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

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

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

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

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

Finally, in Dirty Dangle Pietr begins to actively seek help dealing with his past abuse and the couple navigate the final leg of the hockey season, culminating in their delayed wedding reception at Wyatt Resort where Pietr was offered captaincy of the Osprey.

We jump into The Final Score, six years later, just a few weeks into the beginning of Pietr’s final season.
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Content Notes
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A few reminders of what to be mindful of when reading Puck & Pen

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

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

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

	Other potential triggers: gaslighting, childhood trauma, judgmental parents/family, cussing, and discussions of off-page sexual assault.
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Chapter One   
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“I’m going to fucking kill him.”

Pietr Ivanov held back a laugh as he turned into his wife’s side. Harper Wyatt had been having a rough time with their new housemate’s odd hours, general loudness, and strong desire to be helpful. As captain of the Osprey for the last six years, they had taken in a handful of displaced players for short periods. Lars Thorsen was a sweetheart of a young man, but the couple was turning into more of a billet family for him. When he’d come on loan from the Osprey’s farm team, the stay had been expected for a couple of weeks, but when Forward Zeke Vorperian broke his leg in their first pre-season game, Lars’s stay became longer.

Harper sighed, blinking up at him. “It’s five forty-five in the morning. We don’t have to be up for another—” She cut herself off. “Fer fuckssake! We don’t have to be up at all. It’s your day off.”

From the little pocket Harper created in the nook of her thigh and bent knee, a short mew emitted. Two pairs of ears popped up, homing in on the tone of annoyance. Cheese was mostly orange, with a white belly and a little swipe under his nose. Biscuit was a tan-and-black striped tabby, a year older than Cheese. He was particularly fond of Harper and didn’t like her sounding upset. He stretched languidly before tiptoeing lightly to push under Pietr’s arm to try and comfort her himself.

Pietr grinned, stroking the cat’s back. “You want me to go yell at him? If you do it anymore, he’s going to think you don’t like him.”

“Please? I was up until two trying to finish the end of my book.” She yawned.

“Did you succeed?” Pietr knew that she would often come to bed with him until he fell asleep before getting back up to work.

“No. It’s still missing something.”

“You’ll get it, baby. I believe in you.” He nudged Biscuit out of the way so he could kiss her again. He felt her relax against him with a softer sigh than before. He lifted a hand to pull his fingers through her long hair. She’d let it grow out, abandoning the undercut she’d favored when they first met. She definitely leaned more feminine than masculine over the years. Though he wasn’t complaining and had no particular opinion either way. His non-binary wife was gorgeous, regardless of the length of her hair or the size of...anything about her. Her smile, when he leaned up on his elbow, was still the same one that he’d fallen for.

Biscuit headbutted him, gently. Then harder, to get him to move back to his side of the bed.

“Hey!” He gave the cat a full body rub with one big hand. “She was mine first, buddy. Back off.”

Harper laughed. She gave the cat a scratch behind the ears before coaxing him to lay in the crook of her elbow instead. 

“I’ll go yell at Lars.” Pietr gave her another short peck to the lips. “If you can keep from falling back asleep, we could make good use of our waking hours.”

“I’ll give it a try, but no promises.”

Pietr stretched his arms behind his back as he padded out from the bedroom toward the kitchen. The house that he and Harper now owned had been a duplex. Now, the homes shared a large kitchen. When they’d first moved in, Harper’s best friend Tanner and his former teammate McKinley West had moved in with them. When McKinley got a trade offer from Toronto, they’d moved out. For a few months after retiring, their friend (and Harper’s partner) Misha Levin, had stayed with them while his husband Cecil Spitz finished his last season in the NHL with Calgary. They had also had their partner Isaac Parker stay with them, but he preferred short visits before returning to his suburban home in Roseville, Minnesota.

Mostly though, the empty side of the duplex had been home to several prospect players and late-season trades until they could get their feet under them. They didn’t mind, usually. Pietr felt obligated as captain to help out his fellow players, especially the young ones, when they needed it. And Lars needed it.

The Norwegian looked up sheepishly as Pietr taped the minus button on the wireless speaker.

“Hallo... Too loud? Harper is mad?”

“Harper is tired,” Pietr answered. “It was not in her plans to be awake quite so early this morning.”

“Early?” Lars looked over to the clock on the stove. “It’s almost six o’clock. We leave for—” His eyes widened, turning to look at Pietr again. “Oh—you have off today. I am so sorry! You probably wanted to sleep in. I woke you up. I am the worst.”

“You’re not the worst,” Pietr assured him. “But, could you please try to keep the noise down? You can have the music on, but it doesn’t have to fill the whole house, ya?”

He opened one of the cupboards to retrieve a bag of treats. He didn’t even have to shake it twice before Cheese and Biscuit appeared.

Lars dragged his fingers through his long blonde hair, blowing out a breath. “Ja. It was too quiet. Totally my fault.”

“You’re used to living in an apartment with three other guys. I’m sure we are very quiet in comparison,” Pietr replied. He scattered a few of the treats onto the floor for the cats. They were adequately distracted as he also refilled their food dish.

“It’s a lot more space than I’m used to as well.” Lars started to absentmindedly put a braid in his hair. “I’ll make breakfast for you two to make up for the being loud.”

“You don’t have to do that. Just promise you’ll try to keep it down before, say, eight AM?”

“I can do that. I will still make you breakfast.”

Pietr let out a small defeated sigh. “Okay. Whatever makes you happy, Thorsen. Good morning. I'm going back to bed. Don’t give the cats too many extra treats.”

He left Lars in the kitchen to find Harper sitting up in bed. He caught the hurt expression on her face before she realized he’d returned and she set her phone aside.

“He texted you again?” He asked, closing the door before the felines could race back to join them.

“Yeah.”

“Are you going to reply to him this time?”

“I’m not done being...whatever.” Harper watched him circle to the far side of the bed.

“Baby,” he snuggled down against her side, “it’s been nearly three months. He’s sorry. He knows he overreacted and he’s trying. It’s getting cruel at this point. Either put him out of his misery or figure out how to make it work.”

“He got into a fistfight with Isaac in a hospital waiting room!”

Pietr wrapped his arms around her waist. The ectopic pregnancy situation at the end of the summer had been fear inducing for all of them. While he and Misha had long before gotten vasectomies, both their partner Isaac and Misha’s husband Cecil used condoms as back-up to Harper’s IUD. How exactly it had happened, and who was responsible, none of them could say. Misha’s automatic assumption that it had been Isaac’s fault, as Harper’s other primary partner, had been explosive to say the least. Pietr and Cecil had pulled them apart, but not quickly enough. Both men had been escorted to separate areas to be treated. Misha had nearly broken a finger and Isaac’s nose now had a permanent tweak in the bridge. After cooling off, Misha had seen reason and profusely apologized. He’d let fear overtake rationale. Much like fights on the ice, Isaac had shrugged it off. Other than the broken nose –no harm had been done. And he blamed himself too. 

Harper on the other hand hadn’t let it go so easily. She had been absolutely mortified that they had caused a scene at the hospital. Isaac had gotten two weeks of the silent treatment, “because I literally don’t even know what to say to you,” while Misha had been suffering for three months. He kept trying, not willing to let the woman he loved go. To his credit, he wasn’t pushy about it. Every other week or so, it was just something simple. A picture of Stanley, his and Cecil’s Labrador, swimming at the lake near their home in Red Deer. Twice, he’d tried to make her chastise him, sending steamy pics that didn’t show the goods, but enough to know he wasn’t wearing any clothes. Harper hated the idea of spicy pics getting out and forbade sending or receiving them.

“I love him,” Harper said. “I don’t want to feel this way and I miss him. But, c’mon Pietr. He broke Isaac’s nose. What if something happens and he ends up really hurting one of us?”

“Are you afraid of him?” Pietr asked. “Izzy is fine. They’re back to being friends again already.”

“I’m not. I’m...” She paused, trying to formulate the feeling into words, “I’m scared of it happening again. Not just him going off the handle, but the whole situation.”

Pietr softened. “Is that why you didn’t join me and Izzy when he was here last? You think it was him too?”

“No! It was an accident. And besides, it can’t happen again anyway.”

Pietr couldn’t read her tone in that statement. Ever since the beginning, she’d been very adamant that having children was not on her radar. And he’d agreed. He was willing to admit being selfish. He didn’t want to share his wife and have to arrange their life around kids. For her, it had been body dysphoria. The very idea of birthing a child made her feel ill.

“Do you want to keep talking about this or do you want to go back to sleep?” He wrapped his arm around her. “We can do either. I don’t like you upset this early in the morning.”

“I’m already awake. And I’m already upset.”

“Come here.” He coaxed her closer. She scootched down under the covers, turning into him. His hand moved to give her a couple soft pats on the butt. “I love you so much.”

“I know. You tell me every day.”

“Da, because it is important to me that you don’t ever forget that. The others, they love you too.” He gave her a little squeeze. “Are you upset about the surgery? That you can’t have kids at all now?”

“Rationally, no. It’s a thing I would have done on my own if healthcare wasn’t fucking stupid. I hate that it took almost dying to make it happen. I hate that the decision wasn’t mine.”

Pietr winced.

“Fuck. I’m not blaming you for telling them to do it. I would have made the exact same call.” She traced a finger over the lilac branch tattoo on his pec. It was the first one he’d gotten, very similar-yet-different to the first that she had. Gotten on the same day, by the same artist whom they both called a good friend.

He pressed a kiss to the top of her head and opted to change the subject. “Lars is making us breakfast.”

“Oh god. Is he going to clean up the kitchen afterwards this time?”

Before he could answer, the sound of the blender starting up droned through the house. Harper let out a miserable groan, burying her face into his neck.

“I know you need him, so I can’t kill him. But could I maim him a little?”
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Chapter Two   
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[MISHA] I’m going to be in NY for Foundation meetings next week. Can I see you?

Harper stared at the text far longer than was necessary. She wanted to see him more than she cared to admit. While she had stopped being angry about the physical altercation with Isaac in general, she was still having feelings about the whole ordeal. It was unfair to make Misha take the brunt of it and she knew it.

She scrolled up to see the last text she’d sent him. Two weeks ago, she’d sent him a thumbs up emoji in response to a baiting semi-nude pic. He and Cecil had evidently gone to the lake with their dog for a swim. It had been a nice pic, even if she’d wish he’d had a shirt on. But it wasn’t any worse than some of the gym pics Pietr and his teammates posted to Instagram.

Pietr had been right that morning though. It was getting out of hand to keep giving him the silent treatment. They’d been together for nearly seven years, in one form or another. Since he’d retired three years ago, he and Cecil even living with them briefly while they set up a foundation office in New York, the relationship had shifted from being mostly sex to being more...romantic? Harper wasn’t sure the best way to describe the differences between her and Pietr’s life-partnership, versus what they shared with Isaac Parker, and what she shared with Misha.

[HARPER] I’d like that. I miss you.

[HARPER] I’m sorry I've been a bitch. It’s been a lot.

[MISHA] You have nothing to apologize for. I’ve missed you too.

[MISHA] I’ll send you the travel info later.

A short wash of relief flowed over her, and she set the phone aside again to survey the damage done to the kitchen. It was better than the last time Lars had insisted on being helpful. He’d managed to take the dirty dishes and put them in the sink. He’d wiped down the griddle and the counter tops. And, she had to admit, the blueberry pancakes he’d made had been delicious.

He and Pietr had left together for the practice arena, shortly after breakfast. Pietr had given her a kiss to the forehead saying he’d get a better workout with the boys and she hadn’t minded getting the house to herself for a bit. She’d clean up the breakfast mess and then sit down with her book again.

She was startled by the sound of the door opening, followed by a feminine voice.

“It’s just me, Mx Harper!”

“Maria?” She popped her head out of the kitchen, watching their cleaner kick off her sneakers by the door. “What are you doing here so early?”

“I’m so sorry,” Maria apologized. “I’ll start on Mr. Thorsen’s side, but I had to switch my appointments around a little today.”

“It’s not a problem. I was just stacking the dishwasher.”

“You don’t have to do that,” she admonished. “Go on and get back to your book. I know you have been having trouble finishing it.”

“Thanks Maria. I’m sorry for the mess. Lars made breakfast this morning.”

Maria grimaced.

“It’s actually not too bad. Mostly dishes in the sink.”

“Small favors. He’s a sweet boy, but he’s got some growing to do.”

Harper smiled. She left Maria to do her work, getting comfortable in her office. It was the one room of the house that she insisted Maria not clean. In general, she was a tidy person, but the office had become a haven and having anyone else in it, moving things around, set her on edge. She did compromise by letting Maria vacuum every other week to keep the peace.

While she occasionally missed the smaller Manhattan apartment, and certainly her cheap economy space from the Before Pietr years, the move to Mount Pleasant had been good for them. Pietr had been far too excited to live in the little hamlet of Valhalla and when they’d discovered the duplex for sale, surrounded by a small forest that gave the illusion of privacy on the end of an otherwise busy residential street... Harper had agreed to it.

The house was large enough to host team and WHOOSH events, plus help out with giving the AHL guys a place to stay when needed. And, they got the cats.

Biscuit nudged the door open with a creak, greeting her with a vocal mew before launching himself onto the cat bed that sat at the back corner of her desk. He settled into it before beginning to clean his paws meticulously.

“I don’t need a manager,” Harper told him, opening up her laptop. The book was exactly as she’d left it at two AM. The ending just didn’t seem...final.

Since she had finished the Top Shelf series with a traditional publisher, nearly five years ago, she had done more independent publishing as well as two more traditionally. Luckily, her biggest fans followed her regardless of where her books were. Between Pietr’s free advertising on his TikTok and her actual ads, book talks, and partnerships, she was making more than she’d ever expected with her writing.

The door squeaked again and Cheese moseyed inside. He bumped her leg with the top of his head, purring loudly. She reached down to scoop him up under the belly and into her lap. He immediately began trying to chew on her hair.

“Damn it, Cheese,” she sighed, brushing it back behind her ear. “I know I need to get it cut again, but that is so unnecessary. Now you set off Biscuit.”

The tabby had gotten up, walking straight across her keyboard to save her from his brother.

The cats hadn’t exactly been planned. She and Pietr were both pet people and had been discussing getting a dog. Harper hadn’t wanted to keep one in an apartment and Pietr didn’t want to wait until retirement. Then her friend Mora Stephens discovered a box of kittens abandoned near the apartment complex she owned in Alphabet City. She gave them the first pick in adopting the furry castaways.

Biscuit had been the loudest and most insistent of the kittens. Clawing his way from the box and up Harper’s pant leg. Straight into her heart. The moment he’d snuggled up against her neck, he was finally quiet. They’d brought him home and named him Biscuit.

A year later, Cheese simply appeared on the porch. He was scraggly and filthy. But he’d purred like a motor and hopped right into Pietr’s unsuspecting lap as he was reading on their porch swing and enjoying his morning smoothie. They’d cleaned him up, taken him to the vet, and then back home. 

Harper stared at the screen a little longer, both of the cats settling in her arms. Holding them was tiring, but putting them down would just be a fight back-and-forth until one of them gave in. And usually, it was her. The last few paragraphs got read back three times. Then a fourth.

“This isn’t happening, boys.” Harper leaned her cheek against Biscuit’s head. Cheese followed, starting up his purr again. “What should we do instead? Daytime talk shows and a nap on the couch?”

Biscuit seemed to condense down, growing heavier in contentment. Nope, not moving. Staying in the chair at least...

The contentment was disrupted by Harper’s phone ringing. She glanced over at the screen and felt...something. Fear? Worry? Anxiety? They were all present so often now, she couldn’t even tell them apart. She didn’t answer the call, letting it go to voicemail. There wasn’t a message, but a minute later a text message popped up.

[PATRICK] You’ll have to talk to me eventually, Pigeon.

Not if she could help it. If she played things right, she could avoid ever seeing or speaking to Patrick Crenshaw the rest of their lives.
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“What are you doing here? You have off today.”

Pietr wrapped an arm around Lars’s shoulder. “Someone woke up Pigeon this morning. We decided to let her have the house to herself for a few hours. Plus, here, I get to see the boys.”

Tim “Jammer” Jamieson laughed, shaking his head. “I would not want to be on the other end of waking Harper up before she’s good and ready. Especially a morning she plans on sleeping in.”

“I said I was sorry.” Lars slouched off toward his slot.

“He looks put out,” Tim noted.

“It’s been an adjustment. In Connecticut, he lives with guys who keep the same schedule as he does. It’s all noise, all the time.”

“You just working out with us today then?”

“Da.” Pietr nodded. “Could you give Thorsen a ride back to our place after? You can join us for dinner.”

“Is Harper cooking?”

“She usually does.”

“I’m in,” Tim agreed. “Around six?”

“Whenever you guys get out of here,” Pietr said. “I’ll see you then.” He gave Tim a tap to the shoulder with a fist before making his way out of the locker room and down to the gym.

“Ivanov!”

A gruff voice made him wince. He stilled and turned slowly to face Patrick Crenshaw.

“Yah, Paddy? What’s up?” 

Patrick had unofficially taken over the reins of ownership from his father a year before. Unlike the older Crenshaw, Patrick was being more hands-on with the team. Which irritated the shit out of leadership as well as the players. But...you don’t bite the hand the feeds you.

“You’re off today. What are you doing here?”

“Just using the facilities.” He shrugged. “Better to work out with the boys than at home. Plus, Harper could use some quiet. Lars woke her up this morning.”

Something passed over the man’s face that Pietr couldn’t quite name. He gave a short nod. “She doing okay?”

“She’s been busy. Otherwise, okay. ...Why?”

“No reason. Haven’t seen her around lately. That’s all. Tell her I said hello.” Patrick tucked his hands into his pockets, beginning to continue to stroll down the hall. “Carry on.”

There was a soft grunt as Gregor Ciklovich came up behind Pietr. He nudged him gently to continue down the hall. “I fucking hate that guy.”

“He gives me bad vibes,” Pietr admitted, keeping his voice low. “I don’t like him asking about Harper.”

“I don’t either,” Gregor said. “—Hey, did I hear you invite Jammer to dinner? Rude.”

Pietr laughed. “He’s driving Lars home. You want to come over too?”

“No. I only wanted to give you shit,” Gregor admitted. There was a slight pause before he asked. “How’s Isaac doing?”

“He’s fine. You could call him yourself you know.”

“No,” he shook his head, “I can’t.”

Pietr gave him a soft nudge. “Shit happens, Vikky. It’s been enough time. Being friends isn’t impossible.”

“I know. I’m just not ready yet.”

“Eventually?”

“Hopefully,” Gregor agreed. “He’s seeing someone else, isn’t he?”

“Yeah,” Pietr nodded, “Chinwe. She’s a project coordinator for a non-profit.”

“Good for him.”

Pietr wrapped his arm around Gregor’s shoulders. “This moping is why I didn’t want you two to date in the first place. It’s ridiculous. Move on! There are plenty of lovely people out there who’d love to give you a shot.”

Gregor gave him a shove. “Ugh. I’m too young to get tied down.”

Pietr laughed again. “I think the breakup changed you, Vikky. You used to be a romantic.”

Gregor snorted derisively, making his way over to one of the ellipticals. Pietr didn’t follow, moving to one of the open spaces to do some stretches. After an hour working out and chirping with some of the guys, he showered and headed back home.

The move to Valhalla had halved his commute, with good traffic. Sometimes he missed the city, but suburban life suited them...though they still preferred the rural life they enjoyed in the summers.

“You’re home.” Harper looked up from her seat on the couch. Cheese was perched behind her while Biscuit was in her lap.

“I am.” He ruffled Cheese’s ears before leaning over to press a kiss to the top of her head. “I hope you don’t mind. Tim is going to bring Lars home when they’re done for the day. I told him he could stay for dinner.”

“That’s fine,” Harper agreed. “What are you doing the rest of the day.”

“Whatever you want to do, baby.” He collapsed next to her. Cheese let out a soft mew before stretching and coming to claim his empty lap. “...Or, apparently, being a chair for the orange feline.”

Harper grinned. “He loves you. Biscuit loves me. It’s only fair.”

“Ahhhh, they both love you more. Biscuit is just territorial,” Pietr teased.

“Are you hungry? I could make lunch.”

“Not yet.” He shook his head. “I’ll deal with lunch. Shouldn’t you be writing?”

“I can’t look at it anymore. I did what I could and sent it to Gina for first eyes. I’m officially on a break from writing.”

“Good.” Pietr grinned. “Then you don’t have to feel bad about coming to our game on Friday.” He watched as she tensed. Just for a moment. She leaned forward, pressing a kiss to Biscuit’s head before she forced a smile.

“I’m looking forward to it.”

“Is something wrong?” He asked. “You know I can tell when your smile is fake.”

“Everything is great, babe,” she assured him. “I’m still tired from this morning.”

“I ran into Paddy at the arena this morning. I fucking hate that guy.”

Harper tensed further. “I think everyone hates him.”

“He said to tell you hello,” he continued. “I don’t like that he feels familiar enough to pass any kind of message along to you.”

Harper’s eyes closed and she shook her head. “I’ve barely said more than a dozen words to the guy since we were introduced, Pietr.”

“I know, baby.” Pietr furrowed his brow. “Has he said something to you?”

Harper bit her bottom lip. Biscuit’s purr grew louder, and he wriggled around onto his back, letting her rub his belly. He was practically a puddle in her lap.

“Harper, you know you can tell me anything.”

“I don’t want to upset you. I know how to take care of myself.”

“I don’t doubt that at all, lyubov moya,” Pietr assured her. “But if that asshole has said or done something to you, I want to know about it.”

Harper let out a long, slow breath. She picked up Biscuit, giving him another kiss before setting him on the floor. She moved, doing the same to Cheese, before wrapping her arms around Pietr’s neck, getting comfortable in his lap herself.

“Please let me deal with Patrick,” Harper said. “If it gets to be more than I can handle, I’ll tag you in.” –and with that, she deftly changed topics. 

“I finally texted Misha back. He’s visiting next week.”

“Yeah? Things are good again?”

“I miss him,” she admitted. “I’m still angry about what he did to Isaac, but I understand he was scared. He wanted answers that none of us had. Like we all did.”

Pietr pulled her into a tighter hug. “I’m glad. I’ve missed his stupid face being around. Is he bringing the dog?”

Harper laughed, pressing her face into his neck. “He didn’t say, but I don’t think so.”

Pietr hissed as Biscuit’s claws dug into his shoulder and the cat tried to launch between them. Cheese wasn’t far behind.

“I think we should have gotten a dog instead of these monsters.” He let her go, scooping up both cats. “They’re little hell beasts.”

“Agree.” Harper leaned forward, smooshing the cats between them to kiss him. The cats wriggled, letting out discontented mewls. “If you’re not hungry yet, should we take advantage of having the house to ourselves and go build up an appetite?”

“I love the way you think.”
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Chapter Four   
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“Anyone home?”

“Kitchen, Tim!”

Tim wandered in, hands in the pockets of his sweats. “Sorry, we’re a little later than I thought. Video ran long because fucking Paddy doesn’t know when to shut the fuck up.”

“Fucking Paddy,” Pietr cursed, rolling his eyes. He set the plates he had been grabbing out of the cupboard down on the end of the table, beginning to set places for the four of them.

“If I had an extra two billion laying around, I’d make an offer to buy him out,” Tim retorted. “Why can’t he be more like his dad? We barely ever saw George, except for season opener and play-offs.”

“Don’t ask me.” Pietr shrugged. “Pasta with meat sauce and roasted veggies, okay? We’ve got a salad too.”

“Anything I don’t have to cook myself sounds great.”  Tim leaned on the kitchen island, watching Harper add the drained pasta to the sauce to coat it.

“Where’s Lars?” She asked.

“He headed upstairs to change,” Tim offered. “Can I do anything to help?”

“Grab the salad out of the fridge and whatever you want for dressing,” Harper requested. “I’d suggest the honey vinaigrette, personally.”

“Got it.”

“How was video?” Pietr asked. “Aside from Paddy being himself.”

“Fine. Nothing new or exciting to note. Same as usual. We’re prepped for the game Friday. Should be a relatively smooth match, all things considered.”

“Because the Chuckwalla are as intimidating as their namesake?”

“Something like that.”

“Hey, hey now,” Harper chided. “You’re all professionals and you’ve all clawed your way to the big league.”

“We’re only teasing.” Pietr paused, pressing a kiss to her temple as he passed her with a handful of silverware. “Nothing but respect for the lizard warriors.”

“Are you coming?” Tim asked. “To the game, I mean.”

Harper nodded. “Pietr would like me to, so...probably.”

“You still have season tickets, right?”

“Yup.” Harper nodded. “You got somebody you want to come?”

“I saw Mora last night and mentioned it.”

“I’ll text her and see,” Harper promised. “It’s been a while since we hung out. Bar after?”

“No bar,” Pietr declined. “We leave for our roadie immediately after.”

“Right,” Harper nodded, “well, Mora and I can still go out. More reason to invite her.”

“Agree. You should have a fun girl’s night. Bring her back here. Or go to her place,” Pietr prodded.

Harper rolled her eyes but smiled anyway. She picked up the pan, carrying it over to trivet on the table. She was just setting it down and checking what else they needed for the table when Lars entered.

“I’m sorry for waking you up so early this morning,” he launched into an apology right away.

“Don’t worry about it.” Harper waved him off. 

“You don’t have to cook for me. You’re already giving me a place to live,” Lars said.

“Sit down, shut up, and eat,” Harper’s tone went monotone. “Stop worrying about stupid shit.”

“She has a point,” Tim retorted.

“What would you guys like to drink?” Pietr asked.

“Just water?” Tim requested.

Pietr made a point to brush Harper’s hips, pausing to kiss her temple again before he made his way to the fridge. “Lars?”

Just as he began to answer, Harper’s phone began to jingle in her pocket.

“Sorry. Family call.” Harper stepped away from the table to answer.

Pietr grabbed drinks, keeping an ear to Harper’s conversation. It wasn’t that her family never called, but the middle of the week at dinner time –regardless of the time zone difference, was unusual.

“Wait, what? Where are you?” Harper’s tone set him on edge as he placed drinks around the table. “Olivia! You drove here?”

“Olivia?” He repeated, surprised. Harper’s oldest niece was just seventeen. Harper’s sister and her family lived a couple hours over the border from her parents in Minnesota. He did the mental math; Olivia had driven nearly twenty hours, at least.

Harper’s eyes closed and she sagged against the counter. “Livvie, I need you to focus. I will come get you, but I need to know exactly where you are. Do you know how to send me a location pin on your phone?” There was a brief pause before Harper’s phone pinged again. She looked down at the device, letting out a little sigh before speaking to her niece again. “I got it. I know where that is. Are you okay? Do I need to bring you anything immediately?” She let out a light laugh. “Yeah, I can do that. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

“What’s going on?” Pietr asked as she hung up. She moved efficiently, grabbing a plastic take-out container from their stash in the cupboard.

“Olivia decided to drive to New York because her mother is driving her fucking crazy. Her car started making weird noises, so she pulled over at the cemetery.”

“Which one? There are like fucking seven...”

Harper laughed, shaking her head. “She sent me the GPS tag. She’s at the Water Tower in Kensico.”

“Your niece drove from Wisconsin?” Tim asked. “Is she nuts?”

“Minnesota, and no, just frustrated.” Harper finished filling the take-out container with some of the food. “And hungry. I’m going to go pick her up. Pietr, do you still have the number for that garage that helped us out when we blew that tire last year?”

“Yeah. Call or text me when you get to her. I’ll let you know if they’re enroute.”

“Thanks, bae.” Harper pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Enjoy dinner. I’ll be back soon.”
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Harper pulled her vehicle up behind the beat-up looking Honda Civic parked to the side of the large white water tower that decorated one of the several entrances to the winding cemeteries of Westchester. She didn’t even have her car door open before Olivia was stepping out of the driver's seat of her own car and running over to her.

“Oh my god, I’m so glad to see you! I was so scared!” Olivia’s eyes were red and watery from crying. “It started making this weird grinding noise and there was smoke...”

“Pietr was calling a mechanic as I was leaving,” Harper assured her. “We’ll get the car taken care of.” She pulled Olivia into a hug. “Get in. There’s a take-out container on the seat for you. I’ll check in and see where the tow truck is at.”

“Thank you. I’m so sorry.”

“Save the apologies for now. Go eat.” 

Olivia’s shoulders sagged and she loped to the other side of the car. With the door closed firmly behind her and a fork stuck into the pasta, Harper pulled out her phone.

“Hey. I’ve got Olivia. What did the garage say?”

“Donovan is on his way. He should be there in a few minutes. He’ll take it over to the garage, and they’ll make it first priority in the morning.”

“We’ll wait then. How’s dinner?”

“Everything’s great, baby. I put a plate aside for you.”

“Thank you. If you’re still hungry though, I can make something else.”

“There is plenty,” Pietr assured her. “Don’t worry about it. Text me when you’re on your way back.”

“Will do. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

Harper hung up the phone before opening the door and sliding behind the steering wheel again.

“Okay. We have a few minutes before they get here. You want to tell me what you’re doing here?”

Olivia’s fork picked through the pasta. “You’re mad that I’m here.”

“I didn’t say that,” Harper replied. “But a seventeen-year-old driving across seven states in a twenty-year old Civic on a whim doesn’t seem like a great choice... You’re very smart, Olivia. You wouldn’t do that unless you had a good reason.”

“Have you ever felt like you were suffocating? Like, mentally?”

“Livvie, that’s not answering my question.”

“Mom and Dad are so obsessed with Zach being this football star. The season isn’t even over and they’re already talking about sending him to some college camps over the summer. And Aron is obsessed with getting into basketball. Meanwhile, I’ve put everything into drama and photography and writing and it’s all oh, that’s pretty Livvie, but your brothers need two-hundred-dollar sneakers so you’ll have to figure out how to buy that twenty-dollar book on your own or go to the library.”

“To be fair, the library is a great way to get books,” Harper replied.

“That was just an example!”

“I get it.” She reached over, squeezing Olivia’s knee. “You’re feeling overshadowed by your younger siblings because they’re athletic. Is that it?”

“Is it so bad that I want to be told I’m good at something for once? Even if it’s not throwing a ball or kicking something?”

“You’re talking to the fat farm girl who married a professional hockey player,” Harper retorted. “I get it.”

“You’re not fat, Auntie Harper,” Olivia sighed.

Harper looked down at herself. Sure, she’d lost a few pounds over time, but she was still definitely plus size. “Not the point. I’m very aware of people who value athletic and physical capability over mental and artistic abilities.”

“I know it was a bad idea. I almost turned back twice,” Olivia admitted. “But I needed to get away from Mom, especially, and you were the only person I could think of going to. ...Well, okay, I thought about Uncle Isaac, but I didn’t think he was far enough away.”

“Thank you for not bringing Isaac into it,” Harper retorted. “I’m pretty sure he would not have had the first idea of what to do for you, other than send you home. Your car would be in better shape though.” There were a few beats of silence before she finally asked, “Do your parents know where you are?”

“They think I’m at Addison’s,” she replied. “We’re working on a project for school. She’s been covering for me.”

Harper sighed. “How long have you been gone?”

“I left yesterday morning. I had to pull over to get some sleep in Ohio,” she said. “There was a rest stop. I parked kinda near the truckers, which felt safer.”

“What about school?”

“I’ve been doing online school since last year, remember? Addison, Kallie, Max, and a couple of others of us get together to do projects since we all live so close together.”

“Right, right.” Harper let out a soft sigh. “Here’s what’s going to happen. We’re going to wait for the tow truck, we’re going home, where you can get some more to eat. Then we’re going to call your parents and tell them where you are. After that, I’ll get you set up in the guest room for the night. We’ll figure out everything else tomorrow. Deal?”

“Deal,” Olivia replied softly. There was another brief pause. “I am sorry, Auntie Harper. I should have called first or asked permission to visit or...something.”

“I would have appreciated the heads up,” Harper admitted. “We’re housing one of the players from the farm team, so be aware of that.”

“Is he cute?”

“He’s nineteen with the worst case of golden retriever vibes I’ve ever seen –and that includes your uncle.”

“Oof. Uncle Pietr is total GR vibes with a side of cinnamon roll.”

“I’m aware.”

“I’ll steer clear,” Olivia promised. “Unless he’s got an obvious hockey butt. Then I can’t make any promises.”

“...This is going to be fun.”
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Chapter Five   
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Harper was suspicious of Olivia’s careful packing job. Her niece had stashed two suitcases and a backpack in her car. They stowed everything in the backseat of the SUV, handed the keys to the Civic over to the tow truck driver, and made their way back home.

“Leave the suitcases. We’ll grab them after you get a proper dinner,” Harper told her.

Olivia nodded, hiking the strap of the backpack over her shoulder. She followed Harper into the house through the garage door.

“Olivia, you might remember Tim,” Harper introduced her as they entered the kitchen. “And this is Lars.”

“You look exhausted, Livvie.” Pietr patted the empty chair next to him. “While I am always happy to see you, you could have called first.”

Olivia’s cheeks flushed as she set her backpack down before taking the seat. Harper moved to toss the take-out container onto the counter and dish up another plate of left-over pasta. She had overestimated, apparently. She took the plate that Pietr had set aside for her out of the microwave, grabbed a can of coke for Olivia from the fridge, and took the seat between Tim and her niece.

“Does Emma know she’s here?” Pietr asked.

Harper shook her head. “We’ll call her after she eats something.”

“I’m not starving,” Olivia said.

“Let your aunt feed you,” Pietr warned. “It is her way of showing how worried she is. Food first. Then we’ll decide who and how much to yell at you.”

“Sounds about right.”

“I think I’ll avoid being here for that.” Tim pushed back his chair. “Thank you for dinner, Harp.” He stopped to drop a quick kiss to the top of her head. “With Olivia here, if you can’t invite Mora to the game, I get it. It was only a passing thought.”

“I’ll check in with her and see if she wants to come to any of the others,” Harper promised. “I’ll see you Friday.”

“Probably,” he agreed. “Pre-game nap?”

“Can’t wait,” Pietr replied.

Olivia wrinkled her nose. “Is nap code for something?”

Harper snorted into her pasta. “No! Why would you say that?”

“Because I’ve had three uncles to one aunt since I was eleven,” Olivia retorted. “I’ve met your convention girlfriend at least three times. Mora lets Zach call her aunt, and...well, I’m a teenager on social media. I see things.”

“I promise,” Tim assured her, “I am not looking to be Uncle Number Four. It’s just a nap. Now, you might get an official second aunt if Mora—”

“Don’t even go there, Timothy,” Harper cut him off. “Mora and I are friends, first and foremost. Period.”

Tim let out a long hum. He gave her shoulders another squeeze before stepping back from the table. “I won’t argue. Thanks again for dinner. I’ll see you two,” he pointed between Lars and Pietr, “on the ice tomorrow. Harp, Friday.”

“Have a good night,” Harper called.

Lars began to stand as well. “I’ll clean up so you three can handle your family stuff.”

“There’s no rush,” Harper assured him. “I can clean up.”

“You cooked everything. And I woke you up early this morning.”

Olivia coughed up the drink of cola she’d just taken.

“Get your head out of the gutter,” Harper warned. “He decided to blast music and the blender at five forty-five this morning. –For which, you apologized for by leaving us breakfast and that was thoughtful of you but unnecessary.”

“I’m all for avoiding the inevitable yelling,” Olivia said. “Stay for a bit. Your name is Lars. Did I hear that right?”

“Yes,” Lars nodded. “Lars Thorsen.”

“Norwegian?” She guessed.

“My family lives in Oslo, but I mostly played in Sweden. More hockey opportunities there.”

“Why is that?”

Lars looked between the three, before explaining. “Hockey isn’t as popular in Norway. There is a small league, as well as the national team, but it’s a mountainous country. Not great for the growth of the sport.”

“I see.” Olivia nodded. “Now, tell me in excruciating detail how you ended up here in the States, living with my aunt and uncle?”

“Go.” Pietr cocked his head over his shoulder. “She is messing with you now.”

Lars gave a curt nod as he continued to pick up his dishes, along with Tim’s, and carry them over to the dishwasher. He also put the take-out
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