twig about to snap in half. And then I hit the peak of my orgasm, like a ball of yarn unraveling I come undone. I lose myself with Ethan. For a few seconds, he’s not my older brother’s best friend, he’s Ethan, my E, the boy from my past I’ve never fallen out of love with.

      “I love the sounds you make when you come,” he says against my skin. “I love everything about you, little lamb.”

      Unsure of how to respond, I remain still in his arms. Was that a confession? Is Ethan trying to tell me that he loves me? I doubt it. He probably just wants sex, or maybe he’s still hyped up on adrenaline from winning his first playoff game.

      He releases his hold on me, his side of the bed dipping as he gets up from the mattress.

      I stare up at him in the darkness. “Where are you going?”

      “I have to get back to D.C. before Will wakes up.”

      I raise a curious eyebrow at him. “You drove all the way home just so you could go back? Why?”

      He digs in the pocket of his track pants and retrieves a set of keys. “I told you why.”

      “Because I didn’t answer your text?”

      He nods. “Yeah, so make sure you answer me next time. I hate waiting.”

      I laugh at his forwardness. “We’re not dating. I don’t owe you an immediate response.”

      “Hours passed and still nothing from you. I couldn’t sleep not knowing how you felt.”

      “I forgot my cell phone, it’s in Clarke’s car. We were on a stakeout when you texted about the game.”

      He leans over me and presses a kiss to my lips. “I really have to go. I have a couple hours’ drive. I’ll probably get back as Will’s waking up.”

      I thread my fingers together and put my hands behind my head, peeking up at him in awe. “I can’t believe you drove all the way here just to give me an orgasm.”

      “I wasn’t planning on doing that. I wanted to see you, and when I found you in bed with your ass in the air, it was like an invitation to touch you. Do you know you sleep like a baby?” He covers his mouth and laughs. “I watched you for a while before I decided to wake you up. And once I got my hands on you, I couldn’t stop myself.”

      “How long have you been here?”

      He rolls his broad shoulders. “About an hour, I guess.”

      “We have to tell Will,” I say.

      “When the time’s right,” he counters, kissing me one last time.

      “The time will never be right.”

      He stops in the doorway, his eyes finding mine. “Will scored the winning goal tonight. Our team needs him focused.”

      “There will always be a reason not to tell Will,” I challenge. “I’m giving you until the playoffs are over, or I will tell him.”

      He tips his head. “I promise, Mia. I’ll tell him. Just give me some time, okay?”

      I nod my agreement as he slips out of my room. The door closes behind him, and after he’s long gone, I still can’t sleep. I stare up at the ceiling, wondering if I imagined Ethan in my bedroom. Because none of this feels real. So, it must be a dream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      After passing out with the worst case of blue balls in history, I slept for two hours before I woke up in my hotel room with a raging hard-on that wouldn’t quit. Mia broke my dick, or at least it feels that way. I’ve been hard all day. No matter what I try, I can’t get her out of my damn head.

      Even after a long, hot shower, I can still smell her on my skin. Every single memory from last night is burned into my mind, making what we did a permanent and constant reminder of how much I fucked up. As if I haven’t done enough stupid shit in my life, I borrowed a car in the middle of the night just to see her. Then, I used the key she gave me to enter her bedroom unannounced.

      What is wrong with me? She’s doing things to my head I don’t understand.

      On our way home from D.C., I slept most of the way. Will had no idea I ever left the hotel. He was busy entertaining the woman he met in the lobby after the game, which gave me a lot of time alone to make a hasty decision. As soon as we got back to Philly, I ate dinner with Will at the Chinese restaurant below Mia’s apartment, and then he went out to meet the waitress from The Sixth Floor.

      All day I’d thought about confessing what I did to Will. I promised Mia I’d grow a pair and tell him. But with the playoffs in full swing, I can’t afford to ruin our team camaraderie by starting what could be the worst fight of my life with Will. We have to get through this series before I go down that path, which makes me wonder if we’d all be better off if the last week never happened.

      With the apartment to myself, I move into the living room and sink to the floor. I sit on the yoga mat I found in Mia’s hallway closet and laugh. The thought of Mia using this mat is hilarious. Someone must’ve given it to her as a gift, hence why I found it buried under old boxes and covered in a layer of dust.

      Shirtless and in a pair of black basketball shorts, I lie back on the mat. Moving my hands behind my head to support myself, I take it slow, as I sit up just enough for my abs to burn.

      Today, the pain feels good. I welcome it. I need it. Exorcising the bad thoughts of Mia from my brain, I pick up the pace and raise my legs in the air, elevating them at the perfect angle.

      I get lost in my workout, too focused on anything but the tingling sensation spreading throughout my body. Apart from the police sirens blaring in the distance, the silence calms me. By the time I hear the key turn in the lock, I’m on my seventh set.

      Mia slams the door behind her, and I peek up at her. She moves into the room and stands over me, with her hands on her hips and biting her lip. It’s hard to tell if she’s annoyed or turned on. A little bit of both, maybe?

      “At least someone is making use of that mat.” Mia laughs. “Lord knows it won’t be me.”

      “You should work out with me.”

      She slides the messenger bag she carries everywhere off her shoulder and onto the floor next to the coffee table. “You know I’m allergic to exercise.”

      Without thinking, I reach up and grab her hand. She falls forward, and as I’d planned, she collapses on top of me. Her breath hitches when she locks eyes with me. Bright blue irises stare back, causing my heart to speed up.

      Why does Mia have this effect on me? I should distance myself, but I want to be closer to her. And I hate myself for it.

      She slides her fingers through my sweat-slick hair, pushing it off my forehead. Mia shakes her head, a smile already on her lips. “Why do you have to be you?”

      “Not sure what you mean.”

      “It’s just…” She turns her head away from me and sighs. “This is so hard.”

      “I know.” I move my fingers beneath her chin. For what I want to say, I need her undivided attention. “I hate lying to Will. He’s my best friend and pretty much the only family I have other than my mom.” I tuck a loose strand of hair behind her ear and sit up, our lips almost touching. “I want you, Mia. I’ve always wanted you.”

      “You were my first crush,” she admits. “My first real friend. Until you disappeared without even saying goodbye.”

      I let out a frustrated groan. “We’ve gone over this more times than I can count.”

      “But you never answer my question. Why did you leave? Why didn’t you have enough respect for me to say goodbye?”

      “Respect?” I close my eyes and sigh, leaning my forehead against hers. “If I didn’t respect you or your brother, I would’ve kissed you ten years ago. I would’ve been your first kiss. I would’ve been your first everything.”

      She gasps. “Everything?”

      I nod. “Everything. I wanted it all with you, Mia, but I couldn’t have you. My life was so fucked-up back then. I wasn’t about to drag you into my mess. You were always too good for me. You still are.”

      “You’re only saying this because of Will,” she challenges. “If anyone was too good, it was you, Mr. Perfect. You were good at everything. There was nothing you could say or do to make people hate you. You were the golden boy of Lower Merion High School because everyone loves you.”

      I touch her cheek with my thumb, feeling her silky smooth skin. “Even you?”

      She turns her head away.

      “Answer me,” I demand.

      She snorts. “When you answer my question, I’ll answer yours.”

      Frustrated, I release my grip on her face and drop my hand to the floor. “I guess we’re at a stalemate.”

      I’m not ready to reveal to truth about why I left after high school. The information could ruin my professional hockey career.

      “The fact you have something to hide makes me want to know even more,” she admits.

      “Which is why I won’t tell you. My life isn’t something for you to report to the world.”

      “You should know me well enough by now, I would never do that to you.”

      With Mia working for The Philadelphia Inquirer, I can’t take the risk. What if she told someone by accident? She could tell Clarke and think nothing of it. I know she would never hurt me on purpose, but some things are better left in the past.

      “I know you wouldn’t. Can we forget about the past and think about the future instead?”

      “We don’t have a future,” she spits back. “Once Will finds out about us, he’ll put an end to it.”

      I move her to the floor next to me and sit up, folding one leg over the other. “I’d like to see him stop me. Will might have some say in your life, but he has zero in mine.”

      “We both know that’s not true. Will is your best friend. He’s our family.”

      “Herein lies my dilemma... I’ve been thinking all day about how I can be with you without hurting my best friend. He’s like my brother. But I can’t ignore the way I feel about you, how I’ve always felt about you.”

      “Neither can I,” she confesses. “So, what do we do now? Tell Will and see if he freaks out?”

      I shrug. “I have no idea. The other day, Will flat out asked me if I liked you, and I lied right to his face. I hate doing this to him. He deserves to know.”

      “I agree.” Mia lets out a small puff of air, blowing a piece of hair in front of her eyes. She pushes it away with her finger and continues, “I don’t want to ruin your friendship with my brother. I love him too much to do that to him. Will would be just as lost without you as you would be without him. He was a mess after you left. We both were. I don’t want to see him like that ever again.”

      “How do you think I felt? I never wanted to leave either of you. For the longest time, Mia, you were my something good.”

      “You were always mine,” she whispers. “You still are, even though I hate to admit it. I waited years for you to kiss me. I used to sit on the swing next to you and hope that just once you would pull me into your arms and kiss me.”

      I grab her by the hips and move her onto my lap. She slides her arm across the back of my neck. When I cup her cheek in my hand, she closes her eyes and moans softly. She wants this as much as I do. We both need this.

      So, I kiss her as if it’s the last time I’ll ever touch her. I kiss her as if she’s my last breath. Most of all, I kiss her goodbye. Because after what I did last night, I know I have to stay away from Mia. She’s another drug I need to kick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      Ethan is avoiding me. He hasn’t called in days and hasn’t bothered to answer a single text. He’s on the road with his teammates. I understand he needs to concentrate on the playoffs, but he’s home for a few days and has no reason to act like such a jerk.

      Will stretches his hand across the kitchen table. “Can you pass me the sugar?”

      I push the sugar bowl in front of him and then take a sip from my cup.

      “Thanks, baby sis.” He drops three teaspoons into his coffee and stirs it with a knife instead of the spoon in front of him.

      Weirdo.

      “How come you’re so quiet this morning?” Will lifts the mug to his lips and blows off some steam. “You haven’t even yelled at me for coming home late.”

      I shrug against the wooden chair. “You texted and said not to wait up because your bus was having issues. Plus, I’m too tired to give you shit. I haven’t had much sleep this week.”

      Because of Ethan.

      “Me neither.” Will shrugs. “I can sleep when I’m dead.”

      I peel back the Dunkin Donuts wrapper and take a bite of the sausage and egg sandwich Will picked up for me this morning. “Where’s Ethan?”

      He takes a few bites of his sandwich and washes it down with a gulp of coffee. “Hotel, I think. He said he needed some space and a decent bed to sleep in. His game was off this week. I don’t know what’s up with him. He started acting weird after our apartment flooded… and now, he’s taking his shitty performance in last night’s game a lot harder than expected.”

      I have no right to be angry. But I am. Ethan kissed me on the floor of my living room. I had assumed I would see him again in the morning. That was days ago. I miss him, even though I should hate him for disappearing on me again.

      Halfway through breakfast, my cell phone vibrates across the table. My stomach clenches, the eggs in my stomach threatening to make a re-appearance. I sigh when I see Clarke’s name on my screen instead of Ethan’s.

      I slide my thumb along the screen and read her text.

      Clarke: You were right about Old City Records. Fred is popping major wood over the story. From what I heard in the break room, he scored you an interview for a part-time gig.

      Before I can respond, a call from Fred Stephenson, my boss from hell, interrupts our conversation. Sucking in a deep breath, I hit the green button to answer and push my chair out from the table. “Hey, Fred.”

      “Mia, cancel whatever you have planned for the morning.”

      Hello to you, too.

      “I need you to stop by Old City Records at nine o’clock for an interview with the owner.” His deep voice sounds like gravel and hurts my ear the way he barks each word. “I pulled a few strings to make this happen. After reading your notes, I think you’re on to something. Chase this lead and see where it takes you.”

      Pressing the phone to my ear, I get up from the table to give myself some distance from Will. Even though we’re close, I can’t tell my brother about certain parts of my job. Following around drug dealers to write a story is certainly not one of them.

      I move into the living room. “Sure thing, boss.”

      “One more thing,” Fred says.

      “What’s that?”

      “Don’t fuck this up. Wear something short and tight. You have to impress the owner if you know what I mean.”

      Actually, no, I don’t, you fucking asshole.

      “I need the job and the story. I won’t disappoint.”

      “Chin up, tits out,” he growls. “Call me when it’s done.”

      Then, the line goes dead.

      Why do all of the men in my life have to be such assholes and dirtballs? My chest aches at the thought of Ethan, producing a pang of anger mixed with shame and sexual frustration. I have to put my feelings aside and do my job. My career is on the line. This interview is a step in the right direction and the perfect distraction from Ethan.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, I walk through the front door at Old City Records. Wearing knee-high boots and a black tank and skirt that I paired with a jean jacket, I look the part of the grunge rocker chick who could work at a record store. The holes Ethan never fails to give me shit about are interspersed along my jacket, complete with rock band patches I’ve collected over the years.

      If Ethan wanted a dress-up Barbie, he should have chased down another puck bunny. Instead, he chose me as his next victim. Like most diseases, he’s hard to shake from my system. I wish I could pop a few pills and cleanse him from my body. But Ethan has a stronghold over me, consuming every thought of every waking moment.

      I stop at the front counter and force a smile. “Hi, I’m here to see Connor about the part-time clerk position.”

      A man with chestnut hair and deep brown eyes peeks up at me from the newspaper in his hand. How convenient that he’s reading my paper—The Philadelphia Inquirer. Not that it surprises me, considering it’s the most read in the city, but it sure is funny timing.

      He sets the paper on a stack of records in front of him and leans forward. A smile reaches up to his deep brown eyes and illuminates his face. As if Fred told him to do it, he glances at my face for a second, before raking over my body with his lecherous gaze. He settles on my chest, making me feel self-conscious and also stupid for listening to Fred. But he was obviously right. And I need this job. So, fuck it. Ogle away.

      “I’m Connor.” He reaches his hand across the counter for me to shake. “You must be Pandora.”

      I almost burst out in laughter. Pandora? That’s my cover for this job. What the fuck? Like Pandora’s box.

      Way to go, Fred.

      Was that the best he could come up with? Or did he do that to fuck with me?

      A common name like Mary or Patricia would have been better. A little heads up would have been nice. That asshole probably wanted me to mess this up. Not gonna happen, buddy.

      I bite the inside of my cheek to stifle my laughter, hoping I can make it through this interview without screwing up. Maybe Fred knew how much I needed a laugh after the week I’ve had.

      “You can call me Dora,” I offer as if I were actually born with this unusual name and have to correct people all the time.

      Dora the Explorer. Oh my God. How will I make it through the next five minutes?

      Connor points a long finger at the barstool to his left. “Have a seat.”

      I do as he instructs, still biting the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing in his face. From now until I nail the bastards running their operation out of this store, I’ll be Dora or whoever the fuck I need to be to get the story written.

      “So, Dora,” Connor says. “Have you ever worked in a record store?”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “Do you know how to use a record player? We only play vinyl in this store. No CDs or MP3s are allowed on the surround system. Store policy. Not like we have anything you can play them with anyway.”

      “Makes sense, seeing as this is a record store,” I say, almost forgetting this is an interview. I flash a closed mouth smile and continue, “Yes, I know how to use a record player. I have my parents’ old Thorens model they bought after they got married.”

      “Sweet.” He moves his hands in front of him to crack his knuckles, his muscular arms flexing in the process. “It’s not often we get anyone in here who even knows how to drop a record.” After he finishes his stretch, he leans forward with his hands on the glass counter. “Well, the hours are pretty straightforward…” he pauses for a moment then continues, “… Monday, Wednesday, and Friday nights from four o’clock until closing at ten. I pay in cash once a week. No overtime, no health insurance, no benefits of any kind. You’ll have to lock up at the end of your shift, close out the till, and make sure the store is clean for the next morning. Think you can handle that?”

      That’s a lot of trust to hand over to a new employee. Maybe I was wrong about this place. Either way, I can use the extra money to buy groceries.

      “Yes, I can handle it. When do I start?”

      “How about tonight?”

      I nod, nervous about starting so soon. This is all finally happening for me. The break I need.

      “Sounds good,” I say with a genuine smile.

      “Come by around quarter to four, and I’ll get you set up with everything.”

      I extend my hand to Connor, and he gives it a shake. I have a job, one that can make or break my career. It’s also a good distraction from Ethan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      After getting knocked out of the playoffs by the Caps, I’ve made myself scarcer than normal. It’s been two weeks since I last saw Mia, and Will has been up my ass about hanging out. He’s worried about me. I have a habit of shutting out the world when I need to clear my head.

      Will’s the only person who knows about the guilt and anger I harbor over the past. He’s well aware of my issues and lets me crawl into the darkness just long enough before he has to pull me out. And that’s why I finally gave in to his requests to meet him for dinner.

      I find Will in the back of Chinese Garden hovered over several cartons of food. He digs into each of them like a ravenous beast, chewing with his mouth half-open. Every time he ate at my house, my mom made comments about Will’s etiquette.

      It wasn’t often we had guests for dinner. While my dad was alive, our house was more like a mausoleum than a home. But on the few occasions Will was invited for Sunday dinner, he ate the same way. And my mom said something about it to me every time.

      I sit across from Will and lift a pair of chopsticks from the center of the table. “Couldn’t wait until I got here?”

      “Dude, I haven’t eaten all day, and you’re late. When it comes to food, I wait for no man.”

      I work on a plate of General Tso’s, Mia’s favorite, while Will devours a container of shrimp fried rice. Mia would live off this shit if she had the money to buy takeout every night.

      “Where have you been all week?” Will shoves a forkful of rice into his mouth, speaking between bites. “You shacking up with some chick I don’t know about?”

      I laugh, attempting to chew the rubbery chicken. “Nah, you know me. I don’t do repeats. Too much drama.”

      He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand and then continues to stuff his face with more rice. Will is like a child with food all over his mouth and down the front of his shirt. And he’s not even drunk.

      Will sets the rice carton on the table and shoots me a pained look. “Then, where have you been? You haven’t stopped by the apartment in two weeks. Mia’s asked about you a few times. And I’m starting to wonder if you’re taking our loss a little harder than you should. Your old habits aren’t creeping up on you, I hope?”

      He’s referring to my past drug addiction.

      I shrug off his concern. “Nah, I’m good. We got our asses handed to us in the last game. We deserved to lose.”

      My performance didn’t help us.

      “Are you coming back to the apartment?”

      I shake my head. “It’s too crowded. I added a few more nights to my stay at the Ritz. I can’t sleep on the couch. It kills my back and shoulder.”

      Sometimes, the pain from my past comes back at the worst times. I needed a decent night’s sleep, but Mia is the real reason I’ve steered clear of her apartment. I don’t want to hurt her, and yet I know what I’m doing must be crushing her because it’s killing me.

      He snickers. “And you didn’t invite me? Dick. The mattress in Mia’s guest room is kicking my ass. The floor is more comfortable.”

      “Hey, you were the one who was sneaking off with those girls. If you weren’t MIA most of the time, I would’ve asked you to share a suite with me.”

      In all honesty, we needed a break from each other. We play hockey for the same team and share an apartment. A few times, we’ve even shared girls. I needed some space from the Roman family with how intense things were getting between Mia and me. But I’m too much of a coward to tell Will why.

      “Ahh, that’s cool, bro.” Will waves his hand in front of him. “Don’t worry about it. My sister is hardly ever home. She has a new job. I only see her before she goes to work. We eat breakfast together, and then she leaves. I crash in her bed when she’s gone. Our arrangement works.”

      “You should consider getting a room for a few nights,” I suggest. “Some sleep would do you good.”

      He shakes his head. “We’ll be back in our apartment in no time.”

      For someone with money, Will is unusually cheap. He’d rather crash on Mia’s couch than shell out the cash for a hotel room.

      Will cracks open a fortune cookie and laughs at the message on the slip of paper inside. He throws it on the table. “Even the Chinese proverbs are telling me to go out tonight, and you, my friend, are coming with me.”

      I lift the paper and shake my head. “Flattery will go far tonight. I don’t think there’s a hidden meaning behind this fortune.”

      Will shrugs. “Yeah, maybe not, but it’s an excuse to have some fun before we have to go back to real life.” He reaches across the table and grabs the egg roll from my plate. “You gonna eat this or what? I’ve been eying it up for the last ten minutes.”

      A smirk touches my lips. “Go right ahead.”

      Will bites into the egg roll, licking some of the juices that slide down his lip. Watching Will eat is almost comical, or more to the truth, gross, even. He acts as if he hasn’t had a meal in days. I have no problem sticking to our diet during the season, but Will isn’t as disciplined when it comes to the meal plans I make him follow.

      Binge drinking and eating for the first few weeks after the regular season is part of Will’s post-season routine. I could just as easily fall back into old habits along with him, but I have to control myself. I can’t go back to being the person I was in high school. Because, unlike Will, I won’t be able to stop once I lose myself.

      I felt myself starting to slip with Mia. Driving to see her in the middle of the night made me realize I was on a slippery slope. She could be my downfall, my biggest weakness. And I can’t afford to have any more of those.

      “Your sister got another job? Did she get fired from the paper?”

      Will wipes his hands on the tablecloth. “Nah, nothing like that. She’s on a special assignment at a record store. Mia said she’s not allowed to talk about it.”

      Our jobs aren’t something either of us bother talking about. We’re too busy taking off our clothes. Apart from what I know about the girl I met most nights in her backyard, I understand very little about the woman Mia is now. And that annoys me because I should—no, I want to know—more about her after all these years.

      “How is she juggling that with her other job?”

      I miss her. She deserves a decent apology, one that I’ll most likely fuck up. A girl like Mia deserves someone better than me, someone who can love and worship her like a goddess and not just behind closed doors.

      “You know Mia, all business and no pleasure. She leaves early in the morning for the Inquirer and goes straight to Old City Records after work. I usually get her breakfast. That’s about the only time we see each other.”

      “You should invite her to come out with us tonight.” Before I have time to stop myself, the words are out of my mouth. But I don’t regret them.

      Will’s face lights up as he removes his cell phone from his pocket. “Good idea. She could use a few drinks. Mia’s been even more uptight than usual. I don’t know what has her so pissed off all the time.”

      I do. Me.

      I miss the sound of her voice. For the past two weeks, I haven’t been able to get her out of my head. My cock still perks up at the thought of her naked body. Her sweet scent is still burned into my nostrils. I miss the way she laughs and the silly jokes she makes. I love that she doesn’t care what anyone thinks about her. She’s so carefree. Nothing holds Mia back from what she wants. If it were up to her, she would tell Will about us in a damn heartbeat.

      Why does she have to be related to my best friend, of all people?

      And why am I acting like such a coward?

      I’ve never wanted anyone as much as Mia. The last time I was this dependent on something my father sent me away. I almost ruined my future over it, which scares the hell out of me.

      “Hey, little sis.” Will holds the phone up to his ear. “Come hang out with your big bro tonight. Family drinking night, my treat.” He laughs at Mia’s response. “If you’re so worried about me, then you should come and be my chaperone.” A few beats pass where he rolls his eyes and then chuckles. “Yeah, I could use a lap dance… or two or three. Why do you want to go to Scores?” He nods a few times. “Gotcha. Don’t work too hard. Is that a yes? Mmmkay… see ya then.”

      Will hangs up with Mia and stuffs his phone into his pocket. “Change of plans. Mia is coming. She wants us to meet at her apartment, and for whatever reason, she wants to go to Scores.”

      Now, I’m the one laughing. “Your sister wants to go to a strip club? I have to see this for myself.”

      Will cracks a smile. “Me, too. She looked awkward as fuck at The Sixth Floor. I can’t even imagine how she’ll react when a stripper shoves her tits in her face looking for a few bucks.”

      Laughing, I glance around the crowded Chinese restaurant below Mia’s apartment, wishing she were here with us. It’s her favorite place to eat in the city, which is kind of sad, considering this place is a dump. Shifting in my seat, I finally make eye contact with Will, who is now shoving more food down his throat.

      I glance at the fortune cookie paper on the table in front of me. Flattery will go far tonight.

      I wonder if it will work on Mia. Because I need to do a lot of apologizing—more like groveling—if I want her back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      Sifting through my closet, I hold my cell phone to my ear as it rings on the other end. I need something sexy to wear if I want to get into the club. It wasn’t hard to recruit Will for a night of debauchery at a strip club, but I have to look the part if I’m going to get any answers.

      I push the hangers along the metal rack and yell, “Clarke,” when she answers the phone. “My best friend in the whole wide world. Please come with me tonight. I need a plus one for my next mission.”

      She chuckles. “Okay, I’ll bite. Where are we going?”

      “Scores.”

      More laughter. “A strip club. Oh, this is rich. Have you ever been to one?”

      “No, of course not, but I got a lead. I want to chase it.”

      “Now you think they’re selling drugs at Scores?”

      I lift a short, leather skirt from the rack and study it. “Yeah. From what I can tell, the Mafia is the supplier of the drugs. Scores is another one of their fronts.”

      She blows air into the receiver. “And you honestly think you can take them down? This is dangerous, Mia. Why don’t you call that cop from the eighteenth precinct you trade information with? It’s not your job to bust criminals.”

      “I could use some backup or at least someone who knows where I am in case shit gets crazy. Are you coming or not?” I cradle the phone between my ear and shoulder and step into the skirt, sliding it up my thighs.

      For a second, I think of Ethan, who loved taking this thing off me. Asshole.

      “I guess,” she huffs. “How can I pass up the chance of seeing you in a strip club?”

      “I’m glad you find this so amusing. Will seemed to think so, too.”

      She gasps. “Will knows about the case? I can’t believe you told him.”

      “No, of course not.” I reach behind me to zip the skirt and glance down at my pale legs that could use some bronzer. “I need you to keep Will company while I dig around and see if there’s any suspicious activity going on there. He’ll be up my ass if you don’t come and be my wing woman. Pretty please. I’ll owe you one.”

      “As your friend, I’ll come. You’re getting too invested in this story. I’m afraid you’ll get yourself killed if you don’t watch out.”

      I shut my closet and look at myself in the full-length mirror glued to the front of the door. Not bad for last-minute stakeout attire. After wearing this outfit to The Sixth Floor, I know I can pass the dress code test. I laugh at the thought of a dress code at a place where they take their clothes off for money.

      Hilarious.

      “Can you be here in an hour? Will’s coming to my apartment. I scheduled an Uber for nine o’clock.”

      “Yep, I’ll be there. Whether you’re right about this lead or not, I have to see your reaction when you walk into Scores. This is priceless.”

      “Whatever.” I roll my eyes. “See ya in a bit.”

      “Later, chica.”

      Not long after I hang up with Clarke, I hear Will in the living room talking loudly to someone. I can’t make out the words, only the tone of their deep voices. I check my appearance in the mirror one last time before I grab my purse from the bed and walk out of my bedroom and down the hall.

      The last person I’d expected to find lounging on my couch, with his foot propped up on the coffee table, is Ethan. Where the fuck has he been for the past two weeks? I want to say something, even though I know I have no right to the information. Ethan’s not my boyfriend. He owes me nothing. Still, it doesn’t hurt any less seeing him after all this time.

      I stop in front of the coffee table, my arms crossed over my chest. “Why are you idiots being so loud?”

      Neither of them answer me, still talking over each other, same as they always do.

      I stare down at Ethan. A cocky smirk turns up the corner of his mouth when he peeks up at me. Sucking in a deep breath, I do my best to compose myself. The heat from his gaze produces a fire beneath my skin.

      Ethan licks his lips, a simple gesture Will doesn’t pick up on. But I do. When it comes to Ethan, I never miss a beat.

      Why is he playing games with me? Why did he disappear on me? And why the hell is he lounging on my couch like some lazy, entitled prince?

      “Remind me to make an appointment for you,” Ethan says to me, interrupting Will. “My girl at Boyds will hook you up.”

      I tilt my head back and laugh. “Like I can afford to shop at Boyds. Unless you have a girl at Plato’s Closet or Walmart, I’m good with what I have, thank you very much.”

      “Tell her to put it on my tab,” Will says.

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Since when do you shop at fancy department stores?”

      He shrugs. “I have to wear suits and ties for games. I’m not a complete caveman.”

      “Oh, right. I forgot about that. Well, thanks for the offer, but I’m not a charity case.”

      Will shakes his head. “It’s not charity, Mia. You’re my sister. I want to do something nice for you. So does Ethan.” He holds his hand up and moves it around the apartment. “Look at how you live. I’d rather see you somewhere safer and with food in your fridge not slumming it. You deserve better than this.”

      I let out a puff of air and drop the conversation. We have the same argument so often I might as well let him feel better by doing this one nice thing for me. With my bargain shopper powers, I’m sure I can find a few things on the cheap.

      “Fine,” I mutter. “If buying me clothes will make you happy, then I’ll meet the girl from Boyds.”

      Will smiles. So does Ethan, who removes his cell phone from his jeans pocket. Ethan types out a quick text message, and a few seconds later, it dings.

      “Alanna can see you tomorrow after you’re done work,” Ethan says.

      “Okay, great. Thanks. Now, can we get the hell out of here? Clarke should be here any minute.”

      As if on cue, Clarke knocks once, before stepping inside my apartment. “Is everyone decent?”

      Will pushes himself up from the couch. “Why wouldn’t we be?”

      Clarke flips her hair over her shoulder and snorts. “Never know with you living here. I’ve read enough about you to know I should knock before entering anywhere you live, Romeo.” She drags out his nickname and snickers.

      Will laughs. “And why is that?”

      She cocks an eyebrow at him. “Because you’re a bad boy.”

      I narrow my eyes at Clarke.

      What is she doing? Ugh, she can’t like my brother. He’s… well, he’s Will. My brother loves a challenge, and Clarke will give him one.

      In one swift motion, he moves past me, hovering over Clarke. He’s a lot taller than her five feet two inches. Even in heels, she looks tiny in comparison to him. Will studies her face and licks his bottom lip. Shit. He does like her.

      He glides his fingers along her bare shoulder, pushing the strap of her top down her arm. “I’d say you shouldn’t believe what you read in the papers, but at least they got that part right.”

      “Okay, enough of that.” I throw my hands onto my hips and glare at my brother. “Can we make it to Scores without you hitting on my friend?”

      Will peeks over his shoulder at me, and then his gaze shifts to Ethan. “Hey, I had to watch E hit on you. Deal with it, little sis.”

      Clarke flashes my brother a wicked smirk. “For the record, I’m not interested. Save your energy for someone else.”

      Oh, no. Now, he won’t give up until she’s screaming his name in the bedroom next to mine. At least Clarke has self-control, unlike me when it comes to Ethan.

      Ethan walks around the table to stand at Will’s side and locks eyes with me. Could he be any further away? Idiot.

      Choosing to ignore him, I check the time and realize our driver will be here any minute. “Time to go.”

      Will exits the apartment first, with Clarke behind him, leaving me with Ethan. We stare at each other for a second before I get enough sense to dig my keys from my purse.

      “You look beautiful,” Ethan says under his breath. His voice is so low I have to strain to hear him.

      “Thank you,” I mouth, not wanting my brother to hear us.

      Will and Clarke are halfway downstairs, already arguing with each other over something.

      Ethan touches my cheek with his calloused thumb, cupping the side of my face in his hand. “Mia, I’m sorry.”

      That’s all he says before releasing his grip on me, though the hold he has over me stays with me all the way to the strip club.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      The look on Mia’s face when we walked into Scores was priceless. I knew it would be, so I snapped a picture with my cell phone without her noticing. Maybe one day I’ll show her. For now, it’s the picture attached to her number in my Contacts. I thought about making it my background picture, but Will would flip the fuck out if he were to see his sister on my screen.

      Mia stares around the room and bites her cheek. She avoids the girls shaking their asses on the stage as if they don’t exist. It’s hard not to notice with all the men surrounding them. Clarke doesn’t seem the slightest bit phased, where Mia keeps her eyes pointed in front of her and bites her lip.

      I hook my arm around Mia’s back and pull her closer to me. She stiffens from my touch but peeks up at me.

      “You okay?”

      She nods. “Yeah, I’m good. Why is everyone so worried about how I’ll react? I’m not a total prude.”

      I dip down to whisper against the shell of her ear, “Oh, I know.”

      She sucks in a deep breath and blows it out. “You’re the devil in expensive clothes.”

      I laugh at her comment. She has no idea.

      Clarke comes up on Mia’s right and yells, “Wanna come with? Will’s buying me a lap dance.”

      Mia narrows her eyes at her. “Nah, I’ll pass. I have to do the thing, remember?”

      I crane my neck to listen to their conversation, hoping to find out more about this secret mission. Mia has always been adventurous. I worry about her digging too deep. I know from personal experience that the underworld of Philly can be a cruel and dangerous place. The places I would venture to get my next high almost got me killed a few times when I was younger. If my father hadn’t found the box I hid under my bed, who knows where I would be right now? I doubt I would’ve made it to the NHL without him forcing me to become a better person.

      “You can have fun in the meantime,” Clarke says. “Have you ever had a lap dance?”

      Mia scrunches her nose at her friend. Her innocence is so adorable.

      “Nope never had one,” Mia says. “Go with Will. I’m sure he’ll show you a good time. He probably knows this place like the back of his hand.”

      More like his cock.

      Clarke laughs. “I’m sure he does.”

      We both do. Scores is like a right of passage for everyone on our team. Tyler Kane brought Will and me here our first year with the Flyers. Now that Kane’s married with a few kids and attached to his wife’s side, the tradition of breaking in the newbies has passed to Will, and by extension to me too.

      Will winks at Mia. “I promise to take good care of her. Don’t worry. We’ll have fun for you.”

      Mia waves her hand at Will and Clarke before turning to me. “You, too, Ethan. I have things to do.”

      Will shoots me a look that says, Stay with her. I have no problem following Mia around for the night. Without Will hovering over her, I can give Mia a proper apology. She deserves more than one. I owe her a lot more than I’m sorry for being an ass.

      Will waves to us and then leads Clarke by the hand through the throng. She seems down for whatever and right up his alley. Hopefully, Clarke can keep Will entertained long enough for me to get Mia alone.

      “You don’t have to follow me around just because Will is afraid to leave me alone,” Mia says after they disappear into the crowd.

      I thread my fingers between hers and give her hand a good squeeze. “Someone has to look out for the lamb when all the wolves are around.”

      She tilts her head back and laughs. “Why do you call me that? It’s a stupid nickname, you know.”

      “No, it’s not.” I lead Mia over to a two-person table in the far corner, on the left side of the bar, and pull out a chair for her. “The first time I saw you, I admired you for your innocence. You weren’t tainted by life or the hard choices you had to make. There was something about you, something good and fragile. Back then, lamb was the first thing that came to my mind.”

      She sits and allows me to scoot her chair into the table. “The name doesn’t make sense for who I am now. Maybe that’s how you saw me when I was a teenager, but I’m nothing like that now.”

      “You’ll always be my little lamb,” I confess.

      “Whatever.” She hugs herself, pushing her tits up in the process. Once she realizes where my eyes have drifted, she snorts, annoyed with me. “The last time I checked, you owe me an apology. Where have you been for the past two weeks?”

      “I’m staying at the Ritz. I needed to get away for a little bit.”

      “Why do you think it’s okay to keep disappearing on me? I texted and called you. You didn’t bother to answer a single message. One minute, you were kissing me on my living room floor, and the next morning you were gone. Has anyone ever told you that you’re not good for a girl’s ego?”

      “I’m not good for you,” I admit. No matter how many years pass, I’ll never feel worthy of Mia. “A bastard like me doesn’t end up with a woman like you.”

      She uncrosses her arms and leans forward, pinning me down with her intense gaze. “Why don’t you let me make my own decision instead of doing it for me? You and my brother think you know what’s best for me. For once, I’d like to have a choice.”

      I reach across the table to touch her hand, feeling her soft, delicate skin. “You know it’s not that simple, Mia.”

      “How about I go find Will? If he’s the reason you’re being a dick, then let’s get it out of the way. You promised to tell him after the playoffs were over. He should know the truth, anyway.”

      “There’s nothing to tell.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Well, I guess I must’ve imagined your head between my legs. And that must’ve been another guy bending me over my kitchen counter… or sneaking into my bed late at night.”

      I scan the room for Will and spot him entering a private room on the other side of the club accompanied by Clarke and a few girls.

      “Oh, I see,” she grunts. “God forbid Will overhears us. I’m sick of lying to my brother. Either grow a pair and tell him, or I will.”

      “I want you, Mia. But I can’t…”

      She crosses her arms over her chest, nostrils flared. “Why the hell not?”

      “Because you’re like a drug to me. I can’t kick one addiction to find another.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “What are you talking about? What addiction did you have before me?”

      I wave off her question. “I’ll make a deal with you. Why don’t we see what happens between us before we tell Will?”

      “I love how you assume our relationship won’t work before it even begins.”

      “I don’t do relationships, Mia. When was the last time you saw me with a girlfriend?”

      She bites her lip, mulling it over. “Never, I guess. I’d assumed you kept that part of your life hidden from me on purpose.”

      “No, because there wasn’t anything for me to hide. To date, you’re the longest relationship I’ve ever had, and we’re not even together.”

      “If you say so.” She looks away from me but not for long. As soon as a cocktail waitress wearing nothing but a gold thong strolls over to our table, Mia turns to look at me and her cheeks redden.

      I give the pretty brunette our drink order, ignoring all of her advances. She only wants the money, so I drop a twenty on her tray. The girl rewards me with a smile that reaches up to her green eyes and shakes her fake tits.

      A few minutes later, another girl with smaller breasts and reddish-brown hair comes up from behind Mia. She touches her on the shoulder as she locks eyes with me. Mia jumps up from her chair as if struck by lightning. Her reaction causes both the stripper and me to laugh. Strippers love giving attention to women, and unlike other girls who come here with men, Mia wants nothing to do with it. She came here for business and nothing more.

      Once Mia settles back into her chair, the girl says something to her that I have trouble hearing over the loud music. Mia shakes her head a few times before she smiles, a real one this time. A few minutes pass, where they have a private conversation, whispering shit to each other. What the hell could Mia possibly have to say to a stripper?

      The drink girl places a bottle of Heineken in front of me and hands Mia an apple martini. Mia takes it from her and sucks down half the liquid in one gulp, and then holds her index finger up to indicate she would like another drink.

      I hand the waitress my credit card. “Start a tab for us.” I tilt my head to Mia, who’s still engaged in conversation with the redheaded stripper. “And another martini for my girl.”

      She smiles and walks away with my credit card, and I’m left wondering why I called Mia my girl. I guess she will be after she accepts my offer. If she still wants to give me a chance after acting like an asshole.

      “Hey, E.” Mia props her elbow on the table and looks over at me. “Roxie is going to show me how to give a lap dance. Want to be my test subject?”

      I almost laugh. Instead, the corner of my mouth curls up into a smirk. “Yeah, actually, I do. Not out here, though.”

      “Duh, silly.”

      I look up at the redhead. “Just us, okay?”

      “That will cost you,” she says.

      “Money’s not a problem.”

      She grins. “Good. I have just the place for us. What’s your name, cutie?”

      At least she doesn’t recognize me.

      “Ethan,” I tell her.

      “Well, Ethan, I’m Roxie. I’m gonna take good care of your girl, and she’s gonna take real good care of you.” She says the last part with a wink.

      “I’m counting on it.”

      My cock gets hard thinking about Mia grinding on it. Fuck, yes, I want to be her subject. I’d pay any amount of money for this experience. Seeing Mia out of her shell and her comfort zone is worth every penny, no matter the cost.

      After we order another round of drinks, Mia spills some of the martini on her hand. Taking her hand in mine, I help her up from the chair and lick the sweet juice from her skin. She tastes like apple and vodka mixed with the scent of her body wash.

      What was I thinking?

      What if Will saw me do that?

      Idiot.

      I try to convince myself that I don’t care anymore and that I don’t need Will’s approval. But I do. Having his consent with Mia is important to me. So, why do I keep fucking things up? Instead of confessing my feelings for her, I intentionally hurt her and lied right to his face. I still haven’t told Mia the truth. I’m so afraid of getting close to her that I offer her a bullshit relationship instead of what I really want. With Mia, I want it all. But I need to man-up first.

      Mia’s body trembles from my touch, my effect on her instantaneous. She responds so well to me, and I love it. My little lamb is about to dance for me, something I never thought I would see. I wonder if this has anything to do with her work assignment.

      We follow behind Roxie to the opposite side of the bar. She leads us down a long hallway and into a private room mirrored from ceiling to floor. Luckily, Will and Clarke are off by themselves. Mia wouldn’t have agreed to do this otherwise.

      Roxie slides her fingers down to Mia’s forearm. “Do you want to watch me first or get right to it?”

      Mia smiles, refocusing her gaze on me. “What do you want, E?”

      “You,” I growl.

      Mia’s eyes flicker with acknowledgment. She sticks out her tongue to glide it along her bottom lip.

      “Okay, then.” Roxie moves behind Mia and places her hands on her narrow hips. She helps Mia sway to the beat, the rock music pumping through the speakers. “A good lap dance is all about the tease. By the time you’re through, he should be begging you to sit on his face.”

      Mia blushes at Roxie’s words but keeps moving to the tempo.

      My cock grows harder with each seductive stare and gentle sway of Mia’s hips. I get lost in the dance, trying to forget about Will and the fact he’s somewhere down the hall from us. But I don’t care, not even a little bit. Not right now. Not when Mia has me under her fucking spell.

      I lift my hand from my thigh and beckon Mia with my index finger. She does as I instruct, with Roxie still holding onto her from behind and her breasts pressed into Mia’s back. This is a side of Mia I never thought I’d see, and it makes me want her even more. My innocent little lamb is a woman now, all grown up and giving me the worst case of blue balls.

      With some instruction from Roxie, Mia leans forward to place her palms on my thighs, with her ass up in the air and her eyes pointed at me. She continues to dance for me, following each of Roxie’s orders. Mia moves as if she’s done this a thousand times. I salivate with each thrust, the sight of her letting go so intoxicating.

      After torturing me for far too long, Roxie orders Mia to get on the long leather bench with me. She straddles me, slowly moving her hands up my chest and to my shoulders. Roxie sits next to us, with her hand on Mia’s back and the other on her ass, coaching the movements from her body. I can’t believe Mia is going along with this. Will would fucking murder me if he had any idea I was paying a stripper to teach Mia the art of giving a lap dance.

      In my defense, it wasn’t my idea.

      Rocking her hips, Mia stares into my eyes. She wets her lips and teases me, making me want to flip her over and fuck her right here on this bench.

      I reach into my pocket, pull out a few hundred dollar bills, and hand them to Roxie. “Can you give us a minute?”

      She takes the money with a bright smile. “Yeah, I think I can do that. I’ll be back in thirty.” Her gaze falls to Mia, and she moves closer to her. “Think you can handle him without me?”

      Mia laughs. “Yeah, I think so. Thanks, Roxie.”

      She smiles in answer, and then exits the room, closing the door behind her.

      I slide my hands up the backs of Mia’s thighs and make my way up to her firm ass to give it a good squeeze. She yelps and falls forward, this time threading her arms around my neck. With our lips almost touching, she lets out a deep breath, the scent of her apple martini filling my nostrils.

      Mia sits back until we’re staring into each other’s eyes and moves her hands lower. I pull down her bottom lip with my index finger, and she licks my skin. Red-hot heat buzzes between us, the electricity from our contact setting my skin on fire.

      I grab my rock hard cock over my jeans, and she glances down for a second. When our eyes meet again, Mia grabs my wrist, pushes my finger into her mouth, and sucks hard.

      “Fuck, Mia.” I tilt my head back against the top of the bench and suck in a deep breath. “I wish that was my cock you were sucking.”

      She releases her grip on me, my hand dropping to her waist. “You would like that, huh? I’m still waiting for that apology you owe me.” A smirk touches her lips.

      “I fucked up. I shouldn’t have left without saying anything to you. You should know by now that I’m an asshole. Relationships are not my thing, but fuck if I don’t want you more than anything I’ve ever wanted in my life.”

      Keeping her palms on my thighs, she leans forward, swaying her hips to jiggle her tits that are practically falling out from the low-cut top. “Sorry, I’m not feeling it.” She chuckles. “I need to feel how sorry you are for being a dick.”

      Gripping her hips, I dig my fingers into her skin and lift her on top of me. She attempts to wiggle free from my strong grip, but instead of fighting me, she pins my legs between hers and gives in to me.

      “Fight me all you want, little lamb,” I whisper against her lips. “It turns me on.”

      She frowns. “I’m still mad at you.”

      I hold her arms tighter and pull them above her head to pin them together. “Then why did you want to learn how to give me a lap dance?”

      “So I could fuck with you.”

      I laugh. “And how is that plan working out for you?”

      She glances up at her bound arms, knowing she can’t get away from me if she tried. That’s not what she wants. We both know it.

      “You’re mine tonight.”

      “Yours?” She says it as though it’s a question.

      The corner of my mouth curls up into a crooked grin. “Mine. You were always mine, Mia.”

      “I thought you were supposed to protect me from the wolves, and here I am with the biggest wolf in this place. I should stay away from you.”

      “If you were smart, you would’ve kept your distance from me. Now, it’s too late.” I move her hands in front of her, with my fingers still burrowed into her wrists. “Give me your mouth.”

      She looks at me as if she’s confused until she catches on. Mia leans forward to gently tug at my lip with her teeth, knowing full well how I like it. I growl, a ripple of pleasure shooting through my body. Dipping her tongue into my mouth, she rocks her hips to rub her pussy against my erection.

      Still clutching her wrists, I release one so that I can pull down her top. She’s not wearing a bra. The black spandex shirt is molded to her curves and now bunched around her middle.

      Taking her nipple between my teeth, I tug hard, peeking up so I can watch her. She closes her eyes, a moan escaping her lips. Her body tenses for a second before it relaxes.

      “E,” she whispers. “Mmm…”

      I slide my hand down her stomach and slip beneath her skirt, not wanting to waste a second of the time we have left. As I switch between sucking and biting her nipples, I peel back her thin, silky panties. Her skin is smooth to the touch and waxed to perfection.

      When I slide my finger along her slick folds, she hisses as if in physical pain. She will be later. “So wet for me.” I slowly inch my way inside her, and she squeezes my finger. “And so fucking tight.”

      She grinds against me, more impatient than ever.

      I withdraw my finger and lick her juices from my skin. “Patience, little lamb.”

      She blows a strand of hair away from in front of her eyes. “I hate you.”

      “Good.” I tuck the loose strand behind her ear, grazing my thumb along her jaw in the process. “It’s better if you hate me.”

      “For who? You? Your conscience?”

      “I’m not good for you, Mia.”

      Mia uses my shoulders to stabilize herself, her body still trembling from the loss of my touch. “Are you still staying at the Ritz?”

      “Why?” I cock an eyebrow at her. “You wanna come home with me?”

      She bobs her head.

      “Pretend you’re staying the night with Clarke.”

      Mia opens her eyes and grinds her teeth together. “Will likes her. She likes him, too.”

      “Maybe he’ll go home with her. Let’s see what happens and go from there.”

      She smiles. “I still want an orgasm, but I should get back to work. I came here for a reason.”

      “And what does this work entail?”

      She hops off my lap and fixes her skirt over her toned legs. “It’s top secret. I’ll tell you one thing… it has nothing to do with strippers.”

      Now, she has me worried. A sweet girl like Mia has no business hunting down gangsters and known criminals. I’ve had enough dealings with them in my teens, and that glimpse of the dark side was enough to make me see that hockey was where I needed to focus my attention. But it took leaving Mia, Will, and everything I loved behind to see that. Whether Mia realizes it or not, our time apart ten years ago was for the better. For both of us.

      “You know who owns this club, don’t you?”

      “Everyone knows it’s a Mafia front,” she whispers, though I wonder if this room has microphones hidden somewhere. “I’m not as naïve as you think.”

      “I’m coming with you.” She opens her mouth to argue with me until I yank the hem of her shirt to pull her closer to me, cutting her off. “It’s not up for debate.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Fine. Don’t get in my way.”

      “What are you planning to do?”

      “I’ll let you know when I figure it out.” She chuckles. “Honestly, I have no idea. I overheard something at work today, and I thought I’d peek around and see if anything looks out of the ordinary. So, keep your eyes open.”

      I pull Mia onto my knee and hook my arm around her back as I plant a kiss on her lips. “You scare me more than anyone I’ve ever met.”

      She narrows her eyes. “And why is that?”

      “Because you’re too curious, too interested in things that don’t concern you. That curiosity could get you killed. I don’t like it.”

      “We’re only testing this out,” she reminds me. “Just sex, maybe more, which means you have no say in my life or how I run it.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I know you’re up to no good, and now I’m not letting you out of my sight. Got it?”

      For once, she doesn’t challenge me. She simply nods.

      Victorious, I smile. “Good girl. Let’s get this over with, so I can take you back to my hotel and fuck you until morning.”

      She sticks her tongue out to wet her lips.

      No answer is needed. We can communicate later in moans and grunts.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      The conversation I’d overheard at Old City Records was another bust. Nothing was out of the ordinary at Scores. I still can’t believe I allowed a stripper to talk me into learning how to give a lap dance. Ethan assured me it was a trick to get him to fork over more money. Well, it worked.

      After my brother told me he was going home with Clarke, which wasn’t much of a surprise, I left the club with Ethan. Tonight is the night. Finally. The wait is over.

      Ethan guides me off the elevator with his hand on my back. We walk down a lavish hallway and stop at the last door on the right.

      He sticks the keycard into the tiny slot on the door and winks. “Don’t be nervous.”

      I roll my eyes at him. “I’m not.”

      “Stop biting your cheek. It’s a dead giveaway. For as long as I’ve known you, that’s always been your tell.”

      “Well, the last time I checked, I’m not a poker player, and you’re not a mind reader.”

      “Okay, smartass.” He opens the door for me and ushers me inside. “Let’s go. Get your sexy ass on my bed.”

      Without another argument, I step inside the massive suite, staring in awe of my surroundings. Ethan grew up rich. He still has a trust fund from his grandparents, and now he has millions coming in from the Flyers. A hotel room like this is nothing out of the ordinary for him. But to me, this is as close as I’ll ever come to feeling like a princess. The open concept living room alone is bigger than my entire shithole apartment.

      Ethan steers me through a set of open double doors that lead to the bedroom. I sit on the edge of the massive bed. He stands between my legs and pushes on my shoulder. I peek up at him, my elbows digging into the soft mattress.

      I have a feeling Ethan will be rough with me. My first sexual encounter with him was different from past men. No one has ever bit me or held my hands so I couldn’t escape. I liked it. A lot. And I want him to do it again.

      Ethan bends down in front of me, his expression intense. “I promise to take it easy on you the first time. You can relax.”

      I laugh. “I’m relaxed.”

      A smirk turns up the right corner of his mouth. “You’re about to make every fantasy I’ve ever had come true.” He runs his fingers along my arm, leaving a trail of bumps along my hot skin. “My cock needs to be inside you, so fucking deep you feel me everywhere.”

      I gasp at his words. This side of Ethan is so exciting my skin pricks with heat. Nervous energy dances along my skin, causing the anxiety to creep up from the back of my throat. I hadn’t expected to be this on edge, but everything needs to be perfect for my first time with my first crush. My first and only love.

      My nipples harden to stiff points when Ethan dips his hand between my legs. He moves my thong to the side to roll his thumb over my clit.

      “You like that?” His voice is deep, husky.

      “Yes,” I moan, leaning my elbows back on the mattress.

      Ethan drags his finger along my slick folds. I’m so wet my juices slide down my inner thigh. Ethan commits every feature to memory as he rakes over my breasts with a greedy look in his eyes. Licking his lips, he picks up the pace as his fingers slide deeper inside me.

      He bends down to taste me, and our kiss only lasts for a few seconds before he pulls away, leaving me panting and wanting more. Ethan spreads me wider, his fingers so deep inside me I can feel him everywhere. So close to finding my release, my entire body trembles to the point Ethan has to grip my shoulder to hold me in place.

      My skin grows warmer, the heat radiating off me in waves. “Yes,” I moan, so close to reaching the finish line.

      “That’s it, baby.” Ethan licks my neck. “Come for me.” His words are a whisper on his lips.

      He grazes his teeth along my skin, igniting every pleasure point in my body at once. I ride the wave, each orgasm hitting me harder than the last.

      Ethan buries his face in the crook of my neck. “You smell so fucking good. Like sex and apples.” He slides his fingers out of me, so damn slow a chill runs down my spine, causing me to shiver.

      After I come down from my high, Ethan raises his fingers to his mouth and loudly sucks my juices from them. I watch as he devours every last drop. My body shakes, hungry, desperate, and ready for more.

      “I love the taste of your sweet pussy. Once is not enough.”

      Ethan kicks off his shoes and then lowers his zipper. Piece by piece, he discards his clothes until a pile of fabric is on the floor next to us. Now, it’s my turn.

      He lifts me off the bed, now standing in front of him he unzips my skirt and pushes the material over my hips. Electricity pulsates along my skin, the feeling of being bared to him causing my heart to slam against my rib cage. Next are my shirt and bra. Ethan sucks in a deep breath as he appraises my naked body. He doesn’t speak when he drops to his knees, holding onto me as he lowers himself to the carpet. He guides me to the mattress and makes room for himself between my legs.

      A ripple of pleasure shoots through my body when Ethan kisses his way up my thigh and then takes the string of my thong into his mouth. With his hot breath on my skin, a rush of heat spreads down my thighs.

      “I’ve dreamed of doing this for weeks.” His voice is deep and raspy as he rids me of my underwear.

      He spreads my legs wider, and when he rolls his tongue along my sensitive skin, my eyes slam shut.

      “And this,” he says. “Now that I’ve had a taste, your pussy is my favorite thing to eat.” He gives me a few lazy licks, lapping up my juices as if I’m his meal. “It’s the only thing I want to eat.”

      His breath makes my toes curl, and when his tongue dips between my slick folds once more, a tremor shakes through me and rocks me to the core. As he shoves two fingers inside me, his tongue bringing me to the point of convulsing, I moan his name. And with each flick of his tongue, I come undone. I can’t even function, my head swimming from the pleasure shooting through my body.

      He doesn’t waste time, quickly helping me reach the peak of my climax. Out of breath and barely able to function, I’m not sure how much more I can take when he rolls the condom down his long, thick length. Rubbing the tip of his cock along my entrance, he teases me to the point I swear I could come again just from the light friction.

      He leans forward, his muscular body caging me against the mattress as he presses his lips to mine. I stick out my tongue, and when I do, I taste myself on him.

      Staking his claim, Ethan cradles my face in his hands and invades my mouth with his tongue. He’s rough and aggressive, and with each flick of his tongue, he takes what he wants from me.

      After waiting ten long years to have him back in my life, I want to savor this moment. This night has to be perfect. Most of the time, I build something up in my head to the point I become disappointed when it happens. But not with Ethan. Every single wish I’ve ever made has come true.

      When he steels his lips from mine, I gasp for air. His lips are swollen, his mouth glistening. He lines himself up at my entrance, and without a second to brace myself for the thickness of his cock, he plunges into me. The pressure builds within, my insides so tight and ready to burst with each rush of heat that takes over my body.

      I peek up at him with my bottom lip tucked into my mouth. Riding out the pain that comes with the overwhelming pleasure, I close my eyes. I let out a soft moan that turns into a series of screams. Everything about this moment is so surreal, from the man thrusting into me to the orgasms he steals from my body.

      Ethan shifts his weight, lifting me so that I’m now on top of him. His movements are so effortless I’m surprised how fast our positions have changed. He bounces me on his cock, burying himself so deep inside me that my body aches. Like a tattoo inked on my skin, Ethan is now a part of me, the two of us connected in ways I’d only imagined over the years.

      No one has ever fucked me like Ethan. Never. Ever. And no one ever will. Ethan has the stamina I’d expect from a hockey player.

      “You’re gonna come again,” he says against my lips. “I can feel it. Strangle my dick with your pussy. C’mon, my little lamb, come for me. One more time.”

      He makes me feel like his property. I want to belong to Ethan. As if forcing it out of me, he gets his wish. I come so hard on his cock that he groans.

      “Fuck,” he hisses. Ethan presses his lips to mine and holds me there as his orgasm hits him. His entire body shakes, each pulse of his cock sending me over the edge.

      After his body stops trembling, he slides me off him. I roll onto my side to look into his eyes, already missing him inside me. My thighs smack together from all the pounding he did between them, trembling with need and hoping for more.

      He blinks a few times, his stunning green eyes never leaving mine. Ethan grabs his cock, the thick muscles in his arms flexing as he tightens his grip. I watch him as intently as he studies me. His gaze travels between us as if he wants to go another round.

      After a slight pause, he kisses the top of my head before he slides off the bed. “Can you handle more?”

      I nod, earning a smirk from Ethan.

      He tips his head toward the bathroom. “You coming or what?”

      What a dumb question. Of course, I am.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      I wake up to Ethan talking to someone. Around four o’clock in the morning, I fell asleep in his arms, and now he’s muttering with his back to me. I check the clock on the nightstand and sigh. Five thirty. I have to get up for work in one hour. Fuck.

      Rolling onto my side, I get comfortable and run my fingers down Ethan’s muscular arm.

      “Erik,” he whispers, his voice growing louder as he repeats himself. “Let me drive.” A beat passes before he adds, “No, one more stop.”

      His body shakes beneath my hand as if he’s scared. Ethan had a twin brother who had died in an accident when he was sixteen. Because of his parents’ money and connections, there were only a few articles online about the accident, though the details were limited.

      Each paper that covered the news had the same story to report. Boston teen killed in fatal car crash. After Ethan woke up in the hospital, he supposedly had no memory of the night, which I’d always assumed was the reason he never spoke of his brother. My heart breaks for Ethan, unsure of whether I should wake him or allow him to keep dreaming.

      If I’d lost Will, I don’t know how I would get through a single day without thinking of him. I want to wrap my arms around him and hug him from behind, envelop him in my warmth.

      He grunts a few times, throwing up his left arm to shield his face. Then, he curls into a ball, a soft whimper escaping his lips. I get on my knees and touch his shoulder. My hand slides down his skin that’s dripping with sweat.

      Ethan digs his fingers into the scar over his left eyebrow. He scratches and scrapes, his fingernails cutting his flesh. A few dots of blood stain his tanned skin, and that’s when I decide to pull him from his awful nightmare.

      “Ethan.” I raise my voice to a higher octave. “Ethan, wakeup.” I shake his shoulder. “C’mon, Ethan. Come back to me.”

      He stops thrashing for a split second before he rolls over and squeezes his arms around me, pinning me to the mattress. His eyes are still closed. A single tear rolls down his cheek. Ethan’s body molds to mine, his arms so strong and muscular I can’t escape from his strong grip.

      Without much success, I struggle to break free and yell his name. He opens his eyes, his breathing ragged and shallow. The hollowness in his eyes slices through me. His bright green irises I’ve lost myself in since high school are now soulless pits. My Ethan is gone, replaced by a man lost inside his mind. We don’t speak. The silence between us is maddening.

      Ethan moves his hand up my bare thigh. He slides his fingers inside me to test my slickness and then pulls them back before replacing them with his thick cock. One minute, I was concerned for his safety, and the next he has me spread open.

      I’m wound so tight I’m ready to burst when a rush of heat takes over my body. “Ethan,” I moan.

      “Come for me, my little lamb,” he breathes against my neck. “Come on my cock, coat my skin with your juices. Let me feel you. Give me your orgasm.”

      I tighten my hold on him, and he groans. He knows how close I am and has me right where he wants. Moving his hand to my cheek, he runs his thumb along my bottom lip. I stick out my tongue to taste the saltiness of his skin. He growls against the shell of my ear and pulls my lip down to shove his finger inside. The harder I suck, the harder he fucks me, our movements so perfectly in sync with one another.

      After I come, Ethan pulls out and flips me over and onto my stomach. He grips my hips, positioning me how he wants, and takes me from behind. I press my cheek to the soft mattress and scream each time he pumps into me. Pain surges through my body, searing into my skin when he digs his fingers into my hip.

      A series of orgasms wreck me one after another and command authority over my body. Once again, I come undone with Ethan right behind me. Ethan fills me up, pulsing inside me.

      He touches my hip with his long fingers for a brief second. “What a beautiful sight. You naked in my bed.”

      Ethan hooks his arms around my middle and wraps all six feet four inches around me, cradling my head against his chest. We lay like that for several minutes in complete silence until I speak. “Are we going to talk about your nightmare?”

      He presses his lips to my shoulder. “No.”

      “Ethan,” I protest.

      “Not now.” He kisses my collarbone. “Just go back to sleep.”

      “I have to get up for work soon.”

      “Until then, you can stay like this.”

      I succumb to his request, and once I give in to him, his body relaxes. He loosens his grip on me, allowing me enough room to readjust my arm to get comfortable.

      “We have an appointment later.” He says the words against the shell of my ear. His hot breath sends chills throughout my body. “Don’t forget. I’ll send a car to pick you up from work.”

      I glance over my shoulder at him. “What appointment?”

      “With my personal shopper at Boyds.”

      I laugh. “You were serious about that? I only said yes to get Will off my ass.”

      “I want to take care of you, Mia. Stop fighting me. You deserve everything I can offer you and more. I hate seeing you live the way you do. Let me spoil you. If you’re mine, and you are, then you’ll take everything I have to give.”

      I shrug against his chest. “Why not? Show me what it’s like to live in your world.”

      He brushes the hair from my face and plants a kiss on my cheek. “Close your eyes and get some sleep. You’ll need your strength for later.”

      My eyelids are heavy from all the sex we’ve had since last night. The alarm on my phone will wake me soon enough. So, I drift back to sleep, dreaming of the man who consumes my thoughts.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      Mia’s mouth opens as wide as her eyes when we walk through the front door at Boyds. Her eyes rake over every inch of the high-end department store. I want to be the man to give her everything she needs.

      “Wow!” Mia squeals. “This place is fancy. I probably couldn’t afford a tube of lipstick, let alone clothing. I feel stupid having you pamper me. Between you and Will, I don’t know who’s worse. I don’t need things to make me happy.”

      “It would make me happy if you had these things.”

      “Clothes and jewelry are material possessions. Just stuff to collect dust in my bedroom. I don’t like you or my brother wasting money on me when I don’t see the point in any of it. I have everything I need.”

      I slide my hands up her arms and guide her toward Alanna, a pretty brunette who’s waiting for us in the women’s shoe department with a bright smile.

      “Don’t fight me, little lamb,” I whisper. “The wolf always wins.”

      Her body trembles but not out of fear. She likes this side of me. My girl craves it. I can see the lust in her eyes, the way her heartbeat speeds up with each authoritative word that slips from my lips.

      “Mia, meet Alanna, my personal shopper. Alanna, this is Mia… my girlfriend.”

      Mia peeks up at me with wide-eyed curiosity and a smile that illuminates her entire face. Maybe over time the word girlfriend won’t feel so bitter on my tongue. It’s not like I’m letting Mia go. The only problem I have to sort out is Will. But that can wait for another day. Another month. Maybe when we win the Stanley Cup. If that ever happens.

      Alanna’s eyes widen in shock. She signed a non-disclosure agreement. And if she wants my money, she won’t make a big deal out of this.

      Alanna holds out her hand for Mia to shake. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      Mia pulls back her hand. “You, too.”

      Alanna glances at Mia for a few seconds, most likely trying to guess her measurements. A good personal shopper can figure these things out without much instruction. She knew mine the first time we’d met. Of all the women in my life, Alanna was never anything more than someone who works for me. We’ve never had sex, and I wouldn’t let Will go near her either. I don’t like to mix business with pleasure.

      “I have a room ready for you.” Alanna holds out her hand to show Mia the way. “I pulled a few things for each of you. How about you two get comfortable, and I’ll show you everything I set aside?”

      Mia smiles. “That would be great. Thank you.”

      Once we enter our private dressing room, we take a seat on the long bench.

      “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” Mia groans. “I feel so out of place here.”

      “Stop worrying about what people think. You have just as much a right to be here as anyone else. A woman as beautiful as you should feel comfortable anywhere she goes.”

      “People were looking at me like I don’t belong with you.”

      Lifting her chin with my hand, I force her to look into my eyes. “No one has ever fit into my life the way you do, Mia. No one. Not a single fucking woman. Ever. You act as though you’re the only lucky one when I’m the bastard who doesn’t deserve you.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “You’re not a bastard.”

      “No?”

      “Nope, not at all. I don’t date bastards, and I sure as hell don’t let them fuck me.” She says the last part under her breath.

      “I’m a bastard for fucking you like I do. Your pussy is too fucking sweet. I can’t control myself with you.”

      “No one said you had to. Keep fucking me like that. In fact, never stop.”

      The corner of my mouth turns up into a wicked grin. I grab my crotch and adjust my growing erection. “This conversation is making me so hard. Hurry up and try this shit on, or I’ll have to fuck you in this room, and I won't care who hears us.”

      Mia chuckles.

      I love the sound of her laughter. Being with her reminds of what we had when we were in high school when she trusted me with her secrets. When she looked at me as if I was her entire world. She still does. That scares me most of all because it means I have the power to hurt her.

      I never want her to feel the kind of pain I’ve endured for the past twelve years. I never want her heart to ache from the loss of someone she loves. I know she loves me. Some part of me, even the sick and tortured parts, have always loved her. She’s the first and only girl I’ve ever loved.

      I take the clothes from Alanna’s arm when she walks into the changing room. “I got a little bit of everything,” she says in her singsong voice. “I wasn’t sure what kind of mood you were in, Mia, but pull out whatever you like. If you need anything, give me a shout.”

      I place the hangers on the metal hooks on the wall next to Mia. Alanna exits the room with a gentle wave, promising to check on us in five minutes.

      “What do you want to try on first?” I turn around to face Mia with a short, sleeveless black dress with an open back in my hand. “This will look hot on you. My mom says every woman needs a ‘little black dress.’ You should have one, too. Try it on.”

      Mia closes the distance between us. “Are you attempting to turn me into the woman you want me to be?”

      “Of course not. You already are the woman I want you to be. I wouldn’t change a single thing about you.”

      She throws her hands on her hips. “Except for my clothes.”

      “This has nothing to do with the clothes or how you dress. You could wear a pair of beat-up Chucks with ripped jeans and a Warped Tour shirt. You look good in anything. Wear a trash bag for all I care.”

      “Then what difference does it make if I have a little black dress or a new shirt?”

      “It doesn’t. I want to take care of you. There’s nothing wrong with wanting to give you everything. I was also hoping to take you somewhere nice for dinner, and it’s a ‘little black dress’ kind of place.”

      She snatches the dress from my hand with a cheesy grin. “Fine. I’ll wear the dress as long as you pick a good restaurant. Something Italian.”

      “That I can do. I thought we could go to Luciano’s. What do you say?”

      “Am I your girlfriend?”

      I suck in a deep breath and look away from her. “I’m not sure what to call us. We only had sex last night.”

      “That’s not what you told Alanna. You said girlfriend.”

      “I have to talk to Will, remember? We already talked about this.”

      “Maybe I should tell him,” she offers. “I could soften the blow. If I tell him I want to be with you, he’ll understand.”

      I shake my head. “No, he won’t. Will asked me if I like you on more than on occasion, and I denied it every time. He was pissed when I accidentally touched your knee or told you were hot.”

      She smiles. “You think I’m hot?”

      I smile back. “That’s another thing I like about you. You’re gorgeous, smart, and incredibly sexy and don’t even know it.”

      “So, what do we do about my brother?”

      I shrug. “I have no idea. Ever since the night we kissed, I’ve asked myself the same thing.”

      “Either way, we’re lying to him. I hate the secrecy.”

      “Will is like a brother to me. I met him not long after—” I stop myself from saying more, out of fear Mia will want to rehash my past.

      “Not long after you lost your brother,” she finishes for me.

      I narrow my eyes at her. “How do you know about Erik?”

      She frowns. “I’m a reporter. Did I ever tell you why I wanted to become a journalist?”

      I shake my head. “No, you never did.”

      “Because of you.” She digs her pointy finger into my bicep. “You left me without saying goodbye. You broke my heart that day. I thought if I could learn how to track down information that I could find you. Then, you showed up, not long after my first semester of college, as if nothing happened. But you were different and much darker than the boy I talked to on the swings in my backyard. The Ethan I knew was long gone.”

      “You know about Erik, then.” Bile rises from my stomach, choking me.

      She bobs her head. “Yes, but the newspapers didn’t provide a lot of details. I only know that he died in a car accident. You were dreaming about him this morning.”

      It took me years to tell Will about my brother. He knows all of my darkest secrets. Sometimes, a reporter has the nerve to ask me about Erik, and every time I shut them down. No one outside of my inner circle can know about my real life. It’s none of their business.

      “I have nightmares about my brother. I hate that I lived and he died. I feel guilty. We were twins. A part of me died with Erik. It left me hollow. I still am. Your brother came into my life at the right time. He reminded me so much of Erik. I started to smile again. I felt alive when I was with Will.”

      She holds her free hand up to her mouth, and her eyes well up with tears. The pain on her face slices into my chest. I swipe a tear from her cheek and decide to keep going. After telling her this much about my past, she should hear the rest of the story, even though I would rather not share it.

      “Erik had a blood clot that traveled to his brain and caused a stroke. It was a ticking time bomb. I was driving the car.” With a heavy sigh and continue, “I tried to help him when he started seizing and ended up hitting the guardrail. It all happened so fast. I woke up in the hospital. The last time I saw my brother alive was right before the car flipped. Almost everything after that is a blur.”

      She tightens her grip on my hand. “You were you hurt, too?”

      I nod. “I had some short-term memory loss for a few months, a broken leg, a pinched nerve that still hurts sometimes, and a cut above my eyebrow. I hit my head hard on the steering wheel. When the airbag broke, I cracked my thick skull on the window, and well, that’s how I got this souvenir.” I point to the scar above my left eyebrow. “This isn’t from hockey, even though I tell everyone that’s how I got it. At the time, it sounded cooler to say it was a battle scar.”

      “I understand you so much more now. Your brother is the reason Will is so important to you and why you need his approval.” Mia swallows hard and wipes a tear from the corner of her eye. “I don’t want to be the one to take him away from you. I can’t… not after you’ve lost so much.”

      I silence her concern with my lips. The simple act causes her to still until our lips separate. “We’ll figure this out. I promise.”

      “E, I don’t want your friendship with Will to end over us dating… or whatever it is we’re doing. He’ll be pissed if he finds out we’re having sex behind his back.”

      Before I can respond, my cell phone rings, the obnoxious sound interrupting our conversation. I fish it from my pocket and glance at the Caller ID. It’s Will. Of course, it is.

      I hold the phone to my ear. “Yeah, I’m here with Mia.”

      He asks about our shopping adventure and tells me to put it on his credit card. Alanna has the information on file. I’d prefer to buy Mia the dress for our dinner, but Will insists on doing something nice for her.

      “The association called,” he says. “Did you hear from them?”

      “Nope, not yet. What did they say?”

      “We can move in next Thursday. The repairs are almost done. Only one more week of sleeping on Mia’s sofa. You coming back to her place or what?”

      I glance over at Mia and wink. “Yeah, I guess I can rough it with you for a few more days. Unless you want to come stay at the Ritz with me.”

      “Nah, Mia can use the company. When are you guys coming back? I want to grab dinner at the Mexican place that opened down the street.”

      “Umm… okay. We should be home in the next two hours.”

      We say our goodbyes. My heart sinks into my stomach when I see the deflated look on Mia’s face.

      “We’re not going to dinner now, are we?”

      “No,” I confess. “But I’ll make it up to you this week.”

      “When Will isn’t around?”

      I sigh. “I didn’t want to tell him no.”

      “I’m not mad, E. I get it. Keep it casual. Friends with benefits don’t go to fancy dinners with each other. So, I guess I won’t be needing a dress.” She releases her grip on my hand.

      “We’ll find a way, okay? Tonight is a small bump in the road. Get the dress because you’ll need it, and your brother will get suspicious if you don’t come home with at least one bag.”

      “Right.” She bites her lip. “Good point.”

      I pull her onto my lap and plant soft kisses along her collarbone and shoulder before making my way to her lips. She smells of her flowery perfume. Drinking in her delicious scent, I burrow my face in her neck. A chill runs through her body that causes her to tremble in my arms. I love having this effect on her.

      “You two doing okay in there?” Alanna asks from the other side of the door.

      Define okay.

      “Yes,” I say. “We need more time.”

      I need more time to tell Will.

      “Oh, okay. Perfect. I’ll be in the shoe department if you need me.”

      The second Alanna disappears, my mouth is on Mia’s, and my tongue is parting her lips. We need this time alone before we have to go back to her apartment. Before we have to face Will.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      When I walk into Old City Records, the bell over the door chimes. Connor pokes his head out from the backroom and waves with a bright smile on his face.

      He strolls down the center aisle toward me. “You’re early.”

      I glance at my wrist to check the time. “Only by a few minutes.”

      “I was cleaning up in the storeroom. Do you mind holding down the fort until I finish?”

      “Go right ahead. I can handle the customers.”

      I slip behind the counter and drop my purse to the shelf beneath the register. Connor taps his fingers against his thigh as the beat picks up and John Lennon’s voice comes through the overhead speakers. An awkward pause passes between us, where he hums the tune, staring out the window that spans the front of the store.

      “I love this song,” he says. “I’ve been rocking out to The Beatles all day. They help me clear my head.”

      “I can see that.” I sit on the stool behind the counter and prop my feet up on the small wooden ledge.

      Connor’s behavior is odd, but it doesn’t prove a thing. All of my leads ran cold before I could make any headway. Fred has been crawling up my ass about my lack of useful information. He even threatened to remove me from the case, so I have to step up my game.

      “Were you busy today?”

      Connor shrugs. “An older couple stopped by around lunchtime. They were looking for Abbey Road. That’s what got me in this mood. Other than that, I’ve had a pretty quiet day.”

      When my cell phone dings, I fish it from my purse and smile when I see Ethan’s name on my screen.

      “I’ll let you take that,” Connor says. “I have to get back to work. We can order a pizza later if you want. My treat.”

      I flash a closed-mouth smile. “Sounds great. Thank you.”

      Once Connor disappears into the back of the store, I read the text message from Ethan.

      
        
        Ethan: I need to see you. Dinner later?

        Mia: I have to work until ten.

        Ethan: I’ll pick you up.

        Mia: See you then.

      

      

      The countdown until Ethan and Will move back into their apartment started a few days ago. My heart aches with each passing day. He wants to tell Will about us. I do too. But both of us are afraid of losing Will over our relationship.

      I’ve grown accustomed to kissing Ethan before bed and eating breakfast with Will in the morning. I’ll miss both of them for different reasons. At least we have a few more days together.
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        * * *

      

      Twice in over two hours, Connor stepped out from the back office. Once, Connor said he was running down the street to grab a soda from the pharmacy, the other time a pizza. He came back with a duffle bag over his shoulder from his pharmacy run and a pizza in his hand the next.

      We ate a few slices together and talked about vinyl records and music from the seventies, all while I tried to uncover more information about his business. Same as usual, I got nothing. Connor covers his tracks well. Or at least he was doing a pretty good job of it before a dark-haired man in his late twenties strolls through the front door.

      Dressed in a black suit fitted to his muscular frame and a crisp white oxford, this man screams money. Lots of it. He shoves a hand through his dark, wavy hair and fixes his gaze on me.

      “You must be new,” he says.

      He’s maybe ten years older than me and easy on the eyes. A thin scar sweeps across his right cheek, intensifying his dark, masculine features.

      I give him a polite smile and nod. “I started a few weeks ago. Are you looking for anything in particular?”

      He scans my face before his gaze falls to my breasts. “Is Connor here?”

      “Who should I say is here to see him?” I slide off the chair and come around to the other side of the counter, awaiting his response.

      “An old friend.” That’s all he offers. He tilts his head to the back of the store. “Is he in his office?”

      Noting the change in my expression, he takes that as a yes. Before I can get in another word, the man darts past me. I follow behind him, begging him to wait, but he’s determined to get to Connor. Signals go off in my brain, red flags waving one after the other. All night, Connor has been acting strange. Then, his old friend shows up unannounced.

      How convenient.

      Maybe tonight is the night.

      Every lead I’d followed was completely bogus  until now. The strip club was a waste of time. The only illegal thing about that place was the price of the drinks. All of my stakeouts with Clarke were nothing more than snack-induced comas filled with stale coffee and girl talk. At least it gave me a reason to spend more time with Clarke outside the office. Still, it would’ve been nice to gain some intel or at least one solid lead.

      The man pushes open the cracked door with the tip of his shoe, revealing a surprised Connor. He looks at the man first, horror scrolling on his face, and then to me. His expression softens when he locks onto me.

      “Can you give us a minute, Dora?” Connor clears his throat and swallows.

      I almost laugh every time he uses my fake name. “Sure.”

      The man steps inside the small office and closes the door behind him. Pressing my back against the wall, I crane my neck to listen and hear nothing, not a single sound. They must be waiting for me to leave.

      Dammit.

      I tiptoe down the hall in hopes of catching a bit of their conversation. But I can’t hear a thing. I should’ve come to work more prepared. On my stakeouts with Clarke, we brought listening devices. Of course, now I need them. I rushed out the door at work, afraid to be late for my second job, and forgot the gadgets in my cubicle.

      Connor spends a lot of time in his office and never forgets to lock up before he leaves. Whatever he’s hiding must be inside. I can’t make out a single word spoken behind his closed door.

      The Mafia funnels most of the cocaine and heroin in the country through Philly. Even though Connor seems innocent enough, I’m not here because he’s some average Joe. Connor is a drug dealer and who knows what else, but I have to prove it first. I have to get this story no matter the cost. A few of my colleagues launched their careers with one story. I could easily do the same with a high-profile case like the Old City Records Ring.

      After twenty minutes of waiting, maybe more, I jump at the sound of the bell ringing throughout the store. There’s a rustling inside Connor’s office. I make a beeline for the front counter, the nervous energy pushing me to move faster.

      Relief washes over me when I spot Ethan flipping through a box of records.

      “Hey.” I close the distance between us and thread my fingers between his.

      He squeezes my hand and smiles.

      “I have another half hour before I can leave. Do you mind waiting?”

      He shakes his head, and a dark strand of hair falls in front of his bright green eyes. My heart claws at my chest. He’s beautiful, absolute perfection, and all mine.

      “Of course not,” he says. “For you, I have all the time in the world.”

      The corners of my mouth turn up into a wicked grin. “Stop trying to flatter me.”

      “Flattery will go far tonight.” He laughs. “That was Will’s fortune the night we went to Scores. He opened a cookie at Chinese Garden right before we met you and Clarke.”

      “I see.” I unhook my fingers from his when Connor and his friend strut down the center aisle toward us. “Try to behave yourself,” I say under my breath. “That’s my boss.”

      He glances up from my face. His eyes narrow as he looks at Connor and the man next to him. They stop in front of us. Connor smiles. His friend flexes his jaw.

      Connor studies Ethan’s face and recognition sparks in his eyes. “I know you. Waters, right? I haven’t seen you in a long time. What’s it been? Like ten years.”

      Ethan shoves his hands into his jeans pockets, his body growing rigid. “Yeah,” Ethan replies after a long pause.

      Do they know each other?

      Connor’s gaze travels between Ethan and me. “You two together?”

      I nod. “Ethan’s picking me up.”

      Connor smirks. “I didn’t know you were down with that.” His words confuse me. “How much are you looking to cop?”

      I narrow my eyes at Connor, confused by his unusual question until I realize he’s asking me if I want to buy drugs.

      What the fuck?

      “We’re not,” Ethan says before I can answer.

      The dark-haired man adjusts the black duffel Connor brought back with him earlier over his shoulder and excuses himself. He slips out the door, and Ethan and I stand awkwardly in front of Connor.

      Connor peeks up at the clock on the wall behind the counter. “You can leave early. I’ll close up tonight.”

      I flash a closed-mouth smile at Connor and reach behind the counter for my purse. “Thanks. Have a good night.”

      “You, too.” Connor stretches his hand out for Ethan to shake. “Waters, you know where I am. Come see me. Anytime.”

      Ethan leads me outside with his hand on my back, his nervous energy shaking through me.

      I live a few blocks from the record store. We make a left toward my apartment without speaking. Where do I begin? I have so many questions.

      “Are you hungry?” Ethan asks, ending the silence between us.

      “No, Connor ordered pizza. Are you?”

      He shakes his head. “The only thing I’m hungry for is your pussy.”

      I smile, but it quickly fades. “What was all that about, E? How do you know Connor? Why did he think you would want to buy drugs?”

      He looks down at his feet, his gaze moving upward when a man in a Flyers T-shirt says to his friend, “I think that’s Ethan Waters.”

      Ethan acknowledges them with a feigned smile and a nod. The boys don’t stop us. We keep moving down Market Street. Ethan has a strained expression on his face that gives me the chills, his disposition so cold and gloomy I can’t stop wondering what happened back at the store.

      “Answer me, E.” My tone catches his attention. “How do you know Connor?”

      “We were friends a long time ago.”

      “Connor is a drug dealer.”

      He shrugs. “I’m a hockey player.”

      “Don’t do this. Please tell me the truth. You damn well know that I’m working at Old City Records on a case. Stop being so cryptic with me. I need answers.”

      “That part of my life is in the past.” He grabs my hand when we cross the street at the stoplight. “Let’s leave it at that.”

      “No,” I say loud enough to garner the attention of a couple passing us. “That’s not good enough. You owe me some answers.”

      “Keep it down,” he growls, his voice deep and low.

      He’s reverting to the asshole that returned years ago. I don’t like his alter ego.

      Once we reach my building, he drags me into the dim hallway and up the three flights of stairs. Not until we reach my apartment does Ethan release his grip on my hand. I remove the keys from my purse and open the door for us. Within seconds of shutting it behind us, Ethan has me pinned against the wall with his big body.

      “Will isn’t coming home tonight,” he says.

      “I know. He texted me earlier.”

      Ethan leaves a trail of hot breath along my skin as he fumbles with his zipper. “I want your pretty lips wrapped around me.”

      “Why are you acting like this? Fucking answer me!” I yell so loud it’s as if something inside me snaps. “I’m so sick of this shit. You can’t go into that dark place. Years ago, you did the same thing and pushed me away until I hated your guts. Not every problem in your life can be solved with sex. Talk to me, Ethan.”

      “Why?” He presses his palms to the wall on each side of my head. “So you can write a story about me? My life is not for sale. It’s not something I want on display for the entire world.”

      My heart aches. “You don’t trust me?” I stare into his eyes to gauge his reaction. “I thought by now you would know that I can keep a secret. I would never use anything you tell me, personal or professional, to sell papers.”

      He closes his eyes and sighs. “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry for being an asshole or sorry because you won’t tell me?”

      He opens his eyes. They hold so much sadness that tears well up in my bottom lids.

      “For being an asshole.”

      “Please, E.”

      He grazes my cheek with his thumb and catches a fallen tear. “I’m sorry, Mia. For everything. I didn’t want to leave you behind. But I didn’t have a choice. My dad forced me to go back to Boston.”

      “Was your grandmother ever sick, or was that another lie?”

      “A lie,” he admits. “I lived with my grandmother, but she wasn’t sick.”

      I grip his shirt between my fingers and pull him close enough that our lips almost touch. “Why did you leave? I want to know everything or—”

      He brushes his lips against mine. “Or what?”

      The heat from his breath hardens my nipples, the tiny buds aching for his mouth, his hands, begging to be touched. I’m powerless when it comes to Ethan. And he knows it.

      “Or we can’t do this anymore,” I counter.

      He sweeps his tongue across my bottom lip. “Give me what I want, and I’ll give you what you want.”

      His husky voice sends chills down my spine. “What do you want?” I play dumb, and that earns me a cocky smirk.

      “Get on your knees,” he orders. “Take out my cock.”

      I shake my head. “No, talk to me first.”

      A few seconds tick by before he says, “I had an addiction. That’s how I know Connor. He was my dealer. The hospital prescribed painkillers to dull the pain from the accident. I was so fucked-up in the head after Erik died…” his voice trails off, and when I peek up at him, his eyes are closed.

      He leans forward and presses his left hand to the wall with his gaze fixed on me. “I was addicted to opiates. Anything I could get my hands on. That’s why my dad moved us here. He thought it would help me get my act together. But I sought out the stoners at school. They hooked me up with Connor, who was just a street dealer back then.”

      Ethan was on drugs. My Ethan.

      What does his addiction have to do with him running away without saying goodbye?

      “Back in Boston…” he says, pinching the bridge of his nose between his fingers “… I went through a detox program, one that no one ever found out about.”

      “Thanks for telling me. Your secret is safe with me.” I move my hand over my heart. “I promise.”

      He kisses my forehead and then grazes my cheek with his thumb. “I know. But this also means you can’t write a story about it. If Connor ever found out that you had anything to do with it, he would expose me and kill you. They’re not the kind of people you want to fuck with. Understood?”

      “But the story could make my career.”

      “It would ruin mine and get you killed,” he spits back. “I’m not into that shit anymore. I got clean a long time ago.” He bites the inside of his cheek, his nerves showing. “My career isn’t my biggest concern… it’s you and your safety. Those men are dangerous, Mia. A little lamb like you, so gentle and pure, doesn’t stand a chance against wolves like them.”

      He’s right.

      I nod. “I’ll back off. For you. For us.”

      “Thank you.” Ethan kisses me. “It’s hard enough taking care of you without any complications. You’re so stubborn, Mia.”

      I peek up at him and a smile. “It’s part of my charm.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      Fast asleep, Mia rolls over and onto my chest. I sit up, with my back against the headboard, and hook my arm around her. Moving a strand of blonde hair away from her face, I smile.

      I told Mia about Erik, the accident, and now my past addiction.

      And the world didn’t end.

      Nothing happened.

      Curling up next to Mia, I stroke her hair as I watch her breathe. This simple gesture produces a feeling in the pit of my stomach, an ache that burns like acid. I bared myself to Mia, something I’ve never done with any woman.

      Fighting exhaustion, my eyes flutter. Much like the darkness, sleep wins out, my eyes closing as I dream of Mia.
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        * * *

      

      Thump, thump, thump. The sound wakes me from my slumber. When I open my eyes, the first thing I see is… Will. Fuck. He’s hovering over my side of the bed with his hand on the headboard. Will’s the cause of the noise.

      I rub my eyes and sit up. “What are you doing?”

      He grinds his teeth together, his face twisted in anger. “I should ask you the same thing, seeing as you’re in my sister’s bed, and both of you are naked.”

      Mia pulls the sheet up to her chin, leaving me with nothing to cover myself. Not like I care about me.

      She pushes out her palm, her eyes wide with surprise. “Will, don’t freak out, okay? Just give us a second to explain.”

      “Explain what? How you two are sneaking around with each other behind my back?” He folds his arms over his chest, his jaw clenched. “Yeah, I would love to hear how my best friend ended up in my little sister’s bed.” Will sits at the edge of the bed, his weight dipping the mattress on my side. “I’m sure it’s a great fucking story. Let’s hear it.”

      Mia lets out an exaggerated groan, blowing hair in her face. “Don’t be an ass, Will. Please. It’s too early in the morning to get into a fight.”

      “How long has this been going on?” Will looks at me and shakes his head. “I flat out asked you if you liked my sister, and you said no, even though I knew you were fucking lying to my face. Of all people, I trusted you the most with Mia.”

      Shifting my weight, I roll over to grab my boxer briefs and swing my feet off the side of the bed to slip into them. I’d rather not argue with Will naked.

      “I never intended for anything to happen with us,” I admit. “It just did.”

      Will covers his face with his hands and sighs. “I don’t even know what to say. To either of you.”

      “At least he’s not some random guy I picked up at a bar,” Mia says. “I’ve known Ethan for years. I don’t see why it’s such a big deal.”

      “Because you were fucking him behind my back! My best fucking friend. My little sister. What the actual fuck?” He gets up from the bed in a fit of rage and spins around to face us. “I can’t even look at either of you.”

      Will storms out of Mia’s bedroom, and I follow behind. “Will, c'mon, man. Let me explain. You know I would never hurt your sister.”

      In the kitchen, I lean against the countertop. Will grips the top of the refrigerator, staring at me with hatred in his eyes. We never fight. The few times we’ve gotten into it, we worked out our aggression with either a hockey stick or our fists.

      “How long has this been going on?” He crosses his arms over his chest, pinning me down with a heated look. “I want the truth.”

      “About three weeks. I kissed Mia the night we went to The Sixth Floor. You almost caught us together when you came home early. Mia was the reason I rented the room at the Ritz. I couldn’t stand living here with both of you, all while I wanted to be with your sister when I damn well knew I couldn’t have her.”

      “You’re not good enough for her.” His words burn like salt on an open wound.

      “I know. I tell Mia that all the time, but she doesn’t care. She wants to be with me anyway.”

      “Some of the things I’ve seen you do.” He shakes his head. “Things I did with you. Mia is not like us. She’s pure and innocent and…” He runs his hand through his hair. “Fuck! Why did you have to touch her? You have your pick of girls. You didn’t need to fuck my sister.” He closes his eyes for a second and wrinkles his nose in disgust.

      “I’ll take care of Mia. You know I will.”

      He blows out a puff of air. “Do you love her?”

      “What kind of question is that?”

      He closes the distances and shoves his hands into his jeans pockets. “Because you better not have ruined our friendship over pussy. You better fucking love her.”

      “Will, you’re overreacting.”

      He moves into the small living room. “Don’t even bother coming back to the condo.”

      “I live there, dick.”

      “Lived,” he spits back. “You lived there. Past tense. Move the fuck out. Either you leave or I will. I don’t give a fuck.”

      Mia comes out from the bedroom barefoot and in a silky black robe tied at her waist. She makes a beeline for Will with her hands balled into fists at her sides. “Will, stop it. Please. Don’t be mad at Ethan. You’re not throwing out your best friend and teammate because of me. I’m a big girl. I decided to sleep with Ethan.”

      When it comes to Mia, Will softens but not much. She tugs at the more sensitive side of Will, something I’m unable to do. Both of us are arrogant hotheads who would rather beat the shit out of each to solve a problem. Mia is always the voice of reason. The one person who calms both of us.

      “Are you two serious?” Will grits his teeth as he awaits Mia’s response.

      Mia looks to me for confirmation. “Are we?”

      “You fucking prick,” Will shouts when I don’t answer right away. “You can’t even give her an answer.” He turns to Mia, scratching the stubble along his jaw. “Fuck him. You deserve so much better.”

      There’s no reasoning with Will when he’s like this, so I ignore him. Let him be mad. He’s still in shock.

      Mia takes Will’s hand in hers, forcing him to look at her. “Don’t talk to your best friend like that.” She strokes his skin with her fingers in an attempt to soothe him. “Nothing we say or do will change the fact that we’ve been sneaking around behind your back. I’m sorry.”

      “So am I,” I mutter. “I wanted to tell you, but I had no idea how you would react. Well, I knew you would be pissed, which is why I wanted to wait until we knew what we were doing.”

      He laughs. “Oh, so you thought you would fuck my sister until you grew tired of her, so you never have to come clean with me. Was that your plan, E?”

      “No, of course not. It’s not like that with Mia.”

      “You’re just another girl to him,” Will says to Mia. “Ethan doesn’t date. He fucks. This won’t end well for you, baby sis. I won’t be around every morning to bring you breakfast or rock you back to sleep when you need someone to mend your broken heart. And he definitely won’t be there for you.”

      Will’s acting like an asshole, but he’s a good brother. I would do the same if Mia were my sister.

      “He won’t break my heart,” Mia says. “Not again, not after last time.”

      “Mia, open your eyes. Do you see him fighting for you? No. He hasn’t said more than two words. This relationship is one-sided. I know you well enough to know that you’re in love with Ethan.”

      Mia pushes her hand to her hips. “You know nothing about our relationship, Will.”

      “Am I wrong? Are you… not in love with him? I can see it in your eyes when you look at him. You’ve looked at him this way for years.”

      “Yes!” Mia throws her hands in the air. “Yes, I’m in love with him. I’ve loved Ethan since I was in high school. What’s wrong with that?”

      Bile rises from the back of my throat. Mia loves me. A small part of me had always known that, but hearing the words aloud makes this real.

      She loves me.

      “I don’t want you to get hurt,” Will says, his tone softening.

      “Sleep on it, okay?” Mia squeezes his bicep. “Maybe spend some time apart from Ethan. Give it some time to process this before you throw Ethan out of your apartment. You guys are teammates, roommates, and best friends. Hear him out. Don’t dismiss him. If not for Ethan, then do it for me.”

      Will sucks in a deep breath and lets it out. “Fine. For you.” He levels me with his hardened gaze. “Meet me at Ollie’s tonight. I need to get out of here before I smash your fucking face in.”

      “I would deserve it,” I admit.

      “Yeah, you would, asshole.”

      Will kisses Mia on the top of her head. “I probably won’t stay here tonight. Don’t wait up for me.”

      She forces a smile. Then, he removes his keys from his pocket, slamming the door behind as he exits the apartment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      So that just happened. Will caught me in bed with Ethan and naked, of all things. Fuck. I don’t even realize I’m biting my nails until Ethan comes up from behind me and wraps his arms around me. The warmth from his body instantly soothes me.

      “I’m sorry, Mia.” He whispers the words against the shell of my ear. “I should’ve manned up and told him sooner.”

      I look up at him, blinking a tear from my eye. “We made the decision together. At least Will knows now.”

      “I would’ve preferred to have the conversation with our clothes on. If I had a sister, I probably would’ve beat the shit out of Will for having sex with her. He has every right to be mad. I thought we would fight and get it over with, but the fact he left worries me.”

      “He didn’t mean what he said. He’d never throw you out of the apartment.”

      Ethan laughs. “I’d like to see him try. I own half of it.”

      “Ugh,” I grunt. “This feels like a bad divorce. My brother will forgive you. I know he will. Just give him some time. He’s like my dad. Once he blows off some steam, he’ll get over it and come to his senses.”

      “I’m not so sure about that. In all the years I’ve known Will, I’ve never seen him this mad.”

      “Will needs you just as much as you need him. Trust me. You’re as much his blood as I am. He considers you his brother.”

      “I guess that makes this even more fucked-up then, sis.” He laughs.

      I shake my head and chuckle. “Call me that again, and I’ll kick you in the balls.”

      “Hey, if you ever want kids, I would advise against it.”

      I stop laughing and still in his arms. “You want kids?”

      “Sure. Someday.”

      “With me? You said if I ever want kids.”

      He squeezes me tighter. “I guess I did.”

      “Do you mean that?”

      “I don’t say things I don’t mean. You should know that by now.”

      I spin around to face him. “What’s changed?”

      He shrugs. “Nothing. I’ve loved you since high school. Loving you is easy. I just wasn’t in love with you back then.”

      I raise a curious eyebrow at him. “But you are now?”

      A short pause passes between us.

      “Yes. I don’t know why I froze when Will asked me.” Ethan tucks a loose strand of hair behind my ear and smiles. “I’ve never been in love before. Until you, my life was nothing but parties and women. And hockey. Will’s right, though. I’ve done a lot of fucked-up shit over the years. I don’t deserve you.”

      “You keep saying that, but I disagree.” I take his hand in mine and bring it to my mouth to plant a soft kiss. “You’re what I need, E. I’ve been in love with you, on and off, since I was fifteen. I’m even more in love with you now than I was back then. I spent a lot of years hating you, but underneath it all, I still loved you.”

      He moves his hand to my shoulder, his fingers slowly traveling up to my face. “I love you, too, Mia. My little lamb.”

      Ethan hooks his arm around my back, and his lips crash into mine. He kisses me with so much intensity and passion I have to grip his shoulders to maintain my balance, but Ethan is here to catch me. He always catches me, breathing his life force into me when I need him to bring me back to life. With Ethan, I feel alive, his hands lighting a fire everywhere he touches. Heat spreads down my arms, and with each stroke of his fingers, my skin burns with desire for him.

      The dream I once had of Ethan is now my reality. My heart swells with joy. Ethan loves me. My brother’s best friend was the last person in the world I wanted to fall in love with. But I did. I fell hard.

      Ethan explores every part of my body with his big hands. He squeezes my ass and lifts me up, pressing his erection against me. I’m dripping wet for him, desperate for him to stop the aching between my thighs.

      He takes me into my bedroom and lowers me onto the mattress with care. He tugs at my robe, exposing my naked breasts to the cold air. The tiny buds were already painfully hard and even more so when Ethan rolls the pads of his thumbs over them.

      A soft moan escapes my lips.

      Ethan watches me intently. He’s all tongue and teeth, my nipple swelling in his mouth. My insides tighten with each flick of his tongue. Writhing beneath him, I close my eyes and claw at the sheets, the fabric twisted so tightly between my fingers my hands hurt.

      He stops long enough to remove his boxers and positions himself at my entrance. Instead of pushing himself inside me like a savage beast, he bends down to place his elbows on both sides of my head, slowly inching his way into me.

      This is so unlike Ethan.

      Every sexual encounter we’ve had, from our first kiss and on, was aggressive and fueled by our constant internal struggle to be together.

      Now, we’re both free.

      Slow and sensual, he makes love to me. Ethan loves me with his mouth and his cock as he slides in and out of me. We speak to each other in grunts and moans and consummate our love with each thrust as if we’re having sex for the first time.

      Ethan presses his lips to mine, stealing my last breath along with my orgasm. He kisses me hard but not too rough, his body convulsing as mine eases up. I tighten the hold I have around him, and he groans into my mouth.

      Our lips separate, but our foreheads are still touching.

      “My little lamb,” Ethan whispers.

      I brush my fingers along his cheek. “My big bad wolf.”

      His lips graze mine, the heat from his breath prickling my skin. We moan our I love you’s, words I’ve waited to hear from Ethan for over ten years, stolen from his mouth and sealed with a kiss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      More crowded than normal, I push through the throng at Ollie’s Pub, nodding at people on my way to the long oak bar. With his back against the wood-paneled wall, Will knocks back a bottle of Heineken. The skinny blonde on the barstool next to him giggles as if he said something funny. He wasn’t even talking to her, which makes me laugh.

      His eyes widen when I stop in front of him. Setting the beer on the bar, Will whispers something to the girl, who slides off the stool in a hurry. She smiles as she leaves, flashing a set of pearly white teeth that are too perfect to be real.

      “You showed.” Will pats the open seat. “Drink with me.”

      Concern bubbles up in my chest. Will is far too calm after his reaction this morning. I sit next to him and prop my elbow on the bar, leaning over it to catch the bartender’s attention. She takes my order and then disappears.

      “About this morning,” I start. “Look, I’m sorry you had to find out about us that way. I never wanted to sneak around with Mia behind your back, but it just happened. I didn’t plan it out. I wanted to tell you so many times and pussied out.”

      Will raises his hand to silence me. “I started drinking after I left Mia’s apartment and haven’t stopped.” He slurs some of his words, though he’s not completely shitfaced. Will can handle his alcohol. “My sister loves you. I thought long and hard about this all day. I’m pissed at you for lying to my face and for fucking my sister. But I only care about one thing. If you love her back, then I can try and get used to the idea of the two of you being together. But if this is just a hookup for you, I’ll bash your fucking head in with this bottle.”

      “Kinda harsh, don’t you think?”

      The bartender returns with my beer, and I hand her my credit card to start a tab.

      Will presses his lips together, his jaw clenched. “Answer the question. Do you love my sister?”

      I pound half the bottle in one gulp and set it back down on the bar. Serious conversations require a lot of alcohol. “Yes. I told her this morning after you stormed off.”

      Will pinches the bridge of his nose between his fingers and sighs. “Okay… fuck.” He mutters something to himself under his breath. “I guess it’s better than Mia hooking up with someone I hate. But you know what this means, right?”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “No.”

      “Our friendship won’t survive if you hurt her. Because I’ll kill you. So, don’t break her heart.”

      I give his shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “I promise to take good care of Mia. This is what you’ve wanted for her all along. Someone to look out for her.”

      He takes a sip from his beer, staring at me, his face expressionless. A beat passes between us before he bobs his head in agreement. “Yeah, I guess so. All I care about is her happiness. If this is what you both want, I don’t have to like it, but I can accept it. Maybe the idea of you two will grow on me over time.”

      “That’s all I can ask for,” I mutter. “I’m glad it didn’t come down to us beating the shit out of each other.”

      Will laughs. “Why? Because you know I would kick the shit out of your punk ass.”

      I smirk. “No, because I would’ve let you do it just to get out your anger.”

      Like I let my dad do when I was a kid.

      “Now that’s stupid.” He shakes his head, amused. “We move back to our condo tomorrow. What are you planning to do about Mia? Is she moving in with us? Like what the hell is going on with you two?”

      “We’re dating not getting married. At least not anytime soon. This is almost as new for us as it is for you.”

      “Promise me one thing,” Will says.

      “Anything.”

      “Don’t fuck my sister while I’m home. I’ll need lots of fucking therapy if you do.”

      I nudge him in the arm and laugh. “You already need lots of therapy.”

      “True, but I’d need a lobotomy if I had to hear that shit. It was bad enough seeing your bare ass this morning when I went into Mia’s bedroom to wake her up.”

      We break out into a fit of laughter. My friend returns with each swig of beer.

      “I can do that,” I promise.

      “This sucks.” Will scans the wall of expensive liquor bottles behind the bar. “No more chasing after women with you. I need a new wingman.”

      “Liam would be happy to take a few girls off your hands. You can always give him a call. Just because I’m with your sister doesn’t mean I’m dead. I’m still your wingman only in a different capacity now.”

      “You got that right,” he hisses. “If I ever see a woman around you that doesn’t share my DNA, I’ll kick your ass.”

      I smile at his threat. “Duly noted.”

      “Enough talk about my sister.” Will raises his beer to tap the bottle in my hand. “Drink up, motherfucker. Tomorrow is moving day.”

      And my last night at Mia’s apartment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      The little black dress Ethan had insisted I buy for our date finally came in handy. Ethan took me to a fancy Italian restaurant in the city with all the bells and whistles. He picked me up in a limo, which was total overkill but still awesome. I felt like Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman minus the hooker part. He showed up at my door with a bouquet of white roses dyed baby blue—my favorite color. Our date was perfection.

      With Ethan at my side, I enter my apartment and kick off my shoes. My feet are killing me from wearing heels. Me in heels. How comical! I laughed when Ethan sent me a pair of black Christian Louboutin pumps that fit me as if they were designed specifically for my feet. Alanna, his personal shopper, really knows her shit.

      I crash on the couch and kick my aching feet up on the coffee table. Just because I scored the sexiest hockey player in the NHL doesn’t mean I’ve changed one bit. I’m still the same girl who likes her Cheetos out of the bag and vodka straight from the bottle. I doubt I’ll ever get used to Ethan pampering me.

      Ethan lifts my legs onto his lap and massages my sore feet with his calloused fingers. He runs his hand up my bare thigh and stops before he reaches my panties, my core throbbing and desperate for his touch.

      I lean my head back against a stack of pillows and smile up at him. “Want to rent a movie?”

      “Whatever you want, my love.”

      Exhausted, I reach for the television remote and flip through the channels, fighting sleep. It’s only ten o’clock, but I’m so exhausted. With our new living situation, we only see each other on weekends and random weeknights when we’re both free. So, we have to make up for the time we missed.

      “You want a snack?”

      He glances down at me. “I can always eat.”

      I smile. “Good. Go make yourself useful and pop us some popcorn while I flip through Pay-Per-View.”

      He smirks. “Make myself useful?”

      “Chop-chop.” I clap my hands together. “I need my movie snack.”

      Ethan shakes his head. “You’re lucky I love you.”

      “You’re lucky I let you.”

      We both laugh.

      Ethan drops my legs on the couch and pushes himself up, blowing out a puff of air. “Women.”

      That’s all he says before he walks into the kitchen, giving me a nice view of his firm ass. Dress pants look good on him. Hell, everything looks good on my man. He’s mine. All mine. I lick my lips, the thought of his naked body burned into my mind. Maybe I’m not so tired after all.

      By the time Ethan sits next to me on the couch, he has a bowl in hand and is stuffing his face. With my arm draped over the edge of the couch, I click the button on the remote to start the movie.

      Ethan shoves the bowl in front of me with a smile. After I take my share, he places the bowl on his lap.

      “I love the Saw movies,” he says. “If you get scared, feel free to jump in my lap.” He pats his knee with a wicked smirk on his lips.

      “I’ll keep that in mind. It takes a lot to scare me, though, and I love these movies, too.”

      He sets the almost empty bowl on the coffee table and cuddles with me. Ethan’s so big and muscular he takes up the entire couch. I’m curvy but petite, which makes it’s easy for Ethan to tuck me under his chin and wrap his arms around me.

      “All better,” he whispers against the shell of my ear.

      Yes, all better.

      With Ethan, I feel safe and loved, and even though I don’t need him to hold me during a horror film, I find comfort in his warmth. My breath hitches when he readjusts his position and grazes my leg with his fingers, leaving a trail of fire on my skin. I have no idea what’s happening on the screen. People are screaming. The usual suspense music fills the living room. But all I can think about is how much my skin tingles from his touch.

      Halfway through the movie, he pushes my hair off my neck and brushes his lips against my skin. The heat from his breath sends a chill down my spine that makes my toes curl in anticipation. When he notices the rapid increase in my breathing and the way my legs part for him, he slides his hand along the seam of my panties and bends forward to kiss me. At first, it’s a small peck on the lips, nothing more than a tease. But I want more. Parting my lips with his tongue, he kisses me softly, the passion between us intensifying by the second. He threads his fingers through my hair and tugs hard, deepening the kiss.

      He rubs my sensitive spot over my lace panties, my insides burning from his heated touch. I moan into his mouth, a desperate plea for him to go further. Ethan moves the fabric to the side and slips two fingers inside me. I clamp down on his fingers, and he grunts against my neck.

      “You drive me fucking crazy, little lamb.”

      I open my legs wider to allow him better access. He’s a greedy bastard and takes what he wants. But so am I. My body tightens, and my mind goes blank from the intense pressure building within me. His lips stifle my moans. I practically combust when Ethan increases his speed, his thumb circling my clit. I bite my lip, a fire burning beneath my skin.

      He takes my ear into his mouth to suck on it and whispers, “Come for me.”

      My entire body trembles, his wish is my command. Out of breath, I peek up at Ethan, who raises his fingers to his mouth to suck on them. Then, he pushes my dress over my hips and slides my panties down my thighs. As his hands roam over my body, he lets out an animalistic groan.

      In a hurry, he stands to remove his pants. He strips for me but not in a seductive way. It’s as if his skin is on fire and he needs to rip off his clothes. The couch sinks beneath his weight when he drops his knee to the cushion and kicks open my legs.

      Staring down at me, he licks his lips. “Take off your dress.”

      I reach behind me to pull down the zipper and raise the dress above my head, adding it to the pile of clothes on the carpet.

      “Much better.” He grabs his long, hard cock in his hand, his gaze traveling up to my breasts. “I love your fucking tits. Pinch your nipples for me.” I do as he asks, and he licks his lips.

      Ethan makes room for himself between my legs and slides his fingers up my left thigh. He throws my left leg over his shoulder and kisses the inseam of my thigh as he inches his way inside me.

      “Fuck,” he says, his big, strong hand gripping my hip as he moves faster. “You feel so fucking good, little lamb.” He dips down to kiss my breast and says, “Mine.” Then, he kisses the other. “Mine.” He kisses me on the lips. “Mine.”

      “Yours,” I whisper. “I was always yours.”

      He pushes deeper inside me, forcing me to take all of him at once. “Damn right you were.”

      I moan in response, too focused on the heat spreading from my cheeks to my toes. It doesn’t take long for Ethan to make me tremble beneath his bulky frame. After another mind-blowing release, I’m riding a sex high that has me teetering on the edge.

      He mumbles a series of groans and curses under his breath, gripping me hard as his body spasms. His chest rises and falls, his breathing still labored.

      Our eyes meet for a second, and the corners of his mouth turn up into a wicked grin. “I’m never letting you go, Mia.” His voice is almost a whisper.

      Pushing the sweat-slick hair off his forehead, I smile. “I don’t want you to.”

      He winks. “Good girl.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          Ethan: Six Months Later

        

      

    

    
      “Good game,” Will says, strolling over to the bench in the locker room, a towel wrapped around his waist. “We’re celebrating tonight. You coming out with us?”

      After a big win in Boston, all of the single guys on the team are going out to a local bar. I have no interest in drinking or hanging out with any women other than Mia. In fact, I have plans with the other woman in my life.

      I called my mom before the game. It had been too long since the last time we spoke on the phone and even longer since the last time I saw her in person. Our relationship has been strained for a while now, but she’s alone here in Boston, in a massive house that’s too large for one person and with no one other than servants to help her.

      I shake my head and stuff my jersey into my bag. “No, I can’t. I have plans.”

      “C’mon, Waters,” Liam West says from behind me. “Don’t be a pussy. Come out with us.”

      I glance over at him and smirk. “I have somewhere to be. I will next time.”

      “Where are you going?” Will asks, plopping down on the bench next to me.

      “I’m going over to the house to see my mom.”

      “Oh.” Will’s mouth opens wide in shock. “You haven’t been there since…” his voice trails off, because he knows it’s been over thirteen years since I stepped foot inside my childhood home.

      We moved not long after the accident. My parents couldn’t stand the constant reminder of losing Erik and neither could I. Until now, I had no desire to return.

      After I leave the arena, I drive to my mom’s house. A shiver rolls down my spine when I park in the circular driveway out front. This place has always felt more like a museum to me than a home. I stare up at the massive Victorian that spans the length of the property. The high pillars, painted shutters, and the covered front porch look exactly the same as they did the last time I was here. Not a single thing has changed about my childhood home.

      As I approach the front door, my mom opens the door instead of the butler. She must’ve heard me coming.

      A smile stretches across her withered face, and then she rushes forward, taking my face in her hands as a single tear streams down her cheek. “My baby,” she whispers. “You’re finally home.”

      I smile as she releases her grip on me. “Hi, Mom. How are you?”

      “Good, good.” She presses her hand to my back and guides me into the house, ushering me toward the kitchen. “I just made a pot of tea. Have some with me.”

      I don’t drink caffeine because it messes with my game, but I can’t refuse my mother in her home. “Cream, two sugars,” I say as she fixes us two cups.

      We sit at the table in the corner of the kitchen, right next to a wall of windows that overlook the backyard.

      She pushes a cup in front of me with a smile. “I was surprised to hear from you.”

      “I’m sorry, Mom. I shouldn’t have created so much distance between us. My relationship was strained with Dad. It got in the way of us, and for that, I’m so sorry. I wanted to tell you that in person.”

      She takes a sip from her tea and then pats my arm with her tiny hand. “It’s okay, baby. I understand. Your father was a complicated man. The two of you never got along.”

      “Because I’m not Erik. He was always the favorite twin. Everyone liked him more.”

      “That’s not true.” She sighs. “You’re my firstborn. I love you as much as I love your brother.”

      “Dad always blamed me. He never gave a shit about me.”

      She shakes her head. “In his own way, he cared. Your father had a funny way of showing it, but he did. He didn’t blame you for Erik’s death, Ethan. I know you’ve always felt guilty about what happened to your brother, but there’s nothing you could have done to save him.”

      “I crashed the car,” I challenge.

      “Your brother had a brain aneurism. It was like a ticking time bomb inside his head. No matter what, it would’ve killed him. We never had any cause to send him for X-rays. He never displayed any unusual behavior or any signs he had anything wrong with him. Whether you were driving the car or not, he was already dead before you crashed. It happened so fast. There was nothing you or anyone could have done for your brother.”

      “But… what if I could’ve gotten him to the hospital in time?”

      “Ethan.” She taps her fingers on my hand. “Nothing can change the past. I know you feel like you could have done something, but the doctors have assured me that nothing would have saved Erik.”

      “I know, Mom.” I squeeze her fingers between mine. “Sorry, it’s this house. Coming here is bringing back all of the old memories. Is Erik’s room still the same?”

      She nods. “Do you want to see it?”

      “Yeah, I’d like that.”

      After we finish our tea, I follow my mom upstairs and creep toward my brother’s bedroom. I haven’t looked inside since I was sixteen years old. Before we left for Lower Merion, I took one last look at his things, feeling guilty that we were leaving Erik behind.

      My mom pushes open the door, and my heart clenches when I see Erik’s trophies on the shelf above his king-size bed. He was better than me at hockey. If he were still alive, we’d be competing against each other. A few tears fall from my eyes as I step into the room, staring at the memories I’d almost forgotten. Guilt washes over me when I consider how much of my past I’ve blocked out.

      I’ve tried to share this part of my life with Will and Mia, but it hurts so much to think about my brother let alone talk about him.

      “Erik would’ve been so proud of you.” My mom clamps her hand around my wrist and gives it a good squeeze. “You two were always so competitive.” She points at the first place trophy and smiles. “Remember when you and Erik tried out for the varsity team?” I nod, and she continues, “Neither of you ever wanted to be anything other than hockey players. It wasn’t your father’s first career choice. I know he never told you, but he was proud of you for making it on your own.”

      I stagger over to the bed and sink to the mattress, running my hand over the smooth navy comforter. It was Erik’s favorite color. We both had the same one, though mine was cherry red to match my Mustang. I lean back and stare up at the ceiling, taking in the scent of the fabric. Even though I know it’s not possible to still smell his cologne, I swear it smells like my brother. Another tear rolls down my cheek.

      I’m home.

      I never thought I would have the nerve to come back here again.

      When I left with my parents, I never wanted to come back. This place was always too sterile, too cold and creepy to be a home.

      “Come back to Philly with me.” I sit up and wipe the tears from my cheeks. “You can’t live here by yourself, Mom. You need to be around family.”

      She sits next to me, a hint of a smile on her lips. “I’m not ready to leave. This is where I belong.”

      “Dad and Erik are dead. You need to be with me. I can take care of you.”

      She glances down at the comforter and sighs. “I visit your father and brother every day.”

      “Mom, please.” I cup her shoulder with my big hand, and she looks up at me. “You’re visiting a cemetery. If you were in Philly, I could take care of you.”

      “You have Mia to take care of now.”

      “That’s the other reason why I’m here,” I admit. “I love Mia. I want to marry her. Will gave me permission last night. I was hoping I could have Grandma’s ring.”

      My grandmother’s engagement ring is an heirloom that dates back so far it might as well be tied to the Titanic. It’s worth a fortune, worn by every single woman in my family. After Will gave me his blessing to ask Mia to marry me, I knew without a doubt she had to wear this ring. My grandma wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.

      She covers her mouth with her hand and squeals. “Of course, baby. I knew you were in love with that girl when you were in high school. I’m glad the two of you have ended up together. She’s good for you. I like the Romans. They’re good people. They took care of you when you needed a family the most. I’m sorry if your father’s pain over your brother’s death got in the way of us being together, but I’m also glad that it brought you closer to the love of your life.”

      “I never thought I would get married,” I confess. “I was in too much pain for so many years that I never allowed anyone to get too close. Mia was the only one other than Will.”

      My mom smiles so wide it reaches up to her green eyes that I got from her. “I’m happy you’re here. Can you stay the night? We can go through the photo albums. Mia will want some of the pictures for your wedding.”

      I return her smile. “Sure, I can stay until morning.”

      I spend the rest of the night pouring over old pictures with my mom, rehashing all of the memories I had long forgotten. Because of Mia, I’m remembering things I should never have left in the past. Because of her, I’m starting to feel whole again.
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        * * *

      

      On our relaxing Sunday drive to the suburbs of Philadelphia, I roll down the convertible top. Mia throws her hands in the air, the wind blowing her hair as she glances over at me. She flashes a smile that illuminates her face.

      I took the old Mustang Fastback out of storage. It only seemed fitting to recreate every memory from our past for the occasion.

      Mia lowers her arms. She drops her hand to my knee and squeezes. “Where are we going?”

      I tuck a loose strand of her blonde hair behind her ear to get a better look at her beautiful face. “Patience, little lamb. It’s a surprise.”

      She crosses her arms over her chest, pushing up her perky tits, and pretends to sulk. “Stupid wolf,” she mumbles under her breath, even though I can hear her.

      I laugh. “Would you let me plan something without nagging me to death about every detail?”

      “I’m an investigative journalist. It’s my job to ask questions.”

      I nod, a smile forming.

      After giving up on the Old City Records case, Mia found her big break. She followed a tip from one of her sources and landed a front-page spread about a local politician’s campaign tampering. I couldn’t contain my excitement when I saw Mia’s picture on the front page of The Philadelphia Inquirer. She worked so hard to get there.

      “Wait…” Mia turns her head from side to side, her mouth opening wide in shock. “Are you taking me to my parents’ old house? Why are we here?”

      “I want to do something,” I say over the music. “For old times’ sake.”

      She flashes a big smile when I pull into her parents’ old driveway and turn off the engine. “I hope we’re not breaking into the house.” The seriousness of her tone causes me to laugh. “I’ll do just about anything for you, but I’m not getting busted for breaking and entering.”

      “Don’t be silly. I asked permission from the current owner.”

      I open my car door, and Mia follows suit.

      Confused, she meets me in front of the two-car garage. “I don’t get it.”

      I press my index finger to her mouth. “Let me do what I came here to do. Okay?”

      After she nods, I lower my hand and slip my fingers between hers, leading her into the backyard. I stop in front of the swing set that’s now showing its age. The metal bars are rusty, and the seats are worn but still the same place where I fell in love with the girl next door.

      She smiles as if she knows what this means. At least I got her here without ruining the surprise. The ring has been burning a hole in my pocket for the last few months. I wanted to wait until winter passed, so we could sit outside and enjoy our day together. It was only a matter of finding the right time to pop the question. But I always knew the place. I’d marry Mia in this backyard right now if I could.

      I grab the metal rope, and Mia sits on the swing.

      “Tell me something good.”

      Her face brightens. “You,” she says in her singsong voice. “It was always you.”

      I bend down in front of her on one knee and place my hand on her thigh. “You were always mine. If only I had told you that when we were younger.”

      She shrugs. “Ancient history. All that matters now is that we’re here together and creating new memories.”

      “Exactly.” I reach into my pocket and remove the box.

      Mia’s hand flies to her mouth, her eyes wide with surprise. “Oh my God!” She lowers her hand, her body trembling in the process.

      “I thought we should start our life together where it all began.” I flip open the box to reveal a ten-karat diamond ring with a row of sapphires surrounding it.

      She stares at the ring in awe. “It’s so… beautiful. Oh, my God, Ethan.”

      “It’s a family heirloom. Do you like it?”

      “I love it,” she squeals. “And I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      She leans forward to kiss me, and a stray tear falls from her eye onto my cheek. “Yes, a thousand times yes.”

      Laughing, I shake my head. “I didn’t even ask you yet. Stop being so impatient, woman.”

      She wipes away the tears with the back of her hand and sniffs. “Sorry, I got a little excited.”

      “We met in this backyard over twelve years ago. I was at the worst point in my life, on drugs and unable to function, and you brought me back to life. Every conversation with you helped me heal, but I still wasn’t good enough for you. Leaving you behind was one of the hardest moments of my life because meeting you was the best thing that ever happened to me. You were always my something good.”

      I love you, she mouths, and I say it back.

      I slide the ring onto her finger. “Mia Elizabeth Roman, I’ve loved you for almost as long as I’ve known you, and I’ll love and worship you for the rest of my life. Will you be mine?”

      She grazes my cheek with her thumb. “I’m yours, E. Forever and always.”

      I sit on the swing next to her and slip my fingers between hers. We kick our feet off the ground, the metal bars grinding beneath our weight.

      “How did you pull this off?” she asks.

      “The owner of the house flipped out when he saw me on his doorstep. He’s a big-time Flyers fan. I told him about how we met and offered to pay him to bring you here for a few hours. But he didn’t want money. He settled for autographed memorabilia.”

      She laughs. “You got off easy.”

      “Tell me about it. I would’ve paid anything to make this moment special for you. This house, this backyard, all of it means something to us. I want you to look back on this day and remember it the same way you did the first time we met, the first time we sat out here together.”

      “I remember thinking you were the hottest boy I’d ever met.” Her cheeks flush crimson. “I had an instant crush on you.”

      “And now?”

      “Still the hottest boy I’ve ever met. Only now, you’re a man. My man.”

      The corners of my mouth turn up into a smile. “One more thing,” I add, nervous about how she’ll react to the last part. “Since I had to ask your dad and your brother if I could marry you—”

      “You did?” She claps her hands together and laughs. “Was that Will’s idea?”

      “Of course. You know your brother. Goddamn pain in my ass. I had to ask him over dinner like we were on a fucking date.”

      She shakes her head. “He’s insane.”

      “If you only knew. That’s not what I wanted to tell you, though. Since Will is my best man, he’s already started planning my bachelor party.”

      She rolls her eyes. “What if I said no?”

      I smirk. “Look who’s got jokes.”

      “Whatever. It could’ve happened.” She glances down at her ring and smiles. “So, where is Will taking you? On a tour of every strip club in the world?”

      “Would you let me go?”

      She laughs. “Not like I could stop you.”

      “I would do anything for you. If you didn’t want me to go, I’d tell Will no. But you’d have a very angry brother to deal with. Will’s been looking forward to my bachelor party since I told him I want to marry you. He already booked our rooms in Vegas.”

      “Vegas, baby.” She throws her arms above her head. “I’m coming, too. I can have my bachelorette party there.”

      “Are you serious?”

      She shrugs, nonchalant, as if hijacking my bachelor party isn’t a big deal. “Yeah, why not?”

      “Because your brother will have a stroke. No women allowed.”

      “Same city, different parties. Let me handle Will.”

      “Whatever you say, boss.”

      Mia grips my hand, and a pulse of electricity dances up my arm. No matter how much time passes, the sensation never fades. She smiles as if she can feel it too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          Mia: Six months later

        

      

    

    
      Clarke’s party girl side came out to play the second we touched down at McCarran Airport. She was already slightly buzzed from the drinks my brother passed down the row to her during the flight, and now she’s so drunk she’s dancing on the bar at Coyote Ugly, of all places. Yep, it’s not just a bar from a movie.

      Located inside the New York-New York Hotel and Casino on the Las Vegas Strip, the bar looks exactly like what I remember from the movie. And Clarke managed to talk her way up there. We were supposed to keep the bachelor and bachelorette parties separate, but somehow we all ended up here.

      Will is standing beneath Clarke with a fistful of bills in his hand and a drink in the other. I knew he had a crush on Clarke, but he hasn’t left her sight since the second he saw her. Zebras don’t shed their stripes, and my brother sure as hell won’t stop with his manwhoring ways for Clarke. And she knows it, too. So, why does she keep egging him on?

      She drops low enough to allow Will to slip some money down the top of her shirt, his hands lingering at her breasts for far too long. I stand next to Ethan, sipping my martini and watching the show play out before us.

      “A hundred dollars says they hook up before the end of the night,” I say.

      Ethan laughs. “Will was talking about Clarke on the way to the airport. She’s the biggest challenge he’s ever faced. The only woman who’s ever told him no.”

      “That’s why he likes her. Will likes the challenge. I already told her that once she gives in, he’ll lose attention.”

      Ethan tips the beer to his mouth and hooks his arm around my back. “I don’t know about that. I think he actually likes her. Like for real.”

      “Interesting.” I study my brother and best friend, now noticing the looks they give each other. They’re not enemies, nor are they friends, but there’s definitely some chemistry between them.

      Liam West, a winger from the Flyers, strolls up next to Ethan and hands him a shot glass. “You’re not drunk enough,” he yells over the music blaring through the speakers suspended from the ceiling. “It’s your bachelor party. We’re supposed to be getting lap dances and getting shitfaced, not hanging out with your girl and her friends.”

      “I can hear you,” I shout. “Ethan can leave whenever he wants. I’m not keeping him here.”

      It’s the truth. I never intended to get in the way of his time with his teammates. Our running into each other here was purely coincidental, or so I thought until I saw Will and Clarke together. I wonder if they had planned to meet here.

      Will reaches up to help Clarke down from the bar, and she falls into his arms. Oh, shit. She’s so damn drunk our night is most likely over before it’s even begun. I’ve had all of three martinis, while Clarke has been throwing drinks down like prohibition starts in the morning.

      “Go ahead,” I tell Ethan, pushing him toward Liam and his other teammates who are waiting to leave. “I’ll meet you in the hotel room later. Wake me up if I’m sleeping.”

      He gives me a wink and then sets off toward Will to separate him from Clarke. But Will doesn’t seem like he wants to leave her alone. Nope, he steps back from Ethan and slides his arm behind Clarke’s back. I can’t tell who’s holding up who, he looks just as drunk as her, if not worse.

      “I’m not going anywhere with Will like this,” Ethan says, coming back to my side. “We might as well stick together. He’s a fucking mess.”

      “So is Clarke.” I tip my head in their direction. “Look at them. Maybe I should take her back to the room.”

      We stroll over to them, and I tap her on the shoulder to catch her attention. “Hey, do you want to go back to our hotel?”

      “Why?” she whines. “We’re having fun here. Don’t be such a buzzkill, Mia. I want to hang out with Will.”

      I cock an eyebrow at her. “Really? You’ve hated his guts since I’ve known you, and now you guys are besties?”

      She chuckles but doesn’t respond, taking the drink from Will’s hand to chug the rest of his beer.

      “Yeah, baby sis,” Will slurs, his eyes lidded from how much alcohol he’s consumed today. “Clarke’s with me. Stop being a downer. You never have any fun.”

      “That’s because you have enough fun for all of us,” I counter with a wicked smirk.

      He turns his back to me, his arm around Clarke. They walk away without another word and head toward the bar to get more drinks. Not like either of them need any more.

      This is my bachelorette party—I guess I should get drunk and stop overthinking everything.

      My last vacation from the paper was over three years ago. And in less than a month, I’ll marry the love of my life on the beach in Nassau. We’ll have the entire week to soak up sunshine and drink margaritas.

      A few hours later, we’ve lost Will and Clarke, who disappeared into a crowded bar. We had no idea where either of them went, their cell phones going straight to voicemail every time we called. So, I followed Ethan and his teammates to the strip club, where I danced alongside two strippers in a private room. His friends were on the other side of the velvet curtain as we gave Ethan one hell of a show. It reminded me of the night we spent at Scores. I was so bold and out of my mind for allowing Roxie to show me to dance. But it felt good to let loose for once. The more martinis I drank, the more liquid courage I developed.

      Around four o’clock in the morning, I stagger back to the hotel room on Ethan’s arm. A few people notice us on the way and stop to say hello to Ethan. I’m surprised so many people recognize him off the ice. I’ve known Ethan for so long that I often forget he’s like a celebrity to those who don’t know him. But to me, he’s just Ethan, the boy next door I fell in love with a long time ago.

      Once we reach the suite, Ethan’s so drunk he claws at my clothes like a ravenous beast, practically tearing them from my skin. We leave a trail of clothes on our way to the bedroom. My skin burns when he runs his hands down my arms, the heat going straight between my thighs. One touch is all it takes with Ethan. He’s always had an instantaneous effect on me.

      Within seconds of entering the room, he has me on my back and his cock inside me. Ethan rocks his hips, lifting one of my legs over his shoulder as he claims every inch of me. I’m about to become his wife, and the closer we get to the wedding, the more lax I’ve become about taking my pills. He buries himself inside me, our bodies trembling from the intense orgasms commanding control. We come one after the other, and then he holds me tight against his chest.

      Dripping in sweat and smelling of sex, he kisses my forehead then my cheek until he makes his way to my lips. “I can’t wait to make you my wife, little lamb. And I can’t wait to see you with my baby inside your belly.” He plants a few more kisses on my skin and then relaxes against the stack of pillows behind him, keeping his arm around me. Ethan cradles my head on his shoulder and lets out a satisfied sigh.

      “I’m sure I’ll be pregnant in no time,” I breathe, still trying to get my bearings. “You can’t seem to keep your hands off me.”

      He smiles. “I’ve wanted a family for a long time. But it wasn’t until last year that I knew I wanted one with you. Thank you for giving me the greatest gift, Mia. Because of you, everything is falling into place. We’re exactly where we’re supposed to be.”

      I fall asleep in Ethan’s arms with a smile on my lips as I doze off.

      My life is complete with him in it. The boy next door made all of my dreams come true.
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        * * *

      

      Sometime in the morning, Ethan and I wake to the sound of the hotel door slamming. He shoots out of bed and scrambles to slip into his boxers before heading out into the living room. Instead of looking for my clothes, I wrap the sheet around me when I hear Clarke frantic and calling my name.

      I rush out of the bedroom, clutching the sheet tightly, surprised to find both Clarke and Will in my suite. “What’s wrong? Where did you guys sleep last night? You both disappeared without saying anything. I was so worried about you.”

      Clarke looks like shit as if she hasn’t slept in days. Her dark hair is matted to her forehead, a few strands tucked behind her ears. Her blue eyes are bloodshot and watery, and when she raises her left hand, I gasp in shock.

      “Tell me that’s not what I think it is,” I say, staring in awe at the gold band on her ring finger.”

      Will lifts his left hand and nods. “It’s exactly what you think it is. We were so drunk, we got married last night. We’re not even sure where. All we know is we woke up naked, in my bed, and with these rings on our fingers.”

      Ethan laughs and shakes his head. “Dumbass. Leave it to Will to marry a complete stranger in Vegas.”

      “Hey, I’m not a complete stranger,” Clarke interjects, looking like she’s been to hell and back again. “We can get it annulled. It’s not like I want to be married to this idiot,” she says, pointing a finger at Will.

      Will snorts. “You’d be lucky to have the pleasure of marrying me.”

      She shoves her hand in his face. “Seems as though I already am married to you, hubs.”

      He smirks. “Then, maybe we should go consummate our marriage… again.”

      “Pig,” she growls, stealing her hand away from his face. “I hate you. The second we get back to Philly, we’re annulling this marriage. You’re the last person on Earth I want to be with.”

      “That’s not what you said last night,” he counters with a wicked smirk.

      I push my hands out to get between them.

      How did they get along so well when they were drunk last night? It’s the same thing with them every time. They can’t stand the sight of each other sober, and then once they start drinking, their inhibitions lower, and they end up in bed together. This isn’t the first time Clarke has had sex with my brother, and judging by the looks on their faces, I doubt last night will be the last.

      Clarke strips the ring from her finger and throws it at Will’s chest. “You’re such a jerk. I’m not gonna be the Juliet to your Romeo.” I laugh at her play on my brother’s nickname and watch in awe as she spins on her heel in an attempt to leave the room.

      Will grabs her by the wrist and pins her in place, coming up from behind her to whisper something I can’t hear from this distance. Whatever he said to her softens her resolve. She leans back against his chest, allowing him to wrap his arm around her.

      What is it with them? One minute they hate each other, and then the next they’re clawing at each other, unable to keep their hands to themselves.

      “We’ll be back,” Will says to us over his shoulder. “We have a few things to work out.”

      “I’m sure you do,” I deadpan as they exit the room.

      I spin around to look at Ethan, my mouth still open in surprise. “Can you believe this? They have to get this marriage annulled.”

      Ethan shrugs. “I wouldn’t worry about it.”

      “How did my idiot brother end up getting married before me?” I grunt in frustration, and Ethan chuckles.

      “Are you really mad that Will got married first? It’s not like it will last more than the time it takes them to get it annulled.”

      “I hope so,” I mutter.

      Ethan hugs me so hard the sheet drops to the floor. His eyes roam over my naked body, and in response, I get an approving wink and a crooked grin from my soon-to-be-husband. He runs his hand over my breasts and down to my stomach.

      “I have a feeling,” he says. “Pretty soon we’ll have a family. I just know it.”

      I smile up at him in response.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Ethan: Three years later

        

      

    

    
      We stroll past a long row of headstones, a cold breeze blowing through the cemetery. It’s taken me far too long to visit my brother and father in Boston, where my mother had them laid to rest. I wanted my son to meet the person he’s named after. Mia found out she was pregnant with Erik a few days before our wedding. She swears she conceived him in Las Vegas on the night of my bachelor party.

      Erik jumps up and down, his chubby little cheeks puffed out. He latches onto me and yells, “Swing, swing, swing.”

      He loves when Mia and I swing him in the air. It’s kind of funny considering I met his mother on the old swing set in her parents’ backyard. I fell in love with her in the most unusual of places.

      “Hold Mommy’s hand,” Mia says to our three-year-old son, who we named after my twin brother.

      He slips his tiny fingers between hers and then latches on to me. “I want to fly, Daddy,” he says in his baby voice that makes my heart melt. “Make me fly.”

      “You got it, buddy.”

      We lift him off the ground at the same time. Mia laughs, her smile so wide it reaches up to her clear blue eyes. I love this woman and my children more than anything in this world. And I have them because of the darkest parts of my life.

      My brother’s death had set into motion a chain of events that I never thought would lead me to this point. Years ago, I thought I would be dead by now. Part of me wanted—no needed—to be with my brother again. My depression and guilt over Erik’s death, mixed with my drug habit, should’ve killed me. But it didn’t because Mia, my little lamb, was there to save me. She was always the light to my darkness, the good to my bad. To this day, she still saves me from myself. She keeps me grounded and makes me whole.

      Maintaining a strong grip on Erik, we rock him back and forth, all the way through the cemetery until we reach my brother and father’s graves which are next to each other. My mom hovers over their headstones with her hands stuffed into her jacket pockets. She has her back to us, but once she hears our footsteps, she spins around.

      “Grams,” Erik screams. “Look, Grams, I’m flying.”

      Her cheeks redden from the smile stretching across her withered face. She looks so much older than the last time I saw her. I’m hoping she will finally consider my offer for her to live with us. I’ve asked her at least a hundred times, and I still get the same answer every time. She’s never ready to leave my brother and father, and I fear she never will be. I hate seeing her alone and with no one to talk to other than the staff who live inside my childhood home with her.

      The second we set Erik on the ground, he runs into my mom’s arms.

      “Hey, baby.” She hugs Erik and kisses him on the cheek and forehead, holding on to him for dear life. “I missed you.”

      “You made it,” my mom says to Mia and me, lifting Erik up and into her arms, adjusting him on her hip. “How was the trip?”

      “Not bad. We hit some traffic but nothing major.”

      “There’s always traffic.” She sighs. “Well, I’m glad you made it in one piece.”

      Ever since Erik’s death and my accident, my mom worries every time I travel long distances in my car. What happened when I was a teenager was nothing more than a result of an unfortunate series of events. Since then, I haven’t had a single crash or a blemish on my driving record. It was nothing more than a response to my brother needing help and me feeling helpless.

      These days I think of Erik more. I don’t want to forget the past or the memories we shared. If anything, now that I have a son and another child on the way, I want them to know their family. Even though he’s too young to remember, I tell Erik stories about his uncle. He knows I named him after my twin brother and mentions him from time to time.

      When Mia found out she was having a boy, I knew Erik was the perfect name for him. My mom cried for days after I told her we were calling him Erik. She still does on occasion. Today is one of those days. Even though she tries to blink them away, her eyes are watery and filled with tears. She says Erik reminds her so much of my brother and me when we were his age.

      “How long have you been here?” I ask my mom.

      “Not long, maybe twenty minutes or so. You know, my usual visiting hours.”

      Every day since she moved back to Boston, my mom has sat at my brother and father’s graves, who are now buried next to each other. Some days, she spends hours here talking to the dead, and knowing that breaks my heart. She never moved on, never got the second chance I had with Mia.

      “Have you reconsidered my offer?”

      I ask her every time we speak.

      My mom’s gaze shifts between Erik and me until she settles on Mia’s stomach. She’s pregnant again, this time with a girl. Her belly is huge, two seconds from popping. I told Erik he could rub Mia’s belly for good luck, and now he does it every morning when he wakes up. Sometimes, I find him with his mouth pressed to Mia’s stomach whispering to his sister. Erik tells her about us and loves her already. He can’t wait to meet her. Neither can I.

      I thought having a boy was the highlight of my life because I can pass my name onto him. But I’m honestly terrified of having a girl and the added responsibility that comes with it. My little princess will probably take after her mom, who’s always challenged me, but I’m ready this time.

      My mom runs her hand over Mia’s baby bump and smiles. “I think it’s time.”

      I sigh with relief. “Really? You’ll come live with us?”

      She nods and then kisses Erik on the forehead, holding him tight against her chest. “Do you want Grams to come live with you and the new baby?”

      Erik giggles. “Baby kicks me.”

      All of us burst into laughter.

      “When he touched Mia’s stomach last week…” I add for clarification, “… Willow kicked his hand.”

      “Willow? I love the name.”

      “My brother wanted Ethan to name his firstborn after him,” Mia says, rubbing her hand over her stomach. “He didn’t get his wish, so we compromised with Willow.”

      “It’s a beautiful name for my granddaughter.” My mom scans the headstones in front of us. Her eyes are filled with sadness. “I wish your brother and father were here to meet your children. I bet if Erik were alive, he would’ve fought you for Mia.”

      We both smile at the thought of my brother, who probably would’ve kicked my ass for a chance with my wife. Erik was the life of the party, the twin everyone liked, where I was always the one brooding in the corner, ignoring everyone. He was like Will, which was why I gravitated toward him when I’d first moved to Pennsylvania.

      Erik thrashes in my mother’s arms until she sets him on the ground. My little guy moves between my brother and father’s graves and presses his tiny palms to the marble. He looks up at me with curiosity in his green eyes. “Grandpa and Uncle Erik live together. Grams is coming to live with us.”

      My son reminds me so much of my brother when we were kids. We were identical, though different in so many ways, and my son looks just like our baby pictures. But his personality is my brother to a T.

      I crouch down in front of him, fighting tears. “Yeah, buddy. Grams will make you the Mickey Mouse pancakes you like.”

      His face lights up. “With peanut butter?”

      “Sure,” I choke out. “Whatever you want.”

      Erik throws himself into my arms, and I breathe in the scent of his baby shampoo. He smacks a kiss on my cheek. “I love you, Daddy.”

      “Love you, too, buddy.”

      Mia settles in behind me and places her hand on my shoulder, giving it a reassuring squeeze. My mother does the same to my other shoulder.

      “It’s time to go home, baby,” my mom says to me. “I’m ready.”

      “Me, too, Mom. Me, too.” I lift Erik in my arms and stand. “You’ll like the apartment I renovated for you on the off chance you would change your mind.”

      Excited, she rubs her hands together. “That means I get to decorate, cook my babies dinner, and plan our Sunday brunches. I’m looking forward to being with my family.”

      “This will be good for all of us.”

      With every member of my family present, my unborn daughter included, my life has never felt more complete. My mom had always told me that the right people come into our lives when we need them most, and that much was true when it came to Mia. She was the breath of fresh air I needed, the one person I could bare myself to without fear.

      I turn to Mia and press my lips to hers. No matter how many days or years go by, I still feel that spark with her, a flame that only glows brighter with each new experience we share.

      “Eww,” Erik says in my ear. “Daddy kissed Mommy.”

      “My silly boy.” Mia pats his shaggy brown hair. “Wait until you get old enough to have a girlfriend.”

      He wrinkles his nose in disgust. “Girls are gross.”

      I laugh. “You won’t say that when you get older, buddy. Mommy’s not gross, and she’s a girl.”

      “I love Mommy,” he coos. “Mommy pretty. Mommy makes me cookies. Can I have cookies?”

      Mia cracks a smile. “When we get home, I’ll make you all the cookies you can eat.”

      “Yay,” he yells in my ear. “I want to fly again, Daddy. Swing, swing, swing.”

      “Okay, but one more time, and then we have to leave.”

      Erik clutches both of our hands.

      “Take us home, Daddy,” Mia says.

      She gives me a wicked smile that I return.

      “There’s no place I’d rather be.”
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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you so much for reading Ethan. I hope you loved Ethan and Mia’s story. If you liked this book, or any of the books in the series, I would love you forever and send a thousand hockey hugs your way if you would consider taking a second to leave a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or BookBub. Reviews help other readers decide if they want to read a book, and I would really appreciate your support.

      

      XO,

      Jill
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