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        Knox stood across from me, anger in his eyes, his right hand in a fist ready to hit me. In that moment, as I stared at him trying to figure out what to say before he hit me, I wished I’d never walked into that little dive bar.

      

        

      
        Actually, that wasn’t true because that was the night that changed my life forever.

      

        

      
        That was the night I saved Knox’s little sister, Peyton, from making what I was certain was a huge mistake I’d figure she’d regret for the rest of her life.

      

        

      
        We all had a code among the players on the team. We all looked after one another, and that included family members. So, when I saw some guy hitting on Peyton, I stepped in. I pretended to be her boyfriend to get rid of the guy who’d been hitting on her and when she turned those big hazel eyes on me things didn’t stop there. I bought her drinks, let her vent out her frustrations about the fight she’d just had with her brother and then one thing led to another, and she ended up wrapped up in my sheets.

      

        

      
        A few months later, the memory of her and that night remains fresh in my mind and soon she is all I can think about. Thankfully, I get to see her again at the season’s end barbeque. Armed with good intentions, that is when I find out everything is about to change in not only my life but hers, including my friendship with her brother.

      

        

      
        The guys on the team had always told me love would hit me when I least expected it, either that or I’d get a girl in trouble. I just never believed they would both happen at the same time.
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        Peyton - Two Months Earlier

      

      

      My fucking brother! Sorry half-brother! Anger boiled inside of me. Who the fuck did he think he was? Holding me while mall security was going to be breathing down my neck in a matter of seconds. I knew I should have just taken off. It had just shocked me so much when the security system had gone off. Figures the first time I take something I get caught. Then Knox, in all his mighty glory, had to look over in my direction.

      Mom was so upset as the security guards searched me. She was crying, making a huge scene, which somehow made matters much worse. It was only fifty dollars’ worth of makeup. Not that big of a deal, and honestly, she should have been happy I hadn’t bothered her for the money. Things were tight enough already, and every time I’d asked her for anything, I got the lecture about needing to be more responsible.

      Knox stood there, arms crossed against his chest, trying to calm our mother down. All the while, he looked at me with disappointment. I could still see the piercing gaze now as I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling.

      I’d locked myself in my bedroom after we’d got home, refused to have dinner, and told them both to leave me alone. It was finally quiet now, but for the longest time, all I could hear was our mother crying while Knox voiced his disappointment.

      I’d heard it all. Neither of them were proud of me. I knew I shouldn’t have come on this trip. Tor had warned me. He’d told me they were trying to get me away from him, and he’d apparently been right.

      I grabbed my phone off the nightstand, opening up a message to Tor.

      Peyton: Miss you.

      I stared at the screen of my phone, waiting for a sign that he was there, only there was nothing. Then I remembered he was going to a concert with a bunch of his friends. It was when I opened up one of my social media apps that I learned why he wasn’t messaging me back.

      Anger flooded me, when my phone pinged with a message from my best friend Elise. She was at the same concert and sent me a photo, only it wasn’t of the band as I hoped it would be. Instead, I blew up the fuzzy photo on my phone. I immediately saw what I didn’t want to think was true. It was a picture of Tor and Leela, a girl who hung around his friends. He had her pressed up against the interior brick wall of the building kissing her.

      I had a feeling Leela was bad news. I didn’t know why I was so upset; it wasn’t as if this was the first time I’d caught Tor cheating, and I knew it wouldn’t be the last. Yet tears still flooded my eyes. I stared at the picture, hit forward, and sent it directly to Tor with the letters WTF in the message, and hit send.

      I got up off the bed and paced my room. The house was quiet. While Mom had gone to bed after she’d calmed down and had dinner, Knox had stayed up for a bit, watching a movie while I surfed on my phone, but he kept at me, asking why I felt the need to shoplift when all I had to do was ask for the money.

      He did not know what things had been like. I worked. I picked up extra shifts when I could and helped with the bills and groceries since Mom lost her job. I made a decent wage for part-time while I was in school.

      The problem wasn’t that I couldn’t afford what I wanted to buy. It was Tor. Since he didn’t work, he’d started taking money from me. It started with a few dollars here or there and then turned into larger amounts. Just recently, he told me he was in some trouble and needed money, so I cashed in what little savings I had, which left me with nothing, and he was right there the last few paydays taking whatever money I didn’t need.

      The things I’d taken, I needed, but since I had no way to pay for them and I didn’t want to stress Mom out by asking her for the money, I just took them. I wasn’t proud of what I’d done. It was wrong on every level, and I knew it, but I felt I had little choice. Tor had bled me dry, and now, after seeing that picture of him and Leela, I knew he didn’t love me as he claimed.

      I needed to cut him loose, and I knew that by leaving him it would solve so many problems. I’d have money again, after I built things back up. I’d stop having trouble in school because he was the driving force behind why I’d gotten myself kicked out.

      I opened the bedroom door a crack and listened. The house was dark. The only light in the hall came from under the door to Knox’s room. I could hear him quietly talking, no doubt to his new girlfriend Lorelai, whom we were supposed to meet tonight, until my actions had messed that up as well.

      I needed to get out of here.

      I grabbed my sweater and tiptoed down the hall while opening up my maps application. I searched the area for some little bar to go to, finally finding a place called The Tilted Flask within walking distance from here. I checked my emergency spot in my purse to find a twenty tucked inside and figured I could at least buy myself one drink. It would be enough to pull me away from my troubles or allow me some space, because here, I felt like I was suffocating.
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        * * *

      

      Music blared inside the bar as the bartender slid a drink in front of me.

      “Cheers.”

      “Cheers.” I smiled and clinked my glass against his, taking a sip. “Thanks for the drink.”

      “No problem, Peyton.”

      I’d walked into The Tilted Flask and took a seat at the bar. Moments later, Clay Harris walked through the door. I’d met him last summer when Mom and I had come out for their end-of-season celebration. He played with the Dominators for the past five years and was their star goalie. We’d hit it off last summer, and when he walked in tonight, he noticed me immediately, came over, sat down and offered to buy me a drink.

      “What brings you in here?” he questioned.

      “My brother, my boyfriend…shoplifting… You?”

      “Wow, okay, sounds like there may be a story there. I just felt like getting out and having a couple of drinks. Care to tell me what happened?” he asked.

      I opened the image on my phone, looked at it, and then placed my phone down on the bar top, showing it to him.

      “Two people kissing… I can see why that would upset you.” Clay smiled.

      “That part doesn’t upset me. The guy in the picture is my boyfriend. As you can tell, it’s not me he is kissing. Maybe my brother was right when he told me I should end things with him.”

      Clay chuckled and thanked the bartender as he slid two beers and two shots down in front of us.

      “I’d say your brother is probably right on that one. It doesn’t appear to me he knows what he has in front of him or what he is giving up,” Clay said, looking into my eyes.

      I shrugged, not really knowing what to say to that.

      Clay picked up his shot and nodded at mine. I picked it up, and he looked at me. “Cheers to breaking up with shitty guys who don’t know what they are losing.” He clinked his shot glass against mine before we both downed them.

      I wiped my mouth and sat back against my chair.

      “So, what else?”

      “Knox…” I muttered.

      Clay chuckled. “Well, there is a bunch I could say about your brother, but I won’t. What did he do?”

      “Well, I’m not proud of what happened today, just so you know. It’s not like I do this stuff all the time. It was the first time that I’d even thought about doing it, but I got caught shoplifting.”

      Clay nodded, taking a drink of his beer.

      “I see. Well, we all do stupid ass shit sometimes. Most of them turn out to be mistakes, which I’m guessing is how you are feeling, but the main thing is we learn from them. What does your brother have to do about that?”

      I let out a sigh. “Well, he acted all perfect, forcing me to face security and then the police.”

      Clay nodded. “Do you think maybe he was trying to help you, not hurt you by doing that?”

      I thought for a moment. “Why do you need to make that make so much sense?”

      “Well, because if I had a sister who was getting herself into trouble, I’d probably do the same, but not with any ill will behind it. It would be because I love her, and I don’t want to see her go down a destructive path.” He winked.

      I knew deep down that Knox was only trying to do what was right for me. He was trying to be a male role model in my life that I failed to have after my father left. Neither of us had grown up with a father, and I knew Knox wanted me to have a positive male figure in my life.

      “Ugh, you’re so right.”

      “Your brother. His bark is worse than his bite,” Clay said, leaning over and bumping me with his shoulder. “He sometimes doesn’t know how to show it, but he cares.”

      “I know. You know, at one point he used to be my best friend, someone I could tell anything to, and then suddenly one day that changed. I don’t know why it changed, but it did, and it hurts that I can’t go to him when I need him.”

      “Maybe you should try talking to him and not hiding things from him.” Clay winked.

      Clay signalled to the bartender and held two fingers up. Immediately, the bartender came over and placed two more shots down in front of us.

      “Cheers to overprotective brothers,” he said, clinking his glass to mine, and we both tipped our heads back, drinking down the shot.

      I smiled at Clay, his blue eyes dancing as he looked at me and smiled.

      “Now, about this boyfriend…”

      “What about him?” I asked, starting to feel the effects of the shots of alcohol.

      “Well, what you just showed me didn’t even deserve you to message him. It deserves nothing more than for you never to talk to him again. So, when you get home, what are you going to do?” Clay asked.

      I sat there, thinking about the image I’d seen, anger and hurt flooding me.

      “I think the first thing I’m going to do is end things with him.”

      “You think, or you know?” he asked, grabbing my phone and opening the picture I’d shown him. He placed it down in front of me and tapped the screen. “Do you think this will ever stop?”

      I shook my head, tears clouding my vision.

      “No tears. You know the truth. It’s better than never knowing,” he said, nudging my chin with his thumb.

      “That’s true,” I said, deleting the photo from my phone and shoving it into my pocket.

      “You know, I think it’s time for another shot. Then I think we should go out on to the dance floor and dance the night away. What do you say?” Clay asked, signalling the bartender again for two more shots.
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        * * *

      

      I rested my head against Clay’s shoulder as the Uber he’d called drove us back to Knox’s place, finally coming to a stop in his driveway.

      I heard Clay whisper my name and felt his hand on my thigh, gently squeezing my leg to get my attention.

      “Huh?”

      “You’re home.” Clay said quietly.

      I blinked, trying to clear the fuzziness from my eyes. I’d had so much fun tonight. We’d talked, we’d danced, and we’d both drank a lot.

      “That was fast,” I murmured, trying to undo my seatbelt.

      “Here, let me,” Clay said, leaning forward a bit and undoing my seatbelt. He leaned across me, letting the belt gently go, and met my eyes. He stared at me and then brought his hand up and brushed a strand of hair back that was in my face.

      “You know, I never really realized just how pretty you are,” he whispered.

      His eyes were glass blue against his dark hair, and as he sat there, looking into my eyes with his hand on my cheek, I wanted nothing more than to feel his lips against mine.

      Anticipation filled me as he slowly leaned forward and brushed his lips barley against mine.

      I pulled back at first, not sure what had just happened, but as I met his eyes, I leaned forward into him, this time my lips brushing against his. Heat flooded my body as he deepened the kiss. Then, as if someone hit him, he pulled back and cleared his throat, looking forward.

      “Peyton, I’m…I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that,” he whispered, looking toward the house where we both knew my brother slept.

      “Clay, it’s okay…” I said, placing my hand on his arm.

      “No, it’s not. Let’s just pretend that this never happened, because honestly, it shouldn’t have happened. It was a moment of weakness on my part. I know better.”

      I frowned, wishing for nothing more than to continue this kiss.

      “I won’t say anything,” I whispered, placing my hand on his.

      “Nor will I because we both know we shouldn’t. Good night, Peyton. Go on inside. I’ll go home and get some rest, knowing that you’re home safe.”

      I was confused more than anything, but I tugged on the door handle and opened the door. Climbing out, I was about to shut the door when I heard Clay call my name. I bent down and looked into the back seat.

      “If you need anything, don’t be afraid to reach out. I know how your brother can be. I don’t mind if you need to talk.” He winked, handing me his card. “Good night, Peyton.”

      “Night, Clay,” I whispered and then shut the door.

      I wandered up to the front door and slid my key in the lock, then I tiptoed down the hall, careful not to make too much noise as I almost fell over. I entered my bedroom, flopping down on my bed. Minutes later, still dressed, I fell asleep and dreamt of an amazing kiss.
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      Peyton - January 2025

      

      I stopped my mother’s rundown Honda Civic outside the doors of the airport. My brother’s plane should have landed about ten minutes ago, I thought as I glanced around, looking for him. I tapped the dash, trying to get the time to come back on the display, but it did little good.

      “Stupid crap car,” I said to myself as the time flashed for a moment, then the radio cut out.

      I glanced up just as Knox walked out of the double doors, a small bag thrown over his shoulder. Moving the car up, I rolled down the passenger-side window and waved.

      We’d just seen Knox at Christmas, and while I hadn’t wanted to go all the way to Vancouver after what had happened the last time we were there, Mom made me. I’d cleaned up my act a lot since then, hadn’t shoplifted since, and thanks to Knox calling me after I’d returned and talking some sense into me, I’d returned to school. It had helped that he’d called and spoken with the administration as well—and had probably been forced to make some outlandish donations to the school for them to allow me back in. I’d been a trouble child, and I knew it.

      “It’s about time you got here,” he said as he climbed into the front seat after throwing his bags in the back seat.

      “Me! Hey, buddy, I’m the one on time. You are late.” I giggled as I put the car in drive and pulled away from the curb.

      “So, things going well?” he asked as he reached behind him for the seat belt.

      “Yeah,” I said, carefully merging onto the highway.

      “School?”

      “In class every day, on time, doing all assignments like I promised. I even got a passing mark on my last test.”

      “That’s great. And what about Tor? You still seeing him?”

      I knew he was going to ask me about Tor. I’d promised him I’d end things with him when I left the first time, but I hadn’t. Again, he asked me, and I’d promised once again I’d end it after Christmas. I still hadn’t ended things with him. I didn’t see the need. He wasn’t that much of a bad influence in my life, and I’d already made a lot of changes, so instead I’d kept it quiet and given Tor one last chance. I’d taken the things that were bugging me about our relationship and made him make a promise to me not to do them anymore, which he had in some roundabout way.

      I knew Knox was going to be disappointed in my decision and, as I looked over at my brother, I told him what he wanted to hear.

      “He’s gone,” I said, swallowing hard.

      I glanced over at my brother to see him nod in my direction.

      “Good. I’m glad. He was a bad influence.” He was quiet for a few minutes and then looked over at me. “Peyton, I’ll admit I’m confused about why I’m here. The email Mom sent said I was coming here because she needed some help with you, but now that I know things are fine, or so they seem, I’d like to know why I’m here. You and Mom both know that Lorelai and I are in the middle of planning our wedding, and she likes to have the help from me when I’m home.”

      I tapped the steering wheel. Yes, I’d emailed Knox using my mother’s email. I’d written as if I were her, telling him she needed help with me because I was in some sort of trouble, asking that he come as soon as he could. I knew Knox would do anything for Mom and that he’d be on the first flight to Vermont. I should have just been honest instead, because instead of me, it was Mom I was concerned about, and since I knew he’d do anything for her, there really had been no point in making anything up.

      “Okay, don’t be angry.” I sighed.

      I didn’t even need to look; I knew Knox was looking at me and that he had a questioning look on his face.

      “I emailed you from Mom’s account under the guise of her, but for a valid reason.”

      “Dammit, Peyton. Lorelai and I were supposed to be picking out invitations this weekend and possibly going to look at a few venues.”

      “I know, it was wrong, but if you’d just let me explain,” I said, swallowing hard, suddenly feeling bad that I’d gotten him here under false pretenses. Well, not false; there was a problem. For the first time in a long time, it just didn’t pertain to me. I didn’t want Knox pissed off at me. I wanted him to give me a chance to explain.

      “Okay, explain, because right now I’m wondering if you aren’t just up to one of your old tricks. That maybe everything you’ve just told me is all just bullshit.”

      “I swear, I’m not up to anything. Everything is going well for me, I promise you that.” I sighed.

      “Then what is it?”

      “I’m worried about Mom,” I said, getting right to the point.

      I glanced over at Knox to see a concerned look on his face. “Why? What is going on?” he questioned.

      Mom had gone on one date with William just before we’d gone to visit Knox a few months ago. It wasn’t really anything to even mention when we’d been out there. When we returned, they’d started dating and going out a little more often. I’d often hear them arguing after a date and was almost certain that one night he threatened her.

      While we’d been in Vancouver at Christmas, I’d wanted to tell Knox about him, and that I’d sensed there might be some type of abuse going on, but Mom had assured me I was worrying over nothing.

      When we’d returned from that trip, things had gotten bad. I feared for my mother’s safety, but she continuously made me promise I wouldn’t mention anything. I wasn’t even sure if Knox knew she was seeing anyone, but lately it seemed things had spun out of control between her and William.

      “It’s William,” I answered.

      “Who the fuck is William?” Knox questioned.

      Just what I’d thought. He did not know Mom was even seeing anyone, which meant she could be in trouble, because I knew Mom told Knox pretty much everything.

      “Mom, didn’t want you to know when we were there at Christmas, in case things didn’t work out, but William is the man Mom is seeing.”

      “Uh-huh.” Knox grunted as I pulled the car into the driveway of the rental unit Mom and I lived in.

      I immediately recognized William’s car in the driveway, which meant he was here and chances of things becoming heated were inevitable.

      “It looks like you’re about to meet him, too. Let me warn you, you’re in for a real treat,” I said, opening the car door and climbing out.

      The moment we climbed out of the car, I could hear him yelling, and I flinched when I heard him call her the name I probably hated more than anything.

      “What the fuck?” Knox gritted.

      One thing about my brother, he had a temper if provoked. He also had a temper with how others treated any of his family members. He was also a big man, and I knew he could truly hurt someone if he wanted to, and there was no way I’d ever be able to hold him back.

      “William is our landlord and a hotshot lawyer out here, and he has some serious mental health issues. He’s a narcissist, a gas lighter, and emotionally abusive,” I muttered, which I knew was the exact type of man Knox’s father had been, along with mine, which was why I was so afraid for her.

      It was then we heard William yell, followed by glass shattering. Knox looked at me, and before I could get a word out, he was already up the stairs and at the door, leaving me standing there with my heart in my throat. He ripped the door open and went inside, raising his voice while I trailed behind him.

      William stood in the living room, a look of shock on his face as Knox stood over him, looking down at him.

      “Put the fucking vase down now,” Knox said in a calm and controlled voice, which surprised me.

      Mom looked up at me and then over to where Knox stood, her face contorted in a shocked and surprised but thankful look.

      “Who the fuck are you?” William shouted at Knox.

      “Your worst fucking nightmare, especially if you don’t put the vase down and leave right now.” He clenched and unclenched his fists, which I knew meant that if William didn’t heed the warning, Knox would no doubt hit him.

      “Who’s going to make me? You?”

      He didn’t recognize him. Anyone who watched hockey knew Knox wasn’t someone to mess with. Before he’d started dating Lorelai, Knox had been in a pile of fights and that had only been because of the adrenaline rush during a game, or so he said. I’d seen the damage he’d caused during those games, and I had no clue what he would be capable of with someone who’d hurt or endangered his family.

      “Yeah, me. Now, get out.”

      Mom stood there, tears in her eyes, as William and Knox faced off with one another.

      “Knox, please, it’s okay,” Mom cried, placing her hand on his forearm, trying to pull his attention from William.

      “Mom, I don’t want to hear it. This jackass is going to leave, and he’s going to leave now.”

      William ignored Knox’s warnings and grabbed Mom’s forearm roughly, making her wince and scream in pain as he looked her in the eye.

      “Reese, tell your friend here to back the fuck off,” he growled.

      “That’s it!” Knox muttered.

      I didn’t know how things sped up so quickly, but the next thing I knew, Knox had a hold of William. His arm was snaked around his neck as he punched him in the stomach. William released a grunt as Knox dragged him toward the door. The moment he let him go, William fell to the floor, clutching his stomach, breathing rapidly.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” he said, coughing so hard I feared he might be sick.

      “You shouldn’t have put your hands on my mother. Now get the fuck out!” Knox shouted.

      “Hope you got an excellent lawyer there, kid, ‘cause I’m going to sue your fucking ass,” William said, struggling to get up off the floor.

      “Go ahead, my lawyers eat parasites like you for fucking breakfast,” Knox said, getting into his face again.

      Knox stood there, staring down at William until he finally backed out the door and took off, climbing into his car. Knox didn’t say a word. Instead, he kept his eyes trained on the driveway for a few minutes, making sure William didn’t return.

      I went over and wrapped my arms around Mom, pulling her in for a hug, making sure she was okay. Once I was certain she was fine, Mom cried. I’d heard her cry almost every night for the past two months, and I couldn’t take it anymore. Even though she’d told me repeatedly not to worry about the situation, but each time things escalated. I’d done the only thing I could think of and that was to get my brother involved before William did more than just emotionally hurt her, and it looked like I’d gotten him here just in time.

      Knox shut the front door, locking it, and turned toward us both. He was angry. I could see it all over his face. I should have told him what was going on way before now, instead of surprising him the way I had. I’d been wrong to do that.

      “Knox, really, it’s not as bad as it appeared,” Mom cried, rubbing her forearm.

      “Not as bad as it appeared? Mom, what the hell. When this was Peyton, you tore her away from the guy!” Knox shouted.

      “Well, that was different. This is not the same thing.”

      “Mom, please tell me you aren’t actually defending him?” I questioned, anger growing inside of me.

      Knox crossed his arms and began pacing back and forth as we both waited for Mom to answer my question. When she didn’t immediately answer me, I looked over at Knox.

      “That’s it. Pack your stuff,” he demanded.

      I frowned as I looked over at my half-brother. “What for?” I questioned.

      “We’re going to Vancouver. I don’t want to hear any more. I’m calling the airport, and we are getting on the next flight that leaves tonight.” He pulled his phone from his pocket. “We will file a police report here when we get out there, followed by a call to my lawyer.”

      “Vancouver? Knox, you are being unreasonable, and there is no reason to file a police report,” Mom said, looking over at me.

      “No Mom, unreasonable is getting a panicked email from you, rushing here thinking Peyton is in trouble and that you are at your wit’s end, only to find out that it isn’t Peyton in trouble at all. Instead, I find out it’s you and that you are involved with yet another crappy guy. Jesus. Didn’t you learn from Dad and Peyton’s father?”

      “Knox, please, let’s just sit down. Give me a chance to explain things,” Mom pleaded as she looked over at me, a look of disappointment on her face that I’d gone against her wishes.

      “There isn’t time. I’ve got to be back in Vancouver for a game tomorrow. Now, go get packed, both of you, while I book our seats and then maybe call my lawyer now, instead of waiting. No doubt I’m gonna need one,” he said, running his hand through his hair.

      The one thing about my brother that I loved and hated all at the same time was how damn protective he was of his friends and family. I remembered Clay, telling me that very thing that night back in October when I’d run into him in that dingy little bar I’d taken off to the night they had caught me stealing. The night we shared that first kiss. I’d always had a crush on Clay, but I also knew how my brother would react. Hell, he’d made me promise him I’d never get involved with any player on the team, so of course, I could only imagine how he’d have been knowing he’d kissed me.

      “I’ll help you pack, Mom, and I’ll take care of things here while you’re gone.”

      Knox turned and looked in my direction. “No way, you’re coming too. If you think I’m leaving you here to deal with that asshole, you’re wrong.”

      “Knox, there is no reason for me to go with you, too.”

      “No? Are you able to protect yourself from that guy when he comes back in a full-on rage?” Knox questioned.

      I was just about to answer him when Mom put her hand on my arm.

      “Honey, maybe it will do us both good to get away. Get me away from William, and you could use a break from Tor. Lord knows he’s been giving you a lot of trouble lately.”

      Heat flooded my body. I didn’t even need to look; I knew Knox was staring at me, but I lifted my eyes anyway. Sure enough, he stared back at me, his eyes filled with disappointment at my lie. He shook his head.

      “Knox—”

      “I have nothing to say to you right now,” he grunted.

      “Peyton?” Mom questioned. I could see the questions in her eyes.

      “Fine, I’ll come with you, but only for the weekend, Mom.”

      “Uh-huh,” Knox grunted as he turned his attention back to his phone. “I swear if I ever lay eyes on this Tor guy, I’ll do to him what I should have done to William tonight,” Knox muttered.

      “Peyton, honey, plan to stay a little longer than only the weekend, please,” Mom said as I led her up the staircase.

      I cleared my throat as I made eye contact with Knox. “Mom, you know I have to go to work on Wednesday,” I said loud enough for Knox to hear as I followed Mom up the stairs to our rooms to pack, leaving Knox downstairs to book our flight.
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        * * *

      

      We’d been in Vancouver less than twenty-four hours and already I wished I’d stayed home. I wandered into the living room and flopped down on the couch, pulling out my phone and checking to see if I had any messages. I let out a sigh when I saw no one had tried to contact me.

      Mom had gone with Lorelai to the grocery store. They’d asked me if I wanted to join them, but I declined, hoping I’d have the house to myself. Instead, five minutes after they left, Knox came home from practice and went straight to the kitchen where he made himself lunch.

      “Why did you lie to me?” he questioned, coming into the living room with a jug of water and a plate of food. He sat across from me, flipping the TV on, going directly to the sports channel.

      “Huh?” I questioned, looking up from the message I was sending off to Tor.

      “About Tor? Why did you lie to me?” he questioned.

      I’d avoided Knox ever since we arrived here. It hadn’t been hard. He had to get right to bed because he had practice early this morning, and I figured he’d be gone for most of the day, but he’d come home to unwind before tonight’s game.

      “I wouldn’t say I lied.”

      “What would you call it then? You told me you ended things with him. You also told me you went back to school, or is that a lie as well?”

      “No, school isn’t a lie,” I said, getting my back up. “I really don’t understand why it’s any of your business anyway.”

      “It’s my business because it’s my money that is paying your tuition. It was also my money that paid to get your ass back into school after you messed up the last time. So, I’m sorry if I have a vested interest in your schooling and who you are dating, and if you’re being treated properly and not messing up your life by getting involved with the wrong people.”

      “God, you sound like Mom.”

      “Perhaps you’ll listen to me better than you listen to her.”

      “Whatever.” I rolled my eyes and returned my attention to the message I was sending.

      “Peyton, how about you pay attention to something other than that bloody phone?”

      “What?” I said through clenched teeth, placing the phone down on the arm of the chair.

      “How did you feel when you saw how William was treating Mom?” Knox asked, taking a bite of a chicken wrap Lorelai had made him for lunch.

      “I didn’t like it.” I shrugged.

      “Were you scared?”

      “Yes, I was scared.”

      Knox nodded, as if he already knew the answer I was going to give him.

      “Does Tor treat you that way?”

      I swallowed hard. Tor was worse than William in some ways, but I’d never let on about those times. He was degrading and a thief and someone I was completely afraid of, which I knew was the reason I’d given him another chance. I did not know how he’d react if I told him I didn’t want to see him anymore.

      I barely nodded, but it was a nod, and I knew Knox had seen it.

      “Peyton, there are better guys out there. It’s better for you to be involved with those who support you and lift you up, instead of surrounding yourself with those that bring you down.”

      “I wouldn’t say he brings me down.”

      “I would. Is he in school?”

      I shook my head. Tor had dropped out of high school after he failed the eleventh grade.

      “Does he have a job?”

      Again, I shook my head, growing a little more irritated. The last job Tor had he’d been fired from after he told off a customer.

      “Does he support you in going to school?”

      Tor and I had many fights over me being in school. He wasn’t a fan of education and didn’t think it was necessary. He always said I could be just like him, since he’d done fine without it. Tor also made it known to me he hated the fact that I worked, even though, thanks to my job, it meant that he had money for his drugs, since he normally took most if not all of what I made.

      “Well?”

      “Knox, I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

      “Of course not, because you know I’m right, and you’d never want to admit that. I guess until you tire of being treated worse than the gum on the bottom of my shoe, this is a complete waste of my time and breath.”

      “You know I’m right,” I mimicked, growing even more annoyed at his holier-than-thou attitude.

      “Peyton, I’m going to tell you something, and I’m only going to say it once. After this, if you don’t get it, you’re on your own. Allowing others to dim your light and not let you shine like the star you are only brings you down to their level. Learn it and start surrounding yourself with those who bring you higher.”

      “Oh what, like you do?”

      “Yes, exactly like I do.”

      “When are you going to get it, Knox? I’m not you.”

      “Of course you aren’t me, but you’re not a piece of garbage either, Peyton. You are a smart girl capable of having an amazing career in whatever area you decide. You’re also an attractive girl, and if only you’d believe in yourself, it might change some things for you.”

      “Knox, Tor doesn’t bring me down.” I sighed.

      “Yes, Peyton, he does. Mom thinks he’s the reason you ended up being removed from school. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out that he was the reason that you were shoplifting, too.”

      “No, he’s not the reason I was shoplifting,” I lied, knowing full well he was the reason. At the time, he’d taken every drop of my last six paychecks, aside from what I’d owed to Mom for two of the bills, to pay his pusher for the drugs he’d gotten, leaving me with no choice but to shoplift the things I needed. Mom had been struggling financially after being out of work for a little over two years, so I did what I had to do.

      “Believe what you want, but I’m telling you now. I know the truth, Peyton.”

      “No, you think you know,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “Well, William and Tor are the reasons I’m debating moving you and Mom here to Vancouver.”

      “What?” I questioned, almost horrified at the thought of moving away from Tor and my friends.

      “Yep, Lorelai and I have already talked it over, and tonight I plan on bringing it up to Mom.”

      I watched as Knox shoved the rest of his chicken wrap into his mouth and then sat back in his chair. The more I stared at him, the angrier I got.

      “You know, for someone who has a lot to say about people bringing others down, why are you allowing Mother and I to bring you down?” I bit back.

      Knox let out a breath and rested his head against the back of the chair.

      “Peyton, you aren’t people, you’re my family. Mom’s going through a rough patch, no doubt because of all the shit you’ve put her through. You’re on a collision course and are about to crash.”

      My mouth dropped open at what he’d just said. Had he really blamed my mother’s problems and toxic relationship on me?

      “Stand there looking like that all you want, Peyton. I speak to Mom pretty much every week. I hear what is going on, and I can see how it’s affecting her, and I live across the country. I know the shit you’ve been up to better than you do.”

      “If you know everything, then you should have known I was lying to you about Tor,” I said, a smug smile on my face.

      “Trust me, I knew. I’d hoped I’d been wrong. All I try to do for you is to make sure you have the things I didn’t while growing up. I want to make the path you choose easier to navigate than it was for me.”

      “You are such an ass.”

      “Really?” Knox said, standing up and crossing his arms.

      “Yes, really. You, brother… are an ass,” I said, walking up to him and poking him in the chest with my forefinger. “God, Tor was right about you.”

      Knox stared at me. There was no way I was going to win this stare down. The intensity in his eyes was insane, and soon I could feel his tension throughout my entire body.

      “Peyton, all I want is to be able to trust you, and for you to know that no matter what, you can always come to me when you’re ever in trouble.”

      I tried to maintain eye contact, but when I heard a key in the door, I swallowed hard and tore my eyes away. Lorelai and Mom walked into the living room, their conversation coming to a complete halt as they saw the two of us standing only a few inches apart.

      “Is everything alright?” Mom asked, finally breaking the silence.

      “Fine,” we both uttered.

      “Doesn’t look that way,” Mom added, coming over to me. She went to place her hand on my shoulder, but I moved out of the way.

      “I’m going out,” I said, grabbing my phone from the arm of the chair I’d been sitting in before making my way over to the door.

      “What do you mean? Lorelai and I got everything to make pizza, just like you asked,” she said.

      “Great, enjoy,” I muttered, slipping my shoes on, not caring about anything.

      “Where are you going?” Mom questioned.

      I looked over at my brother, who was staring at me, his eyes even more intense now than before.

      “Out to find someone else that will bring me down to their level.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Mom cried as she looked at me and then over at Knox. I could see the worry in her eyes and was glad she’d turned away from me.

      “See you all later,” I muttered and pulled the door shut behind me, closing off this moment in time for at least a little while.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Clay

      

      

      

      I glanced at my watch. Where the hell were Lucas and Knox? I’d been sitting in The Tilted Flask for about half an hour, waiting for the guys. This wasn’t our usual hangout. We’d only agreed to come here because our normal hangout, Illusions, was under some major renovation.

      I checked my phone for any messages from either of them. There was nothing. In fact, neither of them had even read the reminder message I’d sent a little over an hour ago when I’d pulled into the parking lot.

      Figures, I thought to myself.

      They were both busy with their lives. Knox and Lorelai were in the middle of planning their wedding, and ever since Lucas surprised us with his marriage announcement to Ella, he’d become unavailable almost every night we were home.

      Dylan and I figured that tonight would be a good boys’ night, since the girls were supposed to be getting together. Then he dropped the bomb that he couldn’t make it. He was still trying to work things out with his father before he and Aurora got married and the baby was born.

      I nodded at the bartender to bring me another beer and glanced across the bar. I’d been watching the couple that were sitting down near the end of the bar. Perhaps they weren’t even a couple. He appeared to be considerably older than her, hovering around her like flies to a slice of rotten meat, and her body language screamed that she wanted to be left alone.

      The more I watched her, the more I noticed how uncomfortable she looked. Even at this distance, I couldn’t help but think that she looked familiar to me, like I knew her from somewhere, and for the past ten minutes, I’d been trying to place her. Then she glanced my way. The moment our eyes met, I knew where I’d seen her before.

      I swallowed hard, growing more irritated as I watched this guy paw all over Peyton, Knox’s younger sister. What the hell was she doing here?

      Maybe it was a good thing Knox wasn’t here now, I thought to myself.

      As I sat there, continuing to watch them, I realized how pretty she really was. Hell, the last time I’d run into her, I’d slipped and kissed her. It wasn’t exactly one of my proudest moments, and while I’d regretted it for a few reasons, I’d not for many others. I’d always found her attractive, and if I hadn’t been afraid of having my nuts removed from her brother, I’d have gone in for the kill. The entire situation truly was a double-edged sword.

      I glanced across the bar again only to see her staring at me—everything about her, her body language, her eyes were pleading for help.

      “Hey, man, thanks for the beer. Could I get one more, please?” I asked the bartender, who’d just placed the bottle down in front of me at the perfect time.

      “Sure thing,” he said, cracking the other bottle and setting it down in front of me.

      “I’m just going to head on over there, but you have my card.”

      “Sure thing,” he said glancing to the opposite side of the bar before moving on to the next patron.

      I gathered both bottles, my jacket, and got up off my seat, making my way around the bar. I came up behind Peyton, making sure the guy who was hitting on her saw me coming. He eyed me as I approached them.

      “Hey, buddy. Can I help you?” he asked as I stood there making eye contact with him before placing my jacket on the back of her chair.

      Peyton looked up at me, her eyes pleading with me for help. I placed my free hand on her shoulder and set both bottles down on the bar in front of her.

      “Here you go, darling. Sorry I was late. Couldn’t get out of work. You know how it is. Then, of course, traffic was insane,” I added.

      “Who the fuck are you?” the guy asked, taking on a bit of a defensive stance.

      He hadn’t seen me sitting across the bar, which only gave me the advantage. I mean, how could he have noticed me? He’d practically been drooling in her lap the entire time I’d been watching them.

      “One should ask you that,” I said, my voice calm as I bent down and placed a kiss on the top of Peyton’s head and gently massaged the back of her neck.

      “Is this your fucking boyfriend?” the man asked, looking at her, gripping his beer bottle tight enough his knuckles turned white.

      Peyton took hold of my hand that now rested on her shoulder and nodded.

      “Fucking sluts…” the man muttered to himself as he turned around and made his way deeper into the bar.

      At least he knew what was good for him, I thought as I took a seat beside Peyton and grabbed one bottle of beer I’d brought over.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I questioned, nodding to the beer I’d placed in front of her.

      “Trying to unwind. What about you, Clay?”

      “Ah, I see. Well, I was supposed to meet your brother and Lucas here, but it appears I’m on my own. So, I guess you could say I’m here unwinding as well.”

      “While I can’t speak for Lucas, Knox won’t be coming, thank goodness. He’s at home dealing with my mother.”

      “Why? What’s wrong with Mom?” I questioned, taking a drink.

      “Abusive boyfriend.”

      “Ah, and what about you? How are things from the last time you were here? Did you clean up your act like you promised?”

      “Let’s just say I somewhat kept my promise, and before you go all high and mighty on me, Knox has already dealt with me, which is why I’m here. So, I don’t need another lecture from big brother.”

      I chuckled. “No lecture, I was just curious. People will do what they want when they want. No skin off my back.”

      She picked up the beer bottle and clinked it against mine. “At least you get it,” she said, taking a mouthful of beer.

      “I do, probably better than most. Do you mind if I sit with you for a bit?”

      “As long as you’re okay with putting up with the other Evans tonight?” she questioned, winking at me.

      I chuckled under my breath. “Then I guess lucks on my side. You’re the better-looking Evans, anyway.” I winked. “So, when did you get into town? Knox didn’t mention to anyone that you guys were coming.”

      “That’s because we weren’t. Knox came home to deal with this ass that was going to end up killing our mother. He forced me to come out here after he found out through my mother that I was still dealing with Tor.”

      “Ah, I see. I thought we devised a plan the last time you were here to get you away from him?” I asked, grabbing her beer to see she had about as much as I had left, then signalled to the bartender for two more.

      “We did,” she said, looking over at me, those beautiful green eyes staring back at me.

      “What happened?”

      “It wasn’t as easy as I thought once I got back and talked to him.”

      I met her eyes and nodded.

      “Let me guess, he made promises to you he’d change, promised you the world, and has so far delivered on none of them.”

      She sat there looking over at me with a stunned expression.

      “How’d you guess it went something like that?” she asked, helping herself to one of the cold beers the bartender had dropped off, taking a drink.

      “Because I have a dick too, Peyton,” I said, leaning into her, giving her a nudge with my shoulder. “If it meant keeping some pretty little thing like you attached to my side and in my bed, that would come at my beck and call, no matter how I treated her, I’d tell her what she wanted to hear as well. If I were the same type of guy, that is.”

      “Does my brother know you treat women that way?”

      “No, darlin’, because I don’t treat women that way.”

      “Is that so? What’s the difference then between you and Tor?”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle as I took a mouthful of beer.

      “Well, the difference is I’m a fucking man. I treat you the way you should be treated— with respect. I don’t play games, and I’d never tell you something just because I know it was what you wanted to hear. Guys like Tor don’t deserve girls like you—or anyone, for that fact.”

      Peyton tore her eyes away from me and looked down at the bottle in her hands. She picked at the corner of the label for a few seconds, her hand shaking.

      “What do you mean, girls like me?”

      “Girls like you—smart, attractive, girls with a future. Guys like him, they aren’t going any further than where they are right now, except maybe to jail, and they will hightail it on the first signs of trouble only to pick their next victim. Exactly like the guy you were talking to earlier. The second he laid eyes on me, he placed a nasty label on you and took off looking for his next piece of meat,” I said, nodding over toward the corner.

      Peyton looked over to see exactly what I meant. The guy who’d been all over her when I approached was already talking with another girl who was feeding out of the palm of his hand. We sat there watching them; he took the drink out of her hand and guided her toward the door, both of them leaving the bar.

      “How did you do that?” she asked, looking over at me.

      “Do what? Read him?”

      She slowly nodded.

      “As I told you⁠—”

      “You have a dick,” she said, meeting my eyes.

      She stared at me for a few minutes and then tore her eyes from mine, looking back down at the bottle in her hand, picking at the label again.

      “You feel like getting out of here?” I questioned, placing my arm across the back of her chair.

      Peyton shrugged. “I don’t want to go home just yet. I don’t want to listen to my brother go off on my mom, or on me again,” she said, looking up at one of the TVs that was playing a hockey game.

      “I didn’t say get out of here and go home. I asked if you wanted to get out of here, maybe come back to my place. Have you eaten?”

      She shook her head as she looked up at me.

      “Well, we could order in some food. Watch a movie or the rest of the game.” I nodded toward the TV, then turned my attention to her.

      She looked up at me. God, she was gorgeous—those beautiful large green eyes, those perfect, full bowed lips. God, I’d love to kiss her again, but I knew there was no way in hell I could or should touch her.

      “That sounds fun. Let’s go.”

      I took care of the bill while she threw her coat on, and together we made our way out of the dingy little bar.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The TV was on, casting a soft glow over my living room. Empty beer bottles and dirty plates sat on the coffee table in front of us. We’d picked up Thai food before coming up to my place, enjoyed the meal as we talked, drank, and watched the game before one thing led to the other.

      Peyton now straddled my lap, my fingers combed through her hair as we kissed, my left hand gripping her ass. A soft moan escaped her as she ground her hips against me.

      I’d lost track of how we’d gotten to this point. All I knew was that it had to do with all the empty bottles that lay on my living room table, and a brief conversation about the kiss we’d shared in the car the last time she’d been here. Then one little kiss had led to her straddling my lap.

      “God, I want more of you.” She moaned into my mouth as her lips danced against mine.

      I wrapped my arms around her and stood up as she wrapped her legs around my waist, her arms around my neck, sucking my bottom lip between hers.

      I carried her down the hall, toward the bedroom, dropping her almost-naked body down on the bed. I wasted no time. I dropped my pants, letting them fall to my feet, and joined her on the bed, unclasping her bra, taking her right nipple into my mouth, swirling my tongue over the hardened nub.

      She fisted my hair as I bit down a little, causing her to cry out.

      “Not so hard.” She giggled as I sucked the other into my mouth while my fingers played with the other.

      “Pain is part of the fun, darlin’. Give me five minutes, and you’ll be begging me for things to be harder.”

      I pulled my shirt off over my head, throwing it to the corner of the room, and took hold of her legs, parting them. I lifted one of her legs, resting it on my shoulder, and took a moment to kiss the inside of her ankle, then her knee.

      She let out a soft moan as she watched me move to the other leg and repeat the same thing. I slid my hands down her inner thighs, squeezing them, as my thumbs rubbed circles close to her centre.

      She closed her eyes and arched her back as I brought my hands around her hips, resting them on her perfect ass. I kissed her lower abdomen, then placed tiny kisses on the tops of her thighs, dragging my tongue to her inner thigh.

      “Don’t tease.” She moaned.

      “I love to tease,” I whispered, taking a tiny taste of her and giving her nothing more for the moment.

      She looked down at me as I placed soft kisses once again on her inner thighs. She wanted more. I could see it in her eyes as I ran my fingers along the tops of her thighs. I watched her as she watched me, pleading with her eyes for more until I could no longer deny her. I gave her what she wanted, this time running my tongue over her clit many times before sucking it between my lips.

      “Holy hell,” she cried out, fisting my hair.

      “You like that?” I questioned, watching her body lift off the bed.

      She was about to say something when I repeated the move, watching as her head fell against the pillow and her back arched off the bed. I took that opportunity to take her breasts in my hands and roll her nipples between my fingers, making her moan loudly.

      “Oh god…” she cried, breathless. “Do it…”

      Before she could get the words out, I repeated that little trick one last time, sucking her clit between my lips again, this time allowing her to build toward her orgasm a little more. Just as she tightened her legs around my head, I stopped, then pushed her legs open, got up on my knees, and reached for a condom. Slipping it on myself, I lined myself up and thrust deep inside of her.

      “Oh god…” she moaned, biting her bottom lip as she looked up at me.

      I took both her legs, placed each one on my shoulders, and leaned forward, pumping fast and deep inside her. I felt her hands rest on my hips, as most girls did when I took them this way. They figured they could control me, slow me down, but I always proved them wrong.

      “Hope you’re ready to be taken like you should be,” I stated, looking deep into her eyes where the anticipation lay.

      I thrust deep into her, over and over, until I felt her tightening, then pulled out, flipping her over onto her stomach.

      She was easy to maneuver, being so tiny, as most girls were for me. I gripped her hips, pulling her back so she was on her knees. I lined myself against her and thrust deep inside as she let out another deep moan.

      Slowing my pace, I ran my hands over the cheeks of her ass, giving her a light tap.

      “You ever had your back door played with gorgeous?” I asked, spreading her cheeks and pressing my thumb on the tight button.

      She let out a loud moan, then pulled herself forward.

      “No.” She moaned into the mattress.

      Slowing my pace, I continued thrusting into her, then gripped her hip and pulled her back against me, where I spread her cheeks again.

      “I think I’d like to take that one day,” I whispered, pressing my finger against that tight little hole, feeling her tense at the idea. “Not to worry, though, not tonight. Tonight, it’s just about this pussy. My pussy,” I said quietly, burying myself deeper into her.

      Gripping her hips tight, I thrust into her, feeling her clench around me while I continued my pace, going as deep as I could, full strokes, bottoming out with each thrust. Her moans filled the room, getting louder and louder the closer she got.

      As her pussy tightened around me, she backed up against me, keeping me deep inside her as she came. I could feel myself getting closer as she throbbed around me, combined with the sounds of her moans. Calling my name made my climax come faster than normal. The base of my spine tightened, the room grew dark, and one small move from her, I spilled into her.
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      Peyton

      

      What the hell did we do last night?

      

      That was the only question that was running through my mind as I watched Clay Harris sleeping beside me. Panic filled me the moment I’d looked over and saw him. I could pretend nothing had happened all I wanted, but the truth was I knew exactly what we’d done last night, because I was sore as hell.

      I rolled over and slipped from the bed, my body aching in protest from the number of times we’d had sex through the night and all the positions he’d put me in.

      I glanced at the clock on the bedside table; it was close to six thirty, I needed to get the hell out of here. It was Sunday, which meant Knox didn’t have practice, and I knew if I walked through the door after he and Lorelai were up, they’d bombard me with questions. Questions I knew I wouldn’t want to answer.

      I tiptoed across the room, grabbing my bra and panties from the floor before slipping out into the hall, closing the door to his room. I made my way to the living room where our little party for two had started and slipped into my pants and shirt. Putting my socks on, I slipped my feet into my shoes, grabbed my purse, and unlocked his door, slipping into the hallway.

      I leaned up against the cool wall and took a breath. My heart was beating wildly. What the hell had we done? Kissing him had been one thing, but I’d just slept with one of Knox’s teammates, one of his good friends. I was sure I was going to hell. There was no doubt.

      Knox would hate me, especially after he’d made me swear to him after the Ryan disaster that I’d never get involved with one of his friends again. I’d kept my promise until now. I blew out a breath and gathered my thoughts, composing myself. There was no way I could break down now. I needed to remain calm and collected and get my ass home to my room, where I could shed all the tears I wanted.

      When I heard the click of a door from down the hall, I quickly pushed myself off the wall and took off toward the elevator, hitting the button to go down. Thankfully, no one joined me. I wanted to be alone with my worry and thoughts.

      When the door opened in the main lobby, I exited the elevator and, with my head down, searched my purse for my phone, praying I hadn’t left it upstairs. Still digging in my purse, I glanced up in time to see a large frame coming right at me. Without enough time to step out of the way, I ran right into someone, almost knocking me onto the floor.

      “Oh god,” I cried.

      “Peyton?” I heard a deep voice question.

      I blinked hard and then met my brother’s eyes.

      “Knox? What…what are you doing here?” I questioned, swallowing hard as panic boiled inside of me.

      “I have a breakfast meeting over at Lavish Mornings with some rep from some skin care company,” my brother said, checking his watch.

      “Skin care company?” I questioned.

      Knox nodded. “Yeah, just an opportunity to be the face of a man’s skin care line.”

      “At six thirty in the morning?” I questioned. “Don’t you people sleep?”

      “Yes, Peyton, at six thirty in the morning,” he said, getting irritated.

      “On a Sunday?” I cried.

      “Yes, even on a Sunday, and it’s for seven fifteen, but I like to make sure I’m early, in case they get here early. It shows that I am eager to hear what they have to say and that I’m interested.”

      “Well, good luck,” I said, waving at him, figuring it might be the best time to run away while he’s preoccupied. It would give him less of a chance to ask me questions and more time for me to come up with a story. I’d just about escaped when I heard him clear his throat.

      “Wait, what are you doing here? You should be at home in bed,” he said, a curious look on his face.

      My body heated as even more panic filled me. I should have run when I had the chance, but instead I was now trying to come up with a reason I was leaving Clay Harris’s building early in the morning. Knox, of course, would know he lived here.

      I swallowed hard, seeing two women come walking in from the road in workout gear, laughing and giggling as they made their way to the elevator.

      “Ah, you’re wondering why I didn’t come home last night, right? Well, funny thing…” I said, laughing nervously. “See, I ran into an old friend last night. We had a few drinks and then we came to her place, here, in this very building. We had a few more drinks, some food, and then I crashed on her couch instead of getting a cab to take me back to your place.”

      It was sort of the truth, and he’d have to at least be proud I hadn’t taken a cab home in that sort of state.

      “You could have called me. I’d have come and gotten you,” he said.

      “I know, but seriously, I was so drunk I really didn’t think. I just wanted to sleep. I mean, we’d had a ton of wine, and well, it was just easier. I even passed out while we were watching a movie. She just left me on the couch.”

      “Uh-huh,” he said, giving me a scrutinizing glance.

      I stood there, fidgeting with the zipper on my jacket. I couldn’t tell if he’d bought my story or not, but I hoped he had.

      “How’s Mom?” I asked, wanting to take the focus off me.

      “Fine. I think Lorelai and I finally got through to her last night. She’s going to call William once I get home and tell him they are through. I know she was worried about you, after the way you left last night.”

      “I keep telling her she doesn’t need to worry about me. Yet, I’m thankful that she’s taking control of her situation,” I said.

      “Yeah, I’m glad we finally got through to her, which now we just need to get through to you, but that is a conversation that we’ll have later. I don’t have time to get into things with you right now.”

      I jumped when I felt a hand on my shoulder and glanced up at Knox to see he was smiling.

      “Hey, man! What the hell you doing up this early on our day off?” Knox asked.

      I whipped around to see Clay standing there.

      “Hey!” Clay greeted. “Peyton? What are you doing here?” he questioned. “Heading to breakfast with this dopey brother of yours?”

      I looked at him, my stomach in my throat as he waited for my response.

      “Didn’t expect to see either of you here this morning,” Clay added when I said nothing.

      “No breakfast. I’m just heading home. Spent the night with an old friend.”

      Clay smirked in my direction with a bullshit-eating grin. It seemed he was enjoying watching me in discomfort. At least that was the look that was written all over his face. I could only imagine what would happen if Knox caught on.

      “I’m here for a breakfast meeting,” Knox added.

      “Right! You got breakfast with that rep today, right?”

      “Yep, which I got to get going. As much as I’m skeptical of being the face for a skin care line, it may be good for my career.”

      “Good luck, man. Anyway, I’ve got to get going as well. I’m heading to the gym. Who did you say you visited, Peyton? Perhaps I know her. I live here, you know.”

      I didn’t think it was possible to feel more uncomfortable than I already did, but here we were. I felt like I had an angel on one shoulder and the devil on the other.

      “Oh, I doubt you know her. She just moved in.” I shrugged.

      “Not much goes on in this building that I’m not aware of. I’m good friends with the door guy, plus, I’m always on the lookout for a hot girl to date, or maybe take home for the night,” he added, winking at me.

      I swallowed hard as he met my eyes. I needed to get the hell out of here before Knox caught on to the game Clay was playing, at least the game I thought he was playing.

      “You should tell him. Clay knows many people in the building.”

      “He won’t know her,” I insisted, becoming annoyed with how persistent my brother was being and the smug look on Clay’s face.

      “Whatever, Peyton. Look, I’ve got to go, I’m late. See you both later?”

      “Yep, see you at practice tomorrow,” Clay added.

      Knox nodded and took off toward the restaurant, while I stood there, staring at Clay for a moment. It was a surprise that Knox hadn’t picked up the look on his face.

      “Lying to your brother,” Clay said, shaking his head, still wearing that cocky smile that I’d always found so attractive.

      “Not lying, just omitting some of the truth is all.” I added, “I spent the night here. That much is true.”

      “That’s true. Didn’t want to tell him you were screaming my name all night?” he asked, placing his hand on my lower back and guiding me toward the door.

      “What are you doing?” I questioned.

      “Do you want Knox to see us standing here talking?” he asked. “Or do you want him to think you went home and I went to the gym? I mean, if you want questions, I’m sure we can make it happen.”

      “No, I don’t want questions,” I answered, swallowing hard as we continued making our way through the lobby. “I don’t think you want them either.”

      “Not really. Now, care to tell me why you ran off this morning?”

      I shrugged; did I dare tell him it was because I’d flipped out over what had happened between us?

      “Don’t you dare tell me it’s because you didn’t enjoy yourself last night, because I have the marks on my back that beg to differ,” he whispered as he pushed the door open and allowed me to go through.

      Heat flooded my body as the memory of last night flooded my mind. I’d never say something like that, last night had been the best sexual experience of my life.

      “I’ve got to go.”

      “It’s alright, Peyton. We’re in the clear, you can talk with me.” Clay added.

      “It’s good we’re in the clear, but I really need to go.” I said, heading off toward the bus stop. “See you sometime soon.”

      I took off down the sidewalk toward the bus stop.
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      Clay - Tuesday

      

      Pain seared through me as my body slammed against the boards. It took me a minute to realize what had happened, and then I saw Lucas shake his head and laugh as he skated away from me, fist-bumping Dylan.

      “Fucker!” I shouted.

      Where the hell had he come from? I shook off the hit and skated after him, deciding to exit the ice instead and sit down.

      I grabbed my water bottle as sweat dripped down my face and squirted some into my mouth. The boys and I were just blowing off steam after practice; I knew that, but my mind was on other things, and I wasn’t really paying much attention to anything other than the thoughts floating through my mind. That was why I hadn’t seen Clark coming toward me.

      “What the fuck was that, Harris?” Lucas asked, coming off the ice, to sit beside me, joined by Dylan and our two newest players, Levi and Colton.

      “I don’t know. I’m asking myself the same question,” I said, reaching for my towel and wiping away the sweat that was now stinging my eyes.

      “You should be. You never take hits like that, and normally you can see out the back of your head most games. Yet today it seems you couldn’t see what’s right in front of you.”

      “I’m a fucking goalie. I should hope the hell I don’t take hits like that, otherwise the net is unprotected.” I chuckled, taking a swing at Lucas and missing him.

      Lucas smacked me in the back of the head and chuckled. “What the fuck is up with you tonight?”

      “Guess you could say I’m feeling a little off.” I shrugged.

      “You’re off alright. You were off Sunday night’s game too, and you weren’t much better yesterday.”

      “What are you saying?” I questioned.

      “I’m saying you better smarten up before the next game,” Colton added.

      The last thing I needed was to hear from the new troublemaker of the team that I needed to smarten up. He’d been here three weeks and had had more issues in that short of time than I’d had since joining the team five years ago.

      “He’ll be fine,” Lucas added. “We’re all entitled to our bad days.”

      As if on cue, the lights in the arena went off.

      “Guess that means it’s time for us to end the night anyway,” Dylan said, grabbing his stuff while the rest of us did the same and headed down toward the locker room.

      The moment we were in the locker room, Lucas turned on the radio and we all headed for the showers.

      “Who’s up for dinner?” Dylan questioned, looking at the five of us as we dried and dressed.

      “Fuck, I’m starved,” Levi and Colton said at the same time.

      “Me too. What do you say we head out for some pizza and wings at The Tilted Flask? They have amazing food there,” Lucas said, more to Levi and Colton than Dylan and me.

      As the memory of Saturday night filled my mind, I immediately jumped up. I couldn’t go back to that place tonight.

      “Anywhere but that place,” I muttered under my breath, swallowing hard as everyone turned and looked at me.

      “You love their food. At least you used to until you got spoiled over at Illusions.” Dylan chuckled, looking over at me.

      “Yeah, isn’t that the place you’d wanted to go to the other night?” Colton questioned.

      Everyone turned and looked at me, and it was then I realized they’d heard me.

      “Well, I’ve ah, heard through the grapevine their food’s gone way downhill. What about The Rusty Anchor?” I said, proud of my quick thinking.

      “The Rusty Anchor?” Both Lucas and Dylan said in unison.

      It hadn’t been the greatest choice off the top of my head. The Rusty Anchor was fan central for us. They were one of the only pubs in town that prided themselves on being Dominator Central for fans. We’d done our best to avoid the place, unless we were forced to make a public appearance. That was why we always went to Illusions when we went out. Not that we went out a lot, but when we did, we liked to remain somewhat anonymous. Illusions gave us that opportunity.

      I nodded, praying that if they agreed that tonight no one would recognize us. That was why Illusions was great. We had access to the private rooms, where we could kick back and hang out without worry, but until renovations were done, we’d have to settle with what options we had.

      “You’re so fucking lucky Knox isn’t here right now,” Dylan said, slipping his hat on backwards.

      “I know.” I chuckled.

      Knox hated attention, as we all did, and I knew there would be no way he’d ever set foot in there, unless perhaps Lorelai was stuck inside and the building was on fire, but I severely had my doubts he’d go in there even at that point. If he were here, we’d be having food at The Tilted Flask, and I’d have to hide the fact that I’d been there only two nights earlier with his sister.

      “I don’t give a shit where we go, as long as they have food,” Colton added, grabbing his jacket and throwing on his hat. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Luck was on our side tonight, or I guess I should say mine, because the bar was practically empty. We sat in a booth in the back, a half-eaten tray of nachos in the centre of the table when a tray of wings and a pepperoni and mushroom pizza were placed down in front of us.

      “Fabulous,” Colton said, grabbing a slice of pizza and holding up his glass, asking for another beer.

      “Anyone else want another?” the server questioned, smiling.

      The rest of us nodded, and just as we were about to dig into the pizza, she cleared her throat and looked at me, an unsettled look on her face.

      “I hate to ask, but would it be possible to get a picture of you guys? I mean, for the wall, of course. Our patrons will die knowing you were here, and they’ll never believe me without proof,” she nervously asked as she pulled her phone from her apron.

      I glanced over at the rest of the guys and saw a slight nod from them.

      “Sure thing,” I answered. “As long as you won’t post the picture on social media now or ever.”

      “Oh no, I wouldn’t do that. We, um, we’ve been told by the owner if ever any of the players from the team were to come in here and we did anything like that we’d lose our job.”

      “We don’t want that now, do we?” I said, winking in her direction, feeling a lot better knowing we would not get mobbed.

      The five of us posed for the picture and then dug into the food in front of us while she went and got us more drinks.

      “Knox is missing out,” Lucas said, adding some nachos to the top of his pizza.

      I shook my head as I watched him take a bite of the odd combination, nachos falling all over his shirt.

      “Where is he, anyway? Wedding planning?” I questioned.

      “Nope. Aurora and Ella are working with Lorelai tonight on some things while Knox takes Peyton back to the airport,” Dylan answered.

      The second Dylan said Peyton’s name, the beer in my mouth hit the back of my throat, causing me to choke.

      “You alright?” Dylan questioned, looking at me with a worried expression as I continued to cough.

      “Yeah,” I finally said, clearing my throat. “Beer hit the back of my throat, I guess.”

      “As long as you’re good.”

      “Fine,” I added, taking another drink.

      “Anyway, that’s why Knox didn’t hang around after practice. He had to take Peyton back to the airport. I guess he didn’t want to take her. He mentioned to me he’s sure he caught her in a lie this weekend.”

      “Oh?” I questioned, wanting to know a little more information before I panicked.

      “Yeah, I guess it was the morning he ran into her in the lobby of your building.”

      “Oh yes, I ran into them there as well. Knox was there for that skin care rep, and apparently, she’d spent the night with an old girlfriend.”

      “Yeah, well, Knox say’s it’s bullshit. He’s sure she was there with some guy and he as much as told her that. He also told her that until she told him the truth, he wouldn’t take her to the airport. I guess they had another major blowout before practice, hence his shitty mood. I guess it was a mess. Then their mother got involved and basically forced Knox to take her.”

      “So, then his mother left as well?” I questioned.

      “No, just Peyton. His mother is staying for a bit, helping Lorelai with some things for the wedding.”

      My mind flew to Peyton and the memory of Saturday night while the guys sat there listening to Dylan. She’d acted odd when she left me after running into her brother, which I guess, given the circumstances, I couldn’t blame. I’d figured she’d mellow out once she got home, but from the sounds of things, it hadn’t gone that way.

      It had been a mindless mistake on my part, going after her once she left. I’d forgotten that Knox was supposed to be there for breakfast with that rep. All I’d wanted to do was talk to her, make sure things were okay. I was certain she was going to have difficulty dealing with what happened between us, and I wanted her to know I was there for her, which was why I’d given her my number.

      I’d played it as cool as I could with Knox standing there, even though I knew my cocky side was coming out every time I looked at her. I’d been lucky not to have given anything away. I probably wouldn’t look as good as I did right now if he picked up on anything, but he’d been preoccupied with his upcoming meeting.

      She looked so stressed, so uncomfortable as she fumbled with her story about why she’d been in my building. Those full cheeks of hers were so flushed I couldn’t help but want to take her right back upstairs and make another set of her cheeks match. I could only imagine how wildly her heart was beating as she looked up at her brother, praying he bought her story. It was probably beating just as quickly as it had the night before while she’d been bent over in front of me as I ran my finger over that tight little hole and confessed I wanted to take that part of her as well.

      Once Knox rushed off, I followed her outside, hoping to speak to her. I really wanted to apologize for allowing anything to go on between us, even though deep down I’d loved every single minute of it. I may have loved it, but I’d slipped again, but before I could talk to her, she rushed off.

      “What about you?” Lucas questioned, looking me straight in the eye.

      “Huh?”

      “Are you sitting at this table? Jesus, what are your plans for summer?” Lucas asked, clearly annoyed with me. “We’ve only been talking about it for the last half hour.”

      “Haven’t given it a lot of thought, to be honest. Since I don’t have any family, I guess I’ll go wherever you asses invite me, otherwise I’ll be spending most nights by myself until practice starts up.” I shrugged.

      Colton and Levi both looked my way, questions about my comment on their lips, but before they could ask, I stopped them both.

      “Story for another time, guys,” I added, grabbing another slice of pizza.

      “Fair enough. We don’t want to pry,” Levi added, and Colton agreed.

      “It wouldn’t be prying…Clay will tell you when he is ready,” Dylan added.

      My personal life had been kept out of the public, thanks to Pamela and her team. I knew it was one aspect of my life that most everyone was curious about, but it was also something I hated sharing, and for good reason. Lucas, Dylan and Knox knew, as did Phil, Lorelai’s brother, but I’d sworn them all to secrecy, and so far, they’d all kept their word—something I was grateful for.

      It was weird sitting here with the two new guys, but it was fitting. Everything else felt off, so it was a perfect time for them to join us. I’d need new guys to hang around once Knox found out what had happened between his sister and me. It would only be a matter of time.

      We continued eating, and soon, the five of us were all discussing our upcoming game and what our chances were that we’d make the playoffs this year. It was a welcome distraction from everything else.
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      Peyton

      

      The cab pulled up in front of the townhouse I shared with my mother. I pulled some money from my purse from the money Knox had given me when he’d dropped me off and I paid the cab driver. Thanking him, I carried my bags up to the door and let myself into the dark house.

      It was weird being here without Mom. She’d decided to stay in Vancouver with Knox and Lorelai for a while. Well, they’d insisted she stay, just like they had with me. I’d fought them though because I had to work, but I was glad Mom had stayed. The last thing I wanted was for her to come back here and get involved with William again, especially right now. I figured he’d be hanging around waiting for her like some bird of prey, and it honestly surprised me I didn’t find him camped out in the driveway waiting for her return.

      I grabbed the mail as I entered the house, flipped the lights on, and slipped out of my coat. I locked the front door and then glanced down the hall toward the dark kitchen. The house was so quiet, something I didn’t normally think about when Mom was here.

      I grabbed the mail from where I’d placed it while hanging up my coat and went into the kitchen, flipping the lights on there. I grabbed a mug and teabag from the cupboard and turned the kettle on. While I waited for it to boil, I flipped through the mail, separating everything into piles.

      Once I’d gone through everything, I saw I had three letters, Mom had five bills, and then there was a pile of what I’d deemed garbage mail that sat higher than them all. Each envelope in the junk mail pile had Mom’s name written on the outside, all in William’s handwriting.

      I quickly opened the cupboard where we kept the garbage bin and deposited the pile of envelopes and all their contents into the bin without opening one of them just in time for the kettle to boil.

      After pouring my tea, I carried my mug into the living room, turned the TV on, and then started tidying up the room. We’d left in such a hurry the night Knox arrived, that we’d not had time to straighten up. I folded the blankets that were on the couch and started neatly stacking them on the end when I heard a knock on the door.

      Irritation flooded me. I didn’t feel like visitors. I took a sip of tea before heading to the door. I was certain it would be William. So sure, I’d have put money on it. It appeared he’d been by every day we’d been gone to drop off an envelope, and now that the lights were on inside the place, he’d knock instead.

      Without checking to see who it was, I opened the door and was about to tell him to get lost when I looked up and saw Tor standing there, leaning against the house wearing his dirty, worn, and ripped leather jacket and his usual dirty jeans. It appeared he hadn’t even showered in a couple of days. His hair was such a mess. As I looked at him, I wondered what the hell had I ever seen in him?

      “Tor? What are you⁠—”

      “We need to talk,” he said, not giving me a chance to finish.

      “We have nothing to talk about,” I said, shutting the door, but before I could, he stopped it with his hand.

      I tried to shove it closed, but he overpowered me like always and pushed his way into the house, first looking into the living room to see if anyone was here with me, then glancing down the hall to the kitchen.

      “You here alone?” he asked.

      Without thinking, I nodded. “What do you want?” I questioned, crossing my arms in front of my chest.

      “Where the hell have you been?” he demanded.

      It was at that moment, right there, the tone of his voice, his body language, that things changed for me. Well, perhaps it was Saturday night as I sat in the bar talking with Clay, and after we’d left, that had changed things. Regardless, until that point, the way Tor treated me had been fine. Now it wasn’t. I couldn’t believe that only a couple of months ago, I’d practically run back into Tor’s arms on his stupid, empty promises.

      When I’d returned the last time, we’d worked things out, I’d talked to him about the cheating, his abusive words, and how things needed to change. I’d talked to him about not being able to support his drug habit anymore, and he’d promised me he’d change. So, I decided that I’d give him a second chance to see where our relationship could lead.

      Of course, he’d treated me no differently than he ever had. Demanding to know where I was every moment of every day, dragging me deeper into trouble with his actions, and dragging me deeper into believing how he treated me was how I was supposed to be treated.

      Also, in true Tor fashion, he’d done nothing but cheat and cheat again, each time making me feel like some object that didn’t have a choice in the matter.

      I’d always chose the troubled men, and it seemed to follow me everywhere I went, even to Vancouver. That was what I learned that night in The Tilted Flask. In my mind, there was nothing wrong with him or the way he was treating me at first, until Clay pointed out the obvious. I was now beginning to wonder if maybe I wasn’t the problem here, and because that kind of treatment was what I knew, it was what I was comfortable around.

      That night in Vancouver, the guy who’d hit on me had made me feel so uncomfortable and dirty. He’d been whispering all the things he’d do to me if I’d let him, and if I hadn’t recognized Clay at the bar, and he hadn’t come over to see if I was okay… I shuddered to think about what would have happened.

      “Are you going to answer me or just stand there with that stupid look on your face?” Tor demanded.

      “Does it really matter where I’ve been?” I questioned, keeping my back straight.

      “If it didn’t matter, I would ask. Now where the fuck were you?”

      I could see the anger in his eyes, but for the first time, I wasn’t afraid. After watching my mother with William, and now seeing Tor’s reaction, I knew they were the same, and that in a matter of weeks I could be in the same situation as my mother if I didn’t take control of the situation now. If that type of relationship wasn’t okay for her, then why was I settling for it?

      “I went away for a bit.” I shrugged, determined not to be afraid of him any longer.

      “You went away for a bit,” he mimicked, his steely grey eyes piercing into me.

      “Yes, Mom and I went to Vancouver to visit Knox.”

      “Ah, yes, your rich hockey player, brother. Get any money?” he questioned.

      I’d made the mistake the last time of telling Tor about the money Knox had given me to get myself settled in school once they’d reinstated me. Instead of taking that money he’d given and getting the books I needed for my return to school, I’d made the mistake of telling Tor and he’d convinced me to give it to him. He’d spent every dime on alcohol and drugs, which had forced me to lie to my brother again. Instead, I’d had to scrape up some money from my part-time job and bought one textbook instead. For the rest of my courses, I used outdated books that I’d been able to get in the library.

      “No money,” I said, eyeing my purse that lay on the hall table.

      His eyes followed mine and landed on my bag, which he immediately walked over to and picked up. He looked from me to the purse and smiled.

      My heart raced as he opened the zipper and pulled out my wallet where I’d left the five grand Knox had given me to pay up our rent for at least another month, and to take care of the overdue bills we had. I was supposed to get some food, and then the rest was to be put in the bank.

      I reached out to take my wallet from him, but he raised it above his head out of my reach.

      “You lying to me?” he questioned, staring down into my face.

      I swallowed hard, feeling intimidated. “No, I-I’m not,” I stuttered.

      “Then you won’t care if I open it and look inside,” he said, bringing my wallet down, watching me as he opened the zipper.

      I closed my eyes, knowing full well the first thing he was going to see was the money Knox had given me and, sure enough, he stopped, his eyes meeting mine with anger.

      “Didn’t give you money? It sure looks like big brother gave you money to me,” he said, pulling out the stack of bills then dropping my wallet to the floor. He fanned the crisp bills out in his hand.

      “Tor, give it back to me,” I said, raising my voice.

      He stood there, looking down at the bills in his hand and shaking his head. “There has to be close to three grand here.”

      “Five,” I said, trying to grab the money again, almost succeeding.

      “Sweet!” he said, folding the bills and shoving them deep into his pocket.

      “Tor, I need that money.”

      “So do I, sweet cheeks, so do I,” he said, pushing his way into the kitchen.

      I followed him, my stomach rolling at the fact he had just taken the money from me. “We need to talk, Tor,” I said, “I need that money. It’s to pay rent and bills.”

      “Guess what? I have rent and bills that need to be paid as well. I’ve also got to pay Jimmy, or otherwise your boyfriend will have no teeth and two black eyes.”

      Anger flooded me. “You aren’t my boyfriend,” I said, crossing my arms once again in front of me, hoping that it would comfort me enough to stop shaking.

      Tor opened the fridge, grabbing a can of cola. He turned to me and met my eyes, cracking open the can, and took a long swig. “Fuck you, I’m not.”

      I could feel my insides shake. Anxiety, worry, and fear built inside of me as he studied me, making me feel like I could be sick.

      “You’re not. When I came back the last time, we agreed to see how things worked out. You committed to me. You told me you were finished messing around and wanted something serious. You’ve done the exact opposite, so I’m ending it. We’re finished. You’ve had your chance.”

      “Pumpkin, I certainly didn’t commit to any of that.”

      “You did too,” I cried.

      “I didn’t. Perhaps I was drunk or high, one of the two, when I did it then.” He chuckled, then took another swig, emptying the can of cola.

      I stared at him, anger flowing through me at an alarming rate. “You need to leave, and you need to leave now. First, you’re giving me the money back.”

      I was clenching my teeth so hard I thought they were going to crack.

      “Fuck that I do. Nope, the cash stays right where it is,” he said, smiling smugly as he patted his front pocket.

      “Get out. I’m not dealing with your bullshit anymore. You’ve stepped out on me many times. I deserve more than this,” I said, standing my ground for what was the first time in my life.

      “I’ll get out when I’m damn good and ready,” he said, opening the freezer and pulling out a frozen dinner. He was about to open the box when I screamed.

      “GET OUT NOW!”

      I screamed so loud he dropped the dinner to the floor, and when he spun around, I could see the shock in his eyes, which was quickly replaced with anger.

      “Don’t you ever raise your voice to me,” he said, taking a step toward me, a crazed look in his eyes.

      God, I wished I’d kept my word to my brother the last time I’d returned. I should have dumped him then, but in my own true fashion, because I hadn’t, things were once again way out of control. I reached for the phone and held the receiver up to my ear.

      “What you going to do, call your big hockey player brother?” Tor said, pretending to shake.

      “The police, Tor, I’m calling the police, unless you get the hell out.”

      “Go ahead, call ‘em. When they get here, they’ll charge your ass for making a phony phone call,” he said, moving toward the back door. “Don’t call me when you need something. And I’m taking the money,” he added, opening the back door.

      “Take the money, go ahead!” I screamed. “Just get out.”

      The back door slammed so hard the glass rattled. I stood there, staring after him, and then I finally ran to the door, locking it and pulling the blind, then I ran to the front door and locked it as well.

      Once I knew I was safe, I slid down the door and collapsed on the floor, my body shaking at what had just happened. I pulled my legs up to my chest and wrapped my arms around them, dropping my head to my knees, sobbing. I’d never thought I’d have it in me to stand up for myself, but I’d done it.

      Sobs racked my body as I sat there, then fear crept into me. Knox had been right. I did not know how to protect myself. What if he came back? With Mom gone, and no idea of when she was going to return, I was alone here. Without the money Knox had given me, I had no way to pay the rent or the past due bills, so we’d be homeless soon.

      Soon, Tor wouldn’t be my biggest problem. William would be my next problem. That, and needing to find a new place for us. All of that combined with explaining to my brother what had happened to the money he’d given me. I felt sick.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two Weeks Later

      

      I placed the frozen dinner in the microwave and set the timer, then pulled a soda from the fridge and was about to sit down at the table when I heard a knock on the door. I glanced down the hallway to see if I could make out who it was. All I could see was a dark figure in the window.

      I took a deep breath and made my way down the hall, praying it wasn’t Tor. I didn’t need a repeat of what had happened.

      I pulled the door open to see William standing there. My heart sank as he leaned against the doorframe, a creepy smile on his face. I’d purposely been avoiding contacting him because I didn’t have the money to pay him.

      “Well, well, well. It’s about time. You realize you guys are almost three weeks behind on your rent?” he said, pushing his way into the house.

      The fact I’d been able to avoid him since I’d been back had been the only good thing that had happened since I’d returned. I’d ignored the phone calls and the text messages from his office and kept the lights off at night in case he’d driven by. It was only when he’d messaged my mother that I’d received a call from her, wondering why I hadn’t already paid our rent with the money Knox had given me. In a panic, I’d made up something about working a lot and told her not to worry, that I’d take care of it.

      “I know, William. Mom isn’t here.”

      “Yep, I know. She’s up there with that son of hers, the one who’s got an immense surprise coming to him once my partner at the firm finishes drafting up the letter, I’m having him write.”

      I swallowed hard, knowing William wasn’t lying. If he was anything at all, he was a snake in the grass, and when he figured he might be able to get money from someone, he’d do whatever it took to make sure it paid off. Unlucky for him, Knox had already had a meeting with his lawyers and William was the one with the surprise coming.

      “Regardless of where your mother is, your rent is still due there, sweet cheeks.”

      My skin crawled each time he called me that.

      “Yes, and I’ve got the money, but it’s at the bank. I’ll have to see if I can get there before the weekend.” I shrugged.

      He looked me in the eye, then shook his head.

      “Enough of the games, Peyton. Give me my money,” he said, taking a step closer to me.

      “I told you; I’ll get it.”

      “Then while you’re there, get next month’s too. I’ll be back on Friday to collect.”

      “Saturday,” I answered just as he turned around to leave.

      He stopped, glanced over his shoulder at me, and chuckled. “You think I’m playing games? I’ll have the two of you booted out of here.”

      “I know you aren’t playing, William. I’ll have it on Saturday. I promise.”

      “Saturday, nine in the morning. Not a minute later,” he said, and then turned and left the house, slamming the door behind him.

      I stood there, tears filling my eyes until the entire room was blurry. My stomach rolled. Maybe I should just be like Mom, I thought. We talked the other night. She’d expressed an interest in changing her life and had wanted me to consider the same. She told me, for now, only to pay one month’s rent, and by that time she’d have her answer whether she was going to move to Vancouver to be closer to Lorelai and Knox or return to Vermont. Maybe, just maybe, I should do the same, I thought and made my way back to the kitchen just in time for the microwave to go off.
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