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      Katie: Are you still flying first glass?

      I laughed at my best friend’s typo and snapped a picture of the mimosa I’d already requested from the flight attendant. Katie’s text might have been a mistake, but she knew me well.

      Me: First class and first glass… poppin’ champagne and everything.

      While I waited for her to respond, I brought the glass to my lips and took a sip. I wasn’t drinking because I was the kind of girl who drank every day or needed the mimosa to sober up after a night of partying. Those nights were long gone for me, but I was letting my hair down this weekend, so I was going to enjoy it.

      Sunshine and warm weather to escape Chicago’s quickly hitting December weather, seeing my best friend and her husband and celebrating the arrival of their new baby, and taking a break from my demanding job as a financial planner for establishing and maintaining corporations’ retirement plans was exactly what I needed.

      Katie: You’re a dork. Don’t drink too much. You’re going to need all your senses here soon.

      I’d expected a reply to the pop song reference or the fact I was drinking anything with an alcohol content, so her text threw me.

      My brows tugged in as I re-read her text. What?

      I typed it out and pressed send.

      Katie: You’ll see. See you soon!

      I rolled my eyes at her excessive heart emoji use. Ever since she got married to her college boyfriend three years ago, she was a whole new woman. Still in love, still flying high on marriage and all things Jude Taylor, famous and best winger for the Carolina Ice Kings based in Charlotte, North Carolina.

      Hence the reason for the plane ride this morning.

      The seat next to me was still open but there were a few late stragglers boarding. Regardless, I tucked away my phone and pulled out my laptop instead. Might as well use the time to get some work done since I wouldn’t be in the office for a full week. This week, a baby dedication in Charlotte with my oldest best friend and her new hockey family crew. Then I slid right into family visits, my grandparents flying in to spend Christmas with my family.

      The only thing that would make this better would be…

      No. I shook my head and grabbed my mimosa before opening my laptop. I wouldn’t think of Garrett, my former friend, the man I loved until he screwed it up, the guy who’d always been there for me, and also, Jude’s best friend from college.

      That was how we’d met. I’d convinced Katie to go to a hockey party with me. She’d met Jude. I’d met Garrett.

      For years, he and I kept it low key and simple, hooking up when we were in the same area, or country for that matter, since I moved to London for graduate school a few months after we met. Then there was that night…

      Stop it!

      He went from my best friend to nothing, after years, and every time I thought of him, I wanted to cry. He’d done that to us.

      Did I hate him? No.

      Did I want him to be constantly stuck in the no-passing zone on a two-lane road with an old woman driving ten miles under the speed limit frequently and for the rest of his natural life? Yes.

      And did I want to see him this weekend?

      Absolutely not.

      Katie would have told me. She was good at that. For the last year, we alternated our travel plans or dinners with them when they returned to Chicago.

      That he hadn’t been mentioned, meant, assumedly, he had a game where he played for the Chicago Storm and wouldn’t be coming. I’d used the rubber band trick, snapping it against my wrist every time I thought of him last year to stop myself from looking up his games to see how he was playing. I caught glimpses of him on the news, that couldn’t be helped, but I hadn’t been actively following his career since the night—or morning, rather—he walked away from me.

      From us.

      Katie wouldn’t put us together without any warning.

      You’ll need all your senses soon.

      Would she?

      Screw it. The less I thought of Garrett the better. I fired up my laptop and pulled up my email. If I had more than ten unanswered emails at any time, my anxiety kicked in and left me so discombobulated it was hard to find a starting point for my to-do list. Everything felt like a massive overtaking then.

      I was reading the first email, a corporate-wide notification on new legislation that might be passing soon I needed to stay on top of when I brought my champagne glass to my mouth for another sip.

      There was movement to my side. A hulking shadow the size of King Kong took over the space and I glanced up.

      And then immediately spit my champagne out all over Garrett Dubiak’s crotch.

      Fuck.
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      My groin being soaking wet wasn’t exactly how I wanted to see Lizzie for the first time in over a year, but to be honest, it wasn’t the first time it’d happened in her presence either.

      Granted, it was usually because she was so damn hot, so damn sexy, and so damn untouchable I got hard in her presence and more than once finished before I could get my zipper down, but she probably wouldn’t find any of that funny right now if I brought it up.

      There was a time… long before she screwed us up, I would have.

      That was what I had to remember this weekend.

      She did this to us.

      “Mornin’.” I smirked. “If you wanted to get me wet, all you had to do was ask.”

      Her jaw jutted out and any surprise she had at seeing me wiped away as easily as she mopped up the champagne on the chair and tray table between us. Not that she tried to clean me up though.

      “Garrett.”

      “Nice to see you too.”

      I shoved my bag in the overhead compartment and slid into my seat. I’d planned this. We had a two-hour plane ride, which wasn’t enough but it was something. She’d avoided me long enough and the only way I figured we could work this out between us, was to trap her. So yeah, I might have made Katie and Jude promise not to tell her I maneuvered my way into the seat next to hers for this flight. But frankly, she deserved the shock.

      Because she sure as hell had given me the shock of my life.

      I couldn’t pinpoint the exact moment I fell in love with Lizzie. It wasn’t the first night we met at a hockey party while I was taking cash and handing out plastic Solo cups. I just remembered having a blast with her. The girl laughed loud, partied harder. She was smarter than any person I’d ever met in my life and had the graduate degree from Oxford, the mid-six-figure salary, and the penthouse suite in Chicago’s high-rise off Michigan Avenue to prove it. Yeah, from the moment we met, I’d been attracted to her. Her body was built for long nights filled with sex and showers to clean up and midnight tacos to recharge.

      But she was more than that. She was so damn hilarious my sides hurt from laughing when we spent time together. She could throw back beers with the guys and kick anyone’s ass on our college hockey team in corn hole. She didn’t turn her nose up at the constant filth our house had a layer of on every surface. She could easily be one of the guys and then in an hour, be dressed to give every man in a five-mile radius the hard-on of their lives when she dressed to kill in a slinky black dress, curled her hair, and slipped into five-inch high heels she could probably run a marathon in without breaking a sweat.

      So yeah, the woman did something for me. For a long time, considering I was starting my NHL career in Chicago and she was off in England, we were friends. Friends who occasionally had some of the best sex of my life. Friends who dated other people and always respected that boundary. Couldn’t say I ever liked any of the uptight assholes she dated, not that we spent a lot of time together when we were with other people, but it happened. I was pretty sure she hated all the jersey jumpers I pile-drove my way through the first few years in the NHL when I was getting action left and right.

      I wasn’t the most attractive guy in the world, and yeah, I could admit that. I was one of the best goalies in the league.  Years of yoga and even figure skating lessons had left me flexible and knowing how to swivel my hips just so, but I’d been called a blockhead all through school.

      It wasn’t because I had a block for brains, but because my head was shaped like one.

      My nose had been broken a few too many times to be straight, my jaw was too large. I wasn’t the guy women fell over, so when that action landed in my lap for the first time in ever, I took it.

      But then there was that night….

      The night she destroyed not only what I’d told her I wanted, but the night she ruined our friendship.

      But even with that…I missed the hell out of her.

      I turned to tell her, to once again hand Lizzie my heart on a platter, when the flight attendant appeared and asked me if I’d like a drink.

      Before I could order, Lizzie reached across me, her champagne glass almost slamming into my face. “Another mimosa, please.”

      I opened my mouth to give her shit for almost hitting me when her voice wobbled.

      How could I have forgotten? She was a shit flyer. Had we actually spoken in the last year, had I had more time, I would have offered to drive us to North Carolina. She would have preferred a twelve-hour car ride to a two-hour flight.

      Not that she would have agreed at the moment.

      Or that being stuck in a car with her for twenty-four hours total was a good idea.

      I requested a coffee, black, from the flight attendant and once she left, I focused on Lizzie. “You okay?”

      Her blue eyes, already glassy from her first drink because she gave up the party lifestyle years ago, blinked. “Perfect.”

      “You hate flying.”

      “Pshh.” She flipped her hand in the air between us and faced the window. As she did, the color drained from her already pale cheeks and her fingers curled into fists. “I’m fine. And not yours to worry about anymore.”

      A hockey puck to my balls couldn’t hurt more. It also brought the same amount of rage.

      “And whose fucking fault is that?”
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      Oh. He had to be joking. Perhaps he’d taken one too many pucks to that thick skull of his.

      My fault? My fault?!

      Now was neither the time nor the place, which in a perfect reality would have been never or nowhere, but he was bringing this up now? When we couldn’t escape each other and I was moments from a panic attack or vomiting into the paper bag I’d already moved it within my reach?

      I despised Garrett Dubiak knew so much about me. Hell, he knew me so well he could probably guess what color underwear I was wearing based on the color of my top because he knew I enjoyed color coordinating everything.

      What I despised more, was that he could blame this on me.

      “You came to me that night,” I hissed. My nerves, already jumbled from the upcoming flight, took a quick leap to hyperdrive when I glared at him.

      Goddamn, I had loved this man. Once upon a time, he’d been my absolute best friend. He was the guy I could sleep with and then spend the next day watching comedy films with and never touch each other. He was the guy who took me by surprise the day I’d realized he was no longer my best friend with a large dick who could do things to me in bed no other man ever could have. He was the guy I always thought of when I dated others. The guy I always came back to even when I was adamant I wanted to build my career and be successful before settling down.

      Garrett wasn’t traditionally handsome, but the more I got to know him, it was his imperfections that drove me wild. The fact that every time we spent time together, I got to know his heart, his sense of humor, his kindness, and his giving spirit to every single person who ever needed help in any form.

      In short, he was perfect.

      And then he came to my apartment. He took me to dinner. He told me he didn’t want us seeing anyone else anymore and then he took me to my bed and after he practically snuck out that next morning… he didn’t say a single damn word to me.

      Until today.

      Now he was going to blame me.

      “You’re right. I did come to you that night. Trust me, I remember that night so damn vividly I could give you an exact play-by-play of everything we said, everything we did. That night is burned into my brain even when I wish I could scrub it from my memory.”

      Ouch. I fought a flinch and knew I failed when he smirked, knowing he’d scored his mark.

      “You left,” I spit out with the same amount of venom a cobra would use to strike.

      He leaned in, caged me in with his size. His entire forearm took over the armrests between us, shoving my own arm into my lap.

      “I thought we were finally going somewhere.”

      Damn him. I had too, and I’d wanted it more than anything. We were settled. We loved Chicago. I’d accomplished everything I had set for myself… and I was lonely.

      I loved a man who finally threw it out there and I’d wanted nothing more than to scoop it up and have him. Finally, he’d be mine, and I wouldn’t have to watch jersey jumpers throw their fake breasts in his face or lead him onto a dance floor.

      But he ruined us. “Then you shouldn’t have snuck out.”

      His shoulders jerked and his jaw hardened. “I had a game to leave for. You knew that. I’d told you I had to leave early.”

      With no note. Not even a brush of his lips on my cheek or tucking the covers up over my shoulders. He hadn’t done any of the simple little gestures he’d done the other nights we’d spent together but didn’t know I was aware of while I feigned sleep because I knew he was already focused on the game and day ahead.

      The night before, he’d so sweetly and adamantly gazed into my eyes, our fingers interlocked and pushed into the sheets next to my head while he moved deep inside of me and in a guttural voice had groaned, “I want this with you. Every day from now on, every night. Tell me I can have this. Have you, Lizzie.”

      And then the next morning, he’d treated me like I was any old one-night stand and he’d needed to flee before he had to look regret face-to-face.

      I wasn’t backing down from this. That had killed me. “And you couldn’t call or text? I got nothing from you that morning.” Screw this. He had to know how much that hurt me, because I’d never told him how much I loved all his simple gestures. “Every morning. Every single time we’d been together before, you’d taken care of me the next morning. You kissed my cheeks. You brushed hair off my face. Sometimes you kissed my shoulder before covering me with a blanket or sheet. And that morning, you snuck out like I was a drunken mistake, not doing a single damn thing you always did to make me feel special.”

      His eyes widened and shock drained the color from his face, partially hidden behind his shortly groomed beard. “Lizzie⁠—”

      “No.” I held up a hand and sighed with relief as the flight attendant returned. I took the mimosa from her hand, somehow managing not to spill a drop despite nerves and anger and pain making my hands tremble. For his part, Garrett’s hand didn’t seem any steadier while he brought his coffee to his mouth and took his first sip.

      With what was apparently a fortifying sip in multiple ways, his expression turned to pain and it was that pain lancing across his face that made my heart squeeze.

      “I was the one who laid it out. I was very specific with what I wanted, what I felt, and that night I saw it in your eyes. But what you didn’t give me, that I’d hoped for, were also the words to know, without a doubt, we were on the same page.”

      Shit. Shit! He had to have known. I opened my mouth to tell him, because God, now I was shaking more than a tree in a hurricane, but he kept going, continued to further unravel my already frayed nerves.

      “Did you ever think I needed that from you? Some effort to show I wasn’t a fool? You might have given me your body that night, but I needed to know, without a doubt. Something. Maybe a text that said ‘Hey, good luck! I’ll be cheering for you! See you when you get back?’”

      I could have done that. I should have done that. He’d left me so vulnerable, so hopeful, though, and then that silence from him was devastating. I’d always texted him. Before games. After. I’d send him stupid TikToks when I knew he’d be upset at how he played and goofy memes to tell him how awesome he was. I never hesitated, even if we’d gone weeks without seeing each other.

      He’d shaken me with how he left and the thought of making that first move with Garrett? Of all people? I’d frozen. I’d figured he’d text me when he could.

      Only, he hadn’t. Damn. My friends repeatedly told me I was screwed up when it came to men. Especially Garrett. It wasn’t even for any reason. I’d had a great upbringing. Parents who loved each other and me and never hesitated to show it. I hadn’t had any trauma from relationships so many of my friends suffered. I always said I wanted to work on my career first before getting serious with a guy, but there was also something about the idea of committing that had always freaked me out when it came to men.

      Maybe this all had been my fault.

      “Garrett.” A lump rose in my throat.

      His jaw jutted and he rolled his tongue over his teeth. “Forget it. Let’s get through this weekend and go back to pretending I don’t exist, yeah?”

      Yeah.

      No.

      That wasn’t what I wanted at all.

      I’d hurt him. And it seemed so much worse than all the other times we’d hurt each other. Those were unintentional. A byproduct of circumstance and bad timing.

      But this?

      Seeing how upset he was after this last year?

      This felt final.

      And I had no one to blame but myself.

      I would have left it alone. I would have gone back to my laptop and tried to ignore the pain and anger pulsing off the behemoth of a man next to me.

      But then the plane started rolling, and the champagne sloshed in my stomach.

      Without thought, only years of instinct in turning to the guy next to me for help when I needed it, my fingers dug into his forearm, and I swallowed down the quickly rising taste of acidic orange juice.

      “Garrett.”

      I barely moaned his name before he reacted.

      “Fuck.” He threw his arm around me. His other hand, large and calloused, pressed my head into the crook of his shoulder and he held on tight. “Close your eyes. We’ll be in the air soon, but hot damn, you are one serious pain in my ass.”
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      There I was, still kicking my ass two hours later, Lizzie still curled into me like she’d superglued herself to me and sleeping.

      She was the shittiest flyer.

      Me? I was the dumbass who still verbal-omitted everything I felt for her all over my lap without being able to take it back. When would I learn?

      Lizzie was the hardest woman to lock down. She was driven, completely independent, and as far as I knew—and I liked to think I knew everything about her—she hadn’t suffered a trauma that would make trusting men difficult. She had parents who loved her and loved each other. They supported her, encouraged her. They were a bit more conservative than Lizzie, but Dave and Sarah were decent, good, hard-working people who were successful and stable. For whatever reason, and I suspected it was more than Lizzie’s need to become successful before settling down, she’d never had a long-term relationship. She’d never had a boyfriend last more than a couple of months.

      Would I like to think that had something to do with some deep, unspoken love for me?

      Hell yeah, I did, but I wasn’t an idiot.

      There was no way anything would work out for us now. We’d had our shot. I now had to figure out how to get over the fact we’d both screwed up and lost the one chance we had.

      Because what I did know about Lizzie with one hundred percent certainty was that she loved Chicago and she’d never leave.

      And in six days, I was headed to Vegas. The ink was dry on the contract, the trade I’d just gone through completed, but I convinced the coaches not to announce anything publicly until this next week.

      Even if I could convince Lizzie to give us another chance, now wasn’t the time.

      I had to convince myself to let her go, to move on.

      But maybe this weekend we could figure out a way to go back to being friends. I might have lost the only woman I’d ever loved, but hell if I was going to lose my best friend again.

      She sighed in my arms and then tensed, most likely realizing who was holding her.

      I pressed my lips to her temple and breathed in the scent of her shampoo. Sweet with a hint of mint. She always used some natural, organic shampoo with bergamot or eucalyptus or something else that promised shiny, healthy locks and curls. It worked like a charm, because Lizzie’s hair wrapped around my fist was a beautiful sight to behold. I pulled back and tried to squash that memory like a bug and whispered, “We’re getting ready to land.”

      “I’m sorry,” she murmured against my chest and pressed against me before sitting back in her seat.

      “There’s nothing to be sorry about.” I unwrapped my arm from behind her and waited until she rubbed the sleep from her eyes and ran her fingers through her hair. “You okay with the landing?”

      She might not have wanted anything to do with me, but I’d still do anything for her.

      She nodded and then ran her hands through her hair again, pulling it back before letting it fall. “I’ll be all right.” She shot me a look, half grateful, half embarrassed, possibly because she’d clung to me for so long.

      I glanced down at my shirt that carried her scent and plucked at it where she’d wrinkled it. “Good. Then can you clean up the drool you left?”

      She gasped, and her beautiful blue eyes flashed with embarrassment before she smacked the spot I indicated. “I did not drool. You’re a jerk.”

      Her favorite jerk.

      There was a time I would have teased her back, but today I didn’t. Instead, I grabbed her hand that smacked mine, tangled our fingers together and set them both on my thigh. “Squeeze hard if you get scared. You won’t hurt me.”

      “Pfft. I’m stronger than I look.”

      “Don’t I know it.”

      She focused on our hands, playfulness evaporating.

      God, what I wouldn’t give to know what she was thinking.

      For now, I’d settle for this. Us not avoiding each other. Us not at each other’s throats.

      For now, it’d be enough. It’d have to be.
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      Both of us were pros at traveling and packing for long periods of time without needing to check bags, so once I finally managed to pry Lizzie’s fingernails out of the back of my hands after we landed, I tossed my carry-on over my shoulder and followed her off the plane.

      Once we were past the gates, walking toward the exit area of the airport, I glanced at Lizzie, walking next to me. She dragged her carry-on suitcase behind her, her purse over her shoulder. Both of them she gripped so tightly, her knuckles were white.

      “Are you staying at the hotel, too?”

      “Yeah. As much as I love Katie, with all of Jude’s family in town, I figured it’d be better.” She glanced up at me then and smirked. “Quieter, too.”

      “Lots of babies and kids, especially with John and his crew in town.”

      Joey was going to be there, too, the youngest Taylor brother and my future teammate in Vegas. I made a quick note to remind myself to have him not say anything. I at least needed Lizzie to hear it from me, and why I was hesitating so damn much to let her know, I wasn’t certain.

      Possibly it was because if we could figure out how to be friends again, we’d have to say goodbye all over again.

      Fuck, I didn’t want that.

      “Want to share a ride then?” I asked, tasting the bile in my throat at the thought of not having Lizzie in my life. “I have a service scheduled.”

      After a year, I should be used to it, but seeing her again after all this time, having her next to me, holding me, sleeping on me like we’d gone back in time to a year ago.

      This weekend was going to suck regardless of how it ended up.

      “Sure. That’d be nice.”

      Nice. The kiss of death. If she was embarrassed for how she clung to me in her fear, she didn’t need to be. Personally, I was hoping there was more going on in her head with seeing me again, but whatever it was, I could practically see invisible blocks being built between us, thick with mortar.

      We dodged other passengers, children on leashes with haggard moms and dads chasing after them. The airport was packed, not surprising with how close it was to Christmas, but there was definitely no holiday spirit in the air, despite the airport trying to force it with Christmas carols blaring in between flight announcements.

      Once outside, I guided Lizzie to the waiting Mercedes limousine and the suited driver holding a sign with my last name.

      “Garrett Dubiak,” I introduced myself and held out my hand for him to shake.

      “Pleasure to meet you. Shane. I’ll be your driver this afternoon. Let me get your luggage settled for you. There’s bottled water and other drinks inside.” He swung open the rear door and I slid the strap of my carry-on off my shoulder and into his waiting hand.

      “Thank you. Appreciate it.”

      He nodded and took Lizzie’s suitcase from her. I waited while she slid into the limo’s back seat first, taking a seat at the long side.

      A smile lifted at the corners of her lips. “A limo for ten? High-roller, aren’t you?”

      I made four million dollars a year, which she knew. She also knew outside the house I’d bought for my mom and a few fun toys, I lived modestly. At least she was going back to teasing me instead of silence.

      “Yeah, you know how much I like to show off what a rich bastard I am.”

      At that, she laughed. And it was beautiful. So damn beautiful I stared at her with surprise, feeling everything I wanted from her flood my body, straight to my groin.

      Damn it.  A hard-on in a limo wouldn’t be right. She’d assemble those bricks so damn fast I’d never be able to barge through. That, or throw herself out of the limo while we flew down I-485.

      I cleared my throat and flipped open the top of the fridge. Grabbing two waters, I offered one to her.

      “Thank you,” she whispered and untwisted the top.

      It was the last thing she said to me until the limo pulled up to the hotel south of Charlotte. Since I was too damn afraid I’d spew all my emotions for the second time that day, I pulled out my phone and pretended to focus on it, much like she was doing with hers.
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      Next to me at the front desk, my hands curled into fists. Garrett stared at the small envelope containing two keys to our room.

      Yes. Our one room.

      I am going to kill my best friend.

      She’s absolutely dead to me.

      Garrett’s head dipped down and the expression in his eyes killed me. He was so uncertain.

      There hadn’t been a single moment of uncertainty between us since the day we met.

      As it was, I was having a more difficult time being close to him. I could still feel the heat of his body from when I curled in and found comfort and solace from him. That’s how it always was between us, and now, we were worse than strangers. My body responded to his presence, my head screamed at me to take the leap and make things right between us, to apologize, to admit how I screwed up and why I’d done it.

      But my heart? It was still encased behind a case of steel and a padlock that I was beginning to think even I didn’t have the key to.

      “I can go to a different hotel.” He held the keys out.

      I didn’t reach for them. I was stuck at the sadness in his eyes. I’d done that to him, and to us. I was pretty certain my own were swirling something that wasn’t helping.

      “Garrett….”

      The sadness in my voice stunned me. Worse when my chin wobbled. I rubbed my lips together to hide the emotion threatening to overtake me when he blinked first and grinned.

      But it was the saddest grin I’d ever seen on a human and was definitely out of place on him. I had the overwhelming urge to wrap my arms around him and hold him until we could fix whatever this mess was between us.

      “It’s all right, Lizzie. I can get a different hotel.” The front desk agent had already told us the hotel was fully booked. Apparently there was a wedding reception tomorrow night in addition to the holidays.

      He might be able to get another room somewhere, but this was the closest hotel to Katie and Jude’s place.

      “It’s okay. It’s not a problem.”

      Even though it was a room with a king bed and a pullout couch. Two queen beds wouldn’t have been as much of a problem. I already foresaw the argument we’d have. Garrett would insist on taking the couch so I could have the bed because he was a gentleman.

      I’d insist it made sense I took the couch because I was smaller and he slept like a starfish.

      We’d argue. Eventually, if we were being us, we’d realize it was stupid and we could share the bed.

      Now I had no idea how that argument would end but forcing him to go to another hotel was ridiculous and cruel.

      “Come on, big guy,” I said, plastering on my largest, fakest smile. “Let’s go to our room.”

      Before he could offer to leave again, I grabbed the handle to my suitcase and headed toward the elevators.

      “You’re not fooling me.” The wheels of my suitcase were almost louder than his voice. “I know you don’t like this.”

      “I don’t like apples or anything with pumpkin spice. I don’t like rush hour traffic or below zero windchills.” I jabbed the elevator call button and stepped back, grabbing my phone from my purse. “I also don’t like being played and right now, I don’t really like Katie. But sharing a hotel room with you?” I risked it and glanced up, tried to steel myself against the way my heart would flutter when I met his eyes like it always did. It didn’t work this time either, and my grip tightened on my phone. “Sharing time or space with you has never been something I don’t like.”

      I swallowed the thick bundle of nerves climbing its way up my throat and fought back tears.

      He licked his lips, opened his mouth to say something but snapped it closed like he thought better of it. The elevators opened and we both stepped back as a family with three children who had to be under the age of five stepped out, kids laughing, mom looking frazzled and dad staring at his phone.

      We stepped inside as Garrett muttered, “Idiot. He’s got all that in front of him and he’s not paying attention.”

      And this… this was why I fell in love with him. Garrett didn’t have the best life growing up. His dad died when he was young in a training mission where he was an Air Force pilot. His mom picked herself up, went back to school, and got a job working at the local police department all while taking care of him and his younger sister, Gabrielle. Garrett knew exactly how important family was and I knew someday, when he had one of his own, he wouldn’t miss a single second of it with them, even if it was just an elevator ride.

      He’d be like my own dad was to me and husband to my mom. I shoved my tongue to the roof of my mouth to stave off more stupid tears and ducked my head. My hair hid my pain. My fear.

      I could throw myself at him as soon as we got to our room, apologize, promise to do better and I knew I could make everything okay again.

      So what in the hell was stopping me.

      The doors closed and I startled as the elevator started moving.

      “So, you going to call Katie and yell at her?”

      “No.” I chuckled. “I’m going to call her and tell her she’s on my shit list though and I’m returning her Christmas present.”

      His laugh was gruff and low, and I lifted my head to see him shaking his head.

      “What’d you get her?”

      “A new Louis Vuitton purse I know she loves and wouldn’t buy for herself.”

      “You’re a good friend.”

      I know. I’m the best friend ever. There was a time I’d say that, and we’d laugh and then perhaps kiss until our lips were sore and swollen and our breaths were ragged and our bodies hot and bothered.

      Now, I bit them back.

      We weren’t that anymore. I’d played my part in killing it.

      And since we weren’t that, I didn’t even know exactly what we were anymore, so how in the hell was I supposed to fix it?

      Thankfully, the doors opened at the fifth floor before I killed the entire mood of the elevator lift and we stepped out.

      Garrett had the keys out, his carry-on bag thrown over his shoulder and I followed his large, well over six-foot frame down the hall until we reached our door near a stairwell.

      That jumble of thickness clogged my throat and my fingertips seized with nerves as he opened the door, held it open with one long, muscled arm I knew perfectly beneath his sweatshirt.

      “Ladies first,” he said.

      My lips twitched. “Then by all means.” I threw out my arm. “Go on in.”

      “Smart ass.”

      He walked in and right as I crossed the threshold, Garrett slid his hand off the door. The metal, self-closing door closed so fast I barely had time to throw out a hand before it smacked me in the nose.

      “Not nice,” I called out, but that meant when I entered, I was grinning.

      And I wasn’t faking it.

      Damn him for always knowing how to lighten the mood.

      “You called me a lady,” he reminded me.

      “You’re the one who took figure skating and is a yoga master.”

      He huffed and shook his head. I knew he’d taken a lot of bullying when he was younger about the figure skating and yoga he did for flexibility. He hadn’t wanted to admit that to me but one day in college I showed up at his house when he was doing yoga. He’d blushed so badly I thought he was on fire.

      Since then, I was the only one he let tease him about those two things.

      I let go of my suitcase and dropped my purse onto the small kitchen table. The room was a suite, larger than I expected it to be with a kitchenette, a table for two, and a full-size couch in the living room. To the right was a door I imagined led to the bedroom.

      I couldn’t see the bathroom, so I figured it was in the bedroom somewhere, but the space was nice. At least when Katie decided to screw us over, she proved herself thoughtful enough to provide privacy.

      Speaking of, I unlocked my phone and called her.

      “Hello?”

      “I’m assuming this was your plan or Jude’s and I’m telling you right now, that if you want to even consider me not returning your Christmas present, you better let me know whose it was.”

      Katie’s laugh came through the phone, easily and unperturbed at my threat. Probably because she knew I’d never return a gift. “You two need to figure this out. It’s killing both of you. Trust me, you’ll thank me for this. And that’s the only Christmas present I want.”

      It was impossible to stay angry with her, even as Garrett walked out of the bedroom with athletic shorts and a skin-tight athletic tank top on. He had AirPods in his ears and running shoes in his hands, which I almost missed because my eyes got stuck on the size of his chest. The narrowness of his hips. The thickness of his thighs.

      My own quivered with knowledge of what that body could do, how it could move.

      “You’re dead to me,” I told her. I was going to kill her for this.

      How could I even start figuring out where Garrett and I were now if I went weak in the knees every time he walked into the room.

      Garrett smirked, knowing exactly who I was talking to, probably enjoying the lust that had to be plastered all over my face.

      Katie laughed in my ear. “I love you too. See you in a few hours?”

      Dead only meant so much when it came to Katie. “Love you too, but I’m emptying this wet bar that’s fully stocked and you’re paying for it.”

      “Deal.”

      I hung up to more laughter but I was still trying to bring moisture back to my mouth. It’d gone dry at the sight of Garrett and now he was sitting on the couch, tugging on his shoes.

      “You and Katie okay?”

      “Of course.”

      He snorted. So I wasn’t great with threats or holding on to grudges. Which begged the question of what made Garrett so different. Why couldn’t I get over the hurt I’d felt that day, especially knowing his perspective now.

      “You’re going to work out?”

      Obviously, but a stupid question was better than silence.

      “And you’re going to drain the wet bar to get even?”

      Oh, it sounded delightful, but I’d already had two mimosas on the plane, minus the spilled one that would have been a third and it was just after lunch and I hadn’t eaten. “I’ll probably take another nap and get something to eat before we head to their house later. Want to join me for some food?”

      “Yeah.” He stood, pushed off his knees and I reveled in the way his body unfurled from the couch. Goddamn, he was sexy. Not traditionally, but to me, there was nothing better than him or his body.

      So why couldn’t I say what I wanted to? Why couldn’t I still give him the words he needed from me?

      “Lizzie?”

      I jerked at my name.

      “Yeah.”

      “You stare at me like that again and I’ll think you want something from me.”

      He took a step toward me. I retreated. “Garrett…”

      “Yeah.” His eyes narrowed, heated, and he licked his lips. “I figured you’d run from that. Do me a favor, while I’m working out?”

      Oh no. I wasn’t quite so sure I liked the tone of his voice. Except I did like the tone of his voice. Thick and honeyed, I called it his sex voice, and based on the gleam in his eyes, he knew exactly what he was doing using it.

      “This is up to you. We can go back to friends. We can go back to avoiding each other. Or we can figure out what to do with where we left off, but this time, the ball is one hundred percent in your court.”

      He turned, snatched a key off the table faster than humanly possible and I blinked as the door slammed shut behind him.

      Goddamn it.

      I’d hurt him. Again.

      And he was still giving me another chance.

      Now what in the hell was I supposed to do with it?
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      I ran. I used the stair stepper. I spent time on the elliptical and rowing machines and then I burned time using their meager weight set and bench that only held about half the amount of weight I was used to lifting. I stretched. I worked on keeping my flexibility up. None of it did anything to release the tension knotting my shoulders or the frustration tugging at my balls.

      I’d done the idiotic thing again and left everything up to Lizzie to decide. On a scale of stupid decisions I’d made in the last year, that was the worst. Too damn bad my brain went sliding straight to my dick every time she got that lustful look in her ocean blue eyes. That was the problem. She looked at me like she wanted me and all I wanted to do was drop to my knees and let her have it.

      Stupid.

      So damn stupid.

      Perhaps I’d left my common sense tucked into the pocket of the seat in front of me.

      There was no point in starting something with her. There was no point in giving Lizzie those options. We wouldn’t work. Not now.

      “Vegas,” I muttered as I headed down the long hallway back to my room. “You’re moving to fucking Vegas.”

      That’s what I had to remember. I’d smooth the rest out later. My broken heart, any pain me going back on what I’d just said two hours ago caused. We’d go get some food. We’d laugh. We’d spend the night and weekend with friends, and hopefully, by the time we returned to Chicago, her to see her family for Christmas and me to finish packing, we’d be back to solid friends and I wouldn’t have to wait a year to see her again.

      Plan made, decision sorted, I slid the key card into the door’s lock and opened it. The suite was silent, not that that surprised me. Lizzie wasn’t one to listen to loud music or need television background noise on. I’d often show up at her house to hang and she was reading a book on her Kindle, sipping a glass of wine occasionally but usually tea, in complete silence.

      I tossed the card onto the table and toed off my shoes. I was dripping sweat and in desperate need of a shower so hopefully, she wasn’t using it, but since I’d seen it earlier in the bedroom, I first went to my bag, dug out a pair of jeans and long sleeve shirt with the Chicago Storm logo on it and a fresh pair of boxer briefs.

      Quietly, assuming she was reading even though she said she was going to take a nap, I opened the bedroom door and immediately regretted every single smart decision I’d made in the last five minutes.

      Goddamn, she was beautiful. My breath lodged in my throat as she slept. Curled on her side, her Kindle was next to her face on her pillow, screen black. She’d stripped out of the clothes she’d flown in and was now wearing faded and ripped jeans. Her toes peeked out, painted a deep shade of red the color of her favorite wine, and her hands were clasped beneath her cheek. She had on a pale blue sweater that hugged her curves and I bit back a groan. So damn sexy. Lips slightly parted, I had the sudden urge to slam my mouth to hers, taste the cherry lip gloss she always wore and cover her body with mine.

      In sleep, she looked peaceful. No worried lines tightening her eyes from the morning with me where I probably threw her a massive curveball. There was no stress or fear, no sadness when she looked at me.

      No, right now, in that moment, all I saw was the stunningly beautiful woman I’d fallen in love with and hated I’d never get to have.

      Shit. Our timing was always going to be bad, and I had to recognize we’d had our chance and lost. Hell, maybe it was for the best. Had we gotten together last year, I still would have taken the trade to Vegas. Chicago’s roster was strong and stable and we’d been together for years. It meant we worked well together, but we weren’t getting the high speed or new players with hunger in their eyes for wins, and the coaching staff and owners were okay with it. I wasn’t. I hadn’t yet won a Cup, but I wanted it so bad I could taste it. At this point in my career, I only had a few years left to shoot for it.

      Either way, Lizzie and I would still be looking at the end of our relationship.

      That would have been worse.

      I gave her one last glance, enjoying her serene expression while she slept and what I’d never get to have again and ducked into the shower, making sure to shut the door as quietly as possible. She wasn’t a napper and she’d taken one on the plane. She must be exhausted.

      Probably work. She had an insanely high stress job.

      I flipped on the water and fan to drown out my shower and stepped in before the water had fully warmed. Hissing in a breath, I pelted myself with ice cold water straight down my front. It did the trick of cooling me down from working out and softened the semi I’d sported while I watched Lizzie sleep.

      Not wasting time, I scrubbed my hair and washed my body and hopped out of the shower. By the time I was done, dried, and re-dressed and peeked out into the bedroom, the bed was empty, the sheets rumpled from where Lizzie had slept and there wasn’t a sign of her in the room.

      I found her in the kitchen, dipping a bag of tea into hot water.

      “Did I wake you?”

      “Yeah, but that’s okay. Too much time napping and I spend the rest of the day groggy. Listen⁠—”

      “Hey—”

      We spoke at the same time, but I didn’t want to hear what she had to say. That could make me back down on what I had already decided, so I shouldered on while she chuckled. “I shouldn’t have said what I said earlier. That wasn’t fair.”

      Her hand bobbing the bag of tea into her mug froze. “No?”

      “No.” I went to the table where she sat and placed my hands on the top. Her eyes dipped to the veins on my forearms, more pronounced after my workout. A sick thrill of lust spiked in my gut but I pushed it down. My decision was made, damn it. “I miss my friend. I really miss my best friend. Can we put everything else behind us this weekend and see if we can get that back?”

      “Garrett.” Her voice was a soft whisper, and hell, just her saying my name left me a half second away from changing my mind. Again. How in the hell was I going to do this? Slowly, her shoulders slumped and she rolled her lips together.

      She was fucking relieved I’d said it.

      “I think that’s a good idea.”

      Right. Of course she did. Goddamn, this shouldn’t have hurt this much.

      “Good. So, you hungry?”

      I was a pro hockey player. I could wear a mask. I could play tough. And hell, this weekend might be the hardest game I ever played, but if that was what she needed, that’s what I’d give her.

      After all, it was for the best.
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      “Oh my gosh, you’re both here and alive!” Katie threw her arms around both Lizzie and me as soon as we stepped up to their front porch.

      I grabbed her from Lizzie and swung her around. “Good to see you, honey, even if you’re a pain in both our asses.” She hugged me tight and let go only to fling herself back into Lizzie’s arms.

      “Dead to me,” Lizzie muttered, but the smile on her face said that was bullshit. Katie laughed, knowing it absolutely was.

      Dinner hadn’t been bad. It seemed making the decision for Lizzie helped smooth out all the rough corners we’d been tripping over and hiding behind since I stepped foot on the plane. She told me about work, her parents. I caught her up on everything new with my mom and little sister. She mentioned the season and I changed the subject smoothly, the only time something nasty and spoiled curled in my gut.

      I grinned, shaking my head at their squeals that sounded more like injured animals than friends happy to see each other. Voice levels rose by a dozen decibels and they talked so fast they sounded more like chipmunks.

      “Garrett,” Jude called my name and I glanced at him, his hand outstretched.

      “Asshole.” I slapped his hand away and hugged him, he immediately returned it and it wasn’t the typical back slap and fisted hug. This guy was my brother in every way that mattered. He’d been my best friend for almost a decade despite spending the last few of them on opposing teams. “How are you? Where’s the baby?”

      Jude sent me pictures almost daily of tiny little Marissa Taylor, all spiked and wild black hair and huge blue eyes, always wrapped in pink with a bow in her hair. Her face was always squished up like she was getting ready to take a shit.

      Cutest damn thing I’d ever seen.

      “Napping.” He pulled me into the house and Katie finally ushered Lizzie in. They vanished as soon as we stepped inside. “And getting a baby down for a nap is not fucking easy.” He yawned then and slapped my shoulder, leading me toward his living room where the massive Taylor clan was hanging out, saying hi to Lizzie. “We’re so damn tired lately. All the time.”

      “I bet.” I’d had teammates who had babies and they spent the first year mostly looking like zombies. I couldn’t fathom how they handled all the juggling of a new baby, a wife, and travelling, but I was damn happy for Jude.

      “How’s Lizzie?” he asked and handed me a beer bottle from a bucket filled with ice on his kitchen island.

      Speaking of friends.

      “I think I’m totally fucked,” I admitted.

      Jude threw his head back and laughed. “Aren’t we all?”

      Yeah. But he had what I wanted. The woman he loved. The family. The home. And for the first time in a long time, I was jealous of my best friend.
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      “So…”

      I ignored Katie and brought tiny little Marissa tighter into my hold. Babies were so damn small and fragile they made me nervous. But they smelled so good and were so soft, I couldn’t help stealing cuddles from them whenever I could.

      “Stop talking. You’ll wake your daughter up.”

      Katie snorted. “Please. She’s going to keep me up for at least four hours tonight anyway.”

      My best friend looked blissfully happy and two seconds away from collapsing on her feet. I saw it every time we talked in the glistening in her eyes and the purple circles growing beneath her eyes. Even her skin didn’t look as healthy as it used to. Paler. Outside the tiredness she carried, you couldn’t tell she’d had a baby six weeks ago.

      I kissed the top of Marissa’s black silky hair. “How are you guys doing? Really?”

      She brushed her finger against her daughter’s cheek and smiled so damn softly my heart pinched at the sweetness. “We’re great. Tired. But Teresa was here for the first three weeks helping me since Jude is traveling so much right now.”

      “And how is he doing as a dad?”

      “Ridiculously awesome which makes him so much sexier.”

      I chuckled and handed Marissa back to her mommy. Cuddles were necessary but too many made my stomach squeeze. Please. I wasn’t getting baby fever by holding a baby for five minutes. That’d be ridiculous.

      “And speaking of sexy,” she said and wiggled her brows. I figured she’d circle back around to asking me about Garrett.

      “We’re friends. That’s it.” I shrugged and suddenly wished I was still holding Marissa. Did I put my hands to my hips, clasp them in front of me? In the end, I shoved them in the back pocket of my jeans. “That’s what he said he wants.”

      “What do you want?”

      “We’re almost thirty. Perhaps it’s time we realize we missed our chance.”

      It hurt more than I thought it would to admit that and I shoved my lips to one side and sighed. God. Why did everything between Garrett and I have to be so complicated but then so damn easy when we were in the same room together. Even dinner had flown by as easily as always. It was just how we were. Even when we really were just friends, I’d call him from London and we’d talk for hours, getting lost in the fun we had, the ease of it.

      “But, if you wanted more—” Katie started but I shook my head.

      “No. He gave me that option and then took off to work out earlier. Told me to make a decision. Two hours later, he returned and took it all back. Said he missed his friend and he wants to see if we can get back to that.” My mouth went dry while I replayed the way he’d looked at me. Hopeful. So freaking hopeful I’d agreed to it despite it not being at all what I was going to say. I’d hurt Garrett enough over the years. If that’s what he wanted, I’d give it to him.

      “So, friends. That’s what we’re doing. Or trying to do.” My mouth went dry as cotton and I cleared my throat. “I need a drink.”

      “Come on. If I keep Teresa from Marissa for too long, she hunts me down. So does his dad. Let’s get them their grandbaby and try not to lose our voices laughing at John Senior when he screams at the games.”

      Of course they’d be watching hockey. Not that I minded, I loved the sport. We’d barely stepped foot into the living room before Jude’s mom gave me another hug and swooped her granddaughter into her arms, John Senior also did the same with the hug and slid a glass of wine into my hand.

      I’d gotten to know Jude’s family over the years. His brother Jason, who also played in Carolina was here with his wife Tessa. Joey, the youngest, was here from Vegas but as I scanned the room, I didn’t see his wife. John Junior, the oldest Taylor brother and retired from his professional career, was sitting in an armchair, his kids curled in next to him and his wife was pleading with Jude’s mom for a chance to hold the baby.

      Garrett was front and center on the main couch, squashed between Jason and Jude and all of them were watching the game—Colorado versus Seattle—with rapt attention.

      Me? I couldn’t pull my eyes off the scene. The Taylors were loud and rambunctious. They were some of the best people I ever met and I loved every minute I spent with them, but something foreign hit the backs of my eyes as I took them all in, the massive Christmas tree in one corner and the room decorated with Katie’s beautiful touches.

      They were all settled down, married, starting families.

      Envy took root like a thorny bush you could never fully get rid of.

      Like he knew where my train of thoughts turned, Garrett glanced at me over his shoulder. To hide the envy turning to something darker, sadder, I brought the glass of wine to my lips and took a sip. He arched a brow and I grinned.

      His gaze narrowed. God, Garrett knew me so well.

      But friends. We could go back to that. Right?

      “You look like you want to cry,” Katie whispered, surprising me. She’d handed over the baby and then ducked into the bathroom. I hadn’t seen her return. “And Garrett’s looking at you like a man who’s just lost something precious.”

      “You’re seeing things. On both accounts.” And I was desperate to not have to think about this anymore. “Where’s Joey’s wife?”

      “Don’t know.” She sipped her glass of red wine she must have brought back with her. “Said she couldn’t make it and hasn’t said anything about her since he’s been here. Hasn’t even left to call her or check in. It’s weird.”

      “Problems?”

      “Must be, and he’s not hiding it very well.”

      Joey was married to a burlesque dancer. Had been for at least three years. He’d been drafted to the Vegas Vipers before he was done with college and had been there for several years now. He met her his first year out there and she was native to Vegas so I knew she hated coming to Chicago for Christmases, but it wasn’t that cold here in Charlotte.

      “That’s a shame.” She was a sweet girl. The first time I met her, she and I fell into laughter like we’d known each other for years. Joey was like all the other Taylor men—sexy, strong, protective, but most of all, kind and hilarious. “I hope it’s okay.”

      “Me too, but I doubt it. Yesterday I caught him staring at his wedding ring like he wanted to throw it into the fire.”

      Shit. That did sound bad.

      “Come on.” She tugged my arm and forced me to mingle with her in-laws, not that it was a hardship.

      I sat down on a couch at an angle from Garrett, Katie to my right, right as a checking call went missed on the television screen.

      John Senior shouted, “Oh come on, you lamb-chopping, whiskey dick ref!”

      I fell into Katie and she collapsed into me at the same time. I loved that man.

      It was never boring with the Taylors all together. Not for one single second.
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      The game was over. Katie had left to go pump and dump her breastmilk due to the wine she had and Jude was curled into a corner of a couch, a strange shaped pillow on his lap, feeding his baby girl.

      Damn. Their house was so dusty. I wiped my eyes at the sight in front of me. He grinned down at Marissa like she was the most precious treasure ever discovered, wrapped in her pink blanket and drinking from a bottle he’d thawed and warmed up when she started getting fussy. Jason and Tessa, along with John Junior and his crew had left to go back to Jason’s house about ten minutes away, their kids getting tired and cranky after a day of traveling.

      Now, it was John Senior and Teresa cleaning up in the kitchen. I was on my third glass of wine, waiting for Katie to finish up so we could say good night and Garrett was watching Jude feed his baby like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

      “What’s it like?” he asked, and I swear there was a thickness in his voice that made the room even dustier.

      I blinked and got off the couch. I had to get out of this room. I’d help Teresa with the dishes and clean up.

      “Best damn thing I’ve ever done in my life outside of winning Katie back. Swear to God, G. It’s better than winning the Cup, better than being drafted. I can’t even believe I have this beautiful life some days. Feels like a dream….”

      His voice drifted off as I moved farther away and I sniffed, blinking back tears.

      I needed to have a word with Katie about her housekeeper.

      Teresa grinned at me as she handed her husband a dish where he stood at the island next to her drying them.

      “I’ll take that,” I said and didn’t give John a chance to argue.

      “You’ll get me out of doing the dishes?” At my nod, he grinned and kissed the top of my head, a fatherly type affection that made my heart squeeze. “Then you’re my new favorite.”

      “Don’t lie, John. I’m always your favorite.”

      “That’s because when I see you, you don’t ask for money or for me to babysit or do chores. You just drink with me.”

      “Damn right.” I laughed and helped Teresa finish up the remaining few dishes.

      “We’ll leave these for Katie to put away. She has a system.” Teresa said it lovingly, making me grin. Katie was known to be quite Type-A about a lot of things and I figured motherhood wouldn’t relax her but further her organizational tendencies.

      “I hear that.”

      “Hear what?” Katie asked, walking into the kitchen. She went to the sink, a pile of plastic pieces and tubing in her hands.

      “Nothing, sweetie. I can wash those for you.”

      “Oh Teresa, you’re an angel. Thank you.” She kissed her mother-in-law’s cheek and turned to me. “Are you guys taking off then?”

      “Yep. I was just waiting to say goodbye to you.”

      She wrapped me in a hug and squeezed me tight. “Don’t be mad at me. I really thought it’d help. I want you to have what I have.”

      Goddamn freaking dust. I squeezed her tighter and then both of us pulled back, our heads turning to look at Jude standing from the couch with Marissa in his arms, tossing the pillow down. Garrett stood too and both came in our direction.

      “Yeah. That’d be nice,” I whispered.

      But perhaps it was time to realize it’d never be with Garrett.

      “You ready?” Garrett asked and swung a set of keys in his hands. We’d taken an Uber to the restaurant earlier and then here. At my confused look, he nodded toward Jude. “Jude says we can use his SUV this weekend.”

      “Oh. That’s great. Thanks,” I said to him.

      “Anything for friends and family.”

      I met Garrett near their entryway and a wicked gleam hit Katie’s eyes and Jude’s at the same time.

      “What?” Garrett asked.

      Jude tilted his chin up. “Look up.”

      I closed my eyes, already suspecting. It was Christmastime after all.

      “Fuck,” Garrett whispered, and my spine went rigid. Opening my eyes, I forced down the sadness his muttered curse brought to my entire body and glared at Katie who didn’t look so happy anymore.

      She chewed her bottom lip and frowned.

      I skewered Jude with the same expression, saw his smartass smile waver, and tilted my chin up, turning to face Garrett.

      “Mistletoe?” I asked, because I might have been brave enough to look up at him, but not brave enough to see what he saw.

      “Yeah.” His chin dipped.

      Jude, the smartass he was, said, “Gotta kiss. It’s the rule.”

      “Jude,” Katie whispered. “Stop.”

      But it was too late. I was already rolling to my toes. The faster we got this done, the quicker we got back to the hotel, but I already knew what was going to happen.

      My hand slid to the back of Garrett’s neck and I yanked him down to me. He came reluctantly, indecision twisting his lips, but whatever.

      We were friends.

      We could kiss.

      Except, as soon as my lips touched his, his indecision ended and he pressed his lips to mine, opening my mouth on a surprised gasp and then his tongue slid inside and my entire body lit up like the Fourth of July fireworks extravaganza.

      Because holy shit. Garrett and I had always had this explosive chemistry that went unmatched, and as we kissed, my body responded and my mind remembered exactly how good he felt everywhere and my core throbbed.

      “Shit.” I yanked myself back, licking my lips, tasting him on my lips and in the deepest recesses of my soul.

      “We should go,” he said, and his voice was a rasp of a breath, his cheeks dark and his jaw hard.

      Fire blazed in his golden eyes, leaving me speechless.

      “Sure.” I glanced back at Katie, saw an unrecognizable expression on her face as she shifted her weight nervously. “See you tomorrow.”

      Because tonight I had to get back to a hotel and share a room with Garrett, where there was only one bed. And now my body wanted him to be in it with me.
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      One kiss.

      One damn fucking amazing kiss. I could have punched Jude, and might have, if Lizzie hadn’t grabbed my hand and drug me out the front door of his house where he’d pulled out his Tahoe earlier.

      One damn brush of Lizzie’s lips against mine, the scent of her cherry lip gloss, and I could have taken her right there, in my friend’s entryway, while he and his wife and newborn daughter watched and I wouldn’t have given two damn fucks about it.

      We were silent on the ride back to the hotel, but with the way she continued to fidget with her phone, pick at the tear at her thigh on her jeans and applied and reapplied her lip gloss like she couldn’t get rid of the taste of me, told me everything I already suspected.

      She was just as affected by that kiss as I was. She remembered exactly how good we were together. But I didn’t need to sit around and dissect it with her. I didn’t need to see her indecision or her fear.

      We got to the hotel room and I walked in first, holding the door for her behind me.

      Before it had time to close, I said, “I’m taking the pullout and we’re not fucking arguing about it, just give me a few minutes to use the bathroom.” Without giving her a chance to say anything, I stalked to the bedroom, closed the door, went to the bathroom and slammed it before slapping the palms of my hands to the marble counter.

      Goddamn fucking hell in a handbasket.

      One kiss and I was hard as a rock, blood pumping with the barbaric need to slam inside of her tight little body and never leave.

      I inhaled a breath. Then two. Then ten and exhaled. I called on all my years of yoga and the meditation it provided to calm the raging beast inside of me, and once I was more stable than feral, I ripped my toothbrush out of my overnight kit, scrubbed my teeth and lips and tongue to get rid of that goddamn cherry flavor.

      “What a fucking mess,” I muttered and stripped out of my clothes, pulled on a fresh T-shirt and shorts, and returned to the living area.

      Lizzie was in the kitchen, draining a glass of water like she hadn’t had fluids in months. It brought me no satisfaction when her hand trembled as she set it on the counter.

      With her head dipped down, her hair hiding her eyes from me, she skated around me, whispering, “I’ll go to bed. Good night, Garrett.”

      If I wasn’t mistaken, there was pain in that ragged voice of hers that made me close my eyes, my head fell and my fists shoved to my hips.

      What in the hell were we doing?

      Making a disaster was what it was.

      Once the bedroom door closed, I blew out a breath and scrubbed a hand through my hair. Then, with more force than necessary, I yanked the coffee table away from the bed, flung the cushions to the side, and pulled out the bed. The mattress was decent and I found sheets and extra bedding and had the bed made and my ass in it before I heard the toilet flush and the door to the bathroom open.

      With focus I called on in a hockey game when we were down by one and the opposing team threw pucks at my face at an unrelenting pace, I forced myself to stay in the bed, roll to my side and put my back to the bedroom door so I wouldn’t bust it down, take what my body still demanded belonged to it, and squeezed my eyes closed.

      Lizzie Winston was a storm, and I feared I’d never recover from it.
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      It felt like minutes, not hours later, when the sun burned my eyes and a soft, but cute as hell curse word echoed in the room where I was sleeping. I peeled my eyes open, cringing at the sunlight coming through curtains I hadn’t closed, and steeled myself against a vision of a freshly woken Lizzie wearing cute little shorts and a tight tank top like she always slept in.

      “‘Morning,” I grunted and rolled to my back, stretching my arms. I’d been so damn mad at myself and my own desire for her last night I hadn’t bothered to take off my shirt and now I was hot with sweat, clinging to my chest.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, and it was hesitant. Her voice quiet and unconfident.

      Fuck.

      I’d done that to her with my behavior last night.

      “I needed to get up anyway. What time is it?”

      “Nine.”

      “No shit?” I never slept this late. Seven was a miracle. Surprise made my eyes flash open which meant I didn’t get to brace myself for her sexy, morning sleeping look, but I should have.

      Because she wasn’t wearing her pajamas and she didn’t look sleepy or freshly awake.

      She looked like a goddess, dressed in a beautiful, deep red wine-colored dress that looked like silk. It cuffed at her wrists, flowed loosely at her arms. The chest had a deep V that showed her cleavage, but not too much of it. It belted at her waist, showing the curve of her body and her sexy as hell hips before the dress ended just above her knees.

      And on her feet? Black, high-heeled shoes that wrapped around her ankles and screamed fuck me all night long. Somehow, she managed to look classy, modest, and like the most tempting siren all at the same time. How in the hell she managed that was a mystery. My dick took notice, morning wood turning into an incredibly different kind of wood.

      I shoved my fists to my eyes to erase the image.

      Holy hot damn. How was I going to make it through another twenty-four hours?

      “How long have you been up?” I asked, releasing my fists from my eyes. It took another moment before I braved opening them and then I shoved to sitting, stared straight ahead at the television’s blank screen.

      “Awhile. I couldn’t sleep very well.”

      “When do we have to leave?” It was Marissa’s baby dedication this afternoon and then there was another party at Jude’s house. I considered grabbing workout clothes. Maybe I could use his workout room for a while and skip the party. Not only did being around Lizzie in that sexy as sin get-up make me want to pound my fists into a punching bag for a few hours, but it’d be a thousand times better than making do in the hotel workout room again.

      “In an hour or so. I was going to head downstairs and grab some breakfast. Want me to bring you up something?”

      She leisurely sipped her coffee, avoiding eye contact and instead focused on the mug with the intensity in which she threw herself into her work.

      “That’d be great. Thanks.” Some time to get dressed and ready would help me get my head on straight. A quick round of jerking off in the shower with full privacy would be even better.

      “Great. I’ll be back then.” She set down her coffee, grabbed her purse, and left the room like she didn’t take half of my heart with her wherever she went.
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      It was not enough time to get my head on straight.

      I was straightening my tie when Lizzie swept back into the room like a siren whose call only reached me. I thanked her for the breakfast she brought me. Enough eggs to keep me satisfied for a few hours and a stack of bacon and sausage along with a bowl of fruit. She knew me, knew how much food I needed to eat to sustain the energy I burned during the day with workouts. Even that small reminder of how well we knew each was enough to level me.

      Then there was the drive to the church, which was in Uptown Charlotte. Thirty minutes of sitting so close to Lizzie in that dress and heels, watching out of the corner of my eye as she applied her lip gloss and the scent of her sweet but minty scent almost made me throw my head through the front windshield.

      Whose bright idea was it to go back to being friends?

      Right. Mine. Because I couldn’t have her the way I was desperate for.

      She talked on the way, filled the silence with talk about her work, visiting her parents for Christmas and her plans for New Year’s. Not once did she ask me about what I was doing, although she mentioned my game on Christmas Day.

      A Chicago Storm game that I wouldn’t be playing in.

      On Christmas Day, I would be getting settled in my new home, my mom and sister flying in from where I grew up outside Seattle and preparing for my first practice with my new team.

      For once, I was thankful she didn’t grill me on my season. The thought of lying to her made me want to vomit. One more day around her and then tomorrow, on the plane ride home, I’d tell her.

      “This church is gorgeous,” she said, as we walked into it after finding a parking spot. It was old, all brick on the outside with a spire to one side and inside, it was all gleaming wood pews with stained glass windows running down both sides of the church.

      I wasn’t the most religious person, but I’d always found comfort in the quietness of old churches. With Lizzie next to me, that comfort and peace didn’t come as easily. I followed her down to the front where the rest of the Taylors waited. Normally, a dedication would be done during a church service but with Jude and Jason’s notoriety in the city, I was thankful this was a private service.

      On the way, I focused on the image of Jesus at the front, hands out to help the hurting in the scene.

      For the first time in a long time, I inhaled a deep breath and prayed. Please let me keep my dick in my pants and not screw anything up with Lizzie any more than I already have.

      Probably not the prayer he was used to receiving, but if Jesus was around Lizzie, I figured even he would understand the temptation.
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      I was a bundle of ragged nerves and tingling sensations deep in my core, my breasts full and heavy. Thank goodness I was wearing a padded bra. My nipples were so tight they could cut through steel.

      Damn Garrett and his swagger and confidence and the muscles upon muscles he had stacked across his abs, a vision I hadn’t been able to eradicate from my brain since I walked into the living area of the hotel room earlier. Hell, even with a shirt on, that had to be four sizes too small for the guy, the bricks on his stomach were clear. The tiny point of his nipples erect.

      And it hadn’t been the only thing erect.

      Thank God I’d gotten myself under control, stopped myself from jumping him and taking care of that morning “issue.” Unfortunately, I hadn’t given myself time to do was take care of myself so I could stop my hormones from going batshit crazy.

      I made it through the baby dedication, tears welling in my eyes as Katie and Jude looked at each other, so damn happy, so damn sweetly, it made my chest ache for that kind of love and devotion for one of the very few times in my life.

      What was going on with me this weekend? I wasn’t the emotional, sappy, lovesick kind of woman and yet that was all I found myself thinking about. And unfortunately, every time I had those thoughts, it was Garrett I pictured myself with.

      His friends comment and then the regret he had after that kiss was enough to send me into a spiral of self-loathing. There wasn’t enough ice cream in the world to combat the torture of this weekend.

      But I was Lizzie… I could fight through this, be unaffected, give Garrett exactly what he wanted from me and deal with my heart once I got back to Chicago.

      In order to do that, I managed to snag a ride back to Katie and Jude’s house with them, insisting I’d sit in the back seat with Marissa so I could take care of her if she got fussy.

      Katie’s face had scrunched, Jude’s gaze had shot to Garrett and cringed.

      Then they said yes in voices so sad I almost burst into tears on the front steps of the church.

      Now, we were back at their house, brunch in full swing, thanks to a catering company Katie had hired so no one had to spend the day taking care of food and beverages.

      Garrett had disappeared an hour ago, and while it burned in me to ask where he went, I left it alone. Maybe he needed the distance from me as much as I needed it from him.

      With a mimosa in my hand, I stepped outside to their backyard patio where there was a pool, and found Joey, sitting on a lounge chair, legs spread wide with his feet planted on both sides of it. There was a bottle of beer by one foot. His gaze was straight ahead, staring at nothing, while he flipped his phone in his hands without once glancing down at it.

      I let the door click behind me louder than necessary so he knew he wasn’t alone and he barely spared me a look before dropping his head.

      “You okay?” I asked, heading in his direction.

      “I’m good. Thanks.”

      He grabbed the beer by his foot and took a large swallow.

      I was going to head back inside and leave him to his mood when he fell back to the chair and turned his head in my direction.

      Joey Taylor was just as good looking as all the other Taylor brothers. Stacked and built, he was also lean, more a swimmer’s body than one meant for fighting like Jude, he was one of the fastest skaters in the league. He was also three years younger than the rest of us and I fell into a pseudo-older sister role with him as easily as Katie had when they first met.

      “Looks like you’re not having as much fun as everyone else inside.”

      “Your family is a blast, but it gets loud in there.” Combine the kids with my racing thoughts and I needed a break.

      “Yeah. They can be a lot.” He swiped his hands across his cheeks and took another pull of his beer. “What’s going on with you and Garrett?”

      Since I had no clue, I didn’t want to answer. Nor did I want to talk about it with Joey. “What’s going on with you?”

      “Lenora and I are getting divorced.”

      He had closed his eyes and I swore it took me a moment to realize he’d said what he did. “What?” I gasped and rushed to him, taking the chair next to him. “Why? How?”

      He huffed a chilling sound and opened one eye, squinting at me. “Turns out she liked one of her burlesque partners more than me.”

      “You… uh… isn’t…. What?”

      Her burlesque partners were all women. Stunned, I gaped at him and he closed that one eye and turned away. “Yeah. Now you know why I haven’t said anything to anyone. The fuck of it is, is her partner, she’s so damn cool. And it’s not like I didn’t know Lenora was bi. She told me that on our first date. I just thought our god damn marriage vows would have meant something.”

      He took another huge swallow and it took a moment for the shock to settle from a lightning storm to a mere drizzly day. God. Poor Joey.

      I leaned forward and rested my hand on his arm. Giving him a comforting squeeze, I said, “You can tell your family. And you don’t have to tell them why.”

      “Please. If I don’t give specifics, Mom and Katie will fly out there and hunt her down to find the truth. Hell, Johnny’s wife, Kiera, would probably do it too.”

      Katie would. Definitely. She’d never had a real family so she took to Taylors like a woman designed to love and protect with the ferocity only seen in female lions while hunting.

      “Shit. I’m so sorry, Joey.”

      “It just… sucks. And it’s Christmas and New Year’s…I didn’t want to blow up anyone’s happiness right now and have them all hovering.”

      “If you don’t think they’re not already worried, you don’t know your family.”

      “Yeah, well if I don’t tell them specifics then they’re just wondering and not going on a rampage.”

      Damn.  I thought I had problems. I took a sip of my mimosa, suddenly wishing it was stronger.

      He swung his feet to one side and jumped so quickly, I choked on my mimosa. “Come on.” He grinned down at me like he hadn’t burdened me with his secrets and his pain and held out his hand. “Enough moping for one day. Let’s get inside and have some fun.”

      I slid my hand into his and he yanked me to my feet. “You can do that?”

      “I’ve faked it through worse, I suppose.”

      Right. “Fake it ’til you make it?”

      The look he shot me would be panty-melting if he wasn’t my best friend’s youngest brother-in-law. “You got it.”

      Really, it was a plan I needed to put into action for my own life problems. “Deal.”
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      Apparently, fake it ‘til you make it, for me, included wine. Lots of wine. So much wine I’d be regretting my decision in the morning and probably for the following three days but hell if it didn’t help a whole hell of a lot.

      After returning to the house with Joey, we went our separate ways. Him to the television and men surrounding it where I caught Garrett who looked freshly showered and wearing a new set of casual clothes. I headed toward where the women were snacking in the kitchen, surrounding an assortment of miniature quiches, vegetable trays, and charcuterie boards. Bottles of wine were on the counter and in chillers, several already opened so I ditched my mimosa, grabbed a fresh glass and went to work on putting my plan into action.

      I could do this. Hell, I faked hiding my attraction to Garrett long enough it should have been like riding a bike. Problem? When I got drunk, I also got friendly. And apparently, Garrett had had the same thoughts earlier because he was drinking vodka tonics like they were water. Eventually, we found ourselves sitting next to each other on the couch, surrounded by our friends, laughing about college. About life, and I couldn’t stop myself from putting my head on his shoulder and my hand on his thigh.

      He tensed immediately beneath my soft touch and I moved to pull away when he covered my hand with his. “Stay.”

      I wanted his closeness even if wasn’t smart.

      “Garrett,” I whispered, and suddenly the fun we were having as friends turned to something deeper.

      “I like this night. Laughing with you.” He kissed the top of my head like he’d done on the plane, like he’d do to something he treasured, and a pulse of desire danced down my spine. “Stay with me. Here.”

      I tilted my head, my cheek on his shoulder to face him and when I did, I saw the same desire I was feeling, radiating back from him in his golden eyes, the lines of his jaw.

      I swallowed, unable to come up with words and found I didn’t have anything to say. Katie, who I saw out of the corner of my eye, glanced at me with a hopeful expression.

      “All right,” I finally whispered. “I’ll stay.”

      “Good.”

      He turned back to the game and we cheered New York, both the Senior and Junior John’s former team, and all was going great until John Senior lifted his hand in the air when they won, and shouted, “And that’s how you win, you young pansy-wearing, girl-drooling, baby-making sons.”

      “He is so weird,” I muttered through laughter.

      And then was silenced by Garrett’s hand sliding from his thigh to mine and beneath my dress.

      “I want you,” he groaned in my ear. “And I know I shouldn’t, but you’re driving me crazy, Lizzie.”

      How could I turn down Garrett? Even if I figured it’d get my heart broken all over again.
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      I was too drunk to drive so Jude let us stay the night in his guest house. As soon as the game was over, my control when it came to Lizzie snapped like a worn rubber band.

      Fuck it. We could be friends. We could be friends with benefits, at least for one night. In my drunkenness, it sounded like the best idea I’d ever had, even if there was a whisper in my subconscious of this being a bad idea. A very, very bad idea. Only, with Lizzie next to me, her laughing with me, the brush of her breasts against my arm every time she leaned in to say something to one of the guys on my other side, I was quickly forgetting why it’d be a bad idea.

      We fell into his guest house with our mouths fused together, my hands on her hips, the silky fabric of that dress she’d been wearing all day already making my dick hard and pressed to her stomach.

      Her soft hands pressed to the stubble at my cheeks, holding me against her as we stumbled toward the bedroom. I kicked my shin on the coffee table, almost tripped over the edge of a couch, and barely caught a lamp before we knocked it to the floor.

      “Garrett,” she gasped my name and followed it with a moan. The sound was branded in my brain, memories of other nights we’d come together like this flashed. All of it threatened to make me end this night before it began.

      “Shit,” I gasped too and pulled my mouth from hers to travel down her throat, brushing her hair off her shoulder and gathering it into a fist at the back of her head. A moment of rationality broke through and as she looked at me, lips parted and swollen and wet, eyes glazed over, her silky blonde hair tangled in my fingers, she’d never looked more like mine.

      This was Lizzie. This could destroy us.

      As much as I craved her, I couldn’t hurt her. Not like this.

      A groan tore from deep in my throat. “I can’t do this.”

      She blinked, alcohol making her movements sluggish which was further confirmation this couldn’t happen. “What?”

      “Fuck.” I stepped back and scrubbed my palms down my cheeks and scruff. “We can’t do this.”

      “Why not?” She stepped back from me now, ankles wobbling in those shoes I wanted her to leave on as we fucked, but as I reached out to steady her, she slapped my hand away. “What the fuck, Garrett?”

      “I know. But we have to talk.”

      “Now?” She brushed her hands down her skirt and gave me the most incredulously drunken look. I would have laughed if I wasn’t terrified of my heart squeezing itself to death.

      There was no way to say it. No way to get this out that would make this easier and end everything. “As much as I’d absolutely love to be stripping you out of that dress and continuing what we were just doing because you know there’s no woman who’s ever made me feel the way you do, before we go another step, you need to know something.”

      Her eyes widened and then her brows knitted with concern. “Is there someone else?”

      “God no.” I all but laughed. She had to know I wouldn’t do that to any woman. “Worse. At least, as far as us goes. I’ve been traded.”

      She blinked rapidly, her eyes fluttering with confusion before what I said finally registered. “Oh.” She stepped back again and her knees buckled, taking her down to the edge of the bed with a small bounce. Her hands curled around the bedding. “Where?”

      “Vegas.” I cleared my throat. “Las Vegas. I’m going to be playing with Joey out there. Their goalie, Mikov, got injured last week and they needed someone and…”

      I shut up. If she asked for details, I’d give them but that wasn’t why I was telling her.

      “Wow,” she exhaled and gathered her hair into a ponytail before letting it fall. “That’s… that’s great. Exciting for you. When do you leave?”

      “I’m set to move Christmas Day.” Every moment between us killed my erection and settled a weight so far deep in my chest I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to dig it out.

      Lizzie was analytical. I could practically see her calculating every thought she had, trying to decide what was best to say. “You didn’t tell me when I mentioned your game on Christmas. And Joey didn’t say anything…”

      She was so befuddled it was adorable. More than anything, I wanted to kiss her nose, tell her we could make something out of this. But that was too soon. Too much. “I wanted to be the one to tell you, but I wanted the weekend first to get our friendship back on track.”

      She laughed, swiped a hand across her mouth. “I see.”

      “I didn’t plan this.” I waved my hand between us, indicating our state of wrinkled and messy dress. “I want you, of course I do, I always do, but I didn’t plan for this. I just wanted the air cleared. I miss you too much to leave without that.”

      “So was this goodbye then? Your way of saying that to me?”

      Her chin wobbled and I suddenly felt six inches tall. “No. God no.”

      I went to her then and crouched before her so we were at eye level. She flinched but I took her hands in mine and didn’t let her move away. “No,” I stressed. But I’d already given her so much. I had to give her the rest, despite what it’d do to me when she left. Because she would do that. There was no future for us if I was in Vegas.

      “I love you. I’ve loved you for as long as I can remember knowing you. If it was the perfect world, we’d do this tonight, go back to Chicago and figure out how to move on together, finally, but I know how much you love the city and your family and I’d never ask you to leave. To take a chance on me when I’m so far away.”

      Tears fell down her cheeks. “I need a minute.”

      “Of course.” I stood, gave her space, and as she headed toward the bathroom, I took her spot in the bed and dropped my head into my hands. This was the first of many goodbyes we’d have. Goddamn. I should have told her at the beginning. Saved ourselves this.

      I had no idea how much time passed but eventually the door opened and her footsteps padded across the carpet until I saw those sexy as hell shoes in front of me.

      And when I looked up, Lizzie had her hands at the belt of her dress. “You love me?”

      “Yes,” I rasped. “Of course.”

      “I can’t give you more than tonight.”

      “Shit.” My chest burned and I licked my lips. “I don’t want us hurt.”

      “I can’t make those promises you just said you wanted, Garrett, but I’ve missed you, and if this is our last night together, I want to spend it with you.”

      As she spoke, those hands untied her belt and as it fell to the floor, a thousand wicked ideas came to mind with what I could do with that strap of leather.

      If she was giving me a night, I was taking it, despite the pain it’d cause me later. I’d manage it. I had before.

      She spun one of her feet on the toe of her shoe, dragging my attention to the ribbon at the back of her calf and the shape of her legs. “I also need help with my shoes.”

      “Fuck the shoes. You’re keeping them on.”

      I grabbed her hips and tossed her onto the bed. Her dress flew in the air, draped over her waist and I went to work, undoing the buttons at her wrists and the few that settled between her breasts, trailing down to the end of the skirt. Her thighs parted as I hovered over her, giving me a view of the red thong that matched her dress.

      “Goddamn, you are the most beautiful vision I’ve ever seen.” I wasn’t holding back. This could be my last night with her if she wouldn’t do something long-term, but I’d keep trying. Maybe after she had time to consider, maybe if I proved it could work, she’d reconsider.

      Her hands fell to my shoulders, her hips arching as I teased her stomach, her hot and warm flesh as my fingers undid the buttons and revealed her smooth, soft skin before me. I ran a palm across her abdomen, another up her thighs, and then I tore those panties away leaving a red mark on her hip I kissed to steal away the pain. My fingers found her center, teased her and opened her, brushed circles over her clit until she was biting down on her plump lips.

      “Not yet,” she rasped, as her body started to tremble. “I want you naked, too,” she requested, but fuck that.

      “No. If you’re good for me, you can see that later.”

      She whimpered as I pressed my thumb to her clit, pressed a finger deep inside and added another as she took me easily. She was still half-dressed, her dress flipped open, the sleeves down at her wrists and her matching red bra clasped. I tugged down the cups, shoving up her breasts and bent down to bite and tease and suck her nipples until she grasped my hair and tugged. She yanked me away and pressed me to her and this was only one of the reasons Lizzie held my heart and my dick in the palm of her hand.

      She was amazingly ferocious in bed, and hell if I didn’t love the fight it took to win her and get her over the peak.

      “Garrett.” She whined my name in that delicious way as her body trembled and arched and bucked beneath me.

      When she came, it wasn’t going to be with my fingers. I trailed my mouth down her body, keeping one hand at her nipples to pinch and pull until she writhed from the mix of pain and pleasure I drew from her and then kissed her clit so softly, she jumped in surprise.

      “Damn it,” she gasped and chuckled.

      “Patience,” I muttered, and slid my tongue over her hardened bundle of nerves, driving her crazy while I teased her. My fingers were soaking wet, and I pressed them to the ridge inside of her that caused a moan to fall from her lips so loud and beautiful and guttural, I almost came in my jeans.

      “I don’t know the meaning of the word.”

      She was so close, so wet, such a delightful sight spread out and needy beneath me I took pity on her and pressed my mouth to her clit, sucked and ate her, and moved my fingers deep inside of her in that slow rhythm that drove her crazy until she shattered beneath me. She cried my name and Gods and I no longer cared about what I prayed for earlier.

      Thank God for unanswered prayers, indeed.
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      I shot from the universe like a rocket as Garrett brought me to climax, spun around in the gravity-free universe, and slowly descended feeling like a whole new woman and possible a dumb one who had made a gigantic mistake, again, when it came to Garrett, but I couldn’t for the life of me remember why being with him again like this would end in disaster.

      I was breathless, bone-tired, and exhilarated all at once. My limbs trembled and were well used while still feeling that desperate deep need for more.

      Panting, I brushed hair from my forehead and ran my tongue over tingling lips and blinked. Garrett stood at the end of the bed, grinning down at me with lust and victory and satisfaction. His hands, thank God for those hands, were at his shirt and he gripped the back of it at his neck and yanked it off of him, revealing those muscles I knew so well in all their beautiful glory.

      When his hands went to his jeans and he popped the button, shoving them down, I might have had a mini orgasm as he stroked himself through his black boxer briefs.

      He held out his other hand and with a gentleness that rivaled the desperate need lining his features, he brought me to my feet on shaking legs and kissed me with such tenderness I would have wept at his feet.

      “Let’s get you out of this dress, honey.”

      Honey. Oh God. He was my undoing.

      I stood still while he slid his fingers along my shoulders and dragged them slowly down my arms, building goose bumps and anticipation with every inch until my dress dropped to the floor and he leaned in, kissed my shoulder and wrapped an arm around my lower back. We’d been frantic earlier, but now that the haze of my orgasm was leaving and taking with it some inebriation, I reveled in this gentle giant and the way he treated my body like it was porcelain. Garrett liked his sex like he played—rough and hard and not worth doing unless he was giving it a hundred and twenty percent—but for now, his soft touches and gentle, loving kisses were exactly what I needed.

      Especially with the news he’d dropped in my lap. I shook the thought out of my head.

      I had one more night with him, and I was going to enjoy it. I’d worry about the pain of it tomorrow.

      Once my bra was done, I stood in front of him in my heels and bit my bottom lips as my fingers found the elastic band of his boxer briefs. I slid my palm to his bulge, so thick and hard. It’d taken me months after the first time we were together to find a vibrator that matched his size and every time I used it, I came to the memories of him. Nothing could beat the real thing though, pulsing in my grip behind a thin layer of cotton and Garrett’s ragged breathing in my ear as he kissed my throat and my jaw.

      He froze, pulling back, and blinked. The move so sudden a sliver of ice fell through my veins.

      “What?”

      His jaw jutted out and he rolled it before cursing. His head fell forward, hitting my shoulder and his body shook with laughter.

      “Garrett?”

      “I don’t have a condom.”

      Oh. Shit. Normally this would be a game changer for me, but this was Garrett. He wouldn’t put me at risk. I brushed my hand up through his hair, massaging his scalp as he kissed my shoulder. “I’m on the pill.”

      I didn’t have condoms either. It’d been too long—since Garrett a year ago—when I’d even considered needing them. I whispered that against his ear and his hand at my hip dug in.

      “You’re killing me,” he whispered against my mouth before he kissed me.

      “Weren’t you the one who was all about patience?”

      He huffed against my mouth and moved my hands to his waistband. Together, we moved the remaining stitch of separation between us. His hands fisted, letting me stroke him firmly, slowly, twisting at the tip before he grabbed my wrist and gently guided me back to the bed until I was sitting.

      Garrett dropped to his knees in front of me. With his continued softness, he kissed my thighs, the inside of my knee, cupping my leg tenderly while his hands worked at the ties behind one of my shoes, the small zipper at the heel and once he dropped one to the floor, he pressed his thumbs to the instep of my sore foot.

      “Oh God. That feels so damn good.”

      “I’ll make you feel even better soon.”

      “I don’t think anything feels better than a foot massage,” I admitted, and he kissed my ankle before repeating the same moves, the same kisses and massages, to my other foot and leg.

      I laid back out on the bed, feet muscles relaxed, my body liquid. A shadow moved over me and I opened my eyes to see Garrett hovering over me, hands fisted into the bed by my shoulders and a wicked gleam in his eye right before he lowered his body to me, shoved an arm under my back and slid me farther up the bed until I was splayed out for his pleasure.

      Pleasure me, indeed. He kissed me like it was his job, a job he excelled at before he hooked one of my thighs under his arms and spread me wide open. The pull bit into my muscles and I arched into him.

      He was there, the head of his thick, beautiful cock at my sex. This was the first time I’d ever gone bare and nerves lit while excitement thrummed.

      He brushed his thumb over my clit. “You sure? I’m clean⁠—”

      “I know.”

      “Fuck, honey.” His head fell forward as he pressed inside of me and at the first bare feel of our most private and sensitive areas rubbing against each other both of us cursed and groaned. My hands clenched the sheets beneath me before seeking his thighs and holding on, feeling that blunt strength in his body as he watched his entrance into my body with wide-eyed awe.

      “Holy fuck, this feels so damn good.” He slid out, pushed in, inch by inch before he retreated and entered again.

      He took his time, drove me close to the precipice before he was fully seated inside me, the entire time, watching my expression, moving to see himself with an intensity that’d make me uncomfortable if it was anyone else.

      “Garrett,” I whispered. Pleaded. I begged him with his name and please hurry, I’m so close that earned me an arrogant smirk from him before he finally, finally, shoved himself deep inside of me. I jolted from the fierceness.

      There was the snap on his calm, gentle, kisses and touches. He took me hard. Fast. He drew it out and went so torturously slow right as my climax began and then he built it back up again only to deny me.

      I cursed him and he laughed.

      I grabbed for him and spurred him on, yanking his hips toward me in a command to speed up.

      He collapsed, spreading my legs wide and slammed his mouth to mine and moved so perfectly, the grinding against my pelvis, the feel of him against the rigid flesh inside of me, I shattered into a thousand pieces, screamed his name, and dug my fingernails into his scalp until he went wild, moved and fucked me hard until he released his orgasm deep inside me and claimed me with a kiss and his seed.

      “Holy shit,” I gasped, breathless from sex, the weight of him, the reality of what we’d done. All of it was overwhelming in the best of ways, the most terrifying ones quickly followed.

      What did this mean?

      He was leaving. I couldn’t pick up my career, one I’d worked years for, to move to Vegas. My family, my friends were in Chicago.

      I kissed the hinge of his jaw and almost cried when he pulled out of me.

      He cupped my cheek with his palm and kissed the tip of my nose. “You’re incredible, you know that? All the time. In all the ways.”

      I ran my hand down his arm. “You too, you know. I’ve always thought about you.”

      He smiled sadly and climbed off the bed. “I’ll get you a cloth to clean up. Stay put.”

      Like I could move any time soon. I rolled to my side to keep a view of his retreating backside, biting my bottom lip when I saw red marks down his back and on his ass from my hands and then a yawn hit. My eyes closed. If he returned with a cloth, I had no idea, because I took two breaths and passed out.
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      A spiking pain in my brain woke me up and made me roll over, clutching my skull before it exploded all over the bed.

      “Oh God. No more wine ever,” I groaned.

      My leg hit something hard and warm and my eyes opened slowly.

      Oh shit. Garrett. Memories of last night flashed in my mind like a kaleidoscope, making me dizzy. We had sex.

      Good sex.

      Out of this world, mind-blowing hot sex. It was enough to force me to sitting and to the bathroom where I guzzled water straight from the tap like a feral cat until I had enough water in me and my headache muted to a dull thump.

      “What now?” I asked, wiping my mouth off with a towel and stared at my reflection.

      To say I looked rode hard and put away wet was a massive understatement. My hair was tangled and flying in multiple directions. My makeup smeared beneath my eyes and my lipstick remnants had spread to below my bottom lip.

      I found face wash and lotion in one of the cabinets and sent a quick thanks to Katie for always keeping their guest house stocked while I washed my face and slathered it with lotion. Then I found toothbrushes and miniature tubes of toothpaste, brushed my teeth, and tried not to figure out the solution to whatever problem last night caused.

      He was moving a half country away. Two time zones. Even if I wanted to go to him and tell him I’d happily take a chance on him because he was no risk at all, I couldn’t.

      I couldn’t make that decision delirious from sex, regardless of how much I loved him.

      We’d said last night was it.

      Maybe it would have to be our goodbye.

      He was still sleeping in the bed when I returned, and I took my time admiring how fierce he appeared even while he slept. He didn’t move while I gathered up my clothes and he didn’t twitch when I leaned over and kissed his cheek.

      Out in the living room, I found a notepad tucked into one of the side tables and quickly scrawled out a note.

      If he was awake and we had to say goodbye then, it’d be so much harder.

      He was my best friend. The man I loved. But I knew me—I needed time to process what was happening and time to figure out if we could be anything more than what we’d always been⁠—

      Friends who loved each other when circumstances kept pulling us apart.

      

      Thank you for a wonderful night and weekend.

      The Viper fans don’t know what’s coming for them,

      But you’re the best of the best.

      I’ll always be your number one fan, I just need some time to figure things out.

      All my love,

      Lizzie

      

      Tears streamed down my face while I finished the note and I skipped back into the bedroom and left it on the nightstand.

      With one last look at Garrett, I blew him a kiss.

      And then I left. Went to the hotel, packed my bags and in less than an hour I was at the airport, booking a new flight home.

      Someday, maybe someday, the stars would align for us to have everything we both wanted including each other. But today wasn’t that day.

      

      THANK YOU for reading The Final Shot.

      Keep reading to see what happens once Lizzie returns to Chicago, and Garrett heads back to Vegas with Game Changer.

      

      Want to stay up to date on all my releases? See what else I’ve published? Check out my website: https://www.staceylynnbooks.com
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      “You need to call him.”

      I closed Instagram, my new obsession when it came to Garrett Dubiak, goalie for the Las Vegas Vipers, also one of my best friends, and dropped my head back. My mom stood behind the couch in her living room, giving me a soft smile full of pity and sadness and worry.

      “I know I do.” I reopened the app and showed my mom the picture. “I’m just scared. He looks happy.”

      My chest burned, and it had nothing to do with my recent bout of heartburn that came and went with no rhyme or reason and on a sporadic timeline. My mom’s hand curled around my shoulder. I lifted my other hand off my stomach and placed it over hers. She was warm, kind and tender, and she loved me more than anything.

      “Maybe he is. But he still has a right to know. You know that.”

      Three months ago, Garrett and I met up in North Carolina for our friend’s baby christening a few days before Christmas. We hadn’t spoken for a year, due to a massive miscommunication on both our parts. We spent one night together. One night where I was sure we were finally on the same page and then Garrett dropped the news in my lap that he’d been traded from Chicago to Las Vegas where he was now the starting goalie for the leading team in professional hockey.

      The next morning, uncertain of where we’d go from there, I’d left before the emotional goodbye we’d have, the arguments, and I asked for some time to figure things out.

      Twenty-four hours later, I came down with a nasty sinus infection that required antibiotics, which must have affected my pills because I was now pregnant⁠—

      With Garrett’s baby. My best friend. My lover. The only man I’d ever loved.

      He’d called. At first, I was too sick to talk. Then I was too fearful he’d want answers to questions I didn’t have.

      Start a long-distance relationship? Give away everything I’d ever known for a chance with him in Las Vegas?

      I was born and bred in Chicago. Outside of my three years in graduate school at Oxford University in England, I’d never lived anywhere else and never wanted to. My family was here. I loved my life here, the career I’d built, the success I had and all my friends and family and knowing Chicago better than I knew the back of my own hand. Could I walk away from all of that for him?

      As soon as I found out I was pregnant, I had my answer.

      Yes. Yes, I absolutely could.

      And then I saw him on Instagram.

      Nadia Belchinova.

      Russian. Long legged, big boobed, and with striking features, I’d been about ready to book my ticket to Vegas and tell him everything, tell him I wanted this baby and I wanted it with him when the first picture of the two of them popped up on his Instagram feed. The first non-professional marketing photo he’d posted in over three years.

      That was six weeks ago. Since then, I’d become obsessed with not only following his hockey career, but the pictures online of both of them, individually and together. She was the sister to a teammate, his back-up goalie. The comments of pictures they posted were filled with congratulations from teammates, old and current, along with fire flame emojis and others that made me want to throw my phone across the room.

      I’d left him, hadn’t been brave enough to talk to him. Had I waited too long? Had I lost him? The unknown kept me from reaching out to him, even though my mom was right.

      Garrett had a right to know.

      “What if he loves her?” I asked, brushing my thumb over his face, thick beard he always grew once it came close to playoff season, and stared into his rich blue eyes. He was the best man I’d ever met, and I knew he not only wanted to have children, but how badly he wanted to be a dad.

      “He might,” my mom said, squeezing my shoulder. “But he loved you at one time, too. You know the right thing to do with this. And I caution you, the longer you continue to put it off, the harder it’s going to be. On both of you.”

      “I know.” I forced myself to close down Instagram and pulled up my text string with my best friend Katie.

      She’d been my roommate in college and now married to Jude Taylor. I’d met Garrett back in college the same night Katie met Jude. Now, Jude played down in North Carolina for the Carolina Ice Kings hockey team. Katie and Jude were now married, the reason Garrett and I went to North Carolina in December, and it was Katie’s text that made my chest squeeze.

      They’re at the Lantham Hotel. Please, go fix whatever you broke. And then someday, tell me why it’s taken you so long?

      Outside my parents, I hadn’t told anyone I was pregnant except my boss. Shawna knew but that was because she saw the ginger ale I started drinking and suspected. I couldn’t tell Katie. I couldn’t ask her to keep it from her husband, who was Garrett’s best friend. I couldn’t ask her to lie to her husband or to Garrett.

      Because this time, our brokenness didn’t come from a miscommunication. It was totally one hundred percent my fault, and I had no idea how to fix anything. I knew what Garrett wanted that night, but we were drunk, and while it was a lousy excuse, I’d replayed that night in my mind a hundred times. Would I still have slept with him, knowing it’d probably be the last time?

      It was too late for shoulda-woulda-coulda’s. The baby in my stomach who started making his or her appearance known with morning sickness that lasted for half the day made that obvious.

      Now, I needed to pick myself up by the bootstraps and do the most terrifying thing in the world.

      Tell Garrett Dubiak I loved him. That I was having his baby. And I wanted to be a family.
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      The Las Vegas Vipers were in Chicago for a three-game series. They’d already won the first, and I watched them win the second two doors down from the Lantham Hotel at a bar, sipping ginger ale and slowly eating a steak dinner with asparagus and a baked potato. I was slowly coming out of the phase where everything made me want to puke. What I could manage to eat stayed down, but my diet had massively changed. I should thank the baby bean for making me healthy. Gone were my days of fried foods, onion rings, french fries, and chicken—in any form—in mass quantities. Now, I craved red meat and vegetables. For the first time in my life, I not only willingly ate broccoli, but thought it tasted like the best food in God’s creation.

      I’d been to enough of Garrett’s games over the years to know the drill. They’d head back to the locker room, shower and change, and have a quick post-game wrap-up depending on how they played.

      Then they’d hop on the bus. The hotel was five miles from the arena where they played which meant it could be either a ten-minute drive or forty-two. Chicago traffic was finicky like that.

      Fortunately, based on my traffic app, traffic was moving relatively quick, so after I waited long enough, I paid my bill and slid off my stool.

      It was nearing late March, which meant Chicagoans were equally prepared for the quick burst of spring during the days along with the lingering, blustery chill of winter. It’d snowed last weekend and for the last few days, the weather had been warm enough to melt the snow, but now there was slush, grayed from the roads and the curbs and mixed with the salt and sand mixture the plows used. I trudged over the wet and freezing sidewalks carefully to not slip in my black boots.

      When I imagined seeing Garrett again, I’d hoped I could wow him with a slinky black dress. Hell, maybe the heels he’d so carefully stripped off my legs the last time we saw each other. Instead, I was dressed in Ugg boots, a knee-length North Face fluffy coat. My scarf was wrapped around my throat and all of it still barely stopped the chill from the lake effect wind.

      Nerves assailed me as I stepped into the lobby of the hotel. It was gorgeous, modern, and one of the nicest hotels in Chicago. I’d been there before for work conferences, the occasional after work drink or dinner meeting when other managing financial advisers came from out of town.

      Tonight, I barely took in the elegance of the lobby as I tore off my mittens and stuffed them into my coat pockets. I scooted around tourists and men and women dressed like they were preparing for a late night, black-tie event until I reached the hotel’s lobby restaurant.

      Lit only by chandeliers and tabletop candles, the room cast a soothing and sensual glow over its modern, straight-lined furniture. I moved to one of the booths there, stripping out of my coat and tucking it next to me on the bench. Once settled, I pulled out my phone.

      I’d debated whether to have the front desk call up to his room, but there was always the chance they’d refuse, or wouldn’t admit the team was staying there. The benefit would be if he chose not to come talk to me, I wouldn’t have to hear the rejection.

      Pull on your big girl panties and just do it.

      Before I could talk myself out of it and catch the El back to my condo a few miles away, I pulled up his contact. With a trembling finger, I tapped his name and brought the phone to my ear.

      The steak I ate earlier threatened to revolt as I waited for the phone to connect, or for him to ignore it.

      It rang three times and I whispered a “thank you” to the server who delivered a glass of water and menu in front of me.

      And then Garrett’s voice, rich and low as always, rumbled through the phone. “I didn’t expect to hear from you.”

      As far as hellos went, it wasn’t great. “It’s been a while. Good game tonight.”

      “You watched?”

      I tapped my fingers on the table. This was awkward and Garrett and I were never awkward. “You’re playing great. Vegas is lucky to have you.”

      “Yeah.” He cleared his throat and pain slashed my chest in a breath. “That’s what your note said. Listen, Lizzie… I’m not sure why you’re calling, but I don’t know if it’s smart.”

      “I’m downstairs.” I powered through tears and the rattling in my chest. I’d expected distance. I hadn’t expected the space between us through a phone call to feel like we were on opposite sides of Lake Michigan. “I’d like to see you. To talk.”

      Seconds passed. Long enough I imagined him scraping his fingers with his beard. Run a hand through his hair. He might be pacing. It was long enough I could take a long drink of my ice-cold water.

      “You’re a pain in my ass, you know that?” He said it with a chuckle. My nerves released like a valve, making it easier to breathe.

      He’d said the same words to me last time I saw him. He’d gotten a seat next to me in first class for our flight to North Carolina. I not only hated flying but usually ending up throwing up while I did it, so even though we hadn’t spoken in over a year, I was focused on trying not to lose my mimosas all over his lap. Even then, pissed at me, he’d helped me.

      “I know. Please?”

      “Give me ten. We just checked in.”

      “Thank you.” My voice wobbled and I hung up before he could tell.

      Now, I had to wait.

      Ten more minutes until I threw Garrett’s life into a tailspin.
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      I didn’t need ten minutes. I’d already spent the last twenty pacing our small hotel room that my teammate, André, was threatening to kick me out of the room. Pacing because I’d had my phone in my hand, debating whether or not I was going to call Lizzie.

      Three months ago, after one crazy weekend and one incredible, unforgettable night, she asked me for space in a note, sneaking out before I woke up and catching a different flight back to Chicago. Since what I’d asked for was a lot, and I knew she needed time, I waited a few days to reach out. By then it was the day after Christmas and I was moved into my new home in Las Vegas.

      She never called back. Never answered a text I sent.

      A guy could only take so much rejection before he moved on. I hadn’t expected the brutal silence from Lizzie, not with how we’d left things, not with the night we spent together, but I’d told myself maybe she’d made the right choice. If she wasn’t going to give us a shot at being together the way I knew we both wanted, perhaps a clean break was better than small slices over a handful of years.

      A pillow flew through the air and smacked me in the face. “Get the hell out of here and go see her.”

      I grabbed it before it could fall and tossed it back toward André, our backup goalie and all-around decent guy. He was on the bed, back against the headboard, feet crossed at the ankles, scrolling through TikTok on his phone. Probably trying to find the most inappropriate TikTok to send to the team at three in the morning because he was an asshole like that.

      “I don’t know what to say to her.”

      He gave me two arched brows in response, followed by an eye roll. “You could start with letting her know there’s nothing going on with you and my sister in case she’s seen the pictures. Then you could throw yourself on your knees and beg her for one more chance. Or better yet, be a caveman and throw her over your shoulder and haul her ass back up here.” He pointed a finger at me. “Warning, if that’s your decision, I can’t guarantee I’m leaving.”

      “Fuck off,” I muttered. Suddenly, I was a thirteen-year-old with zits and their first crush at an eighth-grade dance terrified to go get the girl I wanted. Not that I was speaking from personal experience on that one.

      Lizzie had the power to shred my heart into useless pieces and she hadn’t exactly sounded happy when she called.

      “Fine. But if I crawl into your bed and cry on your shoulder and need lots of cuddles, you can’t say you weren’t warned.”

      “Call Nadia for the cuddles.”

      “Asshole.”

      André was the only one on the team who knew there was nothing going on between us. Nadia needed help getting a jealous, clueless ex-boyfriend out of her life. I needed someone to accompany me to my first fundraising event in Vegas. I didn’t want to go alone or be the third wheel with all my new teammates and their wives or girlfriends. André told me to take her. She and I got to talking. I told her straight-up we’d only ever be friends, mostly because I was in love with Lizzie, but I’d told her I’d help her out if she needed it. Nadia agreed, hoping it’d reinforce what she was trying to get across to Toby—they were over.

      So far, it hadn’t worked.

      “I’ll be back.” I grabbed our room key and slid both it and my phone into my pocket. “Don’t forget I warned you about the cuddles.”

      The door slammed shut behind me. On the way downstairs, I was a mess. Lizzie could be here for a multitude of reasons. Only one would be what I wanted, for her to come to me, say she’d had the space she needed and wanted to try something.

      But even then… it’d been three months and not a single call or text. I was already torn between wanting to give her everything she wanted and anger she’d screwed up our friendship. We’d never been so complicated, but that didn’t mean her silence didn’t gut me.

      In the elevator, I checked my outfit. I’d thrown on jeans and a flannel shirt in case I’d gathered the balls to call her first and she was willing to see me. Now, I looked like a lumberjack, and I undid the buttons at the wrists. Rolled them to my elbows. Unrolled them. Rerolled them.

      Lizzie sent me into a tailspin every time we were together.

      Settling on the rolled up to just beneath my elbows look, I swiped my palms down my beard. It was currently a dark, puffy mess and itched like hell. I grew it out every year during the end of the season but shaving it as soon as playoffs were over was the best sensation. I scratched at my neck as the doors opened and stepped into the lobby. I’d had enough nerves returning to Chicago to face my old team that I’d spent all week trying to concentrate on playing well against them and not on the woman who drove me crazy.

      But now all I had were thoughts of Lizzie. Memories. Desires. By the time I reached the hotel’s restaurant and bar, I was an equal mixture of so damn happy to see her I could kiss her and so damn pissed at her I wanted to throttle her.

      Which, in all honesty, were typical reactions I had when it came to her.

      I finally spied her, her blonde hair poking out over one of the booths. I’d know her anywhere, even in the smallest glimpse. It helped the bar was mostly filled with couples dressed to the nines in sparkling cocktail dresses and bespoke suits.

      I took a moment to settle myself.

      What in the hell did I want from this meeting? Were we any closer to being on the same page? Or were we still reading two different books?
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      She was as gorgeous as ever. Her blonde hair was wavy, hung down past her breasts and her eyes, such a pale but still vivid amber that made me thirsty—and not because they were the color of my favorite whiskey—blinked up at me as I reached the table.

      Like every time I first saw her, she stole my breath and shot a jolt of heat straight to my dick. I rocked back on my heels, hands shoved into my jeans pockets to stop from reaching for her.

      “Hey.”

      She blinked, and for a moment I saw a glimpse of fear. My stomach churned before she wiped it away. “Hey. It’s good to see you?”

      Was it? Because she didn’t sound so certain herself.

      I didn’t ask. That she didn’t stand and hug me didn’t bode well for what was about to happen.

      She rubbed her hands together before gesturing to the other side of the table. “Sit. Please?”

      I did, sliding to the center of the booth and dropped my phone on the table.

      “You look good, Lizzie,” I said. “How are you?”

      “Good.” She nodded and took a drink from a glass that looked like beer, but Lizzie didn’t drink beer. She ignored the water sitting next to it. If there was a drink option on the table, she’d go for anything other than a beer. “I’m good. Work is good. Busy as always and you know… I’m good.”

      The nerves I’d felt in the elevator spiked. Lizzie didn’t ramble, at least, never with me before. I sat back in the booth and draped an arm over the back, tried to get comfortable, but that was impossible. Being around Lizzie turned me into a live wire. One wrong touch and my body could explode.

      “You’re playing well. I watched your game tonight. How was it? Playing against Chicago?”

      It was tough. Mentally and physically. The Storm knew me better than anyone and knew how I moved. I hadn’t been able to relax a single second of the games we’d played, but that wasn’t why Lizzie called me and just like I couldn’t relax playing my former team, I couldn’t relax with her.

      A server strolled up, a young guy with short, cropped black hair. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “I’ll have what she’s having.” I pointed to her beverage and watched as she bit her bottom lip. “Looks good. What is it?”

      “Um.” She rolled her lips together. “Ginger ale.”

      A faint pink rose on the apples of her cheeks, and she glanced at the waiter. Ginger ale? Fuck that.

      Yeah…no. This conversation was going to need more than a soda that tasted like piss.

      “Strike that,” I told him. “I’ll take a lager. Anything light you have on tap.” The tension at the table made me wish I could have something stronger, but we weren’t supposed to be drinking on away games.

      “Will do.”

      “Thanks.”

      As soon as he walked away, a heavy silence fell between us. I could have gone first. Could have pushed more. I could have thrown myself on my sword once again, but this was Lizzie’s show. I knew her well enough to know that while she sat across from me, nervously rubbing her hands together and tucking hair behind her ears, fiddling with her gold hoop earrings, she’d been practicing some speech of hers long before she called me.

      Hell, she’d already been downstairs when she made that call.

      So yeah, she was the one who left with a note and didn’t return my calls. I could feign contentment while I waited. She took another sip of her ginger ale, and for someone who hated carbonated soda, that alone piqued my curiosity.

      She set the glass down, ran her pale pink painted fingertip down the edge, dredging up condensation, and brushed it on the napkin.

      Her head tilted to one side and she worried her bottom lip between her teeth. “Are you happy?” A faint pink hue stained her cheeks, and I sat up straighter in the booth. “You know… with…” She paused and cleared her throat. “With Vegas?”

      Holy hot damn.

      She wasn’t asking about the team.

      She’d seen the pictures.

      If she wanted to know about Nadia, she’d have to ask. She hadn’t made things easy for me for years, and while I didn’t enjoy being a dick to her, I needed more than this. I needed to know her intent before I opened myself up.

      The server returned, slid a circle coaster onto the table and set my beer on top. “Thanks,” I told him, and brought it to my mouth.

      “I can’t complain about Vegas, but I haven’t lived through a summer there, either. Winter’s nice, though. But that’s not why you called and we both know it. Talk to me.” When she didn’t immediately start, I leaned in. “Why are you here?”

      She puffed out a breath through her full, gorgeous pink painted lips, and I steeled myself for whatever she was about to say. A vise gripped my chest and squeezed painfully around my ribs.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t call when I got home. And I’m sorry I left the way I did. I didn’t want… I didn’t want the goodbye we would have had that morning to be harder than necessary.” She stalled, and I swore I saw a lump in her throat as she struggled for words. The part of me that loved her wanted to leap across the table and hold her, slide my hand through her hair the way she loved and promise her she could tell me anything. The part of me that was so damn hurt by her kept my ass in the booth. “I got sick when I got home. I couldn’t talk for days and then… well, I’m sorry.”

      She blinked at me. Long blonde lashes fluttered across her cheeks and her eyes dimmed. “I’m so sorry for all of it. I knew we needed to talk, but some things happened after I got better and I needed time.”

      She’d been sick. It explained the first few days like she said. But it’d been months now. “You could have told me that. Or texted me instead of ghosting me.”

      “I know.” She paused to lick her lips, took another sip of her ginger ale. So help me God. If she used that damn soda as a way to procrastinate for another single second, it’d end up smashed all over the carpet. Screw the cleaning bill. “But that’s why I’m here. To apologize and explain.”

      Her hesitation made my pulse kick up. In all the years I’d known Lizzie, I’d never seen her so damn uncertain. “What do you want then? From me? With this visit? Just give it to me straight, Lizzie, because you’re killing me here.”

      She opened her mouth and as she did, my phone lit up, vibrated on the table and she glanced at it. Her cheeks turned white before I looked down. Fuck. Nadia’s name flashed on the screen as it continued to ring.

      I declined the call and blacked my screen. No doubt she wanted to confirm an event we were supposed to attend together next week, and she wanted to remind me to wear my tux. It was pretty much the only conversations we had.

      But that wasn’t what Lizzie thought, and it was clear in the pain lancing across her face, followed by sadness as she rolled her lips together.

      “Don’t,” I all but growled from across the table. “You don’t get to be pissed about this. You left me.”

      “I know.” She squeezed her eyes closed and when she opened them, tears swam in her eyes. It fucking killed me to stay cemented in my seat. “I know all that, which was why I didn’t call you earlier. I want you to be happy, and if it’s with her... I’m glad for you.”

      She didn’t mean a single damn word of it. Not based on the way she blinked back more tears and gripped her ginger ale so hard her knuckles turned white.

      Fuck this. Screw Lizzie, whose damn presence could make me want to throw away everything I’d ever worked for and goddamn, I was so pissed she could still baffle me. I needed her to fight for me. For us, and if she couldn’t… I needed to figure out a way to move on from her.

      It wouldn’t be with Nadia, but I needed the woman I loved to show me something that would keep me there.

      “Nothing’s changed, has it?” My chest burned and my blood sizzled in my veins. Lizzie sat across from me looking like I threw a puppy into oncoming traffic and she still said nothing. “Nothing’s changed,” I repeated, disgusted I’d hoped, considered this would go different. Thank God I didn’t throw myself on my sword and beg her to give us a chance.

      How big of a fool would I be?

      I stood, grabbing cash from my money clip in my pocket. “I can’t do this. Not with you. Not anymore.”

      I yanked them out. They waved in the air right as Lizzie’s chin lifted and her teary, gorgeous, and sad eyes met mine.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      My knees locked. Vaguely, I saw the cash in my hand wafting in the air because I’d frozen as her words rushed through with the force of a thunderstorm.

      Her eyes grew as that storm built in my gut, spread through my limbs and rolled to my ears. The entire room tilted and I slapped the cash in my hand down on the table so hard it rattled, my palm flattening. “What?”

      She nodded and sounds of the room flooded my system until it was overloaded with the cacophony of chatter and glasses clinking and laughter and forks scraping on plates. I scanned the room, looked to see if anyone else had noticed the fucking rug that had just been pulled out from beneath my feet.

      “What’d you say?” I asked and fell to the edge of the bench. There was no way she’d said that.

      There was no way she’d keep this from me. Not for this long.

      “We didn’t use a condom that night. I got sick right after, went on antibiotics… birth control must not have worked…”

      Holy hot damn shit. She was fucking serious.

      “You’re having my baby?”
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      Our table jolted from the force of his collapse into the booth across from me.

      I hadn’t expected a parade or shouts and whoops of joy. In truth, I’d played this scenario in my head on an endless loop for the last six weeks since I took my first test.

      In any of those scenarios, I’d never considered Garrett would stare at me like I’d grown three heads. Or worse, stare at me like he’d never seen me before in his life. Which was exactly how he was gaping at me.

      “Yeah,” I finally said and damn, it’d grown hot in here. Sweat lined my brow and I brushed my hand over my chest. The intensity of his stare made my nerves spike. I couldn’t tell if he was looking like he wanted to throttle me or throw me over his shoulder and whisk me away to his room. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to happen. And I just… I needed time to wrap my head around everything, and I haven’t been feeling well.”

      “Ginger ale,” he rasped, his gaze dropping to my glass. “I should have fucking known.”

      He swallowed and grabbed his beer, draining the rest in one large gulp. My skin itched, too damn tight for the bones it covered on my body. Never, in the history of our friendship, whether we were having sex or not, had a conversation been so difficult, had he felt so far away from me.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, licking my lips and willing more tears back. Crying wouldn’t solve anything.

      “Just give me a minute.” He leaned to the side and lifted his empty glass, probably trying to get the server’s attention, and once he had it, he slipped back into the booth and dropped his forehead into his hand. It trembled as he shoved it through his hair and down the jawline of his beard.

      My fingertips burned with nerves and fear. I’d never felt so helpless when it came to us, but helpless had become normal in the last few months. Sure, I could be a single mom. I had the money and a family support system where I could do this on my own. But that wasn’t what I wanted, and it wouldn’t be what Garrett wanted.

      He’d lost his dad when he was little. From everything he told me about his dad prior to his death during a military training mission, he’d been an incredible man, and Garrett wanted a family. Wanted the wife and kids he could love the way he’d been loved.

      “I don’t know what else to say, except I’m sorry.” I croaked it out and our server appeared. He brought another drink for both of us and I grabbed it, thankful for something to soothe the shards of glass lining my throat.

      But I also had to be careful. The ginger ale helped my nausea but too much ruined it.

      “When are you due?” he finally asked, collapsing back into his seat. His hands fell to his lap and all the color had left his face. His eyes were wide, glassy, almost as if he’d heard the worst news in his entire life.

      “September fourteenth.”

      “Off season.” He nodded and reached for his beer. “Good. That’s good.”

      “Is it?” Because while I hadn’t expected a parade, I hadn’t expected him to appear deadened or sound so cold.

      “Fucking hell,” he groaned. “You’ve had what… weeks to process this? Can’t I have five minutes?”

      “Of course.” Of course he could. Now that I’d told him, I wanted us to figure out a plan. I had several of them. I had questions. I needed to know what he wanted, how involved he wanted to be. I’d had time to think through all the scenarios.

      He’d had sixty seconds.

      I waited while he took another sip of his drink and scrubbed his hands down his cheeks, blowing out a breath so hard his chest heaved with it.

      He was so damn handsome. Probably not something I should have been thinking about, but I could barely take my eyes off him. He’d worn a simple black and red flannel shirt and jeans, but that shirt molded to the curves of his chest and his broad shoulders like it’d been painted on him.

      He stared at the wall next to us like it was the Sistine Chapel, and he wanted to memorize every beautiful stroke before he faced me again.

      “I don’t… I don’t even know what to say or ask right now.” He huffed a laugh, but it was cold, full of nerves and he ran his hand through his mop of thick hair again before taking his beer into his hand. He gestured to the ginger ale in front of me with a dip of his chin. “The soda. You said you haven’t been feeling well?”

      “Yeah.” I cleared my throat. My palms were clammy and cold despite everything else in me feeling like it was about to explode. I hadn’t expected it to be this hard. “All day. Not so much now, but I’ve found things that help, I guess.”

      “How long have you known?”

      Garrett had a wicked switch when it came to his anger. Almost always totally laidback, that trigger could be flipped with no warning when someone he cared about had been hurt or mistreated. I’d seen it happen, with men who wouldn’t leave me alone in a club, an ill-timed grab of my ass as I walked by. Never, in the years we’d known each other, had I saw the beginning of that anger directed at me.

      Now, his jaw twitched and veins appeared on his forearms as he curled his hands into fists. “How long have you known?”

      “Six weeks,” I rasped. “I was sick almost as soon as I got off the plane after…”

      “North Carolina. When you snuck out on me.”

      Damn it. Tears blurred. An arrow to my heart couldn’t have hurt worse than the accusation. He had every right to be mad at me. Every right to be upset and his body practically vibrated with that anger. And worse, there was disappointment in his eyes as he looked at me.

      “Yeah.” I cleared my throat. “I was sick for two weeks, the first round of antibiotics didn’t work, so I needed to go back and then I figured I didn’t have my period from all the stress of that.”

      I wasn’t embarrassed to talk about the female body or cycle. My mom had raised me to be empowered and confident and she’d always shared everything openly and honestly. But I couldn’t remember a time when Garrett and I had talked about periods. He gave a slight flinch when I said it, which made nerves that had turned down to a simmer rush back to the surface.

      If we couldn’t talk about this…

      “Anyway. I just figured it’d happen. But then I started getting sick again and was so tired.”

      “And you didn’t call. As soon as you knew, you didn’t tell me.”

      I shrugged. Lame. I knew it. But what was I supposed to say? I’d been scared. Sad. Horrified we were the ages we were and this had still happened. In between bouts of puking almost all day long for a week while I tried to figure out a way to cope, I’d cried so hard my stomach hurt, and it’d taken every ounce of courage to call my parents and tell them.

      They loved Garrett. Always had. They loved him still, but they did not love hearing we’d shacked up for a night and he’d knocked me up.

      Worse, they didn’t love I didn’t call him right away either.

      “I needed time,” I admitted. To figure things out. Figure out what I was going to do. Figure out what came next.

      And I’d thought I’d done it. I was online preparing to book a flight out to Vegas when that first picture of him and Nadia popped up.

      As if I summoned her, his phone lit up again with a phone call, her name bright white, a beacon highlighting my mistakes and regret and I couldn’t stop the flinch of pain seeing her name caused.

      He grabbed his phone, fisted it, blacking out her name and declining the call, and glared at me.

      “I don’t know what else you want me to say.” My chin wobbled.

      Six weeks ago, I could have gone to him and things would have been different.

      Now? He was with someone. “I’m sorry,” I said again.

      “Yeah. So am I.” His voice was guttural, cutting me to the core as he shoved out of the booth. He threw down another twenty to add to the cash already on the table and barely glanced at me. “You’ve had time to process this. I’m asking you to give me that. I can’t… I can’t sit across from you and think straight. Not right now.”

      I understood. I totally understood. It didn’t stop his words from slicing my heart open and causing me more pain than I’d ever felt.

      I bit my tongue to try to stop the tears.

      “I’ll call you,” he finally said. His dark eyes scanned my face and if he saw the pain in my own, if he cared, he didn’t show it. “This time, answer it.”

      Garrett Dubiak, the only man I loved, the father of the baby I was carrying, spun on his heels and walked away from me after looking at me like I was a stranger.

      And I was pretty sure he took my heart with him.
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