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CONTENT NOTES


This story contains explicit sexual content, profanity, violence, and topics that may be sensitive to some readers.


For a detailed list, please visit anahuang.com/content-warnings












AUTHOR’S NOTE


This story takes place in London, so it uses the British term “football” instead of soccer. Unless otherwise stated, football as it’s used here always refers to soccer, not American football. 


Please also note that certain details about the Premier League and Champions League schedules have been modified for story purposes. 


With the exception of fictional teams in this universe, all clubs will be referred to by their city name only and not their official club name (ex: Madrid instead of Real Madrid and Manchester instead of Manchester United or Manchester City). 









CHAPTER 1


VINCENT
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IN MY DEFENSE, THE PUB DIDN’T HAVE AN EXPLICIT NO Miniature Pigs rule. The owner was a stickler about no cameras and no fighting, but when it came to adorable porcine companions? Not a single warning until he spotted Truffle in my arms and lost his shit over “unhygienic animals.” 


Ironic, considering his pub was called the Angry Boar. You’d think he’d be more understanding when it came to swine.


“It’s not your fault,” I told the teacup pig nestled in my arms. “Mac doesn’t like any living thing, human or animal. Besides, I bet you’re cleaner than half the people in there.”


Truffle snorted in agreement.


“So much for our big night out,” Adil grumbled. “We won our first match against Holchester this season”—an expected chorus of jeers erupted at the mention of our longtime rival—“and instead of celebrating, we’re out in the cold. Literally.”


My team was gathered on the pavement outside the pub, trying to decide what to do next. So far, the only thing we’d agreed on was that pigs were cute, and pub rules sucked.


“Whose fault is that? I told DuBois not to bring Truffle.” Stevens gestured at me. “That’s my pet, but our dear ol’ captain decided to make him the team mascot instead.”


“Captain’s privilege,” I said with a grin. “I can make anyone the team mascot, so watch your mouth or you’ll find yourself in a costume instead of a kit during next week’s match.” 


The earlier jeers morphed into laughter and good-natured ribbing. The tips of Stevens’s ears turned red, but he took my words in stride, as I knew he would.


I was only messing around. My role as a captain of Blackcastle, one of the Premier League’s top football clubs, included a lot of things—giving team talks, operating as the middleman between management and players, making sure these Neanderthals behaved both in and out of the changing room—but it didn’t include team mascot assignments. Not officially, anyway. 


Unofficially? I had the power to elevate anyone’s pet to the lauded role of team mascot. Tonight, that honor belonged to Truffle, the cutest pig you’d ever see.


“Okay, enough about the pig,” Adil said. “Where are we taking this party? Your house? Another pub? Neon?” 


“How about Legends?” Asher named a famous American sports bar whose London branch was as popular as its New York one. “I know the owner. I can easily get us a last-minute private room.”


“Yes to Legends, no to the private room,” Stevens said. “No offense, lads, but I’m not trying to be part of a sausage fest all night. I’d rather meet some girls.”


“You can meet them, but you wouldn’t know what to do with them,” Adil cracked. 


“Oh, that’s rich coming from you. When’s the last time you were on a date?” 


“As a matter of fact…”


A ping from my phone distracted me from their inane argument. 
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Oh, fuck. It was midnight, which meant it was October third. THE DAY.


With all the stress leading up to the Holchester match and then the high of winning, I’d almost forgotten.


My stomach bottomed out, and any interest I’d had in continuing tonight’s celebration vanished. 


I’d set the annual reminder for myself five years ago. It was an act of masochism, considering I couldn’t do anything about it—not without hurting the people I loved, hence the Do Not Contact note.


But I needed the evidence that it was there. That I could do something about it if I wanted to. The question was… did I want to?


Truffle let out a small squeal. Double fuck. I was squeezing the poor thing so tightly with one arm that he was squirming.


“Sorry, buddy.” I loosened my hold, but the knot in my throat remained.


It would be so easy. I had the information stored on my phone. All I’d have to do—


“DuBois, you down?” Asher’s voice interrupted my mental spiral.


I jerked my head up. “What?” 


“Legends. You down?”


“Um.” I tried to think through the buzzing in my ears. It was funny how a single reminder could flip my mood upside down. “Nah. You guys go. I’m calling it a night.”


Asher’s brows pulled together. “You okay? You look a little pale.”


“I’m fine, just tired. Adrenaline crash, I think.” 


He didn’t look convinced. “Tell me if you’re about to have a heart attack or something. Scarlett would never forgive me if I let you die in the middle of the street.”


I cracked a small smile. Besides being our team’s star striker, he was also my sister Scarlett’s boyfriend. 


Asher and I were once massive rivals, but we developed a begrudging friendship after he transferred to Blackcastle from Holchester and started dating my sister. I was convinced she used him to spy on me sometimes because, well, she was my sister, and sisters were universally nosy.


 “I promise I’m not going to drop dead.” I reluctantly handed Truffle back to Stevens. I’d adopt him for the weekend, but I’d already “kidnapped” him from Stevens’s parents earlier when Stevens took them around to meet the team. “I’ll see you guys on Monday, okay? Enjoy Legends.”


The other players groaned and complained good-naturedly about me abandoning them, but they didn’t stop me from hailing the next taxi home.


I sank into the back seat and gave the driver my address. Thankfully, he either didn’t recognize me or didn’t make a fuss of it because he simply started driving, no questions asked.


THE DAY (Do Not Contact).


I rubbed a hand over my face. I couldn’t shake the reminder from my brain, and I hated how much power it held over me after all these years. More than that, I hated myself for giving it that power in the first place.


My phone vibrated. I shot upright, my heart rate skyrocketing to dangerous levels. It was completely improbable, but maybe—


No. It was just Scarlett.


I wiped a hand over my face again and took a calming breath before I answered.


“You picked up.” Her surprise was evident over the laughter and what sounded like a truck backing up in the background. “I thought you’d still be out with the team.”


“Nah.” I forced an even tone. “They went to Legends, but I wasn’t feeling it so I’m going home.”


“Since when do you turn down an excuse to party?”


“Since I’m not twenty-one anymore.” 


“Please. Don’t act like you’ve grown up that much when you spent two weeks in Ibiza over the summer.”


“Hey, you don’t know what I did in Ibiza. Don’t assume.”


“Everyone knows what you did, Vincent. It was in the tabloids.”


“Yeah, because tabloids are famous for being the arbiters of truth.”


Scarlett scoffed, but her voice softened with her next question. “How are you holding up?” 


My shoulders bunched. Of course. That was why she called. She was the only other person in the world who knew about my fixation on October third. 


“Fine,” I lied. “I barely thought about it. Too distracted by today’s match.”


To her credit, she let my blatant lie slide. I don’t think she expected me to tell the truth; she just wanted to make sure I knew she was there if and when I spiraled.


“Good,” she said. “I’m here if you need me.”


“I know. Love ya, sis.” 


“Love you too, idiot.”


I smirked at her familiar sign-off, but my smile faded soon after I hung up. I wished I were more like Scarlett when it came to these things. She didn’t give a fuck about her version of October third, but me? I couldn’t stop obsessing over it once or twice a year.


I finally arrived home. I paid the driver and hopped out, my footsteps crunching on gravel.


A lot of players preferred to live in outer London for more space and privacy, but I’d chosen a swanky five-bedroom house right in the heart of the city. Too much quiet was an invitation for unwanted thoughts.


I reached the entry gate, ready to punch in my security code, when a small movement caught my eye. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled.


The gate was already open.


It swayed in the night wind, the motion so subtle I would’ve missed it if I hadn’t been standing so close. A low creak rippled through the silence.


I thought I’d locked it when I left that morning, but maybe my memory was playing tricks on me. My security system would’ve alerted me if anyone had tried to break in. Right? 


I entered the front garden and firmly locked the gate behind me. I held my breath as I walked to the front door, grabbed the doorknob, and twisted.


It didn’t budge.


I exhaled a sigh of relief. I must’ve forgotten to secure the gate earlier after all.


Once I was inside, I flipped on the lights and debated whether to watch TV or play a video game before bed. I was too amped up to fall asleep, and I needed a distraction.


I tossed my keys in the shallow dish by the door and was about to make my way to the game room when something caught my eye for the second time that night.


A small box sat next to the key holder. It was wrapped in brown paper and tied with a red ribbon. No note as far as I could tell—nothing to indicate who’d put it there because I sure as hell didn’t put it there myself.


A metallic taste filled my mouth. The hairs on my neck prickled again, this time in frantic warning, but morbid curiosity got the best of me.


I opened the box.


I stared at its contents, unable to believe my eyes. 


“What the fuck?”   









CHAPTER 2


BROOKLYN
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“NO, NO, NO. DON’T DO THIS TO ME. COME ON.” I JABBED at my phone like that would somehow charge its battery, but no dice. I caught one last glimpse of my pastel fruit-print wallpaper before everything turned black. “Dammit.” 


That was what I got for doomscrolling social media during the cab ride to my dad’s house and for not charging my phone before I left home.


I was almost at my dad’s place, and I normally wouldn’t freak out this much if I weren’t waiting for a call from my mom. She said she had something important to tell me, and getting her on the phone was usually harder than trying to break into MI5 headquarters. If I missed today’s call, I probably wouldn’t hear from her again for another two months.


“We’re here.” My unsmiling driver dropped me off in front of a familiar Georgian-style house. Not a very friendly guy, but he didn’t talk and he got me here in one piece, so five stars. 


I thanked him and exited the car, my worry over missing my mom’s call replaced by a stomach full of nerves. They were little fluttery things that zipped inside me like a hive of bees ready to explode, and the closer I got to the door, the stronger they buzzed.


Was it weird to feel this anxious about dinner with a parent? Maybe, but the truth was, after a year and a half of living in the same city, my dad still felt like a stranger. I knew he loved me in his own way, but we’d yet to have a single conversation that didn’t revolve around football or small talk.


I guess that was inevitable when we both worked for Blackcastle—me as a sports nutrition intern, him as the head coach and manager (yes, my dad was the Frank Armstrong). 


I get why he defaulted to the topic of work when we were together, but I hoped we could finally have some real father-daughter bonding time tonight.


I rang the doorbell. My dad answered it in record time.


“Wow. You’re dressed up.” I took in his suit and tie. He hated suits and ties. I was flattered that he was making such an effort, but now I felt underdressed in my sweater and jeans. “You look really nice, but the restaurant’s dress code isn’t that strict.”


His brow furrowed. A flash of confusion crossed his face before the groove between his eyes deepened. “Shit.”


My stomach plummeted. “You forgot.” 


I should’ve reminded him yesterday, but I’d called out “sick” and missed the Holchester match (though I did watch it online after). He didn’t like texting or talking on the phone, so I relied on our shared work hours to talk to him. 


“No. It’s on my calendar. I didn’t forget about dinner, but I forgot to call and tell you we have to postpone.” He looked like he’d rather walk into a den of lions than have this conversation. “Vuk is in town, and he wants to meet tonight to discuss some team business. I tried to get out of it. I couldn’t.” 


Vuk Markovic was Blackcastle’s owner. He lived in New York and was pretty hands-off with club operations, but when he was in town, everyone jumped to accommodate him.


“Oh!” I forced a bright smile. “I totally understand. We can take a rain check. No big deal.”  


“I’m sorry.” A hint of apology softened my father’s gruff voice. “I meant to tell you sooner, but I got caught up in pre-meeting prep. It was all last minute.”


“It’s okay.” My voice pitched higher on the last syllable, and I blinked back an alarming burn behind my eyes. What was wrong with me? I couldn’t be tearing up over a postponed dinner when I’d gone through much worse shit without so much as a flinch. “I get it. Really. We’ll have plenty of opportunities for dinner later. Work is more important.” I cleared my throat and waved my phone in the air. “Do you mind if I come in and charge this for a bit though? It’s dead, and I’m waiting for a call from—from someone.”


I almost said Mom, but bringing her up was a sure way to nuke the conversation.


“Go ahead. I have to run, but make yourself at home.” He handed me a wad of cash. “Feel free to order in.”


“Thanks.”


We awkwardly hugged goodbye. Then he was gone, and I was alone in the silence.


I swallowed the lump in my throat. No crying. I didn’t care that no one was around to see it. If I cried over something as stupid as dinner, I’d never forgive myself.


I took a deep breath, straightened my shoulders, and marched upstairs, where I found a charger in my dad’s office. By the time I plugged my phone in, I’d shoved my wayward emotions into a box where they belonged.


The cash he gave me burned a hole in my pocket, but I wasn’t hungry anymore.


I checked my cell. It’d charged enough to turn on again, but there were no missed calls. San Diego was eight hours behind London so it was still early there, but I couldn’t sit around all night waiting for my mom.


I dialed her first instead. As expected, it went straight to voicemail. “Hey, Mom, it’s me. Just wanted to check in since you said you wanted to talk today. Um, you’re probably busy with Harry and Charlie, but give me a call back when you get this.” Harry and Charlie were my stepfather and half-brother, respectively. “Oh, say hi to them for me. ‘Kay, bye.” I hung up and dropped my head back with a groan. “I’m such a loser.”


I was young, hot, and single in London, and my Sunday plans revolved around my parents who weren’t even here. 


“Fuck this.” I sat up straight, my self-pity sharpening into a sudden burst of motivation.


I had friends. I had a life. Why was I wallowing like a grounded teenager?


I checked my phone again. Twenty-five percent charged. Good enough. 


I unplugged it and left.
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Thirty-five minutes later, I arrived at one of the poshest mansions in London. The white, four-story behemoth occupied a prime lot in the city’s most expensive neighborhood, and no matter how many times I visited, I never quite got over how grandiose it was.


Only the best for world-famous footballer Asher Donovan and his girlfriend, Scarlett DuBois, who also happened to be one of my best friends.


Scarlett and I met right after I moved to London, when she saved me from a potential mugger outside a nightclub. She’d pushed the guy away, I’d clobbered him with my bag, and we’d been thick as thieves ever since.


“Brooklyn!” Her face lit up when she opened the door and saw me. “This is a surprise.”


“I’m so sorry for dropping by unannounced. I hope this isn’t a bad time. Dad bailed on dinner, and you mentioned yesterday you were craving the fruit tarts from that bakery you like, so…” I held up the bakery’s signature pink-striped bag. “I didn’t come empty-handed.”


“It’s not a bad time. You didn’t have to bring a gift—though I’m not going to turn it down—and I’m sorry about dinner.” Scarlett’s voice softened. “I know you were looking forward to it.”


“It is what it is.” I was already intruding on her Sunday; no need for me to trauma dump as well.


I’d flirted with the idea of hitting the pubs solo after I left my dad’s house, but I wasn’t in the mood to deal with men. I’d much rather be with friends.


Thankfully, Scarlett didn’t seem put out by my sudden appearance. She chatted away as she led me through the house, which was as opulent on the inside as it was on the outside.


Scarlett was the type of girl who preferred fish and chips to foie gras and leggings to couture, but she lived with Asher, the king of flash. This was actually his second home in the area. His other mansion was on the outskirts of London, but it was too far from work for Scarlett so he’d bought something closer to the city center.


My eyebrows shot up when we passed by an indoor construction site instead. Planks of wood littered the floor, and there was a bunch of heavy-looking equipment that looked like they could do some serious damage if you got on their bad side.


“Are you still renovating? I thought you were done.” 


“So did I,” Scarlett said wryly. “But the studio didn’t turn out quite the way we imagined, so we have to make some tweaks. Asher wants to add an indoor arcade as well, so we’ll be renovating for at least another two months.” 


Scarlett was a former prima ballerina turned teacher at the prestigious Royal Academy of Ballet, also known as RAB, but Asher was the one who’d insisted on installing a private ballet studio in their new house. That man was so head over heels for her, it would be alarming if it wasn’t so endearing.


“Indoor arcade? Faaaancy,” I teased. “You should ask him to build a spa—one that’s fully staffed and open to friends and family. He’ll do it. You know he would.” 


“I’m not asking my boyfriend to operate a spa out of our house. It wouldn’t be very practical, would it?” 


“That’s the problem with you Brits. Too much focus on what’s practical and too little focus on what’s fun. What’s the point of dating a famous footballer if you can’t indulge in a little extravagance?”


Scarlett bumped my hip with hers. “Then you date a footballer and ask him for the spa.” 


We entered the living room, where we promptly flopped onto our favorite couch and split one of the fruit tarts. I ate healthy most of the time, but I wasn’t opposed to the occasional treat.


“Tempting, but I’m afraid you snagged the only good one in the bunch.” I’d been around athletes my whole life. I’d even dated a few of them. Unless you liked commitment issues, cheating, and gaslighting, it was best to steer clear. 


“What’s the only good one in the bunch?” Asher appeared in the doorway. His hair was damp, his skin was sweaty, and he was so incredibly, devastatingly handsome that it hurt a little to look at him.


I meant that in a purely objective way. Even if he wasn’t dating one of my best friends, I wouldn’t go for him. He wasn’t my type—like I said, I didn’t do athletes—but I could appreciate a fine specimen when I saw one.


He walked over to us. 


“You are.” Scarlett tilted her head back so he could kiss her on the lips. “We’re talking about dating footballers.”


“Yeah?” Asher glanced at me with amusement. “Didn’t know you were browsing around that market, Brooklyn.”


“I’m not, which is why I said Scarlett got the only good one. No offense, but I’d rather die than date any of your teammates.”


Asher laughed. “As someone who has to share a changing room with them, I don’t blame you.” He came around and sat on Scarlett’s other side. They exchanged a smile, one so intimate and knowing it could only exist between two people who’d already envisioned forever with each other.


Another lump formed in my throat.


I was happy for Scarlett. She was one of the kindest people I knew, and she’d gone through a lot, including a freak car accident that ended her dream career early. She deserved true love.


But seeing her and Asher together underscored how unmoored I’d been feeling. It wasn’t even about the lack of romance in my life; it was about being someone’s priority. Having an anchor. Knowing there was a person out there who would be my first call if shit went down and vice versa. 


I loved my friends. They had my back and I had theirs, but they had other priorities too. As for my family… well, that was a whole other story I’d prefer to leave on the shelf.


I was a balloon drifting aimlessly through the crowd while everyone around me found their tethers.


It sucked.


The sound of the doorbell interrupted my slow descent into wallowing again.


“That’s our takeaway.” Asher moved to stand. “I’ll get it.”


“No, you guys stay here. I can get it.” I jumped up, eager for the chance to do something besides feel sorry for myself. “I need to stretch my legs anyway.” I left before they could argue. 


Maybe I should head out after I got their food. I didn’t want to be that friend who dropped by unannounced, ate their food, then left.


Besides, what was sadder—spending Sunday night alone in your dad’s house or playing third wheel to your friend and her boyfriend?


Scratch that. I didn’t want to know.


After two wrong turns—I swear, this house was a maze—I made it to the foyer. I opened the door, expecting to see a random delivery person.


Instead, I was greeted by a distressingly familiar face: light brown skin, dark brown eyes, and full lips that slowly curved into a smile that would make most women swoon.


Key word: most. 


My own smile vanished. “Oh. It’s you.”









CHAPTER 3


VINCENT
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“DON’T SOUND SO HAPPY TO SEE ME, BUTTERCUP. I’LL GET the wrong idea.” I suppressed a laugh at Brooklyn’s eye roll.


I hadn’t expected her to answer my sister’s door, but I wasn’t complaining. Riling her up had been one of my greatest joys in life since we met after a charity football match last summer. She’d already been friends with Scarlett, but none of us had known she was interning at Blackcastle yet.


Her addition to the team had been a welcome surprise; her relation to Coach had not, since the only thing worse than trying not to overstep with Coach’s daughter was trying not to overstep with Coach’s hot daughter. 


Long, wavy blonde hair that shimmered like gold in the sunlight. Big blue eyes. Full lips and an adorable smattering of freckles across her nose. It was like God had sent her specifically to test me—I mean, us. The team in general.


“Apparently, you’re as bad at reading expressions as you are at reading Holchester’s plays.” She arched one brow. “What was that mess with Lyle yesterday?”


“Good job for cherry picking the one time I let him score. Don’t forget, we won yesterday’s match.” 


“Thanks to Asher.”


“Does your boss know how bad your match analyses are? Because all Blackcastle staff should have a baseline knowledge of football, which you clearly don’t.”


“Is it bad analysis if I point out how you misjudged Lyle’s pass and fucked up the interception?”


“Wow. I didn’t realize you watched me so closely during our matches.” I placed a hand over my chest. “I’m flattered. Truly.”


“Please. I work for the club. It’s my job to follow every player closely.” 


“Yeah? Then what was Stevens doing fifteen minutes into the first half?” 


“His job, unlike you.”


I didn’t think anything could make me laugh today, but the sound that came out of my mouth was as genuine as it was unexpected.


Brooklyn may look angelic, but she had the tongue of a viper. It was oddly attractive.


I shouldn’t enjoy verbally sparring with her so much. She was the manager’s daughter, which meant he would rip my balls off if I looked at her the wrong way. On top of that, she was one of my sister’s best friends, which meant Scarlett would also rip my balls off if I looked at her the wrong way. It was a lot of potential danger for one girl.


The problem was, I’d never liked playing safe.


Brooklyn’s mouth curved. Her eyes dropped to the takeaway bags in my hands. “Did you rob the delivery guy on your way in?”


“It’s not robbery if he handed the food over willingly.” By pure coincidence, I’d arrived at the same time as Asher and Scarlett’s takeaway, so I’d offered to bring it in myself. The delivery guy agreed and promptly asked for a selfie afterward. I obliged; everyone was happy.


“Are you going to let me in, or are you waiting for the food to get cold first?” I drawled.


She wrinkled her nose but stepped aside. “Does Scarlett know you’re coming?”


“Nah. I just happened to be in the neighborhood.”


That was a lie. No one “just happened to be” in this neighborhood, but I’d spent the day seesawing between fear, anger, and confusion. If I didn’t tell someone what happened soon, I was going to explode.


After I opened the box last night—technically this morning—I’d immediately packed a bag and checked into a hotel. I didn’t know what the “gift” giver’s intentions were, but I wasn’t going home until I’d changed the locks and upgraded the security system. It was better to be safe than sorry.


Brooklyn and I entered the living room. Asher was the first to see me.


“Shit, DuBois, you miss me already? I just saw you yesterday.” He shook his head. “You’re getting clingy.”


“Fuck off. I’m here to see my sister. You’re like a wart on an otherwise cute little toad. Unwanted, but part of the package.”


“Play nice, boys,” Scarlett warned, but a hint of amusement gleamed in her eyes.


I set the takeaway on the coffee table and explained what happened with the delivery.


Asher and Scarlett had ordered enough food to feed a small village, though most of it was healthy stuff like grilled chicken and vegetables. We had to be careful with our diet during the season, so the only “fun” foods were courtesy of Scarlett.


“Actually, I think I’m going to head out,” Brooklyn said when I tried to hand her a plate. 


“What? You just got here!” Scarlett protested.


“I know, but I already ate so I’m not…” Brooklyn trailed off. She glanced at her phone, her brow furrowing.


I put the plate down and leaned back. My bullshit radar clanged like a firehouse bell in my head. Brooklyn lived too far away for a quick drop-in, and she wasn’t the type to leave a social gathering simply because she couldn’t participate in an activity. This was the girl who arbitrarily gave up alcohol for a month over the summer and still outlasted everyone at the club.


Something was wrong. What did she see on her phone? Was it related to work or personal?


More importantly, why did I care?


“Sorry, I have to take this, but I’ll text you later, okay?” She hugged Scarlett goodbye. Her eyes met mine briefly over my sister’s shoulder. A small frisson of… something sparked in my blood. 


I uncapped my water and took a swig, swallowing the sudden urge to ask her to stay.


Then she was gone, leaving nothing but a trace of perfume in my lungs.


Asher and Scarlett did most of the talking while we ate. Neither questioned why I’d showed up unannounced, but without Brooklyn here to lighten my mood, the weight of the past twenty-odd hours settled heavy on my shoulders again.


I finally spoke up toward the end of our meal. “I have to tell you guys something, but you can’t freak out.” 


Scarlett set her fork down and eyed me with a mixture of intrigue and wariness. “Okay…”


I gave them a quick rundown of what happened after I parted with the team last night. “I opened the box and found this.”


I retrieved the item from my pocket and set it on the table.


Asher and Scarlett stared at it, their baffled expressions mirroring what I’d felt when I first saw it.


It was a doll. A large, painstakingly detailed crochet doll of me, to be exact, complete with a buzz cut, black button eyes, and a full Blackcastle football kit. Instead of my name on the shirt, it featured the letters BFF.


“BFF? As in Best Friends Forever?” Asher sounded confused. “What the fuck?” 


“It could mean that. It could mean Big Fucking Failure. Who knows? There was no note or anything. Just the doll.”


In the grand scheme of things, it could’ve been worse. The intruder could’ve left a severed body part or a stalker-y surveillance photo of me, but the innocuous nature of the doll somehow made it more insidious. I didn’t know what they wanted. Why would they go to the trouble of breaking into my house, thereby risking arrest, just to leave a basic “gift”?


“God, this is creepy. Please tell me you went to the police.” Scarlett picked up the doll. Leaned in. Flinched. “They even got your scar right.”


I had a faint white scar on my knee from a childhood injury. Most people didn’t know about it. It was too small to see from afar, and magazines usually airbrushed it out of my photoshoots.


I hadn’t noticed until Scarlett pointed it out, but whoever crocheted the doll had nailed the exact shape and size of the scar. 


A chill swept down my back, but I took the doll from her and forced a blithe tone. “If a fan is dedicated enough to make this, they’re dedicated enough to know I have the scar. It’s not a secret.”


“Normal fans don’t break into your house,” Asher said. “You have a stalker, or at least someone obsessive enough to do something like this. Scarlett’s right. You need to go to the police.”


“An intruder is not the same as a stalker, and absolutely not. I don’t want the press catching wind of this and making it a big thing. We have Champions League matches coming up. I can’t afford to be distracted.” 


I doubted the police would even care. Yeah, breaking and entering was a crime, but nothing got stolen and I hadn’t received any threats. What were they supposed to do?


“It is a big thing,” Scarlett argued. “You weren’t home this time, but what happens if they come back while you’re there? You could get hurt.”


“Someone’s coming by tomorrow to upgrade the security system. Whoever did this”—I held up the doll—“isn’t getting in again.”


“Did you see anything on the cameras?” Asher asked.


“Uh.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “Cameras were on the fritz last week, and I haven’t gotten the chance to fix them yet.”


“Jesus.” He groaned.


Asher was way more security-minded than I was, but he also had more, uh, enthusiastic fans than me. The man was usually hounded by paparazzi everywhere he went.


Don’t get me wrong. I had my issues with the paps too, as well as piles of fan mail every week. But my fanbase felt more restrained compared to his, and I’d never had a reason to worry about them stepping out of line—until now.


“Do you think it’s the same person who left you the note on your car?” Scarlett asked.


A few weeks ago, I’d left training to find a note tucked under the windscreen wiper of my car. It congratulated me on renewing my sports drink sponsorship. Pretty standard stuff except for one thing—the words were cut out from magazines, making it look like a ransom letter from some nineties movie.


I’d chalked it up to a prank, but Scarlett’s question had me viewing it from a whole other angle.


“I have no idea.” I’d tossed the note immediately after getting it.


“You shouldn’t go home until we figure out who this person is and what they want,” Asher said. “Doesn’t matter if you upgrade your security. They could be dangerous. Remember what happened to Tyler Conley?”


I grimaced. Tyler Conley was a famous pop singer who got hospitalized months ago after an obsessed fan followed him home and stabbed him three times before a neighbor heard his screams and called the police. Thankfully, he’d pulled through and his attacker was currently in prison, awaiting trial, but he’d since become the poster boy for the dangers of fame. 


I had no desire to be another Tyler Conley.


“Go to the police,” Scarlett repeated. “Even if you think it’s not a big deal, it should be on record.”


I hated to admit it, but she was right. “I’ll go later tonight.”


“Forget the hotel. Move in with us until they catch the creep,” she said. “Our security is unbeatable, thanks to Asher’s paranoia”—Asher shrugged in agreement—“and our address isn’t publicly available. Yours is.”


“I can’t do that. A hotel is fine.”


“Yes, you can, and no, it isn’t. A hotel is too open to the public. You’re my brother. As annoying as you are, I’m not letting you die on my watch.”


“You’re being dramatic.” 


Yet warmth trickled through my veins at her words. I hated making my sister worry, but it was nice to know I wasn’t in this alone.


Although we weren’t biological siblings, Scarlett and I had always been close. Our parents adopted us when we were babies, and we looked nothing alike, which was why people were often surprised to find out we were related. She was pale and petite, with black hair and gray eyes; I was tall and muscled, with brown eyes and light brown skin that spoke to my biracial background. 


We lived together as young kids, but we were separated after our parents divorced. She grew up in England with our mum; I moved to Paris with our dad, where I went to an international school. But we’d always spent the summers and holidays together with one parent or the other, and we’d gotten even closer after I moved to London a few years ago to play for Blackcastle.


“As long as you don’t mind the construction, we have plenty of room here,” Asher said.


Arguing was useless. Scarlett and Asher were both stubborn as fuck.


“Fine,” I said. “I’ll move in. Just don’t do any weird couple shit while I’m here, okay?” 









CHAPTER 4


VINCENT
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I LASTED SEVEN DAYS IN THEIR HOUSE.


After I agreed to move in, Asher went back to my house with me to pack a full duffel. I also checked out of my hotel, (reluctantly) filed a police report, and went ahead with the security upgrades on Monday.


As expected, the police were less than impressed by my problem. They thought it was normal weird shit celebrities had to deal with, but they were also big Blackcastle fans and assigned an obligatory detective to my case. I had little faith they would find the intruder, but at least it was on record.


However, the most pressing problem was the fact that I was now living with my sister and her boyfriend. It was a big house, but when we were forced to live under one roof with construction and copious amounts of PDA, even Buckingham Palace wouldn’t be big enough.


I could deal with the noise and piles of sawdust everywhere. I could even look past Asher and Scarlett’s kisses and cuddle time on the couch, but I drew the line at anything that made me want to upchuck.


That line was crossed on day seven. Asher and I usually went home from practice together, but I had to run some errands first.


When I returned to the house, the contractors were gone, but the faint strains of classical music filled the air. It appeared to be coming from the ballet studio.


“Hello?” I called out. “Lettie? You home?” 


I walked toward the studio, my senses on high alert. My heartbeat thundered through my entire body as every worst-case scenario ran through my mind. Last week’s incident had heightened my paranoia, and while I didn’t think a burglar would stop for a Beethoven intermission before they robbed the place, I couldn’t fathom why Asher or Scarlett would be playing music in a half-finished studio either.


I stopped at the door. It was closed, but the music was definitely coming from inside.


You know that saying, curiosity killed the cat? Well, I understood firsthand how that cat felt because instead of minding my own damn business the way I should’ve, I opened the door.


“Jesus!”


“Fuck!”


“Vincent!”


“Have you heard of knocking first?!” 


“Why would I knock when this is supposed to be a construction site?” Bile splashed up my throat as Scarlett and Asher jerked away from each other, their faces bright red.


Neither of them was naked, thank God, but they didn’t have to be for me to figure out what they’d been doing. Mussed hair, rumpled clothing, guilty expressions—the implications were clear. 


 Scarlett was sitting on the barre with her legs wrapped around Asher’s waist, and I needed to find the nearest bottle of bleach to drown myself in.


“No. Nope. Abso-fucking-lutely not.” I turned right around and marched to my room. I didn’t give them a chance to say anything else.


I was an open-minded person. I’d come to terms with my sister dating my teammate and I understood, theoretically, that they engaged in normal couple activities.


But there was no way I could continue to live here after almost walking in on them having sex. I lucked out this time, but the longer I stayed, the greater the chances of me clawing my eyes out.


I needed to find a new place to crash. ASAP.
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THREE DAYS LATER


“I’m so freaking excited we’re flatmates now!” Adil flopped onto the couch next to me with the zeal of a hyperactive golden retriever. “The captain and the midfielder, living under one roof. It’s going to be a blast. We can read Wilma Pebbles late into the night. Watch Love Island together. Go for a morning jog at sunrise.” His face lit up. “We could even have our own reality show! We’ll call it Blackcastle Behind the Scenes: The Lives of Footballers On and Off the Pitch.” He waved his hand through the air, as if he were presenting an imaginary marquee.


“Love Island isn’t on air right now, and that’s a little long for a show title,” I said dryly, keeping my eyes trained on the TV screen before us.


“Greatness requires more words.” He settled deeper into the couch. “Whatcha watching?” 


“New Nate Reynolds.” I was a big fan of Reynolds’s action thrillers. “I think they’re getting to an important part of the plot, so if—”


“Awesome. Is this the one where he tries to stop the cyberterrorists from taking down the US electrical grid?”


I held back a sigh. So much for a quiet evening.  


I’d moved into Adil’s house two nights ago, and I was already reaching my limit. 


Don’t get me wrong. He was a great guy, and I really appreciated him letting me crash here. He was also the only guy on the team who didn’t live with a partner or have disgusting hygiene habits, which was why I’d turned to him after I bolted out of Scarlett and Asher’s place.


Ideally, I’d suck it up and move back home, but every time I thought about it, my muscles tensed like I was bracing for a punch I couldn’t see coming. The intruder had done a number on me, and although I hated being ruled by fear, I needed to keep my shit together for the team’s sake. I couldn’t risk distraction before or during a match, so home was still a no-go. 


Unfortunately, while Adil was welcoming, he was also a little too friendly. Not in a creepy way, but in a “we must hang out twenty-four-seven and I’ll talk your ear off every minute” type of way. So far, the only alone time I’d had when I wasn’t sleeping was in the shower.


“That was the previous installment,” I said in response to his question. “Listen, I’m happy to chat later, but I prefer to watch—”


“You know which movie of his is criminally underrated?” Adil bulldozed over my attempt to end the conversation. It wasn’t malicious, just oblivious. “The Grey Dogs. It’s an indie film, not a big action blockbuster, but I thought it was very heartfelt. Honestly, he has the range to play different characters—”


“Adil.” I placed a firm hand on his shoulder. “I appreciate your enthusiasm regarding Reynolds’s acting career, but let’s pause those thoughts until the movie is over, okay?”


He bobbed his head. “Okay.”


I was blessed with two minutes of peace and quiet (unless you counted the explosions onscreen) before Adil spoke again.


“Dude, how much do you think they spend on special effects for these movies? And do you think Reynolds does his own stunts? I heard he does, which is crazy because what do you mean he really jumped from all those cliffs? I wanted to be an actor for a minute when I was little, but there’s no way…”


I groaned as Adil rambled on about every stunt from Nate Reynolds’s filmography. Thank God the captions were on because I couldn’t hear a word the actors were saying.


I was an extrovert, but I wasn’t extroverted enough to live with Adil.


I needed to find a new place to stay. Again.
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ANOTHER THREE DAYS LATER


The only other teammate I would’ve considered rooming with was Noah Wilson, our goalkeeper. He was clean and quiet, but he also had a preteen daughter. Living with them would’ve been weird, and I doubted he would’ve agreed anyway.


So Noah’s place was out, which left me with no other option but a hotel again. The police didn’t have any leads on the intruder, but the more days that passed, the more tempted I was to move home.


“No way,” Scarlett said firmly when I brought it up over weekend brunch. “That’s how stalkers and weirdos get you. They wait until you think the danger has passed, and then bam! They Tyler Conley you. Next thing you know, you’re bleeding out on the kitchen floor with knife wounds all over your body.”


Asher and I winced in unison. We were seated in the back of the restaurant with Brooklyn and Scarlett’s other best friend, Carina Vu, who’d been caught up on my intruder situation. Thankfully, no one bothered us beyond a few double takes. 


“Someone’s been listening to too much true crime.” I took a sip of coffee. Even though half my family was British, I’d never gotten on the tea train. I was more of an espresso person.


“It’s called true crime for a reason,” Carina said. “Don’t underestimate how fucked up the average person can be.”


“I’m surprised someone’s stalking you to begin with.” Brooklyn gazed at me with innocent doe eyes. “There are so many more interesting celebrities in this restaurant alone.”


Asher coughed out a laugh while I cocked one eyebrow and set my cup down. I leaned in slightly, just enough to make her shift in her seat. “You talk so much shit, yet you’re obsessed with my life. Projecting much?”


“Please. I couldn’t care less about your life.” Her voice was airy, but her gaze dipped to my mouth for a fraction too long before it darted away. 


Too late. I caught it. Every damn time, I caught it.


My pulse kicked up a notch. “You care enough to follow my every move during a match.”


“I told you that was for work.” A flush crept up her neck. “Is this what it’s like to have a narcissistic personality? It must be exhausting to make everything about yourself at all times.”


I smirked, knowing exactly how she’d react to the challenge in my voice. Her gaze dropped again to my mouth—right where I wanted it—before she caught herself and glared at me. “Keep deflecting, buttercup,” I drawled. “One day, you’ll admit the truth, and I’ll be right here to accept your apology.”


“Sure,” she said, sweet as pie. “Or maybe the intruder will do us all a favor and take you out before then.”  


Surprise flared, and for the second time since the break-in, Brooklyn pulled an unexpected laugh out of me.


Some people might’ve found her statement morbid, but I appreciated her light-hearted roast. I wasn’t good at coping with serious issues in a serious way. It was a character flaw that I should probably work on in therapy, but the world was shitty enough without me adding my woes to it. 


The mental spiral I suffered every October third was the most wallowing I allowed myself.


“Better hope not, or I’ll haunt you forever,” I said. “If you think I’m bad now, wait until I’m a ghost. I’ll be insufferable.”


A grin touched her mouth before she quickly flattened it into a straight line. But the sparkle of laughter remained in her eyes, and that was enough to make me smile back.


When I returned my attention to the rest of the table, our friends had stopped talking and were staring at us with varying degrees of amusement, exasperation, and curiosity, respectively.


“If you’re done bickering, let’s get back to the issue at hand,” Scarlett said dryly. She was used to my verbal sparring with Brooklyn. “I still don’t like the idea of you going back home, even with added security. Are there other friends or teammates you can stay with? I still think a hotel is too public.”


She had a point. I’d already been recognized twice in the lobby, despite my attempts to go incognito. “Unfortunately not. No one else has a living situation that would work for a flatmate.”


“I would let you sleep on my couch, but it might be too uncomfortable,” Carina mused. “It’s a cheap couch.”


I patted her shoulder. “It’s the thought that counts.”


I’d known Carina for years. She was like another sister to me, and there was zero chance either of us would develop an attraction for the other. Staying with her wouldn’t be weird, but she lived in a one-bedroom flat and I couldn’t sleep on a couch during football season. Our physical performance team would kill me.


“If you don’t know anyone who has a spare room, maybe I do,” Scarlett said thoughtfully. “It has to be someone who’s vetted, lives alone, and won’t freak out over the fact that you’re, well, you. Someone like…” She trailed off.


A beat of silence passed before every head swung toward Brooklyn. 


Her fork froze halfway to her mouth. She lowered it slowly, her eyes darting around the table. “No. Absolutely not.”


“You said you were planning to rent out your second room anyway,” Carina pointed out.


“I never said that.”


“You should’ve.” Asher dumped fuel on the fire like the bastard he was. “A spare room in London is too valuable to leave empty. Vincent is annoying, but at least you know he’s not a psycho.”


“Thanks,” I said.


“Anytime.”


“This is ridiculous. He’s not moving in. He wouldn’t want to live with me anyway.” Brooklyn turned an expectant gaze my way. “Right?”


It took me an extra second to respond. “Right.” 


On paper, it was a terrible idea. If Coach would kill me for looking at her the wrong way, he would torture then kill me if I shacked up with his only daughter—his ridiculously beautiful, sharp-tongued daughter, who knew exactly how to get under my skin and who somehow managed to make me want her more with every insult she threw my way.


On the other hand, Brooklyn’s setup was pretty perfect per Scarlett’s specifications. She lived alone in a big flat that was close to our training grounds, she wasn’t a serial killer, and she smelled nicer than anyone else I knew. That last point was weirdly prominent in my mind.


“No, wait, I really think we’re onto something.” Carina wouldn’t let it go. “Vincent needs a place to stay; Brooklyn will get extra cash. I don’t see what the issue is. It’s a win-win.”


Pink blossomed across Brooklyn’s face. “The issue is we can’t live together. We’ll drive each other nuts.”


“How do you know? You’ve never lived together before,” Carina said. “It’s better than finding some rando from Gumtree.” 


“I just know.” Brooklyn released an exasperated sigh. “Vincent, back me up here.” 


I opened my mouth to do exactly that, but the words that came out weren’t the ones I’d intended. “Carina has a point.”


“What?” She gaped at me. “You just said you didn’t want to live with me!”


“I don’t.” I sniffed trouble from a mile away, but the more she pushed back, the more I wanted to prove her wrong. 


What could I say? It was the contrarian in me. 


The wheels in my head spun. The Coach threat was significant, but as far as I knew, he and Brooklyn didn’t spend much time together. The chances of him randomly dropping by her flat were slim.


It would take some finessing, but we could keep our flatmate situation a secret from him. It wasn’t like I was going to stay there forever. 


I explained all this (minus the Coach part). Brooklyn didn’t look convinced.


“Look, it’s your home. You can let me in or not,” I said. “But it’s interesting how adamant you are about it. It’s almost like you’re scared.” 


Brooklyn straightened immediately. Bingo. I knew that would get to her.


Goading her always felt like winning some secret game we played, and I’d just scored a major point.


Scarlett groaned and covered her face with her hands. She probably regretted putting forth Brooklyn’s place as an option, but it was too late. The train had already left the station. 


“Scared of what?” Brooklyn demanded.


“Of not being able to control yourself around me.”


She sputtered out a sound that was half laugh, half scoff. “Do you hear yourself? That’s the sound of your delusion and ego colliding. Trust me, I’d be able to control myself just fine.”


“Prove it.” I leaned forward until I was close enough to count the faint freckles dotting her nose and cheeks. Her eyes were a deep sapphire in the late morning light, and I could smell her perfume again—something fresh and citrusy, like a lemon grove on a warm summer day. “Let me move in with you.” 


Her eyes sparked. Her nostrils flared.


And I knew I had her before she even opened her mouth.


“Fine,” she said. “But I’m charging you double for rent.”


“Deal.” I settled back against my seat, my chest aglow with satisfaction and a tingle of something else. 


Scarlett dropped her head to the table. Asher rubbed her back, a shit-eating grin on his face. Next to him, Carina sipped her drink, her expression neutral save for the smirk lurking in the corners of her mouth.


As for me? I was already making plans for my stay at Brooklyn’s place.


This was going to be fun. 









CHAPTER 5


BROOKLYN
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I’D BEEN MANIPULATED, AND I HAD NO ONE TO BLAME but myself. 


One second, I was eating my eggs at brunch. The next, Vincent was at my door with a duffel slung over his shoulder and a cocky smile on his face. “Hey, roomie.” 


“Don’t call me that. You are a temporary tenant. That’s all.”


“Okay, buttercup.”


I didn’t know why he’d picked that nickname for me, and I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of asking, but it irritated my soul.


His grin widened at my grumble of annoyance. Cockiness aside, it was a nice smile. A lethal one, even—white teeth, a shadow of a dimple, and devilishness mixed with just enough warmth to make you feel like you were the only person in the world.


I refused to fall for it. Vincent DuBois might be able to charm everyone else he met, but I’d known he was trouble from the moment we met. There was something about him that made my entire body tense when he was nearby. He was like the moon to my tide; his mere presence altered my gravitational field. 


“You’ve been here before with Scarlett, so I’ll skip the tour.” I shut the door behind him after he walked in. His shirtsleeve brushed my arm on his way past, and a small tingle slipped down my spine.


See? My self-preservation instincts were already screaming. He was bad news, but it was too late for me to back out. If I went back on my word, he’d win, which would be unacceptable.


Brooklyn Armstrong did not lose, especially not to arrogant, annoyingly attractive players like Vincent DuBois.


“That’s fine,” he said easily. “Just tell me where you want me.”


I side-eyed him as I led him to his room. The corners of his mouth twitched, but I refused to respond to his double entendre.


Besides, he wasn’t going to be so amused when he saw what I’d prepared for him.


I bit back a grin as I opened the bedroom door. “I took the liberty of redecorating for you. I hope you don’t mind.” 


“You didn’t have to—” Vincent stopped dead in the doorway. His duffel hit the floor with a thud as he took in his new home for the foreseeable future.


Up until last night, I’d used the spare bedroom as extra storage space for my clothes and workout equipment. All those things had been cleared out. In their place were stuffed animals—dozens and dozens of them. Pink pigs, purple horses, giant pandas and little dolphins. Plushies of every shape, size, and category crowded the small space like a kid’s estate sale gone wild, and a one-eyed doll that may or may not have been haunted sat on the shelf opposite the bed.


I’d gotten the toys courtesy of my neighbor. As luck would have it, she was a collector whose therapist recently convinced her to “release her attachments to the past.” When I saw her post offering the plushies at a discount in the building’s group chat, I immediately jumped at the opportunity.


I tied the look together with sparkly fuchsia sheets and lace-trimmed pillows. 


“Do you like it?” I asked, the picture of innocence. “I read somewhere that stuffed animals can make a place feel homier, and I really want you to be comfortable here.”


Vincent may have manipulated me into letting him move in, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t have a little fun at his expense.


He picked up the nearest stuffed animal and examined it. A minute later, he set it back down with exquisite care and looked me straight in the eyes.


I held my breath, my chest ballooning with anticipation. 


“I love it,” he said. He radiated so much sincerity, my teeth ached. “I can’t believe you went to all this trouble for me. I’m honored.” 


My gaze narrowed. Not a hint of sarcasm in his voice; not a trace of irritation on his face. Bastard.


“I’m nothing if not a good host.” It was time to switch tactics. “Since you’ll be staying here for a while, we should go over the house rules.”


Vincent leaned against the doorframe and crossed his arms, the picture of insouciance.


“Let’s hear ‘em,” he drawled. Despite growing up in Paris, he didn’t have a strong French accent. It was probably because he’d attended international school and spent every other summer in the UK. But there were certain moments, like these, when a flicker of it slipped in so smoothly it was like it’d been there all along.


My spine tingled again, this time more insistently.


I ignored it and ticked off the rules on my fingers. “No smoking indoors.”


“I don’t smoke.”


“No hogging the bathroom, TV, or other communal amenities. The hot water runs out quickly, so don’t, you know, spend too much time in the shower.” I emphasized the last part. 


I wasn’t an idiot; I knew what guys were doing when they took more than ten minutes in the shower.  


Vincent’s eyes gleamed with laughter. “Noted.” 


I ran through a handful of other rules before I reached the grand finale. “And…” I paused for dramatic effect. “No bringing girls over. Ever. I don’t want random people coming in and out of my flat.”


That had to be a dealbreaker for him. He was good-looking, single, and famous. Women threw themselves at him every day, and according to the tabloids, he didn’t exactly resist their advances. There was no way he could resist bringing someone over.


Vincent’s brow creased.


Triumph sparked until he spoke again.


“Brooklyn,” he said, “I have absolutely zero interest in bringing other girls over.”


There it was again—the subtle change in his tone, followed by a tiny swoop in my stomach. His reply sounded innocuous at first, but his faint emphasis on the word other sent my mind cartwheeling in a dozen directions, each more dangerous than the last.


Was the emphasis pure semantics, in that I was already a girl living here so anyone else he brought over would be an “other” by default?


Or did he mean he had zero interest in bringing other girls over because…


No. I wasn’t going there. It didn’t matter anyway. Vincent and I would never be more than quasi-friends and temporary flatmates. He was probably just trying to fuck with me, per usual.


“Stop it,” I said.


“Stop what?”


“Stop trying to charm me.”


His eyes flooded with surprise, and I immediately wanted to snatch my words back. Shit. I’d fucked up.


A slow smile spread over his face, turning his shadow of a dimple into a lethal weapon. “I wasn’t trying, but I’m happy to hear you’re charmed.”


“Oh, shut up. You know what I meant.” 


“Not really.”


I blew out a sigh. This wasn’t how I’d imagined his move-in going. At all.


But I’d be lying if I said a tiny part of me wasn’t glad he was here to take my mind off my mom’s latest bombshell. She’d called when I was at Scarlett’s house, and I wished I’d never picked up.


My stomach cramped. I shifted my gaze away from Vincent and resisted the urge to bite my nails. I’d kicked the habit years ago, but the possibility of relapse reared its ugly head every time I was stressed. 


“Let’s move on,” I said. “Towels are in the linen closet across the hall if you need them. I’m heading out early tomorrow to run errands, so don’t wait up for me.” 


Vincent’s eyebrows rose. “What errands do you need to run that early on a weekday?” 


My nails made it halfway to my mouth before I caught myself. “This and that.” 


I didn’t mention that I hadn’t received a job offer from Blackcastle yet, so I was exploring other options for when my internship ended in late December. If the club wanted to keep me on, they would’ve said something by now.


To be honest, I wasn’t sure if I even wanted to work for Blackcastle full-time. I definitely wanted to stay in the sports nutrition field, but as much as I liked the team, I didn’t love being the only female on staff. I was also sure some of my coworkers thought I’d gotten the internship because of my dad. My glowing performance reviews didn’t matter as much as the revelation that I was Frank Armstrong’s daughter.


“Is this related to why you missed the match against Holchester?” Vincent followed me out of the room and into the kitchen.


“No.” Yes. I’d interviewed for an open nutritionist role at a local gym. It was a big step down from the Premier League, but a job was a job. That was the only day they could see me, so I’d called in sick and snuck out for the disastrous interview. 


Long story short: my potential manager was a pig who couldn’t stop ogling my chest or making sexual innuendos, and I ended our meeting early by calling him a shrimp-dicked weasel.


Anyway, I didn’t get the job.   


Scarlett and Carina were the only ones who knew the details. I wasn’t telling anyone at Blackcastle I was looking at other employers until they officially ended my internship without a job offer, which seemed like the proper thing to do. 


“What about the text from two weeks ago?” Vincent leaned against the counter while I assembled the ingredients for a salad.


“What text?” 


“The one you got at Scarlett and Asher’s house. You looked like someone told you your dog died.”


I froze. Vincent was the last person I’d expected to pick up on my mood shift. I was always the perky, upbeat one, and I’d cultivated that image so strongly, most people never noticed when I became subdued. 


It was my superpower. Smile for the world, crash out in silence. The perfect shield against unwanted pity.


I should’ve guessed Vincent would crack that shield the way he did everything else. That was his superpower.


“Sorry. I didn’t mean to pry,” he said when I didn’t respond. He wasn’t smiling anymore. “But you looked upset that day, and I—” He cleared his throat. “I want to make sure you’re okay. Since we’re now flatmates and all. Can’t have you spiraling when we’re in the same flat.”


A ball of emotion lodged in my chest. I breathed past it and summoned a bright smile. “Oh, that. It was a stupid message from, um, an old coworker. Nothing major.” I busied myself with the salad so he couldn’t see my face.


There had been no ex coworker. In reality, my mom had received my voicemail and texted me her big news.


I’m off to brunch so can’t talk, but I’m pregnant again! I’m finally getting a daughter! Will discuss later. xo 


Finally getting a daughter. Implying she didn’t have one already.


It wasn’t my mom’s intention to make me feel invisible; it never was. But that made it worse. Careless cruelty always cut deeper than intentional malice. 


“Speaking of upset, we can’t tell my dad you’re living here.” I washed a handful of cherry tomatoes and dropped them in my salad. “I know we already said we won’t, but I have to mention it again. He’ll freak out.”


“Trust me. I have no plans to say anything to him. I like living too much,” Vincent said dryly.


“Does he know about your intruder situation?” 


“Not yet.” Vincent glanced away. “I’m not sure it’s worth bringing up.”


“It worried you enough to move out until the police get a lead on this guy. Or girl,” I amended.


“That’s more for Scarlett’s sake than mine.” His smile returned, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I appreciate your concern though. Between the custom bedroom decor and this”—he gestured between us—“I’m starting to think you like me.”


I scoffed. “There’s no this. I’m only asking so I know what not to say in front of my dad.”


Despite my dismissal, a twinge of concern nagged at me. The intruder was probably a one-off thing, but what if it wasn’t? Fans did wild stuff all the time, but it only took one person going off the rails for tragedy to strike.


An image of Vincent bleeding out on the floor like Tyler Conley flashed through my mind. The twinge tightened into a knot.


I’d held off on interrogating Vincent about the situation. He had enough people fussing about it without me piling on, but my blithe comments didn’t mean I was indifferent to the danger.


We weren’t best friends, but for better or worse, he’d become an indispensable part of my life in London. If anything happened to him, my world wouldn’t be the same. 


“Don’t say anything.” Vincent’s mouth set in a stern line. “I’ll handle it.” 


“Sure.” I hesitated, debating, before my voice softened. “It’s okay to feel scared. I know it’s not ‘socially acceptable’ for a guy to show weakness or whatever, but if someone breaks into your house, anxiety is normal.”


His gaze flew to mine.


No tingle this time—only a beat of breathlessness that stretched out like a sigh. Warm, heavy, knowing.


Ninety-nine percent of our conversations revolved around playful jabs and insults. That was the dynamic we were most comfortable with. But every now and then, we’d drop our guards, and those moments would feel deeper than they did with anyone else because they were so rare.  


It was how I knew they were real.


Vincent’s throat moved with a swallow. He held my gaze for an extra millisecond before shifting his attention to the counter.


“Good to know.” A trace of huskiness deepened his voice, but when he spoke again, it was gone. “Thanks for letting me stay here, even if it’s to prove a point.” He tossed out a grin. “No hotel concierge can match the personalized service I’ve received so far. Five stars. No notes.”


Our earlier moment splintered into twin shards of relief and… disappointment? No, that couldn’t be right.


“I do love proving a point.” I resumed making my dinner and drizzled a bit of balsamic vinaigrette over the salad. “Also, just so we’re clear, I’m not a concierge, mother, or maid. You’re responsible for your own chores and cooking, and if you slack off”—I pointed a fork at him—“I’m kicking you out onto the street. Got it?”


He gave me a laconic salute. “Yes, ma’am,” he drawled. His eyes glittered with amusement. “Don’t worry. You won’t even notice I’m here.”









CHAPTER 6


VINCENT


[image: Chapter Six, Vincent. Picture of football boots underneath]


“HELP. I’M DYING.” STEVENS SANK ONTO THE CHANGING room bench with a groan. “I swear Coach is a masochist because who comes up with drills like that? They’re inhumane.”


“Stop whining,” Samson said. The Nigerian winger gently shoved Stevens’s shoulder. “You’re a professional. Act like it.”
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