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      Rain ran in rivulets down my face as I knocked on the door. As much as I despised the rain, I hated crying even more, so I welcomed the wetness and hoped it would disguise my tears.

      No way was it going to hide my black eye. I’d left way too quickly to grab my makeup, so I was going to have to make-do with the very few supplies I had in my backpack for a cover-up. At least until I could get to the store. And, fuck it. I was going back to get my clothes and belongings. No matter what.

      I knocked again and prayed that this was the right house. I’d been determined to never see my parents or my brother again—not after the way they’d treated Trent when I’d come out to them—but three years of verbal and emotional abuse at the hands of my so-called boyfriend had finally culminated in a punch to my face. I’d been forced to swallow my anger, hurt, and pride and turn to my older brother, Charlie.

      I shivered in the rain and worried once again that maybe I’d recalled the address wrong. I was pretty sure Charlie had been living here for at least a few years or more, but the longer I stood there, the more concerned I became. I’d only driven by a couple times—partly out of curiosity and partly to fuel my anger on days when I was missing my family more than normal.

      Maybe Charlie had peeked out and seen me and decided to ignore me. Honestly, after the way I went off on him and my parents, I probably wouldn’t blame him. I wasn’t ready to admit they’d been right about Trent—I definitely wasn’t ready to say I’d been wrong—but not for the first time, I wondered if I’d ruined any and all chances of reconciliation with my family. Three years ago, that wouldn’t have bothered me. Lately, though? It was a definite worry.

      With one last pounding on the door, I waited a full thirty seconds—then another thirty just in case—before turning to leave. Beyond the roar of thunder and rain, I heard a voice behind the door just as I turned.

      “Pause it, the pizza’s here,” the voice called out.

      The door swung open.

      The man frowned. “You’re not the pizza guy.”

      My stomach dropped to my knees just as my heart soared to my throat. Donovan Badger. Van as I’d known him growing up. My very first crush—on the straight guy no less. The fodder to my endless nights of jacking off. My first heartache when Charlie went off to college and Van left to travel abroad.

      Van.

      The tall, broad, scruffy-looking gentle giant.

      Van.

      The very last person I’d expected to see on the other side of that door.

      Van.

      My brother’s best friend.

      “Van?” I croaked.

      He scowled and studied me before his eyes went comically wide. “Holy shit! Skyler?”

      I nodded as hot tears mixed with cold rain on my face.

      Van reached for me and every single bit of grit and determination I’d gathered to hold myself together since the moment I left the house I shared with Trent fell away and I crumbled into Van’s arms.

      “Charlie!” Van hollered over his shoulder. “Get in here!”

      As I snuggled into Van’s chest—feeling horrible that I was soaking him to the skin—I heard footsteps and then my brother’s voice.

      “What the…” Charlie started and quickly pulled me from Van’s strong embrace. “Sky, what happened?” He held my quivering chin in his hand and studied my face. With a scowl and a curse, he dropped his hand and hugged me close. “Shit, Sky. I never thought I’d see you again.” He shifted and led me to the kitchen table where he pressed me gently into a chair.

      “I’m going to get some towels and clothes,” a woman said from somewhere in the room.

      “Skyler, are you hungry? Food? Coffee? What do you want?” Van asked. Always the caretaker. He’d always been the one to make sure I was safe and fed and looked after when we were younger.

      I trembled. The cold, the fear, the sadness, the uncertainty had all jumbled together and become too much. As a senior in college, I was in my student teaching semester and I had class on Monday. I couldn’t miss it. I was required to teach all day, every day at this point and I’d be damned if fucking Trent was going to mess it up for me. Besides, those Kindergarten babies brought me life so I wouldn’t miss it for the world.

      But for the moment, I was man enough to admit that I was overwhelmed and needed help. I’d get through the weekend and figure something out. Until then?

      “Tea?” I asked, surprised at how shaky and raspy my voice was. “And whatever food you have. Crackers or something easy. I don’t expect you to feed me a full meal.”

      Van smiled softly and ruffled my dripping hair like he used to do when I was a child. You were always just a kid to Van, I thought. “You’re in luck. We’ve got a shit ton of pizza on the way. I’ll make some tea to warm you up until then.”

      “You’re staying here tonight,” Charlie stated and frowned when I started to protest. “Do you have somewhere else to go?” he challenged.

      I shook my head and dropped my chin to my chest. I was basically homeless. The house was in Trent’s name—something he reminded me of often.

      “Just as well because I have no plans on getting my baby brother dry and warm and then letting him go traipsing off into the night after not seeing him for three years.” Charlie glanced toward Van. “Hey, hold on the tea.” He turned to me. “How about a shower, warm clothes, and then you can warm up and get some food. Sound okay?”

      The dramatic, immature part of me that had always flared up when I felt like I needed to prove myself to my family tried to roar to life. But I was exhausted and cold and I didn’t have the energy to argue. So, I just nodded.

      The woman returned with a towel. “I put some of Charlie’s clothes in the bathroom for you—Van’s would be way too big. There are towels in the closet. Feel free to use any of the soap or shampoo.” She gently placed the towel on my lap.

      I quickly used it to soak up the wetness from my hair and face. “Thank you. I’m sorry I’m getting your floor all wet.”

      Charlie waved away my concern. “It’ll dry. Sky, this is my fiancé, Kendall. She’s a nurse. Kendall, this is my brother.”

      “Hi, Skyler. Nice to meet you. I’ve heard a lot of stories about you,” the broad-shouldered, brown-haired, pretty woman smiled kindly as she stood next to Charlie. They made a great-looking couple.

      I winced as I wondered at all the stories I was sure my brother had told Kendall.

      “They weren’t that bad,” Charlie teased with a chuckle as he pointed toward a hallway. “Go take a shower. Then we’ll eat and talk.”

      Like a zombie, I shuffled past the three curious and concerned faces and made my way through a very nice house to a clean and organized bathroom decorated in a red and blue lighthouse theme. Locking the door behind me, I leaned on the sink and gasped at my appearance. My dark, floppy-on-top brown hair was a mess of wetness plastered to my forehead. My usual stylish stubble made me look like a tired old man rather than a trendy twenty-four-year-old. My dark eyes—usually sparkly and laughing—stared back at me dully. My skin was pale with the only splash of color being the red and purple swollen skin around my left eye where Trent had left his mark.

      I shivered. The cold of the rain and emotional drain of the day were getting to me. Emotional drain of the day? Okay, so Trent had been emotionally draining me for over three years.

      We’d met during our first year of college. I’d known I was gay since a very young age. Okay, maybe that wasn’t accurate. I’d known I was stubborn as hell, more dramatic than a movie star, and different since a very young age. It wasn’t until the summer I was ten that I realized I liked guys. That was the summer I fell in major puppy-love with Charlie’s best friend, Van. I crushed on him for six long years—and learned all about unreciprocated love—and I was devastated when Charlie left for college and Van went off to travel trails around the world.

      Looking back, I probably could have told my family I was gay long before I did. But that dramatic, stubborn streak was strong and I, for some reason, convinced myself it wasn’t the time.

      When I got to college, I slept with pretty much any guy who had a heartbeat. Okay, again, maybe not accurate. I slept around. A lot. But I was pretty picky. The guys had to be cute and kind at least. Toward the end of my first year, I met Trent at a party. Linebacker build, sweet smile, piled compliments on me, and wanted to fuck me like nobody’s business. I loved that he gave me attention and seemed to want to show me off. We went on a few dates, had sex more than a few times, and talked about what the next year would look like for us.

      Trent wanted to move off campus, but he needed someone to split rent with him. My room and board were paid for, but living off-campus sounded so mature and responsible. We made plans to live together and sort of fell into being boyfriends as our freshman year wound down.

      The day my parents and Charlie came to help me pack and move home for the summer, I made a speech about how I was gay, Trent was my boyfriend, and if they didn’t like it they’d never see me again.

      Dramatic, remember?

      In hindsight, the whole thing would have maybe gone over better if we weren’t all sweating our asses off, starving, and lifting heavy objects. Oh, and maybe if Trent hadn’t been yelling at me, belittling me, and rude to my family.

      But did my immature ass see any of that?

      Hell no.

      All I saw was that my parents and Charlie didn’t like Trent. As in they didn’t like him from the moment they met him. Even before I announced he was my boyfriend. I got defensive. I got stubborn. I got angry. When my parents and brother tried to speak to me privately to let me know moving off campus to live with Trent wasn’t the best idea—and that they all thought Trent was being a complete asshole toward me—I defiantly shook them off, accused them of not accepting me because of my sexuality, and stormed off with Trent.

      For a few weeks, living on my own with my boyfriend was pure bliss. Sex whenever and wherever—Trent was very happy to have found the perfect little bottom who loved to suck his dick. Honestly, that should have been one of the first bad signs. No, the first bad sign should have been the way he treated me and acted around my family. But tiffs and arguments would end with Trent apologizing and swearing he’d do better. And I believed him every time—even though a part of me was very well-aware that he never changed.

      Anyway, we both got jobs to save up for rent. We were taking classes during the school year so our work hours would get cut. I broached the subject of my senior year with Trent and explained that I wouldn’t be able to work much, if at all, during my student teaching semester.

      He’d laughed and said I’d be lucky if he kept my ass around for that long. Then he’d apologized, said he was just joking, and assured me that we’d have plenty of money saved up by then and I could take the semester off of working while he covered the rent.

      Over the next few years, I missed my parents and Charlie, but I was stupidly determined to make them pay. As time went by, I was able to convince myself that my parents and Charlie didn’t like the fact I was gay and they simply used Trent as their out. Trent kept the story I told myself fueled and constantly reminded me of how they didn’t accept me. He also made sure I knew he was the one who took me in. He was the one who owned the house—his name was on the lease, not mine. He was the one who deserved my love and attention.

      I began to regret moving off campus about midway through my sophomore year. Trent made fun of me constantly—always just joking and I was just being too sensitive. He was a lazy bum who couldn’t keep a job, wasted his money on shit purchases, and expected me to keep the house clean. The only thing he did as far as house chores was to cook. He considered himself an amazing cook and would make these huge meals—which we often couldn’t afford—and then leave a kitchen full of dishes for me to clean up.

      But what was I going to do? I’d forfeited my room and board by moving off campus. I’d screwed over everything with my family—and I wasn’t yet desperate enough to go crawling back with my tail between my legs—I refused to become one of those kids who leaves but has to go back home and then gets stuck there forever. Plus, I was convinced they hated me because I was gay. I was stuck with Trent and the whole situation until I graduated and could get a job. I hoped and prayed that I’d be able to land a teaching job quickly once I was out of school. Or maybe Trent really would change.

      And then all of Trent’s rage and self-centeredness and anger came to a head during yet another argument. Sex and money were the topics as usual. Not enough of either, and he continued to misspend our money along with using sex to control me. We’d been yelling at each other while I washed yet another pile of dirty dishes after King of the House had made steaks that were only so-so. I’d noticed his cutting board was warped, so I’d tried to fix it and ended up breaking it.

      You’d have thought I’d broken a favorite toy the way Trent came at me. He called me terrible names and shoved me. When I cried out and yelled back for him to calm down, I’d replace it, Trent balled up his fist and socked me in the eye.

      All of my regrets and fears and misgivings over the situation I’d found myself in came roaring through my head. I’d grabbed my backpack, wallet, and phone and left. Luckily, I hadn’t let Trent convince me that we really only needed his vehicle, and I had a car. After driving around for nearly three hours, I’d finally admitted that Charlie was my best bet. I no longer had his number because Trent had bought the two of us matching phones on a new plan—I think he just wanted to be able to control who I was calling and communicating with; he constantly reminded me that he could track everything I did on that phone.

      With a gasp, I turned from the mirror and yanked my phone from the wet pocket of my jeans. I wasn’t sure if Trent was worried about me or just angry, but his fifty-some texts weren’t something I could deal with at that moment. I powered-down the phone and tossed it on the counter. I hated the fact that he likely knew where I was. I hoped he wouldn’t cause a problem.

      Shaking away the bad memories—although, I actually felt guilty when I let myself feel like a victim; I didn’t have it nearly as bad as a lot of others was what I always told myself—I stripped from my wet clothes and turned on the shower.

      I lost track of time as I let the warm water wash over me. Once I was warm and clean, I climbed from the shower. As I dried off, I wondered about the living situation between Charlie, Kendall, and Van. Did Van live here? Was he just visiting? Kendall indicated she didn’t give me Van’s clothes because they’d be too big, so apparently, he lived with them.

      Once I was dressed, I gathered my wet clothes and exited the bathroom. I found the whole little gang sitting in the living room eating pizza. “Hey, can I wash these?” I asked, feeling embarrassed, out of place, and humbled.

      “Yep, the washer is ready. Just go throw them in and shut the lid.” Charlie gestured toward the little laundry room.

      When I returned, my stomach growled and my face heated.

      “Sit down and eat,” Van ordered. “There’s soda for now. I’ll fix you tea later.”

      We ate in silence for a few moments, but I knew questions were coming.

      “You ready to talk?” Charlie asked.

      “Hey, he looks like he’s about to fall over. Let’s give him the night, let him rest, and we can all talk in the morning,” Van stated as if there was to be no argument. He’d always been a kind of buffer between me and my somewhat steamroller brother.

      Charlie glared at his best friend, but softened when Kendall placed a hand on his leg. “Yeah, okay.” He glanced my way. “We’ve got a little spare room—kinda more like an office right now—but it’s got a futon in it. You can sleep there.”

      I nodded and swallowed a bite of pizza. “Thank you.”

      Charlie’s eyes bore into mine. “I mean it. The room is yours. Whatever happened, whatever you need, you’re welcome here indefinitely.”

      I shot a look around at all three of them and saw nothing but smiles and nods. My eyes burned and I gritted my teeth against the tears. “Thank you,” I whispered.

      When I’d eaten my fill, I passed on the tea and attempted to keep my eyes open.

      “Let’s get some ice for that eye,” Kendall said and pulled me from the couch. “Van, can you get the office ready? There are blankets in the hall closet.”

      A few minutes later, I’d brushed my teeth with a new toothbrush and had an ice pack on my painful eye. Kendall begged off to go to bed because of an early shift. Charlie explained he was running down to Byrd and Badger to check on things—which hit me like a ton of bricks; had I been so self-centered and consumed in all things Trent for so long that I’d not even realized the two-year-old brewery in town that boasted ours and Van’s last name was owned by them? Definitely a lot of talking to do the next day.

      “Didn’t know if you had a charger, so I put one on the desk. The pillow is an extra,” Van gestured toward the futon. “You can leave it like that or pull it out; it’s pretty comfortable.”

      I tossed my backpack to the floor, set my phone, wallet, and keys on the desk, and smiled gratefully. “Thank you. This is perfect. I’m really sorry to have come in and caused chaos like this.”

      Van scowled. “Are you kidding? Charlie’s been waiting for the day you finally came home. This may not be home home, but he purposely bought this house with the idea that we could have extra room in case you ever needed us. We’ll turn this into a bedroom in no time flat.”

      My sleepy head couldn’t process what he was saying and a tear ran down my face. Had I wasted so much of my life on Trent when my brother and Van had been right here waiting for me?

      Van chucked my chin and wrapped a large arm around my shoulders. “We’ll catch up tomorrow. But never doubt that you’ve been missed and you’re wanted here.”

      I let Van hold me for a split-second longer than what was probably appropriate for a friend hug and nodded my head against his chest. His warm, protective embrace was a salve to my brokenness.

      That night, I slept alone for the first time in over three years, but I felt freer than I had in ages.
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      I cleaned up the pizza boxes and sodas in a daze as I thought about how quickly we’d gone from playing a video game to Skyler showing up on the doorstep. Checking the time, I knew Charlie would be at Byrd and Badger for a while still, so I grabbed my phone and keys and headed down to offer a hand.

      The downpour Skyler had gotten caught in had tapered off to just a light rain. I parked behind Byrd and Badger Brews and let myself in through the back door.

      Charlie had gone to college for a business degree while I’d taken off to explore the world and find myself. We’d kept in touch and when I came back to the states, I had no doubts about moving to the busy little college town up the road from where we’d grown up. As long as my best friend was there, I planned to be there.

      Charlie and I had been thick as thieves from the time we met as toddlers. My grandmother raised me and she was a neighbor of the Byrd family. Charlie and I—and later Skyler—grew up together and spent hundreds, maybe even thousands, of hours playing in the backyard. Even when we were teens, the backyard and basement were the perfect hangouts. We had other friends, but Charlie and Van were a constant. When my grandmother passed away my senior year, I’d packed up all of my questions and curiosities, my fears and longings, and my desire for something more and headed off to the other side of the world.

      I’d missed home and Charlie every damn day. Hell, I’d even missed Skyler. He was such a spaz, so stubborn, so fucking dramatic about everything, but I’d missed him all the same. But traveling and being on my own allowed me to discover the real me and I’d come home refreshed and ready to take on the world.

      With my best friend by my side.

      Charlie and I had spent months brainstorming ideas for our business. Charlie had the degree, I had the world experience, and we were determined to make whatever business we started a huge success.

      One day while hashing out ideas at a kinda crummy brewery outside of our hometown, I’d grimaced at the flavor of the house beer as I’d glanced around the establishment. “Fuck,” I’d growled, “we could do so much better than this.” I’d waved my hand at the place.

      Charlie had started to speak. Closed his mouth. Gaped like a damn fish a couple times. Then smiled like he’d just won the lottery. “You are so right. We could do so much better than this.” He’d raised a brow and waited for me to catch on.

      “A brewery?” I’d asked. “Fuck, that’s so perfect. Brew some of our own beer and cider, offer local beers and ciders and liquor, have some kick ass food, great environment. Local talent on certain nights. Fuck. How did it take so long for us to come to this?”

      And at that moment, in a sticky booth in a dark corner of a now-defunct brewery, Charlie Byrd and Donovan Badger penned the first draft of a business plan for Byrd and Badger Brews.

      The brewery had been a huge success—so much so that we were thinking of possibly expanding to a couple other college towns—and there was nothing better than working alongside my best friend every day.

      I stepped into the office where I found Charlie busy with paperwork. He glanced up and smiled tiredly.

      “Today took a turn, huh?” I asked as I grabbed two ciders from the tiny fridge and tossed one to him.

      Charlie popped the top and rolled his eyes. “Understatement.”

      “How you feeling?” I knew Charlie had never given up hope that Sky would eventually come around.

      He took a deep breath. “Relieved? Scared? Hopeful? All three? Plus, about ten more.” Charlie swigged his cider. “It’s so weird to spend so long imagining the day your brother might show up and then, boom right in the middle of a video game, he’s at your door.”

      “What do you think happened?” I took a sip from my can and savored the flavor. We really did make fucking great cider. And beer. And our food was damn good.

      Charlie frowned. “You saw his eye. I’m assuming that fucker he called a boyfriend hit him. First time? I don’t know. But even if Trent hasn’t been physically abusive up until now, I know without a doubt he’s an asshole who doesn’t treat Sky the way he deserves to be treated.” He ran a hand over his face. “I really want to hope that this was the last straw and Sky will be as determined now to stay away from Trent as he was back then to stay away from us.” Charlie massaged his temple. “He needs to be away from Trent. Skyler is amazing and I want him safe. I want him with us. You’re still okay with him living with us?”

      I nodded. “That’s always been the plan, right?” I took another drink and smiled. “Damn little spaz Skyler grew up to be quite the looker.” I hadn’t seen Sky since I left when he was sixteen.

      Charlie’s eyes darted to mine and then he scowled. “Don’t. That’s not even funny. He’s completely off limits. I know where your dick has been and it’s not to come anywhere close to my baby brother. You got me?”

      I raised my hands in surrender—although a tiny part of me sighed with disappointment that Charlie was immediately so against me and Skyler. “Relax. I’m sure he doesn’t think of me as anything but his brother’s best friend.”

      Charlie rolled his eyes. “Are you forgetting the six-year crush that kid had on you?”

      “Damn shame I took so long to figure out I like guys. That could have been fun.” Then I winced. “Never mind. I just thought of the ages and realized that sounded creepy as fuck.”

      We both laughed.

      I’d finally come to terms with a lot of things in my life as I trekked across the world. One of those things was my sexuality. I had no parents around to come out to. My grandmother would have loved me no matter what. So, Charlie was the only person I had to worry about.

      I’d called him and told him about a week after I’d figured it out. Honestly, if he’d shut me out or ended our friendship, I would have been shocked—and devastated, of course. Charlie had always thought Skyler was gay; he was always saying he wished Sky trusted the family enough to just come out. But Charlie also understood that it was a personal thing and couldn’t happen on anyone else’s timeline. But Charlie had been one of the most supportive brothers to a gay-but-not-out sibling I’d ever seen. So, I really hadn’t expected him to be different with me.

      Charlie had taken to me being gay as easily as a fish to water. Nothing had changed between us other than he now pointed out guys I might think were hot instead of girls.

      “Does Skyler know I’m gay?” I asked before taking the last sip of cider.

      “No!” Charlie exclaimed with a bit too much force. “And I don’t think you need to tell him.”

      It was my turn to scowl. “Charlie, he’s going to be living with us and you want me to not tell him I’m gay?”

      “Would you tell him if you were straight?” Charlie pressed and I rolled my eyes.

      “Unfortunately, straight is the default that everyone seems to assume. Most people don’t have to announce they’re straight. So, I’m supposed to just hide who I am? Do you want me to not date? Pretend to be straight?” I raised a brow. I had no doubt Charlie would recognize the stupidity of what he was saying if I waited long enough.

      Charlie huffed. “Fuck, I don’t know. No. No, I’d never ask you to do that. It’s just, come on, Van. He’s my baby brother. You’re my best friend. It’s got disaster written all over it.”

      “Charlie, my dear hetero, you’re assuming that just because Sky and I are both gay that we’ll automatically be attracted to each other and bone on every surface of the house.”

      “Dear God,” Charlie winced, “please do not ever talk about boning my brother again.”

      I waggled my brows. “Maybe I want him boning me. I’m vers you know. I like to bone and be boned.” I pretended to consider the situation. “Do you think Sky only bottoms? Strictly a top? Nah, I’m thinking he’s vers too.”

      Charlie narrowed his eyes. “Stop. Just stop. Look, I don’t mean to be rude, but you can’t argue that you’ve slept around a lot since you figured things out. I don’t want Sky hurt.”

      “Oh, so I’d automatically be the one hurting him?” I pursed my lips. “What if he broke my heart?”

      “See? Right there. How would I deal with a brokenhearted brother or best friend? Don’t put me in the middle. There are plenty of guys out there for you and for Sky. You guys don’t need each other.” Charlie’s eyes begged me to agree.

      “What if he’s my soulmate? The one to open my slutty heart and show me what true love really means?” I teased. Honestly, I hadn’t thought about Sky as anything but a kid for years. Seeing him on the front porch had been a stark reminder that Skyler Byrd was all grown up. And fucking hot as hell. Part of me wanted to tell Charlie to fuck off; part of me wanted to respect his wishes and keep Skyler as just a friend.

      Charlie’s face paled and he took a deep breath. “I just don’t want to be in the middle, see either of you hurt, have to clean up a mess on either side. Can’t you just fuck other guys and leave Sky alone?”

      I chuckled. “How about this? Sky and I are friends. I won’t purposely try to get him in my bed for a one-n-done—truly, that would be awkward as fuck if he’s living with us—and I’ll only pursue something with him if he indicates it’s something he wants? Does that work?”

      Charlie narrowed his eyes.

      “Maybe Sky doesn’t even feel that way about me anymore,” I offered.

      Charlie rolled his eyes. “I remember that crush. It was strong. I saw him in your arms tonight.”

      I scoffed. “He was exhausted and cold and scared. That meant nothing.” I couldn’t help but recall how good Sky had felt in my arms, though.

      “You won’t go after him?” Charlie asked.

      “Damn, man, you make me sound like a fucking predator.” I was actually kinda offended.

      “Van, I’ve watched you zero in on a guy and have him in your bed within twenty-four hours. I know how you work.”

      “Charlie, I watched you zero in on Kendall and bring her home that very same night. How is that any different? Don’t go acting like you’re all innocent.”

      “Kendall wasn’t your sister,” Charlie huffed.

      “And if she was? You wouldn’t have gone after her?” I pressed.

      Charlie groaned. “Let’s talk to Sky. Figure out our plan. And go from there. Just please don’t take advantage of him, hurt him, or break his heart.”

      I stood. “I’m going to leave before either of us says something we might regret—in your case, might regret more—and we’ll talk to Sky in the morning. Sky and I were friends before anything. That’s where we’ll naturally go back to, I’m sure.” I paused with my hand on the door. “But I won’t lose out on something that might be really great for Sky or me just because you’re bent out of shape over it. This is all completely hypothetical and I get that. But if, somewhere down the road, something was to grow between Sky and me—or me and any guy—I won’t let you stand in the way of my happiness. That’s not what friends—not what brothers—do. And that’s not you, Charlie.”

      I drove home feeling prickly and frustrated. The nerve of my best friend basically forbidding me to date his brother. Do you have plans to date his brother? I thumped the steering wheel. That wasn’t the point. The point was that Charlie couldn’t tell me who I could or couldn’t like or date or fuck. Just because Sky was his brother didn’t give Charlie the right to insinuate I had a bit of a slutty streak or that I wouldn’t treat Sky right.

      “Fuuuuck,” I drawled as I blew out a breath. “Stop getting yourself all worked up about something that likely won’t even happen. Skyler has probably completely outgrown that childish crush. He’s just out of a bad relationship—hell, he may not even be out of it—he’s probably not even thinking about jumping into something new.”

      I entered the house as quietly as possible, got ready for bed, found myself listening outside Sky’s door like a total creeper, and then crawled into bed for one of the worst night’s sleep of my entire life. And I’d slept on the rock floor of a cave once.

      Fuck. I’d been serious about having no issue with Sky moving in. I’d had no issue with Sky showing up—in fact, I’d been happy to see him and thrilled Charlie got his brother back. But the chaos the day had thrown my head and heart into? Yeah, I wasn’t liking that much at all.
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      I woke to the smell of coffee and food. My stomach growled and I glanced around the tiny room in confusion. Then the night before came rushing back to me and I groaned.

      Was I stupid for coming to Charlie’s? Would he be willing to let me stay? He and Van had both indicated I was welcome and that they’d actually been waiting on me to show up.

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Were they waiting on me to show up because they’d been so smart and known Trent and I wouldn’t work out? Or were they waiting on me to show up because they simply wanted me with them?

      Charlie and Van had always been a pair. Yeah, I was the squeaky little third wheel in their friendship a lot of the time when we were younger. But did they both really want me around as much as they insinuated? Or was it just a hero complex where they both thought they could save me?

      I growled and buried my head in the pillow. I mean, they’d bought a house with a spare room just for me according to Van. That had to mean something, right?

      But I hated the thought of coming crawling back with my tail between my legs like some little kid who couldn’t make it on his own.

      You would have been making it just fine on your own if not for Trent.

      I sighed. I’d thought I’d loved Trent. He was the first guy I’d ever let myself fall for and I had truly thought it was going to be all sunshine and roses. Then he changed.

      Did he really change or did you just finally open your eyes?

      Closing my eyes, I rested my forearms over my face. Fine. Trent had been just nice enough to lure me in and then he let his true colors show through. But by that time, I was out of luck for living on campus. Couldn’t pay rent on my own—and still keep up with classes. So, I was stuck.

      And you convinced yourself you were happy and it wasn’t so bad.

      In truth, I’d also convinced myself that I couldn’t do any better. What was that saying? Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t. With Trent, I maybe wasn’t sublimely happy, but I wasn’t having to navigate the dating scene. I wasn’t having to deal with admitting I was wrong. I wasn’t having to struggle to find someone who liked me.

      Terrible reasons to stay in a relationship, I knew that. But it was easier. And less scary.

      I rolled from bed and took a quick shower. I didn’t care to put Charlie’s clothes back on since I’d been clean when I put them on, but I opted out of underwear. Today, I had to get to the house and get my clothes and belongings. I wondered if the guys would go with me. I wasn’t looking forward to facing Trent. If I was lucky, I could time it so he wasn’t there, but I’d never seemed to be lucky when it came to Trent.
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