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      “The girls here definitely aren’t like the ones at home,” my brother Dane announces as he wags his eyebrows at his best friend, acting like an ass. No way am I putting up with that behavior. I turn to him as he takes in the crowd of sorority girls walking around Storm House, a post-Christmas party in full swing. Of course, it’s nothing compared to what the place is going to look like on New Year’s Eve—and I’m so goddamn tired of it.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask, tipping my cup up to take a sip of beer as I stare at my kid brother, who I’ve been keeping a close eye on. After Christmas, he and his friend came back to the city with me. They’re both attending Scotia Academy next year, and I agreed to let them stay in my dorm room and show them around. But I am so over this partying shit. Thank God I only have one semester left, then it’s off to play defense for the Boston Bucks.

      Dane snorts. I’m not sure why he feels the need to act like the big man on campus. It pisses me off. “The girls back home are basic, and the girls here are DTF.” I smack the side of his head. “What the fuck, Cheddar?” he complains.

      “Down to fuck? Really? Have some fucking respect.”

      He rubs his head and exchanges a strange look with his friend. Yeah, I get it. I have a reputation a mile long and they both know it. But a reputation is one thing. Wild antics and partying is what people expect from me. Over the last four years, I’ve watched all my friends grow up, and settle down. Damned if I’m not jealous. The only problem is that girls aren’t attracted to Rhys Taylor. They all want a piece of Cheddar—a nickname given to me because I have red hair, and because my parents operate the biggest artisan cheese company in Bass River, an hour outside the city.

      “I need another drink,” Dane mumbles under his breath and nudges his friend Jesse.

      “Don’t drink too much,” I shout out after him.

      “Okay, Dad.”

      I shake my head as he leaves. Maybe my kid brother is trying to impress me, and maybe I am turning into Dad. That makes me laugh. Now I know how Dad feels when he was trying to tame me back in the day. I have to say, my kid brother is definitely following in my footsteps, and I’m not sure that’s a good thing. The truth is, I want him to respect women. I might have slept around, sure, and partied as Cheddar, but I’m still Rhys underneath it all, and I treat women the way they should be treated, with respect.

      As my brother disappears, my phone pings and I pull it from my back pocket. I take another fast glance around Storm House before I read the message. Even though I still have a room in the frat, I barely know anyone here tonight. I know the players, just not as well as I know the guys from my coming up years. The team has changed over the last four years, taken over by the new kids ready to make their mark in the world. I turn my attention to my phone and my heart beats a little faster as I read the message.

      Lisa: Hey Rhys, how’s your night going?

      Me: Not bad. At Storm House.  Keeping an eye on my younger brother. Are you still in Calgary?

      Lisa and I have been chatting for weeks now. I’m on an app, and yeah okay, it might be a bit pathetic, but I own that. Seriously though, I wanted to meet someone who didn’t know me as Cheddar. Someone who’ll call me Rhys and get to know the guy beneath the jersey. Lisa, who I’m chatting with now, went home for the holidays but she goes to college here. We’ve yet to meet in person, and I’m not in a rush. I like getting to know her like this first.

      Lisa: Still here with the fam. You’re a good big brother.

      Me: I still have a few more days with him and if he keeps talking shit, no one will ever find the body.

      Lisa: (Laughing emoji) You’re too funny. I won’t keep you. Go have fun, but not too much fun. <wink>

      Me: I’d rather be talking to you.

      Lisa: Such a sweet talker.

      I laugh at that. Okay, that might have come off a bit cheesy, but then again, they do call me Cheddar. Lisa doesn’t, though, and I want her to think I’m more than a FBOI. Sure, I’ve always been a fuck boy. Is it so want to want more? I glance up and spot my brother handing Nate’s sister Kendra a cup. Shit. Nate will be replacing Caleb as team captain next year when we all graduate and Dane—who will be the new kid on the team—should not be messing with Nate’s little sister.

      Me: GTG, my brother is about to get himself into a world of hurt.

      Lisa: Uh oh. What is he doing?

      Me: Looking at Nate’s sister like he’s DTF.

      Lisa: Go, save his butt.

      Me: I’ll message you later, okay?

      Lisa: Sounds good.

      Before I tuck my phone away, another message comes in.

      Lisa: I’m looking forward to it, and you ARE a good big brother.

      I can’t seem to wipe the stupid smile off my face as I slide my phone into my back pocket. I really like Lisa, even though I have no idea what she looks like. All I know is she goes to school here and is studying English. She wants to be a writer. I thought about checking with my buddy Brandon to see if he knew her. He’s an aspiring writer too, but I kind of like the idea of keeping us in this bubble for now. I like having her all to myself.

      I push off the wall and start toward my brother, when a pretty girl I’ve seen around stumbles into me. I grip her shoulders before she falls and she smiles up at me.

      “Cheddar.” Her hands go to my chest and she widens her fingers. “Thanks for saving me.”

      I hold onto her and inch back, afraid she’ll fall if I let her go. I glance at her half-closed eyes, trying to place her. I think her name is Leeza, but I’m not sure. I’ve seen her around campus before. Never at a frat party, though. What is she doing here now?

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      She giggles. “I am now.”

      I lift my head and spot my brother moving in closer to Nate’s sister, and that’s when I turn and catch the way Nate is staring at them, his brow furrowed. Oh fuck. I need to get to Dane before Nate does, but there’s no way I can let go of the girl I’m holding up.

      I scan the room, and note the girls on the stairs, some headed up, some headed down. “Where are your friends?” I understand girl code. They come together and check in with one another before they leave.

      She waves her hand. “Gone, they all hooked up.”

      “Did you text them?” She pulls out her phone and waves it in front of my face, too fast for me to see anything. “They’re not messaging back. Too busy hooking up.”

      While I’d like to take her phone and look through it myself, I don’t want to invade her privacy. “Come with me.” I put my arm around her, and she sags against me.

      “Where are we going?”

      I push through a few people, and hurry toward Dane. “I need to get my brother.” Luckily, I reach him before Nate.

      I grab him by the shirt. “Time to go.”

      He shrugs me off. “What? No. The party is just starting.” The girl in my arms hiccups, and my brother gives me a knowing nod. “Ah, I get it.”

      No, he doesn’t get it. You’d think he knew me better than to think I’d take a drunk girl back to my room and fuck her. “I need to get her home.”

      “I’m not stopping you, bro.”

      I growl. “Dane—”

      “Hey,” Nate says pushing in beside me. His sister stands a little straighter, and Nate takes her cup and smells it.

      “It’s just beer,” she says.

      Nate takes a drink and hands it back. She rolls her eyes, and I get it. Nate is crazy overprotective of her and I can’t blame him. The players on the team have a reputation of sleeping with anyone willing, but he also knows better than to think we’d drug anyone. We’re a good bunch of guys, despite the reputation, and it’s up to the captain to ensure the new recruits follow the straight and narrow. My brother, however, is my responsibility right now and the opportunity to teach him a lesson is right in the palm of my hand.

      “Dane is my brother,” I explain, and Nate relaxes.

      “Oh, hey man. I heard about you. Looking forward to you being on the team. If you play anything like Cheddar…” Nate pauses and puts his hand on my shoulder. “We’re well on our way to winning another season.” He pulls Kendra closer to him, a not so subtle indication that she’s off limits. My brother is smart enough to pick up the cues he’s dropping. At least, I hope he is.

      “I need to get her home,” I say as the girl in my arm hiccups again. “Do you know where her friends are?” I ask Nate.

      He glances around. “Don’t see them.”

      “Do you even know who she is?”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t think she’s ever been to one of our parties before.” I nod, my thoughts exactly. “You want to put her in one of the rooms upstairs?”

      I shake my head and bite the inside of my mouth. I don’t really want to just abandon her. Maybe she landed in my arms because fate put her there, knowing I’d help her out. Not that I’m a big believer in fate or that things happen for a reason.

      “I’ll take her home.” I glance at Dane. “Find Jesse and come with me.”

      He looks like he’s about to protest. Nate puts his hand on Dane’s shoulder. “Go, I’ll watch out for your little brother.”

      Dane looks at me with pleading eyes and my protest dies on my tongue. “I’m going to get her home safely, and then I’m coming back here.” I deepen my voice and glare at my brother. “Stay out of trouble.”

      Honestly, he’s a good kid. We were raised with the same morals, and I trust him. My only problem is, those working at the Scotia Gazette, the campus paper, have been out to get us. I have no idea what we did to piss them off. I only know one small mistake and my brother’s name and face will be all over the front page.

      He gives me a grin that’s no doubt going to get him into trouble one of these days. “I’m good, bro.”

      I nod and hold the wiggling girl in my arms tighter. I fight through the crowd and snatch my coat up off the sofa. “Where’s your coat?” I ask. Nova Scotia winters are fucking cold, and she’ll freeze to death in seconds.

      “I…I don’t know.”

      “Shit.” I scrub my face and sort through the pile of coats. “Any of these look familiar?”

      “Nope.” I put mine over her shoulders. “Wear this.”

      For a split second, as her gaze reaches mine, I think I see pure clarity there, and something that looks like disbelief. I angle my head, narrowing my gaze as I assess her. She stumbles a bit, and that drives home the point that she’s wasted.
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