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      Cam, Nine Years Ago

      I lay on the floor between my window and my bed, arms crossed behind my head, sleep a long way away as…

      I eavesdrop.

      Not on my brother, though I’m barely listening to the case he’s discussing with his best friend who might as well be my adopted brother because he’s been around for so much of my childhood.

      Not on Lex either, the aforementioned brother in all but blood, as he talks about some big time multi-country criminal case that just landed on his desk.

      On—

      Well, I’m eavesdropping and yet not listening to either one of the men sprawled out on the deck chairs below my open window because I’m too focused on the fact that…

      Lex’s partner is fucking hot.

      So yeah, I’m eavesdropping like a motherfucker.

      On her.

      Straining as I search the conversation below for hear any hint of her voice.

      The crisp notes of the West Coast clinging to her consonants. The contrasting lilting melody of her laugh. The confidence. The swagger. The sure way she handled a Glock at our annual Jackson target shooting competition—which she won, by the way.

      Lex’s partner is all I’ve been able to see in my dreams for the last week she’s been staying at my parents’ lake house.

      Summer’s brought her and I together—at least in my mind.

      Because she’s barely looked at me the entire week except to ask me to pass the salt or to say “Excuse me” as she slips by me so she can throw something in the trash.

      I—on the other hand—have committed as much of her to memory as possible.

      Which is how I know she smells like vanilla and jasmine.

      And has freckles on the bridge of her nose.

      And two earrings in her right ear—one shaped like a shell, the other like a starfish.

      So yeah, summer’s brought me a new obsession.

      Mostly because I’ve already jerked off every night to Athena Phillips—or Attie, if you want to be the demonstration dummy for the taser portion of the self-defense class she teaches in her spare time, or Ats, if you want to live without copious amounts of electricity cascading through your body.

      She’s an obsession I don’t think I’ll be able to rid myself of any time in the near future.

      Mostly because that sexy body of hers has spent the last week traipsing its way through my wet dreams.

      And why I can’t think of her as anything but Athena.

      She’s a goddess—with long, lean strength, dark, curly hair, and an ass that makes me want to get on my knees and beg the rest of the Greek gods just for a chance to kiss her feet.

      “…so the report doesn’t show anything unusual,” she’s telling my brother on a sigh.

      “Hmm,” my brother says. “And what about the information from…”

      I tune out again, not refocusing until I hear her voice.

      “Nothing. It’s all clean and…”

      As she talks, I think about the way she smiled at me at dinner—after offering me the bowl of mashed potatoes. Is that progress? Or just more of the same?

      “So, I don’t know.” She sighs. “It’s a tangle for sure.”

      “Don’t sound so upset,” Lex rumbles, tone teasing. “You know you love nothing more than a challenge.”

      I commit that piece of information to memory, doubly so when she laughs, when I hear that single glimpse of soft amongst strong and capable and badass and know that Lex’s teasing is filled with truth.

      They continue to talk as I add that to my mental list of things I’ve learned about Athena Phillips.

      Bad ass FBI agent.

      Great shot.

      Competitive.

      Removed.

      Quiet and set apart unless she’s like this—with Lex at her side.

      Family seems to be a mystery to her.

      And I’m desperate to know why.

      Fucking obsessed.

      “Well,” Lex says, snapping me out of my thoughts. “I’m going to head off to bed.”

      “Me too,” my brother says.

      There’s the noise of chairs scraping and footsteps on the porch and⁠—

      “I’ll catch up with you guys in the morning,” Athena says. “I just want to enjoy the night for a bit longer.”

      There’s something wistful about the statement and I still, wanting to know why.

      Wanting to know everything about her.

      Maybe that’s why I listen to them exchange good nights and wait for their footsteps to move inside, up the stairs, to disappear into their respective bedrooms. Maybe it’s why when Athena doesn’t come inside, I slip out of my room and into the kitchen, peering out through the wide window behind the sink and seeing her sitting in the chair, head tilted up toward the sky, curls flowing down her back in a sweep of dark waves.

      I stare, soaking her in.

      And I don’t know if it’s because she’s in law enforcement and her instincts are honed—or just because I’m standing there like a creeper, staring at her from the shadows of the kitchen—but eventually she spins around.

      I freeze as our eyes connect.

      My heart launches itself against my rib cage as she pushes up out of the chair, starts for the door to the kitchen, and I scramble, searching for anything that won’t make me look like a fucking creep…

      And have the feeling I fail as she walks through the door and I’m still standing there like a fucking creeper.

      “Cam,” she murmurs in greeting.

      “Athena,” I manage back.

      Her brows flick up, eyes promising retribution.

      “Sorry,” I mutter, wrapping my fingers around a glass. “Uh, I meant, Ats,” I amend. I hold up the cup. “I…uh…just needed some water and a snack.”

      Right on cue, my stomach growls.

      Thank you, always hungry body.

      Her face relaxes and she leans a hip against the counter, mouth curving up slightly at the edges. “You’ve had a couple of long days.”

      Training. Getting ready for the season. Hitting the local rink and the gym and the trails around the house. I’ve got training camp in a couple of weeks and if it goes well, I might make the roster this season.

      Not the AHL.

      But The Show.

      The big leagues. Playing professional hockey in front of tens of thousands of people.

      My fucking dream.

      “Anything really important is worth putting in the hard work,” I say softly.

      Her head tilts to the side, those curls bouncing behind her like a silken cloud and she smiles outright this time.

      The impact is like a punch to my solar plexus.

      And it loosens my tongue.

      “You’re beautiful,” I blurt.

      Her smile fades, is wiped away almost comically fast, and—Christ—but the emotions that take its places are like rubbing sandpaper over my naked skin. “Cam,” she begins.

      “I…just mean it objectively speaking,” I blather. “You’re beautiful like a painting’s beautiful, or like…a tree.”

      The only positive thing about that statement is that she smiles again.

      “I—”

      She pushes off the counter, reaches toward the cookie jar, and pulls out a handful of apple oat cookies—one of my mom’s specialties.

      And my favorite.

      A fact that sends my heart lurching against my ribs again.

      “Eat, drink, and sleep,” she says softly as she presses them into my hand.

      “I—”

      But before I can formulate anything else—like a complete fucking thought or a compliment that’s not comparing her to a fucking tree—she’s gone…

      I stand there and listen to her footsteps disappear upstairs.

      Then I eat the cookies, drink a glass of water, and jerk off to the vision of that small smile, the softness in her eyes, and…dark curls bouncing as she walks away from me.

      And, in the morning, I realize I’m lucky to have even that much.

      Because, in the morning…

      She’s gone.
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      Cam, Present Day

      The crowd boos, but I don’t give a fuck.

      That’s par for the course in professional hockey.

      And since we’re the away team tonight, the jeers from the Grizzlies fans mean we’re doing something right.

      I grunt as I take the elbow to the back of the head, but don’t give up the puck.

      Instead, I focus, ignore the pain that radiates down my neck, tensing my core, digging my skates into the ice, and look for my teammate.

      Rome cuts hard toward me, exactly like we planned, freeing up space, moving along the play we drew up, giving…

      King the lane.

      Before I can take advantage of that, my face is all but slammed into the boards, another fucker from the Grizzlies coming in hot. He’s big as shit with a long, scraggly beard.

      Connor Smith.

      Or Smitty, as he’s colloquially know to the hockey world at large.

      Nice guy. Funny guy.

      But pain in the fucking ass to play against.

      Another shove has me eating glass, but I’ve delayed long enough. “Fuck,” I grit, shoving back and flicking my stick, sending the puck flying toward the center of the ice.

      King sweeps it up, drives toward the goal, and⁠—

      The crowd roars in happiness as he’s slashed hard and loses the puck. In a flash, the play swings the other way, the Grizzlies taking control and sprinting toward our end of the ice.

      And just that quickly we’re on defense, chasing down the other team, hauling ass to protect our goalie.

      Digging in.

      Not giving up.

      The entire game is a grind, spending sixty minutes trying to eke out a win, something we don’t quite manage in the end.

      Which means that the mood amongst my teammates is shit as we exit the ice and move down the hall to the locker room. It’s just a game, but it’s our livelihood and we get paid the big bucks to win—literally, since the Eagles gave me my first big seven-figure contract. So, losing in any capacity is unacceptable, but most especially in the playoffs.

      Expected.

      But still not good enough.

      Especially when the play I came up with resulted in the goal that cost us the game and put us down in the series.

      Cursing under my breath, I drop my helmet into the bin the equipment guys have wheeled in to the center of the locker room and sink down onto the bench so I can change out of the rest of my gear. The space is quiet, most everyone pissed off and sulky like the man-children we are. It’s frustrating, especially after working our asses off, even more so when it means that we’re going to have to battle even harder.

      At least we’re close enough to Oakland that we can drive ourselves home and I don’t have to wait for my teammates so we can board a fucking bus or plane.

      King drops down next to me with a sigh. “Tough one,” he grumbles as he rips his jersey over his head, sending it sailing across the room and into another bin.

      “Tough one,” Pat, resident asshole on the team, sneers. “Fucking brilliant, King Bang.”

      Duncan, the team’s manwhore—who’s never met a woman, or man for that matter, he isn’t interested in fucking—chuckles like the dumbass he is. And, as always, he has to chime in. Today it’s with the gem, “Whatever gave you that idea?”

      I roll my eyes, start yanking at my skate laces.

      King just shakes his head and tears at the Velcro on his shoulder pads.

      Rome, our captain, just grunts in response, ignoring both Tweedledee and Tweedledum and the smirk they exchange.

      I shove down the frustration and the disappointment, the feeling that the loss is my fault. I know shit happens, that it was all of us out there on the ice, so it’s not solely my fault, same as I know we’ll regroup and keep moving forward—mostly because we’ve found a way to work together over the last months to cinch the top spot in our division.

      Last place in the league to roaring into the playoffs.

      Unfortunately, that momentum seems to have come to a screeching halt.

      Same as the unity we cobbled together in the locker room is beginning to unravel.

      Pat laughs like Duncan is the most hysterical comedian in the world.

      Unity? What fucking unity?

      We have those two idiots. Along with hotheaded Kane, Lazy Matt, Asshole Anthony. All of whom are looking around for someone to blame who’s not themselves.

      Ugh.

      Sometimes my job sucks.

      Especially when I fuck up and they should blame me and⁠—

      King exhales, nudges his knee against mine. “Shake it off, yeah?”

      “I’m good,” I mutter, but I know he knows it’s bullshit. Thankfully, though, he doesn’t call me on it further—just shoots me a look and continues getting changed.

      “It’s one game, boys,” Rome says, taking off his frustrated player hat and replacing it with his captain one. Focused. Steady. Good. That’s Rome. “There are two more in the series,” he adds. “So there’s plenty of time to knock ’em out.” He tears off and tosses his own jersey in the bin. “We just need to calm down and stay focused, to keep playing our system and grinding it out.”

      Except the Grizzlies are now up three games to two.

      And if they win one more, our Cinderella season—last place to first, and a real contender for the Cup—is over.

      I exhale, trying to take Rome’s words to heart.

      He’s right. We have time.

      We just need to chill. To focus and play our game and keep moving forward.

      But all of his calm confidence still makes me want to smack my friend. He’s self-assured. He doesn’t waver. He just puts his head down and keeps driving toward his goals. Exactly the same way the Eagles’ owner and Rome’s future father-in-law, Jean-Michel Dubois, does.

      Probably why they get along so well…

      And why Jean-Michel didn’t have Rome killed for daring to touch his daughter.

      Or propose to her.

      Or move in with her before they officially tied the knot.

      The tension in my shoulders loosens.

      I bet that was a fun conversation.

      Grumpy billionaire with a decidedly scary edge having to face the fact that his baby girl is all grown up.

      Thank God Rome has all that calm confidence—he can walk into the dragon’s den and come out unscathed.

      Now, if only I can channel some of that.

      And stop thinking about that fucking play.

      I’m still struggling with that as Cassie, who works in Game Day Operations (or basically, who works in the gets-to-boss-us-around-most-of-the-time-and-we-just-shut-up-and-follow-her-lead department), pops her head in through the door. “Media coming in.”

      Not a question.

      Just…a heads up wrapped around an order.

      Give good sound bites we can chop up and use on social media, don’t flash anyone your junk, and absolutely no fucking fist fights that can be caught on camera.

      The last, one would think is hyperbole.

      With this team?

      Not so much.

      The Eagles and scuffles in the locker room are synonymous. Pat and Duncan. Pat and Asshole Anthony. Pat and hothead Kane. Pat and Lazy as shit Matt. Pat and Duncan again.

      For a while, I swear my parents didn’t see a single clip of my team actually playing hockey.

      It was all pushing and shoving, fists connecting, bleeped curses and fucking Pat.

      And, as fate would fucking have it, the one game my parents have made it to in a while is tonight’s.

      The one where we lost.

      Because of me.

      Cool. Cool.

      A fist fight in the locker room that gets splashed all over social media would be the cherry on top of that.

      Sighing, I slap on a hat to cover my helmet hair, shove down my whiny baby bullshit, and turn my focus to the press core who are walking into the room, cameras on shoulders, phone with recording apps open already pointed in our directions.

      I give my sound bite.

      Take my shower.

      Pull on my street clothes.

      And then I’m nodding my goodbyes to King and Rome, both of whom are still stuck talking to the press, before slipping out into the hall and heading for my car.

      My phone buzzes.

      MOM: We’re headed back to your house, honey. Will have your post-game snack ready for you.

      That makes me feel like something other than a failure (for the record, hungry because my mom is a great cook)…and I hurry to the parking lot.

      It’s been ages since she’s made me a recovery meal but I know it’ll be right in line with my diet and fucking delicious and that it will absolutely be the best thing to happen today.

      So, I don’t waste any time in driving home, in parking in the garage, in grabbing my stuff and hustling my ass into the house.

      Apples and cinnamon—my favorite combination on the planet—greet me before I even turn the corner into the kitchen. It’s that delicious smell that has me belatedly recognizing there are voices echoing into the hall, that has me not processing that my house is full of people until I actually step into the brightly lit space.

      “Surprise!” they shout.

      My brothers—all six of them (biological and otherwise)—and my sister (not biologically related, but still my sister) are filling up the room.

      And their spouses.

      And their kids—half of whom are passed out in arms or on my couches, while the other half are running around like the tiny terrors they are.

      I’m engulfed in hugs and hellos and conversations for several minutes before everyone begins to peel off, my mom shoves an apple-cinnamon oat cookie into my hand, and I see there’s someone else in the room who I missed.

      Athena, or Ats as she prefers to go by, is here, hanging back as usual—a part of the festivities but also separate—as she stands in my kitchen talking to my brothers.

      Everything in me goes still.

      Because Athena, as she hates to go by, is looking like the goddess she is, her curls flowing around her shoulders, an Eagles jersey clinging to her delicious body.

      She laughs at something Lex says as she nibbles on an apple oat cookie.

      And I want to drop to my knees in front of her and beg her to see me.

      Unfortunately, that will never be.

      I’ve had a decade to come to terms with that fact.

      A decade to understand that she won’t ever be mine.

      So, I pull it together, tuck down the draw I always feel when she’s near, but when she turns…

      I lose all semblance of focus as my brain processes what’s on the back of her jersey.

      It’s my name. My number.

      Mine.

      Only…not.

      Because she’s in love with my brother.
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      Athena

      The kiddos are sprawled out on blowup mattresses in the living room, their limbs tangled with their cousins’, blankets printed with brightly patterned children’s television show characters tucked in around their little bodies.

      It’s a beautiful sight, one that tugs at even my hardened-to-ice heart.

      Innocent and loved and protected.

      Unlike what I had⁠—

      I clamp my teeth together, nearly taking off my own finger as I shove one of Martha’s homemade oat cookies into my mouth.

      Oat and cookie.

      Those things don’t sound like they should go together and taste like anything but sawdust, but Martha Jackson—matriarch of this family of blood and friendship—is a fantastic cook.

      It’s why I keep visiting them.

      Not the only reason, of course—though it definitely drew me in the door in the first place and made it so I didn’t complain all that much when Lex initially dragged me along on a Jackson family vacation almost a decade ago.

      He’s a sneaky bastard who had primed the dragging by bringing cinnamon rolls into the break room at work—cinnamon rolls that disappeared faster than our former boss during a team building exercise.

      Ooey, gooey, and deliciously buttery. Add in being topped with a thick orange-zest and cream cheese frosting and…

      Well, there’s a reason Martha gives me a freezer full of them every Christmas.

      And why I always send her for a full body spa day in return.

      I set the cookie down and take a swig of my beer, trying to focus on cinnamon rolls and apple oat cookies.

      Which is…moderately successful.

      Mostly because the past is a clingy bitch. Being here. On the West Coast. In the Bay Area…

      It brings back long-buried enemies.

      This is where I grew up.

      Before we swapped coasts, and before things got really bad there…they were bad here.

      But even with that in my head, I know needed this change, needed the chance to work on this case, and as much as I miss the day-to-day with Lex—we were partners in the FBI together for ten years, for God’s sake—it’s good to have a fresh start.

      My life here is long over.

      My demons are back East.

      Along with Lex.

      Because now he has Frankie. Hell, all the Jacksons on the East Coast are matched up and blissfully happy and…

      That’s not my future.

      Sighing, I clench my back teeth together and deliberately pick up my cookie, taking small bites until it’s gone, until I’m focused on anything that isn’t…

      Well, that isn’t my family. My past. And…what I won’t ever have.

      Luckily, with the Jacksons around, that’s not all that hard.

      Six brothers (though Lex isn’t technically a bio-relative, he’s more like me—swept into the fold and not let go). A movie star adopted sister. Five daughters by marriage and a gaggle of kids.

      Which means there’s always something interesting happening.

      Like Cam—who’s grown into his adult body and is somehow sporting even more muscles since the last time I saw him—getting noogies from Carter. And then Chance. And Connor. And Caleb. And…Lex, who can’t resist joining in.

      Cam takes the teasing good-naturedly for a few minutes then bats them away, “Well at least I can actually lift more than five pounds in the gym.” He pats Lex’s flat stomach, pokes at Carter’s side. “You guys have been packing the pounds ever since you got hitched⁠—”

      Lex growls and I smother a smile, knowing he’s sensitive about his not-so-six-pack since he hooked up with Frankie. The funny part is that she owns a health store, so it should be easy. Unfortunately for Lex, she’s also a great cook, along with Martha and Sophie, and all the Jackson daughters by marriage. None of which is easy on the waistline.

      It’s only because of my recent transfer to the Oakland office that I’ve managed to continue to fit into my jeans.

      But I’m not above buying a size up either.

      “You’re dead,” Lex mutters, taking a step toward Cam.

      Who, grinning, darts away, hustling across the kitchen to Martha. He wraps his arms around her from behind. “Save me, Mom!”

      She tilts her head back and lifts on tiptoe to press a kiss to his stubble-covered cheek. “I love you.”

      My heart pulses—because it’s sweet and heartfelt and it’s the truth. And also because Martha barely gets the words out before I realize that Chance has sneaked up behind Cam. With a growl, he scoops his littlest brother up like a sack of potatoes and starts hauling him from the room.

      “Ack!” Cam grunts, arms and legs flying. “Chance!”

      “Nice try, bubby,” Martha says, moving between the flying limbs with all the experience of a mom of eight. She pats him on the cheek. “But you created this monster, so now you get to pay the piper⁠—”

      With another grunt, Cam executes a move that has my law enforcement heart lurching in my chest—because it’s fucking impressive and shows exactly how strong the youngest Jackson brother has gotten.

      And handsome.

      That smirk. The stubble. The gorgeous hazel eyes. The ass that any woman would be lucky enough to grab on to as he plunged deep and hard and⁠—

      What the actual fuck?

      I nearly bite my fingers off again.

      The cookie in my mouth turns to sawdust.

      Was I actually thinking about little Cam Jackson like⁠—

      My stomach starts churning.

      Nope. Cam is little Cam. Abjectly handsome and good-looking like all the Jacksons, but definitely not sexy, definitely not in possession of a gorgeous ass I get a glimpse of as he wrestles with Lex⁠—

      Holy hell.

      His ass is just an ass.

      That’s it.

      And that’s why I turn away from the sight of the youngest Jackson, searching out my coat and purse—it’s just an ass. One that has no effect on me.

      Nope.

      No effect whatsoever.

      “You okay, honey?”

      I still, my arms halfway into my jacket, and look up at the only woman who’s ever called me honey. “Yeah, Martha,” I tell her. “I just have an early morning tomorrow.”

      “Early morning on vacation?”

      I still at the voice that trails like fingers down my spine and turn to see Cam, looking a little disheveled from his scuffle with his brothers, but whole as he strides toward us. His smile is sexy and confident and⁠—

      Stop.

      “Early morning at work,” I quietly correct. “Not vacation.”

      His brows drag together. “Work?” He glances over his shoulder at Lex. “Are you guys working a case?”

      “Didn’t I tell you, baby?” Martha says, moving toward him and looping her arm around his waist. “Ats”—because Martha always calls me by my nickname of choice, because of course she does—“transferred to the Oakland office a couple of months ago.”

      Now his brows shoot up. “Months?”

      I don’t miss the hint of accusation in his tone or in his gorgeous Jackson-hazel eyes—nor the confusion because if anyone else in this family I’ve been folded into had moved to the same city as the team he plays for, he would know about it.

      But…I’m me.

      I keep my distance. It’s the only way I know how to live.

      “I’m just now getting settled in,” I prevaricate, trying to shove down another blip of guilt. “I had a case I was wrapping up that required a lot of travel and then the move and⁠—”

      The accusation doesn’t disappear like I hope.

      In fact, it seems to grow.

      As does the guilt.

      You’ll never be part of them. Not really.

      The voice in my mind slices deep and it takes everything in me to not close my eyes, to not hold myself still, to not wait until the pain fades. Instead, I just keep my shields in place and press on. “I’m settled in now, though, so the timing worked out perfectly when your mom invited me to watch the game and surprise you tonight. I got to see you play some hockey in person—which was impressive by the way—and I got baked goods. Win-win.”

      He frowns, but I don’t acknowledge it.

      Noise increases from the kitchen, drawing Martha’s focus.

      “Night,” I tell her. “Thanks for the yummy food.” I move in and hug her tight before she shooing her away so she can head into the kitchen and negotiate a truce between Carter and Caleb.

      My lips curl up at the edges.

      The Jackson brothers.

      Chaos personified.

      Always.

      But when I turn to Cam any amusement in my belly fades.

      “Thanks for letting us invade your house,” I say softly.

      He studies me for a blip too long and I can’t miss the hurt in his eyes.

      Shit.

      I fucked up. I should have told him and⁠—

      His face clears as he hitches a thumb over his shoulder. His smile is normal, and relief floods my insides. I can’t bear to hurt him, can’t bear to hurt any of them.

      “You’re welcome anytime,” he says, hugging me briefly and I feel that blip in my stomach again, as though I’m riding a roller coaster, cresting the first rise just before the big drop, waiting for the rest of the cars to catch up before we fly. “As if I ever had a choice with this crew.”

      “True. There’s no stopping a Jackson invasion,” I agree, ignoring that rollercoaster inside me even as I step back and grin at him. My heart is pounding, and my palms are sweaty.

      What the fuck is wrong with me?

      He leans back against the wall and crosses his arms, causing the muscles beneath his short-sleeved shirt to stand out sharply in relief. “I accepted that long ago,” he says lightly.

      My body drifts towards his and the slightly spicy scent of him fills my senses.

      I want to lean closer.

      To inhale deeply.

      To touch and kiss and⁠—

      Seriously.

      What. The. Fuck?

      I straighten and panic has my hands shaking as I zip up my jacket. “Well, I, um—” I clear my throat. “I need to head out. I’ll see ya around.” I settle my purse on my shoulder and start for the door, not realizing he’s followed me until he reaches past me and opens the wooden panel.

      I still, feeling…

      Nope.

      Not feeling anything.

      “You know how to get home?” he asks quietly.

      “Yup,” I say tartly as I step out onto the porch. “New to the area, but not new to Google Maps.”

      “Noted.” He lifts his palms, mouth curved, clearly picking up on my tone. But one has to be careful with these Jacksons. Give them an inch and pretty soon you’re part of a family of more than twenty nosy nellies.

      Speaking of which, I need to go.

      But something keeps my feet glued to the concrete of the porch. “You played good tonight,” I say then freeze when something crosses his face. Something like⁠—

      Pain.

      Cam Jackson is in pain.

      “What is it?” I ask, heart kicking against my rib cage. “Did you get hurt in the game?”

      Just that quickly, the emotion is gone, tucked away, shoved down, and…fuck, if that doesn’t make me want to rage against the world. He shouldn’t have to bury his emotions, shouldn’t have to hide.

      Not Cam.

      He’s good.

      Which might be why I do something stupid.

      Something that sends me down a slippery slope of inevitability.

      It’s why—instead of leaving—I close the distance between us and…

      Hug him tightly.
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