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            MAN ADVANTAGE

          

        

      

    

    
      Trev Allen and his ex-husband had an amicable joint custody arrangement. During the hockey season, his ex took the twins whenever Trev’s team was on the road. Easy peasy.

      But now, just two weeks before training camp, Trev’s ex gives him an ultimatum—lock down reliable, full-time childcare for Trev’s custody weeks before the start of the season, or his ex is pursuing full custody.

      Trev’s in a panic to keep his kids, but as luck would have it, an old friend—and old flame—is also in a jam.

      Cam Wright’s ex didn’t just cheat, he kicked Cam out and got him fired. Cam’s desperate and flailing… until he receives a message from a man he hasn’t seen in years. Now he has hope of getting back on his feet, not to mention reconnecting with his friend and first love.

      Cam’s not prepared for how much Trev has glowed up. Trev is stunned by how kind time and a fitness career have been to Cam. The intense attraction is both instantaneous and hotter than ever; living together, it’s only a matter of time before passion ignites.

      But Cam is depending on Trev for stability. Trev is depending on Cam to keep joint custody of his kids. Like it or not, they need each other.

      Which means if they stop wanting each other, their lives could come unraveled.

      

      Man Advantage is a 95,000-word standalone Trans M/M hockey romance.
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      No generative artificial intelligence was used in the making of this book or any of my books. This includes writing, co-writing, cover artwork, translation, and audiobook narration.

      I do not consent to any Artificial Intelligence (AI), generative AI, large language model, machine learning, chatbot, or other automated analysis, generative process, or replication program to reproduce, mimic, remix, summarize, train from, or otherwise replicate any part of this creative work, via any means: print, graphic, sculpture, multimedia, audio, or other medium. This applies to all existing AI technology and any that comes into existence in the future.

      I support the right of humans to control their artistic works.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            TREV

          

        

      

    

    
      “What the fuck?” Standing in in my kitchen, I stared at my ex-husband’s face on my phone screen. “You can’t just… drop that on me!”

      Bryan gave a sharp shrug. “And you can’t just expect me to live my entire life around your schedule anymore. Enough is enough.”

      I raked a hand through my hair and exhaled. “For fuck’s sake…”

      “If you want partial custody,” he declared, “then you need to step up. It’s been long enough.”

      “Step up?” I glared at him. “I’m doing the best I can. It isn’t like I can ask the League to lighten up my schedule so I⁠—”

      “You can figure it out,” he snapped. “Either lock down some consistent, reliable, in-home childcare while you’re on the road, or I’m petitioning for primary custody.”

      And child support, he didn’t say.

      “I…” My head was spinning with everything he’d just thrown at me. “You know training camp is in two weeks, right?”

      He smirked, adding to the fiery ball of rage in my chest. “Of course I know that.”

      Yeah. Of course he fucking did. Since his new piece of ass would also be going to training camp.

      I gritted my teeth. “Okay, so you know two weeks isn’t really enough time to find someone, vet them, get them started, make sure⁠—”

      “Figure it out,” he said, “and let me know what you come up with.”

      Before I could answer, the call ended.

      I very, very nearly hurled my phone across the kitchen, not giving a damn in that moment if it shattered into a thousand pieces. Instead, I dropped it beside the sink and, with a groan, I pressed my elbows into the granite countertop.

      I was done. Just so, so goddamned done.

      Our divorce had been messy, co-parenting had been a bear, and at every turn it seemed like he wanted to make things worse. Like he got some thrill out of trying to make me regret divorcing him. Right, because the divorce was my fault. Sure, I’d been the one to initiate it, but I wasn’t the one to put my dick where it didn’t belong, take photos and videos, and “accidentally” sync them with the shared cloud.

      “Jesus fucking Christ on a Zamboni,” I muttered into the stillness.

      I cringed inwardly, fully expecting one of my six-year-olds to pipe up and say, “You said a swear, Dad!”

      Neither of them did, though. Because they weren’t here. They were with Bryan this week, and my house would be painfully empty until I picked them up on Tuesday per our custody agreement.

      You think I wanted this, Bryan? I scrubbed a hand over my face. You think I enjoy being away from my kids this much?

      That was only going to get worse during the hockey season. It always did; being away from them sucked when I was on the road, and now they were gone sometimes when I was at home, too.

      And if I don’t appease Bryan, then they might be gone all the time except like one weekend a month.

      My blood ran cold.

      Bryan wasn’t one to bluff. If I didn’t figure out some kind of in-home childcare solution, he would absolutely be in his attorney’s office, making sure we had to drag our asses back to family court. The judge last time had already been salty with me over being gone so much throughout the year, but Bryan had assured her that we would make it work during the regular season, then resume a normal custody schedule during the off season.

      If we got that same judge again… fucking hell.

      And wasn’t it just my luck that for all Bryan hated being at the mercy of the hockey schedule, he had a serious thing for hockey players. Now he was quite openly dating one of my teammates—something the tabloids and social media were having a ball with.

      Fuck my life.

      How the hell did he even still have a libido? Because mine had been dead and gone for months before I’d finally dropped the hammer on the divorce. I couldn’t even jerk off these days, while he was sending my teammate to games and practices with a very smug smile on his stupid fucking face.

      And now he wants our kids to be with him—with them—all the time? Over my dead body.

      Of course he could’ve brought this up at any time during the off season. Any time during the past few goddamned months. But no, he’d waited until I was almost walking out the door to training camp to drop this bomb on me.

      Probably because he knew I wouldn’t be able to line someone up in time, so his petition for full custody would be a slam dunk.

      Were you always this underhanded and conniving? What the hell?

      The more pressing question, though, was what was I supposed to do? It had taken me until the twins were two to be comfortable leaving them with their grandparents overnight. They were six now, and I still didn’t like the idea of anyone other than a relative or close friend watching them. Now I was supposed to… what? Hire someone, then leave them alone with the boys for hours and hours while I went to training camp? And for days at a time while I was on road trips?

      I rubbed my eyes. Then I snatched my phone off the counter. I was on a private group chat with several friends from back home who I trusted not to leak screencaps and whatnot. Even if they didn’t have a solution, they’d let me vent and bitch.

      
        
          
            
              
        I don’t suppose any of you know someone who’s vetted and trustworthy that I can fly out here on a moment’s notice to be a live-in nanny or something, do you?

      

      

      

      

      

      God, just reading that was depressing. How was this my life all of a sudden?

      The responses started quickly.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mike: Are you serious, or is your autocorrect fucking with all of us?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        LOL Serious unfortunately. TL;DR, ex is being an ass.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Don: What else is new? He’s always been an ass.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Now you tell me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jake: You have always been a slow learner.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        (middle finger emoji)

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Don: So you need someone to watch the kids while you’re on the road or something?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        If I want to keep joint custody, yeah.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jake: No shit? He’s going to try for full custody over it? What a dick.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mike: Ouch, that’s brutal.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tell me about it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jake: Actually, I might know someone. Got a minute to FaceTime?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Absolutely. Thanks, man.

      

      

      

      

      

      Seconds later, the FaceTime request came through, and I accepted the call. “Hey, what’ve you got?”

      Jake cut right to the chase: “You remember Cameron Wright, don’t you?”

      I blinked. That was a name I hadn’t heard in a while. “Of course I do. Why?”

      “Because he’s in a bind right now, too, and you guys might be able to help each other out.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Right, so he’ll have to tell you the whole story, but the short version is that he and his ex split, and the guy sabotaged his job, too. So he’s out of a place to live, out of a job, and—man, he’s really fucking desperate right now.”

      “Oh, shit. I’ll, um… Yeah, I can reach out to him.” I paused and flipped to my contacts. Cam was still there, of course, but there were no texts. No calls. Not since I’d upgraded my phone, and probably not since two or three phones before that. I was horrified and a bit embarrassed to realize just how long it had been since Cam and I had talked. “I, um… I don’t know if I have his current number.”

      “He hasn’t changed it since before he moved to Portland, but hold on.” Jake furrowed his brow at his screen, probably perusing his own contacts. He read off the number he had for Cam, and it did indeed match the one I had.

      “Okay, great. I’ll give him a call. Thanks, man!”

      “Any time.”

      We ended the call, and I gnawed my lip as I peered at Cam’s contact. He and I had never had any kind of falling out; we’d just sort of drifted apart as life took us in opposite directions. I’d tried to reconnect a few times, especially when I was back on the West Coast for a visit, but we always missed each other. He hadn’t been able to come to my wedding, though he’d sent a really nice gift and a thoughtful card. Otherwise, we hadn’t had much contact.

      Though we hadn’t spoken to or seen each other in a few years, I’d heard about him through the grapevine. Last I knew, he was working as a personal trainer, and if memory served, they had to have all kinds of CPR certifications and things like that. He’d always been good with kids, too.

      I tapped the corner of my phone on the counter. Would it be weird if I reached out to him? I didn’t think it would. Yeah, we’d dated for most of our sophomore and junior years in high school, back before I’d figured out I was gay and before he’d figured out he was a boy. We’d lost our virginities to each other. We’d done a lot of our adolescent experimenting together. Both the sex and the relationship had been awkward and weird because we’d been young and stupid, though I wouldn’t have called either of them bad. Just… young and stupid. Naïve, more than anything.

      Fortunately, we’d also broken up without any major drama. As we’d started figuring out our identities, we’d both become seriously introspective, and we’d grown apart as boyfriend and girlfriend. Eventually, we’d realized we were better off as friends. Nothing nasty. Nothing we hadn’t been able to come back from. We were just growing up and growing apart, and we’d stayed friends until our lives had gone in separate directions.

      Now, when I desperately needed someone’s help, it turned out he was in a similar situation. If I could get in touch with him, maybe we could help each other out.

      Admittedly, I liked the idea of hiring him. In fact, I was relieved at the prospect of possibly bringing him to Pittsburgh to watch my kids, and not just because it would fix this crisis my ex had created. I’d always trusted Cam. I knew he was good people.

      And what could I say? I missed him. The years I’d gone without even seeing him suddenly weighed on my shoulders, and I wondered how the hell I’d let that happen. Losing touch with people wasn’t unusual for those of us on the pro hockey trajectory—it was all-consuming, and trying to break into the majors was a long, arduous process. I’d left more than a few friends behind just because I’d been too focused on hockey to maintain the friendships, and I regretted that.

      I especially regretted leaving behind Cam Wright.

      Cam Wright, who was now in a bind at the same time I was desperate for someone to look after my kids so I didn’t lose custody.

      Well, hell.

      Maybe my ex’s bullshit ultimatum would be a blessing in disguise after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            CAM

          

        

      

    

    
      “There’s no way I’m going to find another job now.” I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed. “He’s made sure my name is mud at every gym in Portland, and it’s spread to Seattle, too.”

      My mom huffed with irritation. “You should be able to sue him for that.”

      I dropped my hand and turned exhausted eyes on her. “With what? I can’t retain a lawyer.” Well, not unless I found one willing to accept sexual favors, since that was about all I had left to offer anyone for anything. I didn’t say that to my mom, though.

      She pursed her lips. “Maybe you just need to find something else to tide you over. Until this all…” She waved a hand like something flying away.

      I so wanted to tell her that wasn’t going to happen. Gym rats could have incredibly long memories, and that stupid asshole—the one on whom I’d wasted eight years I was never getting back—had made sure I was fucked in that respect. No one in the fitness community was going to want to hire Cameron Wright any time soon. At this point, I wondered if anybody would. Fucking hell.

      Sighing, I pushed myself up off the couch. “I’m going to go send out a few more job applications. Can’t hurt, right?”

      “Good luck, honey.”

      Yeah. I’d need it. I trudged upstairs to the guest room I’d moved into since that semi-sentient piece of maggot-riddled roadkill had upended my life. It looked depressingly like a hotel room—my mom loved pastels, and she was also a bit of a minimalist. There wasn’t much on the furniture in here except a bedside lamp, my phone and charger, and my laptop, plus a few odds and ends from my toiletry kit.

      Most of what I owned was wedged into my mom’s storage unit. The rest was in one of the boxes stacked inside the closet or the two suitcases parked in front of it, plus some clothes I’d arranged in the drawers. It was my mom’s house, but it didn’t feel like home.

      Maybe because my whole life was on its ass and everything felt jumbled and scattered and… ugh.

      Okay. I was too miserable to deal with job applications right now. I’d doomscroll for a little while, maybe watch a few videos, and then send applications out into the ether to be summarily ignored.

      I grabbed my phone off the nightstand and flopped onto the bed.

      And then I froze.

      On the screen, there was a text from someone I hadn’t heard from in a long time.

      I stared at his name. Trev Allen. Wow. We hadn’t talked in… four, five years? Something like that. I was suddenly overcome with nostalgia, memories from junior high and high school flooding my mind. Hanging out at lunch. Our comical attempt at dating. Screaming myself hoarse at his hockey games.

      The last few years had been a bit of a whirlwind, and it hit me now just how much I regretted losing touch with him. He’d always been such a great guy. Even our stupid high school breakup had been anticlimactic. We’d gone out one afternoon, and after the matinee, we’d had a sort of awkward conversation where we agreed we were better off as friends. Then we’d grabbed whatever we could afford off the McDonald’s $1 Menu and sat in his car, talking until we both got in trouble for breaking curfew.

      God, wouldn’t my life be better now if all my breakups were like that?

      I definitely regretted all the time that had slipped by since I’d seen him, that was for sure. And now he was reaching out, so maybe I should see why before I wandered off into another nostalgic daydream.

      I tapped my screen and read his text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, Jake told me you’re in a bind. Long story short, I’m in one too, and we might be able to help each other.

      

      

      

      

      

      I blinked at the message. There was a flicker of disappointment that he wasn’t just reaching out because he’d missed me. He needed something from me. Damn.

      But also… he wanted to help? And what in the world could he need my help with? Last I’d heard, he’d locked down like a three-and-a-half-million-dollar-per-year deal with his hockey team. Though some of our mutual friends had mentioned that his divorce had been messy. Maybe his ex had taken him to the cleaners?

      Boy, could I relate. At least Dickhead and I hadn’t been married. Somehow I suspected he’d have found a way to screw me over even harder.

      Well, I was desperate, and I didn’t exactly have any other help on the horizon, so… why not? And Trev did say he could somehow help me, so yeah, why not?

      With my heart in my throat, I typed out a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        yeah, things got messy with my ex. What’s going on with you?

      

      

      

      

      

      He didn’t read it or respond right away. Not surprising, I guess; his text had come through almost half an hour ago. I must not have heard it.

      I was about to swipe away and start doomscrolling like I’d planned, but then the three dots appeared. I held my breath, waiting for him to hit Send.

      After a solid minute, he finally did.

      
        
          
            
              
        Short version – ex is threatening to go for full custody if I don’t lock down fulltime live-in childcare for the hockey season. Which starts really soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      I blinked. Childcare? That was not a career path I’d considered.

      But… did he say full-time? And live-in? That meant a paycheck and a roof.

      
        
          
            
              
        Not gonna lie, my friend, there isn’t much I won’t do these days. You just need a nanny basically?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Basically. Do you have a car? If not I can get you one.

      

      

      

      

      

      My jaw fell open. He’d buy me a car? Or lease one or whatever? I mean, okay, he was a millionaire and all, but goddamn.

      
        
          
            
              
        I have a car. Pretty sure it’ll make it to you. You’re still in Pittsburgh right?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yep. I think it’s like a 5 day drive. I can fly out and drive with you if you’d rather not go alone. As long as it’s not my custody week.

      

      

      

      

      

      As much as a road trip with Trev sounded like a blast, we didn’t actually know each other anymore. Agreeing to move in with him and work with him was a massive leap already—one I couldn’t afford not to make—but being cooped up in a car together for three thousand miles could get sketchy.

      
        
          
            
              
        I can make the drive. Are you sure about this?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Absolutely. Not gonna lie, I’m desperate.

      

      

      

      

      

      Pause.

      
        
          
            
              
        That sounds kind of dickish. I’m desperate for someone to take care of my kids. It really will be great to see you again, too.

      

      

      

      

      

      I had to chuckle. Good save, my friend.

      But I understood. My entire life had been turned on its ass recently, and I was pretty single-mindedly focused on finding a solution. Any solution. I wasn’t out to use anyone or take advantage of them, but I was ready to jump on the first viable fix that came my way.

      So could I really begrudge him reaching out to me with that same kind of desperation? And hell, if I showed up and he was an asshole—if he treated me like he didn’t give a shit about me and only cared about getting out of his bind—then I didn’t have to stay. I could stick around long enough to save some money, then bug out.

      I was hard-pressed to imagine him being like that, though. Yeah, he was a rich and famous athlete now, but he was still Trev. Some of the guys from high school were still in touch with him, and they’d never had anything negative to say about him (well, aside from Jake, who was still salty that Trev had signed with Pittsburgh instead of somewhere on the West Coast).

      Trev was also offering me a promising path to getting back on my feet. A place to live, a paycheck, and a car? Hell, I’d have taken him up on it even if we had been bitterly estranged exes.

      
        
          
            
              
        Send me the details. I’ll leave as soon as I can.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Thank you, Cam. You’re a lifesaver.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled to myself. He was a lifesaver, too.

      And what could I say?

      I was thrilled to be seeing my old friend again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was one thing to be aware that my childhood friend was now a famous athlete and a literal millionaire.

      It was another thing entirely to pull into the cobblestone driveway of a huge-ass house and have my GPS tell me, “You have arrived at your destination.”

      “Holy shit,” I murmured as I eased my dilapidated Honda to a stop in front of the fancy brick house. Everything from the enormous windows to the manicured landscaping was flawless and just… big. I couldn’t imagine living here as a single guy.

      Which meant this was probably the place he’d bought with his ex, intending to raise their kids here. Even then, it seemed way too big for four people.

      But was I going to look this multimillion-dollar gift horse in the mouth? No, I was not.

      As I was getting out of the car, the front door opened, and I very nearly tripped and fell on my ass.

      Holy. Crap.

      Trev had always been incredibly fit. Playing hockey had kept him in tiptop shape, and he’d been goodlooking even through those awkward junior high years. He’d looked amazing in high school and college.

      The man standing in the doorway now? Oh my God. That blue henley stretched snugly across ripped abs and pecs, and his biceps and forearms were mouthwatering. When my gaze landed on his narrow hips and holy-shit-are-you-kidding-me thighs, I had to force myself to meet his eyes instead. He’d been so lanky as a kid, and while he was still leaner than a football player or a power lifter, he was—fucking hell, most of my personal training clients would’ve sawed off limbs to look like that.

      He’d also lost a lot of that youthful softness in his face. His jaw and cheekbones were more prominent now. Back in high school, he’d bemoaned his lack of anything to shave, but now he had a respectable dusting of dark stubble that just made him even prettier.

      That perfect smile, though—that hadn’t changed a bit.

      “Wow,” he said as he stepped outside, arms outstretched. “I can’t believe how long it’s been!”

      “Right?” Dazed, I stepped into his hug. “It’s been too long.” Those words were even truer when he embraced me so tight I could barely breathe.

      How did I go this many years without one of your hugs?

      I almost got choked up, but I managed to hold my composure, and as I stepped back, I cleared my throat. Gesturing at him and grinning, I said, “Didn’t you say you’d have a hockey smile by thirty? Looks like you still have all your teeth.”

      He laughed, which… oh God.

      When did you get so hot? Who gave you the right?

      “Actually,” he said, tapping the left side of his jaw, “I’m missing two.”

      “You are?”

      He nodded as a blush crept into his cheeks. “The one in front is capped. The molar—I’ll get an implant there after I retire.”

      I whistled. “I thought your old coach told you not to stop sticks with your teeth.”

      “Hey now.” He pushed his shoulders back and feigned offense. “I’ll have you know the one in back was from stopping a puck.”

      Grimacing, I shuddered. “Um. Ouch?”

      “Seriously.” He turned his head a little and pointed at a faint silvery scar just above the edge of his stubble. “Had to get stitches, too. It fucking sucked.”

      “Yeah? How much of the game did you miss?”

      “Period and a half.”

      I snorted. “That sounds like you. Still bleeding and barely stitched together, but back out on the ice anyway.”

      Trev shrugged. “It isn’t like I could feel it. It was still numb.”

      “Still. Dude.” I chafed my arms. “So what about the one in front? Puck?”

      “No, that was a stick. But!” He put up a finger. “I drew a four-minute double minor for it, and we were already in overtime in an elimination game for the conference final. So… it was worth it!”

      “Wow. Cost you a tooth but won the conference championship? Nice.”

      “I couldn’t complain.” He scowled. “Well, except we got swept in the Cup finals, but hey, at least we got the conference rings.”

      “Could’ve been worse, right?”

      “Definitely. But anyway, enough about my dental history.” He gestured at the house. “Come on in. I’ll show you around.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            TREV

          

        

      

    

    
      Ever since my ex-husband had dropped his ultimatum, all I’d been able to think about was figuring out my childcare situation. When Cam had agreed to come and help me out, I’d been overwhelmed with gratitude, not to mention anxiety that Bryan would find some way to declare Cam unfit for the job.

      Now Cam was here, and I could barely think.

      Our mutual friends had mentioned him from time to time over the years. They’d talked about going out with him and his now-ex-boyfriend. They’d mentioned in passing that they’d all met up for a baseball or football game. There’d been holiday parties and birthday get-togethers, not to mention our class reunion, which I’d been unable to attend. There’d been photos and the odd video including Cam.

      But somehow, now that I was in his presence, I was absolutely blown away.

      When precisely had he had this incredible glow-up, and how had I not noticed?

      One thing was for sure—I noticed it now.

      He’d always been cute when we were teenagers, both before and after he’d transitioned. In college, same thing. I just wasn’t ready for how breathtakingly well he wore thirty.

      As I showed him around the house, I kept tripping over my own words and my own feet. Every time I glanced at him, I was startled all over again because my cute friend had grown up to be so fucking sexy.

      He’d been working as a personal trainer, and he’d obviously practiced what he preached. The gangly kid from a decade ago was long gone, replaced by this man who wouldn’t have been out of place in a row of marble statues. He reminded me a little of my team’s skating coach—though he was only about five-foot-nine and fairly compact, he was built. Powerful shoulders. Defined arms. Flat abs.

      The thin white fabric of Cam’s T-shirt hinted at tattoos underneath, and my fingers itched with the need to trace those inked lines and curves. And while piercings had never really done much for me, I was intrigued by the telltale shape of barbells through each nipple.

      Get a grip, Trevor. Jesus Christ.

      Why was I getting so stupid over him? I mean, yes, he was way hotter than I’d anticipated. Mostly because I hadn’t thought about whether I’d be attracted to him or not. I hadn’t been attracted to anyone—hadn’t wanted to be attracted to anyone—since before the divorce.

      Was that what this was all about? My libido had suddenly awakened, and now I was hyperaware of how long it had been since I’d had sex? So I got utterly tongue-tied over my old friend?

      Yeah, maybe.

      But also…

      I mean…

      I was around ripped, hot men every day of my life. I saw them naked so often it didn’t register.

      Cam, though… My God, every inch of him registered, and the way my mind short-circuited whenever I looked at him—that went way beyond catching an eyeful in the locker room or checking out a teammate wearing a particularly nice suit.

      Because it wasn’t just his body. Yeah, he was hot as hell, but whenever he smiled, my train of thought completely derailed. Time had been incredibly kind to his physique and his gorgeous face, but there was so much more to it than that. So much that I hadn’t even considered while I’d eagerly awaited his arrival.

      He carried himself differently now. As a kid, he’d been a little shy, and he often moved or sat like someone who didn’t want to be noticed. A complete wallflower except around his closest friends.

      Adult Cam walked with his back straight. Shoulders square. The wallflower was a distant memory, replaced by someone who didn’t hesitate to look the world in the eye.

      Which… like everything else about him today… scrambled my damn brain. I barely recognized him, and yet I also couldn’t see anyone but Cam. As if the whole time we’d been ugly duckling kids, it had been a foregone conclusion that Cam would grow into this confident, sexy man who was just so damn⁠—

      “Trev?”

      I shook myself and met his gaze. Oh fuck. Had he been saying something? Had I?

      He cocked his head, though there was humor in his eyes. “You zoned out. You still with me?”

      “Yeah. Yeah. Just…” Thinking things that would make this arrangement way too awkward. I cleared my throat. “Trying to remember if there was anything else I needed to tell you.” I laughed nervously. “There’s probably a lot. Like… about my kids, for one thing.”

      “That would be a good start, yeah.” Some nervousness entered his expression. “I’m, uh… to be perfectly honest, I don’t have a ton of experience with little kids. I took this job because I’m seriously desperate, and I’ll absolutely follow your lead, but if you wanted someone with years of experience as a nanny…” He grimaced.

      I waved my hand. “I didn’t have shit in the way of experience before we adopted them. You’re someone I can trust. We can figure out the rest.”

      That seemed to catch him off-guard. “You… haven’t seen me in years, though.”

      “No. But I know you. And our friends know you.” I paused. “Look, I’m desperate, too, but these are my kids. I wouldn’t just grab some rando off the street and leave them alone with them. You’ve always been good people, and our friends who’ve still been in touch with you all this time would’ve told me if there was some reason to think you’d changed in a bad way.”

      “Oh.” He blinked. “I’m, uh… I’m glad they put in a good word for me.”

      “They rave about you all the time. And Jake’s the one who reached out and said maybe you and I could help each other.” I hesitated, then decided to be a little more candid. “I’ll help you, you help me, and I finally get to see you again. Kind of seems like a win all around, you know?”

      His eyebrows rose, as did some color in his cheeks. “Oh. It’s, um… It’s great to finally see you again too.” Dropping his gaze, he murmured, “It’s been way too long.”

      I chewed the inside of my cheek. I wanted to ask why it had been so long. Why every attempt I’d made to reach out to him had come up empty.

      But now wasn’t the time. He was here, and we’d have plenty of opportunity to catch up. It didn’t all have to happen ten minutes after he’d walked in my front door.

      “Anyway, uh…” I cleared my throat. “Let me show you your room, and then I can take you downstairs to the home gym.”

      That brought Cam back to life, and he looked at me with wide eyes. “You have a home gym?”

      “I’m a professional athlete,” I said, chuckling. “Comes with the territory.”

      “Ooh, sweet.” He grinned, a little cautious mischief entering his expression. “So, do I get to teach your kids how to do burpees and squat with proper form?”

      I snorted, pretending my head wasn’t spinning as that trace of my old friend—the shy but devilish kid I’d grown up with—peeked through. “If you can get a pair of high-energy six-year-olds to sit still long enough, be my guest.”

      “Pfft. I’ve trained teenagers hopped up on pre-workout. Challenge accepted.”

      “Oh my God. Anyway.” I gestured down the hall. “Follow me.”

      He did, unaware of my heart doing wild things and my stomach doing somersaults. I really needed to get it together. He was going to be living here, after all. In my house. And I couldn’t afford to have him leave because he caught me staring at him with nostalgic hearts in my eyes. Or getting a badly timed hard-on. Or both.

      Dude. Seriously. Get a grip.

      I held on to my dignity, at least enough that he hopefully didn’t notice my brain spinning out, and took him up to the top floor. The boys’ bedrooms were at one end of the hallway, the guest room was at the other, and mine was right in the middle. I took Cam to the guest room, pushed open the door, and flicked on the light. “It’s all yours.”

      He stepped in, and his lips parted as he looked around. “Dude, this isn’t a room—it’s a suite.”

      I chuckled. “I mean, kind of?” Pressing my shoulder against the doorframe, I scanned the room, which… yeah, it was a suite. There was a small living room area, a full bathroom, and a bedroom. One kitchenette shy of a small apartment, really. “We set it up this way for my ex-mother-in-law. She…” I waved a hand and shook my head. “It was better to do it like this than not, let’s put it that way.”

      Cam turned, eyebrows up. “Difficult to please?”

      Rolling my eyes, I nodded. “I always thought mother-in-law stereotypes were exaggerated, but I have seen the light, let me tell you.”

      He grimaced. “That bad, huh?”

      “Worse. But fortunately, she’s not my problem anymore, and the bright side is…” I gestured at the room. “I’m not just sticking you in a tiny guest room. This way you can have some space to yourself, you know?”

      He gave a slow nod as he looked around the room, and something in him seemed to deflate. No, that wasn’t right—it relaxed. As if he were releasing a breath he’d been holding. Tension visibly melted out of his shoulders. “My own space,” he murmured, more to himself than me. “That’ll be—God, that’ll be nice.”

      I cocked a brow but didn’t ask. As curious as I was, I reminded myself again that he’d only just arrived. We still needed to catch up as friends, and he was also working for me now. The personal stuff could wait until I knew where we stood with each other.

      “This is…” Cam shook his head and exhaled. Facing me again with wide eyes, he said, “You’re sure this is all mine?”

      “Well… yeah?” I gestured over my shoulder with my thumb. “Mine’s up the hall across from the stairs. The boys’ rooms are at the other end of the hall. We’ve all got plenty of room, and you’re doing me a gigantic favor just by being here.” I waved at his surroundings. “Giving you all this is the least I can do.”

      He looked around the room again, still obviously dazed. “Wow. This is… It’s amazing. The room. The job.” He met my gaze. “You’re seriously saving my ass right now, and I’d have slept in a broom closet if it was all you had. This?” He motioned at the suite. “Is phenomenal.”

      “Well, like I said, you’re saving my ass, too. I have no idea what I’d have done otherwise.”

      “Yeah. Same.” Cam swallowed. Silence hung between us that I didn’t know how to fill, and the moment threatened to get awkward. Then he shook himself. “You said you have a home gym?”

      Grateful for the diversion, I said, “Yeah. Downstairs.”

      He grinned. “Show me the way.”
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      Walking through this enormous house with Trev was nothing short of a miracle.

      If I thought too hard about the odds of us making it here, I’d probably dissolve into tears. Or a damn panic attack. Something. Because what if his world hadn’t gone sideways at the same time mine had? What if he’d decided that I’d blown him off too many times and he wasn’t going to waste his time trying to reconnect again? What if he hadn’t married his ex, and adopted their kids, and then gotten a divorce and found himself desperate for a nanny? What if he hadn’t made it into the pros in the first place so he could meet the ex, afford the house, and⁠—

      The odds were probably some ridiculous number with a ton of zeroes to one. Somewhere on par with a meteor landing in precisely the right spot to smite my controlling, cheating, dickweasel of an ex-boyfriend. While I would’ve been seriously thrilled if that had happened, this was even better, and it… God, there were so many ways it could have not happened, and I was going to drive myself insane imagining them.

      As we took the stairs down to the ground floor, I subtly pushed out a breath. Regardless of the odds, we were here. I had a job and a place to live. My best friend from high school was back in my life despite all the reasons he could’ve just pretended I didn’t exist anymore. I had a bedroom—a damned suite—that was bigger than any apartment I could’ve afforded back home, and I didn’t have to pay rent. Not a penny of rent.

      And part of the deal included full access to his house (minus his bedroom and home office), which also turned out to include…

      “Oh my God.” My jaw actually went slack as I looked around Trev’s basement home gym. “Dude. There are home gyms, and there are…” I flailed a hand.

      He laughed. “Eh. Sometimes I don’t like going to the training center, and I want to work out alone.”

      “Right, but…” I blinked a few times. “I trained some pro athletes back home, and none of them had a setup this nice.”

      “You should see our captain’s house,” he mused. “He’s got a half-sheet of artificial ice in his basement.”

      I whistled. Okay, so Trev may not have had his own rink, but his setup was phenomenal. An elliptical, treadmill, recumbent bike, and stair machine, all from the best manufacturer on the planet. Top-of-the-line resistance equipment. A rack of dumbbells and another of barbell plates that would’ve made the owner of my last gym weep with envy.

      None of it had that pristine, unused look either. It was all in great condition, but was obviously used regularly. I’d worked with a couple of wealthy clients back home who had home gyms that were utterly spotless—not a scratch or scuff on anything. It was for show more than anything—something to impress their rich friends or to be featured in home magazines or whatever.

      Trev obviously made judicious use of everything in here, but he kept it clean and in excellent condition.

      “So… I can use this stuff?” I looked at him. “You don’t mind?”

      “Absolutely. Have at it.” He paused. “And yes, the boys are allowed in here, but only if they’re strictly supervised. They know what equipment they can use”—he gestured at some mats and smaller dumbbells—“but they’re kids, you know? They’ll try to push limits.”

      I nodded. “Oh, I get that. One of the gyms I worked at didn’t enforce their policies about kids, and they’d get into and on everything.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m genuinely shocked the place didn’t get sued into oblivion.”

      Trev grimaced, shifting uncomfortably. “Yeah. I can imagine. Some of my teammates bring their kids to the training center’s gym, but they watch them like hawks, you know?”

      “As they should. Do your kids like coming in here?”

      He quirked his lips, then wobbled his hand in the air. “Sometimes? They’re still too small to use a lot of the equipment, and they get bored if I’m in here for a long time. I don’t like to keep them in here if they’re getting restless because I don’t want them to associate boredom and restlessness with the gym, you know?”

      “Oh, yeah, that makes sense.” I scanned the room. “I did work with some of the youth fitness groups, so maybe I can modify some things for them. Just so they can have fun with it.”

      Trev’s smile made my knees weak. Oh my God, I’d missed this man. Unaware of my rush of butterflies, he said, “I’d be thrilled to have you work with them in here.” He paused, smile fading a little as he gazed around the room again. “I’ve played hockey with a lot of guys who don’t have a healthy relationship with exercise or food, and they’ve passed that on to their kids.” Meeting my gaze, he added, “I don’t want to do that to my boys.”

      “I don’t blame you. I worked with a lot of clients who were the same way. Their own relationships with food and exercise, and what they did with their kids.” I gestured at all the mats and kid-sized equipment. “I can make it fun for them. But kids don’t need to be lifting weights yet. I’m sure they get plenty of exercise when they’re playing.”

      He laughed and nodded. “Yeah. If I had that much energy, I could play an entire sixty-minute game without slowing down.” He motioned toward the weights. “They just like to come in here and imitate me, you know? Dad’s lifting, so they want to.”

      I smiled. “A lot of kids are like that. And it’s a good opportunity to teach them correct form. Learning that young and internalizing it will cut down on injuries, not to mention bad habits they’ll have to unlearn later.”

      “Exactly. I just don’t want to put pressure on them.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that with me.”

      Ugh. God. I’d missed this man’s smile so, so much.

      “Anyway,” he said. “The gym is off-limits for the kids unless someone is in here with them.” He gestured toward the door. “Come on—let me show you the yard.”

      His yard was, much like the house, huge. A tall white privacy fence encircled a long, narrow, and gently rolling lawn, and it was immediately obvious the kids spent a ton of time out here. Though the front yard was pristinely landscaped, the backyard had a few areas of dug-up ground with dirty toy trucks and bulldozers scattered around them. The grass was mowed, but had definitely taken a beating from feet, bicycles, and whatever else kids could do to a surface.

      Looked like heaven for a couple of high-energy kids.

      The one thing that gave me pause, though, was the very large swimming pool off to the side. There was a waist-high fence around it with a padlocked gate, but still… kids and pools. I’d spent exactly one summer as a lifeguard, and though I’d been very fortunate not to see or experience much, I’d heard some horrific stories. The training alone was the stuff of nightmares; my instructor had even opened by saying, “Welcome to 1,001 horrible ways for kids to die,” and she hadn’t been entirely kidding.

      Trev either remembered me talking about that or he saw the dawning horror in my eyes. “The boys know the pool is absolutely off-limits unless an adult explicitly tells them they can get in.”

      I arched an eyebrow. He and I were living proof that kids could hear all the reasons something was dangerous, then immediately forget when the dangerous thing sounded exciting. Bike jumps, stunts involving trees, extraordinarily stupid things on skateboards—we did it all. If anyone in our area had had a pool, well…

      “Trust me,” he said, his expression completely serious. “We didn’t even put water in it until they’d taken swimming lessons, and Bryan and I have both explained to them how dangerous it is.” He grimaced. “I think we even went a little overboard, because Zach was actually afraid of the water until a year or two ago, and Zane still doesn’t venture too far away from the shallow end. They absolutely love swimming now, and it’s a struggle to get them out of the pool when it’s time to quit, but they do have a healthy respect for the water.”

      I considered that, then shrugged. “I mean, I don’t want kids to be afraid of the water, but there are worse things than being cautious, I guess?”

      “That’s kind of where we landed. We still swim with them a lot, and we want them to be strong swimmers. And like I said, they enjoy it now.” He gestured at the pool. “It helps that they’re still absolutely joined at the hip, so it’s incredibly unlikely one of them would end up in the pool completely alone. If one of them fell in, the other knows to throw in some pool noodles and then come get help.” He paused. “We’ve also taught them how to tread water, stay afloat, get to the edge…” He waved his hand and exhaled. “Honestly, with as much as we’ve done to make sure the kids don’t drown, even as much as they love it now, I seriously considered just ripping the damn thing out or filling it with concrete. It stressed me out more than I enjoyed it for a long time.”

      “I believe that.” I chafed my arms. “It would stress me out too. Why did you get a house with a pool if it was so stressful?”

      He suddenly looked exhausted, and he shook his head. “Because Bryan and I were idiots.”

      I raised my eyebrows.

      Trev gestured at the pool, the house, and the yard. “We were just so damn excited that we could build a big house to raise our kids in. I’d just locked down my contract with the Rebels, and we suddenly had more money than we knew what to do with. The idea of a huge house with our family…” He rolled his eyes. “Then we moved in, and suddenly it’s like—shit, we’ve got toddlers and a pool. We’ve got this huge yard… that wasn’t fenced at the time and backed right up to the woods. We’ve got stairs, stairs, and more stairs.” Trev shuddered and looked at me again. “When we got divorced, I seriously considered selling it just so I could downsize to something a bit saner.”

      “Why didn’t you?” I paused. “Why don’t you?”

      “Eh, the kids were getting older. Stairs aren’t as much of an issue. The yard is fenced off now. The pool has a gate and the boys are stronger swimmers. Plus, they like it here. They were already confused about why Bryan was moving out and they were bouncing back and forth between the houses. Selling it just seemed like…”

      “Too much?”

      “On top of everything else, yeah. Or maybe that’s a copout. I don’t know.” He looked in my eyes with a startlingly vulnerable expression. “I really try to be a good dad, but sometimes I wonder if I’m as bad at that as I was at being a husband.”

      The candor caught me off-guard. “You… don’t think you were good at being a husband?”

      “I mean…” He held up his left hand and pointed at the bare third finger.

      I wanted to insist that a relationship ending didn’t mean someone was a bad partner. It often meant they had a bad partner. Or it just didn’t work out. Or any number of things.

      But I didn’t actually know why Trev’s marriage ended, so I didn’t want to offer up some platitude that hit him in a tender spot.

      Fortunately, he didn’t give me a chance to say something awkward, and he nodded toward the house. “Let’s go back in. I’ll show you the kitchen, and then we can bring your stuff in from your car.”

      Grateful for the subject change, I followed him inside.

      On the way through the house earlier, I’d noticed a number of framed photos on the wall, but I hadn’t actually stopped to take them in. As we went back down the hall toward the kitchen and living room, I slowed and stopped, gazing at the various pictures.

      Trev halted as well, watching me take in everything on the wall.

      They were photos of him and his kids, from back when they were tiny infants until some more recent shots of them in soccer uniforms and school clothes. The last week had been such a damn whirlwind, I hadn’t even seen pictures of the kids I’d be tasked with watching, so I’d had no idea what they’d look like. They both had near-black hair and big brown eyes, and they had a more Mediterranean complexion than Trev, who was fair-skinned.

      “So these are your boys,” I said.

      The smile that broke out on Trev’s face almost made my balance waver. “Yep, that’s them.” He pointed at them each in turn. “Zane and Zach.”

      I squinted. “How do you tell them apart?”

      He chuckled. “It’s a lot easier in person. Zach is the extrovert. Zane is very much… not.”

      I peered at some of the photos, and now that he mentioned it, I could see the difference. One of the twins was usually making faces or some silly gestures, while the other seemed content to just smile for the camera. I picked out one with them dressed for soccer—one in a regular jersey, one a goalie. The goalie held the ball under his arm and smiled. The other had struck a funny pose with a giant, toothy grin.

      “So, Zane?” I pointed at the goalie.

      “You’ve got it.” Trev laughed with obvious fondness. “It’s funny, if they were playing hockey, Zane wouldn’t be the one I’d peg for a goalie.”

      “Didn’t you say hockey goalies are a little nuts?”

      He snorted. “A little. But in soccer, Zane is really good at it. He tracks the ball so well, and it’s hard for anybody to get anything past him. They’re both a bit smaller than some of the other kids, but they’re fast as hell. Plus Zach is fearless, so he’ll just mow through the other players and score.”

      “Wow.” I hooked my thumbs in my pockets and studied my old friend. “I’m surprised you don’t have them playing hockey.”

      The smile faded a bit. “They know how to skate—I wanted them to learn as early as possible—but my ex-mother-in-law convinced Bryan that hockey was too dangerous.”

      I inclined my head. “She knows you play professionally, right?”

      “Yep. And she hated that her son was with a pro hockey player.” Trev made an irritated sound. “Doesn’t help that she and Bryan had the conversation about the kids playing hockey while I was recovering from a pretty bad concussion.”

      “Oh my God. Seriously? Did she leverage your injury to scare him out of it or something?”

      “That, and she took advantage of me being out of it to strong arm him into pulling them out of the program they were about to start.” Trev’s lip curled with disgust. “At that age, they weren’t even going to be doing anything dangerous. But she got to him, I was too fucked up to say anything, and then by the time I could make an argument, there were too many other things to fight about.” He sighed. “They haven’t missed their window to try it or anything, but it’s just such a bone of contention with my ex and his mother.”

      “Good Lord,” I muttered.

      “Right? So if the boys come to me and say they want to try it, I’ll sign them up. But I don’t want to push them and get them into the middle of an argument between their dad and me.”

      He sounded utterly defeated and heartbroken, but could I blame him?

      “Well.” I cleared my throat. “Does this mean I’ll be taking them to soccer practice and games?”

      His smile returned, and he chuckled. “Practices are Tuesday and Thursday, and games are Saturday.” He clapped my shoulder and grinned mischievously. “Have fun.”

      I just flipped him off, which had him cackling. He knew how much I’d always hated soccer.

      “Anyway,” I said. “They’re seriously cute. And you said they’re, what, six now?”

      “Yeah. They’ll be seven in December.” He laughed, gazing at a photo of the boys as toddlers. “Time really flies, let me tell you.”

      God, he was just so adorable when he was talking about his kids. I’d never given any thought to Trev as a dad, but it was obvious now that he was meant to be one.

      “Well, speaking of your kids…” I loosely folded my arms. “We still haven’t talked much about the job.”

      “Oh. Yeah. We haven’t, have we?”

      “To be fair, the last week has been a bit chaotic.”

      “It has. Come on, let’s sit in the living room. You want a beer or something?”

      As we headed in that direction, I said, “A beer would probably put me to sleep right now. Could I bug you for some water?”

      “Of course.”

      He got us a couple of glasses of ice water from his ridiculously huge kitchen. Then we settled onto the couches in the equally ridiculous living room.

      Trev sipped his water. “So, it won’t be like keeping up with a pair of newborns or toddlers.” He grimaced. “They’re well past that stage, thank God.”

      I laughed. “Ran you ragged, huh?”

      He groaned. “I should’ve known I was in for it when another teammate with twins told me the first year would be like nonstop playoffs. No sleep and no breaks, except with no end in sight.”

      “Wow. And it’s not as bad now?”

      “Nah. Once they started sleeping through the night and we could let them play unsupervised, it started getting a lot easier.” He had a fond smile firmly on his lips. “I mean, don’t get me wrong—they’ve been a blast from day one. I love them. But that first couple of years…” He huffed a laugh. “I’m glad we ended up with twins because otherwise, we’d be one and done.”

      I chuckled. “I believe that. And now I get to jump in when they’re older. Cool.”

      “Lucky you,” he said with a laugh. “As for the job, there isn’t much to it, honestly.” He paused for another sip of water. “The only time it really becomes full-time is when I’m on the road. Otherwise, I’ll still be here a lot. Even when I’m gone, they’re at school during the week, so between drop-off and pickup, you do you. Plus they’re at my ex’s place every other week.”

      “Oh. So it’s not like 24/7.”

      “Nope. And they don’t need you to be constantly interacting with them when they’re home. Make them food or help them make it. Take them to playdates or parks or whatever. Take them to soccer.” He shrugged. “Some of their friends’ parents turn themselves inside out trying to constantly provide stimulation and interaction, but Bryan and I both prefer to let the boys entertain themselves as much as possible. Either on their own or with their friends. As long as there’s an adult nearby, and someone checks on them now and then…” A half-shrug this time. “They don’t need someone looking over their shoulder every second of every day.”

      “Thank God for that. I think that would’ve driven me insane as a kid.”

      “Right?” He smirked. “Though I might start hovering a bit more when they get into middle school and high school. Because I’m pretty sure that’s when the real problems start.”

      “You mean like kids sneaking off to smoke weed under the bleachers or cutting class to make out in the woods?”

      Trev laughed, which made my heart flutter with nostalgia at our past as wannabe juvenile delinquents, but it also made my spine tingle. He’d always been attractive, but I still couldn’t get over how hot he was now. The grown-up pro athlete version of Trev was seriously sexy.

      And I was startled to realize that the dad version of him was attractive in its own way, too. The way he smiled when he talked about his kids or looked at their photos. Just… him as a dad. I couldn’t explain it, but it did something to me that made it hard to think or speak around him.

      Or maybe I was still overwhelmed by everything. Being here. Being out from under the disastrous fallout of my breakup. Being in the same place as Trev for the first time in too long. That was all a lot to take in, so I could probably forgive my brain for tripping over the most ridiculous things.

      Fortunately unaware of one of those brain trips, Trev said, “Let me get something out of the kitchen. Be right back.” Then he got up, and I absolutely did not take advantage of that moment to check out his ass in those jeans. He’d always had a nice ass thanks to hockey, but goddamn.

      I took a long drink of water to cool me down, and about the time I’d reclaimed my dignity, Trev returned.

      He sat on the couch and handed me a thick binder. “This is basically everything you need to know about the boys. We put it together for when we were traveling and left them with their grandparents for a couple of weeks at a time, and we’ve just kept it updated as time goes on.”

      “Handy,” I said as I picked it up. On the front, someone had written Zane & Zach Allen. I opened the cover to the first page. On that was what must have been recent school photos of the boys, and below that, a list of the basics: birth dates, contact information for their dads and grandparents as well as pediatrician and dentist. There were even half a dozen numbers that looked to be associated with Trev’s hockey team, probably to make absolutely sure someone could reach him in an emergency.

      “It felt a little over the top even to me,” Trev admitted. “But my mom said it was really handy when they needed to take Zach to urgent care after he took a fall on the playground, and also when Zane got stung by a bee. So… I guess it’s better to be overprepared than under.”

      “Yeah, no, I get that.” I thumbed through the pages, which had dividers labeled as medical/vaccine history, school and teachers, playdate friend contact info, and activity info. It was definitely thorough, and while some part of me did want to tease him for being as meticulous as he’d always been, I kept that to myself. After all, this was all information I might need. Just knowing I’d have it all at my fingertips settled some anxiety I hadn’t even noticed yet. What if one of the boys got hurt? What if I needed to contact Trev while he was on the ice?

      Yeah, this was on-brand for the Trev I’d always known, but I suspected I’d be relying on it, at least for a while.

      “Wow, it even has foods they like?” I flipped to that divider. “That’ll be useful.”

      “Zach is pretty easy,” Trev said, “but Zane has some serious aversion to food textures. Like, just having them on the table for someone else can make him gag. We’re working on it, but it’s a process, you know?”

      I nodded. “Sure, I get that. Are they allergic to anything?”

      “They both get some mild seasonal allergies, but no foods or anything like that.”

      “Good to know.” I met his gaze. “And since they’re in school—do I need to help with homework?”

      He grimaced apologetically. “If I’m on the road, then…”

      “Trev.” I smiled. “It’s fine. You’re giving me a place to live and a paycheck. I’m not going to bitch if I need to help the kids with their schoolwork.”

      That settled him a little, and he nodded. “Okay. Well. They do get a lot. It’s still fairly easy at this stage. They’re just about to start first grade, so it isn’t exactly calculus or physics yet.”

      I snorted. “Thank God for that. Because I don’t know if you remember, but Algebra is my archnemesis.”

      He laughed, unaware of what that did to my body temperature. “I remember.”

      “Uh-huh. And do you also remember how the gods favor no one, and you were eating crow after it turned out your archnemesis was Geometry?”

      He rubbed his eye with his middle finger, and I snickered.

      “Anyway.” He lowered his hand. “That’s about all there is to it. And… thank you. I know it’s a ton of upheaval to get here, but you’re a lifesaver.”

      I made a dismissive wave. “Dude, you’re saving my ass. I’d have tried to help you out either way, but your timing was perfect. I needed this job.”

      From the way he looked at me, I thought he might ask about how exactly my world had turned on its ass. Eventually, he probably would, but I was way too tired to hash it out right now.

      Fortunately, he just smiled and picked up his water glass. “Guess it worked out for both of us, didn’t it?”

      “Yeah.” I smiled back. “Guess it did.”
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