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Previously in Puck & Pen

Welcome to the fourth installment of the Puck & Pen Series! Just a reminder of what’s happened in the story so far, as this series is best read in order.

In Light the Lamp, Pietr and Harper met and shared a first kiss in the bathroom of the Mounting Bison. Since then, they’ve fallen harder in love than either thought possible. Things got complicated after Pietr came out as pansexual on an Instagram post at Christmas, leading to an accident on the ice that put him out of commission for a month. During his recovery, Pietr introduced Harper to his best friend (and former Friend-with-benefits), Isaac Parker. The book ends with Pietr and Harper having a discussion about opening their relationship, specifically to include Isaac, after a fun threesome experience.

In On the Power Play, our main couple spent time in LA during summer break to solidify their relationship and expectations with their new shared boyfriend. Harper also gets propositioned by Misha Levin, a former Minnesota Northern Light and current Edmonton Roughneck player. Misha has some secrets and insecurities of his own –including his marriage to his best friend, Cecil Spitz. But their jobs and homophobia within Cecil’s team has put stress on their relationship. At the end of the summer, Misha and Cecil visit Pietr & Harper at their new summer home in Wisconsin for a taste of what an open relationship could be like. Once the season starts, it’s back to business and for Harper, that means making friends with the WAGs or “Wives and Girlfriends” of the other Osprey players. It’s rough, but by the end she is finding it easier to deal with some of the wives over others. Pietr and Harper conclude the second book by going together to get inadvertently similar tattoos; lilac sprigs with appropriate queer flag accenting. 

In Top Shelf Biscuit, Harper and Isaac spend some time together in Wisconsin. This culminates in telling Harper and Pietr’s parents that the trio are in a relationship together. While Anya and Yuri are unfazed, Val in particular is not thrilled with the development. They are even more disappointed when the couple have a quickie marriage ceremony at the Mounting Bison. Meanwhile, Pietr’s teammate, Gregor, has developed a crush on Isaac. During an evening out, after an afternoon of voyeurism, Isaac agrees to go home with the man –only to have the night come to an abrupt and early end. Misha also humors Pietr’s interest in bondage play. A bonus short story further elaborated on what happened at Gregor’s place.

In Ripple the Mesh, Harper visited Misha in Edmonton. Busy schedules keep things moving after her return. Isaac visits, Harper visits the arena and meets the team’s dietician Georgina, and the book concludes with Harper and Isaac in Chicago at a convention where they meet Olympic medalist, Maggie Gravesen –a guest of the convention as a cosplayer. Maggie takes an interest in Harper, and for the first time: Pietr isn’t one hundred percent on board with Harper perusing an interest in someone. Mixed messages and poor communication leave a lot on the table, and Dirty Dangle picks up where we left off, just a few days later.

Author’s Note

A few reminders of what to be mindful of when reading Puck & Pen


	At this point, Harper’s pronouns are she/her, BUT may still appear as They/Them by people outside her everyday life. 

	None of these characters are representative any of queer identity as a whole. 

	There is spice beyond this page! This includes but is not limited to detailed open door or “on the bed” sex scenes, multiple sexual partners, voyeurism, use of toys/sexual aids, light bondage, and dirty talk.

	Other potential triggers: gaslighting, childhood trauma, judgmental parents/family, cussing, “coming out” experience, discussions of past physical and sexual assault (this is in Chapter One), and therapy sessions.
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Chapter One   
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Harper Wyatt stood outside the apartment that she shared with her husband, Pietr Ivanov. The last few days had been more stressful than she’d anticipated. For as much as she wanted to open the door and let him wrap her up in a hug, she was hesitating. He’d sent her a text that morning, before she made her way to the airport.

[PIETR] I’ll try to be home. We need to talk.

Most couples would take those four little words to mean something along the lines of “this is the end”, but Harper knew that wasn’t where their talk was going. Pietr loved her. More than she could possibly imagine, most days. And god, she fucking loved him.

The door chirped as she punched in the entry code. The door was heavy as she pulled her suitcase behind her into the foyer. She was relieved to hear music playing in the living room.

“Pietr?” She called.

He appeared in front of her, not saying anything as he wrapped her up in a tight hug.

“I’m so fucking sorry I ruined your weekend.” His voice was strangely strained.

“Are you crying?” She let go of her bag and suitcase to return the hug. “You didn’t ruin anything. Isaac and I had a good time together.”

“I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

“Baby, there’s nothing wrong with you.” She pressed her face into his hair. “You get to have feelings and opinions about who I sleep with. I signed on for that when we opened the relationship. I’m not mad or upset about not doing anything with Maggie...well...”

“Well?” He sniffled, leaning back to look at her. The corners of his eyes were wet.

“Full disclosure, we did kiss. Twice.”

He laughed. “I’m not going to get upset about some kissing.”

“Do you want to talk about this right away or can I take care of my bag?”

“It’s waited this long. It will wait another hour or so.”

She pressed her palms to his face, then dug her fingers into his beard for the soft scritching he liked. He let out a soft moan, leaning into her left palm.

“Fuck, that feels good.”

She smiled. She had to lean up on her tiptoes to kiss him. “I missed you.”

“I missed you too.”

“Let me clean out my bag and toss my laundry in the washer.”

“You could leave it for Maria,” he chided.

“I’m not going to ask Maria to wash this particular suitcase of laundry.”

“What difference does it make?” He picked up her backpack, following her to the laundry room.

“Isaac really liked the leggings I was wearing on Thursday.”

“The soft black ones?” He said. “With that purple tunic top. What about it?”

“You want to know?”

“Da.” His voice went a little growly. “What did he do to them?”

Harper swung the suitcase onto the counter next to the washer. She motioned to it. “Take a look for yourself.”

Pietr gave her a quizzical half smile. He handed over her backpack before carefully unzipping the suitcase. Harper set down the bag, moving to toss a laundry pod into the washer. Pietr began tossing items into the basin, until he found the black leggings she’d been wearing.

“Holy shit. Is that cum?”

“I said he liked them.”

“Fuck.” He threw the rest of the items into the washer before closing the lid. He turned, hoisting her on top of it. “You’ve never asked me to cum on you like that.”

“I didn’t ask him to do it, exactly.”

He hummed. “Isaac does enjoy his dry humping.”

Harper laughed. She wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing him softly.

“You had fun though? Even though I freaked out about Maggie?”

Harper brushed her fingers over his hair. “Sleeping with Maggie Gravesen would have been interesting. But I didn’t need to do that to have a fun weekend.”

“You looked good in the cosplay.”

“Yeah?”

“You should wear deep v-necks more often.” He hooked a finger into the collar of her T-shirt. “I like the easy access.”

She laughed. “Before we get too ahead of ourselves, you said we needed to have a talk.”

“Right.” His arms tightened around her again as he picked her back up from the washer and set her on her feet again. “Couch?”

“Wherever you feel most comfortable.”

He nodded. “Couch then.”

Harper reached over, tapping the start button on the washer. Then she followed Pietr back to the living room. He sat down on one end of the couch, turning toward the center. She did the same, giving him a little space. He seemed to be psyching himself up for something.

“Sunday morning, I talked to Dr. Balakin.”

“Did talking to her help?”

“Initially, I thought it hadn’t done a thing, but after a couple of hours I realized that it had. It was a relief to have shared something that I tried really, really hard to bury.”

“What’s that?”

“Oleg Alekhin.”

“Who?”

“The man, I told you about. The coach that...” His jaw tightened. “That did things to me.”

“Pietr, I’m so sorry about Isaac,” Harper said. “I thought he knew!”

“I’m not mad about Isaac asking questions,” he assured her. “But after talking to Dr. Balakin, there’s something I need you to know about that situation.”

“You can tell me anything.”

“He didn’t just use me for sex,” Pietr said. “He was abusive. He would hit me, slap me, push me around, hold me down. I thought I deserved it.”

“Pietr, no one deserves that.”

“I was a kid,” he reminded her. “I know that now. It wasn’t until later that I realized that wasn’t...normal. It wasn’t the same as the kinky sex in porn or whatever I had tried to justify it as. That he didn’t do those things to me because he thought they would make me a better player. He was hard on me as a coach, sure, but when we were alone, it wasn’t right. There was no negotiation, no consent, certainly no kind of aftercare. I didn’t learn about those things until later. Much later.” He pulled in a shaky breath. “I’m telling you this now because I am beginning to think that is why I’ve had these feelings about you being with Misha, in particular. Why it bothered me so much when he slapped you. Because I know what it’s like to get hit by someone who you think cares about you.”

“There’s a difference between what happened to you and a one-off incident I had. Misha does care about me.”

“I know that. I can see how much he cares about you. He is not shy about his affections.” Pietr assured her. “But for me, Oleg didn’t care. He didn’t care that he was hurting me. If I asked him to stop, he just hit harder.”

“Pietr...”

“Please don’t,” he shook his head. “I don’t want you to feel sorry for me or pity me or anything like that. It happened a long time ago. I thought I could box it up and shove all those memories so deep down inside that they’d just disappear. Then I met you. And...” he sniffled again, sucking in a breath, “and I don’t want anyone to ever hurt you that way. When you ask me to let go, to do things to you that I know will cause you pain –even if that pain is also pleasure, part of my brain thinks about what it was like, being treated like that by him.”

“I’m sorry. I...didn’t know.”

“How could you have?”

“Pietr, you never have to do anything that you don’t want to do. When I ask you to go harder, that doesn’t mean I want you to hurt me,” she said. “I trust you and I know that you’ll stop if I ask you to stop. Just like, if I push you too hard, you can ask me to stop. The safe word works both ways.”

He nodded. “You’re right, it does. I guess I never thought about it that way. It was more about protecting you.”

“I love you so much, but you have to stop thinking in terms of protecting me. I’m an adult. I make my own decisions, and sometimes those decisions are going to hurt me. Physically or emotionally. You can’t save me from every hurt.”

“I know.”

Harper shifted closer to him, reaching out to touch his knee. “Thank you for telling me.” She squeezed lightly. “Talking to Dr. Balakin helped then?”

“Da. I think I’m going to try to keep seeing her. On my own. Although, you’re welcome to join me if you want.”

Harper considered that for a moment before shrugging. “Honestly, I feel okay. You had me worried this weekend, and we still need to talk about how we’re going to handle our relationship structure, but I’m genuinely happy right now. I have you, which is the most important thing to me. As long as you’re okay with continuing our relationship with Isaac, and letting me be with Misha.... I don’t need anyone else. You’re all already a handful.”

“You’re not upset that you didn’t get to have that experience?”

“There will be other opportunities,” she said. “When it comes to Maggie, who I do really like, there’s time before I see her again.”

“You’re seeing her again?”

“She’s going to be at the Minneapolis conventions that Isaac and I are going to.”

“So you have a second shot?”

“Pietr, if you don’t want me to—”

“I want you to.” Pietr took her hands in his. “I was comfortable with Isaac and Misha, because I know them. I know that I can trust them. With this Maggie, I don’t know her.”

“How do we fix that?”

“I think, if we want to be with people, they either need to be vetted by someone in our circle of friends who does know them.”

“That’s pretty limiting.”

“Or,” he continued, “we have to be able to talk to them. Text, phone call, video chat. Whatever. I need to be able to see their face and ask questions.”

“Like what?”

“Like...what their intentions are. If you’ve discussed consent. If they understand our rules.”

“That seems fair.” Harper nodded. “Anything else?”

“A few people have mentioned...looking at each other’s phones. Whenever.”

“You want to look at my phone? That’s going to be exceedingly boring. I mostly text you, Isaac, and Misha.”

“I know.”

“Pietr, you can look at my phone any time you want. I have nothing to hide from you. ...Are you hiding things from me?”

“Of course not.”

“Then it seems like a non-issue.”

“Right. So,” he cleared his throat, “in regard to Maggie then, and if we want to try these new rules, Gregor has vouched for her. I’m sure Isaac has gotten to know her well?”

“Well enough,” she agreed. “They’re talking about having her on the stream sometime this summer.”

“Then, and I mean it, I am okay if you have sex with her. If you want to. The next time you see her.”

“Really?”

“Da. For the record, while I had a hard time with the initial ask, after talking to Gregor and the other guys, I really was okay with you doing it after our second conversation on Thursday. You could have and I would not have been upset.”

“Noted.”

“Another thing, to think about,” he continued, “if there is a person who can’t be vetted and is open to it, I would rather we did something together than alone. Even if they prefer I just watch rather than participate.” He shrugged. “You know I like that.”

She nodded. “I understand.”

“Otherwise,” he stated, “I am not looking for other partners. At all. I have you and Isaac and I’m more than happy. When Misha visits, or even if we spend time with him and Cecil, I like doing that too, but I don’t want another partner.”

“I’m not looking for another partner either. I just...”

“You wanted to try something new,” he said. “I get that. You should. I get everything I need from our existing dynamic. That doesn’t mean you have to as well.”

Harper moved into Pietr’s lap. “I love you.”

“I know.” A smirk tugged at his lips. “I love you too, Harper darling.”

She let out a soft moan as she kissed him. His arms wrapped around her waist, pulling her tight to him.

“I haven’t seen you in three days.” Her breath was warm against his lips. “Show me how much you missed me?”

“Da,” he groaned. “Can I make a mess of these leggings like you let Isaac?”

“I’d rather you came inside me.”

He growled, tipping her back onto the couch and covering her. “Oh baby, I will fill you up so good...”

Harper laughed as he peppered her face with kisses.
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Chapter Two   
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“Is Pietr okay? I’m concerned about this erratic back-and-forth.”

Misha’s voice was warm in Harper’s ear. She was sitting on a stool at the kitchen island the next morning. Pietr had left for the arena and she’d been finishing breakfast when he called.

“He’s fine,” she assured him. “Without going into things that are not mine to share, he’s dealing with some things. I know he asked you and Isaac to pull back on the sex.”

“And then he texted to tell us to forget it and that he was a selfish asshole. So...which is it? Do we get to fuck around when I see you next month or no?”

“Misha,” she chided, “why are you mad?”

He sighed. “I am not mad. I am just a tiny bit frustrated because your husband doesn’t seem to have his shit together all of a sudden.”

“Misha...”

“It’s not about Pietr. Or you. I am just so fucking tired of...everything. Just fucking everything.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“It’s the same old shit,” he replied. “Cecil’s team just traded for Owen Jackson.”

“I met him at the NHL Awards. He’s gay. Openly gay.”

“Yeah, he is. And a couple of guys are being assholes.”

“That’s highly unprofessional.”

“Cecil is afraid to speak up, so he’s watching them rip on this guy. They’re nice to his face of course. They play the game. But when he’s not around, it’s all calling him a fag and making jokes about whether he’s a top or a bottom. Like that fucking matters.”

“I’m sorry.”

“He needs out and there is nothing we can do to make it happen.”

“He needs out or that team need some inclusivity training?”

“That too.”

“Have you managed to spend any time together lately?” She asked.

“A little, but not much,” he said. He let out a sigh, his tone softening. “I’m just feeling lonely. And disconnected.”

“I know but you’re coming to see me soon. I talked to Helen and she gave me other tattoo artists we could check out on our trip. Do you have some ideas? I can start making connections.”

He laughed. “Yes. I’ll e-mail them to you.”

“Good. And how are things going with the team? Things are better with Radley?”

“He is slightly less insufferable.”

Harper laughed. “Only slightly?”

“He’s been a decent friend. When he can stop running his mouth and asking inappropriate questions.”

“Oh god. He’s doing that even when I’m not around?”

“He asked if my cock size was natural or if I took pills for it.”

Harper snorted. “He did not!”

“He did. Then he asked if you had trouble taking it –didn’t it hurt?”

“Hoo boy.”

“I might have informed him that you’re basically a gushing river of pussy juice.”

“You did not!”

“Hey, you ask invasive questions you get intrusive answers.”

“Misha.”

“I did,” he informed her, “but if it helps, I believe he has now reached a limit of information he can handle and recognizes it.”

She laughed in spite of herself.

“Tell me about the convention. I saw some of the pictures of you in that cosplay. Did you have a good time with Maggie?”

“I didn’t sleep with Maggie,” she informed him.

“What? Why?”

“Long story, but it’s okay.”

“You made a new friend then?”

“Yes.”

“Nothing happened? At all?”

“We kissed. Twice.”

“Was it nice?”

She laughed again. “Yes. It was nice.”

“I want to hear all about it, but I have to get on the ice. I only called to hear your voice and to check on Pietr.”

“I get it. I missed our phone call Sunday, being at the convention.”

“It’s okay. I miss you.”

“I miss you too. But we’ll see each other soon.”

“Yes and we will spend as much time together as we can. I’m looking forward to it.”

“Me too. Go have a good practice. Text me later.”

“I will. Have a good day.”

“You too. Bye.”

Harper hung up, setting her phone back down on the counter. She cleaned up her breakfast dishes before making her way into the guest bedroom and her laptop. She hadn’t touched her manuscript in four days, though she had brought her laptop with her. Too many distractions. And this book wasn’t coming as easily as the last one.

By the time she finally took a break for lunch, she had written a grand total of 237 words. Which considering her daily average was closer to somewhere around 5000, was dismal. Rather than scrounging something out of the kitchen, she decided to call Tanner.

“Tanner, I’m in a rut and I need food.”

“Sorry hun.” Tanner’s voice was far away from the phone, meaning he’d put her on speaker. “I’m up to my eyeballs in spreadsheets right now. It’s going to be at least another hour before I can sneak off for a quick cookie in the break room.”

“Your kitchen is your breakroom now?”

“I’m at the office today,” he said. “It’s a fucking nightmare. I swear, if Lorraine doesn’t put a lid on her cheesy broccoli hot dish, I’m going to rip her a new one.”

“Right. Maybe dinner later this week then? The guys are out of town over the weekend.”

“I’d love to. Video games and tacos on Saturday? Maybe at Bex and Tobey’s? We can be the good Auntie and Uncle that we’ve been real shit at since getting married?”

She laughed. “Yeah, you’re right. I’ll call Bex and see if it works. She should be taking her lunch break now too.”

“Sounds good. Love you, Bestie.”

“Love you. Later.”

Harper hung up with Tobey, beginning to look through the cupboards. She dialed up her other best friend instead.

“Hey Harp,” Bex answered after two rings. “What’s up?”

“Tan and I are thinking about getting together for food and video games on Saturday. We thought maybe doing something at yours with you, Tobes, and the kids would be fun? It’s been awhile.”

“Just us or are your hubbies coming with?”

Harper frowned, not sure what to make of Bex’s tone. “Kinley and Pietr are out of town for a couple of away games,” she said. “So just us.”

“All right.”

“Is something wrong?”

“No, of course not.” Bex paused. “Oh! I don’t have an issue if they’d be joining. I just mentally started calculating food. What were you thinking? Pizza?”

“Tacos,” Harper said. “But pizza could be good too.”

“No, no, tacos are doable.”

“Beef or chicken?”

“The kids will only eat beef right now,” Bex said.

“Okay. I’ll make up the beef in the crockpot to bring over. You grab the toppings. Tan can be in charge of tortillas and chips.”

“Sounds good,” Bex said. “Come over around eleven?”

“Excellent.”

There was a beat of silence before Bex cleared her throat. “So, how are things going lately? I haven’t really talked to you since you asked for that recommendation. Did you two have an appointment with Deidre?”

“We did,” Harper said. “I think it was okay. Pietr is going to continue seeing her.”

“Just Pietr? Not you? Or together.”

“Is that your subtle way of saying you think I should?”

“If you don’t want to see the same therapist as your husband, I get it. I know a lot of therapists,” Bex said. “I do think that you could use someone to talk to. About stuff.”

“What stuff?”

“Harper, you’re one of my best friends and I love you. But...you have to admit, you know that jumping into this relationship with Pietr, moving in, getting married, all of it, was really fast. Your last relationship was so long ago, and over so quickly. Then you locked yourself up for—”

“Bex, I’m fine.”

“I know you think you are, but—”

“I think I’d know if I wasn’t.”

Bex was quiet again. “I don’t want to fight with you. I’m not going to tell you what to do. I just worry about you.”

“I’m not a kid.”

“I know you’re not. I’m so glad you found someone who makes you happy. You are happy, right?”

“Of course I am.”

“Okay.” Bex sighed. “Then, I won’t push. But, if you need to talk –to a professional, you know I can help you find somebody. Or Deidre can.”

“I know you mean well, Bex.”

“So...Saturday at eleven,” Bex switched back to the original conversation. “I’ll check with my Mom and see if she can watch the kids so we can go out for a beer afterwards?”

“That would be great. If she’s not available, we can put the kids to bed early or stick ‘em in front of the TV and drink in the kitchen.”

Bex laughed. “You’re always good with a compromise.”

“I know. See you Saturday. Have a good rest of your day.”

“You too. Later.”

Harper tossed the phone down on the counter and glared at the open cupboard. There was nothing she wanted, but the grumble in her stomach said she had to find something. She pushed aside a container of protein powder to pull out a hidden box of Pop Tarts. The foil crinkled as she ripped it open, not bothering with the toaster. She grabbed a coke out of the fridge and went back to her keyboard.
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Chapter Three   
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“Hey Harp, you okay?” Isaac had turned off the stream and it was just the two of them on the screen. “You weren’t very, ah, spirited today.”

Harper shrugged. “I’m fine.”

“Did you and Pietr have your talk? Do I need to know anything?”

“We did, but no changes that affect you.”

“Yeah? Can you tell me anyway?”

“Anyone we want to sleep with has to be vetted by a friend, or talk to the other partner on the phone. And, if they can’t be vetted, and are open to it, he’d prefer if we did it together.”

“That seems fair.”

“I think we agreed we could look at each other’s phones too. I’m less clear on that one. It’s not like I hide anything on it anyway.”

“You still seem off.”

She shook her head. “I’m having issues with my book. And Bex tried not to get into an argument with me today.”

“About what?”

“She thinks she knows me better than I know myself.”

“Ah. Is this a girl bestie problem? –That sounds sexist.”

“I know what you mean. And I don’t know if it’s that or a side effect of having a therapist for a friend.”

“Got it.”

“When are you coming back?”

“My plane will be in on Wednesday next week,” he said. “Event is on Friday night?”

“Yes.”

“Are you ready for it?”

“I have a new dress and everything.”

“A dress?”

She nodded.

“I can’t wait to see it,” he said.

“It’s basic and black,” she said. “I don’t think it looks very good on me, but three of us in suits would be a bit much.”

“Harper, baby, you should wear whatever you feel most comfortable in.”

She shook her head. “I recognize that I have expectations to meet. It’s one evening. Plus, you and Pietr will be there with me. That’s the important part.”

“Right. I miss you.”

“It’s only been a day,” she laughed.

“I know.” He smiled. “What do you want to play on Thursday? Something new?”

“Surprise me,” she said. “Or ask Opie and Hammer what they want to play.”

“Ah, no this Thursday we’re playing with Brenda and Symone,” he reminded her. “Tanner’s POPs segment went so well, that they agreed to play.”

“Awesome. Looking forward to meeting them. They should definitely get a pick on what we play then.”

“I’ll shoot over a text message.”

“I gotta go, Isaac. I need to try and get more writing done today. It’s been real shit going.”

“Okay. I love you.”

“Love you too. Talk to you later.”

Isaac waved before cutting the connection.

Harper closed the computer lid, slumping to her side on the couch. She hadn’t lied. She did need to get back to the manuscript. At the same time though, she wasn’t feeling it. After their talk, the night before, followed by sex, then dinner, and their regular evening routine, Harper had gotten more time to think about what Pietr had told her the night before. She felt like shit for not asking for more questions. Trying to pull more of the story out of him. Comforting him.

She also didn’t want him to relive more of it than he had to. It was obviously difficult for him to think about. The tone in his voice as he’d pushed out the bits that he’d needed to share had been harder to hear than the words themselves.

“Fuck it.” She sat back up, flipping the laptop back open.

She had to try spelling the last name a few times before she finally got it right. Luckily, some of the articles that popped up were in English. Game information and placings. Quotes from the man himself, including a few about young Pietr’s performance as a player. What really bothered her was the photos. The guy looked...normal. Attractive, even. But a picture of him with his hand on Pietr’s shoulders, flanked by two other young men kneeling on the ice beside him, sent a chill up her. Pietr looked so young. Stoic. Not the happy-go-lucky man she’d fallen in love with. And the way that Alekhine’s hands rested on Pietr’s shoulders hit her as grossly possessive.

The articles about his charges and subsequent stay in prison were all in Russian. The translator add-on that she ran them through gave her the general overview of what had happened. A boy, sixteen, had come forward to his parents about Alekhine soliciting him in the showers. The man had denied the allegation, but when evidence from a surveillance camera had been submitted, it had been over. He’d committed suicide in prison, as Pietr had told her, while still waiting for sentencing.

Harper wasn’t sure why, but she went the extra mile of clear her browser history when she was done looking. It hadn’t helped and now she felt like she’d spied. The laptop clicked closed again and she got up to go into the kitchen. As had happened with lunch: she had no particular desire to eat anything it contained. but the Pop Tarts and coke earlier hadn’t been enough.

She was rummaging through the cupboards again when the front door tone sounded.

“What are you looking for, baby?” There was a thump as Pietr dropped his bag by the kitchen island. “Are you stress snacking? Because the chocolate is in the freezer.”

“I forgot about that,” she admitted. “No, I’m not stress snacking. I didn’t really eat lunch.”

“Why not?” He wrapped his arms around her waist. “There is plenty here.” His beard rubbed her cheek. “Have you left the apartment today?”

“No,” she admitted. “I called Tanner to see if he wanted to meet up, but he was too busy with work. We’re doing video games and tacos with Bex, Tobey, and the kids over the weekend instead.”

“That’s good –that you’re going to see your friends I mean.” He tightened his hold on her. “You want me to make something?”

“It’s too early for dinner. Wait,” she turned in his arms, looking up at him, “what are you doing home? I didn’t expect you for at least another hour.”

He shrugged. “I did everything I needed to do. I came home to you.” A smile tugged at his lips. “If you didn’t eat lunch, it’s not too early.”

“I had a package of Pop Tarts.”

“That is not lunch, lyubov moya,” he chided. “You seem tense. How was the stream today?”

“Stream went fine.”

“And your book?”

“The book is trash.”

“I see.” He kissed her forehead. “I promise, it is not.”

“It is. I can’t focus on it. I hate it.”

“Why do you hate it? You like the characters, yeah?”

“Of course. I’ve been plotting these two together for four books now.”

“Where is it going wrong? Maybe...skip to the good part.”

“I don’t know what the good part is.”

“Sex, baby.” He rubbed his nose to hers. “When in doubt, just fuck.”

She raised an eyebrow. “That seems like it might cause more problems than it solves.”

“Sometimes it’s not about solving a problem. It’s just about forgetting what you have going on for a short time. Should we test it out?”

“What are you trying to forget?” Harper asked, she wrapped her arms around his waist.

“I’d like something to ignore the bruise on my ribs for a while. Or the twinge in my knee. Perhaps the ache in my right shoulder. Take your pick. I am in constant pain.”

“Babe,” she frowned, “maybe you should take a hot shower? Or get some cryo-tank time?”

“I had both,” he assured her. “It is better. I am exaggerating.” He pulled her in close. “If you don’t want to fool around, and you don’t want me to feed you, then how about we go cuddle? Clothes optional? I could use some skin time. Please?”

“You want to lounge around on the couch naked?”

“I would have been fine with bed, but on the couch we can turn on the TV. Start a new show. Something funny. A little spicy.”

She laughed. “Um, okay.”

“Excellent.” He went for the hem of her shirt, drawing it over her head. He tossed it onto the island, unzipping his hoodie quickly, then letting his own shirt join hers. He nudged her toward the living room as he shucked off his sweats and boxers. “Hey, hey, come on...”

“Can I at least grab a blanket or something? I don’t mind the naked, but it’s kind of chilly today. And it’s very exposed in the living room.”

“We’re on the eighteenth floor. No one can see in our windows.”

“You’ve never forgotten the window cleaners are coming and gotten the crap scared out of you,” she retorted.

“Okay, you’ve got me there.” He laughed, nudging her again. “There’s a blanket on the couch.”

“That’s a decorative—”

“Oh my god, Harper,” he chided, “a blanket is a blanket. It is fully functional, even if it does just lay over the back of the couch ninety percent of the time.”

Harper let him prod her toward the couch. He grabbed the blanket off the back of the couch as she shimmied out of her jeans.

“How do you want me?” She asked. 

“Spoons?” He suggested.

“Sure. I think we’ll fit.”

“Is a deep couch. Plus, I will hold onto you,” he promised.

“Remote?” She asked as he got comfortable on the back of the couch. She spotted it on the coffee table next to her laptop. She grabbed it before settling in against him.

“What do you want to watch?” He asked, brushing her hair back from her face to kiss her. “You pick.”

“Something from the queue?” She suggested.

He hummed, tossing the blanket over them both. Harper tucked it into place before flicking the TV on. She scrolled through the list before pausing on an East Asian drama that had been on the list for ages; recommended by someone she couldn’t remember.

“Subtitles okay?”

“We always have the subtitles on. We aren’t monsters.” He teased.

“Yeah, but we actually have to read these ones,” she countered.

“Speak for yourself. I always read them. Some of these shows, they talk too fast.” His arm tightened around her, as he slid a leg over her hip. “Having you right here is all I wanted.”

Harper leaned back into him after pressing play. Pietr was a warm, comforting weight behind and around her. But she knew she still felt tense.

“Is something wrong?” He asked, halfway through the episode. “You have not relaxed at all.”

“I’m fine.”

“You clearly are not,” he chided. “Did something happen?”

Harper felt her chest tighten.

“Harper, I don’t like when you hide things from me. It is not only the book not working, is it?”

“I have a deadline.”

“Yeah, and you’re ahead of schedule.”

“I don’t like being stuck.”

“Sometimes the best thing to do when you’re stuck is to do something else. Like watch a K-drama with your husband, naked, on the couch. –Why are there these random strange animal noises every time they say an innuendo? I admit, I did not spend a lot of time in Seoul when I was in Korea, but I don’t understand this humor.”

“It’s not just the book. That will happen eventually, even if I end up hating every page of it.”

“Tell me.” He prodded, sliding a hand up her covered belly, across her chest, to squeeze her arm.

“I feel like I’ve been kind of an awful partner.”

“You are not. You are best. I was going to do something special for your birthday, but I can throw out plans and just buy you mug that says so. Daily reminder.”

A smile tugged at her lips. “We don’t need another mug.”

“Why do you feel like a bad partner?” He picked up the remote, pausing the show. “Is this about wanting to do something with Maggie? I already say, it doesn’t bother me now.”

“It’s not that. I...you told me about something really terrible that happened to you last night, and I feel like I didn’t respond to that.”

“You responded just fine. You let me say my piece, you didn’t make a huge deal about it, and we moved on. I appreciate that.”

“Sure, that was what you wanted last night. But, if you need to talk more about it, or be more specific about what happened then, you know you can tell me, right? I’m not going to think less of you.”

“Good to know. And that sentiment is shared for you, you know? I know that your life hasn’t been perfect either.”

“I wasn’t sexually assaulted as teenager.”

“You were abused in other ways. I am not stupid. I pick up on the hints. I have seen myself how your mother talks to you. I know how you feel about yourself because of other people.” He tightened her against him. “Our experiences aren’t the same, but they both made us a little broken when it comes to being in a relationship. But, I think we, eh...not fix each other, but the broken bits fit together?”

“So, we’re less like those Japanese vases and bowls they fix with the gold filament, and more like...two puzzles that got mixed together and yet all the pieces still fit?”

“Analogies are maybe not our best skill.”

Harper laughed. She felt a little of the tension leave her shoulders, but only for a moment as she decided to take a leap. “Can I ask a question? About what happened to you?”

Pietr drew in a breath before he nodded. “Da. What do you want to know?”

“Is what happened to you why you didn’t have more partners when we met?”

“How do you mean?”

“I know why you’re only the second person I slept with,” she said. “Why was I only your fifth?

He hummed. “After what happened, I didn’t touch anyone for what felt like a long time. I didn’t know how to be with another person and I often made him mad. I didn’t want to be in that position again. I started reading. Spending a lot of free time online. Trying to sort the feelings out on my own. Then I met Carrie. She was the billet sister of one of the guys on my first US team. My own billet, or host family was great, but they were an older couple. They had a son who was very much not into hockey. So I spent a lot of my free time with my teammates. Carrie was a little older. A senior in high school. Our birthdays were just a few days apart and we were both turning eighteen. I sort of lied to her, telling her I’d never been with anyone before. To me, I hadn’t. What had happened with Oleg wasn’t a relationship. I hadn’t liked him or what he did to me. Sometimes, yeah, it felt good, but mostly it just...it was self-preservation. Carrie was different. She was sweet.

“I took a couple of classes at a community college,” he continued. “English was a little out of my depth at that time, so she helped me with it. After a couple of weeks, she kissed me for the first time. Then, my billet family went out of town. I had a game, so the house to myself. It was the first time I’d ever been alone at night. At eighteen. It was...so strange.”

“Carrie came over,” she guessed.

“Da. It was meant to be a sort of kick-back party thing, but somehow everyone else cancelled.”

“Was Carrie in charge of the invites?”

“Da?”

“Trust me, Pietr, no one else was even invited.”

He chuckled. “Perhaps that is true. But she came over...we kissed again. And more. It was different, but still not what I wanted. I thought maybe it meant that I was gay, but I did enjoy being with her. In a general sense.”

“What happened with her?”

“She broke it off with me,” he said. “She said that she didn’t feel like we were connecting. Which, was valid.”

“And after her, it was Isaac?”

“Da,” he nodded. “After I got drafted, I focused on the game. When I got pulled from the AHL to the NHL at twenty, it was everything I could do to keep playing. When Isaac came a year later, he was...beautiful. And we clicked together, in a way I knew I hadn’t with Carrie. But we both told ourselves that it was just friends fooling around. The sex, which was really fucking good, didn’t mean anything. It was stress relief. I didn’t lie to him, but I did omit information. I told him he was the first guy I’d liked. It lasted a long time. Probably my longest relationship.” His lips brushed her cheek.

“This Oleg guy,” she started, “he hurt you. A lot.”

“Da.”

“I’m sorry, Pietr.”

“You don’t have to be sorry, baby.” His breath was soft against her ear. “I can’t forget about all of it, but it’s easier to ignore now. I don’t want to let it get in the way of what we do and enjoy together. Does that make sense?”

“Like the bondage stuff?”

He let out a soft laugh. “Yeah. I know it should make me uncomfortable, letting someone take control away from me, but it’s reassuring. Knowing I can trust another person to not take advantage.”

“What about the pegging?”

“What about it?” His voice took on a soft, growl. “Are you offering? I have not gotten to see my Dom Harper in a while.”

“You enjoy that though? It doesn’t make you think about...”

“Oh.” He caught on to what she was really asking. “I didn’t do that for a long time after. When I did, it was with Isaac. We talked about it. Joked, really. I topped for him a couple of times before I asked him to do it for me. I was uneasy at first, but you know how he is. So fucking sweet. And, you know, I enjoyed it. He didn’t know, but it was something I needed to do. To willingly give myself to someone. That’s what I do, every time I bottom. No one gets to force me to do anything anymore. I’m bigger now. Tougher. Stronger. I reached the top, several times over. I have an Olympic medal. My name is on the Stanley Cup, three times. Oleg Alekhine can’t hurt me anymore.”

“Do you believe that?”

“I sleep well at night knowing he is in the ground,” Pietr said. “So yes, I do believe that. Do his past actions still affect me? More than I care to admit. But I don’t have to worry about him touching or even looking at me ever again. That is a relief on its own.”

Harper shifted away, making him grumble in annoyance. Instead of getting up, she simply turned to face him. She hooked a leg over his thighs as she kissed him. The blanket fell away, as his arms wrapped around her. For a few moments, nothing else mattered except being together and feeling each other’s warmth where every inch of skin touched.

“I love you.” Harper tugged at the end of Pietr’s hair. “I’m sorry if I pushed.”

“You didn’t. I will tell you anything you want to know. About anything. Any time.” His lips found hers again before moving to her cheek, then her shoulder.

“Tell me why you’re really home early today?”

He laughed. “Coach sent me home because I was, his words, a goddamn mope and my attitude was bringing down the team.”

“Why?” She laughed. “I can see him telling you that while I was gone over the weekend, but I was home last night.”

“I know, but I missed you. I’m terribly codependent,” he sighed. “I never want to be without you. I am a man obsessed.”

“Considering you striped me naked within five minutes of coming in the door, I’d say that’s an accurate statement.”

He laughed again. “This helps though. Re-energize. We should spend more time naked together doing nothing.”

She hummed giving him a brief kiss. “The problem is, you enjoy me being naked a little too much. In fact, I feel your enjoyment pressing into my thigh right now.”

“I can’t help it. You smell good. You feel good. And, fuck, I love your kisses.”

“Try and hold it back at least until after dinner,” she requested.

“You should turn back around then,” he suggested. “While I like my cock pressed against your ass, it’s a better distraction to turn the show back on.”

Harper moved again, this time relaxing against his front. She tapped the play button again and Pietr’s arms wrapped tight around her once more. He laid his head against hers on the throw pillow and they let themselves get lost in the show once more.
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Chapter Four   
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Harper knocked twice, balancing the crockpot full of taco meat on one arm. She recognized that she’d been a bit of a bitch to Bex. She was going to use the patented midwestern tactic of “pretend nothing happened”, as she’d been trained most of her life.

“Auntie Harper!”

“Hey kiddo,” Harper greeted Ruby, Bex and Tobey’s oldest, as she opened the door. “You gonna let me in?”

“Is it just you?”

“Isn’t Tanner here yet?”

“No, I mean, you didn’t bring Uncle Pietr with you?” Ruby leaned out of the door, looking into the lobby.

“The team are in Canada for a game this weekend,” she explained.

“Well shit!” She stamped her foot.

“Ruby!” Tobey appeared behind his daughter. “Sorry Harp. She’s been a real handful the last couple of weeks. Let me take that.” He leaned over the kid, taking the crock pot against his chest. “Good to see you.” He pressed a quick kiss to her cheek. “Come on!” He steered the child back into the apartment. “Go into the living room, please.”

“But I told Garret Harkness that I could bring a picture of me with Osprey players to school on Monday!” Ruby complained.

“That was silly,” Tobey quipped. “Why would you do a thing like that?”

“Because he keeps going on about how Taylor Swift lives in his building. And it’s annoying and he has no proof and he’s big fat liar. He doesn’t know any famous people at all and—”

“I mean, I’m Pietr’s wife. Can you take a picture with me?” Harper suggested. “And, not to toot my own horn, but I’m pretty popular in my own right.”

Ruby turned back to look at her with a very skeptical face. “I don’t want to hurt your feelings or anything, Auntie Harper, but you’re not the right kind of famous. You, like, don’t make a lot of money.”

“There is more to life, and fame,” Tobey prodded her in the shoulder, “than making money. Now you’re being rude.”

“I get it,” Harper shrugged. “I’m only cool by association to eight-year-olds. Wait until she’s at least ten. Then I’ll be cooler than Pietr and Kinley combined.”

“If it helps,” Ruby wrapped her arms around Harper’s waist. “You’re already cooler than Kinley. Pietr has an Olympic medal, even if it is for Russia, and his name on the Stanley cup three times.”

“Really? He’s never mentioned it.”

“Hey, hey! If the Osprey win the cup this year, do you think Pietr would bring it to my school?”

“I will not make any promises on that, honey bun,” Harper shook her head. “Let’s not worry about that kind of thing until it’s an actual possibility, huh?”

Ruby sighed. “Fine. I guess.” She slunk off to fwump onto the couch.

“Is she harassing you about Pietr?” Bex appeared from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a tea towel. “Ruby, I told you before that Pietr wasn’t coming today. Plus, it is not kind to use your connections just to one-up people. If you do stuff like that, people aren’t going to want to hang out with you. Especially cool people like your Aunt Harper and Uncle Pietr.”

Ruby let out another long, exaggerated groan.

“Aunt Harper.”

Harper looked down at the tug on her jeans. “What’s up, Henry?”

“Will you come look at my drawings?”

Harper nodded. “Sure. Can I take my coat and shoes off first?”

Henry, five, nodded and waited patiently for her. When she’d done it, he took her hand, tugging her toward his bedroom.

“See? That’s you,” Henry held up a page covered in differently shaped blobs that maybe had some blocky hairlike features. “That’s Uncle Pietr, and that’s Uncle Isaac and Uncle Misha.”

“Uncle Isaac and Uncle Misha?” Harper raised an eyebrow.

“Uh huh. Mommy showed us a picture from your wedding. Why weren’t we invited?” He lowered the picture, giving her the biggest puppy dog eyes he could manage. “I would have been very good. I could have carried the rings. Or held your flowers. Did you have flowers? Were they pretty?”

“Uh...” Harper faltered. She’d not fully prepared for the barrage of questions. And it was painfully evident how long it had been since she’d last seen the kids. “The wedding was really boring. You’re going to have way more fun at the reception this summer,” she began. “And trust me: weddings are way more fun when you’re just there as a guest and don’t have a job. I didn’t have flowers.”

“Why didn’t you have flowers? Every bride has flowers. Otherwise, what do you throw so you know who gets married next?”

“That is a really good question. I guess I wanted to be surprised, so no flower throwing.”

Henry frowned. “I guess that’s okay...” He raised the picture again. “Do you like the drawing?”

“It’s very nice, Henry.”

“You can have it.”

“Oh no,” Harper shook her head, “I think you should hold on to it for me, okay?”

“But I made it for you.”

More puppy dog eyes.

“I don’t have anywhere to put it right now.”

Henry nodded seriously. “Okay. I’ll put it right here.” He placed it gingerly on the short desk, littered with other drawings. “But don’t forget to take it home with you, okay?”

“I will do my best. Should we go back out and get some lunch?”

“Yes!”

Henry raced out of the room and Harper followed after. Five minutes in the apartment and she was already tired. She had absolutely no idea how Bex and Tobey found the energy to deal with three children. And one still in diapers. She had never felt more glad for medical science making Pietr’s vasectomy possible, as well as her IUD.

The afternoon passed quickly. If Bex was still upset about their phone conversation earlier in the week, she kept it to herself. But something still felt wrong. When Tobey’s Mom came over to stay with the kids while they went out to the bar, Harper tried to beg off.

“I’m not feeling well. I think I should go home to bed.”

“Heartburn? I have some Pepto,” Tobey suggested. “Was the queso too spicy? I didn’t mean for the cap to fly off the red pepper flakes.”

“No, it’s not that. I’m just really tired lately.”

Which was all Tobey needed to turn on his Doctor switch. He reached for her arm to start taking her pulse. “Have you been taking your meds? Keeping a regular sleep pattern?”

“Yes, Doc.” Harper swatted him away. Unlike Bex, who found it profoundly unprofessional to use her skills on her friends, Tobey preferred everyone stay as healthy as possible. “I’m fine. A lot of stuff going on.”

“Which is exactly why I would prescribe a night out with your friends.” Tobey handed her the jacket she’d worn when she arrived. “C’mon. One drink. It doesn’t even have to have alcohol in it.”

Harper sighed before nodding. “Yeah, okay, one drink.”

They decided to go to a closer bar than the Mounting Bison. Charlie’s was a quieter, more low-key gay bar. It had a similar vibe, but fewer televisions playing sports reels.

“So, now that the kids aren’t around, what’s new?” Tobey asked. They’d taken a booth and he’d bought the first round of drinks.

“Not a whole lot. Busy.”

“I bet.” Bex said. “I think the last time we saw you was Tanner’s wedding.”

Tanner nudged her knee with his as he took a sip of his beer.

“My fault,” Harper said. “I’m trying to finish the books I’m on contract for. Doing the stream with Isaac is taking up a lot of time since I’m more involved now.”

“And you bagged yourself the great Misha Levin,” Bex chirped.

“Are you mad at me for something?” Harper asked.

“Am I mad?” Bex repeated. She looked to Tobey who had averted his eyes to his beer. “Why on earth should I be mad, Harper? Is finding out that one of your best friends is polyam, and dating two other guys besides her husband, from a Buzzfeed article rather than from your friend something to get mad about? At least we got an invite to the wedding, even if it was only a week’s notice.”

“Tanner didn’t give us much of a heads up either,” Harper retorted.

“Bex, I asked you not to do this,” Tobey murmured. “Let it go.”

“No, Tobey, I can’t just let it go.” Bex shifted, looking at Harper. “I’m worried about you. You’re incredibly erratic. In the last year, you went from a sheltered asexual to fucking half the hockey players in the NHL.”

“Excuse me?” Harper’s eyes widened. “Are you, a fucking sex therapist, slut shaming me?”

Tobey let out a groan and Tanner took a big gulp of his beer.

“And I’m not, nor have I ever identified as, asexual,” Harper continued. “I had my own personal reasons for not being in relationships. And you know what, relationships after twenty-seven tend to last longer. Perhaps you should worry about your own relationship –no offense Tobey.”

“None taken.” He waved her off.

“Are you blowing up at Tanner about his relationship? Even I was surprised at how quickly he and Kinley got around to rings. Pietr and I introduced them for fucks sake.”

“Bex has given me an earful about it,” Tanner said. “I told her the only person who’s opinion mattered to me was, well, yours.”

“Mine?”

“You’re my best friend. No offense Tobey.”

“I understand the hierarchy,” he replied.

“If you’d come home and told me I was making a massive mistake, I would have pulled back on the wedding, Harp,” Tanner continued. “But you let me go ahead with it and, for better or worse, I’m glad I did. McKinley and I got off to a slow start there, with a lot of nudging from you and Pietr, but I love him. I’m glad we didn’t let his job get in the way.”

“Great,” Bex said wryly. “I’m so glad your Insta-romances have worked out for you so far, but marriage is hard and takes work—”

“Rebecca, stop. You can’t take our issues out on our friends. They deserve to be happy, even if we aren’t. So just stop.”

Harper and Tanner both jerked up. For one thing, Tobey was a fairly chill person. For another, none of them ever called Bex “Rebecca”.

“What’s going on?” Tanner asked

“We’re taking a break,” Tobey said. “I moved out about a month ago.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?” Harper continued. “Where are you staying?”

“We didn’t say anything because you two are doing so well right now,” Tobey ignored his sulking wife. “We didn’t want to worry you. We’re going to be fine. We needed some space.”

“I can’t believe the kids didn’t say anything,” Tanner said. “Ruby can’t keep a secret to save her life.”

“The kids think I’m working extra late shifts at the hospital,” Tobey said. “I’m there to get them off to school, day care does the afternoon, and Bex does bedtime.”

“You didn’t answer me,” Harper pressed. “Where are you staying?”

“The hotel down the street,” he answered. “Reasonably weekly rates.”

“Why? Pietr and I have a spare room. Tanner and Kinley have an entire extra apartment right now.”

“It’s true. We’re mostly staying at mine. We’ll probably let Kinley’s apartment go once we know what his new contract is for,” Tanner said. “I can talk to—”

“No,” Tobey shook his head, “it’s fine. I don’t want either of you in the middle.”

“We’re not in the middle,” Harper argued. “You’re our friend, Tobes.”

“I know and that’s why I’m staying in a hotel and not letting you pick a side.”

“Let’s be honest here, Bex has made it really easy to pick one,” Harper retorted.

Bex dropped her beer with a thud. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means you’re being a real fucking bitch,” Harper replied. “Our whole friendship you’ve tried to pass off that you know more than me about everything. I’m really tired of it. Can’t you be happy for me that I found a guy who gets me? Who makes me happy?”

“Does he? Is that why you asked for therapist recommendations?”

“Pietr asked for the recommendation,” she corrected. “And for your information, he asked because of some jealousy issues he’s been having. Since you’re so wildly invested, I’ll also tell you: Pietr’s dealing with some shit right now. He doesn’t need judgement from you or anyone else.”

“What kind of shit?” Tanner asked.

“None of your fucking business!” Harper snapped. She immediately caught herself short, reaching over to press a hand to Tanner’s arm. “Sorry Tan. I’m not mad at you. It’s personal and not something for me to share.”

“I got you.” He patted her hand. “It isn’t team related though?”

“No, team stuff is good.”

“Fucking hockey,” Bex sighed, rolling her eyes. “Is that all you two think about now? Tobey just told you we’re separated and it’s right back to you and your bullshit?”

“You know what?” Harper pushed her coke away. “I don’t know which one of you made the ultimate decision, but I think having some space is a good thing. In fact, I could also use some from you, Bex.” She scooted out of the booth, pulling her coat back on. “I’m not going to sit here and let you berate me about my husband or my boyfriends or whatever the fuck else you think is wrong with my life. Clearly you don’t exactly have your own shit together. When you’ve succeeded in establishing your apparent sainthood, you can give me a call. Otherwise, I don’t want to hear from you.”

“Harper.” Tobey started to reach for her.

“Sorry Tobes.” Her hair tucked under her hat. “I spent a lot of my life being a door mat. I’m done.” She turned, looking to Bex. “Trust me, it’s not lost on me that it took finding a guy like Pietr, who loves me despite all my anxieties, shit self-esteem, and lack of relationship experience, to build up the confidence to tell you to fuck off. Maybe I have been a bad friend for the last couple of months, but you haven’t reached out either.”

“Uh, yeah, I’m gonna go too. ‘Cause, bestie solidarity.” Tanner followed Harper out of the booth. “Maybe you two should use the time to talk. Tobes, if you need it, hit me up about the apartment. Seriously.” He pulled a couple of bills from his wallet, tossing them down on the table. “See you guys later.”

“You didn’t have to come with me,” Harper said as they stepped out of Charlie’s and back into the early spring chill.

“Bex didn’t have to talk to you like that,” Tanner said. “I’m sorry if I’ve been treating you like that too.” He slipped his hand into hers.

“I’m less worried about how you treat me, and more worried about how I treat you,” she admitted. “I don’t mean to drop you for weeks on end, you know.”

“I know,” he said. “Maybe set a reminder to text me once a week? Just so I know you’re okay.”

“I’m fine, Tan.”

“Are you though? Will you tell me about this thing with Pietr? Just between us.”

“I...” Harper squeezed his fingers. “I can’t. It’s his thing. It would be like outing him, you know? If he wants to talk about it, have other people know about it, that’s one thing. But I can’t just tell people.”

Tanner hummed. “I get it. Is it a sex thing?”

Harper sighed.

“What? You tell me all the sex stuff!”

“I do not!”

“Do so.”

“Oh shut up.” She laughed, in spite of the tension that was tightening on her shoulders again. “Are you coming home with me, or are we taking separate trains?”

“How about a hang? Just the two of us.”

“Sure,” she nodded, “but let’s stop for snacks if we’re doing that. I’m not sure what I have... Maybe we pick up some cupcakes at SugarCube? I think they’re open late on a Saturday.”

“Yes! Definitely! And then we can DineDash in some Chinese food, turn on the worst of the old gay vibe sitcoms, and have a patented Queer Besties Sleepover.”

“That sounds like a lot of fun.” Harper nudged his shoulder with hers. “Let’s go.”
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“You know, if I wasn’t aware of just how gay Tanner is, I’d be a little concerned right now.”

Pietr cocked his head to the side, taking in Tanner and Harper cuddled on the couch together. They had grabbed the largest blanket in the closet, shoved the coffee table closer to the edge of the couch and thrown pillows over top of it to make it into a footstool. There were at least three empty wine bottles; strange given that Harper didn’t really drink and Tanner hadn’t struck him as a wine guy. There was an open bag of chips next to Tanner, a giant bowl of popcorn, dotted with M&Ms, pretzels, and mini chocolate peanut butter cups. Harper had one of his biggest water bottles, and he was positive it wasn’t filled with water. The brown fizzy appearance had him believing she’d dumped an entire two liter of cola into it, along with some ice.

“You’re home early.” Harper tipped her head back. “I didn’t expect you for another couple of hours. We were just finishing our movie and then we were going to clean up.”

“Don’t worry about it.” He leaned over, kissing her temple. “I didn’t realize you were this messy when I wasn’t around.”

“I’m not. It’s all Tanner. He’s a bad influence.”

“It’s true. I’m like a damn tornado. Ask Kinley. It drives him up the wall.” Tanner shoved a handful of the popcorn mix into his mouth. He lifted the bowl to Pietr. “Want some?”

“No, thank you.” Pietr shook his head. “Is this why Kinley was coming over after he dropped off his stuff?”

“We thought it would be nice to have dinner. The four of us.”

“As usual, the four of us has turned into the ten of us.”

“Ten?” Harper squeaked. “I think I have enough pasta if I mix a couple kinds together, but no seconds.”

He chuckled. “Don’t worry about it, lyubov moya. I did a grocery pick-up on the way home. I knew you were making pasta. I picked up extra, plus some chicken and veggies we can roast in the oven. Good?”

“Yes. You’re very smart, babe.”

He kissed her again before glancing over the room. “Is it just you two? I thought you had a day with Bex and Tobey yesterday. They didn’t want to join you?”

“We’re not currently speaking to Bex,” Harper replied dryly. “Tobey isn’t on our shitlist, but he doesn’t want us in the middle of their potentially pending divorce, so...”

“What?” Pietr was surprised. He didn’t know the couple as well as he had come to know Tanner, but they had seemed solid enough. And their kids were cute. Albeit a little loud. But, most kids were in his opinion. “What is happening?”

“Tobey moved into a hotel because they’re taking some space. That’s all we really got out of them.”

“This is why you aren’t talking to Bex?”

“No, we’re not talking to Bex because she’s an asshole who apparently has opinions about our relationships which aren’t any of her business.”

“...Right.” He squeezed her shoulder. “You can explain more to me later. I’m going to change and then I’ll start dinner, yeah?”

“The movie is almost over,” Harper promised.

He pressed another quick kiss to her forehead before he made his way into the bedroom. Like the living room, it was a bit of a mess. There were extra water glasses, clothes were strewn around, the bedding was in a heap in the middle of the bed. He shook his head, but couldn’t help but smile. He was almost afraid of what the bathroom looked like –but evidently Hurricane Tanner hadn’t made his way into that room. Pietr picked up a few stray pieces of clothing –his, he noted with a roll of his eyes, onto the center table of the closet, and changed out of the suit he’d worn on the plane that morning. He swapped into a pair of basketball shorts and a comfortable, worn Bauer t-shirt that had seen better days.

Passing Harper and Tanner on the couch, they had adjusted back to their original position, heads bowed together with the popcorn bowl between them. They whispered –even though they surely didn’t care whether he heard what they were saying about the film. He left them to their movie, unpacking the groceries he’d picked up.

Twenty minutes later, Harper carried in the bottles and a small bag of trash. Tanner wasn’t far behind with the popcorn bowl and bag of chips.

“So, who all is coming with ten people?” Harper asked. “You, Me, Tan, Kinley, Tim, Guy, and Gregor are only seven. Mattie and Becca? Or Adam and Seth? That’s still only nine.”

“Da, Mattie and Becca,” he nodded. “If that is okay?”

“Of course,” she nodded. “Becca has chilled out a little bit since the wedding. But who’s number ten?”

“I don’t know. Guy wanted to invite the girl he’s been seeing.”

“Guy has been seeing someone?”

“Apparently. I thought he was just flirting a bit, but he’s been seeing her for a couple of months now.”

“Months? And he didn’t say anything?”

“I didn’t ask questions. I am certain he will think we do not approve, whoever she is.”

“Why?” Tanner asked. “Has he told you anything about her?”

“Nope, not a thing,” Pietr admitted. “Just that he likes her a lot.”

“Weird.”

“What is up with the wine?” Pietr asked.

“It wasn’t wine.” Haper flashed him the label. “It was a sparkling juice. We weren’t here getting drunk.”

“I tried to convince her, but she wasn’t having it. Drunk Harper is fun, but she never gets to come out.”

“Because Drunk Harper usually leads to Nauseated Harper,” she replied. The bottles clinked as she dropped them into the recycle bin. She leaned into Pietr’s side. “Sorry about the bedroom. I forgot we made a mess in there too.”

“Were you playing Dress-Up?” He asked.

“I was showing Tanner the dress for the charity thing next week. It spun out of control from there.”

He hummed in acknowledgement. “And the bed?”

“Oh, yeah...amazing what a sloppy sleeper he is. We didn’t make that big of a mess when both Isaac and Misha were here.”

“Whoa. All four of you in one bed?” Tanner asked. “Like together?”

“We slept, Tan,” Harper chided. “But also, sort of.”

“I never hear the good stuff anymore!”

Harper rolled her eyes. “I’ll give you a full recap of my most recent sexual exploits later.”

“Don’t forget to tell him about using the scarves for restraints.” Pietr laid down the knife he was using to prep the vegetables for roasting. He wrapped an arm around her from behind, pressing his lips to her neck. “I think I preferred those over the rope Misha brought us.”

“Are you into bondage now?”

“Pietr likes to watch. Sometimes he gets too hands-on,” Harper explained.

Tanner looked between the two of them for a moment, considering. “Nope. Can’t picture it.”

“Do you want to picture it?” Pietr asked. “I would consider giving you a purely educational demonstration, but also I don’t know that Kinley would be on board with that. Unless he is secretly into my Harper too and just hasn’t voiced it like the others.”

“The others?” Harper asked.

“Da. Guy thought about you after we came out as polyam. I gave him a very hard no on your behalf.”

Harper gave an exaggerated hmm.

“No, you cannot fuck my teammates. Especially not Guy.”

“He has a girlfriend anyway!”

“So who you are thinking about?” He poked her in the side. “Tim? It is just mechanical for him. You would not enjoy. Mattie? Becca would kill you. Or want to fuck you too. It’s a toss-up. We have already discussed that Gregor is a no.”

“You have other teammates, Pietr,” she replied breezily. She gave him a kiss on one scruffy cheek before pulling away to drift back toward the living room. “Be careful cutting those brussels sprouts.”

“Hey!” He called after her. “I want to know who!”

“Later, maybe,” she called back.

“Does she tease you like that a lot?” Tanner asked.

“Sometimes,” he admitted. He picked the knife back up to start prepping again. “Mostly she just has a bratty side.”

“Oh, my dude, I’ve known her twenty-some years. I know.”

Pietr chuckled. “Did you check in with Kinley?”

“He’s on his way over. He’s picking up some drinks,” Tanner said. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Are you as much of a mess in the kitchen as you are in the rest of my apartment?”

“Probably.”

“Why don’t you go help Harper clean up then,” he requested. “I’ve got this.”

Tanner nodded, starting to follow after his bestie, but then turned. “Hey, so Harper said you’re dealing with some personal stuff right now. She didn’t give me specifics! But, I just wanted to tell you, remind you, that Kinley and I are always here for you. If you need to talk to someone who isn’t your wife.”
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