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Chapter One

Charlotte sat by her computer
anxiously biting her nails. She was so nervous. Until last week, it
had been ten years since she had seen or spoken to Chris and Drew
Malcom, so to say that she was shocked when they friend-requested
her on Facebook was an understatement. She had held off from social
media until very recently and as it turned out, so had they. The
three of them did always have way too much in common, which was one
of the reasons she had been best friends with the twins throughout
high school.

She got up from her desk
to go check herself out in the bathroom mirror just in case she had
any lipstick on her teeth or flyaway hairs. She was pretty sure
that Chris and Drew had already looked through all of her posted
pictures, but seeing each other almost in the flesh, so to speak,
would be different. God, they were
gorgeous, she had thought when she looked
through each and every one of their
photos. They had always been good-looking as
teens, albeit a little too skinny and gawky, but they’d both sure
filled out nicely with lean, muscular bodies that looked like they
had been carved from stone.

Their differences were subtle and
perhaps even indiscernible to those who did not know them, but for
Charlotte, it was and had always been easy to distinguish them. For
one, Chris’s eyes were more hazel like hers, ever-changing with the
environment, while Drew’s were a deep, dark forest green. Drew had
a cleft in his chin—which was now mostly obscured by a closely
cropped beard—and his smile was usually more of a smirk, while
Chris often liked to flash his pearly whites. She could see the
minute differences in their aquiline noses, could tell that Chris’s
hair was a slightly darker shade of brown, and their voices and
mannerisms had also been clearly distinguishable to her.

After giving herself a final
once-over, she went back to her computer. The little green dot now
shone on their Skype profile, indicating they were online. Her
heart fluttered. She may have pushed her feelings for Chris and
Drew away, buried them deep down in a section of her heart that
would always belong to them, but being mere seconds away from
speaking to the brothers brought them right back up to the surface.
Charlotte was still in love with them. Unsurprising, since she
never once mistook her feelings for a simple, fading, schoolgirl
crush, nor did she ever find herself having feelings for one more
than the other. What made their relationship even more complex was
the fact that she had suspected her feelings were never just
one-sided.

Her computer rang. “Breathe,” she said
aloud. “Just breathe.” She employed the breathing technique she had
learned in the Air Force to calm herself down, then with shaky
fingers, she touched the camera button on her screen.

And there they finally
were after all these years, sitting side by side, one smirking, one
smiling at her. Their recent photos hardly did them justice, she
thought immediately. Drew had grown out his hair to just past his
chin, complementing his beard and making him look wild and sexy.
Chris kept his hair short, only now it looked messy on purpose. He
had style and swagger, and damn, they were
both so beautiful. She felt warmth blossom
in her chest right before her heart muscle constricted with
emotion. She hadn’t even realized just how much she missed the two
best friends she had ever had. “Hi,” she said, finally breaking the
silence, her voice coming out all breathy.

“Charlotte,” Chris said,
his voice a little breathy, too. She noticed his smile waver a
bit.

Drew kept silent for another moment,
his face displaying an emotion she could not put words to, until he
shook his head slightly and finally said, “Damn, baby! How is it
that you got even prettier?”

Chris chuckled at his brother’s
bluntness, while Charlotte felt her cheeks flame as she stupidly
shrugged her shoulders. For the first time ever around them, she
felt like an awkward teenager. Despite falling in love sometime
during their friendship, she had always been able to act normal.
The emotion had crept up on her slowly, but because of how well she
knew her best friends and how comfortable she had always been
around them, her feelings had never gotten in the way of their
friendship until the very end.

She cleared her throat and forced
composure on herself. “So, tell me what you guys have been up to?”
They had gone back and forth with a few messages when they first
reconnected, but now she wanted more detail.

The guys told her that they still
lived out on Taika, a small island in the southern part of Alaska.
Her dad, whose footsteps she had followed in, had been stationed in
the Air Force there for three years. Charlotte and her mother had
stayed behind for a fourth so that she could finish high school.
Nothing in their small hometown seemed to have changed much since
she moved away. They also filled her in on their own long stretches
of time away from home, attending college in Arizona as well as
traveling abroad for both work and pleasure.

“That must be so
exciting,” she said in response when they told her about their
current duties at sea. They not only owned a few boats as part of a
small fishing business, but they moonlighted for the Coast Guard,
protecting the ocean from poachers.

“You always did love when
we took you out on Dad’s sailboat,” Chris remarked.

She remembered those times fondly,
sneaking out in the middle of the night with the two of them. One
would stand guard, while the other would nimbly climb up the tree
by her house, which had a thick branch reaching almost to her
bedroom window, and help her down. The guys would surprise her with
snacks, and then they’d hit the water for several hours. It was so
peaceful out on the ocean, with nothing but the three of them, the
sounds of the gentle waves, and the night sky with its twinkling
stars. They’d both hold her close if it got too cold, though she
had always observed that the temperature never seemed to affect
Chris or Drew. “Our bodies just run hotter than most,” Drew had
once told her. She, however, knew that their touches made her warm
for other reasons than just their normal body
temperature.

It was her turn to fill
them in on her past ten years. She had joined the Air Force after
graduating from college, and now she remained in the Reserves and
worked as a software consultant and developer. “It’s not rocket
science,” she joked, “but I enjoy it.” She smiled at the memory of
Chris often telling her that rocket science should be her
profession. He hadn’t been far off due to her fondness for all
things NASA, but she had settled for an aircraft instead of a
rocket and worked on flight simulation programs. The job allowed
her to work mostly from home, and therefore gave her the freedom to
live anywhere. She chose Cocoa Beach, Florida, when her parents had
retired there, but her heart had longed for Alaska. Having never
lived in any place for very long, Taika, perhaps because of two
specific inhabitants, had been the only place that ever truly felt
like home to her. She missed it. She missed them.

She finally got the nerve to tell them
that.

“I’ve missed you, too,
Charlotte,” Chris said. “We both have.”

“Very much,” Drew
added.

Chris looked thoughtful for a moment.
“You could always come out for a visit,” he finally
said.

Drew looked at Chris and muttered what
sounded like, “You always were a glutton for punishment.” He then
added, “So am I, apparently.” Finally, he turned back to Charlotte,
gazing at her with longing. “We’d love to see you again, sweets.
It’s been too long.”

To say she was tempted was an
understatement. However, she knew being in the same space as them
would only complicate things. Longing for two people she could
never have was punishment indeed. It was obvious they both still
had feelings for her as well, and choosing between them was still
not an option, not to mention the fact that one brother would never
hurt the other that way even if she did pick only one of them. She
also didn’t think she had it in her to repeat their last
parting.

Charlotte used the best excuse she
could think of, and one that was mostly true. “I have a big project
I’m working on right now, so I really can’t get away anytime
soon.”

“Didn’t you just tell us
you worked from home?” Drew asked.

She bit her lip.

“You’d have the entire top
floor to yourself,” Chris began. “It has a master bedroom with a
seating area and a large desk.” He looked hopeful as he went on.
“You’d even have your own private bathroom with a shower and a
separate Jacuzzi tub.”

“Wow! That sounds
amazing.” It really did. She had a nice sized one-bedroom condo,
located just minutes from the beach, but there definitely was
nothing bubbling in her bathtub, nor were there two sexy occupants
sharing a space with her. They were undoubtedly the most
tantalizing part of the deal. However… “I couldn’t ask one of you
to give up your room for me.”

“We wouldn’t be,” Drew
said. “Our bedrooms and office are on the first floor.”

Now she was confused. They had what
sounded like an amazing space upstairs, but neither of them used
it. Perhaps they didn’t want to fight over who got the master
bedroom and they chose to use it as a guest room
instead.

“We were saving it for
someone special.” It was Chris who answered. Her expressions always
gave her thoughts away to them, making her an open book. He must
have taken notice of her confusion, but he did not elaborate
further. He actually turned away from her for a moment, seemingly
uncomfortable with the response he had just given her.

He didn’t really need to
elaborate anyway. It was the “someone
special” part that rang loud and clear and
stung. She definitely did not
want to hear more. She also didn’t want to
speculate which one of them would end up getting to use that room
one day with a significant other.

“Are you all right?” Drew
asked.

Damn it!
She quickly schooled her features and avoided
thinking about what they must have seen written on her face. “Yes.
I’m fine.” Charlotte waved a dismissive hand in the air.

“Say yes, Charlotte,”
Chris pleaded.

She wanted to say no, to protect her
heart. Seeing them now only reminded her of every reason she had
convinced herself that parting from them was for the best. Then she
thought about them settling down one day, and maybe even finding
someone herself, and knew that this may be the only chance to see
her two best friends again. She’d take the old and new memories,
along with the pain that would come with them, and tuck them all
away later like she had done before. At least for the most part.
Still, she’d have no regrets then.

“I’ll come,” she finally
said.
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