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About the Book

A sizzling enemies-to-lovers lesbian sports romance about shattering all the rules.

Acclaimed football star Erin Finch has the sporting world at her feet until a brutal injury sidelines her.

Enter bubbly striker Lia Ashcroft, the up-and-coming hotshot setting the English women’s league on fire. With her personal life in tatters, she’s determined to rule professionally.

Filling in for Erin seems like a good way to kick her career up a notch. Icy Erin might be out for a season, but she’s damned if she’ll let someone steal her spot for good. 

What starts as fierce tension between the rivals turns into something else: respect, then simmering attraction.

Exploring it, though, would break every rule Erin has.
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Chapter 1

Lia stared at the plaque on the wall—Carol Evans, Head Coach—hands curled into fists to stop them from shaking. She’d been a frequent visitor to Carol’s office in her seven-year tenure as the superstar striker for Manchester Wanderers. Yet she’d never felt such a churning in her gut, such a disquiet in her mind, such a seething anger making the edges of her vision black.

Stepping back into her club off the back of a record-breaking season after a few weeks off, Lia should be on cloud nine, ready to begin the new season. Following three years of coming in second place, Wanderers had unseated their closest rivals—Salford Albion—at the summit of the Women’s Super League. They’d also beaten them to the FA Cup trophy. Not to mention Lia’s prolific success in front of goal had meant she’d ended the season with the most goals, taking home the Golden Boot trophy for the first time in her career.

Instead, she was filled with loathing.

Taking a deep breath, Lia wrenched open the door and stormed inside before she could think better of it.

Behind the desk, Carol started. “Hey! You can’t barge in here without—” The words died on her tongue once she got a look at Lia’s face. “Ashcroft. W-what are you doing here?” Her voice trembled with fear.

Good.

For the past seven years, Lia had thought herself lucky to work with a coach as fantastic as Carol. She’d elevated Lia’s game, brought the best out of her, and turned Wanderers into a team competing at the top level.

Lia used to feel nothing but admiration for Carol. And a desire to be the best she could possibly be to give back to the coach that had given Lia her chance on the biggest stage of women’s football, promoting Lia to the first team at eighteen years old.

Now, as her gaze rested on Carol’s face, Lia felt nothing but disgust and disappointment.

“I needed to see you.” Lia paused on the other side of the desk, letting her fingers brush against the edge of the stained wood—black, like Lia’s mood. And like Wanderers’ new training kit. She’d been asked to pull it on for a photo shoot, but the badge on her breast—red roses—once something she’d worn with pride, now felt heavy. Leaden. Ruined.

“I want to leave.”

“Leave?” Carol’s brows creased into a frown. How dare she pretend Lia’s words came as some kind of shock? “What do you mean? You need a break? A holiday? Some time away from the team?”

Lia shook her head, nails tapping a staccato rhythm on the desk. “I want a transfer. I want out of this place.”

A disbelieving laugh escaped Carol’s lips as her frown smoothed. “Are you joking? You signed a two-year contract extension a few months ago!”

“Yes, I’m aware.” As was Lia’s agent, whom she’d already had this argument with a dozen times in the past few days. Still, Lia’s resolve hadn’t wavered. She didn’t just want out—she needed out. For her own sanity. “But I signed that contract under false pretences.”

Carol swallowed, loud in the quiet office. The only other sound was the ticking of the clock on the wall behind Carol’s head. Ticking down Lia’s time as a Wanderers player.

“You know, the false pretences that you weren’t screwing my fiancée?” Exactly as she’d intended, Lia’s words landed like a blow.

Carol flinched like she’d been struck, wide eyes looking toward the door Lia had purposefully left open. “Lower your voice!”

“Should’ve thought about that before, shouldn’t you? Did you really think you’d get away with breaking the rules about sleeping with one of your players and get off scot-free?” Whenever she blinked, she saw Carol and Hannah embracing. Her stomach roiled, threatening to expel the eggs she’d forced down for breakfast.

“I’ll call it off.”

“No. It’s too late for that. I want out of my contract, to a nearby club. Salford Albion, preferably.” Their stadium was so close that it was visible from the Wanderers training ground. Perfect for Lia—she didn’t want to move to a new city. “They should be in the market for a new striker after what happened in the FA Cup final.” Lia didn’t like seeing her fellow professionals get injured—especially not a player she’d admired for years—but Erin Finch’s torn ACL might work to her advantage.

“I… I can’t.” Carol’s face was ashen. “I might be able to get you out of your contract, but I can’t sell you to a direct rival. The board will never go for that. You’re one of our best players! They’ll have my head.”

Lia was unmoved. She didn’t care what happened to Carol. All she wanted was to get the hell out of here. “Then I’ll tell them what I know, and you’ll be gone anyway.”

She’d debated that option extensively, but having to stay at Wanderers, having to see Hannah every day after what she’d done, even if Carol was replaced with a new coach? Lia wouldn’t be able to stand it.

All of her memories felt tainted. She’d been at Wanderers since she was sixteen and had never thought she’d want to leave. But now she couldn’t imagine spending another day here.

She was going to tell the board regardless, but this way, she’d get what she wanted—what she needed—first.

A nasty look crossed Carol’s face, and she turned her attention back to her laptop in clear dismissal. “It’ll be your word against mine.”

Lia had expected that. Carol hadn’t earned her ruthless reputation by rolling over easily. “Not if I show them the pictures.”

That got Carol’s attention back on her. “What pictures?”

“I’m not an idiot, despite what you and Hannah might think. I knew she was cheating on me, just not with who. It’s easy to buy a spy-cam these days. Even easier to hide it on a shelf pointing at the bed.” Lia was bluffing, but Carol didn’t need to know that. And she could lie well when she needed to. “I have evidence of it all. Screenshots of your messages, too.” That part wasn’t a bluff. She also had evidence that some of her teammates had known about the affair but hadn’t deigned to tell her. Another reason Lia wanted out. “If you don’t get me transferred, I will go to the board, and the press, and you will never manage a game in England again.”

Carol’s face drained of all colour, her mouth gaping open.

“You know my agent’s details. She’s expecting your call.” One conversation down.

Now she just needed to confront her cheating fiancée.

Lia spun on her heel and strode from the room before she ran to the closest bathroom and emptied her stomach.

* * *

As a chorus of “Happy Birthday” rang around her apartment, Erin tried not to squirm in discomfort.

Though it was hard to feel anything other than joy with the way Maisie gazed at her, green eyes wide and a huge grin on her mouth, like Erin was the greatest aunt in the whole wide world. Maisie had her mother’s eyes, and it reminded Erin of the way Jessica had looked at her when she had been nine years old. Hard to believe that was nearly twenty years ago. Time really did fly.

“You have to blow out the candles, Aunt Erin!” Maisie pushed the chocolate cake toward her like it was the most valuable thing in the world. “I put thirty-one on there.”

At the reminder of her age, Erin winced. Most people panicked on the approach to thirty, but it was a different kind of fear when you were an athlete, racing toward retirement with each passing year. Still, she put on a brave face for Maisie, blowing out the candles to applause.

Maisie was too young to understand Erin’s panic. To her, she was still the great Erin Finch, best striker in the women’s game. But in Erin’s mind, she saw the headlines that had circulated at the end of last season after she’d suffered a serious injury.

 

Is Erin Finch finished?

Will Erin Finch ever be able to recover back to her best?

Will we see Erin Finch play in a Salford Albion shirt again?

 

The headlines made Erin furious, feeding into the doubts that had surfaced ever since she had torn her ACL two months ago. When she should be focusing solely on her recovery, she was plagued with fears that she might never set foot on the pitch again.

Already, she was reaching the end of her lifespan as a professional player. Advancements in sports technology and the impeccable shape Erin kept herself in had maintained her position as the best of the best, still able to play full matches with ease, but an ACL injury could curtail the career of even the youngest of players. And without her career, without the sponsorship deals, without the ability to continue to support the rest of her family…Erin didn’t know what she’d do. Football was her whole life. She hadn’t ever considered failure, hadn’t ever had a plan B. She thought she’d have a few more years to figure it out.

Hopefully, she still did.

“I’m going to go cut the cake!” Maisie raced off to the kitchen with the cake held aloft.

At least she’d broken Erin out of dark thoughts.

“And I’m going to make sure she doesn’t cut herself.” Jessica climbed to her feet and wrapped a hand around Erin’s shoulder. “Happy Birthday, Erin.”

Erin covered her sister’s hand briefly with her own before releasing her to hurry after her daughter as she wielded a knife much too large for a nine-year-old.

Soft laughter came through the speakers of her laptop, balanced on the coffee table. Erin turned to the smiling face of her dad, her stepmother sitting beside him. Despite their weekly family video calls, it had taken some time for them to figure out how to point the camera at their faces and not at the ceiling.

“How are you really doing, sweetheart?” Her dad’s forehead was crinkled, deepening the lines already there. “I know the past few weeks can’t have been easy for you.”

“I’m okay.” She wasn’t, not fully, but she didn’t want him to worry. He’d spent so many years of his life worrying about her already. Left as a single father after his wife had walked out on their family, he’d worked two jobs to make sure she and Jessica were never hungry and that Erin always had everything she needed for football.

He shot her a look. “No, you’re not.”

With a wry smile, Erin grabbed her laptop and balanced it on her good knee, careful not to disturb the slumbering black cat snoozing on her lap. Not that Gerrard seemed to notice. “I will be. Promise.”

“I’m sorry we couldn’t make it out to be with you in person, sweetheart.” Behind him, the sun loomed high in the sky, lighting his apartment and making him and Isobel glow. Or the glow could be due to being able to retire in sunny Spain. “But Isobel wasn’t feeling up to travelling, and I didn’t want to leave her.”

“I did tell him to go without me.” Isobel turned a stern glare her dad’s way. “But he wouldn’t listen.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Sensing the chance to change the subject, Erin seized it with both hands. She was tired of thinking about her injury; she didn’t want to talk about it, either. “How are you doing? A stroke trumps an ACL.”

Isobel waved a hand. “Oh, I’m fine, mija. Recovering well. We’ll definitely be out to visit you at Christmas.”

“Can’t wait.” Family had always been Erin’s reason for wanting to succeed. The desire to make her dad proud—and to pay him back for everything he’d given up for her and Jessica. He might not have been able to emigrate to Spain to be with Isobel without Erin’s help, and she wouldn’t have been able to support Jessica and Maisie.

Not that they needed much help anymore, now Jessica was working as a junior lawyer. But nine years ago, after becoming a mother at eighteen, had been a different story.

And it hadn’t been easy. When Erin had started out, few female players were professional, and those who were weren’t exactly high earners. But, in the years since, progress had been made, and Erin had been one of the drivers of that movement, smashing records the way she had.

“Here’s your cake!” Maisie bounded back over to the couch, a plate in each hand.

Jessica trailed a few steps behind with a much smaller slice of her own.

Erin turned back to her laptop screen. “I’ll let you go so you don’t have to watch us eat it. Speak to you next week?”

“Of course.” Her dad and Isobel waved goodbye to them all before hanging up, and Erin returned her laptop to the coffee table so she could eat, the chocolate ganache melting on her tongue.

“Auntie Erin?” Maisie peered at her, chocolate smeared around her mouth. “Can I stay here tonight?”

Behind Maisie, Jessica shook her head. “You’ve stayed here three nights already this week. Your Aunt Erin is going to be sick of the sight of you soon.”

“Impossible.” As much as Erin loved her own company, she loved spending time with Maisie more. Soon the day would come when she didn’t see Erin as cool anymore and wouldn’t want to spend every waking moment talking her ear off about football. “She’s more than welcome to stay.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah.” Erin let Maisie snuggle closer into her side. Jessica worried sometimes that she asked for too much; Erin was often the emergency babysitter whenever Jessica had to work unexpected hours, especially now she wasn’t playing regularly. But Maisie’s summer holidays would be over soon, and Erin wouldn’t see her as often once school started. “You know I don’t mind.”

“Okay, then.”

“Yay!” Maisie wrapped her arms around Erin’s waist and squeezed her tight but made sure not to jostle her too much. Ever since the injury, she’d been careful, her worried eyes widening whenever Erin had winced. After the surgery, Maisie had refused to leave her side whenever she wasn’t at school or her own football practice, dutifully playing Erin’s nursemaid. It was nice to see her smiling again.

Erin hoped it wouldn’t be too much longer until she’d be that happy again, too.

* * *

Lia’s hands trembled so much that she could barely jam the key into the lock of the house she and Hannah shared.

Or used to share. After the conversation that was about to take place, Lia had no intention of coming back other than to grab her things. Had she done this the right way around, or should she have confronted Hannah before Carol? Would Carol have had the chance to warn Hannah that Lia knew about their affair?

As she pushed the door open and stepped inside, Lia’s stomach churned.

The pitter-patter of claws on the wooden floor reached Lia’s ears, and Hannah’s Spaniel looked at her with big, brown eyes as he rounded the corner of the hall. “Hey, Charlie.” Lia crouched to stroke him, managing a laugh in spite of herself when he licked her cheek.

Burying her face in his fur, Lia drew in deep breaths as she fought the urge to cry. Hannah had stolen so much from her: the last four years of her life spent on a relationship that Hannah had thrown away for a sliver of attention from their coach; the team that Lia had spent all of her adult life as a part of; the teammates that she’d thought would be her friends forever but who had kept their silence so they didn’t rock the boat; and her home.

Not just her physical home, either, but her home on the pitch.

“Lia? Is that you?” Hannah’s voice echoed from the living room.

Moment of truth. Wearily, Lia pushed herself to her feet and trudged down the hall. Inside the living room, Hannah sat on the sofa.

Hannah hiccupped as her eyes met Lia’s, tears spilling from her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“At least you’re not going to deny it.” Lia sagged against the door-frame, every ounce of strength leaching out of her as she looked at the woman she’d thought she was going to spend the rest of her life with. “Why, Hannah?” The question that Lia had been asking herself, over and over again, since she’d seen the messages on Hannah’s phone. Things between them had been good—or so Lia had thought. They rarely argued, despite spending most of their days together. And okay, maybe they hadn’t had sex in a few weeks—or was it months?—but that was normal, wasn’t it, in a long-term relationship once the honeymoon period had ended? “What did she give you that I couldn’t?”

“It wasn’t like that.” Hannah rose to her feet, moving toward Lia like she wanted to reach for her.

Before she could, Lia reared backwards, unable to stand the thought of Hannah touching her. “What was it like, then?” She barely recognised her own voice, sharp and brittle, one step away from breaking entirely. “Explain it to me.”

“I don’t…I don’t know how to do that.”

“Well, you didn’t trip and fall into bed with her, did you? There must have been a reason!” A reason why Lia wasn’t enough for her. A reason why she’d risked throwing everything they had away. “Did she pressure you? Coerce you into something?”

“No.”

Lia didn’t know whether to be relieved or upset. “Then why, Hannah?”

“I don’t have an answer for you, Lia. I liked the attention she gave me. It was new and exciting, and I got lost in the thrill. I never intended to hurt you. I kept telling myself that I’d stop it or I’d come clean and tell you, but I didn’t know what to say. I’m sorry.”

Once more, Hannah reached for her, but Lia flinched out of her grip. Numbness crept through her body, making it hard for her to stay upright.

“Is there… Can we fix this?”

Lia wrenched the diamond ring from her finger and hurled it toward where Hannah stood. “This is how we’ll fix it.”

Before Hannah had the chance to call out, to beg her to stay, Lia made for the front door, slamming it closed behind her. She didn’t have any of her belongings, but that didn’t matter. She could stay in a hotel for the night and come back tomorrow when Hannah was in training.

As she was walking down the street, her cheeks damp with tears, her phone rang in her pocket.

“Hey.” The voice of Lia’s agent was breathless on the other end of the line. “I think we’ve had a breakthrough on the transfer fee. How do you feel about signing the ink on a contract with Salford Albion first thing in the morning?”

“That fast?” Lia had expected to have to wait at least a few days. Though she’d never been part of a transfer saga before, she knew how they worked. It could take weeks to hammer out the details, even when both parties wanted a deal.

“That fast. They want you, Lia. And whatever you said to Carol, it worked. Wanderers are throwing everything they can at this to get a deal over the line.”

“I could be an Albion player as soon as tomorrow?”

“Uh-huh. What do you say? You sure about this? I promise it’ll be the last time I ask you that.”

Lia took a deep breath. Starting over somewhere new was utterly terrifying. What if she couldn’t settle in? What if she didn’t get along with her new coach? What if her new teammates hated her for the role she’d played in them coming in second the previous season?

What if Hannah snatched her career from her, as well as everything else?

Instead of letting the doubt get to her, Lia straightened her spine. She couldn’t let that happen. Couldn’t let herself drown, give in to the ache deep in her chest whenever she thought about what she’d lost.

“I’m sure. Tell them I’ll sign whatever they want me to.”


 

Chapter 2

“Let’s see it, then.” Folding her arms, Erin leaned back in her chair in the Salford Albion team canteen, watching Alex shovel an omelette into their mouth.

“See what?”

Chatter swirled all around them, so loud it nearly drowned out Alex’s reply. Two months since the last season had ended—two months since Erin’s life had turned upside down—and the entire team were back from their summer breaks, eager to catch up with one another.

Usually, Erin’s summers were spent at international tournaments or resting and relaxing at her father’s home in Marbella. That summer, she’d spent at Park Lane. Albion’s training facility wasn’t exactly her go-to destination, but her strict rehab routine hadn’t left her with much choice. The first few weeks, Erin had been the only player in the building.

Compared to that silence, the conversation swelling around them now was deafening.

“You know what. The European Championship winner’s medal.” Erin tried not to grimace as the words left her mouth. It stung. Erin had been forced to watch the competition at home, injured knee propped on her coffee table, high on a cocktail of painkillers after reconstructive surgery. A medal should be hanging off her neck. “I’m not buying that you left the house without it because I know I wouldn’t be taking it off for weeks. And I assume the media circus around here this morning is to welcome you and the others back.”

Two of their other teammates had also played with them on the national team, and Erin had seen them earlier, showing off their own medals. She wasn’t close enough to them to ask about the championships. Erin wasn’t close to anyone on the team, aside from Alex. And that was because they went way back, playing together since the tender age of fourteen.

As the first non-binary player to come through the English league, Alex hadn’t had an easy time of it in the beginning. At their first England camp, they’d bonded over the fact they were both from Liverpool, and after Erin had punched someone for calling Alex a fucking freak—making sure none of the coaches were around to see, of course—they’d become inseparable.

Sheepishly, Alex drew the medal out of their pocket and set it reverently on the table.

Erin took it, heart clenching as she ran a finger over its shiny surface. At the domestic level, she’d won everything there was to win. But internationally, glory had always eluded her. She’d have to wait at least two more years for another shot. And that was if her knee healed well enough for her to be selected for the next World Cup squad.

“Congratulations.” Erin handed the medal back before she was tempted to keep it. She managed to sound sincere—she was happy for Alex, even if the victory made her ache.

“Thanks.” Alex slid it back into their jacket. “But the media circus isn’t for us. Maybe we’ve got some fresh blood coming in.”

Erin tensed. She would be out for months—ACL recovery could take eight to twelve—and she wasn’t naïve. It was likely that someone would be brought in to replace her. Temporarily. Albion’s usual back-up striker was good, but she wasn’t twenty-four goals a season good. Goals that would need to be found elsewhere. “Do you know something?”

With a shake of their head, Alex finished the last bite of their omelette. “I know as much as you.”

So, little.

“How’s recovery going?”

Erin sighed, fingers automatically rubbing at the bandage on her left leg. “Slowly.” The longest she’d ever been out before was fourteen weeks. Eight weeks since tearing her ACL in the FA Cup final, she already wanted to crawl out of her skin, knowing she was nowhere close to stepping back onto the pitch.

Not to mention she had nightmares every other night.

In her sleep, she relived that horrible, awful moment over and over: She received the ball on the edge of the penalty box and then turned, her studs catching in the perfectly prepared Wembley turf, her knee twisting. A pop. Agony flashing through her body, stealing the breath from her lungs and causing her to howl in pain.

A movement she’d done a thousand times before, but it had never resulted in her lying flat out on the grass, crowded by the Albion team doctors as they raced onto the pitch to treat her, panic and terror clawing at her throat because pain like that could only mean one thing.

“Surgery went fine.” Erin forced herself to focus on the positives. Her physio would be proud; Gregor was constantly chastising her for dwelling on the worst-case scenarios. “And I’m back in the gym working on strengthening. But they say it’ll be another two or three months at least before I’m running again.”

“It’ll be over before you know it.”

“We’ll be halfway through the season by then.” Watching from the sidelines would be torture. “But—” Erin paused when she glanced at the TV screens spread around the room, tuned into the sports channel. A breaking news banner ran along the bottom of the screen, and hushed whispers broke out around the canteen.

 

In a shock move, Wanderers star Lia Ashcroft LEAVES and signs with rivals Albion.

 

On the TV, a video of Lia arriving at the Park Lane training ground played, cameras flashing to document her arrival.

Erin’s stomach dropped.

Of all the players they could have possibly brought in to replace her, Lia Ashcroft had to be the worst. Seven years Erin’s junior, the Welsh striker had been lauded as the next big thing in the Women’s Super League. When she’d beaten Erin to the Golden Boot trophy last season—by one meagre goal—the media had had a field day, touting Lia as the greatest striker the English game had ever seen.

A title that once had been Erin’s.

Who had approached who? Had Lia sensed blood in the water after Erin’s injury and asked to make the switch to the other side of Manchester? No, that didn’t make any sense. Why would she leave the team that had won the title last season to go to the runners-up?

But the alternative, the idea that Albion’s coaching staff reached out to poach Lia from their closest rivals, made Erin uneasy. She was not an insecure person, but Albion seeking out the one woman people already thought was better than her? Were they not confident that she’d make a full recovery? Did they doubt Erin’s ability to get back to her best?

Was this Albion’s way of trying to nudge Erin off the first team?

She clenched her hands into fists.

Erin imagined the drivel the media would write now, her lips curling into a snarl as Lia waved at the cameras before ducking inside the Park Lane entrance. She bit back a growl. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

* * *

“One more interview and then you’re done.” Milly, Salford Albion’s player liaison manager, shot Lia a kind smile. “Would you mind wearing the away kit for it?”

Lia took the proffered bundle of clothing. Operating on autopilot, she stripped out of her brand-new blue-and-white striped home shirt and shorts and swapped them for the solid burgundy away kit. She hadn’t worn a different kit in seven years, and seeing Albion’s roaring lion on her breast instead of Wanderers’s roses made her stomach swoop.

Things had moved so quickly since she’d stormed into Carol’s office. Lia still hadn’t processed things. Everything in her life had been upended in the last week, and she was still trying to catch her breath.

Once changed, Lia was led back into the room she’d spent the last two hours in, undergoing interviews and photo shoots to capitalise on the buzz her transfer had generated.

“So, Lia.” A reporter pressed a microphone toward her mouth. “What are you most looking forward to at Albion?”

Pushing aside her anxiety and sadness, Lia smiled, playing the part of a football starlet excited to begin the next stage of her career. “Helping the team to win as many trophies as possible.”

A rehearsed answer, but a true one. As much as Lia loved playing football, she loved winning things even more. She’d never pass up the chance to add to her trophy cabinet. And with Albion playing in four competitions throughout the season, she’d have multiple chances to try. Three domestic trophies were available: the Women’s Super League and two knock-out cup competitions—the League Cup and the FA Cup. But the fourth was European glory—the Champions League. The greatest teams in Europe all vying for their chance to be the best of the best. Last year, Lia had won two of those. This year, she wanted more.

“So, are you hoping to follow in your brother’s footsteps and win multiple league titles?”

Only Lia’s years of media training prevented her smile from faltering. Just once, once, Lia would like to be able to talk about her own career without Brett being brought into it. Some people thought it was cool that two siblings played for some of the best teams in the world. Lia wasn’t one of them. “While I can’t deny that my stepbrother has made a name for himself, I think my own accolades speak for themselves. I don’t want to follow in anyone’s footsteps. I want to rewrite all the record books.”

After a few more generic questions, Milly clapped her hands. “Okay, I think we’re all done! I’ll take you on a tour of the training facility next, and then I’ll leave you in the coach’s capable hands. Do you want to change into your training kit first?”

“Sure.” As she pulled on her navy-blue clothes, Lia allowed herself to bask in a rare moment of solitude. The tracksuit pants and the matching T-shirt were soft and breathable, and the hooded jacket that she zipped to her chin was comfortable. Wearing a football kit had always felt like armour, and Lia supposed there was no reason why this one couldn’t feel the same, even if it was a colour she wasn’t used to.

Stepping out into the corridor, Lia took a deep breath and tried to calm her racing nerves. But it was no use. She followed Milly around Park Lane, barely concentrating on a word she said.

“Hey, are you okay?” Milly set a gentle hand on Lia’s elbow, a frown on her face.

“I’m fine.” The lie came easily to Lia’s lips. “It’s just a little overwhelming.”

Milly’s smile was sympathetic. “I understand. This is your first time being part of a big transfer, right?”

“I’ve been at Wanderers since I was sixteen. Didn’t have any of this fanfare then.”

“Well, that’s what you get for being one of the best in the world.” Milly squeezed her arm. “I know it’s a lot, but I promise we’ll get you through it. Everyone in the team here is great—they’ll have you settled in in no time. And anytime you need someone to talk to, come to me. Whenever you need it. It’s my job to be here for you, okay?”

Gratitude flooded through Lia. It was nice to know there was at least one friendly face at Albion. “Thanks, Milly. I appreciate that, even if it hasn’t seemed like it today.”

“Are you kidding? I used to work for a men’s Premier League team—you’re a dream compared to some of those egos. And it’s just a few more hours today, and then you’ll have the evening to decompress. By the time you’re done with training, all your belongings will have been moved into your new apartment.”

One of the best things about a team having a player liaison manager was not having to worry about anything. Milly had found her a new place in a sleek apartment building in central Manchester a few minutes away from Park Lane.

“Come on, I’ll show you the most important room in this place next.” Milly led her down a set of stairs and along a long hallway until they reached a set of double doors.

Beyond them was a canteen full of a dozen tables, the seats blue and the walls painted the same colour to match Albion’s home kit. Large glass counters housed the offerings from the kitchen staff, though most of them were empty. A handful of people bustled around the room, tidying after the breakfast rush. They waved at her as she and Milly stepped inside.

TV screens lined the walls, and Lia’s face stared back at her from each one. To say that her transfer had caused a splash was an understatement.

“It’s not usually this quiet,” Milly said. “The team are in a meeting now, being told about your arrival.”

A shiver of apprehension trickled down Lia’s spine. She needed to make a good impression if she wanted to do well at Albion. And she was determined to do that. Her decision to leave Wanderers may have been hasty, but she was going to prove that she’d chosen the right path. “I’m guessing I’m supposed to make an entrance?”

“If you’re up for it. If not, I can lie and say our photo shoot overran.”

While Lia appreciated the offer, she’d need to get it over with sooner rather than later. “Nah, I’m good. Let’s not keep them waiting.”

* * *

Erin stared blankly at Ayla’s face, trying to take in what she was saying.

“I think most of you have heard the news by now.” Albion’s coach stood at the front of the briefing room with her muscled arms folded across her chest, gaze flitting around the faces of the thirty players sitting in the comfy chairs before her.

Ayla had been an incredible player in her prime, a pioneer of the women’s game, paving the way for those who came after her to be full-time professionals. Since her playing career had ended, she’d scaled her way to the top levels of management and was the first Black coach to win all four domestic trophies. All of them in her five years at Albion. Erin respected her a lot, but with how chaotic her thoughts had been ever since hearing the news about Lia, she found it hard to concentrate on Ayla’s words.

“It wasn’t how I wanted you to find out.”

No, a breaking news announcement wasn’t how Erin wished she’d found out, either. Worse—it hadn’t been a joke. Lia Ashcroft was somewhere in the building, about to waltz into the first team squad, about to take Erin’s position on the pitch, and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it.

“The timing is good for us—Lia is able to join our pre-season tour in the US next week. That’ll be a good chance for you all to get to know her and hopefully start to gel together on the pitch before the season starts in September.”

Back when Erin had first started out, she’d been lucky to play any kind of pre-season at all. Even a few years ago, it had meant two or three matches against their nearest opposition. Now, as the women’s game continued on its upward trajectory, they were offered the kind of lucrative tours that had been historically reserved for the men’s teams. Last year, they’d travelled to Australia. This year, New York City was their destination.

Erin’s injury hadn’t gotten her out of going. It wasn’t like she was going to get on the training pitch, but Ayla had been insistent that the whole squad make the journey—because they were set to bond off the pitch as well as on it.

Yuck.

A light knock sounded on the door, and Ayla’s face broke into a smile. “That should be her now.”

The door creaked open, and Lia’s face loomed in the gap. Green eyes darted around the room, her brown hair falling in loose waves around her pale cheeks instead of in her usual matchday ponytail.

As she stepped inside the room, Lia buried her hands into the pockets of her navy-blue jacket. A thirteen was emblazoned across her chest, answering the question of what number shirt she’d be wearing. Unlucky for some—and certainly for Erin.

Ayla ushered Lia over to where she stood at the front of the room. “Everyone, please give a warm Albion welcome to our newest recruit, Lia Ashcroft!”

Applause rang out as the team took Lia in. She didn’t seem comfortable being the centre of attention, which went against the assured cockiness Erin associated her with whenever they’d met on the pitch. Had that all been an air—or was this the act? Pretending to be nervous so people would feel sorry for her and welcome her with open arms?

“Lia is an incredible talent,” Ayla said. “She has everything you could possibly want in a footballer—pace, strength, and a hardworking attitude—not to mention that she certainly knows how to find the back of the net.” Ayla’s smile turned wry as her gaze found Erin. “Only one of our own came close to outscoring her last season.”

Beneath the bandage, Erin’s knee throbbed, and she gritted her teeth.

Ayla wasn’t done yet. “I am so excited to see where this season takes us with so much firepower at our disposal. Lia, is there anything you want to say to your new teammates?”

With her cheeks flushed pink, Lia swallowed.

It had to be an act. Erin didn’t buy for a second this was the same woman she had met on the pitch.

“Um, just that I am so happy to be here. I can’t wait to get started and get to know you all.” Though she hadn’t mastered the same projection as Ayla, her words still carried to where Erin sat in the back row.

“Well, I’ll leave you to say hello. Lia is such a consummate professional that she’s joining us for training this afternoon—diving right in.” With an approving smile, Ayla stepped back.

Erin’s teammates swarmed around Lia, but Erin made a beeline for Ayla before the coach could leave the room. Or as much of a beeline as she could manage these days, anyway.

Ayla’s mouth tightened when Erin reached her, and she tucked a strand of her long hair behind her ear. As always, her nails were immaculately painted. This week, they were blue. “Erin. How’s the knee?”

Knowing Ayla didn’t really want the answer, Erin ignored the question. As coach, she’d be kept up to date with every single one of Erin’s movements from the team doctors and physiotherapists. “Why is she here? Am I being replaced?”

“Of course not. There’s no replacing our best player.” Ayla should know flattery wouldn’t get her anywhere. “But it’ll be months before you’re back on the pitch. Longer until you’re at full-match fitness. Did you expect us to spend a whole season without an out-and-out striker?”

Well, no. It was, of course, better for the team as a whole to have not just an out-and-out striker, but a good one to keep them competitive. The more trophies Albion won, the better. But…

“I didn’t expect her.” Why couldn’t it have been anyone else? Why did it have to be the one player everyone kept touting as Erin’s successor? As the young striker coming for her crown and all her records? Now she’d be forced to watch it happen.

And would there still be a place for Erin when she was back? Lia couldn’t have come cheap, and Erin’s wages were on the high side, too. She had one of the most lucrative contracts in the Women’s Super League, thanks to her fantastic goalscoring records. Could Albion justify keeping them both? Or would Erin be sold to make way for Lia to become their new star?

“Neither did we.” Ayla gave a disbelieving shake of her head. “She’d not long signed a contract extension with Wanderers. She shouldn’t have been available. But when we heard she was, I wasn’t about to let that chance go.”

Regrettably, Erin understood. Were she in Ayla’s position, she would have done the same thing, but that didn’t lessen the sting.

Ayla met Erin’s gaze. “And I have faith that the two of you will be able to play together once you’re back to full fitness. You’re both formidable alone—how incredible can you be as a striking partnership?”

Erin fought the urge to shake her head, to tell Ayla she didn’t want to work as a pair. “So there’s still a place for me here? Even with her?” She hated how vulnerable it made her sound—and hated the sympathy that washed over Ayla’s face more.

“Of course there is, Erin. And I, for one, am looking forward to what the two of you can achieve together over the next three years.”

* * *

“I still can’t believe you’re here.” Cerys was the first player to embrace Lia, skipping to the front of the queue and wrapping Lia in her arms.

Some of Lia’s nerves eased as she inhaled Cerys’ familiar perfume, her nose tickled by a face full of unruly red curls. Her international teammate, they’d been playing together for Wales since the age of fifteen, and kept their close bond despite—until now, at least—playing for rival teams.

Cerys cupped her cheeks. “Like, are you really standing in Albion’s briefing room right now?”

“Better believe it.” The joy on Cerys’ face meant Lia’s smile was her first genuine one in days.

“Oh, we are going to have so much fun together.”

“Don’t hog the newbie.”

Lia glanced over Cerys’s head to see the captain of Salford Albion grinning at her. A striking Black woman standing at six feet, Shanice Rookwood was easily the tallest person in the room and instantly recognisable. Her hair was cropped short, brown eyes sparkling as she reached Lia’s side. As a central defender, Lia had tussled with her a dozen times over the past few seasons—the woman was fast, and she was strong.

“Welcome to the team, Lia.” Shanice wrapped a warm arm around Lia’s shoulders. “I have to say that it’ll be nice to be on the same side. You were a terror to play against. No offence.”

A laugh bubbled in Lia’s chest, more of her nerves falling away. “None taken, because I feel the same. I hated playing against you—you’re too damn good.”

“I like you already.” Shanice nudged Lia forward to meet the rest of the waiting line of players.

Of course, she already knew all their names. She’d played against most of them for years, after all. But being embraced as one of their own was different to shaking their hands before a match.

She couldn’t help but notice that one player hung back from the rest.

Erin Finch stood with her back against the wall a few feet away. Her blonde hair was cut short, barely brushing the nape of her neck, and hazel eyes regarded Lia with open hostility, the sharpness of her gaze rivalled by the jut of her jaw.

All her weight was on her right leg, her navy shorts showing a tight bandage around her left knee. Lia had been close to her in the cup final. She had seen the anguish on Erin’s face as she’d fallen, palm slapping the grass as she’d called for help.

Lia never liked to see someone go down like that. Especially when they were as good as Erin. A victory felt hollow when the opposite team was without their best player, their talisman.

And that was what Erin Finch was. Albion rarely lost a game when Erin was at her best. But, sadly, it would be months before she could be at her best again. That was to Lia’s gain, but that didn’t mean she wanted Erin to be injured.

Not to mention that coming in as Erin’s replacement meant she had big shoes to fill.

Because Erin Finch was one of the best players the game had ever seen. For years, Lia had admired her, wanting to emulate her favourite player’s form, dreaming that one day she might be as good as her.

Last season, Lia had met that goal by winning her first two trophies, and now many people saw her as the next big thing. The player to knock Erin Finch off her perch as the best player in the world.

Judging from the icy glare Erin was sending her way, she thought Lia was there to do that, too.

Lia swallowed. She’d already known that Erin wasn’t her biggest fan—that she was competition—but she’d hoped that maybe by being on the same team, that might change things.

Evidently not.

But that didn’t have to be a big deal. She didn’t have to get along with every single one of her teammates. And maybe with time, she could win Erin over. Show her she wasn’t a threat, and that together, they could be even better.

Maybe she should start right now. Resolved, Lia took a step toward Erin—only for Erin to melt into the crowd and disappear from view.

Swallowing her disappointment, Lia allowed herself to be drawn into conversation with Cerys as they made their way to the gym.

Well, she’d signed a three-year contract. Lia would have plenty of time to get Erin Finch on her side in the next few months.


 

Chapter 3

Lia tossed her keys into the bowl on the table beside the front door of her apartment, humming along to the song playing through her AirPods. When Milly and her player liaison team had asked her about her preference for living arrangements, Lia had asked for her own place, but she’d forgotten how quiet an empty apartment could feel.

The house she’d shared with Hannah had been so loud in comparison: the baby wailing from their next-door neighbours’, the couple on the other side arguing, Hannah clattering around in the kitchen or blaring podcasts while Charlie scampered around at her feet, claws tip-tapping across the wooden floors.

Now, on the seventh floor of an apartment complex in the heart of Manchester city centre, the walls thick and the glass on the windows and balcony doors reinforced to keep any noise from the street filtering in, the silence was oppressive.

Three days in, Lia’s AirPods were all but surgically attached, chasing away the loneliness. It didn’t help that the space felt too empty, either. Her meagre possessions had fit into a total of three cardboard boxes and two suitcases—she’d left the rest at Hannah’s, wanting few reminders of their time together.

To be fair to her, Milly had done a great job with furnishing the place. The open-plan kitchen-slash-dining room-slash-living room was dominated by a large, round mahogany table and a pair of comfortable brown leather couches. It would be a good place to entertain guests—if Lia was inclined to invite anyone around. Maybe Cerys, once she felt more settled.

She hoped that day would come soon.

On her way to her favourite part of her new place, Lia passed the wall of photographs she’d hung on her first night. In the centre, her grandmother beamed, one arm around Lia’s shoulders. It was a proud moment for them both—Lia’s professional debut—and she could still picture the tears in her grandmother’s eyes at the end of the game as she’d hugged Lia close.

Guilt flooded Lia’s stomach. In all the rigmarole of her move, she’d been lax that week with her visits to the care home. Unacceptable. Pushing open her balcony doors, Lia vowed to do better. She’d go tomorrow, right after training. And the day after, too, to make up for the fact that then she’d be away for two weeks.

She shouldn’t have bothered emptying the suitcases, considering in two days’ time she’d be hopping on a plane to New York with her new teammates.

A shudder wracked through her as she settled onto her outdoor sofa, the cushion crinkling as she sat. For once, her shudder didn’t have anything to do with the temperature. It was a mild August evening, the sun still high in the sky and warm against her skin.

No, her trepidation was all to do with the prospect of two weeks in the US and trying to integrate herself into a new squad. It was going well so far, but it had only been a few days. And she was already tired of being peppered with questions, though she knew it was necessary if they were going to get to know her.

Still, being asked the same thing by twenty different people was exhausting. Not to mention mind-bogglingly boring. Maybe she should make a printout of the most common questions with her answers and hand them out in advance.

Yes, she’d really started playing football at the age of six, tired of being dragged along to her stepbrother’s training practices and expected to sit on the sidelines—joining in with the eight-year-old boys instead. No, it had never been weird to be the only girl on the team, though she couldn’t deny that the day she’d first gotten to play on an all-girls team had been a special moment. It had been difficult to be part of a blended family, despite her stepmother being in her life since she was five years old. Manchester had been her home since she was seventeen, but she’d spent the first ten years of her life in London before moving to Wales to live with her grandmother. No, nothing had happened to her parents, they were just too focused on Brett’s career and the promise of the financial security a place in a Premier League team could provide to properly care for her as well. Yes, that was outrageous—but it was the best decision her father ever made for all of them.

Her lips curved into a smile. At least all her teammates seemed harmless, if too curious.

Well. All aside from one. Erin Finch was still steadfastly avoiding Lia. And it wasn’t like Lia hadn’t tried. She smiled at Erin in the canteen. Approached her whenever the opportunity presented itself—just to say hello. To maybe try and clear the air. But each time, Erin disappeared before Lia reached her. It had happened too many times now to be a coincidence.

Lia was trying hard not to take it personally.

A few balconies over, on the floor below, a black cat rolled onto its back in a patch of sunlight. Its tail flicked lazily. Lia wished she was that relaxed.

In her pocket, her phone buzzed with an incoming call, tearing her gaze away. Lia picked it up, heart dropping. Vanessa (stepmonster) was written on the screen. Watching it buzz, she debated not answering it, but she hadn’t spoken to her in a while. This would get Vanessa off Lia’s back for at least the next few weeks. “Hello?”

She received no such pleasantries back.

“You left Wanderers?”

“Yes. A few days ago, now—thank you for finally noticing.”

Her stepmother sniffed. “We were on holiday visiting your brother in Spain.”

Lia glanced at her watch. Thirty seconds for her to mention Brett. She’d love to say that was the record. Under the dictionary definition of golden child, Lia wouldn’t be surprised to see a photograph of her smarmy older stepbrother. His mother certainly thought the sun shone right out of his arsehole. “And how is Valencia at this time of year?”

“Lovely. As you’d know if you ever visited.”

Lia would rather go for a pap smear than spend an hour with Brett. She could still remember the bullying she’d endured when her father had moved himself and Lia in with Brett and Vanessa, Brett being unable to deal with the attention being on anyone other than him. How she remembered the snarl on his face when he’d told her girls didn’t play football and she’d never amount to anything. Lia had used it all as motivation to prove him and her father—who’d been so desperate to keep his new wife happy that he’d always believed Brett over her—wrong.

“I’m kinda busy with my own career,” she told Vanessa. Which was currently much more successful than Brett’s. After a strong start in Premier League football, Vanessa’s golden boy had tapered off sharply in the last few years, landing at a mid-tier team in Spain, his last accolade an FA Cup runner’s-up medal five years ago.

Lia’s trophy cabinet, on the other hand, was growing. She had a league winner’s medal, one FA Cup, a Golden Boot, and a dozen player-of-the-match awards. All that was missing was a League Cup and a Champions League medal, which Lia hoped she could achieve at Albion. She wouldn’t say no to another FA Cup or league title, either.

“Yes, well,” Vanessa tutted, “your own career seems to be on the decline.”

“Because I left one winning club to go to another?”

“Because you went from the winning club last year to the loser. And you didn’t tell us! I had to hear about it from my hairdresser. Do you know how embarrassing it is to be asked about why your daughter switched clubs and not know where she went?”

Lia couldn’t help but laugh. So that was the real reason she’d called. Not because she cared. But because she didn’t want to be caught out when asked about Lia by people who assumed her stepmother cared about her daughter. “I am so sorry you embarrassed yourself by not checking on me. And you’re wrong. My goals helped Wanderers get the better of Albion last season. I was their standout player. I was the one who turned the FA Cup final around when we were losing. They’re the ones who are going to struggle without me, not the other way around.”

“Well, you certainly think highly of yourself, don’t you?”

Lia ground her teeth. “Someone has to, because we both know you or Dad don’t give a fuck about me.”

Silence, other than her stepmother’s breathing. She’d never been good at listening to hard truths. Vanessa and Daniel Ashcroft’s approach to problems had always been denial, or to brush them under the carpet, never to be spoken of again.

But what other reason would there be for packing off your daughter to her grandmother’s at ten years old? That wasn’t something parents who gave a shit would do. The sparse phone calls in the years since had only served to further prove that to Lia. But she knew she was better off without them. Her grandmother had treated her better than either Daniel or Vanessa ever had.

“I see you’re in a bad mood today. Call me back when you’re feeling more amiable.” Vanessa hung up.

Lia shoved her phone back into her pocket and tried not to scream. Tears stung at her eyes, and she pressed her palms to them to scrub them away as she sank further into her chair. Call her back when she was feeling more amiable? What had Vanessa ever done to earn Lia’s amiability?

Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad thing to put some distance between them. Everything else in Lia’s life had changed in the past month—why not finally cut all contact with her toxic stepmother as well?

* * *

“Have you seen this?” Erin waved her itinerary for Albion’s pre-season tour at Alex as they ate breakfast in the Park Lane canteen. “How much bullshit can they cram into two weeks?”

“Some of us are excited to go to New York, you know.”

Erin crunched a piece of melon before answering. “I would be if we were going to have any time to see it.”

“There’s plenty of time to see it.” Alex smoothed a copy of their own itinerary on the table between them. “We’ve got an open-topped bus tour and the Empire State Building on Sunday. An ice hockey game and a Broadway show.”

Ignoring the differences between their schedules—namely, the lack of any actual training or game time on Erin’s—Erin shook her head. “All of those are as a group.”

Alex chuckled. “Oh, Erin. You ever think maybe you should’ve gone into a different sport? Athletics, maybe? You’re a fast runner.”

“That would have been a waste of my footballing potential.”

“Then I’m afraid you’re going to have to suck it up and remember that we play a team sport.”

Erin grumbled and leaned back in her chair. “I don’t see why that means we have to do everything together.”

“We have a whole”—Alex squinted at the piece of paper—“two afternoons off. I don’t know what your problem is.”

“My problem is I hate forced team bonding. It’s bad enough that we already have to do it once a month.” Be it group dinners, games nights, quizzes, bowling, or escape rooms, on the last Wednesday of the month, Shanice arranged an activity for them all to do together. “Now we’re practically spending two full weeks together.”

“We already spend all day, every day together.” Alex shrugged. “What’s the difference?”

“Speak for yourself. I spend all my time with Gregor.”

Though she supposed it could be worse. Of all the physios, Gregor was the most tolerable. He pushed her without being condescending and didn’t try to sugarcoat how difficult her recovery would be. He’d steered a lot of players through the same injury through the years.

The fact that he wasn’t one for idle small talk helped, too.

“You should be happy to be with some familiar faces!”

Erin levelled Alex with her best unimpressed look.

Like always, it made them smile. “Besides, it’s not really for us. It’s to help the newbies get fully integrated.”

Yes. The newbies. Along with Lia, they’d signed a new midfielder and a young goalkeeper. Erin grasped for their names. She was sure the midfielder was called Kennedy. Or was it Kiara? Kara?

Maybe she did need some enforced team bonding.

“Speaking of”—Alex shifted uneasily in their seat—“have you spoken much to any of them?”

Erin read between the lines. “You mean have I spoken to Lia?”

Lia Ashcroft, who seemed determined to corner Erin every chance she got. Erin was running out of escape routes—once she’d ducked into a cleaner’s cupboard to avoid her. Childish? Yes, but Erin still hadn’t processed Lia’s arrival. She didn’t want to speak to her. What would the woman possibly have to say? Sorry for stealing your place? Worse—she might rub it in. Gloat.

And Erin didn’t entirely trust herself not to let out the bitterness she felt whenever she saw Lia across a room. Despite Ayla’s assurances that they would both have a place in the team, Erin wasn’t sold.

She didn’t want to risk their paths crossing until she had a better hold on her anger because taking it out on Lia wasn’t fair. Plus, Erin didn’t want to get in trouble with Ayla or Shanice for not playing nice. They’d probably organise enforced team bonding just for her and Lia, and Erin would rather gnaw off her own arm than be forced to endure that.

“No.” Erin pushed the last piece of melon around her bowl. “I haven’t talked to her.”

“Don’t you think you should?”

“Probably.”

“But you’re not going to.” It wasn’t a question. Alex shook their head. “You know you don’t have to be such an arsehole all the time, right? All she’s done is sign a contract. Like you did when you came here.”

“I wasn’t replacing anyone.”

“She’s not replacing you. You’re still here, aren’t you?”

For now. But if Erin couldn’t recover? Couldn’t get back to her best quickly enough to keep Ayla or the directors or the owners happy? Erin would be shipped out the door. She wasn’t naïve. Football was a business. She was an investment. And right now, she was one that wasn’t making any money.

Erin changed the subject. “Do we know why she left Wanderers? Why she came here?” She couldn’t make sense of it. Sure, she loved Albion, and she knew what they were capable of. But Albion had been knocked off their perch by Wanderers last season. Wanderers were on the cusp of a run of dominance like Albion had been lucky enough to be on the last few years.

Why would Lia give that up? Why take a step backwards? Lia could have gone to any club in the world, domestically or abroad. Walk into any team. So why had she stayed in Manchester?

“No idea. I don’t think anyone knows.”

“Someone must have asked her.”

“If they have, I haven’t been privy to the answer.”

Annoying. Erin wasn’t one for gossip, but Alex usually kept her up to date with the biggest dramas and scandals. Not that there were many. Ayla and Shanice ran a tight ship.

“I know.” Alex’s eyes sparkled with mirth. “Maybe you can ask her when we’re on top of the Empire State Building.”

Erin allowed herself a rare laugh. “Not likely.”

No, she’d continue to do her best to stay away from Lia at all costs—no matter which side of the Atlantic they were on.

* * *

Lia hauled her suitcase out of the lobby of her apartment building, wondering if she had crammed too much inside.

Oh well. Too late to do anything about it now. She stepped outside with a few minutes to spare before the car was due to pick her up.

A few metres away, someone else stood beside a suitcase, dressed in the same Albion hoodie and sweatpants Lia had pulled on that morning. Huh. She hadn’t realised any of her fellow teammates also lived in the same apartment building. But at least it would mean she wouldn’t have to make awkward small talk with the taxi driver.

Lia paused when she inched closer, recognising the angled cheek bones and the short blonde hair. Did she live in the same building as Erin Finch? Was she about to get into a car with the one teammate who had gone out of their way to not welcome Lia with open arms?

To not welcome her at all?

Things were about to get awkward. And fast.

As if able to sense Lia’s unease, Erin turned her head. Her eyes widened when they met Lia’s, and her nostrils flared. Erin’s eyes darted from Lia, toward the lobby doors she’d exited, and back again.

“You live here?” Erin’s voice was low, her Scouse accent pronounced despite the number of years she’d spent in Manchester.

Lia wasn’t sure what she expected Erin’s first words to her to be, but it hadn’t been that. Especially after a week of silence. “Um, yeah. You might know that, if you hadn’t been avoiding me.” She tried not to sound defensive, curling her fingers tight around the handle of her suitcase.

“I am not avoiding you.”

The lie wasn’t remotely convincing. “Oh, please. It’s been a week, and you haven’t said so much as a hello to me.”

Erin inspected her manicured nails, painted a vivid shade of red. “You haven’t said hello to me, either.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” As a rule, it took a lot to rile Lia up. A short fuse didn’t last long on a football pitch—unless you wanted to earn a long list of bookings and sending offs. But being accused of not making an effort by someone who was actively keeping out of her way? Lia saw red. “I have tried. You’re the one who has no interest.”

Eyes flashing, Erin dropped her hand back to her side. “Look, I’m sorry, okay, but do you really think I want to be the best of friends with the woman who’s been brought in to take my place in the starting eleven?”

Lia supposed, if their positions were reversed, she might feel some level of resentment. It couldn’t be easy for Erin—first, to adapt to a potentially career-ending injury, then to watch someone come into the team who had outscored her last season. Footballing egos were fragile. Lia had seen enough evidence of that over the years.

“I don’t want to be best friends.” Even in just a week, Lia had noticed that Erin didn’t seem to have many. She kept to herself, for the most part, though she sat with Alex at mealtimes. “I just don’t want you to be outright hostile. And it won’t be that long until we’re playing together, right? You must be what, two months post-op? Nearly a quarter of the way through your recovery? I bet that time will fly by.”

As Erin’s jaw clenched, Lia wished that she’d kept her mouth shut.

“ʽFly byʼ? You think the past two months have been easy?” Erin hissed. “You think it’s fun to not be able to do the one thing you love more than anything else in the world? To watch the rest of the team preparing for the season ahead and not know if you’ll set foot on a pitch before the end of it?”

Okay, Lia had definitely said the wrong thing. “I—”

“Do you think it’s fun watching everyone fawn over you? I know you’re good. I know you’re great for the team. I know I’m supposed to be a professional and act like I’m overjoyed that you’re here. But every time I look at you, Lia, I’m reminded of all the things I can’t do. So, yes, I have been avoiding you. But I’ve been far from hostile. Because believe me, if I wanted to be hostile, you’d know about it.”

Erin breathed heavily, a look of surprise on her face like she couldn’t believe what had come out of her mouth.

“I’m sorry.” Though Lia didn’t know what she was apologising for. “I didn’t mean to—”

“Can we not do this?” Erin waved a hand between the two of them. “Let’s just continue to ignore one another until we’re forced to interact.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yes.”

“You’re incapable of playing nice?”

Erin’s gaze trailed from Lia’s head to her feet. “With you? Right now? Yes, I think I am.”

Shaking her head, Lia bit her tongue so she didn’t say something she’d later regret. Maybe it was a good thing Erin had avoided her. She hadn’t expected the warmest of welcomes, but this? Lia couldn’t believe it. Well, they did say you should never meet your heroes.

Lia should have heeded that advice.

A black town car rounded the corner, and Lia breathed a sigh of relief when it pulled to a stop in front of them.

“Sorry I’m late,” the driver said as he hurried to grab their bags. “I’ll be sure to get you to the airport in time.”

Lia glanced at her watch. They still had over three hours before their plane was due to depart—plenty of time. “Do you mind if I sit in the front?” The thought of sitting next to Erin in stilted, weighty silence for forty minutes filled her with dread.

The driver looked surprised. “Of course. Give me a moment to clear the seat—most people prefer to sit in the back.”

As Erin slid into the back seat and slammed the car door closed behind her, Lia sighed. “Yeah, well, I’m not like most people.”


 

Chapter 4

Erin hated team bonding.

In theory, she knew the benefits. It was good for morale and building a rapport, and people who got along off the pitch were more likely to click together on it. But whoever had decided that the time for a team dinner was after they’d all spent seven hours on a plane together needed to re-evaluate their priorities.

It was supposed to be a move to ensure they beat the jetlag by staying awake until nightfall, but Erin wanted to sleep, not be huddled around a table in a Japanese restaurant in downtown Manhattan. At least most of the group activities planned over the next two weeks gave her something to do. Something other than sitting and being forced to communicate with people who were, for all intents and purposes, her colleagues. Certainly not her friends. Well, other than Alex.

Erin’s one saving grace was that most of the attention was firmly fixed elsewhere that evening—on the new arrivals. Because if one more person asked Erin how her recovery was going, she was going to scream.

They all saw her in the gym each day, struggling to do the simplest of exercises. She had thought that the first few days of recovery after her surgery—when she’d been barely able to move without crying for help, relying on Jessica or Maisie to grab her a glass of water—would be the worst. But she was wrong. The worst part was watching the rest of her teammates skip onto the grass where they could work a ball at their feet while Gregor celebrated her being able to bend her knee ninety degrees.

Ugh.

Erin wished she could have a drink to lessen her disgust at the whole table fawning over Lia, but alcohol was on her prohibited list from Gregor. While Lia wasn’t the only new player they’d signed, she was by far the most exciting one. Everyone had seen Lia’s meteoric rise from obscurity to the top of the game.

And everyone couldn’t wait to see what she could do for the team. To Erin’s annoyance, Lia had slotted right in. From what she’d heard of their training sessions, Lia had taken everything thrown at her in her stride, like she’d been at Albion all along. Seamlessly taking Erin’s place. And, judging by the adoring looks on half the faces at the table, she was doing it by being much friendlier than Erin had ever been.

Lia, for her part, didn’t look Erin’s way once. After Erin’s frosty reception earlier, that was to be expected.

“Okay, okay, I have to ask,” Adrianna said. “We’ve been skirting around it for days now, but the people need to know. Why did you leave Wanderers, Lia?”

Trust Adrianna to ask. Erin had never known a bigger gossip than the Albion defender.

When the smile dropped from Lia’s mouth, Erin’s interest was piqued, and for the first time, she tuned into the conversation. Alex hadn’t been able to shed any light on Lia’s move, but Adrianna might be able to give Erin the answer she’d been searching for.

“So, you don’t buy that I fancied a change of pace?” Lia’s chuckle was nervous, and she tucked a strand of brown hair behind her ear.

“Sorry, but no.” Adrianna leaned closer. “That sounds like an excuse. Come on, we want to know. We won’t sell it to the newspapers, don’t worry. Was it a break-up? You were engaged to Hannah Edgerton, right?”

Lia flinched at the mention of Hannah’s name. “I was. But, yeah, we broke up. And staying was too hard. So I left.”

“Well, her loss is our gain.” Adrianna threw an arm around Lia’s shoulders and batted her eyelashes. “And whenever you’re looking to date again, let me know.”

Erin smothered a scoff. Player-player relationships were rife in the women’s game, and Erin appreciated why. They spent so many hours together, and no one else truly understood the life of a footballer like a fellow professional. But it was also wholly unprofessional to tie your own career to someone else’s. To allow such distraction.

Erin had nearly fallen foul of it herself, as a naïve eighteen-year-old, but she’d be damned if she’d ever let it happen again. Had Lia really tossed away a potential legacy at Wanderers for love?

Her already low opinion of Lia dropped further. And it still didn’t explain why Lia hadn’t gone further afield. Surely if the break-up was bad enough to send her skittering away from the club she had been at for the last seven years, she would want to leave the city behind, too?

Erin didn’t understand the logic. But she wanted to. She liked solving a puzzle, and if she had to stop ignoring Lia Ashcroft to get to the bottom of one, she would.

* * *

“I’m going to go grab another drink.” Lia grabbed her empty glass. “Does anyone else want anything?”

Everyone shook their heads, so Lia stole away to the bar.

After finishing their meal, they’d moved from the Japanese restaurant to a karaoke bar. She wasn’t a singer, but her teammates had insisted that it was tradition for new recruits to belt out a song of their choice. Liquid courage was a requirement if she was going to get through it.

She could also use a breather. Immersing herself in being social with the rest of the team was a lot. With everything going on in her life lately, her social battery was lower than ever.

Still, she was managing to put on a brave face. Or so she hoped, anyway. No one had asked her if she was okay or questioned why it took her a fraction of a second too long to force a smile when someone told a joke.

With another beer in hand, Lia turned to head back to their booth—and froze when she came face to face with Erin Finch.

Dressed in a pair of tight black jeans and a white blouse, she looked good. Three of her buttons were undone, leaving a deep V that exposed her collarbones and the slight swell of her small breasts. Lia tried valiantly to keep her gaze on Erin’s face, having to tilt her head to do so. A typical tall and lanky forward, Erin easily had three inches on her. At five feet six, Lia was on the smaller side for a striker, but she made up for her lack of height with lightning-quick speed.

Erin’s eyes were hazel and cold. She’d spent the majority of the meal nursing a glass of sparkling water, gaze flicking around the table and her lips pressed together, no doubt to suppress her disdain.

When spoken to, she was polite enough—certainly more polite than she’d been to Lia earlier that day—but she didn’t interject into the conversation unless asked a direct question and only spoke to Alex of her own volition. It was fascinating that this woman played a team sport and was so good at it, considering she looked at every single one of her teammates as if she was above them.

Then, Lia supposed, she was. But she didn’t have to act like it. “Can I help you?” Lia asked when it became apparent that Erin wasn’t going to move out of the way. “I thought you wanted me to stay away from you. Or have you decided you can play nice after all?”

Erin sighed as if Lia was causing her a massive amount of inconvenience, despite the fact that Lia had been at the bar first. “I want to know why you’re here.”

“Um, because it’s mandatory?” Lia was more confused than ever. “I’m sure you wouldn’t be here if it weren’t. You don’t look like you’re enjoying yourself.”

A muscle in Erin’s cheek twitched as she ground her teeth. “No. Why are you here? At Albion?”

“Oh. Like I said before, when I broke up with my ex, I didn’t want to stay at Wanderers anymore.” The lie easily came to her lips; though she supposed it wasn’t technically a lie. It just wasn’t the whole truth, either.

The truth that she’d been waiting, on edge, to come out. After Lia had leaked what she’d discovered to the board, she’d already heard rumblings of an internal investigation, but the media didn’t yet know the details. And Carol still had her job, so the investigation couldn’t be finished yet.

“Yes. I got that.” The look on Erin’s face suggested she thought it was a dumb reason to leave a club. Then again, little Miss Prim and Proper probably wouldn’t ever dream of having a relationship with a teammate.

Lia wished she felt the same way, but you couldn’t help who you fell in love with.

“But that doesn’t answer my question,” Erin prompted.

Fingers tapping a nervous rhythm against the side of her glass, Lia frowned. “I’m sorry, but I have no idea what you’re asking me.”

Erin sighed again, as if Lia’s mere presence was enough to make Erin suffer. “Why not leave Manchester?” she demanded. “Why not go to another league? You’re good enough to play for the top teams in Germany, France or Spain. You could play anywhere. But you chose to take a step backwards to come here? Why?”

“Wow. Do you know you just gave me a compliment?” For Erin Finch to say she was good enough to play at the top of the top was glowing praise. Lia tried to keep her ego in check. “And Albion isn’t a step back. You pushed us all the way last year.”

“And still lost.” Erin’s voice betrayed how much that pained her to say. She wasn’t a woman used to losing.

“By the narrowest of margins. You lost the league because Wanderers outscored you, but only by two goals. And if you hadn’t gotten injured so early in the FA Cup final—”

“But I did!” Erin’s voice rose; it seemed to take effort for her to rein herself back in. “I didn’t score enough to win us the league. And I wasn’t fit enough to compete in the cup.”

Lia realised what Erin was saying—that she blamed herself for her team’s losses, though the team won and lost all together. “It’s not your fault that you got hurt.” Surely Erin couldn’t think it was. “And you’ll be back before you know it.”

Drawing herself to her full height, Erin snarled. “What, you’re an expert physio now on top of everything else?”

Lia gulped. If she’d had the space, she would’ve taken a step back.

“Answer the fucking question.” Erin’s eyes blazed with anger. “Why did you come here, to my club? You already bested me last season. You’re already better. You scored more, you won more, you proved to everyone that they were right, that you’re the new striker on the scene and that my time as the best might be over. You could have gone anywhere. Did you have to come here to oust me from my team as well?”

Lia stared at Erin in disbelief. “I’m sorry; you think I came here—left the only club I’ve known my whole adult life, that I loved more than anything—to what? Take your place? To specifically mess with you? That I have some agenda against you and only you? Jesus Christ, I knew you had an ego, but this—”

“I have an ego?” Erin stepped closer, so close that her heaving chest nearly brushed against Lia’s. “You’re the one who’s been going around telling every interviewer you can get your hands on that you want to be as good as me, that you want to get to my level.”

Lia was so annoyed that she couldn’t bring herself to be flattered that Erin had read her interviews. That Erin took any kind of interest in her at all. “Because I admire you! Because you are the best. Because if I could be as good as you, even a fraction as talented as you, I’d be happy.” Shaking her head, Lia forced her way past Erin. “You’re right. I do have my reasons for staying in Manchester. But I can assure you that they have nothing to do with you.”

Without another word, Lia strode back to their booth, leaving Erin behind. She was still seething by the time she settled back into her seat. Who the hell did Erin Finch think she was?

* * *

After watching Lia storm away, Erin chose to stay by the bar. When a warm body came to join her, Erin wasn’t surprised. She breathed in the familiar scent of Alex’s cologne.

“You’re missing the newbies singing their initiation songs,” Alex said.

A stupid tradition, in Erin’s opinion. “I thought I’d spare my ears.”

“But you like watching them humiliate themselves.”

Alex had her there. Erin cocked her head, but it was hard to hear anything when so many other booths were scattered around.

“Lia’s singing You’re So Vain. There are whispers that she’s singing it about you.”

Erin crushed a cocktail napkin in her fist. “Well, it’s a good thing I’m not there to give her the satisfaction of watching her sing it, then, isn’t it?”

With a heavy sigh, Alex poked Erin in the shoulder. “What’s your deal with her?”

“There is no deal with her.”

“Come on. You tried to brush me off the other day, but did you think we wouldn’t notice the pair of you having a screaming match a few minutes ago? You weren’t exactly subtle.”

Had Shanice sent Alex to come and chastise her, or had they come of their own free will? She wasn’t sure which was worse.

Alex wasn’t done, either. “You’re lucky we’re not at home, and that there are no reporters around. The papers would have had a field day if they’d seen you.”

Closing her eyes, Erin took a deep breath. Alex was right. She’d acted rashly. But Lia…  She got under Erin’s skin. She had for a while now. Before she’d come to Albion, as her meteoric rise to the top had increasingly led to Lia’s name being mentioned alongside Erin’s in the media.

“Do you want to tell me what you were arguing about?”

“No.”

Alex’s sigh was heavy. “Look, I know it’s hard to be out injured. And I know what it’s like to watch someone else take your spot.”

Remaining silent, Erin stared straight ahead. Sometimes she hated that Alex knew her so well. It wasn’t every day she was easy to read.

“But she isn’t going to replace you, Erin.” Alex settled a warm hand on Erin’s arm. “No one can.”

“Everyone is replaceable,” Erin whispered, giving voice for the first time to the thoughts that had been swirling around her head ever since she’d been stretchered off the Wembley pitch. “Every record will eventually be broken. Every player eventually has to step aside and let a new one take her place.”

“Please. You are nowhere near retirement.”

“You don’t know that!” Once again, Erin struggled to keep her voice low. “I’m not as young as I was. Not as young as her. And we both know what these injuries are like.” Unfortunately, it was all too common in the women’s game. Over the years, they’d watched countless teammates fall foul of an ACL tear. “I might never recover properly. Might never reach the levels I had before.”

“Maybe not.” Alex’s voice was gentle. “But I know you. You’re a fighter. You never give up easily. And I think you’re going to claw your way back to the top by whatever means necessary. But Erin?”

Blinking a few times to clear her fuzzy vision, Erin met Alex’s gaze.

“Tearing Lia down isn’t going to help you get there any quicker. All it’s going to do is alienate you.”

“I like being alienated.”

Alex shook their head. “No, you don’t. Not really.”

“I don’t like her.”

“You don’t have to like her. But you do have to work with her. Or your bad knee isn’t going to be the only thing holding you back.” With that, Alex returned to their booth, leaving Erin to stew on her words.

Maybe she had been too harsh. Maybe she should apologise.

But not tonight.

Lia wouldn’t want to hear it, and Erin wasn’t ready to be as sincere as she should be. Her social quota had well and truly been reached, and she was ready to return to her empty hotel room. No one would begrudge her that.

Hell, they probably wouldn’t notice that she’d gone.


 

Chapter 5

A voice curbed Lia’s progress toward the practice pitch the next morning.

“Lia, wait. Can I talk to you?”

After how they’d ended their conversation the previous night, Erin was the last person Lia expected to ask her to talk. But the expression on her face gave Lia pause. Against her better judgement, she turned to Cerys. “I’ll meet you there.”

New York Ravens had been kind enough to share their training facilities with Albion for the time they were in the city. They were state-of-the-art, and Lia had been looking forward to challenging herself in another unfamiliar environment. She’d have to wait a few more minutes before going outside.

Cerys shot Erin a curious look before shrugging. “All right. But don’t be too long—Ayla won’t like you being late.”

Maybe that was Erin’s plan.

Still, Lia hung back in the gym with Erin as the rest of their teammates filed past. Both she and Erin were clad in their training kit, but Erin had on the long tracksuit pants, covering her bandaged knee. Lia wore shorts, knowing the heat would be unbearable. Even in September she was used to rain and glacial winds—not blazing sunshine.

Her custom-made Adidas football boots dangled from her left hand; Erin glanced at them with a look of obvious longing, no doubt wondering how long it would be before she could pull her own back on.

“What is it?” Lia said when no words from Erin were forthcoming. “I haven’t got all day.”

Erin’s gaze snapped to Lia’s face. “Right. I wanted to apologise for the way I acted yesterday. I shouldn’t have taken my bad mood out on you.”

“Oh.” Everything about Erin’s posture screamed she was uncomfortable. Lia was willing to bet she rarely said sorry for anything. “It, um, it’s okay. I’m sorry for storming off like I did.” And for changing my karaoke song to be about you. It was probably best she didn’t say that last part out loud.

Though Erin hadn’t been around at the time—Lia had looked for her in the crowd of their teammates—she no doubt had heard what song Lia had chosen.

“Look, I don’t want us to be at each other’s throats for the next few months,” Lia said. Constantly fighting wouldn’t be good for either of them. “I know you’re frustrated I’m here, but it really is down to personal reasons. I have family in the city that I didn’t want to leave abruptly. I’m not out to get you.”

Erin ducked her head. “I suppose it was fairly egotistical of me to imply that you were. After all, apparently, I’m vain.”

Wow. Lia had no idea she could joke. “I’d say I’m sorry about that, too, but I don’t think I’m wrong. Listen, I think we got off on the wrong foot. Do you maybe want to grab a drink one night? Start over?”

Erin’s whole demeanour changed as she shook her head. “No! I didn’t apologise because I want to be friends. Especially not with you.”

“Ouch.”

“You’re my competition.” Erin said it like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “But don’t take it personally—I don’t do friends.”

Just when Lia thought they were getting somewhere—that Erin might not be a robot—she went and said something like that. “You don’t do friends? You do know that this is a team sport, right?”

“And?” A blonde eyebrow rose. “This is my job. You’re my work colleague.”

“Wow.” In her seven-year career, Lia had never once been called a colleague. “Have you always had this attitude?”

“Yes.” Erin sniffed, jutting out her jaw. “And it’s never done me wrong. I don’t get attached. Players join and leave all the time—it’s better that way. No messy friendships to strain things on the field. Or…relationships.”

Lia stiffened. “Is that a dig at me? For leaving Wanderers because of Hannah?”

“Merely an observation.”

“Well, I’d rather do it my way than be a stuck-up loner who thinks she’s above everyone else.” Lia had never met a more frustrating person in her life. “Don’t bother talking to me again. We are only colleagues, after all.”

Without looking back, Lia stomped to the training pitches. Everyone else was already there warming up.

“Lia.” Ayla pursed her lips in disapproval. “You’re late. You can do an extra five laps.”

“Yes, Coach.” Lia didn’t complain as she swapped her trainers for her football boots and stepped onto the grass.

It grounded her, feeling her studs sinking into the turf. With the sun warming her skin, Lia broke into a gentle jog and let her worries flee her mind. When she was on the pitch—for real or at training—the only thing that mattered was her, her teammates, and the ball.

And nothing was ever going to get in the way of that.

* * *

“Who thought this was a good idea?” Erin covered a yawn with the back of her hand as she leaned against the viewing platform railing at the top of the Empire State Building. “Did they not realise that being here for sunrise would involve getting up at five thirty in the morning?”

Clutching a to-go espresso from Starbucks like it was a lifeline, Alex chuckled. “I don’t know. Hey, look at it this way—you wanted more time to see the city. Now you’ve got the whole day ahead of you.”

“Yes, with a bunch of cranky, overtired footballers. I can hardly contain my excitement.”

Alex snickered, taking a long sip of their coffee. Erin tried not to look at it too longingly. She’d never been able to drink the stuff, unable to stand the taste, despite her teammates’ insistence that it was their lifeblood.

But a caffeine hit would be welcome right about now.

Around them, the rest of Albion’s pre-season squad were spread around the deck, mixed in with a few overeager tourists.

“Come on.” Behind Alex, Lia tugged a half-asleep Cerys toward a free spot at the railing. “The view will be worth it.” Lia was far too peppy for the time of morning, one of the few players up here with a spring in their step.

Erin couldn’t hide the curl of her lip as Lia brushed past without sparing her a glance.

Trust Alex to notice. “You were supposed to apologise to her. Offer an olive branch.”

“I did.”

“Then why do you still look like you want to push her off the side of the building?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. There’s no gap for her to fit through.”

With a snort, Alex knocked their shoulder against Erin’s. “Play nice, will you? I’m going to catch up with some of the others.”

Happy to stay where she was and soak in the solitude, Erin turned her gaze back toward the cityscape below. On the horizon, the sun inched its way higher in the sky, washing the buildings in hues of yellow, orange, and gold.

People clamoured for their phones to capture the moment, but Erin was content to stand and watch, losing herself in the beauty of the moment. Maybe it was worth the early wake-up call.

Only once the sun was high in the sky did she tear her gaze away and reach for her phone, but to make a call rather than to take a picture. It was Sunday, meaning Maisie wasn’t at school, and Erin had promised to show her the view.

“Hi, Auntie Erin!” Maisie answered her FaceTime after a single ring, her bright smile filling the screen. “I miss you.”

“I miss you, too.” It was rare for Erin to go more than a few days without seeing Maisie, and the pre-season tour would have her across the Atlantic for a full two weeks. “Is Gerrard behaving himself?”

“He always does.” Maisie shifted the camera to show Erin the cat curled in her lap. “Mum’s here, too.”

“Yes, thanks for asking about the cat first, Erin.” Jessica’s face appeared beside Maisie’s, mock disapproval in her eyes. “It’s nice to know where your priorities are.”

“So sorry—Maisie, is your mum behaving herself, too?”

Jessica stuck her tongue out at Erin as Maisie giggled. An answering smile came to her own lips, basking in the joy of hearing from two of her favourite people in the whole world.

Out of the corner of her eye, Erin caught Lia watching her, curiosity in the weight of her gaze. Annoyed—why was Lia gawking at her like that?—Erin turned her back. A private moment with her family wasn’t something anyone else needed to be a part of.

“Do you mind moving your head so we can see the view?” Jessica’s voice brought Erin’s smile back.

With a laugh, Erin switched to the rear camera and tried her best to answer Maisie’s stream of questions about the city.

* * *

“I could sleep for a week.” Cerys’ words were muffled against her hotel bed’s comforter, where she lay face down, her feet dangling off the end still clad in the Nikes she’d been wearing all day. “My feet might be about to fall off.”

“Don’t be so dramatic.” Lia threw herself onto the bed next to Cerys, hearing a grunt when the impact made her bounce.

“Do you have any idea how far we walked today? I’m not built for that. I’m built for ninety minutes of running and then sitting on a coach until I can get myself back home to bed.”

Shuffling to rest her back against the headboard, Lia grinned. “Well, I’ve had a great day.” She’d gotten to see the sunrise from the top of the Empire State Building and be whisked around the city on an open-top bus, disembarking to see as many sights as they could fit in. “And it isn’t over yet. Do you want to waste one of our scarce free evenings lying in bed?”

Their next few days would be busy with team bonding and training as they readied themselves for their first pre-season match in three days’ time. It would be another week before Lia could be a tourist again.

“Yes.”

“Come on.” Lia tugged at Cerys’ shoulder until she rolled onto her back.

Green eyes glared at her. “You are far too chipper considering we’ve been awake for”—she glanced at the blinking red alarm clock on her bedside table—“fourteen hours and counting.”

“Well, I want to go and enjoy the city at night. Maybe see what the view from the Rockefeller Center is like in the dark. Or walk the High Line. Eat at a nice restaurant.”

A spark of interest flashed across Cerys’ face. “Okay, the idea of food might tempt me outside.”

“You’re too easy.”

“I am nothing of the sort—ask any of my exes.” Cerys kicked off her shoes and heaved herself upright so her shoulder was pressed against Lia’s. “Speaking of exes…”

Lia tensed, knowing Cerys would be able to feel it.

“You haven’t talked much about what happened with Hannah.”

“I haven’t wanted to.”

“I figured. But you know I’m here for you, right? No matter what?”

Unbidden, tears sprang to Lia’s eyes. She’d been so busy, purposefully kept her mind filled with other things—training moves, learning about her new teammates, adapting to her new schedule, impressing her new coach—that she hadn’t left much time to think about Hannah at all. “I know. And I’m sorry. I don’t mean to shut you out, it’s just… She cheated on me.”

“That bitch!” The explosion of anger wasn’t unexpected; Cerys had always been fiery. It got her into trouble on the pitch sometimes. “I never liked her.”

“Yes, you did. Everyone liked her. She was magnetic.” The first time Hannah had walked into training the day after signing for Wanderers, her confident swagger had drawn every eye. But it had been Lia she’d gravitated toward, her smile as dazzling as her blue eyes, and Lia had been hooked in an instant.

“Who was it? Someone at Wanderers?”

“I was hoping you wouldn’t ask that.” Lia’s gaze dropped to her hands, and she wrung her fingers in her lap.

“So that’s a yes. Give me a name, and I’ll rough them up next time we play.”

At the reminder she’d soon have to face her former teammates—and Hannah—Lia shivered. She hoped Carol wouldn’t still be in charge by then, though the investigation had fallen suspiciously silent. “That won’t be necessary.”

“Oh, it’s fully necessary. Trust me.” When Lia remained silent, Cerys nudged her. “You really not gonna tell me?”

“I don’t want you being red-carded on my conscience.”

If Cerys knew Lia was brushing her off, she didn’t protest, instead leaning further into Lia’s side. “Okay. But if you ever do want to share…”

“I know where you are.”

“So, Rockefeller tonight, huh?”

Lia turned to Cerys with an eyebrow raised, though she was grateful for the change of subject. “What happened to being too tired?”

“Maybe you’re right. We should seize the moment, or whatever. And who better to seize it with than you.”

“You hitting on me?”

“Ew, no.”

“Wow.” Laughing, Lia pushed Hannah from her mind. “Ew?”

“I’ve known you for years. You’re like my sister! I think ew covers it. Not to mention the fact that I have a boyfriend waiting for me at home. I’m not sure Xander would be happy sharing.”

Lia slung an arm around Cerys’s shoulder to pull her close. “I’m kidding. You know that, other than my grandmother, you’re the closest thing to family I have.”

“I know it’s under supremely shitty circumstances, but I’m glad you’re here, Lia. We’re gonna kick ass this season.”

“I sure hope so.”

* * *

Erin was in for a long season.

She’d known that, in theory, from the moment her knee had twisted. It was common sense—the surgery, the rehab, the slow slog to get back to match fitness. But Erin hadn’t fully considered how it would feel to sit in the stands and do nothing but watch.

Ten minutes into Albion’s first game of the season—albeit a friendly match against an experienced National Women’s Soccer League side—Erin itched with the desire to be out there with them.

How would she feel when they played a competitive match? When the league or a cup or the Champions League was hanging in the balance, and Erin could do nothing to help?

If she burned with longing now, watching a shot sail well over the crossbar, she might not make it to the end of the season.

Erin followed every kick, every header, every run. Sitting on the sidelines didn’t come easy. She wasn’t a player benched often, and her injury record was relatively light. How did the fringe players do it week in and week out, never knowing if they’d make it onto the pitch? They might not be the most technically or physically gifted, but mentally? They were stronger than Erin had ever given them credit for.

The minutes ticked on, and Erin’s attention kept being drawn to Albion’s attack. Specifically, the number thirteen.

Lia slotted in with an easy grace, making intelligent dashes into the box off the shoulder of defenders, either to try and get on the end of a long ball or to create space for other players in the box.

Objectively speaking, Erin had known she was good. Had to be, to be mentioned so often in the same breath as Erin. But other than watching tapes of Wanderers’ games when they had a match coming up against them, Erin had never seen Lia play. And even then, her focus had always been on the defenders or the goalkeepers, searching for weaknesses to exploit.

But now she could barely tear her eyes away, because Lia was magnificent. The only negative was that she’d yet to score, but Erin knew it wouldn’t take long. She was fast, had excellent positioning, and her left foot was deadly. Her first shot on target was deflected wide, stinging the goalkeeper’s gloves with such ferocity that she winced.

And Erin should be happy. With Lia, Albion might be unstoppable. Elsewhere on the pitch, they were strong, and their squad was deep enough to allow them to rotate players when it came to fighting in four competitions at the same time.

She should be ecstatic as Lia slid a volley into the top corner of the net, opening her Albion account. Their teammates watching on the bench a few rows below certainly were. As she watched them exchange high-fives, dread curdled in Erin’s stomach and rose in her throat, threatening to build into a scream.

Biting on her bottom lip, Erin forced herself to do some breathing exercises. Her lungs expanded as she took a deep breath and held it for a few seconds before breathing out through her mouth. Usually, she did them before a match, taking a few moments to calm herself before she stepped onto the pitch.

This season, she hoped they’d get her through being stuck in the stands, nothing more than a spectator to the game that she loved.


 

Chapter 6

Lia stepped off the elevator onto the seventh floor, surprised to see a black cat sitting in the middle of the hallway. Some would say that was a sign of bad luck, but Lia was delighted as the cat flopped onto its back, big brown eyes watching Lia approach, its tail flicking lazily against the carpeted floor.

“Well, aren’t you gorgeous?” Lia crouched beside the cat, offering her hand for it to sniff before scratching behind its ears. “But I don’t think you should be out here. Where did you come from?”

The cat purred, leaning further into Lia’s touch. It was clearly well looked after, eyes bright and coat shiny, and when it tilted its chin for more scratches, Lia caught sight of the flash of a silver tag on the cat’s red collar.

“What does this say? Gerrard? Is that your name, or your owner’s name?” Lia flipped the tag over, happy to see an apartment number listed. It was 6F, the floor below. “How did you get here? Did you take the elevator or the stairs?”

Frantic footsteps sounded from the stairwell at the end of the hall as Lia was about to scoop the cat into her arms. The door was open; when the culprit came into focus, Lia swore under her breath.

Of course.

Erin Finch paused a few feet away, the panicked look in her eyes fading as they landed on the cat—only for her gaze to harden when it settled on Lia.

Since Erin’s unapologetic apology in New York, they hadn’t spoken. Lia had seen her around, of course. They’d had plenty of time together as a team. She had even caught Erin smiling at her phone on top of the Empire State Building, amazed that the woman had something of a heart after all.

“Let me guess.” Lia retracted her hand and rose to her feet. “This is your cat?”

“Yes.” Hearing Erin’s voice, the cat meowed and trotted over to Erin, winding around her ankles. “Maintenance were in my apartment earlier—he must’ve slipped out without them noticing.”

“And here I thought you were about to accuse me of stealing him.” Lia dug her hands into the pockets of her Albion sweatpants, wondering how Erin had such a friendly cat. So much for pets taking after their owners.

Not even a ghost of a smile crossed Erin’s lips. “You did look like you were about to pick him up.”

“To return him. Gerrard, huh? As in Steven Gerrard?”

“Obviously.” Erin folded her arms across her chest, and Gerrard pressed himself more firmly against her legs, like he could sense her unease. “What better name than one of the greatest English players to ever grace the game?”

Lia refrained from pointing out that Erin’s Liverpudlian heritage might make her biased. “What about one of the greatest female players?”

“He’s fourteen years old. You know how many big female players there were back then? Who were shown on the TV? Who I didn’t already play with?”

“Not many.” Lia had been lucky. At least during her teen years, women’s football had been accessible. Not in the same way as the men’s game, but she had been able to catch games when they were televised. Had known that it could be a career. Some of her teammates who had been in the game a lot longer than she had, hadn’t been as lucky. Instead, they’d been the trail-blazers. The ones to break through. The ones to make it possible for Lia to see what could be achieved.

And one of those players stood staring at her with a jutted jaw.

“Exactly,” Erin said. “‘Kelly’ or ‘Smith’ doesn’t have the same ring to it. Enlighten me, though—if you’re going to act so high and mighty, who would your hypothetical cat be named after? Who did you watch, week in, week out, wishing you could be like them? Who did you watch lift the biggest trophy in the club game—and if you think that’s anything other than the Champions League, you’re wrong—and dream that one day, that would be you?”

“Um.” Lia didn’t want to answer that question. Not honestly. Because Erin was already a gigantic egomaniac, and Lia didn’t want to give her any more ammunition.

But Erin seemed to take her hesitation as some kind of bizarre win. “See? You can’t name one. And you have no excuse—we’ve been televised since you were young.”

It was a taunt, the aim to rile Lia, but goddamn her, it worked. “I can name one.” She ducked her head, focusing on Gerrard’s brown eyes, blinking at Lia from between Erin’s legs. “My hypothetical cat would be called Finch, okay?”

“Bullshit.” Erin scoffed. “You know, if you’re trying to win me over, lying won’t do it.”

“It’s not a lie.” Hands clenched into fists by her side, Lia raised her head. “The first time I ever watched women’s football on the TV was the 2012 Olympics.”

“We didn’t make it past the quarter-finals.”

“No. But I saw the first group game. You scored two goals like it was nothing. You were so quick and so good, and you were nineteen—the youngest player in the squad. I kept watching to see you play. Men’s football was all I’d ever known until then. My stepfather and stepbrother were obsessed with it, but they said it wasn’t for women. That I couldn’t play, I could only watch. Seeing you and the others on that pitch, playing so well…that changed things for me. Whether you want to believe it or not.” As Lia spoke, she kept her gaze on Erin’s face.

The woman’s visible annoyance softened, the tension in her shoulders seeping away. “I didn’t know that.”

“How would you? You’ve barely spoken to me.”

“Yes, well, try not to take it personally.” Erin bent to pick up Gerrard, who melted into her arms with a satisfied meow. “So, you ready for the weekend?”

Saturday marked Albion’s Super League season opener against Everton, and Lia couldn’t wait. She was the best version of herself when she was on the pitch, and it had been months since her last competitive game of football. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

Erin shrugged. “First-game jitters.”

“Surprised you care.”

“Of course I care.” Erin looked affronted. “I want us to win, and we need goals to make that happen.”

“Even if they’re mine?”

Tilting her head, Erin pursed her lips. “Well, it makes your signing worth it, doesn’t it?” With that, Erin turned and headed back toward the stairwell, leaving Lia staring after her, unable to believe what had happened.

She hadn’t realised Erin was capable of having a civil conversation.

At least not with her.

* * *

“And, finally,” the announcer at Salford Albion Stadium bellowed, voice carrying around the stands, “please welcome your new number thirteen—Lia Ashcroft!”

All around Erin, the crowd erupted into rapturous applause as Lia walked onto the pitch to join the rest of the Albion players. She took Erin’s place at the end of the line, her smile seeming somewhat forced as she glanced around the stadium and took it all in.

Beside Erin, Maisie clapped hard. She was excited to watch Lia play. Over the last month, she had asked about her more times than Erin could count, seemingly disappointed when her aunt couldn’t tell her much about Albion’s exciting new signing.

Watching the team take their places on the pitch, Erin clenched her hands into fists and shoved them into the deep pockets of her hoodie. Sitting in the stands for the two friendlies hadn’t lessened the ache she had to be out there with them.

Part of her wished she’d stayed at home. With being out injured so long, she wasn’t obliged to attend every game, but Maisie had asked if they could go, and Erin had never been good at saying no to her.

Plus, it wasn’t often they got to watch an Albion game together. Maisie came to as many as Jessica could bring her to, of course, giving Erin a running commentary of how she’d played once the game was done, but this was different.

“Are you okay, Auntie Erin?” Big green eyes gazed at Erin as Lia kicked the game off.

It was Erin’s turn to force a smile. “Yeah, honey. Don’t worry about me.”

“Mum said you might not want to come today.”

“Your mum should know that I wouldn’t pass up the chance to hang out with my favourite niece.”

“I’m your only niece!” Maisie giggled and reached for a handful of sweets from the bag stuffed into her coat pocket. “What do you think the score will be?”

Albion’s opponents had finished in the bottom half of the table the previous season, though that didn’t necessarily mean it would be an easy ride. A lot of things could change over the summer, with players coming in and players leaving, as well as changes behind the scenes. Still, she had to back her team. “3-0.”

“Do you think Lia will score?”

Erin glanced toward the pitch. Everton were playing a high defensive line, leaving acres of space behind them. If Erin were on the pitch, she’d wait for a picture-perfect pass from midfield to run onto and slot home.

Which meant Lia would probably do the same.

“It wouldn’t surprise me.”

When Lia had her first shot on target five minutes in—expertly pushed around the post by the goalkeeper to groans from the home support—Maisie all but melted back into her seat. “She’s so good. I can’t believe you’ll get to play with her!”

I can’t believe it, either. But Erin couldn’t deny it—Lia was at home on the pitch. Her movements were quick and sharp, and her passes pinpoint. Begrudgingly, Erin had to respect the start she’d made. How effortless she made everything look.

If she could play like this now, in the first game of the season, what would she be like by the end?

A frightening prospect.

The crowd sucked in a breath when Shanice’s pass from the halfway line split the Everton defence. Lia raced onto the end of it, easily outpacing the nearest defender. It left her one-on-one with the goalkeeper, and this time, Lia didn’t miss.

She slotted it into the far corner of the goal, raising her fist in celebration as the fans went wild, the other Albion players surrounding her in a group hug.

Erin glanced at the clock in the corner of the stand. A mere twenty minutes was all it had taken for Lia to score her first Albion goal on her debut.

It had taken Erin thirty.

One of Erin’s records gone already. How long would it take for more to start to fall?

* * *

“Do I know you?”

It was a question Lia was used to hearing. While female footballers were nowhere near as well-known as their male counterparts, recognition was growing, helped in part by England women’s dominance on the international stage.

As more and more people had begun to watch the women’s game, Lia had been stopped on the street a few times for photographs.

But she still wasn’t used to hearing it from her grandmother.

Blank brown eyes stared back at her, from a face wrinkled with age. Deep laugh lines creased the corners of a mouth that used to smile so freely but now was slow to grin. Her silver hair was cut short, curling around her ears.

Lia blinked away the tears that threatened. “I come to visit often.”

“That’s nice.” Her grandmother patted her hand.

Over her shoulder, Lucy—her grandmother’s favourite nurse—shot Lia a sympathetic look. “She’s also a great footballer, Iris. We watched her game earlier, remember? Lia’s team won 3-0. She scored two goals.”

And had bagged an assist and the player-of-the-match award, which sat in the bag she’d dumped into her apartment before making her way across the city to the care home, wanting to make it before visiting hours ended. Her achievements paled, somewhat, in light of her grandmother’s dementia. Lia wouldn’t be the player she was without her. She used to come to every single game. Now Lia looked at the stands, seeing the faces of her teammates’ friends and families, and knew no one was there for her.

The heartbroken look on Milly’s face when Lia had said she likely wouldn’t need any complimentary tickets for spectators for any game that season still plagued her mind.

“My granddaughter wants to be a footballer one day.” A rare genuine smile broke over her grandmother’s face. “I’m always taking her to practices and matches. Two nights a week, and games on Sundays.”

The lilt of her Welsh accent washed over Lia like a comforting blanket, even as the words stung.

Lia’s childhood. To her, it felt like a lifetime ago—long journeys from their home in the village of Dyffryn to the training ground at her first team in Cardiff, endless weekends traipsing across the country trying to find other girls’ teams to play against. Then, later, moving from their little village to Manchester when Lia had joined Manchester Wanderers. But to her grandmother, she was still living in that era.

“She’s very good,” her grandmother continued. “I’m so proud of her.”

More tears stung at Lia’s eyes, harder than before to keep at bay. “I’m sure she’s grateful for everything you do for her.” More grateful than Lia would ever be able to put into words.

“Thank you, dear. Someone has to look out for her—my useless son certainly doesn’t. Too busy trying to keep that wife of his happy. I never liked her. Too far up her own arse, if you ask me.”

At that, Lia couldn’t help but laugh. Her grandmother had never hidden her disdain for Lia’s stepmother. Even as a child, she remembered the curl of her grandmother’s lip whenever she’d been visiting and Vanessa opened her mouth. The opposite of the way her eyes lit up when she spoke about Lia’s mother, even though she’d died in childbirth. The day that Lia had gone to live with her full-time, away from the home she’d grown to hate, had been the best day of her life.

“Your granddaughter sounds lucky to have you.”

“No, I’m the lucky one. Hey, if you’re a famous footballer, maybe you could give her some tips?”

Her smile tightened. “Maybe.”

Lia stayed a few more minutes before deciding she’d lingered long enough. It was clear her grandmother wasn’t going to remember who she was today and was confused about why Lia was keeping her from joining in the game of bingo going on in the family room downstairs.

Lucy stopped Lia on her way out. “I’m sorry it wasn’t a good day for her today.”

“It’s okay. I know the drill by now.” Her grandmother’s condition had declined slowly the first couple of years, but by the third year, Lia had known she was no longer in a position to care for her. In the two years she’d been in the care home, it had continued to get worse.

“You played great today.”

“Thanks.” It was like a distant dream. She couldn’t have wished for a more perfect debut. Already, she could see the morning headlines—that she looked like she’d always been at Albion, that Wanderers’ earlier draw meant that they were missing Lia’s goals and would struggle for the remainder of the season.

But her visit had put things into perspective, her euphoria fading. There were more important things in the world than football, though Lia forgot that sometimes.

“Has she had a good week, though?”

“Yes.” Lucy squeezed Lia’s shoulder. “She won bingo yesterday, so she was over the moon about that. And we have a new patient, Beverley, whom she’s taken a liking to. The two of them are always sitting together gossiping. She’s happy.”

Lia nodded. “Good, that’s good. Hopefully she’ll be feeling better on Wednesday.”

“I hope so, too.”


 

Chapter 7

“And squat for one, two, three, four. Now rise for four.” Gregor’s voice cut through the sound of the rest of the team training in the other half of the gym.

They laughed and joked as they lifted weights or cycled on the stationary bikes, forced inside by the torrential Manchester rain to encroach on the space Erin usually had to herself.

All while Erin was stuck doing a set of squats, desperately trying to consistently get to a ninety-degree angle with both knees so she could tick off another box on her long recovery checklist.

She rose to her feet, the last squat in a set of ten completed.

Gregor nodded in approval. “Good. Now, let’s take a break.”

“I’m good to carry on.” Sweat dripped down the side of Erin’s neck, a reminder that the smallest of exercises left her breathless. As much as running again was a huge milestone she was eager to reach, she was not looking forward to building her cardio fitness to be ready to play a full ninety minutes.

Laps in the pool didn’t have the same effect as sprinting drills.

“No, you are taking a break.” Gregor pushed a bottle of water and a towel in Erin’s direction. “I am in charge here, remember? Sit.”

With a grumble, Erin dropped into a chair and took a long drink. He was used to her attitude by now, at least. Few people would be able to push back on Erin’s demands, but Gregor wasn’t one to back down easily. His own footballing career as a Russian international had been ended by a bad injury and a lack of effective rehabilitation, so his dedication to making sure his charges made a full recovery was fierce.

“Next we’ll do some heel raises.”

“How long ʼtil I can run again?”

Gregor pursed his lips. “You know I cannot put a date on that, Erin. Every person is different, and your recovery hasn’t been as straightforward as I would like.”

Some people could walk the day after their surgery, but Erin hadn’t been so lucky. It rankled to know she was behind where she could be, if things had gone more smoothly. Her eight-month goal seemed to slip further and further from her fingers every day.

“You will get there,” Gregor said, no doubt noticing the dark look on Erin’s face. “I do not accept failure. And, from what I’ve heard, neither do you. Do not tell me you want to give up.”

In her darkest days, Erin wondered if she should. If she should accept retirement, content with the accolades she’d managed to accumulate over her glittering career, and slip quietly into the shadows. Maybe fly out to Spain to spend a few months with her father.

Recovery was hard. Harder than she could have ever dreamed. The boredom was the worst, the endless monotony of doing the same thing over and over and over. Knowing she was supposed to be overjoyed at being able to walk or straighten her leg.

But first and foremost, Erin was a fighter. She’d started playing the game at a time when a handful of full-time women professionals existed. Had fought tooth and nail to get to the top of the game. To be a name people would remember.

And she was not going out with a whimper.

“I’m not giving up.”

“Good. So then give me twelve heel raises. Lift for two seconds, hold, then down for four seconds.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Erin could recite most of Gregor’s exercises in her sleep.

She was halfway through when her phone, discarded on the floor next to her water bottle, rang. A photo of Jessica and Maisie showed on the screen.

Gregor handed it over. “You can talk and finish your set. I’ll count for you.”

“Hello?” Jessica wouldn’t call unless she needed something. Erin’s schedule was set—training from nine until three thirty, every day, without fail. “Everything okay?”

“You wouldn’t be able to watch Maisie this afternoon, would you? Betty’s called to say she has the flu and so can’t take her, and I have meetings until five.”

“Yeah, sure. Do you need me to take her the rest of the week, too? Flu isn’t exactly a quick recovery.” Erin hoped Betty would be okay. Jessica’s elderly neighbour had been a lifesaver for her when it came to Maisie, delighting in helping out once her own grandkids were too big to need a babysitter.

“Is that all right?”

“ʼCourse. You know I’ll never say no to spending time with her.”

“Thank you, Erin.” Jessica’s relief was palpable. “I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

“I don’t know what you’d do without me, either.” Erin didn’t need to be on FaceTime to know that Jessica was rolling her eyes. “Let her know I’ll be there to walk her back to mine when she finishes.”

“Thank you. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

* * *

Lia was on her way out of the training ground, freshly showered and ready for an afternoon of sitting on the couch watching Netflix, when a gasp stopped her in her tracks.

A young girl stood a few feet away, mouth gaping open. Wearing a school polo shirt and shorts, she couldn’t have been older than eight or nine, a backpack almost as big as her slung over one shoulder and a football tucked under her arm. “You’re Lia Ashcroft!”

“I am.” Lia glanced around but couldn’t see anyone else nearby. None of her teammates had kids this age, but she could be the child of someone who worked at the club. “And you are?”

“Maisie.” The girl spoke without hesitation, her mop of curly brown hair blowing in the wind.

Lia fought the urge to lecture her on stranger danger. Though considering the girl knew exactly who Lia was, she wasn’t technically a stranger. “Do you know someone who works here?”

Maisie nodded. “My aunt. She looks after me sometimes when my mum has to work late. She forgot something inside and told me to wait here ʼtil she gets it.”

Okay. So Lia didn’t need to call the police to report a missing child.

Maisie wandered closer and peered at Lia with big green eyes. “Can I have your autograph?”

“Sure. You got anything to sign?”

Maisie gave her football a thoughtful look before dropping her bag to the floor and rifling through it. “My English book?” She offered it toward Lia with hopeful eyes.

Lia smiled. “I’m not sure your teacher would appreciate that.”

“I don’t know. She’s an Albion fan—maybe she’d give me extra marks.” Maisie discarded the exercise book, though, and triumphantly held out a piece of paper. “Here!”

As she took it, Lia noticed words on the other side and turned it over. “I don’t think I should sign a permission slip for your trip to the Science and Industry Museum, either.”

“Shoot! I was supposed to give that to my mum yesterday!” Maisie grabbed it and stuffed it back into her bag.

Lia refrained from telling her that probably wasn’t a useful way to ensure she gave it to her mother later.

“There must be something else in here. Hang on.” Maisie leaned further into her bag until she all but disappeared into it.

Lia tried to hide her smile. But it fell from her lips anyway when Erin walked out of reception. Wearing sweatpants and a tight tank top that left her muscular arms bare, she looked better than she did in a football kit.

Which was saying something.

Erin’s eyes narrowed when they met Lia’s. They narrowed further when she saw Maisie. Hell, she was probably about to storm over and say no kids allowed.

And storm over she did. “What’s going on here?”

Lia smothered the immediate feeling that crept up, the feeling that she was doing something wrong. “I—”

Maisie straightened, her hair a mess and her cheeks pink. “I was just getting her autograph, Auntie Erin. Seeing as you didn’t let me get it at the game on Sunday.”

Maisie was Erin’s niece? Erin willingly watched her sister’s daughter? Lia couldn’t imagine her around children. Not with her general demeanour. It took some time before she was able to form words. “You were at the game on Sunday?”

Puffing out her chest, Maisie nodded. “I come to them all. Well, as long as I’ve done all my homework and my mum can bring me. But now I can come with Auntie Erin because she’s not playing.”

Erin winced.

“Look, I found some paper. And this one’s blank.” Maisie handed it over, along with a pen.

Bending to lean on her thigh, Lia hastily scrawled a quick message.

“We’re going to play football in the park now,” Maisie said once she’d tucked the paper into the front pocket of her jacket. “Do you want to come with us?”

“I’m sure Lia has a busy afternoon ahead of her.” Erin’s voice was clipped, one of her hands resting lightly on Maisie’s shoulder.

Watching TV didn’t exactly count as busy, but Lia read Erin’s tone well enough. It was clear from everything about her stance that she did not want to spend another second in Lia’s presence.

Maisie threw Erin a frown before turning her pleading eyes on Lia. “It doesn’t have to be for long. Please?”

“Maisie.” Erin’s voice was a low hiss. “No is a full sentence.”

“But Lia didn’t say no.” Maisie folded her arms. “You said it for her. And you can’t play football properly right now without the doctor getting cross.”

Pain rippled across Erin’s face.

Lia, goddamn her, felt a flutter of sympathy.

“Please?” Maisie glanced between Erin and Lia. “Please, please, please?”

Erin slid her gaze across to Lia. “Are you busy?”

The look in Erin’s eyes was pleading with her to say yes. The problem was, Maisie’s eyes were pleading with her to say no. And Lia had never been good at letting people down, despite years of practice with her stepmother. “I can spare half an hour.”

* * *

What has my life become? Erin could feel her own glare as Lia and Maisie raced over the grass at a small park halfway between Park Lane and her—their—apartment block. Maisie’s giggles carried over to where Erin sat, arms folded, on a nearby bench.

At least one of them was having a good time.

Well. Lia looked like she was enjoying herself, too, an easy smile on her mouth and a flush high on her cheeks. They were attracting interest from a handful of other children playing nearby, and when they asked to join in, Lia started them on some drills Erin recognised from their own training sessions.

Miserable as it was to watch them all having fun, Erin couldn’t provide Maisie with this much entertainment on her own. Apparently satisfied that they were all occupied, Lia jogged back over to where Erin sat and reached for the bag she’d discarded near Erin’s feet. She crouched and pulled out a bottle of water.

“Thank you,” Erin said begrudgingly. “I know this isn’t how you planned on spending your afternoon, but Maisie loves you. She’ll be talking about this for months.”

“She loves you.” Lia played with the lid of her bottle. “She hasn’t stopped talking about how good you are.”

“Well, she spent the whole game on Sunday singing your praises.”

“Kids can have more than one favourite player, you know.”

Erin needed to do better at remembering that.

“Hell, I had about five when I was younger,” Lia added.

Thinking about their conversation in the hall the day Gerrard had escaped, Erin pressed a hand to her chest. “And here I thought I was special.”

Lia’s cheeks flushed scarlet, and she glanced toward where the kids were still passing the ball.

Interesting. Was she embarrassed that she’d revealed she used to admire Erin, that she remembered so many details from a game that—as far as Erin was concerned—had been a blip in the rest of her career?

At first, Erin had thought Lia had said those things to suck up to her, to get her onside. But her discomfort spoke volumes—she had grown up watching Erin play. And Erin had made a terrible impression, too envious and jealous to bother saying more than a handful of vicious words to her.

Despite all that, Lia had still taken time out of her day to run around a park with Maisie when she was probably exhausted from a full day of training. If their positions were reversed, would Erin have done the same?

She already knew the answer was no.

“How are you settling into the team?”

Lia turned back to face Erin, a look of disbelief on her face. “Are you really pretending you care? Or maybe you’re hoping that my answer will be I’m not and I’ll be asking for a January transfer to another team?”

Okay, Erin had earned that hostility fair and square. But she didn’t know how to defuse it. Did she want to? Just because Lia seemed like a nice person didn’t mean that Erin needed to be friendly with her. Plenty of their teammates were good people. Erin still kept her distance. “I was trying to be polite.”

“Well, don’t bother.” Lia pushed herself to her feet, tossing her water bottle back into her bag. “I know you don’t mean it.”

Without another word, Lia jogged back over to the kids to join back in with their game. Erin scoffed, though she deserved Lia’s attitude. Maybe it was for the best. She and Lia were never going to be best buddies, after all.

Maybe the rivalry would make them better players.

* * *

Lia was curled on the couch watching Mean Girls for the thousandth time when her phone buzzed several times in quick succession.

Knowing that usually meant something was happening in the team group chat, Lia reached for the offending device. When she opened the message thread, Lia nearly dropped her phone.

 

Have you seen the news about Wanderers???

 

I can’t believe it! Did she really think she’d get away with it?

 

Shit. Heart in her throat, a quick Google search revealed a dozen news stories. Wanderers had concluded their investigation—Carol Evans had been fired with immediate effect after her relationship with one of her players was discovered.

The player wasn’t named. Historically, players were usually protected in situations like this, where the manager would have been in a position of power—no matter how willing the other party. But there would be endless speculation about the unnamed player anyway. And as people tried to narrow it down, Lia’s own name would likely come up as part of the story.

Sure enough, more buzzes were quick to follow as Lia’s social media accounts went crazy. She knew what they would say. They would point out her abrupt departure from Wanderers, and wonder if it was related to Carol’s scandal. They might wonder if she was the player involved.

She wanted to crawl out of her own skin.

Instead, she turned off her phone and set it on her coffee table as if it were a bomb close to detonating. And in a way, that’s what it felt like. The media buzz around Lia’s transfer had finally died off, but now? Journalists would be having a field day.

A vicious part of Lia wanted to name Hannah, to let the whole world know that it was her who had ruined everything. How was it fair that after everything Hannah had taken from her, Lia was going to be the one to suffer? Have her name dragged through the mud? To suffer anew when, in her new teammates, in being back on the pitch, she was starting to put herself back together?

At least Carol had lost her job and Lia would hopefully never have to see her again. At least one person had gotten their comeuppance. That was something, even if Hannah was still out there, getting away with it scot-free.

Even if Lia would have to face her on the pitch at least two times that season.

The thought made her shudder.

Hoping that if she kept her head in the sand, this whole thing might blow over without impacting her too much, Lia carried on with Mean Girls.

Wishful thinking, maybe, but it was all Lia had.

A knock on her front door startled her. For one wild moment, Lia feared it was a reporter, but then she shook it off. That was ridiculous. She wasn’t important enough for that. No one would know her address.

“Lia?” Cerys’ voice sounded on the other side of the door. “If you’re in there, open up.”

Surprise bloomed in Lia’s chest. She crossed to the door and pulled it open. “What are you doing here?”

“I thought you might need a friend.” Cerys was dishevelled—her shirt was on backwards, and she had on odd socks, suggesting she’d dressed in a hurry. She famously needed ten hours’ sleep every night to be at her best and had no doubt been in bed when the story had broken. “Your phone was off.”

“I needed a breather.” Lia crossed her arms across her chest, like she could hold herself together. But she knew that with Cerys’s sympathetic eyes on her face, she was seconds away from opening the floodgates. From sinking into all of the things she’d tried so hard to bury.

“It was Hannah, wasn’t it?”

Lia couldn’t manage a nod before the first of the tears fell.

In an instant, Cerys was on her, pulling Lia into a hug and closing the apartment door behind her.

“I’m sorry.” Lia buried her head in Cerys’s shoulder. “I know I should have told you in New York, but I didn’t know how. I didn’t want to talk about it. Think about it. Please don’t hate me.”

“Oh, baby.” Cerys held her tighter. “I could never hate you.”

Lia’s tears soaked into Cerys’s worn T-shirt, but she refused to let Lia go when she tried to move away. She held her close and let her sob. Cerys’s warmth comforted her, as did the thud of her friend’s heartbeat beneath her ear.

“What can I do?” Cerys said once Lia’s tears had dried and she’d dragged her over to the couch.

Lia wiped her cheeks with the sleeve of her sweatshirt before lolling her head back to stare at the ceiling. “I just want to forget all about it. Not that that’ll be easy now. Everyone will be talking about this at training tomorrow. Probably for the next week. And they’re all going to ask me about it. Maybe I should’ve kept my mouth shut, not told the board.”

“You did the right thing, Lia. Even if it doesn’t feel like it.”

“It’s not like I did it for the right reasons. I wanted to wipe that smug smile off Carol’s face.”

Cerys squeezed her leg. “It doesn’t matter why you did it. What matters is that she’ll never be able to do it again. And everyone knows how smarmy she is.”

“They didn’t even try to hide it. But it still took me weeks to see it. Weeks to realise why Hannah didn’t want to spend any time with me. Why she wouldn’t touch me. I thought there was something wrong with me.” Ever since stumbling across the evidence of Hannah’s infidelity, Lia had kept this all bottled inside. “And then I saw them together, and it all clicked.”

“No wonder you wanted to leave. I can’t believe you kept this all to yourself, Lia. It must’ve been so hard.”

With a shrug, Lia avoided Cerys’s concerned gaze. “I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine. And that’s okay.” Cerys kept her voice soft. “If you need to take some time—”

“I don’t.” A break was unthinkable. “That is the opposite of what I need. I need to be busy. I need to play. And it’s not exactly affecting my game, is it?”

Cerys bit her bottom lip. “No, but it might not have hit you yet. Not really. And when it does…”

“I’ll be okay.”

Still, Cerys didn’t look convinced. “If you say so. For what it’s worth, I’ll try and keep the team off your back tomorrow. Shanice will help with that, too. Don’t worry about that as well as everything else.”

“Thanks, Cerys.” Lia rested her head on her shoulder. “You’re a good friend.”

“I know.”

Lia laughed. She felt better now that things were out in the open. And whatever happened over the next few days, she knew Cerys would have her back without question.


 

Chapter 8

The last Wednesday of the month was Albion’s official team bonding night.

Erin supposed she should be glad that it was only once a month—unless Shanice felt like they needed to spend more time together. But that tended to happen if things weren’t going well on the pitch. Luckily, they were. Albion had won their first three games, scoring eleven goals and conceding just one. Lia, to Erin’s disgust, had racked up six of those goals and was already the out-and-out leader in the race for the Golden Boot.

Though every game she was forced to watch from the sidelines made her ache, Erin was glad her team were at the top of the league.

At least an escape room was better than karaoke. Erin was good at them, logical enough that it was the one group activity for which everyone fought to have her on their team.

In the room, they were split into four groups of six; Erin ended up with Shanice, Lia, Cerys, Adrianna, and—thankfully—Alex.

Erin tuned out the usual spiel from their room’s host, whose name tag said Kiera. She’d heard it all before.

“Okay, this room is different to our others,” Kiera said.

Attention piqued, Erin tilted her head.

“I’m going to need two of you to separate off from the rest of the group.”

The obvious choice was Lia and Cerys. The two of them were inseparable, especially over the last few days. Erin supposed she and Alex could go, but she was sure she’d be the most use in the bigger group.

“I think Lia and Erin should do it.” Shanice’s voice rang clear.

Both Erin and Lia turned to stare at her.

“I’m sorry?” Even Cerys was dumbfounded. “You want us to segregate our best team member? And expect us to escape in time?”

“This isn’t about escaping.” Looking Erin dead in the eye, Shanice folded her arms across her chest. “This is about improving team morale and team bonding, and I’ve noticed that you two barely seem to acknowledge each other’s existence.”

By design. Erin couldn’t believe this was happening. Had Shanice chosen this room especially? It wouldn’t surprise her if this plan had been brewing for some time.

“When Erin is fit again, it’s likely you’re going to be playing together, and you need to learn to get along. So you two are going. Together. Captain’s orders.” Shanice had that look on her face—the one that said arguing with her was futile.

Stubborn as Erin was, she’d had that look directed at her on more than one occasion. She’d yet to manage to change Shanice’s mind once it was set. “Fine.”

Shanice didn’t seem to care that Erin’s answer came through gritted teeth.

A meek nod was Lia’s acquiescence.

They both left the rest of their team behind and followed Kiera along a long hallway full of closed doors. Kiera paused at the end before a door with Hostage Rescue written on it.

“There is an extra part to this room.” Kiera reached for a pair of handcuffs hung from a coat hook beside the closed door.

Erin shook her head. “No way.”

“It’s part of the game.” Kiera appeared to be regretting all of the life choices that had led her to be working the late shift. “You have to be bound together.”

“Like hell we do.”

“It’s part of the game, Erin.” Lia already looked tired. “Aren’t you supposed to be good at these things? Think of it as part of the challenge.”

Erin clenched her jaw. Being attached to Lia’s wrist for the whole activity would sour proceedings.

“You’re not scared, are you?” Lia set her jaw when Erin remained silent. “Scared I might also be better at this than you are?”

The look in Lia’s eyes and the challenge of her words were designed to elicit a reaction—and Lia got one. Erin surged forward, expecting Lia to back down, but she stood her ground. “You are not better than me at anything.”

“Then get over yourself and prove it.” Lia extended her left hand toward Kiera. “Or you can stay out here for all I care.”

Reluctantly, Erin allowed the opposite cuff to be placed around her right wrist.

“It won’t be for long,” Kiera assured them, looking like she’d rather be anywhere else. “Well, provided your teammates are quick.”

Erin smothered a groan. She and Lia would probably be joined together for the whole goddamn hour.

Kiera pushed open the door. “It’s going to be dark in here initially—the first thing the rest of your team needs to do is find the light switch.”

Great. So Erin was going to be attached to Lia and unable to see a damn thing. She should have called out sick. Shanice wouldn’t have turned up to her apartment and dragged her here, would she?

Kiera ushered them into the room. The only light in there was a strip of green along the floor to mark the perimeter of the small space. As she tried to move as far away from Lia as possible, Erin’s shoulder brushed against the wall.

A window looked out into another room, but that was just as dim. Erin couldn’t look around to see what kind of puzzles were on the walls.

“If you feel claustrophobic at any point, hit this.” Kiera pointed to a large button beside the door. “That’ll let you out into the hall.”

Though she had no intention of pressing it, Erin nodded. “Thank you.”

“You’ll know when the game begins. Good luck.”

The darkness grew deeper once Kiera closed the door behind her. All Erin could hear was both their breaths. After a few seconds, Lia’s turned quick and fast.

“You’re not having a panic attack, are you?” Erin asked.

“No. But I am wondering what the hell I’ve gotten myself into.”

“You and me both,” Erin muttered.

“At least you’ve done one of these before!”

“You’ve never done an escape room?”

“No. And if I knew it’d involve being bound to you and shoved into a glorified cupboard, I’m not sure I would’ve agreed to come.”

“Team bonding is mandatory.” Erin made her voice sickly-sweet as she parroted Shanice’s words whenever Erin had protested any of their activities. “But don’t worry. I’ll have us out of here in no time.”

“Cocky.”

Erin shrugged. “I prefer confident.”

“Of course you do. You are so—” Lia cut herself off as, through the window, the other four members of their team were led into the adjoining room.

They were chatting freely, and Erin was glad they were audible. Good. Erin was sure they’d need to communicate with one another if they were going to be quick about this.

A few seconds after the door of the other room had closed behind them, a countdown began on the television screen hung on the wall.

Game on.

* * *

Being handcuffed to Erin Finch was not how Lia had expected her Wednesday night to begin.

The room was so small that Lia had nowhere to go. She was hyperaware of the heat of Erin’s body, and, every so often, their joined hands would touch. Lia’s was clammy, nervous energy making her sweat, but despite all her earlier protests, Erin seemed unbothered by the position they’d found themselves in.

She stood with her face pressed against the window into the other room, barking orders at the rest of the team. “How hard is it to find a light switch?!”

How was this good for team bonding? A few minutes in and Erin already seemed annoyed.

Content to wait it out, Lia leaned back against the wall. She didn’t see what else she could do; even as her eyes adjusted to the dark, it wasn’t enough to be of any use. Some things hung on the wall—framed pictures and a few posters—but she couldn’t make out any words or shapes.

When the lights came on, she breathed a sigh of relief.

But Erin sprang into action, dragging Lia along as she moved around the room, greedy eyes scanning each wall.

Lia’s arm was yanked at an awkward angle. “Ow!”

“Keep up!”

“I would if you’d tell me where to go!” Everything on the walls may as well have been in a foreign language. She understood the words but couldn’t make sense of anything.

“I’ve got a code!” Erin raised her voice to be heard in the other room. “If you’ve got any three-digit padlocks, try one, six, two.”

Astonished, Lia blinked at the side of Erin’s head as the other four scrambled around, no doubt looking for locks. “Where have you got that from?”

With a huff of annoyance, like she couldn’t believe Lia had the audacity to ask a question, Erin pointed toward a poem on the wall. “Read the first letter of each line.”

“Oh.” Read downwards, it spelled out the three numbers Erin had called. “You really are good at this.”

“I told you.” Erin’s eyes scanned around the rest of the room, but she didn’t say anything else as she waited for the others to find the right lock.

Some were clearly more invested in the search than others.

“I still can’t believe the story about Carol Evans.” Adrianna’s voice carried clearly from the other room. She stood beside Alex on the other side of the window.

Lia froze. She’d managed to dodge any questions at training that week—she suspected she had Cerys to thank for that—and had thought the escape room would be a good opportunity to forget all about it. Adrianna’s words brought it all rushing back.

“Do you think Lia knew?” Adrianna asked. “And that’s why she left?”

Lia’s breaths, too quick and too fast, drowned out Alex’s reply. She turned away from the wall to see Erin watching her, head tilted to one side.

“You did know.” Unlike Adrianna, she at least had the decency to keep her voice quiet. “It wasn’t you, was it? The player?”

Disgust roiled through Lia’s gut—quickly chased away by the flames of anger that ignited in its wake. “I was engaged. I would never—” Lia cut herself off and bit hard on her bottom lip to stop a sob. Goddammit, when would the day come that she could talk about Hannah without wanting to break down?

Realisation flashed across Erin’s face.

Great. It wasn’t just escape rooms Erin was good at solving—she could read people like a book, too.

“It was your fiancée.”

Lia wanted to sink to her knees and let the floor swallow her whole. She’d leave the room if she wouldn’t drag Erin along with her.

“I’m sorry.” Erin looked like she wished she hadn’t opened her mouth at all.

“For what?” Bitterness crept into Lia’s voice. “For accusing me of fucking my coach, or because my fiancée did?” Without giving Erin a chance to answer, Lia pounded her fist on the wall separating their prison from the other room.

It made Alex, Adrianna and Erin jump.

“Can you hurry? I need to get out of this fucking room.”

“Sorry, Lia!” Shanice called back. “We’re working on it.”

Work faster.

“I think I know what we need to do next.” Erin’s gaze was fixed on Lia’s face. “I’m hoping there’s—”

“Can we not?” Lia didn’t want to listen to what Erin had to say. She didn’t want Erin to feel pity for her, and she didn’t want Erin to try and make her feel better. “We don’t need to make small talk. I know you’ll get us out of here—I don’t need to know how.”

Erin flinched and snapped her jaw shut.

Lia tried not to feel bad about it.

* * *

Erin couldn’t even enjoy the victory of escaping with fifteen minutes to spare—quicker than the other four groups, despite having a more difficult room—thanks to Lia’s sullenness.

Why did she have to ruin everything?

Though Erin supposed it was her own fault. She shouldn’t have accused Lia like she did—but her mouth had opened without much thought. And then raw pain had flashed across Lia’s face; Erin had done damage. It sat heavy in her chest, and Erin didn’t know why. It wasn’t like it was the first time she’d upset a teammate.

Everyone else noticed Lia’s mood. As they milled around the reception area waiting for the other teams to finish, Shanice shot Erin a look that was clearly accusatory.

Erin bit her tongue. It was Shanice’s fault for forcing them together into that room. It should be Adrianna she was admonishing, for gossiping about her fellow teammates. At least Alex had been quick to shoot Adrianna down.

“Anyone want to grab a drink?” Shanice asked once the final team—sheepishly, after failing to escape within the sixty minutes—finished.

With the mandatory part of the proceedings over, Erin shook her head. “No, thank you.”

“I’m going to bow out as well,” Lia said.

A few of the others tried to persuade her to stay, but Lia was unmoved.

“I’ll walk you home.” Cerys slid her arm into the crook of Lia’s elbow.

“No, you should stay. Have fun. I’ll be fine.”

Cerys didn’t look convinced.

A whispered argument that Erin couldn’t hear ensued, but the end result was Cerys disappearing into a bustling central Manchester with the rest of the team while Lia and Erin turned toward the nearest tram stop.

They walked in silence, and Erin should have been content with that, but it wasn’t for good reasons. She could practically hear Lia overthinking as they came to a stop on the same platform. Ten minutes before the next tram. Wonderful. “I really am sorry.”

Nothing.

“It must be difficult.” Erin should probably keep her mouth shut, but she couldn’t stop talking.

Lia’s throat bobbed as she swallowed. “You don’t think it’s further proof that teammate relationships are unprofessional?”

Erin shrugged. “It’s not your fault.”

“Well, I’m taking your stance from here on out. It’s not a mistake I’ll be making again.”

“Does the rest of the team know that? Because you’re the talk of the town, you know.” More than one of their teammates had gushed about how pretty Lia was, how kind Lia was, how funny Lia was. Erin was sick of hearing about it.

Lia’s cheeks flamed red. “I am not.”

“Oh, you are. You’re shiny and new—I’ve heard more than one person say they’d be interested in you once you’re over your ex. Adrianna, in particular, has made it obvious that she’d be first in line.”

“I don’t know what I find harder to believe—that that’s true, or that you’d know if it was.”

Erin tucked her hands into the deep pockets of her woollen jacket. “Just because I don’t talk much doesn’t mean I don’t listen. People say a lot of things around me. Presumably because they don’t think I’m paying attention.”

“So you know everything? Is that it?”

“Not everything. I’m not that conceited. If I were, I’d be saying it was me they were all after.”

Lia laughed—it was the first time her face had cracked from the frown etched onto her face all evening.

Erin didn’t know who was more surprised—her or Lia.

“Thanks. I needed that. It’s been a rough couple of days.”

Erin had seen enough headlines to know that. Their teammates weren’t the only ones speculating on the identity of the mystery player and the suspicious timing of Lia’s move away from Wanderers.

“I can imagine.”

The lost, kicked-puppy look returned to Lia’s face. Erin was overcome with the sudden and inexplicable need to make it go away again. “I happen to know a good way to blow off steam that might make you forget about it, if you’re interested.”

Eyebrows raised, Lia scrutinised her face in the darkness. “Are you propositioning me?”

“What?” Erin frowned, then understanding dawned. Her cheeks warmed. “God, no! I told you I don’t date teammates.”

“Dating and fucking aren’t the same thing.”

“I don’t fuck my teammates, either.” The potential drama that could elicit made her shudder. “You know what? Never mind. Forget I said anything.” What was she doing, trying to extend an olive branch? Trying to assuage her guilt, despite doing nothing wrong? Annoyed, Erin turned away.

“No, wait.” Lia reached for her wrist.

Her fingers slid beneath the cuff of Erin’s coat, warm on her bare skin despite the chilly October air. Erin was quick to shake her off.

“I’m sorry. What did you mean? Blowing off steam does sound like a good idea.”

Erin regarded Lia for one long moment. “It’ll be easier if I show you.” She took a step back toward the city centre. In the distance, the lights of their approaching tram glittered. “You coming?”

* * *

Lia walked a half-step behind Erin, wondering if following her through Manchester with no idea of their final destination was wise. She was intrigued by what Erin counted as “blowing off steam”, though. Clearly not the same thing that sprang to Lia’s mind.

The adorable look of wide-eyed confusion on Erin’s face had made Lia smile, then shake her head. Adorable was not a word she should be associating with Erin Finch. Irritating and egotistical? Sure. Even hot—despite having been mad at her in the escape room, Lia couldn’t deny that seeing Erin charge around the place like she owned it, brimming with cocky confidence, had sent a shiver through her. She had eyes. Erin was gorgeous.

But not adorable.

And certainly not available.

They walked for a long time in silence until Erin paused outside a row of warehouses with graffiti scrawled across the walls and doors.

“This way.” Erin pulled open a door and ushered Lia inside.

Had this been a good idea? No one knew where she was and who she was with. She didn’t think Erin would try and lure her into danger, but the woman was unpredictable.

Inside, an unassuming reception awaited them. Behind the desk, a woman smiled as they stepped inside. “Erin! You don’t have a session booked, do you?”

A session? A session for what?

“I don’t. But I’m hoping you can squeeze us in.”

The woman’s eyes travelled to Lia, then widened. “Lia Ashcroft! I’m a huge fan—so glad you signed for Albion. How are you settling in?”

Swallowing her confusion, Lia smiled. “Great so far.”

“Awesome.” The receptionist’s attention flicked to her laptop screen. “I think we can fit you in if you can spare ten minutes for me to get a room ready?”

“No problem at all.” Erin dropped into one of the chairs.

After the receptionist had disappeared through a nondescript door at the back of the room, Lia sat next to Erin. “Okay, what the hell is this place? Where have you brought me?”

Erin turned to face her, looking unamused. “I told you—this is where I come to blow off steam.”

“Doing what, exactly?”

“Destroying stuff. This is a rage room.”

Lia had heard of them—places filled with breakable things that you could destroy to your heart’s content. “I’ve never been to one of these before, either. But it sounds fun.”

“It is.”

When Erin didn’t seem inclined to say much more, Lia tapped her foot as she waited impatiently for the receptionist to return. When she did, she took them through to the back. They were given some protective equipment to wear—overalls that reminded Lia of a biohazard suit, protective goggles, and a face shield.

Next came choosing their weapons. Erin selected a mallet, Lia a baseball bat.

“I can give you fifteen minutes.” The receptionist ushered them into a room. It was filled with cardboard boxes, glasses, plates and other crockery, as well as old electricals and furniture. “Enjoy.”

When the door was shut behind her, Lia turned to Erin. “So do we just go for it?” She waved her hand toward the items spread out around them.

Instead of answering, Erin brought her mallet crashing down. Chips of broken plate sprayed out around her. Erin hefted the mallet over her shoulder with a flourish and shook her hair out of her eyes.

Why was that so sexy?

“Yes. You just go for it.”

So Lia did exactly that, and, damn, was it satisfying. She thought of her father and Hannah and Carol and all of the things she’d had to leave behind. She thought of the media circus and the endless articles, her own teammates wondering if she had a role in the scandal. Again and again, she brought the baseball bat down until she was surrounded by debris. She breathed heavily, sweat sticking her hair to her forehead.

Erin hung back by the door; she’d barely moved, her mallet balanced against her good leg.

“Sorry.” Lia lifted her face shield. “Kinda took over there.”

Erin shrugged. “It’s okay. You look like you needed it more.”

“You come here a lot?”

“Whenever I need to. After a tough game or a bad training session, or if things get too much here.” Erin pressed her index finger to her temple. “Works better than therapy for me. It was the first place I came after my injury, once I’d cleared it with my surgeon.”

“Thank you. For sharing it with me.” It was a big deal. Their relationship was contentious at best—outright hostile at worst. Moreover, Erin was a private person, and she’d opened her insides for Lia to see. Lia wasn’t entirely sure why, but she was grateful. More grateful than she could possibly say.

“Don’t worry about it,” Erin said. “Just don’t tell anyone.”

“Your secret is safe with me.”


 

Chapter 9

The fourth game of the season occurred on a rainy October Sunday afternoon.

It was their last one before the first international break, where the players lucky enough to play with their national teams would disperse across the globe, and Erin would be left behind to continue her rehab.

Not that she was bitter or anything.

Albion’s opponents were a team in form, and the first half had been an edgy, timid affair. Beside Erin, Maisie was tense as the minutes ticked by in the second half.

“Come on,” Maisie whispered as Albion mounted their next attack. “You can do this.”

Erin leaned forward in her seat as Lia received the ball at the edge of the box. “Shoot,” she said, though Lia couldn’t hear her. “You’ve had no luck trying to be cute and playing passes into their penalty area, so—”

Lia thumped a shot into the top of the net, sending the crowd wild. Even Erin raised a fist in celebration while Maisie jumped out of her seat so fast, her sweets went flying over the couple in front. They didn’t seem to mind.

“That’s more like it.” Erin relaxed her shoulders, some of the tension leaching out of her. With so few teams—twelve in total—in the league, a single loss or draw was costly when it came to deciding who won the title. But Albion had an excellent defensive record; Erin wasn’t worried about them keeping out goals for the remainder of the game.

A few minutes after the restart, Lia was in the box once again, about to let another shot fly, when she was taken out by the dirtiest tackle Erin had seen in a long time. It was made worse by the slick grass, the opposition defender sliding in with her studs high. Lia’s shout was audible from the stands, her hand immediately clutching her right ankle.

As one, the Albion bench leapt to their feet, furious to see such a reckless challenge. It was the clearest penalty and red card Erin had seen in a long time.

“Do you think she’ll be okay?” Maisie clutched at Erin’s sleeve, her voice full of anxiety.

On the pitch, Lia lay on the grass, being seen to by the team physios.

Erin didn’t know how to reassure her. “I hope so.”

It didn’t look good. Lia was stretchered off the pitch a few minutes later, her hands over her face.

“Can we go and see how she is?” Maisie peered at Erin with her best puppy-dog eyes.

Erin supposed she was in a rather unique position. The rest of the team wouldn’t be able to check on her until the match finished. Plus, Erin knew what it was like to deal with a serious injury.

“Okay.” She slid off her seat and made her way to the treatment room with Maisie hot on her heels. As they stepped inside the stadium, the crowd roared—the penalty clearly scored and Albion’s lead assured.

The Albion pass around Erin’s neck afforded her access to wherever she wanted to go, and Erin was waved into the treatment room by one of the stewards. Inside, Lia was reclining on one of the beds. She rested her weight on her elbows, her face white and her teeth worrying at her bottom lip as her right leg was examined by the team doctor.

Her shin was cut, blood trickling along her calf, but it was the ankle that was the concern, a frown on the doctor’s face as she gently moved it from side to side.

“Not yet.” Erin stopped Maisie from bounding inside by wrapping a hand around her shoulder. “Give them a minute.”

Lia lifted her head, her eyes meeting Erin’s, panic in her gaze, terror that this could mean she was out for weeks or months, a feeling Erin knew wouldn’t be assuaged until a scan properly assessed the damage.

“Can I get you anything?” The doctors would be more focused on the injury than on Lia and her emotional wellbeing.

Lia shook her head.

“Anyone you want me to find in the crowd?”

“No one is here watching me.” Lia sucked in a harsh breath when her leg was stretched. “And there’s no one to call, either.”

Erin found that hard to believe. “You sure?”

“No one who will come.” Lia’s smile was tight. “All of my friends are footballers, too. And I don’t have the best relationship with my family. Certainly not one where they’ll come and hold my hand and tell me it’ll be all right.”

Before Erin could react, Maisie squirmed out of her grip and bounded over to Lia’s side. She took her hand, her nose scrunched, and regarded Lia with a serious gaze. “Everything will be all right, Lia. I promise.”

Erin leaned her shoulder against the wall and pretended not to see the way Lia’s eyes filled with tears.

* * *

Three days after being stretchered off the pitch, Lia walked back into Park Lane training ground with only the smallest of limps.

Thankfully, her injury wasn’t as bad as first feared—no ligament damage. Just a hefty sprain. She’d be out for a couple of weeks, but it was far from a season-ending injury. It did, however, mean she’d missed out on joining her Welsh teammates for the international window.

As a result, Park Lane was unusually quiet as Lia made her way to the gym to meet with Joey, the Albion physiotherapist who was in charge of her rehab. Lia hated it. Usually the building was loud and raucous, a teammate around every corner.

Today, she was met with silence.

Even the gym was empty. Joey must have been running late. Lia dropped her bag to the floor and started her warm-up stretches, wishing she were at Dragon Park with Cerys and the others. She hated letting people down, but at least the matches they were scheduled to play were friendlies, rather than qualifiers for the World Cup.

Those would be happening soon, and Lia wasn’t planning on missing them. Wales had never made the tournament, and she was determined to be the difference this time. But she couldn’t do that if she didn’t recover and recuperate from her injury.

The gym door opened and Lia turned, expecting to see Joey.

Instead, Erin strolled inside wearing shorts and her Albion jersey. “You’re back.”

“I am.” Lia should have realised Erin would also be in the gym. Her individual training programme still had her some way off from being back on the pitch.

“How’s the ankle?” As she crossed the room toward her, Erin gave Lia’s leg a once-over. “I heard it wasn’t too serious.”

Lia refrained from teasing Erin about checking on her, suspecting it wouldn’t be well received. Just because she’d come to see how she was afterwards didn’t mean anything had changed between them. “Should only be out a couple of weeks.”

“Good.” Erin’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. No doubt she was wishing her own injury had such a quick recovery time.

Lia hadn’t seen Erin since the match, since breaking down when Maisie had held her hand. “I, um, wanted to thank you. For coming to check on me when I got hurt.”

“Oh.” Looking uncomfortable, Erin shrugged. “It was Maisie’s idea.”

Lia should have expected her to brush it off. “Well, thanks anyway. It was nice to see a familiar face.”

“Did you mean it?” Erin’s gaze was focused on Lia’s face, her head tilted to one side. “That no one else would have come if you’d called?”

Lia wished she hadn’t said that, but she’d been honest. “Yes. My family… We’re not on good terms. They don’t come to my matches. And I wouldn’t want them to, either, for that matter.” Where the hell was Joey? Lia hated talking about her family at the best of times. Talking about it with Erin, of all people, was odd.

“I thought you wanted to stay in Manchester because of your family.”

Did Erin remember everything Lia said? “I did. But my father, stepmother, and stepbrother aren’t my family—my grandmother is. She was the one who came to all my games.” Lia took a deep breath. “She has dementia, and her care home is here. I didn’t want to move her because I left Wanderers. Leaving Manchester was never an option for me.”

“I’m so sorry.” Erin had never sounded so sincere. “You don’t deserve that. Any of it—your family, your ex, what happened at Wanderers. No one does.”

“Thanks.” Lia let out a relieved breath when the gym door opened and Joey raced inside.

“Sorry I’m late! Traffic was hellish.” He waved at Erin and smiled at Lia. “Ready to get that ankle back to full fitness?”

“You bet.”

* * *

It was nice, having someone else in the gym.

Erin had gotten so used to solitude. And Lia was quiet most of the time. She didn’t chatter idly, too busy focusing on her own recovery. But she also pushed Erin in hers, too. Unsurprisingly, they made it into a competition—who could do the most reps, who could stretch the furthest, who could be the first to reach a certain point in their respective recovery plans.

Lia pushed her, and Erin had been missing that aspect of training.

Was she starting to like having Lia around?

One person who did like having Lia around was Maisie. It was the school holidays, and Jessica had been called into work unexpectedly, with too short notice to find any childcare. Enter Aunt Erin to the rescue—she was lucky that Albion were understanding and happy for Maisie to follow her around all day while she went through rehab.

“You’re supposed to be doing homework.” Erin used her best no-nonsense voice as she eyed Maisie from across the gym.

She sat on an exercise bike next to the treadmill Lia was jogging on and had been talking Lia’s ear off for the past ten minutes while Erin did her knee stretches under Gregor’s watchful eye.

“I’ve done it all,” Maisie said. “I didn’t have much.”

“Well, Lia might appreciate some peace and quiet.” Erin loved Maisie more than she loved anyone else in the world, but she could be a lot when she got excited. And around Lia, she operated at a higher-than-usual level of enthusiasm.

“Oh, it’s fine.” Despite fifteen minutes on the treadmill, Lia had barely broken a sweat. She wasn’t out of breath, either.

How long would it take for Erin to get back to that level of fitness? Yesterday, she had run for the first time, using an anti-gravity machine to take the weight off her knee, and it had left her exhausted.

“It’s nice,” Lia continued. “As much as I like having the place to myself, the apartment is so quiet sometimes.”

Maisie looked horrified. “You’re on your own? With your bad ankle?”

Gesturing downwards, Lia laughed. “It’s not exactly much of a hindrance, kiddo. I’m nearly back to full fitness already.”

Much to Erin’s irritation. Not that she wished for Lia to be hurt, or to be out for longer. But it was frustrating to see her get back so quickly when Erin was still months out from returning to the pitch.

“You should spend tonight with us!”

Oh. Oh no. Erin whipped her head around to Maisie, but she was too busy bouncing beside Lia to notice her ire. Just because she and Lia were civil around one another these days didn’t mean Erin wanted to volunteer to spend more time with her.

Their gym sessions were enough, thank you.

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea, Maisie.” Slowing to a walk on the treadmill, Lia shot Erin a worried look. “I’m sure your aunt doesn’t want me over.”

Maisie turned to Erin. Those patented Finch puppy-dog eyes again. “Please, Auntie Erin?”

Erin hesitated.

No doubt sensing Erin was about to say no, Maisie scampered over and spoke to Erin in a whisper. “Please? You heard what she said the other day. I bet she’s lonely. And she only lives one floor above!”

Erin should have known that when Maisie spotted Lia exiting the lobby of their building the other day, it would spell trouble. “Maybe she likes being on her own. Is my company alone not enough for you?”

“I see you all the time.”

“Ouch.”

“You know what I mean.” Maisie’s lips curved into a pout. “I really like her, and I never get to see her.”

“Fine!” Erin supposed there was no harm in it. Less harm than Maisie sulking the rest of the day if she said no. “Lia, you’re more than welcome to come over if you like.”

Throwing her arms around Erin’s waist, Maisie hugged her tight. It was almost enough for the sacrifice to be worth it.

“Are you sure?” A disbelieving frown creased Lia’s eyebrows.

Erin shrugged. “What’s the harm?”

* * *

Lia was in Erin Finch’s apartment. Lia was inside Erin Finch’s apartment.

Over the course of the evening, she’d pinched herself several times, unable to believe that it was happening. And yet she’d eaten a pizza—made from scratch by Erin herself—sitting opposite Erin while Maisie had talked their ears off and Gerrard the black cat had wound around their ankles.

Erin’s apartment was the same layout as her own, all sleek lines and monochromatic decoration, practical but not necessarily homey. Lia’s favourite part was all the photographs of Erin, Maisie, and presumably the rest of her family scattered around the place, the only personal touches on the walls.

“Can we watch the football?” Maisie asked in the kitchen as Lia helped Erin load their dishes into the dishwasher.

Lia loved the black granite countertops. They matched the kitchen island they’d eaten at, Erin favouring it to the wooden dining table tucked into the corner of the open-plan room.

“Sure. You go and put it on,” Erin said.

Maisie scampered over to the large TV.

“Go and join her.” Erin slid the last plate into the dishwasher rack. “It won’t take me long to put this on.”

Unwilling to argue—Lia didn’t want to do anything to risk the delicate truce they’d found themselves in—Lia left the kitchen and made her way to the black-leather couches pointed toward the TV. She made to settle on the opposite one to Maisie, who clearly had other ideas.

Maisie patted the space to her left. “Sit with me.”

As she did what she was told, Lia pretended not to notice Erin’s pursed lips when she joined them, sitting on Maisie’s other side. Gerrard was quick to jump into Erin’s lap, purring contentedly as Erin scratched his ears. Deciding it was safer to focus elsewhere, Lia turned her attention to the game.

She was grateful it was England and not Wales. She didn’t know if she could handle watching her teammates play, knowing she couldn’t be on the field to help them. How did Erin do it? And not just watching it now—but also every Albion game from the stands. It must be torture.

Not to mention the European Championships she’d missed. The one England had won without her. By the time it next came around in four years’ time, Erin might not be playing. Lia couldn’t imagine how difficult that must be. No wonder her mood had been so icy. Lia doubted she’d have handled it much better.

Before long, despite wanting to watch the game, Maisie’s eyes drooped. Erin opened her arms and Maisie leaned into her. Erin’s fingers combed gently through Maisie’s hair until she was fast asleep, and Lia wondered how often they curled up like this.

Lia never dreamed she’d be allowed to see Erin this way—so open and vulnerable.

Erin must have noticed her looking; her brows creased into a frown. “What?”

Shit. Lia scrambled for something to say that didn’t come off as creepy. “Just thinking about how hard it must be for you to watch this.” Lia jerked her head toward the screen. “I don’t know how you do it.”

“I’ve had a few months to get used to it.” But bitterness crept into Erin’s voice. “Plus, this could be my future. I might never get called up again.”

“You will.” Lia had no doubt about that.

Judging from the shake of her head, Erin did. “You don’t know that. ACLs aren’t straightforward. And I’m not as young as I used to be—I might not be able to get back to my best.”

“That may be true, but I have faith in you. You are way too stubborn to settle for less than perfection.”

Erin’s nose scrunched. “Thanks?”

The look of confusion on her face—like she was waiting for the other shoe to drop, and for Lia to insult her—made her laugh. “You’re welcome.”

As England mounted an attack, Lia’s attention turned back to the screen, but it was snuffed out at the last moment by an incredible tackle.

“Can I ask you something?” Erin’s voice was quiet. “Something I’ve been wanting to for a while.”

Well, that was cryptic. It could be anything. “Go on.”

“Why don’t you play for England? You were born in London, right?”

Lia had not expected that question; she focused her gaze back on Erin. “Have you been reading my Wikipedia page?”

Erin’s cheeks tinged a delightful shade of pink. “Maybe. But it’s not long.”

Humming under her breath, Lia tilted her head to one side. “You’ve wondered that for a while?”

“Yes. I thought it might have been because you were afraid you wouldn’t be selected for the squad, but you’re good enough.”

“Wow.” Lia brought a hand to her chest. “That may be the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

Erin narrowed her eyes.

It made Lia’s grin widen. “I never made the decision based on how likely I was to play.” Her smile faded. “I told you a bit about my family the other day, but not all of it. When I was younger, once my stepbrother started playing football, getting into trials, I didn’t really exist to my dad or my stepmother. They were too focused on Brett. Getting him into a Premier League academy. I was good, too, but that didn’t matter to them because there was no money in women’s football. So I spent a lot of time with my grandmother, like I said. She practically raised me from the age of ten to sixteen, when I started at Wanderers. She took me to all of my practices and my games. She bought me all my gear, even though she couldn’t really afford it.”

Erin listened intently, her head cocked to one side, but never looking like she was going to interrupt.

“She was also a proud Welsh woman. I spent those six years in a village near Cardiff with her. So I decided to play for Wales, and the choice was worth it to see the look on her face when she watched me step out onto the pitch wearing that red kit for the first time.” Lia took a deep breath. “She doesn’t recognise me anymore some days. But the staff at the nursing home say she still smiles whenever they put the Wales games on—even if she doesn’t know I’m one of them.” Her vision turned hazy, and Lia hastily blinked away the tears that threatened.

“I’m sorry.” Erin rested her hand on the back of Lia’s, her touch warm. “I know I haven’t been very nice to you since you started.”

“Are you nice to anyone?” Lia tried to make light.

Erin cracked a rare smile. “I suppose you have a point there. But I usually ignore everyone else—with you, I’ve been downright hostile.”

“Because you thought I was stealing your spot.”

“Can you blame me for thinking so? You’ve hit the ground running. Even better than I did.”

“There’s only one Erin Finch. You’re irreplaceable.”

“I think you’re proof that I am.” Still, Erin kept her hand on Lia’s. “And I don’t like being confronted with my own mortality. You’ve got your whole career ahead of you, and I have a few more years, if I’m lucky.”

“And you’ll still be outplaying every opponent. I meant what I said when we were talking about Gerrard. You were my idol when I was younger.”

Erin’s lip curled. “Idol. I hate that word.”

“Why?”

“Put someone on a high enough pedestal and you’re setting yourself up for disappointment when they inevitably tumble off it.” Erin smiled. “As I’m sure I already have for you.”

“No. Don’t get me wrong—I thought you were arrogant, cocky, and an egomaniac, but when you can back it with the skill you have, I think I can forgive it.”

Erin grinned. “What a coincidence—I think exactly the same thing about you.”

“Strikers, hey?” Lia squeezed Erin’s hand back. “I can’t wait to share the pitch with you. We’ll set the league on fire.”

With a sigh, Erin glanced at her knee. “I hope it’s sooner rather than later.”


 

Chapter 10

In the canteen, a tray clattered onto the table opposite Erin.

Expecting Alex—who else would want to join her?—Erin raised an eyebrow when Lia dropped into the chair. She hadn’t seen Lia that morning in the gym; she’d been given the all clear to go back out onto the training pitches to move on to the next phase of her rehab. Erin was still stuck inside.

A few of their teammates who had already returned from international duty gave them curious looks as Lia got herself settled.

“What?” Lia lifted her bottle of water to her lips.

“You never sit with me. No one ever sits with me.”

“Alex does.”

“Alex is different.”

“I missed you this morning.”

Okay, that was not what Erin was expecting Lia to say. “Look, just because you were at my place last night doesn’t mean that we’re friends.”

“Oh no.” Lia dug into her omelette with gusto. “I wouldn’t dream of it—we’re colleagues only.”

Erin’s own words were parroted back at her with a sarcastic smile.

“And sometimes colleagues eat together.” Lia paused, glancing at Erin’s face. “Do you want me to go?”

“Well, you’re already here, so you may as well stay. And people will talk if I send you away. More than they already are.”

The looks and muted whispers of her teammates made Erin itch. It wasn’t a feeling she was accustomed to—she had a thick skin, and other people’s opinions didn’t matter to her. But it was rare that someone dared to discuss her so openly.

Lia grinned. “I knew I’d grow on you.”

“Like a rash.”

“So you didn’t miss me this morning?”

“No.” Lia didn’t need to know how empty the gym had been without her.

“You do wonders for my ego, you know. I can always count on you to keep me down to earth.”

Some of Erin’s unease ebbed away the longer Lia talked. So what if this was unusual? Hadn’t Shanice wanted the two of them to get on? Well, look at them now.

“How long did you manage to run today?” Lia asked.

“Seven minutes.” A full ninety felt like an impossible mountain to climb, but Erin was determined to get there.

“Nice. You’ll be back on the grass in no time.”

“How was your training today? Do you think you’ll be ready for the weekend?”

Lia’s shoulders lifted in a shrug. “It’s looking good, but you never know. I’ll hopefully be on the bench, at least.”

“And how are you feeling about that?” Erin tried hard to keep her voice neutral.

Lia stiffened all the same, tension in the set of her jaw as her knuckles flashed white around her fork. “I’ll have easier games.”

Considering their next game was against Wanderers, Erin didn’t doubt that. A lot was on the line—Wanderers were in second place, breathing down Albion’s necks, and your first time coming up against your former team was always difficult—even if you hadn’t left in contentious circumstances. And though Wanderers’ coach had been fired, Lia’s ex was still playing.

While Erin wasn’t one for emotional entanglements, she could imagine how difficult it must be. “Expect to be grilled on their tactics in our next team meeting.”

The tension cracked as Lia broke into a smile. “Oh, I’ve already been asked about a thousand times. I think they’re expecting me to be our secret weapon.”

“If you can get on the pitch, there’s no doubt you will be. But it won’t be a secret.” Erin couldn’t begrudge Lia anymore. She wasn’t an idiot; she saw how good Lia was, how much she improved the team.

If Erin couldn’t do it, she was glad someone else could.

And it was going to push her to get back to her best quicker than ever.

* * *

Lia wasn’t fit enough to start the game.

Sitting on the bench, watching her new teammates shake hands with her former ones, Lia wasn’t sad about it. Hannah was playing, and the thought of having to stand opposite her made Lia’s stomach roil and her hands shake. It was a good thing she wasn’t on the pitch.

Lia wished the whole thing would have thrown Hannah off her game, but as always, she bossed the midfield today like she was born to do it, intercepting tackles with ease and sliding balls through to the attackers that no other player had the vision to do.

It was one of the things that had attracted Lia to her—she was someone who did their job effortlessly, and did it well. Competence was sexy, after all.

But watching Hannah for too long made her feel sick. She blinked and saw Hannah and Carol locked in an embrace, Hannah’s watery eyes when Lia had confronted her, the future they could have had. She dug her nails into her palms, willing herself not to cry in case the cameras caught her.

Desperately needing a moment to herself, Lia jumped from her seat and headed toward the tunnel.

“You okay?” Adrianna asked as Lia shuffled past.

“All good—just need the toilet.” The lie came easily, and Lia hurried inside and to the bathroom before anyone else had the chance to stop her. Hunching over the sinks, she curled her hands over the porcelain and took deep breaths. When the door opened behind her, Lia raised her head.

Erin let the door swing closed behind her.

Hastily wiping at her eyes, Lia tried to force a smile. “What are you doing here?” Erin was supposed to be in the stands with Maisie. Lia had waved at them earlier.

“Figured you might need some support.”

“I’m fine.”

Erin raised an eyebrow. “Really? Because you look far from fine.”

Lia could argue. She didn’t think Erin would push her too hard. But she sagged instead, leaning back against the sink and hanging her head. “I didn’t realise it would be this hard.”

Quiet footsteps approached, and Erin paused in front of her. “No one would begrudge you for saying you’re not ready to play.”

“I can’t let everyone down like that if they need me to come on.”

A finger pressed against the underside of Lia’s chin, forcing her head to lift. Erin’s gaze was steely. “You’d be letting everybody down if you stepped out onto that pitch if you weren’t one hundred percent ready. You can’t freeze when you come face to face with her.”

Lia let out a breath, drawing some comfort from Erin’s warmth. “I know. But I don’t know how to make myself ready. It’s been months—shouldn’t I be over it? You would be. Not that you’d have let yourself get into this position in the first place.”

“I was. Once.”

Lia’s mouth dropped open.

Judging from Erin’s uncomfortable look, she was as surprised those words had left her mouth. “I was eighteen, and I didn’t handle it well when she broke my heart. She left the club, and when our teams faced one another the next season, I was so wound up that I got sent off. So trust me when I say that if you don’t feel ready, tell Ayla that you’re not coming on today.”

Erin let her hand drop back to her side, a haunted look in her eyes.

“I…didn’t know that.” Lia was amazed she could speak at all. “Is that why you have your rule?”

“Yes.” Sliding her hands into the pockets of her Albion hoodie, Erin leaned a hip against the sink beside Lia. “I let her affect my career, and that was unacceptable. I swore it wouldn’t happen again.”

“I don’t want her to affect my career.” Hannah had already ruined so much. “Though I guess she already has.”

“By improving it.” Erin’s voice was fierce. “Not everyone can move to another team and fit in like you have. Not everyone can replicate their form at a new club. And arguably, you’re doing better than ever.”

“Again with the compliments.” Lia managed a watery smile.

Erin shrugged but didn’t meet Lia’s eye. “Just the truth.”

“I wish she wasn’t playing as well as she is.”

“She’s okay. Predictable, though. Keeps looking for space between our centre-backs but refuses to put the ball out to the left. And she’s weaker on her right foot—it looks like she’s carrying a knock from when Cerys tackled her early on.”

Despite Lia’s pleas to leave Hannah alone, Lia had no doubt that tackle was Cerys’s special gift. She’d winced when it had happened; Cerys had been lucky not to receive a yellow card.

“And she might not be affected by you right now,” Erin said, “but I think if you were on the pitch, it might be a different story.”

“You think so?”

“She’s in your head. There’s no reason to think you won’t be in hers. And if you’re not, you should be.”

Before Lia could reply, a cheer rang out from the stands—but it wasn’t loud enough to be from their own fans. Had Wanderers scored? “That doesn’t sound good.”

Erin made a face. “No, it doesn’t. You ready to go back out there?”

With another deep breath, Lia nodded.

“Good. Because I think we might need you in the second half, if you’re up for it.”

* * *

“You were gone ages,” Maisie said when Erin slid back into her usual seat on the bench behind the players. “And you left me alone! What if someone kidnapped me?”

“They’d soon bring you back.” Erin ruffled Maisie’s unruly hair. “And I’m back now, aren’t I?”

“You missed a goal. Wanderers scored.”

And Albion were playing like they’d never kicked a ball before. By the time the half-time whistle went, Erin had counted a mere two shots on goal by Albion, and neither of them were on target.

“They need to bring Lia on.”

Erin agreed wholeheartedly, but… “I’m not sure she’s fit enough.” Mentally, not physically. Hopefully she’d said enough in the bathroom to get Lia out of her own head. She’d certainly said more than she meant to. Few people knew about her first and only relationship, and Erin had spilled it all to Lia because she’d been looking lost and dejected.

Well, Erin couldn’t take it back now. And maybe it would help. She didn’t want Lia to act as rashly as Erin had. Getting banned for their next game wouldn’t help anyone, even if a hard tackle would wipe the smirk off Hannah Edgerton’s face.

Erin didn’t know what Lia saw in her. Sure, she was a good player, but Erin had seen better. And she was stereotypically pretty—with high cheek bones, bright-blue eyes and a long, blonde ponytail—but her smug expression wasn’t attractive.

Some would say Erin had that same expression whenever she was on the pitch—but at least when she did, she was the best player on it.

“If Lia’s still injured, why’s she warming up like she’s about to come on?” Maisie’s voice tore Erin’s focus away from the back of Hannah’s head as she walked down the tunnel.

Sure enough, Lia had stripped off her jacket and was jogging across the pitch in her full kit. One of their striking coaches ran alongside her, and they passed the ball quickly between one another.

Lia showed no hint of her ankle bothering her, nor of any nerves at the prospect of setting foot on the field. Good. Albion needed her, and they needed her at her best. Already a few of the Wanderers fans booed her, but they were soon drowned out by cheers from the Albion fans.

“Maybe she’s more ready than I thought,” Erin said, hoping it was true. As the second half commenced, and Lia took her place on the pitch, Erin swallowed down some of her own nerves.

She needn’t have worried.

Lia settled straight into the action, looking at home with the ball at her feet. She skipped past Wanderers players with ease, seeming to drown out the noise from the crowd—and any words her former teammates said to her. Their mouths moved whenever Lia got close, and Erin doubted they were shouting encouragement.

Through it all, Lia kept calm and composed, further cementing her status in Erin’s mind as one of the best. Watching her out there, knowing the state she’d gotten herself into less than half an hour ago, Erin gained a new admiration for Lia.

“Come on, ref!” As Lia was wrestled to the ground by her former captain just a few yards from the box, Maisie surged out of her seat. “That’s a yellow!”

“Keep calm.” Erin gently pulled Maisie down. “Don’t get in the habit of shouting at the referee, or you’ll be in trouble in your own games.”

“You argue with the ref every game!”

“A bad habit I’ve never been able to shake.” It was in her nature to point out clear mistakes. “You shouldn’t start it.”

Maisie grumbled as Lia dusted herself off, seemingly unfazed by the challenge. No yellow card was forthcoming, but the free kick Albion were awarded was in a promising position.

Erin leaned further forward in her seat as Cerys stood over the ball. In the box, Lia was marked by two Wanderers players, her former team clearly knowing how dangerous she was from this position.

It worked to Albion’s advantage. They were so focused on Lia that they failed to notice Shanice sneaking toward the back post. She headed the ball home, and Erin raised a fist in the air.

* * *

When the final whistle blew, Lia bent at the waist, resting her hands on her knees, trying to catch her breath. Without the game to focus on, it was like all the energy had drained out of her: Her muscles ached, her chest was tight, and those pesky butterflies erupted again in her stomach.

A hand clapped her on the back, so hard she nearly toppled over, and Lia lifted her head.

Shanice beamed at her. “You were fab out there today. Best second-half performance I’ve seen in a long, long time.”

“Thanks.” It was all a blur. Lia had scored the winning goal, but all she remembered was the weight of Hannah’s gaze over the Albion players’ heads as they’d had hugged Lia in celebration.

“I’ve never seen a performance like that, either.” Emily—Lia’s former captain—appeared at Shanice’s elbow, a pained look on her face. “I wish you hadn’t left.”

“You know I had to.”

“I know.” Emily clasped Lia’s hand and squeezed. “Sorry I wrestled you to the ground.”

Lia managed a weak smile. “No hard feelings.”

Some of her other former teammates weren’t as kind, barely looking at her when they shook hands. A few expressed their wishes that Lia was still with them, but Lia couldn’t bring herself to wish for the same. She was happy at Albion. Happier than she thought she could ever be again.

Some of that happiness leached away as Hannah stepped in front of her. Her face was pink with exertion and sweat beaded at her brow, but she still didn’t have so much as a single hair out of place. Not surprising, she supposed, given that it took Hannah almost a half hour of painstaking effort to style it before each match—something Lia used to tease her endlessly about; her own matchday ponytail took her a mere thirty seconds.

Their gazes met, but it didn’t knock the air from Lia’s lungs like she’d been expecting. She didn’t want to double over from the pain of it. She only felt empty, like she was looking through a blurry lens at the future they could have had.

“You did well today.”

Why the hell had Hannah sought her out just to say that? “No thanks to you. Is that really all you have to say to me after all this time?”

Hannah winced. “That’s not what I wanted to say at all; I don’t know why I did. I actually wanted to ask if I could talk to you, just for a few minutes. Somewhere away from all the cameras.”

It was hard not to be aware of them, the broadcasters circling the pitch. The thought of them zooming in on them, trying to see what Lia’s old teammate was saying to her, made her skin crawl. Lia considered saying no but couldn’t shake her curiosity about what Hannah could possibly have to say.

“I’ll spare you five minutes in the tunnel after I’ve done my media duties.”

“Thank you.”

Brushing past Hannah without shaking her hand, Lia was soon snared by the BBC pundits. She hated interviews, detested having a camera shoved in her face and being asked for her thoughts on the match. At least Albion had won; the reporters were worse after a loss. But she still found it hard to concentrate, worrying about what Hannah had in mind.

The second Lia could escape, she made a beeline for the tunnel. At the end was the safety of the changing room and her teammates, but before she could reach it, she had to confront the woman who had broken her heart.

Hannah stepped out of the darkness, wringing her hands in front of her like she always did when she was nervous. The last time Lia had seen her do that was when she’d asked if Lia minded if she went away on a last-minute weekend trip with her sister. Now Lia wondered if she’d spent the weekend with Carol instead.

“Five minutes,” Lia said, folding her arms tightly across her chest. “Not a second more.”

“That’s fair. I just wanted to say again that I’m sorry. I never meant for any of this to happen. I didn’t ever want to hurt you, even though I know I did. I drove you away from the team you love. I asked not to play today because I didn’t think it was fair to you, but the new coach made me. He said there’s no room on the pitch for personal lives.”

The words made Lia think of Erin, and she nearly made the mistake of smiling. “At least that should mean he won’t get fired for sleeping with one of his players.”

Hannah winced. “I know there’s no way I can make any of this up to you. I can’t say anything to make it better. I just wanted to be able to apologise to you again. Properly. I fucked up, and you deserved so much better.”

Behind Hannah’s shoulder, Erin and Maisie strode toward the changing room. Erin caught Lia’s gaze, her eyebrows rising as she glanced at Hannah. At least she was the one to spot them. If Adrianna or one of the other gossip-hungry members of the team saw her and Hannah talking, Lia would never hear the end of it.

Turning back toward Hannah, Lia drew herself up to her full height. “Yeah, you’re right. I did deserve so much better. I do deserve so much better. Even now, I’m still haunted by you. Every week, there’s a new article about how it must have been me Carol was sleeping with. I’ve had to deactivate most of my social media because I keep getting harassed on there for something I would never do. And you’re just walking around like nothing ever happened. You haven’t faced even a single consequence. Carol got fired, as she should have been, but you haven’t been punished at all. But I have, and the rest of Wanderers have, because I swear, Hannah, I will not rest until I and the rest of my team beat you to every single trophy this season. It’s great that you want to feel better about yourself by saying sorry to me, but we both know it’s for selfish reasons. Because you’re a selfish person. You only care about yourself. You and Carol deserve each other.”

Before Hannah had the chance to say another word, Lia headed for the changing room door, trying to school her expression into something neutral. A cheer erupted as Lia stepped inside, and she smiled in spite of herself as an excited nine-year-old barrelled into her side and wrapped her arms around Lia’s waist.

“You were amazing.” Maisie peered at her with wide eyes, full to the brim with admiration.

“Thanks, kiddo.” Lia rested a hand on Maisie’s back, feeling more grounded with her close. “You enjoy the game?”

“I liked the second half more.”

“Me, too.” Alex appeared out of nowhere and narrowed their eyes at Maisie. “I used to be the first one you ran to. Am I not your favourite anymore?”

“Aunt Erin will always be my favourite,” Maisie said. She released Lia to hug Alex’s waist. “But you can both be equal seconds.”

“Equal second, huh?” Alex lifted a squealing Maisie over their shoulder. “I don’t know how I feel about that.” Alex glanced at Lia. “I didn’t know you two knew one another.”

“We ran into one another after training one day.” Lia didn’t know why she felt defensive with Alex’s gaze on her.

“And now we’re friends,” Maisie said into Alex’s shoulder. “Put me down!”

“How about I spin you around instead?” Alex whirled Maisie around, their laughs echoing off the walls. Lia watched them for a few moments before a warm presence appeared at her side and she smelled the familiar scent of Erin’s perfume.

“Glad you managed to get out of your own head.”

Lia tilted her head to meet Erin’s gaze. “Wouldn’t have been able to without your help. Thank you.” She reached out to squeeze Erin’s hand, the moment of contact fleeting but enough to make her skin feel like it was burning.

“It was for the good of the team.”

“Sure.”

“Although you looked pretty cosy in the tunnel just now.”

Lia had wondered if Erin would bring it up. It seemed out of character, but given she’d seen the state of Lia earlier in the match, she supposed Erin had a right to ask about it. “She was just trying to make herself feel better.”

“As long as she didn’t make you feel worse.”

“Careful, Finch.” Lia smiled, the memory of Hannah chased away by Erin’s narrowed eyes. “That almost sounds like you care.”

“Like I said, for the good of the team.”

It sounded even less convincing the second time Erin said it, but Lia took pity on her and let it go. Across the room, Maisie was now perched on Alex’s shoulders and talking to Shanice. “She seems at home here.”

“She is.” Erin’s lips curled into a smile. “She’s been coming here for years—they’ve watched her grow.”

“Does your sister never come to your games?”

“She usually brings Maisie when I’m playing, but with me out injured, I’ve been bringing her instead. Jessica hates football.”

“How?”

“I don’t blame her. She’s younger than me, and she spent most of our childhood being ferried around to training and football matches. It was just my dad, so she had to come with us. She spent hours watching me when she would have rather been with her friends or doing her own thing. I think a part of her must hate that Maisie loves it so much—she thought she’d finally escaped.”

“Does Maisie’s dad not come?”

“She doesn’t know her dad. Jessica got pregnant when she was eighteen—he wasn’t ready to be a father. When she kept the baby, he bolted. We never heard from him again.”

“Oh.” Lia wasn’t sure what would be worse—having an absent father who pretended you didn’t exist or never knowing your father at all. “That must’ve been hard.”

“It was. But she wouldn’t change it for the world. And I wouldn’t, either.” That was clear to see from the look on Erin’s face whenever she glanced at Maisie. “She’s the best.”

As Maisie raced back over to them, a contagious grin on her face, Lia had to agree.


 

Chapter 11

The Spanish sun warmed Erin’s skin as she stepped onto the grass.

Along with the rest of the team, she’d arrived yesterday at their hotel in Marbella for Albion’s mid-season training camp, and she couldn’t wait to get started. Around her, excited chatter swelled as her teammates caught up on how they’d spent the Christmas holidays, but Erin didn’t care enough to tune in to what they were saying.

How could she, when today was the first day she was going to kick a ball around with her team again?

Finally, she’d progressed in her rehab enough to get back on a pitch—even if it was only a training pitch. Erin didn’t care, filled with a giddy kind of excitement she hadn’t felt in years. It wasn’t full training. She couldn’t have any contact with anyone else, but she could pass the ball, she could run with the ball, and, most importantly, she could smash shots past their goalkeeper.

Her first attempt thundered into the top corner, past Gina’s gloves.

Shanice clapped Erin on the back. “Nice to see you haven’t lost it.”

Much as she’d never admit it to anyone else, Erin was glad, too. Some of her fears that she’d have to start from the beginning, that she’d never get back to her best, ebbed away as the session went on.

By the time they’d finished, Erin was sweaty and exhausted, her shirt stuck to her skin and her chest heaving as she fought to catch her breath—but oh, she was in heaven.

“That was fantastic, honey.” Her father beamed at Erin from the side of the pitch. Since their hotel was a meagre ten minutes from his apartment, he’d made the trip out to watch her train.

“Sorry it wasn’t a game.” It couldn’t have been interesting for him, but he’d insisted on coming along anyway. Erin knew no longer being able to come to watch her play made him feel guilty, but Erin didn’t begrudge him. He’d done his time—more than enough—and she was happy he was free to live his own life now that both his daughters were fully independent.

“Oh, it’s fine.” Heedless of her soaked shirt, he wrapped her in a hug. “It’s so good to see you back out there. How do you feel?”

“Good.”

“You sure? You were hesitant using your bad leg.”

Trust him to notice. Then again, he’d spent years analysing Erin’s game with her. She shouldn’t expect anything less. “I know. But it’s not because I’m in any pain—it’s all in my head.”

“It’s natural to be worried something bad might happen again,” he said, still keeping a secure arm wrapped around her lower back, “but you need to trust your body.”

Her body that had failed her a few months ago. “I’ll get there.”

She had to.

“Good.” He gave her one last squeeze. “Well, I’ll let you—Alex!” His face broke into a wide smile as they appeared behind Erin. “Come here, give me a big hug.”

“I’m all sweaty.”

“Psh, a little sweat never hurt anyone. Besides—I’m covered in Erin’s already anyway.”

“I’m not sure that’s the draw you think it is, Mr. Finch.” But Alex allowed themself to be enveloped in his arms.

“Will you join Erin and me for dinner later tonight?”

Erin needn’t have worried about the scheduling. They had several evenings free, and Erin was going to take full advantage of seeing her father while they were both in the same place.

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Alex said.

His smile widened impossibly further. “Excellent. Well, I’ll let you two clean yourselves up, and I’ll see you later.”

“Bye, Dad.” Erin fell into step beside Alex as they walked back indoors. She couldn’t wait for a shower—and a rest; she was exhausted.

A few of her teammates congratulated Erin on her return as they passed her.

Lia was one of them, her smile soft as she pressed her fingers briefly to the back of Erin’s shoulder. “Great to see you back out there, Erin. Can’t wait ʼtil you’re on the pitch for real.”

“Thanks, Lia.”

Before they stepped into the locker room, Alex stopped Erin with a hand on her shoulder. “Sooo, what’s the deal with you and Ashcroft?”

“What? There is no deal.” Erin glanced over her shoulder, checking that none of their other teammates were nearby. “Weren’t you the one telling me to get along with her?”

“Yes, but I never expected you to listen.”

“Sometimes you have good ideas.”

Alex raised an eyebrow. “So it’s a good idea, talking to her?”

“Why do I feel like you’re trying to make this out to be something that it’s not?”

“Because I think it is something. You acted like she was the devil incarnate when she signed, and now you’re best buds?”

Crinkling her nose, Erin shook her head. “We are not best buds. We talk—sometimes. It started because Maisie is obsessed with her and kept dragging me over to her. But she’s not so bad.”

“Not so bad? Coming from you, that’s almost a declaration of love.”

“Oh, fuck off.” Tired of the conversation, Erin made to push past Alex. “You’re being ridiculous.”

“Am I?” Alex’s voice echoed behind her as Erin shouldered open the door. “Or am I right on the money, and that’s why you’re being so defensive?”

Erin didn’t dignify Alex with a response. Of course they were being ridiculous. Erin had a rule, which Alex knew full well. Just because she was talking to someone didn’t mean Erin had feelings for them.

What a preposterous idea.

* * *

“All right, team, last one!” Ayla yelled from the side of the pitch. “Then let’s call it—I think you’ve worked hard enough today.”

Lia had to agree. Sweat dripped down her back as she readied herself for one final drill. It was a simple one. All she had to do was cross the ball to Erin and watch her shoot for the goal.

So far, Erin had put them all away with ease. It was her third training session with the team since her injury, but it was like she’d never left—she was still sharp and still able to find the back of the net with lethal accuracy.

Shanice passed her the ball, and Lia used one touch to roll it into Erin’s path. The pass was ahead of where she seemed to expect it, so Erin had to stretch forward to make contact with the ball—and as she did, she let out a shout.

A hand clutched the back of her right leg; she stopped short with a grimace.

“Shit.” Lia raced over to her, guilt flooding her stomach; it had been her pass that had caused Erin to pull up. “What is it?”

Frustrated tears shone in Erin’s eyes as she shook her head. “I think it’s my hamstring.”

Lia didn’t get the chance to say anything else as Erin was swarmed by Ayla and the team physios. All she could do was stand and watch, along with the rest of the team, as Erin limped away, no doubt for tests and scans.

“Maybe I should’ve called it quits earlier.” Ayla’s sigh was heavy. “But I’m sure Erin will bounce back—and she wouldn’t want any of you to worry about her. And you never know: Maybe this is all an elaborate ploy on Erin’s behalf to get out of cocktails and salsa dancing in the hotel bar tonight.”

Few people laughed at the joke. Lia glanced at Alex, who stared at the place from where Erin had disappeared with a frown etched onto their face. After all Erin had been through, after how hard she’d fought to get back to training with the team, Lia couldn’t imagine how Erin felt.

And though it wasn’t her fault, Lia couldn’t shake the guilt. Would Erin blame her? Would all the progress they’d made over the last few months go up in smoke?

How was Lia supposed to have fun laughing and drinking with her teammates when somewhere else in the hotel, Erin was likely in a dark place?

As they walked back to the locker room, Lia sought out Alex. “Do you think she’ll be okay?”

Alex gave her a long look. “Honestly? I doubt it. The last few months have been rough for her. She won’t take a setback well.”

“Is there anything we can do?”

“She’ll want to be left alone.”

“That doesn’t sound healthy.”

“So, what?” Alex arched an eyebrow in an Erin-like manoeuvre. “You want to coax her to the hotel bar for a cocktail or two? You think that’ll cheer her up? Watching all the people who are fit enough to play dancing and singing?”

“I guess not.”

“Look.” Alex came to a stop outside the locker room door. “I know Erin, okay? She won’t want any fuss. And while she knew the risks of them using her hamstring to rebuild her ACL, she wouldn’t have expected this. But she’s tough. She’ll be okay.”

Lia remembered Erin on her couch with Maisie curled between them, spilling her worries about her body failing her, and wasn’t sure she agreed with Alex. Erin wanted everyone to think she was tough, but underneath?

Underneath, she was fragile.

And Lia wasn’t willing to watch her self-destruct, no matter what Alex thought was for the best.

* * *

It’s not a full tear, but it’s a partial one. It’s going to set you back by a few weeks.

The doctor’s words spun around and around in Erin’s head as she lay on her hotel room couch in the dark. Her eyes stung, the skin around them raw, but no more tears were forthcoming—she’d shed them all already.

Three days. Three days was all she’d managed before going back on the injury list. Was this her life now? A few training sessions here and there, only to be forced back into rehab?

In her whole career, she could count the number of muscle or tendon injuries she’d had on one hand. And now she’d had two in eight months? Erin wanted to tear out her own hair.

A knock sounded on her door.

“Go away, Alex!” Only they would dare bother Erin tonight. “I’m not in the mood.”

“It’s not Alex.” Lia’s uncertain voice called through the wood.

Well, Erin hadn’t expected that. Lia should be in the lobby, four cocktails in and dancing to Copocabana along with the rest of their teammates. “The sentiment still applies. If I don’t want to see Alex, I don’t want to see you.”

Her words were designed to sting, to send Lia skittering away. But the voice came again. “I just want to check that you’re okay.”

“Well, I’m not. Go away.”

“I also wanted to say that I’m sorry.”

What? Lia didn’t have anything to apologise for.

“Please, Erin. Let me in.”

With a sigh, Erin pushed herself off the couch and shuffled to the door, hampered by the flashes of pain in the back of her thigh whenever she lifted her right leg. At least she didn’t need crutches—she hated how slow and cumbersome they made her. Erin yanked open the door. “Why are you sorry?”

“It was a bad pass.”

“No, it wasn’t. It was a good pass. I was slow, and I overstretched. It was my fault, not yours—now, please leave me alone.”

“You shouldn’t be alone when you feel like this.” Before Erin could reply, Lia slipped past her and flicked on the light.

Having grown used to the darkness, Erin winced as the brightness hit her eyes.

Lia’s lips pursed as she took in Erin’s face, and Erin could guess what she saw: bloodshot, red-rimmed eyes; pink cheeks; and tangled hair. Her eyes traced from Erin’s face to her toes, where Erin rested most of her weight on her left leg. She couldn’t believe that leg was now her good one.

“What’s the diagnosis?” Lia asked.

“Partial hamstring tear. At least three weeks of setback to my recovery.”

“Three weeks isn’t too bad.” Lia seemed to choose her words carefully. “Not compared to what you’ve already done.”

A bitter laugh left Erin’s lips. “A setback is a setback. My body’s failing me.”

“Don’t you think that’s a little dramatic?”

Erin shook her head. “I don’t expect you to understand.”

“Explain it to me.” Without waiting for an invitation, Lia dropped onto the couch Erin had vacated and patted the spot next to her.

Reluctantly, Erin joined her. “You’re young. You bounce back quickly. But this… I’m not back to full fitness, and I’ve already got another injury. The risk of an ACL recurrence is twenty percent. And now my hamstring is weakened because of the surgery to repair the tear. What’s next? What if I never get back on the pitch? It’s taken me months to get out there again, and on my third day of team training, I’m back in the treatment room? Is this my life now?”

Every single one of the worries that had plagued Erin’s mind all afternoon—and, if she was honest with herself, since being stretchered off at the FA Cup final—poured out of her. “I’m terrified that I’ve played my last game. I’d managed to choke down some of that fear, but today proved I am right to be afraid.”

For a long moment, the only sound was Erin’s breaths, heaving out of her like she’d run a marathon. When she’d first opened her mouth, she’d expected her admission to feel like a moment of weakness, but saying the words aloud lifted a weight that had sat heavily on her shoulders.

Lia settled a hand on Erin’s leg and squeezed. Her fingers were warm through Erin’s worn sweatpants. “Look at me.”

Erin realised she’d been staring at the floor. She turned so she was looking into Lia’s eyes. Lia was close, leaning into Erin’s space, her gaze intense. Had her eyes always been such a deep blue?

“I can’t imagine what you’re going through.” Lia’s words were soft. “I won’t pretend I do because you’re right—I am young, and I’ve been lucky enough not to suffer from anything like this before.”

“I hope you never do. I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.”

“Good.” Pink lips curved into a smile. “Because I think at one point, that was me.”

Erin managed the ghost of a smile. “Not anymore.”

“No.” Lia squeezed her thigh once again. “I could open my mouth and tell you a lot of things that you’ve heard before. That you’ll bounce back, that this is just a bump in the road, that you’re too strong and too stubborn to let injuries curtail your career. And for the record, I do believe all of those things—but I don’t think that’s what you need right now.”

Erin shook her head.

“So tell me—what do you need?”

Lifting a hand to brush her hair away from her eyes, Erin shrugged. “I don’t know. To stop thinking. A distraction.” Anything to stop the destructive thoughts whirling through her mind.

“Okay.” Lia bit her plump bottom lip.

Were they as soft as they looked?

Woah—where did that come from? Erin should not be looking at Lia’s mouth—let alone entertaining thoughts about how soft her lips were.

“I don’t think there’s a rage room nearby, and I’m guessing you’re supposed to be resting your leg. I’m also guessing that you don’t want to run into any of our teammates, so that means we have to stay in here.”

Lia flexed her fingers once more on Erin’s thigh. Apparently, a thoughtless motion—Lia didn’t seem to notice she was doing it—but it sent a hot spike through Erin’s stomach. She found her breath catching in the back of her throat.

“We’re limited in here.” Craning backwards, Lia glanced around the room.

All it did was draw Erin’s attention to the long line of Lia’s neck. She swallowed. Why was she suddenly feeling so warm? A discarded ice pack, fresh from being held to her thigh, sat on the coffee table in front of her, and Erin debated placing it on her burning forehead.

Lia turned back to face her, lips quirked into a smile. “But I’m sure we can think of something.”

It was as their eyes met that Erin recognised the feeling throbbing through her. It wasn’t pain, or a fever—it was want. Desire. After laying dormant for months, the impulse reared its head, making her palms clammy and her heart race.

Erin had forgotten what it was like.

But, oh, now she remembered; she ached. Months—nearly two years—had passed without feeling someone’s hands on her skin.

Had this attraction always simmered between them, beneath the surface? Was that why Lia so easily got under Erin’s skin? Had she been so blind for the past few months that she hadn’t noticed Lia awakening parts of her she tried so hard to keep buried?

“I’ve thought of something.” Erin barely recognised the timbre of her own voice. She should keep her mouth shut; she should stand; she should move away; she should not be thinking about—

“Oh yeah?” A cute crease of confusion appeared between Lia’s eyebrows.

“Yeah.” Before she let common sense take over, before she allowed herself to think it through, and before she could process what any of it meant, Erin leaned forward with the intention of crushing her lips against Lia’s.

A hand splayed against Erin’s sternum, stopping her dead.

“What are you doing?” Lia’s voice was a fractured whisper, her eyes wide.

Could she feel the frantic pounding of Erin’s heart? See the embarrassment that flooded through her at the rejection? It stung, but Erin refused to reveal how much. “I don’t know.” That was reckless, idiotic. What had she done? Erin leaned away from Lia, pressing her back against the couch’s armrest.

“I thought you didn’t go there with teammates.” Lia eyed her with a guarded expression, pulse thrumming visibly in her neck.

“I don’t.” Or, at least, she never had since Becca. For thirteen years, she’d never wavered in that conviction—until now. “I’m sorry. I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to take this up with Shanice. Or Ayla. File a complaint.”

Another frown crossed Lia’s face. “Why would I do that?”

“That’s generally what I’d encourage someone to do when they’ve been harassed in the workplace.”

“Okay, first of all—this isn’t the workplace. We’re off the clock. And second—and most importantly of all—you haven’t harassed me, Erin.”

“Oh really? What else would you call whining about my injury troubles and then trying to kiss you without your consent?” Erin dropped her head into her hands. “Well, at least I’m not thinking about my leg anymore.”

“Erin…”

“You should go, Lia. Before I make even more of a fool of myself.” Unable to look at Lia, Erin kept her head in her hands. She didn’t want to see the expression on her face—be it pity or horror or sympathy. No, she wanted to crawl out of her own skin, wanted the floor to swallow her whole.

What had she been thinking?

“You haven’t made a fool out of yourself.”

“Don’t try and spare my feelings. Can you please go? Let me pretend that this never happened?”

“Is that what you want?”

“It’s what I need.”

With a sigh—and without another word—Lia stood and walked away. A few moments later, the door clicked shut behind her, and Erin let out a long, slow breath. The doctor had told her to get some rest, that sleep would aid her recovery, but there was little chance of that now.

She’d be too busy reliving the last ten minutes of her life, again and again, on an awful loop, and trying not to scream.


 

Chapter 12

Lia walked the halls of the Hotel Alanda like a ghost.

Her whole world had tilted off-kilter in the space of half an hour, sitting on a faded red couch in Erin Finch’s hotel room. Had it been a dream? The memory was already hazy. No way Erin had tried to kiss her, right? Erin, who insisted on not getting close to anyone, who would never lower herself to anything other than forced politeness with her teammates?

No, that Erin would never.

Except…she had. She’d looked at Lia with hooded, dark eyes, and surged close, close enough for Lia to feel the ghost of her touch, her heat, her racing heart.

The only explanation must be that Erin had somehow hit her head as well as injured her hamstring. Clearly, she wasn’t in a right frame of mind. Because Erin tolerated Lia nowadays, but she’d never given the merest hint of anything more.

And now Lia was supposed to forget it had happened?

A hysterical laugh bubbled to the surface as Lia stepped outside into the dark. The pool glittered in front of her, the surface rippling in the wind that also whipped at her hair.

Disco music came from the hotel bar, along with the excited chatter of the teammates Lia had left behind in order to check on Erin. She should go back, but how could she when everything had changed in the blink of an eye? Lia felt like an entirely different person.

Because she couldn’t stop wondering what might have happened if she hadn’t stopped Erin. What would Erin’s lips have felt like, moving against hers? Was Erin as good at kissing as she was at football? Would she have wanted to take the lead, or would she have let Lia take over?

With a groan, Lia sat heavily on an empty sun lounger and glanced at the sky and the stars twinkling overhead. The thing was—before tonight, she hadn’t thought of Erin in any particular way.

Sure, she had eyes. Erin was attractive, and Lia had thought so ever since Erin had burst on the scene when Lia was a starry-eyed teenager. She could blame some of that attraction on a dash of hero worship.

But since coming to Albion, Lia had never allowed herself to think of Erin as anything other than her teammate. A clear line had been drawn in the sand there—by both of them. Erin had rules, and Lia knew from bitter experience that they were good ones—ones she’d sworn to adopt herself in order to avoid another Hannah situation.

Now, she had an itch under her skin, a burning desire to know what Erin would feel like pressed against her, a distracting need to know the cadence of Erin’s lips against her own.

Lia was utterly ruined, and they hadn’t even done anything.

Filled with restless energy, she pushed herself to her feet. Was it too late to go for a run? Or maybe she should leap into the pool—it would be as effective as a cold shower and might dull the ache that had settled between her thighs.

Or…she could return to the fifth floor, knock on the door to room 512, and demand to know what Erin had been thinking. Why she’d done this to her. Ask her how on earth Lia was supposed to pretend nothing had happened—though, technically, it hadn’t.

Yet.

Because there was another way to dull the ache that wouldn’t involve drenching herself in chlorinated water.

It was a terrible idea, of course. Lia should walk away—and stay away. Erin was dangerous, a flickering flame daring her to lean in close enough to get burned. Erin was everything Lia had sworn she’d never involve herself with again.

But Lia had never been good at steering clear of danger.

What she did excel at, though, was going after what she wanted.

* * *

Erin didn’t make a lot of mistakes in life.

She was careful. Meticulous. She thought ten steps ahead to make sure everything went to plan. But when she did make a mistake, boy, did she go hard. And trying to kiss Lia Ashcroft was a mistake of epic proportions.

Lying in the dark after Lia had gone, staring at the hotel room ceiling fan, Erin kept replaying the moment over and over in her mind. When was the last time she’d done something so stupid?

And even more stupid: What upset her the most was the fact that Lia had pushed her away.

Someone knocked on her door. Erin glanced at the clock on the nightstand. Midnight. Alex wouldn’t call on her so late. But Lia wouldn’t have come back, would she?

Erin ignored it—she didn’t want to see anyone anyway. They’d soon go away.

Another knock. This one was louder, more insistent. “I know you’re in there, Erin. Let me in.”

God, it was Lia. What had she come back for? To rub salt in the wounds? To ask Erin what the hell she’d been thinking?

Erin wasn’t entirely sure she could answer that question.

“I’m going to keep knocking until you open this door.” Lia continued to tap her knuckles against the wood. “I can stand out here all night.”

“For fuck’s sake.” Erin wrenched off her covers and stalked to the room door for the second time that night. This time, she only opened it a crack. “What do you want?”

“To talk.”

“Okay. Go ahead.”

Lia glanced over her shoulder. “In private.”

“I don’t see anyone else around.”

“Do you really want one of our teammates to walk by and overhear us?”

“Fine.” Though her brain screamed at her not to, to keep Lia at arm’s length, Erin waved Lia inside. She closed the door behind Lia and leaned her back against it as Lia stood behind the couch.

Since Lia had left earlier, Erin had changed into her pyjamas. The shorts left her legs bare, the tank top tight enough to make it obvious she wasn’t wearing a bra, and Lia’s eyes traced over her skin before snapping back to meet Erin’s gaze. Even from a few feet away, Erin could tell her eyes were dark. “W-what do you want to talk about?”

“Why did you try and kiss me?”

Erin tried not to wince. Well, at least Lia was being direct. “I told you. I wanted a distraction.”

“And you thought that was a good idea?”

“No. I thought it was a terrible idea.”

“But you did it anyway.” Fingers digging into the fabric of the couch, Lia rested her hands on either side of her hips. “Why?”

“Because I wanted to.” Erin whispered the traitorous admission as loudly as she dared. “Happy?”

“No, Erin, I’m not happy.” Lia crossed the distance between them faster than Erin could blink. “Because I can’t stop wishing I hadn’t stopped you.”

Erin’s heart thudded hard in her chest. This close, she could see the flush on Lia’s cheeks and breathe in the scent of her perfume. “Then why did you?”

“Because I thought it was a terrible idea, too.”

“Why did you come back?”

“Because I can’t stop thinking about it.” Lia loomed closer until she was all but pressing Erin against the door. “Because I can’t think about anything else.”

“Me, either.” It took every ounce of Erin’s self-control to keep her palms flat against the wood instead of curling them around Lia’s hips. “But it’s still a bad idea.”

Lia sighed. “I know.”

Goose bumps rose in the wake of her warm breath on the skin of Erin’s neck. “So where does that leave us?”

“I know you have a rule. No teammates. No relationships. No drama. But what about one night? One night of distraction, to get this out of our system, and then we just forget it ever happened.”

Erin swallowed. The terms seemed simple enough. Easy to stick to, considering how staunch she’d been the last few years. And Lia wouldn’t suggest it if she didn’t think she could stick to it too, right?

“One night, huh? That’s all?”

“I wouldn’t ask you for more.” Lia swayed closer until her chest brushed Erin’s.

Beneath the thin material of Erin’s shirt, her nipples hardened, straining against the cotton. Judging from Lia’s soft groan, she noticed.

“So, what do you think?”

Erin didn’t waver. Her decision had been made the second Lia had opened her mouth. Sure, she might regret it in the morning, but she was thinking with her more basic instincts now. There was no reason she and Lia couldn’t be professional about this. No reason why it had to be a big deal.

No reason why Erin couldn’t get exactly what she needed from Lia and then go back to being teammates.

“I think,” Erin said, finally, finally, curving her hands around Lia’s hips and running her thumbs along the lines of her hip bones, “that sounds like an excellent solution.”

This time, when she leaned close, Lia didn’t push her away.

* * *

Erin’s mouth was hot and hungry as it moved against her own.

Never in her wildest dreams had Lia imagined something like this—Erin’s lips on hers, Erin’s tongue in her mouth, Erin’s hands gripping her hips hard and holding her close. It meant Lia had Erin backed against her hotel room door, the full length of her body pressed against Erin’s, and, oh, what a body it was.

Toned, lithe muscle. Small but perfect breasts—with hardened nipples already straining against the fabric of her shirt. Lia didn’t know where to start. But she did know that by the end of the night, she wanted to map every inch of Erin Finch with her hands or her mouth.

Lia started with Erin’s neck, trailing kisses over the smooth skin. Feeling a frantic pulse thrumming beneath her lips, Lia lingered, flicking her tongue over the skin there. Erin rewarded her with a moan, then tangled a hand in Lia’s hair, fingers gripping tight enough to smart, but also feeling so damn good.

Lia’s questing mouth reached Erin’s collarbones, and her hands skimmed Erin’s sides until she was cupping her breasts. Circling Erin’s nipples with her thumbs wasn’t enough—she needed them in her mouth.

Based on the way her back arched when Lia pulled down her shirt, baring her breasts to the cool night air, Erin needed that, too. Before leaning in, Lia allowed herself a moment to admire the sight of them as Erin’s chest heaved with laboured breaths; she committed it to memory. Insistent, Erin tugged at Lia’s head, guiding her toward a straining peak.

Well, Lia wasn’t going to deny her. Not when she wanted the same thing. She pressed barely there kisses around Erin’s areola, smirking when Erin groaned in frustration.

“Don’t tease.” Those fingers tightened further. “Or I’ll—”

As Lia finally took her nipple between her teeth, Erin cut off with a gasp.

“—fuck.”

Lia hummed in agreement. Swirling her tongue made Erin’s hips twitch against her stomach, no doubt seeking friction. She nudged Erin’s legs apart, slotting her thigh between them as she grazed the nipple with her teeth. Erin’s hips rocked—hard—before she froze.

“What’s wrong?” Lia lifted her head.

Erin’s face was scrunched in pain. “Sorry. That hurt my leg.”

“Oh, shit.” Trying to move away, to give Erin space, Lia was kept in place by Erin’s firm grip on her hips. “Maybe we should stop.”

“Or maybe we should move to the bedroom.” Slipping out from beneath Lia, Erin walked toward the large double bed, shirt bunched around her ribs.

Too lost in the sway of Erin’s hips, Lia didn’t move.

Erin turned once she reached the bed. “Have you changed your mind?” She tucked her thumbs into the waistband of her shorts and shimmied out of them. Seconds later, her shirt was shrugged over her head, leaving her bare. “Or are you coming over here?”

If Lia had thought Erin looked good before, it was nothing compared to seeing her with her hands on her hips and her head tilted to one side, fully naked with a challenge in her eyes.

Lia would have dropped to her knees and crawled over if Erin had asked her to.

In her haste, Lia nearly tripped over her own feet as she hurried to where Erin stood. Her dress wasn’t as easy to remove as Erin’s pyjamas, but soon the zipper was jerked low enough for her to push the silken material over her hips.

“Underwear off, too.” Erin settled herself against the pillows, watching as Lia yanked off her bra and stepped out of her underwear. “Good.”

The heat in Erin’s eyes was scorching; as her gaze ran across Lia’s body from head to toe, Lia was surprised she didn’t catch fire. Erin lingered at the apex of her thighs, where the evidence of her arousal was painted on her skin.

“Now, come here.”

Every fibre of Lia’s being wanted to obey, but she hesitated before climbing onto the bed. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t.”

“But I just did.” Lia worried at her bottom lip. Maybe this hadn’t been such a good idea after all—but not for the reasons she’d originally feared. “Promise you’ll stop me if I do?”

Impatience had started to cross Erin’s features, but it softened at Lia’s words. “I did before, didn’t I? I promise. Now, come here before I start without you.”

The sight of Erin touching herself was likely to make Lia’s brain short-circuit and stop functioning altogether, so she hastened to obey. Stretching out beside Erin, Lia leaned in to kiss her, and they both sighed at the feeling of being skin-on-skin.

It didn’t take long for Lia to return her attention to Erin’s breasts—how could she not?—gently rolling Erin onto her back. This time, as she licked and sucked, she slid a hand over the quivering muscles of Erin’s stomach until she reached damp curls.

“Remember your promise,” Lia said, lifting her head as Erin’s legs parted and Lia’s fingers met slick flesh.

Erin was so wet, with barely any friction meeting the pads of Lia’s fingers as they circled over Erin’s clit.

“I will.” Erin slid a hand along Lia’s spine, nails dragging over Lia’s skin. “But I’m not fragile.” Her other hand drifted to wrap around Lia’s wrist, halting her exploration, and squeezed. Their eyes met; Erin’s were dark, pupil swallowing the hazel. “So fuck me like you mean it.”

Well, Lia didn’t need more of an invitation than that. When Erin released her grip, Lia dragged her fingers lower before filling Erin with first one, then two fingers, pressing in to the third knuckle.

“Fuck, yes, like that.” Erin panted, her eyes fluttering closed.

As Lia started a quick rhythm, her gaze remained fixed to Erin’s face, searching for any signs of discomfort. She found only pleasure in the soft moans that left Erin’s parted lips, in the straining tendons of her neck, and in the desperate way she clutched at Lia’s back.

She was careful to keep her hips from rising too much, though. So Lia drove her fingers in deeper, palm skating over Erin’s clit until she cried out, pulsing around Lia’s fingers, her eyes scrunched tightly closed now.

Already, Lia didn’t know how she was going to face Erin in the morning—not now that she knew what Erin looked like when she came.

Magnificent.

Gently, Lia worked Erin through the aftershocks before slipping her fingers free. She fought the urge to slide them into her mouth, to see what Erin tasted like—she hoped she’d have the chance to find out before the night was through.

She watched Erin come down, her chest heaving and sweat sticking her hair to her forehead. When those eyes finally flickered open, Lia was unprepared for the look of hunger in them.

“Okay?” Lia asked, hating how uncertain her voice sounded.

“More than okay.” Erin’s voice was rough and low.

It made Lia’s stomach swoop. Though not as much as Erin’s next words did.

“Now, sit on my face.”

* * *

“What?” Lia’s voice was little more than a squeak.

Still riding the high of her first orgasm not by her own hand in well over a year, Erin fought off her impatience. “You heard me.”  She curled both hands around Lia’s hips. She loved how strong they felt in her hands. She hadn’t been with a fellow athlete since Becca, and the feeling of toned muscle beneath her fingertips was heavenly. “There are few things in life that feel as good as scoring a winning goal—but a woman coming against my tongue is one.”

Lia’s whimper was gratifying.

“And you seem awfully concerned about jostling my leg—this way, there’s no risk of that.”

“Are you sure?”

Erin sighed. “Do you think I’d offer it if I wasn’t?”

That seemed to be all the persuasion Lia needed.

Keeping her hands on Lia’s hips to guide her movements, Erin bit her lip as Lia shuffled up the bed. She was beautiful, her pale skin flushed, her stomach muscles clenching as Erin’s breath met the apex of her thighs.

Erin could smell her arousal, see the evidence of it glistening on Lia’s thighs, and she didn’t hesitate to bring Lia against her mouth. She’d meant what she said. She loved reducing someone to a writhing mess with her lips and her tongue, exploring every crease and fold, finding all the places that made them moan.

Circling Lia’s clit, Erin could already feel her trembling. She glanced up and found Lia’s gaze on her, her pupils blown and her chest heaving as she fought to catch her breath. Both her hands were splayed against the headboard, fingers curled against the wood, a flush high on her cheek bones.

Erin drew tighter circles. Lia’s hips rocked against Erin’s mouth before stilling.

“Don’t hold yourself back.” Erin broke away to press a kiss to Lia’s thigh. “I can take it.”

In response, Lia tangled a hand in Erin’s hair, blunt nails scratching across her scalp.

“That’s it.” This time, Erin kissed her thigh harder, making the muscle jerk beneath her lips. “Show me where you want me.”

“Fuck.”

Erin thought she could get used to hearing Lia so breathless—then chastised herself. That wasn’t what this was about. This was scratching an itch, getting something out of their system. There wouldn’t be a repeat performance, and that was for the best.

Using her grip on Erin’s hair, Lia directed Erin’s tongue back to her clit. There was a good distraction from Erin’s thoughts. All she wanted to think about right now was how incredible Lia tasted as she sank her hips lower, grinding herself against Erin’s mouth in earnest.

Content to let Lia set the pace, Erin slid her hands around to Lia’s ass, encouraging the rocking of her hips. She dug in her fingers, not caring if she left half-moon crescents on Lia’s skin. All she wanted was to listen to the catch of Lia’s breaths and those soft moans.

Lia moved faster, riding Erin’s tongue, her movements desperate, and when she tumbled over the edge, her head bowed and her thighs shaking against Erin’s cheeks, she was a sight to behold.

Coaxing her through the aftershocks, Erin would have happily tipped Lia over the edge a second time if not for her lifting her hips away and collapsing onto the bed beside her with an arm thrown over her eyes.

Erin wiped her chin. When Lia lifted her arm, Erin expected to see regret, or perhaps shyness, staring back at her. Instead, Lia’s gaze burned into her, eyes dark and still so full of desire.

Which was good, because Erin wasn’t ready for the night to end yet. If they were only going to allow themselves a single evening of indulgence, Erin wasn’t going to waste a single second of it.


 

Chapter 13

“Um, so are we going to talk about where the hell you were last night?” Cerys—thankfully—whispered the words as she settled onto the seat opposite Lia in the hotel’s restaurant, a full plate from the breakfast buffet in front of her.

Keeping her gaze focused on her own plate, Lia chased the scrambled eggs with her fork. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She aimed for nonchalance but wasn’t sure she achieved it. How could she be nonchalant about the fact that she’d spent the night wrapped in Erin’s arms? Lia was half convinced she’d dreamed it, but the ache in her thighs was a visceral reminder of how she’d spent her evening.

Namely, trading orgasm after orgasm with Erin until they’d both been too exhausted to continue.

But no way in hell was she telling Cerys that.

“You disappeared from the hotel bar.” Disapproval lined Cerys’s voice. “I assumed you’d gone back to our room, so imagine my surprise when I got there and found it empty.”

“I needed to clear my head. I went for a walk.” Knowing it would make her seem more truthful, Lia finally met Cerys’s gaze.

Disbelief was written across her face. “All night?”

“No. I don’t remember what time I got back, but I was quiet. You slept through it.” That wasn’t a lie, at least. Knowing Cerys was a heavy sleeper, Lia had inched her way into the room and crept into her bed at four. And not wanting to face her—and her inevitable questions—Lia had set an early alarm so she could slip into the shower and be one of the first to breakfast.

Apparently, her plan for that had been foiled.

“That’s funny, because when I woke at three a. m. you still weren’t back. Where did you go?”

Lia shifted in her seat, deeply uncomfortable and thankful the room was relatively quiet. A handful of their other teammates had surfaced, but none were sat nearby. “Look, don’t worry about it, okay? I needed to blow off some steam, so I went out.”

“Oh my God.” Cerys’ eyes widened. “Did you get laid? Who with? Tell me everything!”

“Will you keep your voice down?” Lia hissed, fighting the urge to glance over her shoulder and praying Erin was still safely tucked in bed.

“Why? Don’t tell me it was someone I know. Have you not learned your lesson?”

Forcing herself not to wince, Lia instead opted for outrage. “Of course not! I’m not an idiot. The details don’t matter, all right? I don’t want to talk about my sex life over breakfast.”

“You’re so boring.”

“That’s me. Boring and vanilla.” Lia reached for her mug of coffee, hoping she’d done enough for Cerys to keep her mouth shut.

“I hope the sex wasn’t.” Cerys sniggered at her own joke. “Was this the first person you’ve been with since Hannah?”

“Yeah, actually.” Hannah had been the furthest thing from Lia’s mind last night, but Cerys was right: Lia hadn’t been with anyone else in over three years. When she’d considered putting herself out there again, a one-night stand hadn’t been part of the plan, but she didn’t regret it.

“Must’ve been good.” Cerys wiggled her eyebrows.

“I told you—we’re not talking about this.”

“Ugh, fine.” Cerys took a sip of her orange juice. “Well, you didn’t miss anything last night. And I won’t tell anyone about your night of debauchery.”

“Thank you.”

Behind Cerys, Erin walked into the room. She didn’t have too much of a limp, but she favoured her left leg as she made a beeline for a mug of tea. Lia was already on her second coffee. Running on three hours’ sleep when she had a full day of training ahead wasn’t her smartest idea, but Lia wouldn’t take it back.

How could she, now that she knew the taste of Erin’s mouth? The feeling of her skin? The arch of her hips as she came?

Tea secured, Erin turned—and caught Lia’s gaze. Everything around Lia melted away. Cerys was saying something, but Lia couldn’t hear a word, lost in the sea of Erin’s eyes, memories of the previous night flooding her brain.

Erin’s tongue slid along her bottom lip. Beneath the table, Lia clenched her thighs to fight the throb of desire that shot through her, thinking of the sinful things Erin could do with her mouth.

“Oi.” Cerys clicked her fingers in front of Lia’s face. “Are you listening to a word I’m saying? What’s got you so distracted?” Cerys glanced over her shoulder, following the path of Lia’s gaze to Erin.

At the attention, Erin tensed, her eyes narrowing into thin slits, so at odds with the tender way she’d touched Lia a few hours ago.

“You’re staring at Finch?”

“Just seeing how she is.” That was a reasonable thing to say, wasn’t it? “It was my pass that hurt her yesterday.”

“That was an accident. Though the way she’s looking at you, she might blame you.” Cerys leaned forward to give Lia’s hand a sympathetic pat. “But don’t worry about that. I’m sure Finch will forgive you soon enough.”

A shadow fell over their table, and Lia swallowed when she glanced up and met Erin’s gaze. From the look on her face, she’d heard the mention of her name. And she did not look happy about it.

Surely, she wouldn’t think so little of Lia that she assumed she was gossiping with Cerys about the night they’d spent together?

“Can I talk to you?” Erin ignored Cerys, entirely focused on Lia. Somewhere along the way, she’d lost her mug, and Lia found herself wishing Erin had at least finished it before marching over. Maybe with caffeine in her system, she wouldn’t look so murderous.

Knowing she hadn’t done anything wrong, Lia met her gaze. “Sure.”

“I’ll go.” Cerys looked between them, no doubt sensing the tension. “You can have my seat, Erin.”

“No need. We’ll go outside.” She strode off without waiting for Lia’s reply.

“Maybe she won’t be so quick to forgive you after all.” Cerys grimaced as Lia clambered slowly to her feet. “Yell if you need me?”

“I’ll be fine.”

But as she followed Erin’s rapidly retreating back, noting the rigid way she held her shoulders, Lia wasn’t so sure.

* * *

Though the thought may be irrational, Erin felt like Cerys’s eyes followed her out the restaurant door. Irritation pulsed through her, her hands shaking as she came to a stop in the hallway beside the hotel’s spa.

Hopefully, none of their teammates wanted an early-morning massage; this was not a conversation Erin wanted anyone to overhear.

When Lia’s footsteps sounded at her back, Erin rounded on her. “Did you tell her?” She all but spat the words but couldn’t do anything else—not thinking of the way Cerys had turned in her seat and caught her staring at Lia across the room, lost, for a brief moment, in the memory of Lia’s thighs rocking against her lips.

Disgust washed across Lia’s face. Her arms were folded across her chest and her jaw clenched so tightly, that a muscle in her cheek twitched. “Are you fucking kidding me? You really think that I couldn’t wait to skip back to the rest of the team and gossip about last night? Are you serious, Erin?”

“I…” In the face of Lia’s anger, Erin’s own irritation faded. She had jumped rather quickly to that conclusion, hadn’t she? But no—she had her reasons! “What else was I supposed to think? Why else was she staring at me? And you were talking about me when I came over.”

Lia rubbed her hands over her face. “She was looking at you because I was. Because I was momentarily distracted when you walked in. I said it was because I was curious how your injury was, which is why you heard your name—as if I would tell her it was because I was thinking about being in your bed. Give me some credit, Erin.”

“We can’t afford to be distracted.”

Disappointment stared back at her as if Lia couldn’t believe that was the thing Erin had taken from what she’d said. “Like you weren’t looking at me and thinking the exact same thing?”

Erin swallowed, hating to be read so easily. Hating that, even now, when Lia was looking at her like she barely knew her, all Erin could think about was the softness of her lips and the heat of her skin.

So much for getting Lia out of her system. Instead of dousing the flames, she’d added fuel to the fire, the inferno blazing so brightly, it was hard to think.

“I know, okay?” Lia ran a hand through her hair. “We agreed. One night, nothing else. Forgive me for needing a second to process seeing you again for the first time after. I should’ve known it was a mistake.”

“What?” The last thing Erin wanted was for Lia to regret it.

“You don’t think the same? You were so ready to see the worst in me, Erin.” Tears shone in Lia’s eyes, quickly blinked away. “After everything we’ve been through. You don’t trust me.”

“I…” Erin didn’t know what to say. Because, yes, while she’d trusted Lia last night with parts of her she’d never let any of her other teammates see, Lia was right. She had jumped to conclusions. She hadn’t given Lia the benefit of the doubt. Instead, she’d marched over to yell at her for something she hadn’t done.

She’d shattered whatever had been building between them because she was too jaded to see that Lia would never hurt her like that, knowing how much Erin valued her privacy. “I’m sorry.”

“You know, considering you say you don’t do apologies, I’ve heard those words from your mouth almost too many times to count.” Lia gave her a sad smile. “But it’s not enough this time. I think I need some space. Maybe you were right—maybe colleagues is all we’re meant to be.”

Erin flinched, hating having her words thrown back at her by the one person who had made her question that philosophy. All of her philosophies. Deep down, however, she knew Lia was right. If things had already gotten so messy, it was best they stayed away from one another.

Still, she couldn’t resist asking: “Is that what you want?”

“I think it’s what I need.”

The words hit like a killing blow, but Erin refused to let it show. This was why she kept her distance from everyone. Her feelings couldn’t get hurt if she never put herself on the line. Not that she had feelings for Lia. But she’d gotten used to having her around, to having another friendly face other than Alex to banter with. And what the hell was she going to tell Maisie?

“Okay. Well, you’re in luck because they’re sending me home to recover back in Manchester. My flight’s this afternoon.” Her father was taking her back to the airport. It wasn’t quite the quality time Erin had been hoping to spend with him in Marbella, but at least she’d had dinner with him and Alex before she’d gotten reinjured.

Lia managed a jerky nod, already backing away toward the clamour of the restaurant and the safety of their teammates. “I hope your recovery is quick.”

“Thank you.” But Lia was already gone, disappearing around the corner and leaving Erin alone.

She leaned her head against the wall behind her and sighed. That morning, she’d woken boneless and sated with the taste of Lia still on her lips, worried her biggest challenge would be keeping what had happened between them from showing on her face whenever their eyes met.

Now the memory was soured, and she had no one to blame but herself.


 

Chapter 14

A week passed before Lia’s path crossed Erin’s again.

The rehab programme Erin had been put onto kept her out of Lia’s orbit, instead spending long hours in the gym and on an alternate mealtime schedule to the rest of the team. She hadn’t even been involved in the one team briefing they’d had since arriving back in the UK.

One week since their eyes had last met. One week since Lia had walked away, saying she needed space. And one week where Lia’s head had been filled with nothing but thoughts of their night together.

Frustratingly, not even Erin’s attitude the morning after had dampened the thrill that went through Lia when she spotted Erin hobbling through the hallway at Park Lane with one heavily bandaged leg. Whatever Cerys was saying to Lia about the movie she’d watched with her boyfriend last night faded away as her gaze found the back of Erin’s head.

Despite everything that had soured between them, every fibre of Lia’s being wanted to race after Erin and ask how she was feeling, how her recovery was going, how they could try and fix what had splintered between them.

Which was a huge problem.

“You should definitely watch it if you get a chance,” Cerys said, her voice cutting through Lia’s thoughts.

Before she had to scramble for something to say—and agree to watch something she couldn’t name even if a gun were pressed to her temple—Adrianna skipped over to them, eyes gleeful as she held her phone aloft. “Have you seen the news?”

Lia had the uneasy feeling she wasn’t going to like whatever “news” Adrianna was so elated by. “No?”

“Here.” Adrianna brandished her phone in Lia’s face.

Cerys leaned over Lia’s shoulder so they could read it together.

The first thing to catch Lia’s attention was Hannah’s name—and the fact that she’d left Manchester Wanderers to sign for Real Madrid. But it was the reason for Hannah’s transfer that made Lia’s mouth drop open.

“She admitted it,” Cerys said, her hand tight on Lia’s waist. “She admitted that she was the player who had the affair with Carol. Why would she do that?”

Why would Hannah do that? She had no reason to. It had been weeks since the article had dropped; disgraced former coach Carol Evans was old news. Even Lia’s social media mentions hadn’t been cluttered with any recent speculation. It had blown over, the scandal forgotten with the dawning of the second half of the Super League season.

But Hannah had dragged it right back onto the front page.

Why?

And why had she handed in a transfer request? The Spanish league was notoriously one-sided and non-competitive, and Real Madrid were always the team coming in second. Why had Hannah left a team in one of the best women’s leagues in the world, where she was competing for trophies, to go there?

“You knew, right?” Adrianna’s eager eyes zeroed in on Lia’s face. “That it was her sleeping with your old coach? That’s why you really left Wanderers, isn’t it?”

“That’s none of your fucking business, Adrianna.” Cerys shifted to put herself between Adrianna and Lia, like she could shield her from the oncoming storm. “And it’s no one else’s business, either. The past is in the past, and what matters is that Lia’s here with us. Not what may or may not have happened to bring her here.”

“I was only asking.” Adrianna’s face turned sullen, lips twisting into a pout. “You don’t need to be a dick about it.”

“The only dickish behaviour I see here is from you, spreading gossip around this team when you should be supportive.”

Adrianna looked like she was going to argue before she shook her head and stalked off, no doubt to find someone who would humour her.

Slowly, Cerys wheeled around to face Lia. “So, how are we feeling about what we just read?”

Shaking her head, Lia leaned back against the wall. “I don’t know how to feel, really. I don’t know why she’d do this when it had all blown over. She’d gotten away with it. And why’s she gone to Spain? She doesn’t even like the sun!”

“I don’t know, Lia.” Cerys rubbed a hand along Lia’s arm. “But on the bright side, unless we face Real Madrid in the Champions League, you won’t have to see her again. That’s something, right?”

“Right.” But Lia was uneasy as she joined the rest of the team for training, trying to ignore the few stares and whispers that were directed her way.

Uneasy because she didn’t understand the decision, uneasy because she was now front and centre again, uneasy because she knew her name was on the lips of every single one of her teammates.

Uneasy enough that when, after training had finished and the rest of the players went into the canteen for lunch, Lia pulled out her phone and hovered over a number she hadn’t called in a long time.

Hannah picked up on the fourth ring. “Can’t say I’m surprised that this caught your attention.”

“What the hell, Hannah? Why are you dredging this all up again? Why now?”

A sigh echoed in Lia’s ear. “Because you were right; it wasn’t fair. Because I got away with it, and you didn’t deserve to have your name dragged into it. But now you won’t anymore. I’m sorry that it’s brought it back to the front of the news cycle, but it’ll die down soon enough.”

“You’re ruining your career.”

“I ruined my career the second I decided to cheat on you, Lia. I knew what I was doing was wrong. I knew there was no coming back from it, but I did it anyway. At least now I’m doing something right. I’ve cleared your name. I’ve given myself a fresh start.”

“In Spain?”

“It’s not so bad. I’ll get used to the weather. And I’ll get to compete against some of the best players in the world. I think I needed this. A reset. Being in that house without you, it didn’t feel right. It was ours until I fucked it all up. Charlie’s settled in Spain already. There’s a river nearby he can play in.”

He was a water baby at heart, having to be persuaded out of rivers, lakes, and seas with a multitude of tasty treats. “And are you settled in?”

“I’ll get there.”

“Is this your way of punishing yourself? Because if you think that’s what I want, then it’s not, Hannah. All I wanted was to move on.”

“And now we both can. This was the best thing I could have done. For the both of us. Now, I’ve taken up enough of your time. I really am sorry, Lia. For everything. I’ll never be able to fix it, but I can give you this. Freedom from having to see me again. At least regularly. I hope you’re able to find happiness. And I hope you continue to thrive at Albion. I’m sorry I couldn’t be who you needed me to be. Who you deserved. I hope there’s someone out there for you who treats you the way I should have. Maybe even one of your new teammates. I bet they’re lining up for a chance with you.”

Unbidden, an image of Erin, back arched and lips parted, flashed through Lia’s mind. She was quick to shake her head. “I think I’ve learned my lesson about that. Getting involved with someone on the same team never seems to end well.”

If only Lia could have remembered that before falling into Erin’s bed. God. She was an idiot. Not even six months on from joining Albion and she was already making mistakes, jeopardising everything all over again. Stupid.

Hannah’s laugh was laced with sadness. “Yeah, I know. I think I’ve learned my lesson about that, too. Look, I’d better go. I’m really glad you called.”

“Yeah. Me, too, actually.” There was no mending what had been broken between them, but something about this conversation felt like closure. Maybe this time, once and for all, Lia would be able to slam shut the door to her and Hannah’s relationship and feel like it wouldn’t crack open and spill out, messy and bloody, on the carpet again. “Look after yourself, Hannah.”

“Yeah. You, too.”

* * *

“Have you really not got anything else to talk about this afternoon?” Erin snapped at Adrianna as she queued behind her in the canteen at lunchtime.

She thought she’d done well to hold her tongue for as long as she had, sick to death of hearing Lia’s name spoken by everyone around her as they digested the bombshell that Erin had already worked out months ago.

Lia herself was nowhere to be seen, and that made Erin itchy. Though she’d been dreading the thought of their paths crossing for the first time since Erin had left Spain, she also wanted to set her eyes on Lia, to make sure she was okay after the article had dropped that morning.

But even after purposefully delaying her lunch to join the rest of the team, she’d been left disappointed, finding Lia suspiciously absent.

Was it any wonder she was in a bad enough mood to engage Adrianna?

“I didn’t realise you were in charge of what topics of conversation we could cover in the canteen,” Adrianna said, tossing her ponytail over her shoulder for good measure as she shot Erin a poisonous glance.

“I’m not, but she kinda is.” Erin jerked her thumb toward where Shanice stood behind her in the queue. “And I’m pretty sure she agrees with me.”

Shanice’s cheeks puffed out as she sighed. “I do, yeah. Leave Lia alone, Adrianna. Do you not think she’s been through enough?”

Too much, in Erin’s opinion. Too much to be on her own, away from her support network. Cerys sat at a table with a handful of others, seemingly unconcerned about Lia’s absence.

A few weeks ago, Erin having a desire to check on Lia would have been laughable. But she’d seen her in that rage room, seen her nearly break down before facing Hannah on the pitch. And as much as Erin might be trying to forget the night they’d spent together, she couldn’t deny that Lia had gotten underneath her skin.

Erin wouldn’t have slept with her if she didn’t care about her at all. Which was what led to her abandoning her place in the queue and retreating into the hall to see if Lia was nearby.

She didn’t have to look for long before she heard Lia’s voice. When Erin turned the corner, Lia was leaning against the wall, one hand twisting a strand of hair around her finger.

She had her back to Erin, giving her a rare opportunity to drink her in without risking being caught staring. Lia’s Albion hoodie was baggy, the sleeves rolled up to reveal her delicate wrists.

Looking at her, Erin was bombarded with memories of their night together, filled with an aching desire to do it all over again. Lia had awoken something in her that had long lain dormant, and Erin had no idea how to deal with the intensity of the desire that flooded through her with Lia back in touching distance.

Lia had asked for space, and Erin was trying to grant that, but the temptation to reach out and brush a hand across the small of Lia’s back, to ask if she was okay, was dizzying.

And then Lia’s mouth opened, and Erin recoiled when she realised who she was speaking to.

“Is this your way of punishing yourself? Because if you think that’s what I want, then it’s not, Hannah. All I wanted was to move on.”

The reason Lia wasn’t in there with the rest of the team was because she was talking to the ex-girlfriend that had broken her heart. Erin froze a few steps away, unsure what to do. The last thing she wanted was to overhear a reconciliation.

Perhaps she should go over there and physically shake some sense into Lia? Had she forgotten all the awful things that Hannah had done? Surely, one interview and moving teams wasn’t enough for Lia to forgive her. That was the least Hannah should have done, and she should have done it weeks ago, when this first happened.

Not six months later when the guilt got to be too much.

Erin wished she could give Hannah Edgerton a piece of her mind.

“I think I’ve learned my lesson about that,” Lia said, voice quiet, her back still to Erin. “Getting involved with someone on the same team never seems to end well.”

Was Erin imagining the regret in Lia’s words? And if she wasn’t—was it regret for how things had worked out with Hannah, or was she thinking of Erin? Was she realising that Erin had been right all along to try and keep their work and personal lives separate?

And there Erin was, hovering behind her, listening to a conversation she had no right to be a part of, when all Lia had asked of her was space. What was she doing? Erin wouldn’t be out there if it was Adrianna or Cerys or one of the others—anyone other than Alex, and Alex had been more family than teammate for years.

Quietly, Erin backed down the hallway before Lia could notice her. With her appetite gone, she instead made her way to the gym to start on her next round of rehab exercises. Maybe if she pushed herself hard enough, she’d stop wondering why she cared if Hannah and Lia got back together.


 

Chapter 15

Erin crouched on the grass, fighting to catch her breath after thirty minutes of running drills.

“Killed it today.” Alex ruffled her hair as they walked past, nowhere near as affected as Erin. “Can’t wait to have you back.”

“Might need a new set of lungs before that can happen.” Straightening, Erin couldn’t keep the smile from her face. As much as every part of her body ached, she’d managed to run her fastest time since her injury and achieved another tick on her checklist for returning to the squad.

Her hamstring had healed well, and she’d relished the return to full team training. It gave her something to focus on, something to build toward, because watching the team fight on four fronts week in and week out while she sat on the sidelines was starting to drain her.

But soon she’d be back out there with them.

A few feet away, Lia and Cerys were laughing together. It grated on Erin’s nerves. In the six weeks since Erin had left Marbella—and the five weeks since Erin had overheard Lia’s phone call with Hannah—she and Lia hadn’t spoken, and though she’d never admit such a weakness aloud, Erin missed her.

Whenever Erin had glimpsed Lia over the past few weeks, she’d seemed chipper, a contrast to Erin’s sourness over what had happened between them. Was Lia’s perkiness a result of her and Hannah smoothing things over?

Why did Erin care if it was? She had no right to Lia at all.

“There’s one last thing I wanted to mention today before I let you go.” Ayla called the team to attention once the last players had finished the drill. “I’m sure you’ve all noticed by now that a certain star striker is getting back to her best.”

At her side, Alex nudged Erin with their shoulder.

“So it’s about time we started to think about our formation. We’ve always used one lone striker up top, but once Erin is available, I think we should be playing her and Lia together. So we’re going to need to change some things. The coaching team have been talking about this for a long time, and we have a plan for how to do it that we’re going to introduce over the next few weeks. Just giving you a heads up now.” Ayla clapped her hands together, her usual sign of dismissal. “That’s all for today. Get yourselves showered, and enjoy the rest of your day—apart from Erin and Lia. Please, can the two of you stay behind for a few minutes?”

Dread sat low in Erin’s stomach as the rest of the team dispersed, leaving her and Lia alone with Ayla.

“Come closer, will you? Don’t make me shout.”

Reluctantly, both Erin and Lia shuffled closer to where Ayla stood.

She glanced between the two of them, a crease between her eyebrows. “How are you both feeling about what I said?”

Lia shrugged. “Hard to say until we’ve tried it, but I’m always happy to try new things. And it’ll be better if we can both play together.”

Ayla glanced at Erin.

“I agree.”

A few moments passed while Ayla waited to see if she was going to say anything else. When she didn’t, Ayla sighed. “Okay, excellent. Well, this is an awkward thing to say, but I’m not going to skate around it.”

Erin stiffened, and she clenched her hands into fists, nails digging into her palms. She did not like the look on Ayla’s face one bit.

“I’ve noticed some tension between the two of you lately.”

A laugh nearly bubbled past Erin’s lips. Tension. Like that summarised what had happened between them in Spain.

“I know you didn’t get along when Lia first joined us, but I thought you’d put that behind you.”

“We have,” Erin said. And then they’d slept together, and Erin had ruined all their progress because she was too guarded. Now she couldn’t look at Lia without wanting to pull her close and tell her she was sorry.

Or push her against the nearest wall and kiss her senseless.

Erin was trying so hard not to notice Lia at all that she noticed every damn thing about her: the ripple of the muscles in her thighs when she sprinted to meet a long ball; the curl of her talented fingers when she did bench presses in the gym; the arch of her neck and the dip of her collarbones when she shrugged out of one shirt and into another.

It was maddening.

Erin was more distracted now than she ever had been. More distracted than she would be if she wrapped herself in Lia again.

She couldn’t believe she’d been so stupid. If she’d never let this happen in the first place, she’d not be in this position now.

Ayla pursed her lips. “So what’s going on?”

“Nothing.” Everything.

“Lia?” Ayla turned toward her. “Anything you want to add?”

“No. Things between us are fine.”

Another hysterical laugh threatened, and Erin bit hard on her bottom lip. The first words she’d heard Lia say in six weeks and they were a gigantic lie.

From the look on her face, Ayla knew that, too. “Very well. You don’t have to talk to me about it, but you do have to figure it out. Starting tomorrow, you two are training together. Alone. I need you in perfect harmony on that pitch.”

Well, wasn’t that fantastic?

* * *

Lia trudged onto the training pitch without a modicum of her usual enthusiasm. Her feet dragged, and it was all because of the person who walked alongside her.

“Look, I know this isn’t ideal, but we were going to have to figure out how to play together eventually.” Erin broke the heavy silence that had settled between them. “Can we just be civil about it?”

Turning to look at her, Lia shook her head. “This is me being civil.”

“Ignoring me?”

“That’s what you did to me for the first few weeks I was here. What’s the matter—you can give it, but you can’t take it?”

“I think we both know that’s not true.”

Closing her eyes, Lia forced the memories of Marbella away. She’d had enough practice by now because they crept into her mind at the most inopportune moments. Distance had done nothing, and now Lia was going to be forced to spend a few hours a day with her? How was she supposed to handle that?

How was it that even now, weeks later, even after the way Erin had treated her the morning after, Lia still wanted her?

She didn’t know how people had casual sex. Lia sure wasn’t built for it, couldn’t look Erin in the eye without thinking about her naked.

“Hey, you two.” Perry, Albion’s head striking coach, waited for the two of them on one of the training pitches. “I’ll be working with you for the next few days. We’ll start out with our usual warm-ups and then move on to some simple drills.”

It was a relief to get started. To—temporarily, at least—push all thoughts of Erin away, focus on the ball at her feet, on the angle of her shots, on making the back of the net bulge.

“You need to be aware of one another,” Perry said, watching them both from the sidelines. “You need to be in sync. Need to know exactly where the other will be at all times, so much so that it becomes second nature. If one falls back, the other needs to press forward.”

Be aware of Erin? Lia was always aware of Erin.

They’d never worked closely together on the pitch, but it didn’t take her long to adapt. Erin had too much presence for Lia not to notice her, to be hyperaware of where she was standing, like her body was fine-tuned to Erin’s frequency.

Erin moved with an easy grace and a fluidity that Lia envied—had always envied, had always tried to emulate in her own play—and being able to play with her, and not against her, was a privilege despite their history.

“All right, ladies, that’s enough for today.” Perry called them to a halt after a set of passing drills, Erin finding Lia with ease every time. “That was a longer session than usual, but you were doing so well, I didn’t want to call it earlier.”

Glancing at the other training pitches, Lia was startled to realise that they were alone. The rest of the team must have already finished.

“Get yourselves into recovery, and I’ll see you at the same time tomorrow.”

Breathing heavily, sweat sticking her shirt to her skin, Lia trudged to the gym to do her usual warm-down stretches. Inside, it was quiet. They must have been out on the field for a long time. Not that she minded. In spite of everything, she’d had fun out there.

As Erin walked into the gym after her and began a set of stretches, some of Lia’s good mood faded.

Erin’s shirt rode up as she leaned forward to stretch her hamstring, revealing the notches of her spine and the smooth, toned muscles of her back.

Hastily, Lia turned her gaze away, chastising herself. Do not check her out, do not check her out, do not—

“We worked well out there today,” Erin said, her voice soft in the otherwise quiet. “Looks like we make a good team. Who would’ve thought?”

“I don’t know, Erin. Everyone other than you?”

Erin winced at the tone of her voice.

Lia sighed. “Sorry. I’m still having some trouble handling this.”

“Our mistake, you mean?”

The words were bitter enough to make Lia regret saying them in the first place. Especially because, even knowing what had come after, she would do it all over again if she could go back in time. “Are you telling me you don’t regret it?”

Erin’s throat bobbed as she swallowed. “The only thing I regret is how I treated you after. I’d take it back if I could. And if there was a way I could make it up to you, I would. Not that it matters now, anyway.”

The tone of Erin’s voice made Lia tilt her head. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing.”

“No.” Folding her arms across her chest, Lia met Erin’s gaze head-on. “Tell me.”

Erin’s teeth flashed white as she bit at her bottom lip, a rare display of uneasiness. “I overheard you talking to Hannah on the phone a few weeks ago. It seemed…friendly. I thought maybe you’d got back together.”

Not what Lia had expected at all—she was so surprised, she laughed. “Are you joking? Is that why you’ve kept your distance these last few weeks?”

“No. I kept my distance because you asked for space. Because we made a mistake.”

One Lia still couldn’t get off her mind, no matter how hard she tried. “Maybe we should start fresh. Pretend the last six months never happened.”

“You think you can do that?”

“I don’t know.” But what they were doing now wasn’t working. And if Erin was nearly back to a return, ignoring one another wasn’t going to fly. They needed to work together for the good of the team. “But I think I’d like to try.”

* * *

“We have two things to celebrate tonight.” Shanice stood at the head of the table and raised her glass of wine.

Around Erin, their teammates did the same, and Erin lifted her own.

“First and foremost—happy birthday, Lia. I’m sure you’re thrilled to be spending the evening with all of us.”

“Nowhere else I’d rather be.” Lia sat on the opposite side of the table from Erin, a few seats down. The smile she flashed at Shanice seemed forced. She hadn’t been herself all night, quieter than usual, keeping to herself and only speaking when spoken to.

At team dinners that was usually Erin’s approach, not Lia’s. But though things between them had improved somewhat over the last week, Erin didn’t know if they were in a good enough place for her to ask Lia what was on her mind.

“And second,” Shanice said, turning her gaze toward Erin, “congratulations to our star striker, who’s back in the matchday squad this weekend for the first time in nine months.”

Whoops and hollers echoed around the table, and Erin couldn’t hide her smile. Unlike Lia’s, hers was genuine, cheeks aching with the force of it.

Shanice lifted her glass higher. “Can’t wait to see you back on the pitch, Erin.”

“Thank you. I can’t wait, either.” Being in the squad didn’t necessarily mean she’d get any minutes on Sunday, but it was one step closer. She’d sit by the side of the pitch instead of in the stands, inching her way toward her long-awaited return.

Even five minutes would be enough. Five minutes of hearing the cheers ring out around their stadium, of gliding over the grass, of dodging and weaving around players she didn’t know inside and out.

She could almost taste it.

Shanice sat, and around Erin conversations resumed or were started, providing a hum of background noise as she finished her glass of wine.

But her focus—as it always was these days—was drawn back toward Lia. Her eyes were downcast; she was staring at her hands. Not the behaviour one would expect from the birthday girl.

Erin felt that way about her own birthdays, but she was on the wrong side of thirty. Lia had seemed fine—if embarrassed—at training earlier when she’d walked into a canteen full of balloons and been serenaded by a chorus of “Happy Birthday” during lunch.

On the training pitch, she’d been fine, too, moving with her usual tenacity. For the past week, they’d trained exclusively together, and Erin had to admit she relished it. As when they’d both been injured earlier in the season, Lia pushed her every day to be better.

When they shared the pitch together, she hoped they were going to make a formidable pair.

Lia lifted her head, catching Erin looking her way. Her lips twitched into the ghost of a smile, but it was the farthest thing from convincing.

You okay? Erin mouthed, knowing none of their teammates were paying any attention to her. To her left, Alex was locked in an argument with Cerys about which of them was would have notched the most assists by the end of the season, and on her right, Adrianna was gushing about the night she’d spent a few days ago with an Everton defender.

A small shake of her head was Lia’s answer, but Erin had already known that. It was clear on Lia’s face. Something was bothering her, souring what should have been a happy day.

Erin inclined her head toward the bathroom before climbing to her feet and slipping away from the table, fighting the urge to look back to see if Lia was following her.

* * *

“We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” Lia said as she stepped through the bathroom door.

Inside, Erin leaned a hip against one of the porcelain sinks. “I do have a habit of cornering you in bathrooms when you’re upset.”

Lia didn’t deny being upset, though she was surprised Erin wanted to talk to her about it. She didn’t strike Lia as the type. But she supposed Erin had done a good job of it back when Albion had played Wanderers.

She hovered a step inside the door, drinking Erin in. They’d been training together all week, but it was rare for them to spend time together without a coach or a teammate present.

Erin wore a dark-blue blouse, the top two buttons undone to reveal her sharp collarbones and the tempting curve of her breasts. It was unfair for her to look so delectable when Lia was trying so hard to put that night behind them.

But how could she when Erin looked so damn good?

“Want to talk about it?”

With a sigh, Lia drifted closer but was careful to keep a few inches of space between them as she faced the mirror. “It’s dumb.”

“If it’s upsetting you, it’s not dumb.”

Lia tapped a finger against the sink beside Erin’s, forcing herself to focus on that and not the intensity of Erin’s eyes. “It’s my father. He forgot my birthday. Again. My grandmother used to remind him, but obviously, she doesn’t even remember anymore.” She shook her head. “My dad and I haven’t spoken in months, but I thought he might reach out. I don’t know why I still let it bother me after all these years, why I let him and my stepmother get under my skin. Why I think they’ll ever stop disappointing me.”

Erin reached out a hand, her fingers brushing the back of Lia’s shoulder, left bare by the cut of her shirt. Goose bumps erupted there in the wake of Erin’s touch. Her skin burned so hot, it felt like being touched by a naked flame.

Lia’s breath caught, so affected by Erin’s closeness that it became hard for her to think. “I know it’s just a day, but I hoped they’d at least send me a message. At least remember I exist.”

“You deserve so much better than that.” Quiet and resolved, Erin’s voice was as soothing as the patterns she continued to draw across Lia’s back. “And they don’t deserve you.”

Lia closed her eyes, trying to fight off the tears that had been threatening to fall all night. “It’s easy to push it down most of the time. Easy to ignore the fact that I don’t have anyone. But on days like today…”

“You do have people.” In the mirror, Erin met Lia’s gaze and jerked a thumb toward the bathroom door. “You have a whole team of people out there who care about you. Who want the best for you. I know you haven’t been with us for long, but you must know by now that one of the team’s values is family. That family can be what you make it—and not what you’re born into.”

“And do you consider yourself a part of that family?”

Erin shrugged, dropping her hand back to her side. “Reluctantly. Every family has to have a black sheep, doesn’t it?”

Lia missed the heat of her touch acutely. “And is that why you wanted to talk to me? Because I’m part of your family?” Lia was pushing and prodding at things that would be better left alone. But she was raw and lonely, and her resolve to ignore everything that had happened and keep Erin at arm’s length lessened with every second they spent breathing the same air.

Erin’s throat bobbed as she swallowed. “I don’t think familial sums up any of my feelings toward you.”

Lia’s eyes closed because what the hell was she supposed to say to that? “Erin…” She curled her hands around the sink, tried to use the shock of the cold porcelain to ground herself.

“If you didn’t want to hear my answer, why did you ask the question?”

“I don’t know.” Lia ran a hand across her face, not daring to open her eyes. She didn’t trust herself not to lean further into Erin’s orbit. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“But you did.”

“I did.”

When Erin’s hand returned to her back, gently tracing the bumps of her spine, Lia jumped. Such a simple touch, but it burned through the cotton of her shirt, made her breath surge from her chest as a quiet gasp, as her heartbeat thrummed loud in her ears.

Flicking her eyes open, she found Erin’s gaze on her, her eyes dark and focused on Lia’s mouth.

“What are we doing?” Lia was afraid to whisper the words aloud, terrified to shatter whatever moment they hung inside. But she couldn’t handle the uncertainty, the push and pull, the back-and-forth.

Ignoring Erin hadn’t made things any easier. A fresh start hadn’t done anything to lessen the ache whenever Erin stepped close in training. Pretending nothing had ever happened wasn’t working, and Lia didn’t know how much longer she could act like it was.

“I don’t know.” Erin’s voice was breathless. “But I do know that I can’t stop thinking about you.”

Lia’s own breath caught.

“I keep telling myself to ignore it. To push it away. That it’s not a good idea—that it wasn’t a good idea in the first place. You know I have rules, and that they’re there for a reason. I don’t want distractions; I don’t want anything to take my focus away from anything but the game. But it’s even more distracting not being able to touch you. Do you have any idea how hard it is to concentrate in Ayla’s meetings when all I can think about is kissing you?”

A buzzing filled Lia’s ears; she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. All those weeks, had Erin really been feeling the same way? “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying…” Erin’s hand dropped to Lia’s hip, fingers curling around the denim of Lia’s jeans.

Lia remembered the strength of those hands guiding the movement of her hips against Erin’s mouth, and her throat went dry. The way Erin’s fingers tensed, digging in, made Lia wonder if she was thinking of the same thing.

“Maybe it shouldn’t be a one-time thing. Maybe it should be a regular thing. If you can trust me again,” Erin suggested.

Finding words was so difficult with Erin’s hand on her. After so many weeks without it, even the simplest of touches made her ache. “I think the real question is if you can trust me.”

“I can. I do. I’m sorry for how I acted—you seem to have the rather unique ability to get under my skin.”

Lia laughed, turning to face Erin fully. “Well, if it’s any consolation, the feeling’s mutual.” She opened her mouth to ask what happened now, where they went from here, but footsteps sounded nearby.

They sprang apart, Erin knocking on the tap to pretend to be washing her hands, and Lia desperately tried to catch her breath as she turned back to the mirror.

Behind her, the door opened to admit Adrianna, who raised an eyebrow as she glanced between them.

Worst timing ever.

“Thought you’d gotten lost, Ashcroft.” Adrianna batted her eyelashes, reaching out to brush a hand across Lia’s bicep. “Birthday girls aren’t supposed to hide in the bathroom. I’ve missed you out there.”

Beneath her touch, Lia struggled not to flinch away. Though at least it doused the flames Erin’s hands had ignited.

“I’ll be right out.”

“Better be.” With a wink, Adrianna strode into one of the stalls, and Lia tried to control the frantic beating of her heart.

Once the stall door was shut behind Adrianna, Erin leaned close, whispering into Lia’s ear. “What are your plans for tonight?”

“Nothing.” Cerys would try to persuade her to go out, but Lia hadn’t wanted to earlier in the evening—she sure didn’t feel like it now.

“Come over to my place when we’re done here, if you like. We can talk some more.”

Lia caught Erin’s eye. “What if talking’s not what I want?”

“That can be arranged, too.” After a quick glance over her shoulder, Erin leaned in, pressing a fleeting open-mouthed kiss to the skin just beneath Lia’s ear.

She shuddered, her knees shaking, reduced to a quivering mess by the simple brush of Erin’s lips. Erin walked away, a self-satisfied smirk on her mouth, and Lia was quick to follow her out before Adrianna emerged, hoping her flaming cheeks wouldn’t be noticeable by the time she made it back to the table.


 

Chapter 16

Erin glanced at the clock for the hundredth time.

Time seemed to have slowed since she’d left the restaurant, and with every second that ticked past, she wondered if Lia had changed her mind and wasn’t coming after all.

Erin wasn’t sure how to cope if she didn’t.

Never before had she put herself out like that, admitted such a weakness as not being able to get someone off her mind. But at the same time, it was freeing. To stop hiding, to stop denying, to reach for something that she wanted even if there was a chance she wouldn’t get it.

Because she couldn’t carry on the way she had been without at least trying to make something work. Couldn’t keep watching Lia at training, day in and day out, and craving her. Their entanglement couldn’t possibly be any more distracting than that—not if they were both on the same page about what it meant.

When Erin had left the restaurant—the first of the team to slip away—Lia had been ignoring some of the girls’ attempts to drag her out for drinks. Had they been successful? Had she chosen to spend the evening with them rather than with Erin?

The knock came before Erin’s thoughts could spiral further, exactly seventy-two minutes after she’d arrived home. She wiped her clammy palms on her black sweatpants before crossing her living room to open it.

“Sorry,” was the first word out of Lia’s mouth, a smile on her lips. “I couldn’t get away until I’d had at least one drink with them.”

“It’s okay,” Erin said like she hadn’t spent the last hour panicking she’d scared Lia away. “Come in.” She waved Lia past her, watching her shrug out of her jacket and hang it on the rack beside her front door.

She admired the muscles in Lia’s shoulders, the way her high-waisted black jeans were moulded to her skin. Erin was hoping she could peel them off.

Lia turned, visibly taking in Erin’s appearance as she leaned against her kitchen island. “You got changed.”

“You expect me to sit around for an hour in jeans? Those come off as soon as I walk through the door. What’s the matter? Don’t like me casual?”

Biting her lip, Lia’s gaze traced over Erin’s arms, bared by her tight white tank. It lingered on her hips and the sliver of skin left bare by the sweatpants. “I’d like you in anything. But I particularly like you naked.”

“Is that how you would have preferred me to answer the door?”

“Mm, now there’s an idea.” Lia drew closer until her arms bracketed Erin’s hips, but still held herself a few inches away. “That would have been a good birthday present.”

“Not sure what the neighbours would have to say about it, though.”

“That’s true. Wouldn’t want that to be in the next news cycle. What would the fans say?”

Having Lia so close was utterly intoxicating. Thinking she could deny this pull had been madness—Erin had been powerless to resist it ever since the moment their lips had met for the first time.

“Oh, I bet they’d love it,” Erin said. “They’d come up with a name for us.”

“Fincroft?”

“Ashnch doesn’t have the same ring to it.”

Lia laughed, pressing closer, but she had a serious glint in her eye. “That’s not what this is, though, is it? It’s just sex?”

“I didn’t realise that was a question. That’s not what you want, is it?” Her heart thudded, panicking that Lia might have read more into things than Erin had intended. “Because I’m not cut out for a relationship. I thought you—”

Lia pressed her finger to Erin’s lips, the glint in her eye turning to one of amusement. “Calm down. After my last attempt, that’s not exactly something I’m after right now. I just wanted to make sure we were on the same page. Maybe make some ground rules?”

“Ground rules?”

Lia trailed her finger from Erin’s lips to her jaw, then down the side of her neck.

It made Erin shiver, her train of thought temporarily forgotten. “Do you want a written contract? Signed by both parties?”

“You are so…” Lia blew out a breath, shaking her head. “I can’t believe I’m attracted to you.”

Erin gripped Lia’s hips, tugging her close and erasing the scant few inches between them. “But you are.”

“I am.” The words were murmured against Erin’s neck, with Lia’s lips against her skin. Then she leaned back, turning narrowed eyes onto Erin. “That’s payback for the kiss you gave me in the bathroom. Do you have any idea how much that turned me on?”

Erin palmed Lia’s ass, making her groan. “I’m hoping I’m going to find out.”

“I’m serious about rules,” Lia said, though her hips arched against Erin’s thigh. “Last time things went sour because we didn’t communicate properly.”

“Fine.” Dropping her hands, Erin gripped the counter instead. “It’s just sex. No feelings. We don’t tell anyone on the team—they won’t understand, and I don’t want anyone other than you in my business. We don’t let it affect anything on the pitch. Anything to add?”

After a moment of worrying at her bottom lip with her teeth, Lia shook her head. “No. I think that covers all bases.”

“Good.” Erin reached for Lia, this time spinning the two of them around so she was pressed against the counter, pinned by Erin’s hips. “Because I think we’ve waited long enough, don’t you?”

In response, Lia reached her arms behind Erin’s neck to drag her into a kiss, needy and frantic, her hands running through Erin’s hair. Erin’s own hands slid to Lia’s thighs, encouraging her onto the kitchen island and then stepping between her open legs.

Unlike last time, she wasn’t injured, didn’t have to worry about jostling her hamstring, and planned to take full advantage. Tomorrow was a day off—so if Erin only managed to snatch a handful of hours’ sleep after a night of making Lia breathe her name, there’d be no harm done.

* * *

Boneless, Lia collapsed onto Erin’s mattress.

Sweat beaded at her temple, her heart still racing and the taste of Erin sweet on her tongue. Beside her, Erin stretched out, the sheets bunched around her waist as she struggled to catch her breath.

Despite spending the last several hours exploring every inch of Erin’s lithe body, Lia couldn’t help but enjoy the view. How she’d ended up back in Erin’s bed, she wasn’t sure.

It might be her best birthday yet, though.

Lia brushed her thumb across the tattoo inked on Erin’s ribs. Her lips had traced over the elegant black lines of the bow and arrow earlier, but she didn’t think Erin would have appreciated Lia asking what it meant when she had three fingers deep inside her. “You a big archery fan?”

“Hmm?” Erin turned to her with a frown of confusion, her eyes widening with understanding when Lia gently tapped her ribs. “Oh. No, it’s the symbol for Sagittarius.”

“Didn’t peg you as a star-sign girl.”

“It’s not mine. It’s Maisie’s. Jessica wanted to get a tattoo when Maisie was born, but she wouldn’t go on her own.” A smile played at the edges of Erin’s lips, fondness creeping into her tone. “So I went with her, and we got matching ones.”

“That’s cute.”

Erin wrinkled her nose and brushed Lia’s hand away from her ribs. “Do not call me cute.”

“Why?” Lia refrained from pointing out how her expression made her look even cuter.

“That’s a word you use to describe puppies or kittens, not the woman who just gave you four orgasms.”

“Oh, counting, were we?”

Erin’s expression morphed into that self-satisfied smirk Lia was rapidly developing a fondness for. “Is that a problem?”

“No. Though we are uneven.” By Lia’s count, she’d made Erin come three times—once with her fingers, and twice with her mouth before she’d been tugged away.

“Mm, that’s okay. I like winning.”

“I can see that.” Lia stared toward the rather impressive trophy display covering one wall of Erin’s bedroom. Her own collection was growing, but Erin’s was immense. If Lia could finish her career with half as many accolades, she’d be happy. “A little self-serving, don’t you think?”

“You’re the one that called me an egomaniac.” Erin tucked one of her arms behind her head, eyes on her bedroom ceiling. “Where else would I put them? This place doesn’t have the biggest square footage. And putting them in the guest bedroom would be worse. Or in the living room for everyone to see. Isn’t this less self-serving?”

“Oh, so the only people that see them are your conquests?”

“No. I don’t bring anyone in here. Well.” Erin tilted her head. “Until you.”

“Wait, what?” Lia leaned on one elbow, her gaze on Erin’s face. “What do you mean?”

Lazily, Erin leaned her cheek against her pillow, meeting Lia’s gaze. “I meant what I said, Lia. I usually do.”

“You don’t bring women here? Ever?”

“I don’t really do this.” Erin waved between the two of them, a faint edge of discomfort to her voice. “I’ve told you a thousand times, I don’t do distractions. And sex is a big one. I don’t sleep around. Not until the off-season, and then I’m usually in Spain, where there’s no chance of anyone knowing who I am.”

“Oh.” Lia didn’t know what to say to that. Not while she was lying splayed out on Erin’s cotton sheets.

Erin shot her a warning look. “Don’t be weird about it.”

“I wasn’t going to be!”

Hazel eyes narrowed.

“I wasn’t.” Lia’s gaze was drawn to the base of Erin’s throat. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Little late for that, don’t you think?”

“I’m serious, Erin.”

Sighing, Erin curled a hand around Lia’s hip and tugged her closer. “So am I. Do you think you’d be here if I hadn’t thought things through?” Her lips ghosted across Lia’s, and then she kissed her, hot and hard. “I want this. Okay?”

“O-okay.”

“I do draw the line at you staying the night, though.” Though her eyes sparkled with mirth, Erin’s tone was serious. “I value my sleep too much to be kept awake by your snoring.”

“Excuse you, I do not snore. But I wouldn’t dream of it.” As intimate as they’d been with one another, waking entwined around one another would be a different level entirely. “I’ll go now so you can get your beauty sleep.”

She leaned forward to press one last kiss to Erin’s lips before slipping from her bed. The cold air made her shiver, and she was quick to locate her clothes strewn across the floor, dragging them on with the weight of Erin’s heavy gaze on her.

Once dressed, Lia hovered in the doorway, unsure of what to say. How did you say goodbye to the woman that had just made you see stars, whom you had to look in the eye on the football field in two days’ time? “I’ll see you at training on Friday?”

“I’m not planning on missing it. Goodnight, Lia. Happy birthday.”

Erin had given her a very happy birthday indeed.

* * *

“Goddammit!” Ayla kicked the ground with the toe of her Nikes as the ball slid past Albion’s keeper.

Around the stands, five thousand fans groaned in unison.

Fifteen minutes left in the game, and the score was tied at 1-1 in the League Cup semi-final. From her seat on the bench, Erin shook her head—they’d been too lax with the ball all game, too slow with their passes, and Aston Villa had punished them for it.

“Finch!” Ayla turned toward Erin, a frantic gleam in her eye. It was rare for her to show such emotion during a game, but she would not want her dream of the elusive quadruple to fail at the first hurdle. “Do your final warm-ups. You’re going on.”

“What?” Panic fluttered through Erin’s chest. She hadn’t expected more than a five-minute cameo in her first game back—ideally once the game had already been wrapped up, allowing her to string a few passes together, maybe have a shot on target.

She had not expected to be brought on to win the match.

“What’s the matter?” Ayla settled her hands on her hips. “Not ready?”

“No!” Erin leapt to her feet, shaking her head. “No, I’m ready.”

“Are you sure? It’s not like you to hesitate.” With narrowed eyes, Ayla’s gaze scoured Erin’s face. “Because if you’re not—”

“I said I’m good.” Before Ayla could argue further, Erin hurried off down the touchline.

Earlier, she’d jogged half-heartedly back and forth, knowing she wasn’t close to stepping onto the pitch. Now she sprinted, heart racing in her chest, feeling the buzz of anticipation in the crowd.

Three minutes later, Ayla was waving her over, and Erin shrugged off her jacket, leaving her in her crisp blue-and-white Albion shirt, the number eleven emblazoned on her back.

“Sure you’re ready?” Ayla asked one last time.

“I’m ready.”

“Good.” Ayla clapped her on the back. “Because we’re not going out like this. Get on there and give ʼem hell, Erin.”

She swallowed.

No pressure.

But she’d always thrived under pressure. She loved having her back against the wall, going against the odds. Being the difference maker.

Most of all, she loved playing football.

And she’d really fucking missed it.

Alex was the player who came off for her, and they yanked Erin into a bear hug as their paths crossed, holding her for one second too long before releasing her. All around the stadium, cheers rang out as the announcer called her name.

Nine months and she was back on the pitch, studs sinking into the turf as she took her place behind Lia, who was at the spearhead of their attack.

Somewhere in the crowd, Maisie and Jessica would be screaming, but Erin didn’t dare look for them. Emotion wasn’t something she often felt on the pitch. She did her best to push it down, to keep her thoughts rational. But as five thousand people chanted her name, she had to blink back tears.

Seeing Maisie’s beaming face would tip her over the edge.

A few metres away, Lia caught Erin’s eye and smiled. Erin refused to acknowledge the thrill it sent through her. Now was not the time to reminisce on what had happened between them a few days ago.

Now was the time to propel Albion into yet another cup final.

Thirty seconds in, Lia rolled the ball into Erin’s path. She raced onto the end of the pass, taking the ball past two defenders. The third forced her wide, the angle too tight for Erin to take a shot, and the ball was eventually bundled out of play for a corner.

Erin felt more alive than she had in months, a thrill in her veins as she was jostled about in the penalty box. Nothing resulted from it, the ball sailing over everyone’s heads and straight out for a goal kick, but the confidence of doing something to help her team for the first time in months was electric.

Four minutes later, Erin picked the ball up in midfield. Without needing to lift her head, she knew where Lia would be—on the shoulder of the last defender, ready to race goalwards if the ball was chipped over the top.

So that was exactly what Erin did.

The swiftness of the move—and the quality of the pass—took everyone by surprise.

Everyone other than Lia, who had been on the receiving end of similar passes on countless occasions during their training drills. Erin stood, hands on her hips, as Lia sprinted past Aston Villa’s defence to collect Erin’s pass with a simple touch of her boot. Taking it in her stride, Lia raced toward the keeper—and slotted it past her into the goal’s far corner.

“Yes!” Shanice roared louder than the crowd, hauling Erin into a hug. “That’s what I’m talking about, Finch! I knew you and her would be a good team!” Shanice shook Erin’s shoulders so hard, her teeth rattled. She then jogged off to celebrate with Lia by the goal.

Before going over to join them, Erin took a moment to herself. She cast her gaze toward the stand where she’d spent every home game for the past few months, searching for a familiar face.

There.

Maisie was on her feet, waving a sign in her hands. This far away, Erin couldn’t read it, but Maisie had sent her a picture of it before the match. It read Welcome back, Auntie Erin in big blue glittery letters, painstakingly done by hand.

Throat tight, Erin waved toward her before heading for the corner flag, where Lia had disappeared beneath the rest of their team. When she emerged, her eyes were bright, a flush on her cheeks as their gazes met.

And sure, Erin would have loved to bag the winning goal herself. It would have made for a better comeback story, that was for sure. But grabbing an assist was sweet, too. And the look on Lia’s face, the satisfaction at being the difference maker, yet again—that was perfect, too.

They didn’t have a chance to share a private moment, to speak to one another before they were being urged back to their own for the restart, but that was okay. Erin would have time to seek Lia out later.

To be properly thanked for her picture-perfect pass.

To properly thank Lia in return for putting Albion back ahead.

For the remainder of the game, Albion kept all eleven players behind the ball. Erin would have preferred not to be so much on defence, to try and score another goal and put the game to bed. But she wasn’t in charge of their tactics.

So instead, she held the front of the line, hounding Aston Villa’s midfield whenever they lingered too long on the ball. In the ninety-fourth minute, she timed a tackle to perfection, taking it off Villa’s number eight, to the delighted cheers of the crowd.

She passed the ball—only to be caught by the same player she’d dispossessed. The ground rose to meet her, and Erin crashed onto her bad knee as the referee blew her whistle.

For a moment, Erin couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move. Memories of the past few months, of every agonising step of her recovery, washed over her as she sat on the grass. Everything around her melted away. Until a hand settled on the small of her back.

“Are you okay?” Lia’s voice was in her ear, a frown between her eyebrows, her fingers warm through Erin’s shirt.

Erin was breathing too quickly and focused on the timbre of Lia’s breaths, the expansion and contraction of her chest. “I’m okay.” Stretching and rotating her leg, Erin was relieved when nothing ached. “I just panicked.”

“I think that’s to be anticipated.”

As Erin shifted, pushing herself into a crouch, Lia dropped her hand. Concern still shone in her eyes.

“I’m good.” Erin rose to her feet, blinking at Shanice arguing with the referee a few feet away.

“I don’t understand why it wasn’t a yellow,” Shanice said with a shake of her head. “There was no attempt to get the ball! She wiped her clean out.”

“My decision is final, Rookwood.” The referee set the ball on the grass, awarding a free kick, if not the card Shanice had requested. “Back off before I book you instead.”

With an annoyed shake of her head, Shanice turned away. “You good, Finch?”

“I’m good.” A part of Erin was ashamed she’d reacted like that to a simple foul. Before her injury, she’d have bounced straight back to her feet and brushed herself off. But now everything was different. “Let’s see this out.”

Shanice squeezed her shoulder. “That’s the spirit. Another two minutes—let’s do this, team!”

When the final whistle blew, Erin sagged in relief, exhausted. With all the extra injury time, she’d played twenty-two minutes in total, but she felt like she’d run a marathon. It hadn’t been the return she’d imagined, but if Erin had learned anything during her career, it was that in football, things rarely went to plan.

And she’d missed the high of a win. The buzzing beneath her skin, the itch to get out there and do it all over again. And to be in another cup final, to have the chance to win the first trophy of the season—to potentially be involved in the win—was a balm to the painful ache of the last nine months.

Restless energy thrummed through her body as she shook hands with the opposition players. It always happened following a match. All the build-up and anticipation released in a burst of energy. Most of her teammates collapsed after a game, but not Erin.

Erin usually walked home rather than catching a ride. Or if they were away and had to get the bus back, she’d pace in the changing room until they had to leave, with the exhausted eyes of her teammates watching her move.

She wanted to get inside, to give Maisie a cuddle and hear her talk about the game, but she was instead dragged to do a TV interview with the BBC.

Beside Lia.

“How does it feel being back on the pitch, Erin?”

A microphone was pushed into her face, and Erin forced a smile, drawing on all her years of media training. “Good, yeah. Happy to be back out there and helping out the team.”

“And the knee’s holding up all right? You went down for a few minutes toward the end there.”

Erin forced back a wince at the reminder. “Nope, all good.”

“A dream start back—making the winning goal. How excited are you to play with Lia on a regular basis?”

Once again, Erin struggled not to react. Because she would very much like to play with Lia on a regular basis. In fact, the sooner Erin could do that, the better. The heat of Lia’s body so close to her own was intoxicating. All that restless, pent-up energy… What better way to let that out than by falling into bed once they were both back home? “I think if we can keep teaming up like we did today, we’re going to have a great end to the season.”

“And you, Lia.” The reporter pulled the microphone away from Erin’s mouth and pressed it to Lia’s. “Another goal scored today. Want to talk us through it?”

“Not much to talk you through.” Lia’s smile was full of charm. “Had to put it away after a pass like that.”

“And how are you feeling about having Erin back with the team?”

“Well, obviously, it’s our first match together. But I think it went well. I’m excited to see how much we can achieve together as a team.”

“Thank you both—good luck for the final.”

With a nod, Erin and Lia slipped away, shoulders brushing as they walked toward the tunnel. The rest of the team were already inside, and there was only a handful of waving people left in the crowd. Sparks erupted across Erin’s skin whenever she and Lia touched, Erin’s heart racing in anticipation of the possible night ahead.

“How are you feeling?” Lia hovered a step inside the tunnel, taking a moment before they rejoined the team. “Knee okay?”

“It feels good.” She’d need to do her warm-down and strengthening exercises to keep it healthy, but her knee didn’t feel tight. “You took the goal well.”

“Had to. Like I said—I couldn’t waste an incredible pass like that.” In the darkness of the tunnel, Lia’s eyes twinkled.

Erin hoped she could sense how her words stroked Erin’s ego. “What are you doing tonight?”

“Not sure. Might go out with some of the girls. Celebrate our win with a few drinks.”

Erin tried not to let her disappointment show.

“Unless…” Lia tucked her hands behind her back. “You can make me a better offer.”

If they were alone—truly alone, with no risk of being discovered—Erin would reach out and tug Lia close, and remind her exactly what Erin had to offer. A part of her was tempted to risk it anyway when Lia’s gaze met her own, restless energy searching for an outlet. A challenge stared back at her.

Well, two could play at that game. “I don’t want to take you away from your friends. Enjoy your drinks.” Erin made to move past Lia—and smirked when a hand closed around her wrist, trapping her in place.

“When do you want me?”

Right now, preferably. “Swing by when you get home.”

“Okay.” Lia squeezed her wrist once before releasing her grip. “I’ll see you later.”

Already, Erin couldn’t wait.


 

Chapter 17

Erin’s mouth was on hers the second Lia stepped inside Erin’s apartment.

Her back collided with the closed front door, Erin’s hands curling around her hips and trapping Lia in place. Not that she minded. How could she when Erin kissed her with such ferocity? As if it had been years since their last meeting instead of two days?

Lia had felt the ache of those two days, too. Seeing Erin in training next to her on the pitch and not being able to react, not being able to reach out and touch her, had been torture. Second-guessing every word that came out her mouth, not wanting to make it obvious that their relationship had evolved, was already so difficult. How was she going to manage the rest of the season?

But, oh, it was all worth it for the hot slide of Erin’s mouth against the side of her neck, the graze of her teeth against Lia’s pulse point before they sank into the flesh of her shoulder, the sting soon soothed by the swipe of Erin’s tongue.

“Are you always like this after a game?” Lia’s words came out breathless; her heart thundered in her ears. Though she’d knocked on Erin’s door a mere minute ago, she was already wet.

Had been since she’d grasped Erin’s wrist in the tunnel and felt the thrum of Erin’s pulse beneath her fingertips.

“Am I always like what?” Erin lifted her head from Lia’s collarbones, her eyes dark.

Lia draped her arms over Erin’s shoulders and brushed a hand through Erin’s short hair, soft following her post-match shower. “Needy.”

Leaning closer, Erin pressed her thigh between Lia’s legs.

Lia couldn’t help the rock of her hips against the pressure, lips parting in a gasp.

“Looks like I’m not the needy one.”

Lia laughed, scratching her nails along the back of Erin’s neck just to see her eyelids flutter. “You didn’t answer my question.”

“I told you.” Erin’s mouth returned to her neck, settling at the spot beneath Lia’s ear that made her knees weak. “This is new to me. But I do get restless after a game—win or lose. This seemed a good way to release all that energy.”

Lia had to agree. But then, if it kept Erin’s tongue swirling over her skin, she’d agree to anything.

“Now, do you want to talk”—Erin gripped her hips, encouraging a slow grind against her flexed thigh—“or do you want to fuck?”

“Why not both?”

Erin stopped, pinning Lia’s hips to the door and lifting her mouth away from Lia’s neck. Lia’s clit throbbed, protesting the sudden loss of friction. To have Erin so close but not touching her was maddening.

“Pick one.” Erin’s voice was rough, affected. The knowledge that Lia had done that to her made Lia wetter. Plus, that commanding tone…

Lia shuddered.

“Fine.” She tried to rock her hips, tried to break out of Erin’s grip, but Erin held fast. It was torture—but it also felt good. “I pick fucking.”

Still, Erin didn’t move—except to tilt her head to one side, considering. The intensity of her gaze was scorching.

“Did you hear me?”

“I heard you.” Erin squeezed her hips but didn’t release her iron grip. “But you’re still talking.”

“Because you’re—” At a raised eyebrow from Erin, Lia snapped her mouth closed.

“Good girl.”

Okay. That should have been condescending. Should have made Lia open her mouth again, indignant—but instead her hips twitched and she shivered, goose bumps erupting over her skin.

And Erin, goddamn her, noticed. Her eyes narrowed, cataloguing Lia’s every reaction as if she were studying an organism under a microscope. “Do you like that? Being told what to do?”

“I…” A denial leapt to Lia’s mouth, the response automatic, ingrained, before she hesitated.

She hadn’t been with many women, fumbling through her first teenaged encounters too quickly to think about what she liked—and what she didn’t. It hadn’t mattered when it was a short-lived fling.

Hannah had been her only long-term relationship, and the sex with her had always been vanilla. Unadventurous. And Lia had been in love and too content with what they had to ever consider asking for more. To push outside her usual comfort zone.

But the thought of Erin, holding her like this, whispering orders into her ear for her to follow, pulling her strings until they were taut and screaming for release made her ache.

“I don’t know,” Lia whispered, though it felt like a lie as soon as the words passed her lips. “I’ve never tried it.”

Erin’s gaze never strayed from Lia’s face. Her eyes had gone dark and hungry, with a predatory gleam to them that promised Lia a night she’d never forget. “Do you want to?”

This time, denial was the farthest thing from Lia’s mind. “Yes.”

Erin’s smile turned wicked. “Good.” She pressed that wicked smile to Lia’s lips, kissing her hot and hard as her hands released Lia’s hips to sneak beneath her Albion hoodie.

Beneath it, Lia was bare—after showering, she hadn’t seen the point in pulling on clothes she was going to take off at Erin’s anyway—and Erin groaned in unmistakeable approval. She palmed Lia’s breasts, then brushed her nipples with her thumbs until Lia’s back arched into her, causing the rocking of her hips against Erin’s thigh to quicken.

“Not yet.” Erin’s hands dropped back to her hips, slowing their rhythm.

Lia nearly sobbed. Five minutes in and she was wrecked, desperate, sure the first swipe of Erin’s fingers against her clit would send her tumbling over the edge.

Agonisingly slowly, Erin drew down the zipper of Lia’s hoodie until she finally tugged it off Lia’s shoulders and threw it over her shoulder.

As the cold air hit Lia’s bare skin, she shivered.

The heat of Erin’s gaze warmed her from the inside out, molten lava building in her stomach as it lingered on Lia’s breasts. “Turn around.”

Lia swallowed but obeyed, facing Erin’s front door, her hands resting lightly on the wood.

“Good.” Erin took Lia’s chin in her hand, turning her head enough to press their lips together.

The warm weight of Erin pressed her fully against the door, and Lia gasped at the shock of the cold against her overheated skin, her fingers curling against the wood.

“Can you be quiet?” Erin’s words ghosted over her neck and back as she kissed along the notches of Lia’s spine. “We wouldn’t want any of the neighbours coming to investigate, would we?”

Fuck.

Hands curved around Lia’s waist to undo the button of her jeans, and Lia kicked off her shoes so Erin could peel both them and her underwear down her legs. She wanted to turn around fully, wanted to see the look on Erin’s face, wanted to watch Erin worship her body, but she didn’t dare move.

Gently, Erin pushed her legs apart. Anticipation made Lia’s throat dry as Erin’s body shifted behind her. She gasped when a warm mouth kissed a trail from the back of her knee to the top of her thigh.

“Remember what I said.” Erin gripped her hips, holding Lia in place, and her breath was hot between her thighs, where Lia needed it most.

Trembling, Lia ached to have Erin’s mouth on her. She felt the slick evidence of her own arousal coating her thighs.

“Can you be quiet for me?”

“Yes.” Lia would do anything—anything—to get Erin to touch her.

With a soft hum of approval, Erin tilted Lia’s hips away from the door—and onto her waiting mouth. Lia bit her knuckle so she didn’t cry out as Erin’s tongue slid along the length of her, teasing at her entrance before circling her clit.

Bracing her weight against her forearms, Lia rocked against her, her movements already messy and uncoordinated. She wouldn’t last long—couldn’t—with Erin gently sucking at her clit, not when she was already so tightly wound.

When she did come, she bit so hard on her own hand, she was sure she’d have a bruise tomorrow, but, oh, it was worth it. Erin’s tongue slowed, her hands on Lia’s hips the only thing keeping her upright—her knees trembled, threatening to give out.

Pulling away, Erin kissed along Lia’s spine as she got to her feet. She paused, the length of her body pressed against Lia’s back, her breathing ragged in Lia’s ear. “Okay?”

“I’m okay.” Lia twisted in Erin’s arms, turning to capture her lips in a kiss. “Are you?”

“Yes.” Erin’s kisses were still hungry, the fire in her eyes growing in intensity rather than dimming. “But I can’t kneel on that floor any longer.”

“You were the one so eager you could barely let me through the door.”

“You weren’t complaining.” Erin took Lia’s wrist and dragged her forward, abandoning Lia’s clothes in the entryway.

She couldn’t even see her hoodie—or her underwear. Good thing she had a change of clothes in her bag.

Erin marched her to the bedroom, pushing Lia lightly onto the bed before stripping out of her own clothes.

If this was how every matchday was going to end from now on—with Erin climbing into her lap, thighs bracketing Lia’s hips, and her body responsive to Lia’s touch—it might be her best end to a season yet.

* * *

“What’s Lia’s jacket doing here?”

Alarm bells rang in Erin’s head as she glanced toward Maisie. She stood beside the couch, holding an Albion hoodie aloft. Even from a few feet away, Erin could see the number thirteen on the pocket—a clear indication it wasn’t her own.

“Oh. Um. She came over last night to…watch some videos back from the game yesterday.” There. That was plausible, wasn’t it? Much better than the truth.

Because if Erin thought too much about what had happened when Lia had come over last night—the rush of having Lia pliant beneath her hands, patiently awaiting Erin’s next order—she’d sink into those memories and might never resurface.

Erin scratched at the back of her neck, hoping Maisie wouldn’t notice her hesitation.

“Oh. I thought you might have just taken the wrong one after the game yesterday.”

Well, that would have been a better excuse. Erin smothered a groan. Luckily, Maisie seemed to accept her explanation.

Jessica—standing at Erin’s kitchen counter making sandwiches for their planned picnic in the park—didn’t look so convinced.

“She came over last night, huh?” Jessica had a brow raised so high, it threatened to disappear into her hairline. “After the game? You watched footage here, alone, instead of with the rest of the team?”

Fighting off a blush—she could feel her cheeks growing warm—Erin gritted her teeth. “Yes.”

“With the woman you couldn’t stand a few months ago?”

“She’s growing on me.” Erin forced herself to meet Jessica’s gaze head-on, not daring to show the faintest whiff of weakness. “And we need to learn how to play well together.”

“Oh, I’m not questioning that part.” Enjoying Erin’s discomfort far too much, Jessica’s mouth stretched into a shit-eating grin. “It’s the timing of it. And the location.”

Erin tried not to squirm. For the last thirteen years since her ill-fated relationship as an eighteen-year-old, Erin had kept her private life private, even from her sister. Jessica did not need to know what Erin got up to in the bedroom—or who with—just as Erin didn’t need to know what went on in hers. “She lives upstairs.”

“Does she?” Jessica set aside the knife she’d been using to butter thick slices of wholemeal bread. “Well, in that case, don’t you think we should go and return her jacket to her? Wouldn’t want her to turn up to training tomorrow without it.”

Fuck. Erin had walked right into that one, hadn’t she?

“That’s a great idea!” Maisie bounded to her feet, Lia’s jacket held tightly in her hands. “Let’s go now!”

“I don’t know about that.” Erin had lost control of the situation so quickly, her head spun. “She might be busy.”

“We can try, though, can’t we? The picnic can wait.” Jessica strode toward the door, Maisie by her side.

Swearing under her breath, Erin trailed after them. On the stairs, she hurried past, needing to be the first one to knock on Lia’s door. When it opened, Lia looked surprised to see her—expression morphing into a confused smile when she saw Maisie hovering at her elbow, Jessica’s hand resting on Maisie’s shoulder.

“Hi.” Lia’s gaze moved between the three of them—her eyes widened when she clearly recognised what Maisie was holding.

Before Lia could say anything to contradict her story, Erin opened her mouth. “Maisie wanted to return your jacket. You must have left it at mine last night when we were analysing those videos.”

If Lia noticed the panic in Erin’s voice, she didn’t react. “Sorry about that. I must’ve forgotten to pick it up.”

How Lia left the hoodie behind, Erin didn’t know. She’d certainly enjoyed peeling it off her. Although, after the amount of orgasms Lia had had last night—Lia had quickly discovered how much Erin loved winning games—Erin could forgive her forgetfulness.

She just wished she’d spied the damn hoodie first.

Because Jessica’s knowing gaze was locked onto Lia’s face, drinking in her and Erin’s every interaction, and Erin wanted to curl into a tight ball of denial. Jessica would make a bigger deal out of this than necessary.

And it wasn’t a big deal.

It wasn’t any kind of deal.

Oblivious to Erin’s inner turmoil, Lia reached out to take the offending item of clothing. “Thanks, Maisie.”

“What happened to your hand?” Maisie caught Lia’s left hand in her own, frowning at the purple bruise that had bloomed on her knuckle. “Did you get hurt in the game yesterday?”

Scarlet flooded Lia’s cheeks as she snatched her hand back. “No! I just…knocked it. On the table. Last night.”

Do not look at me, Erin willed, knowing exactly how Lia had gotten that bruise—by trying to stifle her moans as Erin knelt between her thighs. Do not look at—

Lia’s gaze darted to hers before skittering away.

Erin swallowed, knowing Jessica would have noticed.

“Is it sore?” Thankfully, everything so far had sailed straight over Maisie’s head. “It looks sore. Have you iced it? I had to do that last week when I bruised my knee after I fell over at football practice.”

“It’s fine, Maisie.” Lia’s smile was tight, but her gaze was soft as it held Maisie’s. “Honest. You hurt your knee?”

Maisie shrugged. “It only hurt for a day. It’s all better now.”

“Come on, Maisie.” Gently, Erin pulled Maisie away from Lia’s door. “Lia’s got her hoodie back. Let’s leave her to it. She looks like she’s on her way out.”

Much like Erin’s, Lia’s preferred choice of pants when inside her apartment were faded joggers, not the black skinny jeans currently hugging her hips, a different pair to the ones Erin had yanked off her last night.

“Just got back. I got kicked out of my grandmother’s retirement home so they could eat lunch.”

Erin closed her eyes, wishing Lia hadn’t said that. Because she knew, as Jessica straightened beside her in excitement, what her sister was about to say.

Jessica sprung the trap she’d been waiting to unleash ever since suggesting the three of them go upstairs. “So you haven’t eaten? Because we’re about to go for a picnic together. Erin—as usual—bought way too much food, so if you want to join us, you’re more than welcome.”

Erin barely refrained from burying her head in her hands. “I’m sure Lia has better things to do on her one day off than spend it with us.”

“But it would be so much fun!” Reaching for Lia’s uninjured hand, Maisie bounced on the balls of her feet. “And I haven’t seen Lia in ages!”

“You saw her yesterday after the match.”

“Not properly. There were too many other people there.” Turning her gaze to Lia, Maisie adopted her best pleading expression. “Come on, it’ll be fun! We have sandwiches and sausage rolls and salad and crisps and—”

“I’m not sure Lia needs the full list, Maisie.” Jessica squeezed Maisie’s shoulder. “But join us.” She held Lia’s gaze, her tone no longer phrasing it as a suggestion. “Please.”

“Um.” Lia’s eyes flicked to Erin.

She shrugged, not seeing a way out of it. Jessica was as stubborn as Erin when it came to getting what she wanted. “There is a lot of food.”

“Okay. Let me freshen up.”

“Maisie, do you want to wait here and show Lia down once she’s ready?” Jessica offered, an innocent smile on her mouth.

“Lia’s more than capable of finding her own way. She knows where I live.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt that.” Jessica lowered her voice, her words for Erin’s ears only. “Watching videos my ass.”

“It’s fine.” Lia looked uneasily between the two sisters. “Come on in, Maisie.” She waved Maisie over the threshold of her apartment. “We’ll be there soon.”

Lia closed the door, leaving Erin—unfortunately—alone with Jessica.

Erin’s steps were heavy as she traipsed back downstairs. “Can we not do this?”

“Do what? Talk about the fact that you’re fucking one of your teammates? You expect me to ignore that?”

“I’d like you to.”

“Well, at least you’re not denying it.”

Arriving back at her own apartment, Erin opened the door, bending to scratch Gerrard’s head when he trotted over to her. “Why would I? You wouldn’t believe me if I did.”

Jessica returned to the kitchen and her abandoned butter knife. “How long?”

Erin sighed, knowing she wouldn’t be able to avoid the topic—at least until Lia and Maisie joined them. “The first time was in Spain—”

“This has been going on for nearly three months?!”

“Will you let me finish?” Erin snapped, not even Gerrard winding around her ankles cooling her anger. “The first time was in Spain, but it was supposed to be a one-time thing. It happened again last week, and then again last night.”

As if the sum of their encounters thus far could be counted on Erin’s hand. It didn’t seem enough to encompass how much of a cataclysmic shift Lia had brought about in her life.

“So is it a three-time thing?”

“It’s a however many times we want it to be thing.”

“Hm.” Jessica didn’t sound convinced. “And you’re okay with that?”

“You really think I’d be doing this if I wasn’t?”

“No.” Jessica’s gaze settled on Erin’s face, her lips pursed. “But this isn’t like you at all.”

As if Erin wasn’t already well aware of that fact.

“What’s so special about her?”

Erin hesitated. It wasn’t that simple. There wasn’t one thing about Lia that Erin could confidently pinpoint as the reason Erin had broken all her rules. There wasn’t one moment, even. It was a collection of moments, of conversations, of glances and touches, of each of them laying the other bare.

It had been a slow tumble off the edge of higher reason, until Erin was too far gone to haul herself back over her carefully drawn line in the sand.

And she didn’t regret a single second.

A knock on her front door. “Saved by the bell.”

“Don’t think this conversation is over.” Jessica brandished the butter knife at her.

If Erin got her way, they’d never speak about Lia again. If only the woman herself weren’t going to be joining them for a picnic.

With a sigh, Erin opened the door to let Lia and Maisie inside.

* * *

“So, how long have you been sleeping with my sister?”

Lia froze, a sausage roll halfway to her mouth. She refrained from glancing over her shoulder. Maisie had tugged Erin away to play kick-about, and Lia assumed Jessica wouldn’t have asked if they were still in earshot.

But then, she wouldn’t have expected Jessica to ask that, full stop.

Clearly, Erin’s hissed warning for Jessica to be nice hadn’t been enough to deter her from an interrogation the second Erin’s back was turned.

For the first time, Lia regretted going along on the Finch family picnic. It was a pleasant Sunday afternoon—for March, at least—the sun sitting low in a cloudless sky. Around them, children laughed and squealed, and ducks at the nearby pond quacked and splashed in the water. They’d managed to snag a picnic bench, and Lia leaned back as Jessica leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table.

“What makes you think I’m sleeping with your sister?” If Jessica thought Lia was going to roll over easily, she had another thing coming. Lia had dealt with Erin’s iciness for months—she could handle her sister.

She hoped.

Jessica’s lips quirked into a smile. “Would you like me to lay out the evidence?”

Ah. Lia forgot she was dealing with a lawyer. “Please do. I’m sure it’s all circumstantial.”

“Does Erin find you funny?” Jessica didn’t give her a chance to answer. “Let’s start with the hoodie. Clearly yours, discarded on the floor in a hurry—what made you so eager to drop it there, distracted you so much that you forgot to pick it up?”

Lia couldn’t believe she’d forgotten the damn thing. But in her defence, it had been some hours later that she’d left Erin’s apartment in a post-orgasmic haze, tugging on her spare clothes and forgetting all about the ones she’d taken off.

At least Maisie hadn’t found her underwear. That would have been much harder to explain.

“Your behaviour this morning when we came to your apartment was suspicious, too. You kept looking toward Erin, letting her spin a story you could follow along with. Plus, I know when my sister’s lying. You have some tells, too, by the way—but I won’t tell you what they are yet.”

Trying to buy herself a few seconds, Lia finished her sausage roll in two bites. She couldn’t get a read on Jessica, having met her only a handful of times. This was the first time they’d been alone together, and Lia couldn’t tell if Jessica was playing a part or if she was ready to go into overprotective sister mode.

“Also, Erin didn’t deny it when I asked her. She knew better.”

“And I didn’t.”

With a shrug, Jessica popped an olive into her mouth. “Deflection was a solid tactic. Never gonna work on me, though.”

“I’m starting to see that.” Somewhere behind her, Maisie giggled at something, and Lia tried to let the sound soothe her frazzled nerves. “If you’ve already asked Erin, don’t you have the full story? Why are you asking me?”

“To see if your story’s the same. You must know this is unusual for her.”

“I’m aware.”

“And I just want to look out for her.”

Lia drew a knee to her chest. “No offence, but I think Erin’s capable of looking after herself.”

“Hmm.” Jessica pursed her lips. “A year ago, I would’ve agreed with you. But since she got injured she’s been different.”

“Are you suggesting I’m taking advantage of that?”

Jessica let the question sit before she shook her head. “But I don’t want to see her get hurt.”

At that, Lia couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m sorry, but that’s ridiculous. You think I’m going to hurt her?”

“So you think she’s going to hurt you?”

Frustrated, Lia shook her head. “I didn’t say that. Look, I’m not naïve. I know what I’m getting myself into, and so does Erin. We’ve been clear about that since the start. Frankly, it’s none of your business. I don’t care if you’re her sister; what happens between me and Erin is between me and Erin—no one else.”

Jessica ate another olive. “Okay. You’re right. Sorry, I know I can be intense. But Erin has looked out for me my whole life. Our mum walked out when I was five and she was eight, and although Dad never asked her to, she was determined to take care of me, to step into that maternal role. And from the look on your face, you didn’t know that, did you? She’s going to kill me.”

“I won’t tell her.” Lia reached for a bottle of water, some of her nerves easing. “She’s talked a bit about it. Just not in so many details.”

“Well, my point is, she’s been there for me my whole life. I want to make sure I can look out for her, too. You just so happen to be my first chance to do that. Don’t you have a stepbrother? Wouldn’t he do the same thing for you if he got his hands on Erin?”

Brett caring enough to ask Lia if she was seeing someone would mean acknowledging he wasn’t the only person in the universe. “That’s funny. No. He wouldn’t care. My family isn’t close. I don’t have much of a relationship with them, certainly not one like you and Erin have.” Permitting herself a glance over her shoulder now that Jessica had thawed, she smiled at the sight of Erin tackling Maisie to the ground and tickling her. “It’s nice that you do. That Erin and Maisie are so close.”

When Lia turned back, Jessica’s sympathetic eyes met her own. “I’m sorry.”

Lia shrugged. “It is what it is. I’ve made my peace with it. Family’s what you make it, right?”

“Right. For what it’s worth…” Jessica hesitated, biting at her bottom lip as she weighed whatever was on her mind. “I think Maisie already classes you as part of her family. The kid adores you.”

That warmed Lia’s heart more than anything else Jessica could have said. “You must be proud of her.”

“Every damn day. Oh, they’re coming back—don’t look too scared. Erin might accuse me of being mean to you.”

Maisie bounded back over, mud on her knees and a wide grin pulling at her cheeks. “You have to come play, too! Both of you. Mum, you can be on Auntie Erin’s team because I want Lia on my team.”

“You don’t want me on your team?” Jessica pressed a hand to her chest. “Your own mother?”

“We can’t put Lia and Auntie Erin together! They’re too good. They have to be on opposite teams.”

“Hm. I suppose I can accept that reasoning.” Jessica ruffled Maisie’s hair. “Come on. Let’s go warm up.”

Before Lia could follow them, Erin stopped her with the gentle press of her fingers against the small of Lia’s back. “Everything okay? Jessica didn’t say anything bad, did she?”

“Oh, so you do think leaving me alone with your sister—after you told her we were sleeping together—was a bad idea?”

Erin winced. “I didn’t tell her we were sleeping together, I just didn’t deny it when she asked me. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen. I shouldn’t have left you alone with her, but I didn’t think she’d say anything.”

“I’m pretty sure she orchestrated this whole afternoon so she could say something to me, Erin.” Seeing the tension held in Erin’s shoulders, Lia took pity on her. “But it’s fine. She only lightly threatened me.”

Erin whipped her head around to where Jessica and Maisie stood, using their jackets to mark out goal posts. “She what?”

“Don’t worry about it. Jessica and I are good.” Lia was struck with the sudden urge to wipe the alarm from Erin’s face away with a kiss and forced herself to take a step back. She couldn’t afford to be so lax in public. Especially around Maisie, who couldn’t know about them. She wouldn’t understand, would think they were in a relationship, that Lia was becoming part of the family.

Taking her place beside Maisie on their makeshift football pitch, Lia felt her first pang of longing. What would life be like if this were her future? Tapping the ball back and forth, avoiding Erin’s long reach and Jessica’s uncoordinated tackles, enjoying Maisie’s arms around her waist after she scored a goal? Long afternoons in the park eating homemade sandwiches and feeding birdseed to the ducklings in the shallow pond? Erin’s hand, warm on the small of her back, playfully threatening to push her into the water?

The mere thought of it all made her ache, but Lia was quick to reel herself back in. After all, she was there having fun with the Finch family without anyone making a big deal about it. Why couldn’t she spend her days off slipping out of Erin’s bed before picnics in the park?

Wanting that didn’t have to mean anything.

Did it?


 

Chapter 18

Champagne was sweet on Erin’s tongue as she sat back to enjoy the celebrations playing out in full force in front of her.

After a tense thirty minutes of extra time, Albion had come away with a 2-1 win in the League Cup final, securing their first silverware of the season. Even better, it had come at the expense of their biggest rival—Wanderers.

The game had taken place at a neutral stadium—Molineux, in Wolverhampton—meaning they had a two-hour coach to catch back to Manchester before the day was done. But Ayla knew the value of good team morale and had allowed them some time to celebrate in the stadium before trying to corral them back up north.

The changing room floor was sticky with sprayed champagne—a waste, if you asked Erin—and music blared from Adrianna’s Bluetooth speaker. As “Freed From Desire” played—the unofficial anthem of the women’s game in the UK—some of Erin’s teammates began to dance.

Lia was one of them, hauled to her feet by Cerys despite the ice pack wrapped around her knee. She’d been substituted—by Erin—in the eighty-first minute after scoring the first goal and hadn’t been happy to be taken off.

Judging from the shimmy of her hips as the chorus hit, her injury couldn’t be too bad.

Alex threw themself onto the bench next to Erin, pointing a half-empty bottle of champagne toward Erin’s mouth like it was a microphone. “How does it feel scoring yet another match winner in a cup final?”

Laughing, Erin knocked the bottle away. “Damn fucking good.”

Her first goal since tearing her ACL couldn’t have come at a better time. Both figuratively—what better way to announce herself as back to her best than in a final against the same team she’d gotten injured playing against—and literally, occurring three minutes before they would have been forced into a penalty shoot-out.

Erin hated penalties. The lack of control, the amount of trust she had to put in other players, her inability to be the difference maker. The pressure of everyone expecting you to score.

Give her a last-gasp winner any day of the week.

“It’s good to have you back. And to add another trophy to the cabinet.”

“But let’s not get carried away. We have a league game in four days. Champions League semi-final next week.” Erin loved the fact that so many trophies were available to her—four over the course of the season with the league, the two cup competitions, and the Champions League—but the scheduling could be a nightmare. Especially when she was only just getting back from injury. She didn’t want to push herself too far by playing in too many games, but her desperation for success made her ache to be a part of every victory that brought Albion closer to silverware.

“You sound like Ayla.” Alex poked Erin in the cheek. “Lighten up. We can worry about those games when they happen.”

Erin hummed, mind already looking toward the future. The last time an English team had completed the quadruple had been in the 2006-07 season, long before Erin had made her professional debut. It had been a dream for her since, and one she had no intention of giving up on before she retired.

“Alex! Come dance with us.” As Shanice danced past, she pulled Alex along with her. Wisely, she didn’t try and drag Erin along, too.

She wasn’t alone for long. Escaping from the madness, Lia dropped onto Erin’s other side. “Hi.”

“Hi.” Erin took in Lia’s wide, unfocused pupils and smiled. “Is someone drunk?”

“No. I’ve only had…” Lia tilted her head, eyebrows creasing into a frown. “Two glasses. Maybe three?”

“Okay, let me rephrase—is someone a lightweight?”

Lia pouted, full bottom lip protruding.

Erin had to use all of her willpower not to take it between her teeth. “How’s your knee?”

“It’s fine.” The ice pack was askew, half hanging out of the wrapping meant to keep it in place. “Just some swelling. They think it’s bursitis.”

Nothing too major, to Erin’s relief. She’d had that a few times herself—those pesky fluid-filled sacs around her knee growing inflamed. “So some anti-inflammatories and a few days’ rest and you’ll be right as rain. Not sure the dancing is doctor-prescribed, though.”

As she readjusted her ice pack, Lia’s expression turned sheepish. “I kept most of my weight off it. Do you think Ayla saw?”

“I think Ayla is hiding on the coach so she doesn’t have to see any of our shenanigans.”

“Our?” Lia raised an eyebrow. “I bet you won’t be getting into any shenanigans.”

“I don’t tend to, no.”

“Boring.”

“You think I’m boring?” Erin lowered her voice, knowing the music would drown out her words to any nearby prying ears. “That’s not what you were saying the other night when I had you tied to my headboard.”

Risky, to say such things out in the open. But Erin couldn’t help herself, finding it hard to think about anything else with Lia so close.

But so out of reach.

“Mm, maybe I need a reminder.” Lia’s eyes flickered to hers, her pupils already dilated. “Maybe later tonight I could show you exactly what I thought of that winning goal?”

“You liked it, did you?”

“Me and the twenty thousand Albion fans in the stadium.” Lia shook her head. “You were incredible out there today.”

“Careful. You don’t want to inflate my already over-inflated ego.”

Laughing, Lia leaned away, putting some much-needed distance between them. “True. We wouldn’t want your head to explode.”

“No, that would be unfortunate for you.”

Lia’s mouth opened, no doubt ready to say something teasing, when a shadow fell over them.

Adrianna stood there, hands settling on her hips. “What are you two whispering about?”

“Just talking about the game.” The lie came easily to Erin’s lips, and she leaned further away from Lia, resting her back against the wall.

“Boring.” Adrianna’s gaze flickered to Lia. “We’re going out tonight when we get back to Manchester. Come with us?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I’m tired.” Unlike Erin, Lia’s lies weren’t as convincing.

“Come on! It’s your first trophy with us!” Adrianna reached for Lia’s hands, stroking a thumb over the back of her knuckles.

The bruise from the imprint of Lia’s teeth had faded, but it still rankled Erin when Adrianna’s thumb came to rest in the same spot.

“There’ll be more trophies.”

“But not first ones. Besides, when we went out for coffee last week you promised me a night out.” Adrianna batted her eyelashes, then tugged Lia to her feet, shifting her hands to Lia’s hips.

The touch was too familiar, the look in her eyes too wanting, and Erin had to fight not to react. She had no claim on Lia—no right to dictate who she spent time with. Who Lia let touch her.

And they’d been out for coffee? Alone together? Was it a date, or just a catch-up between teammates? Though the look on Adrianna’s face as she glanced at Lia’s lips was not exactly friendly.

To her credit, Lia looked uneasy as she encircled Adrianna’s wrists with her hands and gently pulled her away—only for Adrianna to slide their fingers together and squeeze. “Honestly, I’m exhausted. Next time, though. I promise.”

“Fine.” With a dramatic sigh, Adrianna let Lia’s hands go. “But you have to come dance with us. As forfeit.”

Lia glanced back at Erin. “Yeah, okay. Give me a sec.”

Adrianna followed Lia’s line of sight and frowned. “You’re blowing me off for her?”

“No. I’m finishing a conversation you interrupted.” Lia’s voice was sharp enough for Adrianna’s eyes to widen. “I’ll be with you in a minute.”

With a simpering sigh, Adrianna turned on her heel and flounced off to join the few players still dancing on the other side of the room.

Erin glared at Adrianna’s back, a muscle in her jaw twitching and hot fury running through her veins.

“Haven’t seen a frown like that in a while.” Lia looked far too pleased with herself as she sat back at Erin’s side. “You used to direct those at me.”

Erin was supposed to say something flippant—maybe mean. But what came out instead was: “She wants to fuck you.”

Lia blinked, mouth opening and closing a few times before she spoke. When she did, the words were careful. “I know. She’s made that abundantly clear since I got here. Are you jealous?”

“No.” The word was little more than a snarl. “Why would I be jealous of her?” Jealous of someone who had never gotten the privilege of knowing Lia as intimately as Erin had over the last few weeks? What did she have to be jealous about?

Except Adrianna could touch Lia freely, so thoughtlessly. So carelessly. Like it meant nothing, like it was simple. Easy.

When Erin had to try so hard to hold back from leaning too close into Lia’s orbit.

“Because you’re kind of acting like you are?” Lia’s frown deepened. “You know you don’t have to be, right? There’s nothing there.”

“It would be none of my business if there were.” Erin had no right to Lia. No right at all to feel anything untoward watching Lia and Adrianna interact. If Lia wanted to go out and sleep with half the team, Erin wouldn’t be able to do a thing about it.

And that had never seemed like a problem until now.

Until Erin realised how much it knocked the air from her lungs.

“But there’s not.” Lia reached toward her like she was going to touch Erin’s hand before seeming to think better of it, dropping her hand back into her lap. “You have to know that.”

Erin did know that, but it did nothing to quiet the roiling storm of thoughts in her mind. She turned her head—freezing at the sight of Alex standing on the other side of the room, arms folded across their chest, a considering look on their face.

As their eyes met, Alex raised a single eyebrow, their question clear.

Erin swallowed, not wanting to know what emotions Alex was reading on her face. She was forgetting herself. First, with Jessica, and now, there in the changing room, surrounded by their teammates. Made lax by the heady way Lia made her feel, she was getting sloppy, letting her personal life creep into her professional one.

The thought of what might happen—of what Erin might let slip through her fingers—if she carried on down that path was sobering. Hadn’t she just been dreaming of the quadruple? Could she do that if she kept letting Lia worm her way into her head? Distracting her from her goals?

Breaking Alex’s stare, Erin cleared her throat. “Maybe you shouldn’t come over tonight.”

A frown etched itself onto Lia’s face. “What? Because of Adrianna?”

Erin shrugged. “Maybe you should go out with them. Spend some time with the rest of the team. After all, you promised Adrianna a night out.”

“To get her to stop pestering me about it.” Lia frowned. “And I don’t want to go out with Adrianna. I’d rather be with you.”

And that was the crux of the problem, wasn’t it? Because that was what Erin wanted, too. To be alone with Lia, to strip her down, to trace every inch of her body with hands and lips and tongue until she never wanted to come up for air.

She’d never wanted—craved—anyone so fiercely before.

And it was utterly terrifying.

For a few weeks now, Lia had been crawling into her bed, and out of it before sunrise. Weeks, and Erin still wasn’t sated. Would she ever be? Would she want and want and want until she couldn’t want anymore?

Would Lia slip closer, become an irrevocably ingrained part of her life?

Would Erin mind if she did?

Were the lines between them already too blurred?

“Lia…”

“I didn’t mean that how it sounded.” Panic crept into Lia’s voice. “I don’t mean like that. I just meant that I’d rather be in your bed than in a nightclub surrounded by drunk, sweaty people. That’s all.”

“Still. I’m not sure it’s a good idea. Not tonight.” Erin felt too raw, too exposed. She needed more time to sit with her feelings, more time to figure out what the hell was going on in her brain. “So you should go out. Have fun.”

“And what are you going to do? Sit at home alone brooding?” Lia shook her head. “Are you ending this because you’re jealous of Adrianna?”

“I didn’t say I was ending this.” Panic settled into her own voice now. “Just…not tonight.”

“Yeah, well, maybe I’m tired of everything being on your schedule.” Lia pushed herself to her feet, a scowl on her face. “Have fun tonight. And every other night, for that matter. Alone.”

She stalked away—over to where Adrianna stood with a few of the others—and Erin bit her tongue so she didn’t call out for her to stay.

* * *

“Okay, what is your problem?” Concerned grey eyes peered at Lia’s face as Cerys leaned her head on her shoulder. “Because you’ve had a frowny face the whole ride back, and you should be happy! We just won a trophy! Our first one together! But you look like someone died. Is it your knee? Is it worse than we thought?”

“No. My knee is fine.” It didn’t ache anymore. She was annoyed it had forced her off, but the decision had been taken out of her hands, Ayla insisting it wasn’t worth the risk of exacerbating it if it was something serious.

Instead, she’d had to watch from the sidelines, praying that the team would be able to win without her. She finally knew what Erin had been feeling all those months sitting in the stands and had hated every second.

It was poetic that Erin had scored the winner.

“What’s wrong? Why are you frowny?”

“I’m just tired.”

“Bullshit. I’ve seen you tired. I’ve seen you do training drills on less than an hour of sleep. Dozens of media interviews on less than two. And you were still happier than this.”

“I’m sorry.” Lia had tried to put on a brave face, but after how her conversation with Erin had ended, she hadn’t been feeling it. She’d sat toward the front of the coach, leaving those who wanted to party—playing loud music and still drinking champagne—toward the back. “I know I’ve been miserable.”

“No shit. So tell me why. Or are you going to make me guess? Is it your father? Stepmonster? Brett? Your grandmother?” After listing each one, Cerys studied Lia’s face carefully before mentioning the next. “Okay, so…someone on the team? Adrianna and her over-the-top flirting?”

At the mention of Adrianna’s name, Lia reacted. Not much—she was quick to stop the frown before it became too pronounced—but Cerys zeroed in on the twitch of her eyebrows.

“Hmm. So it is something to do with Adrianna, but not the flirting?”

How differently Lia’s night might have ended if Adrianna had never come over to her and Erin. They wouldn’t have fought. Erin wouldn’t have gotten jealous. As much as she denied it, she had been, which was ridiculous—what for? As if Lia would rather go home with Adrianna than Erin! As if Erin—with the gigantic ego, who looked so damn self-satisfied whenever she made Lia come—could ever believe she would?

Lia was getting herself worked up again. For the last ninety minutes, as they’d travelled back to Manchester along the M6, she’d been fuming over it.

And over her own overreaction. Were things with Erin really over, all because of something so minor?

Lia didn’t want things to be over. She wanted to knock on Erin’s door in an hour’s time and have it all be forgotten. But based on the fact Erin hadn’t so much as glanced Lia’s way once the rest of the evening, she didn’t think that would be well received.

“So Adrianna and someone else on the team.” Cerys was still pressing, though Lia tried hard to tune her out. “Was it that intense argument you had with Erin?”

Clenching her hands into fists, Lia dug her nails into the palms of her hands, forcing herself not to react. “What intense argument?”

“Come on.” Cerys scoffed. “Don’t play dumb with me. You were talking to her in the changing room. It didn’t look like a happy conversation.”

“That was nothing.” Lia glanced out the window, the lights of Manchester city centre growing ever closer, and with them, the promise of being able to sulk in the privacy of her own apartment. “We argue all the time.”

“Not lately. Come to think of it…” Cerys tilted her head. “Huh. I can’t remember the last time. She smiled at you the other day; that was weird. I didn’t know she could do that.”

“Don’t be mean.”

“Why are you defending her?”

“Because,” Lia shifted in her seat, “she’s not so bad.”

“But she’s the reason you’re upset.”

“No, she’s not.”

“You can’t lie to me, Lia. You’ve never been good at it.”

“Can you drop it, please?”

“No. Because she’s clearly done or said something to you. Was she rubbing in the fact that you got taken off and she scored the winning goal? Because if she did, I’ll give her a piece of my mind. In fact, I’ll do it right now. Where is she?” Cerys made to get to her feet.

Before she could make it into the aisle, Lia grabbed her arm and hauled her back into her seat. “Don’t! Leave it alone.”

Hurt flashed across Cerys’s face. “You’ve never kept secrets from me before.”

A kernel of guilt sat leaden in Lia’s stomach. Cerys was right. They’d been friends since they were teenagers. Cerys had been there for her through it all—her shitty father, her failed relationships and terrible one-night stands, and every step of her career.

Lia had started out her time at Albion by lying to her, keeping the real reason for her break-up with Hannah a secret. And then this thing with Erin… For months Lia had kept it from her—by necessity, but still. It was weighing heavily on her shoulders, solid on her chest, making it harder and harder to breathe.

“I’m sorry,” Lia whispered, hating the fact she was hurting Cerys. Hurting herself by keeping it all bottled inside. “But I can’t talk about it. Not here.”

“Later?” She glanced out the window. “We’re almost back at the training ground. Why don’t I come back to your apartment with you?”

“Don’t you want to go out with the others?”

Cerys shook her head. “Not without you. Not until I know you’re okay.”

Blinking back tears, Lia reached for Cerys’s hand and squeezed. “You’re a good friend. More than I deserve.”

A few minutes later, the coach pulled to a stop outside an empty Park Lane. Lia and Cerys were first off the bus—followed by a few of their teammates, who already looked worse for wear.

“Remember—we’ve got a recovery session tomorrow afternoon.” Ayla eyed them all sternly. “So don’t celebrate too hard. Now, get out of here, all of you. Go enjoy yourselves.”

Officially dismissed, groups gathered, making plans for the night ahead. She let Cerys tell the others she and Lia wouldn’t be joining them, her gaze flicking toward where Erin stood saying goodbye to Alex.

Erin glanced over, their gazes meeting for a second across the dark car park. Lia didn’t know what she expected. Erin to look regretful? To come over and say she didn’t mean it and of course Lia should come over?

Instead, Erin looked away, like Lia meant nothing. Like they’d shared nothing.

It left a sour taste in her mouth.

“Ready?” Cerys slid her arm through Lia’s.

“Can we go to your place instead of mine?” The thought of her path crossing Erin’s in the lobby or the hallway made her feel ill.

“Are you sure? Yours is closer.”

“Please. If Xander won’t mind.”

“He won’t mind at all; you know he loves you.” Xander and Cerys had been together almost as long as she and Lia had been friends. “Let me order an Uber—it’ll be quicker than the tram.”

Five minutes later, they were in the back seat of a Ford Focus, speeding through the centre of Manchester, and Cerys’s eyes were burning into the side of her face. “Spill the beans.”

“Not here, either.”

“Oh my God, Lia.” Cerys rolled her head back against the headrest with an exaggerated groan. “Why so secretive? It’s not like you’ve been sleeping with her!” She snickered at her own joke—until she glanced at Lia’s face. Her laughter died, and her mouth dropped open. “You’ve been sleeping with her?!”

Lia cast a meaningful glance at their driver. “Not. Here.”

“Oh, come on! You can’t drop a bomb like that and expect me not to ask questions!”

“Technically you dropped the bomb.”

“I was joking.” Cerys shook her head. “I can’t believe this.”

“Well, believe it.” Resting her head against the window, Lia watched the shops and takeaways turn to residential streets.

Cerys and Xander lived in a two-bed house on the outskirts of the city. The Christmas decorations that had covered every available surface on Lia’s last visit had been taken down to reveal the usual family photos plastered over the walls and a framed shirt from Cerys’s first-ever international game hanging at the top of the stairs.

In the living room, Xander sat on the couch, waving as Cerys dragged Lia inside. “Hey. Congrats on the win—I’m sorry I couldn’t be there.”

“That’s okay, baby.” Cerys bent to kiss his cheek. “You had your own game to play. I watched the highlights on the coach back—you killed it.”

His smile was dazzling, and the domesticity of it—Cerys coming home to someone who loved her, who ran in the same circles and understood her job and the commitment it took—made Lia’s heart ache.

After Hannah, she’d never thought she would want something like that again. But lately, it was like her life was missing something. Her apartment was lonely. How nice would it be to have someone to share her space with? For more than a night?

“You know how much I love you, right?” Cerys batted her eyelashes at Xander.

He grinned. “You want me to get out of here so you can have some girl time? No problem.”

“Sorry.” He’d been waiting for Cerys all evening, and Lia had ruined their plans. “Look at me, barging in here and kicking you out of your own living room. I should go home.”

“It’s all good.” Crossing the room in three long strides, Xander squeezed her shoulder. “My Xbox is upstairs anyway, and there’s a game I’ve been waiting to play for a while. You stay as long as you need, Lia.”

“Love you.” Cerys kissed his cheek again, and, with another wave, Xander retreated up the staircase, leaving them alone. “Okay, now you have no excuse.” Cerys sat on the couch and patted the spot next to her. “Sit. Spill.”

So, Lia did. She let it all come pouring out—how it had happened in Spain (“Erin was the person you spent the night with?! Holy shit!”), how they’d agreed it could never happen again (“Yeah right—like that’s ever how it goes”), how they hadn’t been able to stay away from one another (“I can’t believe I didn’t notice”), and, finally, how it had all crumbled earlier in the changing room.

“Oh, wow. You had that whole argument when we were all stood there?” Cerys shook her head. “That’s bold.”

“Or stupid.” Anyone could have overheard them. If Cerys had noticed something was amiss… “It goes without saying that none of what I’ve told you can get back to Erin.”

“Still trying to protect her even after she broke your heart.”

“She didn’t break my heart.”

Cerys caught Lia’s eye. “Didn’t she? Because you’ve been moping all night.”

“I’m not in love with her.” Could she fall in love with her? Maybe. The more sides of Erin she got to see, the more she liked her. She was smart and funny and damn good at her job. Not to mention her multitude of skills in the bedroom. “But I am going to miss what we had.”

“It doesn’t have to be over.”

“I think it does.” Admitting it hurt, but she knew in her heart it was true. “Because I might not be in love with her, but I like her. A lot. Tonight has proved that. And I think to be happy, I would want more than what we had. And that’s something she’s been clear she won’t be able to give me.”

“I’m sorry, Lia.” Cerys pulled her into a hug. “But maybe it’s for the best that it happened now. Before you get in too deep.”

“Yeah,” Lia said, though a part of her wondered if she already was out of her depth. But she’d been through worse and survived. And saying it all out loud had helped somewhat.

Facing Erin at training tomorrow and pretending nothing was wrong was going to be fun.

“You wanna stay in our spare room tonight?”

“Would that be okay?”

“Of course.” Cerys kissed her forehead. “Let’s go get changed into some pyjamas and watch trashy movies and eat ice cream.”

“You don’t want to spend time with Xander?”

“Nah. He’ll be happy shouting at his video game. Come on.” Cerys tugged her upright. “You can have my fluffiest, comfiest pair.”


 

Chapter 19

The final whistle blew, and Erin sagged with exhaustion, resting her hands on her knees.

Having just completed her first full ninety minutes since her injury, Erin should have been filled with joy at achieving another milestone. Instead, she’d played her part in a drab nil-nil draw, meaning Albion had dropped their first points in the league that season.

Not ideal.

Their otherwise perfect start meant they still had a four-point lead over their nearest rivals—Wanderers—but a win for Wanderers the next time they met would make things uncomfortably close.

Erin hadn’t been able to make the difference, most of her shots going wayward. She’d struggled to focus, distracted too often by Lia’s eyes burning into her back from the bench, by thinking about the fact that they hadn’t spoken since the cup final.

Dragging her feet as she shook the hands of the opposition players, Erin marvelled at how far she’d fallen in the space of a week. She was not looking forward to the coach journey back to Manchester, even if it would only take an hour.

Returns to her hometown were usually sweeter.

Before heading into the tunnel, Erin dropped into one of the seats on the bench, taking a moment to look around the emptying stadium. As a child, she’d never dreamed she would be able to play on a stage as big as Anfield. Her dad had drawn her into the men’s game, the pair of them watching every week, curled on the sofa. It was his love of football that had sparked Erin’s interest, and she still remembered her first Anfield match—a cup game when she’d been ten years old, shivers running down her spine as the crowd sang “You’ll Never Walk Alone.”

Twenty-one years later, she’d played her first game on that same pitch, in front of a crowd of fifteen thousand. Nowhere near the capacity of the stadium, but even a few years ago that kind of turnout for a women’s game would have been unbelievable. Being able to play at a so-called ‘men’s’ stadium would have been unbelievable, too, but thanks to the growing interest in the women’s game, it had become a possibility—one Erin would usually revel in, but today, her mood was sour.

She hated having a bad game. On the coach home, she’d replay all of those missed chances, ruing the fact that she hadn’t done better.

“You’re missing Ayla’s team talk.” Alex sat in the seat beside her, their hoodie drawn to their chin to ward off the cool air. April hadn’t brought with it any warmer weather.

“I don’t need to hear it—I can guess what she’s saying: ‘That wasn’t a good game, but we need to pick ourselves back up. We can’t afford to dwell on it with another important game next week.’”

“That was uncanny. Have you considered going into impressions once you retire?” When Erin didn’t react, Alex sighed. “You can’t crack a smile?”

“What do I have to smile about?” Erin dug the heel of her boot into the ground. “I played like shit today.”

“You did.” Alex had never been one to pull any punches. “But so did everyone else. Not a single one of us played well today.”

“Even more reason for me to step up and sink one of my chances.”

“Hm. Are you going to talk about why you didn’t?”

“Because I had an off day?”

“And why is that?” Alex let the question sit a few moments. “Is it, perhaps, because you’re too into your own head over whatever the hell is going on between you and Lia Ashcroft?”

Erin stared at the pristine white painted lines on the pitch. “There is nothing going on between me and Lia Ashcroft.”

“Anymore?”

Tilting her head to rest it against the back of her seat, Erin blew out a sigh. She could deny it, but Alex wouldn’t believe her. And it was clear from the poisonous looks Cerys kept shooting Erin’s way when she thought Erin wasn’t looking that Lia had spilled the whole sorry tale to her best friend. Not that Erin could blame her. She wasn’t mad: Lia wouldn’t have said anything if she didn’t trust Cerys not to keep her mouth shut—and she was glad Lia had someone to talk to about it all.

“We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.” Alex’s tone was gentle, like they were speaking to a spooked animal. “But we can. If you want.”

“How long have you known?”

“Hard to say. I first suspected something in December—but from her side, not yours. I didn’t think you’d ever go there. And I’ve thought it a couple of times since. You interacted with her differently. You softened to her, and I’d never seen you do that with anyone. Then I thought maybe it was because you enjoyed playing alongside her—I know you relish being around talent. It wasn’t until last weekend, when I saw the look on your face when Adrianna’s hands were on her, that I knew for sure.”

Great. If Alex had noticed, had anyone else? When had Erin lost the ability to regulate her emotions, her expressions, her feelings, when she was around others? When had Lia stripped away her ability to do that?

“And now you’re back to making awkward small talk and avoiding being alone together,” Alex finished, looking far too pleased with themself. “And neither of you were yourselves on the pitch today. Sooo, what happened?”

“I happened. It was supposed to be just sex. No attachment, no feelings, no drama. Last week, I realised that maybe it was turning into more than I’d bargained for.” Admitting the words aloud didn’t feel like the weakness she’d feared. Getting it off her chest felt better than expected. “And I do think anything more would be too complicated. I’m not cut out for that, and I don’t think she is, either, after what happened with her ex. So we called it off.”

“And how’s that worked out for you?”

Erin glowered. “Not well, obviously.”

“So call it back on,” Alex said like it was the simplest thing in the world. “If you’re so worried about it affecting your performance—well, not talking to her isn’t doing you any favours. What would be so bad about dating her?”

“If we’re like this now, when all we did was sleep together a few times, what would it be like if we broke up after months of being in a relationship?” Erin shook her head. “I swore I’d never risk it again. And so did she.”

“Sometimes risks are worth taking, Erin. Would you rather be miserable?”

“I’d rather be safe.”

Frustration stared back at her from behind Alex’s eyes. “Well, you’re an idiot.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” Alex climbed to their feet. “If you can’t get your head out of your arse about this and admit that you want her, then get over her. Fast. Because we’ve got a busy few weeks coming our way, and we need everyone at their best, not pining over the chances they’re not brave enough to take.”

The words were harsh, reverberating through Erin’s skull as Alex left her alone, but she’d needed to hear them. Alex was right: If nothing was ever going to come out of this thing with Lia, she needed to forget about it.

Before another season slipped through her fingers without four trophies to hold at the end of it.

If only it could be that easy.

* * *

Lia stared out of the airplane window, watching the world flash by thirty thousand feet below.

To say the mood on the private team plane was black would be an understatement. Three hours ago, Albion had been knocked out of the Champions League competition after a miserable 3-0 thrashing by Wolfsburg.

It was a shitty feeling.

Albion had gone into the second leg of the two-game semi-final with a 2-0 lead, confident about seeing out the tie, but a string of defensive mistakes had cost them—not to mention their lack of finesse in front of goal.

Lia hadn’t played well, and she sat alone toward the middle of the plane, beating herself up over the chances she missed.

And she wasn’t the only one.

Behind her, Erin would be doing the same. Arguably, she’d missed the clearest chance of the night in the dying seconds—a near-open shot at goal that would have dragged Albion through to extra time and the chance to save themselves.

Instead, the shot had skittered wide of the post, and Erin’s shout of frustration had rung loud in Lia’s ears.

Around Lia, her teammates on the plane were silent, most of them sitting alone and contemplating the match. The last thing any of them wanted was to be stuck together in a tin can for two hours. Lia herself couldn’t wait to get home and slip into bed.

She couldn’t sit still for another second. She rose to her feet and paced toward the front of the plane. When she turned, she glanced toward where Erin sat, on the back row, away from anyone else, her jaw clenched as she stared out the plane window.

They hadn’t spoken—beyond polite small talk whenever anyone else was around to overhear them—since the day of the League Cup final. Even on the pitch, they didn’t tend to speak. Didn’t need to most of the time; instinct ensured they knew where the other player would be. They could communicate with passes and crosses better than they’d ever be able to with words.

But it was still so hard seeing her all the time—aching to reach out for her, to bridge the gap that widened between them with each passing day. Lia didn’t understand where it had all gone so wrong, wished she could rewind the clock and brush Adrianna off before things had taken a turn for the worse.

Seeing the pain on Erin’s face, Lia wanted nothing more than to go to her. To try and comfort her—to draw some comfort from her in return. To go home with Erin when they got back to Manchester and forget this evening’s misery by falling into one another, never coming up for air.

Maybe that could still happen, if she reached out. Lia had had the last word, after all. She’d thought that was for the best, that she needed more than just sex from Erin to be happy. But the last two weeks without her had been torturous.

Maybe a night of comfort sex could be enough. It couldn’t be worse than this, could it?

Lia drifted to the back of the plane, closer to Erin and her stormy expression. She was only four rows away when a hand clasped her wrist, stopping her in her tracks.

Glancing down, Lia half expected to see Cerys, asking her what the hell she was thinking. Instead, she looked into Alex’s grey eyes, their lips pursed as they gazed at Lia. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

“Do what?” Lia asked, as if her intentions—given the fact that Erin was the only person beyond Alex’s seat—weren’t obvious.

“She’s no good after a loss.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Lia extricated herself from Alex’s grip. “I’m stretching my legs.”

“Bullshit. It’s not a good idea, Lia. Not after…everything.”

“And by everything you mean?” Somehow, Lia had a feeling Alex wasn’t referring to the match. Had Erin told Alex about them? Surely not. They were close, but was Erin that close to anybody?

Alex held Lia’s stare, unblinking. “I think you know exactly what I mean.”

Well, that answered that question, didn’t it? Lia swallowed. “Are you going to stop me?”

“Your funeral. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

With those words of caution ringing in her ears, Lia forged onward, toward the last row of the plane. Erin didn’t glance away from the window, even when Lia sat in the seat beside her, their shoulders brushing as she made herself comfortable.

Erin drew in a slow breath before she spoke. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“I know.” Lia leaned her head against the back of her seat, trying to ignore the familiar fruity scent of Erin’s perfume and the blazing warmth of her body, so tantalisingly close but still so out of reach.

“You won’t like the person I am when I lose. I’ve never been good at it.”

“There’s something the great Erin Finch isn’t good at? Shocking.”

In the reflection from the window, Erin didn’t so much as crack a smile. “I mean it, Lia.”

“I just want to check you’re okay.”

Erin’s eyes fluttered closed, and the next breath she let out was ragged. “Of course I’m not okay. But I don’t deserve to have you come over here to try and make me feel better. I don’t deserve anything from you.”

“Why not?”

Finally, finally, Erin turned to face her. For the first time in two weeks, their gazes met, and their gazes held. Lia’s heart thudded fast—too fast—in her chest.

“Because I hurt you.” Though no one was close to them—save for Alex, who already, presumably, knew the whole story—Erin kept her voice low, the words little more than a murmur Lia had to strain to hear.

“I think I hurt you, too.”

Erin didn’t nod, but she didn’t deny it, either. “Why did you come over here?”

“I told you. To check that you’re okay. And because I don’t think staying away from you is doing either of us any good. I miss you.”

“Lia…”

“Come on.” To take some of the weight off her words, she tried to make her voice lighter, teasing. She didn’t want Erin to think she wanted more than what they had—even though deep, deep down, that was exactly what she wanted—because wanting more than they’d had was what had turned things so sour between them.

“Wouldn’t it be nice to end the night in bed together?” She leaned in closer, lowering her voice as she spoke into Erin’s ear. “Distract ourselves from an otherwise terrible evening?” She was gratified when Erin shuddered, goose bumps visible on her neck and upper arm.

“I thought you didn’t want that anymore.”

“I may have been too hasty.”

“I don’t know if I want that anymore.”

“Oh.” Rearing back, Lia felt the words like a sucker punch to the chest, knocking the air from her lungs. “Okay.”

“Shit, that’s not what I—” Erin shook her head, biting her lip. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

“What did you mean?”

“I don’t want to talk about it here.” She glanced meaningfully toward the front of the plane, where their teammates were gathered. “Can you come over tonight? To talk? I can give you a lift back to our building.”

Something in Erin’s expression—a vulnerability shining bright in her eyes—made a tiny spark of hope ignite in Lia’s chest. But she dared not get ahead of herself, dared not read too much into it, dared not hope too hard that Erin might feel the same way she did. “Okay, yeah.”

Erin reached out, fingers brushing the back of Lia’s hand. “Thank you.”

Though the contact was fleeting, it sent a thrill through her, all the way to her toes.


 

Chapter 20

It was late by the time they made it back to the training ground.

In the inky black of the car park, as rain teemed over them—fitting, considering the group’s mood—Erin struggled to find Lia among the bodies of their teammates as they all arranged their way home.

Was it a good idea, inviting Lia back to her place? Inviting her back into Erin’s life? Erin wasn’t sure, but she was sure she couldn’t keep going the way things were.

The game in Wolfsburg had been dreadful. Erin had gotten a mere twenty minutes, but she’d played even worse than she had at the weekend, and that missed chance… That would haunt her for years to come.

It had happened a handful of times in the past. Open goals missed, excellent saves denying her, trophies slipping away. But for it to be her fault, to feel the weight of the loss heavy on her shoulders—Erin hated it.

And if Alex was right—if trying to make it work with Lia would get her out of her own head, would get her back on track, would make her feel less of an aching loneliness when she was trying to sleep at night, it would be worth the risk of putting herself out there.

Lia was worth the risk.

Erin could see that now.

She finally spotted Lia, hovering near a shape Erin recognised as Cerys as she drifted closer.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to drop you at home?” Cerys said, failing to notice Erin’s approach. “Save you from walking in the rain?”

“Um, I’m actually sorted.” Lia scratched at the back of her neck.

“Sorted? What do you mean? You’ve not called an Uber, have you?”

Erin cleared her throat, announcing her presence and making both Cerys and Lia jump. “I’ve offered her a ride.”

Even in the darkness, Erin could see the way Cerys’ eyes narrowed into slits. Her gaze flickered to Lia. “Do you think that’s a good idea?”

Lia shrugged. She was trying hard to look unaffected, Erin thought. “We live in the same building—it makes sense.”

Erin suspected Lia was saying that for the sake of any other ears that might be listening in nearby.

From the look on Cerys’ face, she didn’t seem to agree it made sense at all. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

“Can we please not do this now?” Lia turned her pleading eyes toward her friend. “Please?”

“Fine. But call me tomorrow. Or tonight, if you need me to pick up the pieces. Again.” Cerys gave Erin one last poisonous look before turning and walking away.

“She doesn’t hold back, does she?” Erin raised an eyebrow in Lia’s direction.

A guilty expression stared back at her. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.” Knowing it would be easy for them to be seen, Erin refrained from reaching out to touch her. “While I wish she’d been less obvious about glaring at me every chance she got the last week, you should have someone to talk to.”

“Like you have Alex?”

“Did they say something to you?”

“Not in so many words, but they made it clear they knew enough.” Lia didn’t sound angry about it, though. “Should we get out of this rain? I’m getting drenched.”

“Sorry.” Erin clicked the car key in her pocket, and her Audi lit up in the night. “I’m over here.”

“I didn’t know you had a car,” Lia said after they’d stowed their bags in the back and she’d climbed into the leather passenger seat.

“I don’t use it often.” Didn’t need to, when the training ground was a mere fifteen-minute walk away. “But I like to drive home after a flight or a late-night match. You don’t drive, do you?”

“I can, but I don’t have a car. Never saw the need for one—not when I could use Hannah’s, if I needed to.”

A fifteen-minute walk was a five-minute drive so late at night, but it dragged as a heavy silence settled between them. Erin should be the one to break it—she was the reason Lia was there, after all—but she didn’t know what to say. She’d spent the remainder of the flight after Lia had left her alone, as well as the coach ride from the airport, trying to figure out what she should say, how she could possibly put into words the weight of what she was feeling.

And trying not to think of how crushed she would be if Lia let her down gently.

Because that was the thing, wasn’t it? Lia might not want anything more than they had already shared.

“I can hear you overthinking.” Amusement tinged Lia’s words.

Erin risked a glance at her. Lia had her cheek pressed to the headrest, eyes on Erin’s profile. Despite the long day, she didn’t look tired, her eyes bright in the darkness. Her hair, wet from the rain, curled against the sides of her pale cheeks.

“Sorry.”

“We’re all alone now. You can say whatever you need to say.”

“I’d rather wait until I’m not on the road.”

“That serious, huh? Should I be worried?” She didn’t look it, though. If Lia was nervous, she was hiding it well.

Much better than Erin was, apparently. “No.”

“So, relax.” Lia stretched out a hand into the space between them, settling her palm high on Erin’s thigh.

Even through the thick material of her sweatpants, the touch burned. “That is not relaxing.”

Lia squeezed gently, fingers pressing into the muscle of Erin’s thigh. “Do you want me to move?”

Letting out a slow breath, Erin shook her head. The touch was electric, making her heart race, giving her hope that maybe Lia wouldn’t be so eager to turn her down.

Lia kept her hand in place until Erin had parked in the underground car park beneath their building, pulling away only to exit the car. Left cold by the absence of Lia’s touch, Erin hurried to get their bags and walk to the lift, eager to return to the safety of her apartment.

Even if she had no idea what she was going to say when they got there.

Gerrard greeted them, winding around first Erin’s and then Lia’s legs with a loud purr the moment they stepped inside. Erin flicked on the light with trembling fingers, watching Lia hover in her hallway, looking at Erin with an expectant gaze.

“Well? Tell me what you wanted to say.”

“I don’t know where to start.” Erin wandered toward her couch; Lia’s soft footsteps followed behind her. “Maybe with ‘I’m sorry’?”

Instead of joining her on the couch, Lia crouched beside the coffee table to stroke Gerrard’s head. She didn’t look at Erin as she scratched behind his ear. “For what?”

“For everything. For pushing you away. For getting jealous. For ruining everything.”

With a hum, Lia lifted her head to meet her gaze. “So you admit you were jealous?”

“It’s not my proudest moment.”

“You didn’t have anything to be jealous of! You were the one I wanted to go home with. You’re too clever not to realise that.”

“Turns out I can be obtuse when it comes to pesky things like feelings.” Tracing the number eleven imprinted on the pocket of her sweatpants in order to do something with her hands, Erin settled further into the couch. “I’ve never been good at them. Having them or admitting to them.”

“Shocking.”

Erin huffed. “I’m trying here, okay? Can you not make fun of me right now?”

“Don’t you think you deserve it?”

“Probably.” Erin had treated Lia unfairly from the moment she’d arrived at Albion. “For my entire career, I’ve had my rules: Don’t mix business with pleasure. Don’t get too close to anyone else on the team. Don’t get too attached. And don’t ever let my personal relationships affect anything I do on the pitch. You’ve made me break every single one of those rules.”

“Made you?” Lia’s eyes flashed. “I haven’t made you do anything, Erin! Do I need to remind you that you started this? You were the one who tried to kiss me!”

“I know!” Frustrated, Erin ran a hand through her hair. “That wasn’t what I meant. I’m not blaming you. Every decision I’ve made has been my own. I just meant you’re special. I can’t stop thinking about you.” Saying it out loud was a relief. “It goes against everything I’ve ever stood by; it’s everything I swore I never wanted again. But I can’t deny it anymore. I don’t want to.”

Puzzlement slid across Lia’s face, a frown creasing her brow. She’d stopped petting Gerrard, and he headbutted her hand with an indignant meow. When she kept her hand extended, frozen in place, he stalked away. “What—what are you saying?”

“I’m saying that I miss you. That I hate the way we left things. And that maybe I don’t want it to be just casual anymore. Maybe I want more than that. If you’re open to it.”

“You want a relationship. With me.” Lia didn’t phrase it as a question.

Her look of astonishment made Erin uneasy; her heart thudded painfully loud in her chest. “Yes.” In fact, Erin couldn’t remember the last time she’d wanted something more. If Lia said yes, she wouldn’t trade it for the quadruple—something she’d been wishing for her whole life. That was how much—impossibly—Lia had come to mean to her.

“I think I’m having a hard time believing my ears.” Lia leaned backwards, sitting on the floor with her legs outstretched. “Considering you’ve told me for months that you’d never be with one of your teammates.”

“I didn’t think I ever would be. Until I met you.”

“And what’s so special about me?”

“The fact that you have to ask me that, for one.” Erin shifted off the couch to kneel on the floor beside Lia’s feet. “You have no idea how remarkable you are.”

“I’m far from remarkable.”

“That’s not what every football journalist in the UK would say. You’re the best of the best, future winner of the Ballon d’Or.”

“We’re not talking about my sporting achievements.” Lia tilted her head to one side. “Or is that why you’re attracted to me?”

With a scoff, Erin crawled closer, straddling Lia’s legs but keeping her weight on her own knees. “Of course not. I play with incredible footballers day in and day out. I have for years. Do you think I’ve laid myself bare for them—physically and emotionally—like I have for you?”

“I don’t know.” Lia’s hands reached for Erin’s waist, pulling until her weight rested in Lia’s lap. “You haven’t answered my question.”

Looping her arms around Lia’s neck, Erin pressed their foreheads together. “What’s so special about you is everything, Lia. You’re kind, even when you have every reason not to be. You care so fiercely about the people around you, even when they don’t deserve it. You’re tenacious, and you’re not afraid to stand up for yourself. You’re smart—on and off the pitch, which is not something I can say for a lot of our fellow teammates. And you’re incredibly beautiful, too. Not to mention amazing in bed…”

A laugh huffed against Erin’s lips. “Speak for yourself.”

“You make me feel things I never thought I’d feel again. Things I didn’t know I was capable of. For so long, I was certain I was right to close myself off, that feeling things wasn’t worth it. And then you come along and blow all of that out of the water in a matter of months. How could I not find you remarkable? How could I possibly resist falling for you?”

“You really want to do this? Be with me?”

“More than anything.” Still, even with the way Lia was grasping at her hips, even hearing the hope in her voice, Erin struggled with doubt. “So the question is do you want that, too?”

* * *

Lia couldn’t believe Erin even had to ask that question.

Was it not obvious?

Had she not already shown how much she wanted her? How much she cared about her? How completely and utterly miserable Lia had been for the past two weeks when they weren’t talking?

“Of course I do.” She dragged Erin closer until she could feel the thud of Erin’s heart against her ribcage. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve wanted you to ask me that?”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Why didn’t you?”

Erin laughed, and Lia closed the distance between them to kiss the laugh from her lips. It felt like coming home, like a breath of fresh air after being cooped up all day, like scoring the winning goal in a cup final.

She’d never dreamed she could have this with Erin. Never allowed herself to think of the possibility, knowing it was out of reach. But now it was within her grasp—Erin was within her grasp, her lips parting for Lia’s tongue, her skin warm between Lia’s fingertips, and her soft sighs music to Lia’s ears.

When Lia broke the kiss, not wanting to get too carried away, Erin chased her mouth, easing Lia backwards until she was flat against the floor, pinned by Erin’s body. She’d missed this so much.

The kiss wasn’t hurried, wasn’t heated—it was slow and languid, the tease of Erin’s tongue against hers warming Lia from the inside out.

Then, right in Lia’s ear, came a loud meow. It made her jump, a laugh bubbling from her lips as she pulled away from Erin to find Gerrard staring at them with wide brown eyes. “I think he might be telling us to get a room.”

“Or that it’s time for bed.” Still straddling Lia’s hips, Erin stretched her arms above her head. “It is late.”

A glance at the clock hanging above Erin’s fireplace revealed that it was nearly three a.m. She hated late away games for messing with her sleep schedule. At least Ayla had given them a day off to compensate—although, after the way they’d played, the coach probably couldn’t wait to haul them back into training and give them all a piece of her mind.

“Yeah. I should go upstairs.”

“Or you could stay.” Erin’s voice was soft, still uncertain despite everything that had passed between them tonight.

“I’m tired.”

“I meant to sleep; get your mind out of the gutter.”

“I thought you didn’t do sleepovers.”

“Well, that was before.” Rising to her feet, Erin extended her hand toward Lia. “Are you coming?”

“Apparently not, if we’re only sleeping.”

Erin rolled her eyes. “You are such a child.”

“I’d love to sleep over.” Lia grasped Erin’s hand, letting herself be hauled upright and pulled toward Erin’s bedroom.

It was far from the first time she’d been inside Erin’s bedroom, but nerves buzzed through her as Erin let go of her to grab the pyjamas at the bottom of the bed. Would they be able to handle this change in their relationship status? Or would it all come crashing down? Lia shook her head. She shouldn’t get ahead of herself. She should enjoy the here and now—enjoy the fact that she was lucky enough to see a side of Erin that few others ever had.

“There’s spare pyjamas in the bottom drawer if you need any,” Erin said, already at the door to her en suite. “Make yourself at home.”

Courtesy of Albion’s one-night stay in Germany, Lia had her own pyjamas in her bag. But slipping into Erin’s bed wearing Erin’s clothes was too tempting. A quick glance around the room, however, revealed a problem.

Erin didn’t have just one set of drawers. She had three—one on either side of the bed, and a large chest of drawers beneath her trophy cabinet. Which was the right one?

Erin wouldn’t have told her to get some if she didn’t mind Lia looking, right?

In the corner of the room, already curled in his bed, Gerrard watched her. “Which one did she mean, buddy?”

He lowered his head and closed his eyes.

Sighing, Lia made a decision as an electric toothbrush sounded from the bathroom. It would make the most sense to be the large chest of drawers, wouldn’t it? Surely that was where Erin kept most of her clothes.

But the bottom drawer was stuffed with football jerseys of all different colours, so full it was hard to pull it open. They must have been the shirts Erin swapped at the end of important games. Lia had some herself, but nowhere near this many.

Impressed with the collection, Lia made her way to the bed. Maybe she should have started there—it made sense that the things you wore to bed would be beside it. She had one of the drawers there halfway open when Erin emerged from the bathroom.

“Not that one!” Erin’s voice was strangled with something like horror.

Lia was about to ask why when she glanced down, the contents of the drawer visible through the gap. “Oh.” She snatched her hand back and slammed the door shut, trying hard not to think about Erin using either the purple vibrator or black strap-on and harness she’d spotted inside. “Sorry. You didn’t say which one.”

“The other side.” Erin’s cheeks were flushed pink as she rounded the bed to the other bedside table and pulled out a set of plaid pyjamas and a white tank top. “Here.”

“Thanks.” Lia accepted the bundle but wavered before stepping into the bathroom. “You don’t have to be embarrassed, you know.” It was so rare for her to see Erin blush that she couldn’t help but draw it out. “Sex toys are a perfectly normal thing to keep beside your bed. It’s healthy!”

With a groan, Erin slid beneath the covers, pulling them to her chin. “Can we not? Forget you ever saw them.”

“What if I don’t want to forget I saw them?” Lia caught Erin’s eye and bit her bottom lip, watching the way Erin’s throat bobbed as she swallowed. “What if I want you to use them with me?”

“You’d want that?”

“Yes. Not tonight.” When it happened, she wanted to enjoy every second. She couldn’t do that tonight when her body was screaming at her to sleep. “But in the future? Please.”

“Okay.”

The tremble in Erin’s voice—usually so unshakeable—was gratifying. It put a spring in her step as she freshened up in the bathroom before climbing into the bed beside Erin, rolling on her side to face her.

Erin rolled too, before wrapping an arm around her waist to pull Lia close and drifting her lips across her forehead. “Thank you for turning a shitty day into an amazing one.” A shadow passed across her face; no doubt she was thinking of Germany.

Lia wasn’t sure she’d fully processed the loss herself yet. It was one thing losing a regular game, but getting knocked out of a competition after such a dismal performance was hard to swallow. But she didn’t want to dwell on that tonight. No, she wanted to bask in the feeling of being in Erin’s bed, wrapped in her arms. In being able to wake beside her and see Erin all sleepy and rumpled.

She brushed her lips across Erin’s in a chaste kiss. “I have an important question for you before we go to sleep.”

“Oh?”

“Big spoon or little spoon?”

A slow smile spread across Erin’s face. “Big spoon, obviously.”

“Figures.” She kissed Erin one last time before rolling over, pressing her back against Erin’s front.


 

Chapter 21

Erin was the first to wake the next morning.

She hadn’t expected a peaceful night’s sleep—it had been a long time since she’d shared a bed with anyone—but was pleasantly surprised to blink awake at ten a.m. after a restful night.

Beside her, Lia lay on her front, one arm under her pillow and the other curled in the sheet. A bare shoulder peeked out of the covers, the strap of Erin’s tank top slipping from her shoulder to reveal smooth skin.

Powerless to resist the pull, Erin shifted closer, brushing her lips against Lia’s shoulder. Goose bumps erupted beneath her mouth, and Lia hummed in her sleep. Erin kissed the sensitive spot on the back of Lia’s neck before rolling away.

“Why’d you stop?” Lia’s voice was raspy with sleep.

It made Erin smile. “Because I wasn’t sure if you were awake, and we haven’t discussed our boundaries when it comes to that.”

“Mm, well, for the record—that’s a much better way to wake up than to my alarm.” Rolling over onto her back, Lia scrubbed at her face with the heels of her hands. “What time is it?”

“Little after ten.”

“Not too bad.” Lia dropped her hands, blinking at Erin with sleepy eyes. “How did you sleep?”

“Well. Did you?”

“Yes.” Lia snuggled closer, seeking out Erin’s heat. She tucked her head beneath Erin’s chin, fingers lazily tracing the pattern of the tattoo on her ribs.

Before Erin could turn boneless beneath Lia’s idle ministrations, her stomach gave an almighty rumble, reminding her it had been hours since she’d last eaten. “We should probably get up. Did you have any plans for your day off?”

“I was going to visit my grandmother.” Lia’s hand stilled, flattening across Erin’s hip. “What about you? How does the great Erin Finch celebrate her free days?”

After locating some food, Erin would like to spend all day in bed with Lia—but she didn’t want to drag Lia away from her grandmother when their time together was already so short. “Usually with Maisie, but given it’s a school day, probably with Gerrard watching TV.”

“Would you maybe want to come with me instead?”

“To visit your grandmother?” Erin couldn’t keep the surprise out of her voice. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to—she knew how important she was to Lia—but Erin had never met anyone’s family before. Was it too soon? Would her grandmother be lucid?

“You don’t have to.”

Before Lia could roll away, Erin curled a hand around her back to keep her close. “It’s not that I don’t want to. I’d love to spend the day with you, and with her. I just don’t want to intrude.”

“You wouldn’t. I know she’d love to see you.”

“Okay, then we’ll go. As long as we can get breakfast somewhere on the way.”

“Deal.”

“And maybe…” Erin hesitated, teeth worrying her bottom lip. “Maybe next time my dad and stepmother are in town, we can go out to dinner with them. So you can meet the rest of my family.”

“You’d want that?”

“Yeah.” It didn’t feel too soon, not with the weight of Lia’s steady gaze on her. Not when it felt like it had taken an age for them to get to this moment, safe in each other’s arms. “I know they’ll want to meet you.”

“Then I’d love to.”

Lia returned to her own apartment to get ready, and they met in the lobby an hour later. After a quick detour to the bakery across the road for a coffee and a pastry, they climbed into Erin’s car, and she followed Lia’s directions to the care home on the city outskirts.

The building had a cheery exterior, the bricks bright and the window ledges painted a dazzling white. Behind the building were winding gardens and dewy grass. A handful of residents sat on wooden benches throughout the grounds, some bundled in thick coats to ward off the chilly April air.

Erin hoped the weather improved soon. She was sick of playing in the rain or the freezing wind, getting covered in mud whenever she was tackled. While playing in hot sunshine came with its own challenges, she’d take it over the alternative any day of the week.

“Sure about this?” Lia asked after Erin had parked.

Reaching across the centre console, Erin squeezed her hand. “Yes. Let’s go.”

She followed Lia inside the building’s ornate lobby. Behind the large wooden desk, a woman smiled at them, eyes brightening when her gaze landed on Lia. “Well, if it isn’t my favourite visitor.” She batted her absurdly long fake eyelashes.

Erin coughed to hide a scoff.

Lia shot her a warning look. “Hey, Mandy. Been busy today?”

“So-so.” Mandy leaned over the desk as Lia stepped toward one side of it.

A sign stating all visitors must sign in hung above an iPad, and Lia’s long fingers tapped on the screen.

“It’s looking up now, though.” Mandy offered Lia another sickly-sweet smile, ignoring Erin. “You’re not usually here so early.”

“It’s my day off, so I thought I’d drop by.” Lia glanced toward Erin. “I’ve signed you in, too. You ready?”

Before Erin could reply, Mandy leaned further forward—no doubt to give Lia a glimpse down her blouse. Unfortunately for Mandy, Lia only had eyes for Erin.

She tried not to be too smug.

Mandy glanced toward Erin, annoyance on her face. “And who are you? I haven’t seen you around here before.”

“You don’t recognise Erin Finch?” Lia answered before Erin had the chance to say something rude. “She’s one of the world’s best players.”

“I thought you were one of the world’s best players.” Mandy’s voice turned simpering.

Erin struggled not to gag.

“You’re sweet.” Lia wrapped a hand around Erin’s wrist and pulled her toward the large double doors behind the reception desk. “Come on, Erin.”

“She was flirting with you,” Erin said once the door was closed behind them. “Is she always like that?”

With a grimace, Lia turned to look at her. “Some days it’s more blatant than others. She was putting on a show today. I think you made her jealous.”

“Good.”

Amusement danced in Lia’s eyes. “Don’t tell me she made you jealous, too.”

“Please.” Erin reached out a hand to slide her thumb along the line of Lia’s hip—a move that never failed to make her knees weak. “I know you’re all mine.”

“I am.” Lia covered Erin’s hand with her own and squeezed. “But is it going to bother you if other people don’t know that? Should I have introduced you as my girlfriend?”

Erin pursed her lips, unsure that a brightly lit corridor in a care home was the right place for this conversation. “Is that what we are?”

Lia’s shoulders lifted in a shrug. “I don’t know. Are we?”

“I would like that.” Even though the term made her feel like she was thirteen years old again, with her first crush. “You already know how committed I am to you—and only you. As for other people…” The thought of their teammates—members of the public—knowing about her relationship status made her squirm. “I’m not sure how much I want them to know. Outside of our inner circles, anyway. Just for now. While we settle into things.”

“Okay.” Lia squeezed her hand again before gently extricating herself from Erin’s grip. “Does my inner circle include my grandmother?”

“You can tell her whatever you like.”

“I hope she’s having a good day. Come on—we’ll check in here first before we try her room.”

The hallway opened into a large lounge. Dozens of small tables were dotted around, along with chairs and sofas. Chatter swelled around them from the residents present, a few of them with visiting family members or friends.

“There she is.” Lia walked over to one corner of the room, toward where a woman with long white hair sat in a high-backed armchair.

On the table in front of her was a chess board, and she gazed at it with pursed lips. As Erin’s and Lia’s shadows fell over her, she glanced up—and beamed. “Lia! I didn’t expect to see you today.” She had a deep Welsh accent.

Tension leaked out of Lia’s shoulders as she was recognised, and she swept her grandmother into a tight hug. “You know I can’t stay away from you.”

Her grandmother chuckled, patting Lia’s back before pulling away. “Sit, sit.” Her blue eyes landed on Erin. “You brought a friend?”

“I did.” Lia sat in one of the two chairs opposite her grandmother and motioned for Erin to settle in the other. “This is Erin. Erin, this is my grandmother, Iris.”

“I know who she is.” Iris looked offended. “As if I could forget one of the greatest female players of the game.” She leaned further forward in her seat. “But why are you here to see little old me?”

“I didn’t know you were a fan.”

“Oh, yes. I have been for years. We’ve already met, you know.”

Erin tilted her head. She hadn’t expected Iris to say that—did she think Erin was someone else? “We have?”

“Yes. When Lia was oh, fourteen? Fifteen? You and some of the England players came to do a coaching session for her football team and a few others in the area.”

Erin cast her mind back. She had done dozens of those events when she was younger, an attempt to try and grow the game and let more girls know they could make football into their career. If Lia was twenty-four, that meant it would have been nine or ten years ago.

“I’m sure Erin met a lot of people at those events, Grandma.” Lia came to Erin’s rescue. “She won’t remember everyone.”

“Well, I remember you. I could see how much you cared. And I have to thank you for coaching my granddaughter. She wouldn’t shut up about what you’d told her for weeks afterwards, you know.”

Amused, Erin turned her gaze to Lia.

“Erin doesn’t need to hear this, Grandma.” Her cheeks were flaming red.

“Oh, on the contrary, I think I do.” Erin was enjoying herself immensely. “What did I say to you?”

How had Lia never mentioned this before?

Although, judging from the look on her face as she stared at the chequered pattern rug like it was the most interesting thing she’d ever seen, maybe she’d been too mortified.

“It’s not important,” Lia replied.

But, much to Lia’s clear dismay, Iris remembered. “You said that she was too cocky, that she dropped her left shoulder when she was going to shoot left and vice versa—making it easy for the goalkeeper to guess which way to dive—and that she was too slow to react.”

Erin winced. The no-nonsense words certainly sounded like her, even if she had been delivering them to children.

“You also said,” Iris continued, “that if she worked on all of those things, she had the potential to make it.”

At that, Lia finally lifted her head, meeting Erin’s gaze. Embarrassment shone on her face, from her still-red cheeks to her lowered eyelashes to the way she chewed at her bottom lip.

“Well,” Erin said softly, “I wasn’t wrong.”

“Like you’re ever wrong.” Lia looked like she regretted asking Erin to join her, hiding her eyes behind the curtain of her hair.

That wouldn’t do.

She reached over to tuck Lia’s hair behind her ear, letting her fingers brush across the arch of her cheek bone as she did—but careful not to linger. Not that it mattered, given the way Iris zeroed in on the touch.

“Oh, my. Are you two together?”

Swallowing hard, Erin dropped her hand to her side—only for it to be snatched up by Lia, who slotted their fingers together like it was the simplest thing in the world.

Maybe it was.

“Yes, Grandma. We are. That’s why I asked Erin to come—to introduce you to her. Is that okay?”

“Why wouldn’t it be okay, sweetheart? Does she make you happy?”

Lia glanced toward Erin, a soft smile on her mouth. “Yes.”

“That’s all that matters. Come here, both of you. Give me a hug. And then let’s go for a walk, shall we? I’ve been cooped in here too long.”

* * *

Boos and jeers rang across the stadium as Albion walked onto the pitch, and Erin revelled in it. Sure, cheers and screams and shouts of her name were nice, but she thrived on hostility, too. Used it to push herself harder, further, basking in the antagonism.

And there was no greater antagonist than Wanderers.

Their closest rivals, already brushed aside in the League Cup. Already knocked out of the Champions League, too—unable to make it out of their group. At least Albion had gone two rounds further.

They would probably be Albion’s opponents in the FA Cup final, if they both won their respective semi-finals. A rematch of last year’s final, the day that had changed the course of Erin’s life.

But first, the league.

Following their draw against Liverpool and their loss to Wolfsburg, Albion had rediscovered their form and won their last four games in a row—helped massively by Erin and Lia’s pitch-perfect strike partnership. Between them, they’d scored ten goals. Barring a miracle, the Golden Boot was all wrapped up, and the trophy would be heading home with Lia at the end of the season.

And the league trophy could be wrapped up by the end of the day, too. With two games left to play, Albion had maintained their four-point lead over Wanderers. If Albion beat them today, they couldn’t be caught, and they’d lift the trophy on the final day of the season at their home ground.

If Wanderers won, the title would go to the wire for the second year in a row.

Hence the jeers from a nervy crowd, culminating in a pressure cooker of an environment that Erin knew she’d thrive in. With Erin slowly getting back to her best, Ayla had started her in the last three matches, and she planned to repay Ayla’s faith.

As they lined up for the team photo, Erin glanced to her left. Lia had been jittery since they’d woken together that morning, and the deafening noise of the crowd booing her name when it was announced couldn’t be helping.

“Hey.” Erin nudged Lia with her hip, wishing she could wrap her in a hug and tell her it was going to be okay but unwilling to risk it in such a highly public environment. “You’ve got this.”

“We’ve got this.” Lia corrected her with a soft smile, meant for Erin’s eyes only. “We’re going to win today. I can feel it.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah.” She was putting on a brave face—her eyes darted around the crowd, her fingers knotted together and her boot scuffing the grass.

“Well, if we do, you should clear your evening.” Lowering her voice, Erin leaned as close as she dared to murmur into Lia’s ear. “Because you know how much I like winning, and I’ll want to celebrate accordingly.”

“I look forward to it.”

Buzzing with anticipation, Erin joined her and the rest of the team in shaking hands with all of the Wanderers players before she jogged over to join the team huddle by the halfway line.

Lia slipped in beside her, fingers warm at the small of Erin’s back as they all leaned in to listen to Shanice’s speech.

“We give them hell today, right team? We’re winning this. They’re not in good form, and we are fucking fantastic. They’re going to try and rile us up”—Shanice glanced at Lia—“you most of all, but don’t let them. Try and get in their heads instead. We’ve beaten them twice already this season. What do you say we make it a third and snatch another trophy off them? Let’s go!”

With a cheer, the team took their usual positions on the pitch.

Wanderers had the ball first, so Erin took her stance at the halfway line. The centre circle separated her and Lia, and as the referee raised the whistle to her lips, a look of determination crossed Lia’s face.

Erin had seen her like that a few times before, and, oh, she was deadly and devastating once she got going.

And if Lia was the one who won this for them, Erin would worship her between her thighs the whole night long.

* * *

Not for the first time that afternoon, Lia was drenched in champagne.

Her shirt was sticky with it, her damp hair curling around her neck and her trainers squeaking on the slick changing room floor. She was sick of the smell of it, the taste of it heavy at the back of her throat.

But when you scored a hat trick against your former side to win the Women’s Super League trophy, being doused in alcohol was your reward.

She’d become part of an exclusive list, and not just because of her goals. She’d won back-to-back league titles with two different teams. And she’d all but guaranteed herself another Golden Boot.

“Drink up!” Adrianna pressed the champagne bottle toward Lia’s mouth.

“I’m all good, thank you.”

Adrianna wandered off to see who else she could offer a drink to, and Lia breathed a sigh of relief.

Exhaustion was her primary emotion. It would take some time for her to process the last ninety minutes. The game had passed in a blur of frantic end-to-end action before a brilliant pass from Erin had split the defence and gifted Lia her first goal.

The urge to run over and shower her in kisses to show her gratitude had been astounding, but Lia had reined herself in. Later, she kept promising herself. Later, she’d have Erin all to herself, and she could show her how much she’d appreciated her brilliance today.

Because, although Lia had gotten the glory by having her name on the scoresheet, Erin had played magnificently. She had adapted to her deeper role within weeks, turning into a creator of goals more than a goal scorer, and if she was that good already, Lia couldn’t wait to see what their future together would be like.

Both on and off the pitch.

Her gaze was drawn to where Erin stood with her family in one corner of the room. Her father and stepmother had surprised her by flying in from Spain for a few weeks, hoping to see Albion wrap up the title.

Lia had kept her distance since the final whistle, when they’d enveloped Erin, along with Jessica and Maisie. She wasn’t sure how much Erin had told her family, and she didn’t want to intrude.

But it left her adrift, bereft, as all around her, her teammates were embraced by their friends and family members. The close proximity of Albion and Wanderers meant that a lot of them had come out to watch.

Unfortunately, her grandmother hadn’t been well enough to join them. And watching Erin’s family, knowing she would never have that closeness with her own, made an ache settle heavy in her chest.

As if sensing Lia’s mood, Erin caught her eye across the room. Her smile was wide, her eyes bright, a pleased flush on her cheeks. Victory was a damn good look on her.

“Careful.” Cerys sidled up to Lia, sliding her arm around Lia’s shoulders to pull her close. “Control your heart eyes if you don’t want anyone else to catch on.”

Lia’s cheeks warmed. “I do not have heart eyes.”

“Uh, yes, you do. It’s gross.”

“You’re one to talk! I’ve watched you and Xander make moon eyes at each other so many times over the years.”

“Ah, so you admit it.” Cerys poked Lia’s nose. “You were making them.”

“Shut up.”

Cerys gave a delighted laugh and squeezed her tighter. “So, what’s the plan tonight? You coming out with the rest of us, or are you disappearing into your love nest again?”

“Ew. Never say love nest again.”

“Isn’t that what it is? From the sounds of it, you can’t keep your hands off each other. Hey, on a scale from one to ten, how good is she in bed?”

Lia craned her neck to look Cerys in the eye. “How much have you had to drink? You do know she’ll kill you if she overhears you, right?” Since Cerys’s icy threat to Erin the night she and Lia had gotten together, the pair of them had been civil to one another once Cerys had begrudgingly accepted their relationship.

But Lia wouldn’t exactly call them friends. And Erin was still so twitchy when it came to their teammates.

“No one’s paying attention to us.”

Thankfully. Everyone else was too busy basking in the win with their loved ones. “Still.”

“So, your plans for tonight?”

“I think I’m going to be busy.”

“Okay. I’ll cover for you if the others ask where you are—but only if you come out one night next week. I miss seeing you outside of training.”

Guilt flashed through her. She had been neglecting her friends lately in favour of being with Erin. But they had such little time alone together already, she was loath to give too much of it up. “I will. I promise.”

In her pocket, Lia felt her phone buzz. It was likely just her social media going wild, but she still reached for it to check—and froze when she saw the message waiting for her. “Holy shit.”

“What?” Cerys peered back at her. “You got a big media interview lined up, superstar? The BBC calling? Sky Sports? New sponsor? Ooh, is it Nike?”

“No. Something even more astonishing.” Lia flipped her phone around to let Cerys read the screen.

“Holy shit.”

“Told you.”

“Is that actually real?”

Lia read it again, to make sure. But no, that was definitely her stepbrother’s name on the notification.

 

Hey. Watched your game. You’ve had an amazing season so far. Hope you manage to round it out with another trophy.

 

Cerys snatched the phone from Lia and squinted at it. “I think he might have been replaced by an alien.”

“I think you might be right. We haven’t spoken in months.”

“Maybe he’s finally realising he’s been a massive prick and that you actually might be better at this whole football thing than him?”

“Maybe.” Lia couldn’t help a sliver of suspicion, too used to Brett’s mind games over the course of her life, but she couldn’t sense any malice in the message. Perhaps they could turn a corner—if his ego had died down over the last few years.

Cerys let her be, and Lia was wondering whether she could duck away for a shower when Maisie bounded to her.

“Hi, Maisie.”

“Hi!” Maisie threw her arms around Lia’s waist and gazed at her with adoring eyes. “You were so good today.”

“You think so?”

“Me and every other person here with eyes. Do you want to come and meet my grandad?”

“Um…” If they weren’t in a room full of people, she wouldn’t have hesitated. But was this where she wanted to meet Erin’s father for the first time? She sought out Erin and found hazel eyes already looking straight at her. Erin inclined her head, the tiniest amount, but it was enough for Lia to notice. To see it as the permission she was desperately seeking. “Okay.”

“Yay!” Maisie pulled her through the throng of people until they reached the rest of the Finches. “Here she is! Grandad, Grandma, this is Lia. She’s the best.”

“The best, huh?” Erin’s father shared her accent, though not her skin tone—the years in Spain had made him tanned. His face creased with wrinkles as he smiled, holding out a hand for her to shake. “Something tells me you aren’t the only member of the family to think that.” His eyes sparkled with amusement, his grip firm around Lia’s hand.

“Dad,” Erin hissed, her cheeks pink.

“What? I’m telling the truth, aren’t I?” He released Lia’s hand and indicated the woman standing beside him. “I’m James, and this is my wife, Isobel.”

“Nice to meet you.”

“And you. We’ve heard an awful lot about you.” Isobel reached out to draw Lia into a hug, seemingly uncaring about the sweaty, sticky mess of her clothes.

The panicked look on Erin’s face eased Lia’s discomfort somewhat—it was nice to know she wasn’t the only one on edge.

“Are your parents not here?” James craned his neck to peer over her shoulder.

“Dad!” Erin ran a hand across her face.

“What? What have I done now?” He glanced at Erin with confusion on his face. “Am I not allowed to ask any questions?”

“Lia doesn’t have a good relationship with her family.” Erin’s fingers twitched like she wanted to reach out to Lia, but then she bunched them into the hem of her shirt.

“Oh.” Mortification flashed across his face. “I’m sorry. Put my foot in it, did I?”

“It’s okay.” Lia smiled. “You weren’t to know.”

“Well, we tend to think that family is what you make of it, anyhow.” James puffed out his chest. “So you’re more than welcome to join ours. We’re going out for a celebratory meal tonight—will you join us? We’d love to get to know you better. I promise I won’t put my foot in it again.”

“I’d like that—if you’re sure I’m not intruding.”

“Nonsense! No such thing.” He turned to say something to Isobel.

Erin used his momentary distraction to press close and whisper. “I’m sorry. Our celebrations will have to wait.”

“That’s okay.”

Erin shook her head. “It’s not. I’ve sprung this on you. When I mentioned us going out to dinner with them, I didn’t realise it would be quite this soon.”

“That’s okay. I’m happy to get to know them.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. They’re important to you, so they’re important to me.”

“Thank you.” Erin leaned closer, shifted to press the ghost of a kiss to her temple. “That means a lot.”

The kiss was barely a whisper of contact, nothing compared to what they’d already shared, but it sent a tingle all the way to Lia’s toes. Already, she was counting the seconds until they could be alone.


 

Chapter 22

“What do you think you’re doing?” Erin leaned her shoulder against her father’s where he stood at the bar, wallet in his hand.

“Paying for dinner.”

“I told you I’d get it.” Insisted, in fact, before she’d excused herself to the bathroom—returning to find her father suspiciously missing.

“And I told you I would. It’s my treat, seeing as you didn’t know Isobel and I were coming.” Seeing her mouth open, ready to argue her case further, he settled a hand on Erin’s wrist. “Let me get this. You’ve already taken care of too much the past few years.”

“Because you took care of everything my whole life before then.”

“You were a kid, Erin. You needed taking care of.” He brandished his card to the barman before Erin had the chance to reach for her own. “I’m not struggling anymore.”

“Fine. But I’m getting the next one.”

He laughed, resting his hands on the top of the bar. “So. You got yourself a girlfriend, huh?”

If she’d have known he was coming to visit, she might not have been so candid the last time they’d video chatted. She hadn’t expected to subject Lia to her family so soon. “I did. What do you think of her?”

“I think she’s wonderful, Erin.”

She let out a breath, his approval meaning a lot to her. “She is.”

“Mm. I can see that she makes you happy. That’s all I ever wanted for you. I just thought it would always be football that did that for you, not another woman.”

“Believe me, I was surprised, too.”

“I can imagine.” Together, they turned to look back toward their table.

Isobel and Jessica were chatting, while Lia and Maisie played a game on Maisie’s phone. Lia had fit in, effortlessly, and having all of her favourite people all together in one place made Erin flood with warmth.

“Shall we get going? You and Lia have had an exciting day—I’m sure you’re eager to get back home to rest.”

Erin was eager for a great many things when she got back home, but rest was far from the top of the list. Throughout dinner, Lia’s hand had sat high on her thigh beneath the table, the warm weight of it maddening.

Back at their table, they gathered the others and said their goodbyes, promising to meet up one evening after training. Erin called an Uber, letting out a heavy breath once she and Lia were safely settled in the back seat on their way home.

“How awful was that?” she asked once they were on their way.

“It was fine.” Lia’s hand was back on her thigh, tracing the inseam of her jeans.

“You don’t have to lie to me.”

“I’m not. They were lovely, and I had a good night.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” Lia trailed her finger higher, teasing the zipper of her jeans. “It’s been a good day in general.”

“Has it?” Affected by the press of Lia’s touch, Erin’s voice turned breathy. Her thighs spread automatically. “And why’s that?”

“Well.” She leaned closer, her breath hot on Erin’s neck, but kept a careful few centimetres of space between her lips and Erin’s skin. “I scored a few goals. I got another player-of-the-match award. And, oh yeah, I won my second trophy of the season. And now I’m going home with the hottest woman on the team, and I’m going to let her take one of the toys out of her bedside table and fuck me with it until I forget my own name.”

“Fuck.”

Lia’s chuckle was low and dirty and made Erin’s stomach drop. She glanced out of the window, frustrated to see they were still a few minutes away from their building. If they were alone…

“You’re going to pay for this later.”

“Is that a promise?” Lia glanced toward the front seat.

The driver was tapping their fingers on the steering wheel, AirPods in both ears, and having an animated conversation in German. Apparently deciding they were suitably distracted, Lia cupped between Erin’s thighs, the heel of her hand pressing hard against her clit.

Erin’s breath stuttered out of her, her hips rocking forward—she whined when Lia pulled her hand away. “It is now.”

“I look forward to it.” Lia leaned away, adopting an air of nonchalance—but Erin knew her well enough by now to see straight through it. Her eyes were dark, her pupils blown wide, her breaths ragged. The pulse in her neck pounded.

But Erin was hardly in any better shape: Molten fire spread through her veins, growing with each beat of her heart, each throb of her clit, desperate for Lia’s touch. By the time they arrived at their destination, she was aching, seizing Lia’s hand and all but dragging her through the lobby.

“Someone’s eager,” she said as Erin stabbed her thumb on the lift’s call button.

“You have no idea.” The second she’d pressed the button for her floor and the doors to the thankfully empty car closed on them, Erin pounced, backing Lia against the glass and kissing her senseless.

She didn’t care if anyone saw them stumble down the hallway, or glimpsed her pressing Lia against the wall beside her flat door. All she cared about was Lia—the intoxicating heat of her, the taste of her, the needy moans Erin could drag out of her with a single kiss.

Finally, she fumbled open her front door and steered Lia inside, her hands on Lia’s hips. On the way to her bedroom, she paused—briefly—to scratch Gerrard’s head as they passed, before she was distracted by Lia’s wandering hands.

Eager fingers pushed Erin’s jacket from her shoulders and tugged at the hem of her shirt. By the time Erin had closed her bedroom door behind her, both of them were in their underwear, a trail of clothes left behind in their wake.

Lia settled onto the bed, wearing a black lace bra and matching underwear, a set Erin hadn’t seen before. It made her mouth water. “Did you wear those just for me?”

“Yes. Do you like them?”

“I’d be an idiot if I didn’t.” Erin shuffled out of her sports bra and boy shorts—she hadn’t dressed up for Lia—before covering Lia’s body with her own. She groaned at the feeling of finally being skin-on-skin. “You were amazing today.” She breathed the words against Lia’s mouth before kissing her, hot and hard, determined to show her how amazing.

Lia’s hands settled in her hair as Erin trailed kisses down the side of her neck. “How does it feel knowing that next weekend you’ll have another winner’s medal to add to your collection?”

“Good.” Erin nipped at Lia’s shoulder, drawing out a hiss. “It’ll be even better when we add the FA Cup, too.”

“Getting ahead of ourselves, are we?”

“I don’t think so.” Bending her head lower, Erin traced her tongue around the lacy cup of Lia’s bra. “Not if you play like you did today.”

“You’re being awfully complimentary tonight.” Lia’s back arched into her mouth as she swirled her tongue around a straining nipple until the lace was damp.

“I think you deserve it.”

“So do you.” With each passing second, Lia’s breath grew more ragged, her chest heaving beneath her lips. “Today was your best game since you came back. Imagine what we’ll be like next season. Together.”

The possibilities made Erin hotter. She sucked a mark into the side of Lia’s breast—the first time she’d dared since they’d started sleeping together. Judging from the rock of Lia’s hips against her stomach, the heat of her sex beneath her underwear, and the desperate way she fisted her hands in Erin’s hair, she wasn’t against it.

Kissing her way along Lia’s stomach, Erin spent some time teasing the sensitive skin of her hip bones before peeling her underwear off. She could smell the scent of Lia’s arousal, her mouth watering as she settled between her thighs.

She’d never tire of this—the cant of Lia’s hips, the heady taste of her on Erin’s tongue, the way she got so wet that she soaked Erin’s chin. Lia was so responsive to every curl and flick of her tongue, thighs shaking on either side of Erin’s cheeks.

Erin hadn’t planned to let her come yet. She’d wanted to draw it out, tease her until she was begging, and only then tip her over the edge. But she’d waited too long to get her mouth on Lia again, was too hungry, too needy to taste Lia’s release on her lips.

So, she slipped two fingers beneath her chin and curled them deep in time with the swirl of her tongue over Lia’s clit until she cried out, her heel pressing hard into Erin’s back and her nails sharp on Erin’s scalp.

Once Lia’s thighs had stopped shaking, Erin pulled away, taking a moment to admire the sight of her—bra pushed down to bare her breasts, her chest as flushed as her cheeks, her eyes dark and lidded.

Beautiful.

And it was all for her.

Lia made a noise of protest as Erin shifted off the bed. When Erin opened the drawer by the side of the bed, it turned into a groan. With Lia’s eyes on her, so intense it was like a physical touch, Erin tugged on the harness.

She hadn’t used it in a long time, and so her trembling fingers fumbled with the buckles; she hoped Lia didn’t notice. Finally, the harness sat snug on her hips, and all that was left for her to do was to secure the base of the dildo through the ring and climb back onto the bed.

Hungry eyes watched her every move as Erin rubbed lube along its length.

“Where do you want me?” Lia’s voice was low.

A dozen possibilities flashed through Erin’s mind: Lia beneath her, a leg hooked over Erin’s shoulder. Legs spread at the edge of the bed, Erin standing between her thighs. On all fours, Erin curled over her back.

But what she wanted most of all—

“On top.” Erin lay back, nestling her head against the pillows. “I want to watch you take me.”

“Fuck.”

Breathless, Erin watched Lia settle in place, straddling Erin’s hips but hovering a few inches above her. Wrapping her hand around the base of the toy, Erin allowed herself a moment to tease, rubbing the head against Lia’s clit until her hips stuttered in time with her laboured breathing.

“Please.” Lia’s whimper shot straight between Erin’s legs.

And she couldn’t deny her another second.

Positioning the toy at Lia’s core, she stared, transfixed, as Lia’s hips sank to take the full length inside her. Lia’s eyes screwed shut, her back bowing so she could rest her hands on Erin’s shoulders.

Erin settled her own hands on Lia’s hips, feeling them rock as she started to move, her weight braced against Erin.

What Erin would give to feel it, to feel Lia’s walls squeezing her tight as she moved faster, growing more desperate with each passing second. Every cant of Lia’s hips rubbed the base against Erin’s clit, made her throb, made the muscles in her stomach tighten until she was burning from the inside out.

“I n-need more.” Lia’s breath was ragged, coming in quick pants. “Touch me. Please.”

Eager to oblige, Erin slipped a hand between their sweat-slick bodies. A few circles of Lia’s clit and she was crying out, nails biting into Erin’s shoulders as she rode the wave. Erin had never seen a more perfect sight than the flush on Lia’s cheeks, the way her teeth snared her bottom lip to quiet her moans.

Once Lia’s thighs had stopped quaking, Erin dropped her hand, returning to Lia’s hips and smoothing her thumbs over the ridge of her pelvis.

“I love you.” The words slipped from her mouth before she could bite them back—but as Lia’s eyes blinked open, widening as she stared back at her, Erin knew in her soul that they were true.

Somehow, impossibly, she had fallen in love with this beautiful, perfect, infuriating football player.

And saying it out loud didn’t terrify her.

“I love you, too.”

And hearing it back?

That made her heart soar.

“Question.” A teasing smile pulled at Lia’s lips. “Would you have said that if we hadn’t won the league today?”

Erin laughed. “Depends how grumpy I was about it. But it wouldn’t have changed the way I feel about you.”

“Good.” Lia leaned down, the toy still inside her, groaning at the feeling as she brushed their lips together. “Now, can I show you just how much I love you? And how appreciative I am for your excellent passing today?” Her hands roamed, cupping Erin’s breasts.

Her back arching into Lia’s touch, Erin nodded. “I think that can be arranged.”

* * *

“Wow.” Lia’s eyes widened when Erin opened her front door. “You clean up nice.”

The blue pinstripe suit pants were tailored, hugging her hips. Her matching blazer was unbuttoned, revealing a pressed white shirt that had a plunging neckline to show off the curves of her breasts and the sharp lines of her collarbones.

“So do you.” Erin ran her own appreciative gaze over Lia’s body, taking in the blue dress she’d bought especially for the occasion—tight to her waist, off the shoulder and backless, making it obvious she wasn’t wearing a bra.

It wasn’t something she’d usually wear, but the thought of Erin’s expression when she got her first look at Lia wearing it had made her pull it off the rack.

And the way Erin’s eyes darkened right now as her tongue ran along her bottom lip? So worth it.

“You look amazing. If there’s an award for best dressed tonight, you’re taking it home.”

Lia wasn’t so sure that would be a category at Albion’s end-of-season awards night but appreciated the sentiment all the same. “Thank you.” She offered her cheek for Erin to kiss, not wanting to risk smudging her painted red lips. “Shall we?”

Closing the door of her apartment behind her, Erin slipped her arm through Lia’s as they walked to the lift.

“Are you sure you want to turn up together?” Lia asked once they were on the way to the lobby.

“Yes. It makes sense—we live in the same building.”

“Still. People might talk. I’ve heard a few rumours about us lately.” Whispers around the changing room and in training. Nothing to Lia’s face, but enough for her to suspect someone, somewhere along the way, had seen them being too familiar with one another.

But they’d made it almost to the end of the season without anyone else noticing. Only one game—the FA Cup final against, of course, Wanderers—loomed a week away.

Managing to keep their relationship—their love—a secret for six weeks was an achievement, right?

“Lia.” Erin stopped her from stepping outside to where the waiting car was idling with a hand on her waist. “Stop worrying. I don’t care.”

“Don’t care about the rumours? Or don’t care what other people think?”

“Both.”

She wasn’t quick enough to hide her frown.

Reaching up a hand, Erin traced the crease with her thumb. “What is it?”

“Nothing. I just… Hiding it is hard, sometimes.”

“So, let’s stop.” Erin made it sound so easy, so simple. “Let’s arrive tonight not just together, but together. Hand in hand. If that’s something you want.”

It was something Lia did want. Deeply. She didn’t want to have to second-guess herself whenever she sought Erin out in training. Or, worse, not talk to her at all. Lie about her summer plans to her teammates when they asked how she was spending the off-season, because if she mentioned a trip to Marbella, they’d ask her why. “Is it something you want?”

“I told you—I don’t care. I wanted to keep it quiet because I didn’t want everyone in my business, but maybe they should know that you’re my business.” Stepping closer, Erin tucked a strand of Lia’s hair behind her ear. “So Adrianna thinks twice the next time she asks you out for a drink.”

Lia laughed. The last time Adrianna had tried, Erin’s dark eyes had glowered at her from across the room. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.” Wary of her lipstick, Erin lifted one of Lia’s hands to her lips and kissed the back of it. “I am sure of you. And I never want you to doubt that. I’m sorry if I have.”

“You haven’t.” Erin had been clear in the way she felt—every lingering glance, every soft touch, every whisper into Lia’s ear that she couldn’t wait to see her after training was done. “They’re going to lose their minds.”

Unconcerned, Erin lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “Let them. Shall we? We’re going to be late.”

She let Erin pull her out to the waiting car, excited for the night ahead.

The ceremony was being held in the Hilton hotel in the city centre, one of the tallest buildings around and made almost entirely of floor-to-ceiling windows. Lia had never been inside, and as she and Erin walked into the grand lobby, with its white marble floors and prominent spiral staircase leading to the floors above, she felt out of place.

By the desk, one of the Albion representatives was waiting, smiling when they approached.

“Erin, Lia. Welcome. We’re in meeting room four—take the stairs to the first floor, and the signs will direct you from there.”

“This place is beautiful,” Lia said as she followed the instructions, her heels clicking across the floor. “Are the awards always in here? It must be expensive.”

“They have been the last couple of years. Only the best for the league champions.”

When they reached the first floor, the open meeting room door beckoning at the other end of the hallway, Erin slipped her fingers through Lia’s.

“Are you sure?” Before they stepped inside, Lia needed to check one more time. If they did this, there was no going back.

“I’m sure. Come on.”

They walked in together, hand in hand.

Inside, a dozen tables of players and staff alike were dotted around the room. The tables were covered with white tablecloths and held copious bottles of wine—Ayla giving them one last chance to blow off steam before preparing them for their final game.

After that, they would be free for the summer. With no international tournaments that year, Lia would have a precious ten weeks off, a precious ten weeks to spend time with Erin and her family.

She couldn’t wait.

So far, no one was reacting. Was this going to be an anticlimax? Imagine if no one noticed they were together! She didn’t know how she’d deal with that.

But slowly, as she and Erin looked for their seats with clasped hands, whispers rippled across the room. Everyone seemed to be deciding who would be the first person to ask them about it.

A duty that fell, of course, to Shanice. She cornered them after they’d checked the first two tables, hands settled on her hips as she glanced between them. “What’s this, then? You two are together?”

Erin ran a thumb over the back of Lia’s knuckles. “Yes.”

“Since when?”

“A few weeks.”

“When, specifically?”

Lia glanced at the side of Erin’s face, her eyebrows creased into a frown.

“What, you want the exact date?” She sounded as confused as Lia felt.

“Preferably, yeah.”

It was then that Lia noticed a few other ears listening in around them. “Don’t tell me you’ve got some kind of betting ring going.”

Shanice at least had the grace to look embarrassed.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Annoyance flashed across Erin’s face. “And you’re in on it? You’re supposed to be our captain!”

“Oh, please.” Shanice shook her head. “After the will-they, won’t-they saga of the last few months, this was the only way to keep ourselves sane.”

“What do you mean, months?” Erin’s hand squeezed hers, hard, a tremor of anger in her shoulders.

“The sexual tension between the two of you has been obvious since the day Lia arrived. It wasn’t a question of if, but when. I’m sorry, okay? But oh my God, dealing with it has been exhausting. Sue us for coming up with a way to cope.”

Lia held her breath, waiting for Erin to snap—waiting for her to turn on her heel and storm away.

But instead, she took a deep breath and released it slowly, shaking her head. “It was April 12.”

A cheer sounded somewhere behind them, but Lia didn’t dare look at who had won. She was too busy looking at Erin, searching her face for any sign of regret.

Thankfully, she found none, only Erin’s weight, solid against Lia’s shoulder, hand warm in Lia’s own as Erin pulled her away, continuing her quest to find their table. They were on the same one but seated opposite each other—with a flick of her wrist, Erin swapped her own name with Cerys’s.

Cerys, who was already sat in her assigned seat, rolled her eyes. “Yeah, sure, I’ll move. Always a pleasure to see you, Erin.” She shifted to sit beside Alex, letting Lia and Erin settle next to one another. “I hope you guys are happy. Alex and I lost out on two hundred quid because of you two.”

“You knew about the bet?” Lia turned to her friend, betrayed. “Why didn’t you tell me?!”

“Because you’d freak out.”

“You could’ve joined in.” Erin told Alex as she poured Lia and then herself a generous glass of red wine. “You’d have been a certain winner.”

“It didn’t feel very sportspersonlike.” Alex flashed Erin a wry smile. “You doing okay, now the cat’s out of the bag?”

“Yes.” Beneath the table, Erin’s hand settled on Lia’s thigh as she focused on Alex and Cerys. “Thank you both for keeping it to yourselves until we were ready.”

“Wow.” Cerys pressed a hand to her chest. “I think that might be the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

“Don’t get used to it.” But Erin’s lips were quirked into a smile; she had a relaxed look on her face.

She looked like a weight had been lifted, and Lia knew how that felt. It was amazing to reach for Erin’s hand, to smooth the collar of her shirt, to feel Erin’s lips against her cheek.

That night, Lia won three awards: top goalscorer, biggest gamechanger, and player of the season.

But her greatest win was seeing the pride in Erin’s gaze each time she was called to the stage, to see her clapping harder than anyone else in the room. And her best prize was going home with Erin, where she was pressed against the nearest wall, a warm mouth settling between her thighs.


 

Epilogue

Erin bent at the waist, gasping for breath, and glanced hopefully at the clock as the ball rolled out of play for a goal kick.

Five minutes of extra time left.

Five minutes for either team to break the 1-1 deadlock. Or five minutes left for one lapse of concentration to lead to an opportunity.

Exhaustion ran through Erin’s body, every muscle screaming in protest as she made herself move. She couldn’t afford to be still—couldn’t risk seizing up when so much hung on the line.

One goal, and Albion would win their third trophy of the season. Not quite a quadruple, but a treble was nothing to sniff at.

If Erin could just carry on.

She’d played the whole match, the most minutes she’d had since her return from injury. Ayla had asked, at the start of extra time, if Erin could continue. She was starting to regret saying yes.

Across the pitch, Lia caught her eye. “You okay?” She had to mouth the words, too far away to shout.

Erin nodded, too tired to do anything else.

Five minutes to prevent a penalty shoot-out.

She could do this.

Two minutes later, Albion got their chance. Shanice passed a ball through the Wanderers’ defence, and the final player slipped at the last second, unable to clear the ball before Lia raced onto it.

Sensing the blood in the water, Erin followed a few paces behind, tearing past the still-prone defender. Lia rounded on the goalkeeper—was one-on-one—but instead of shooting, she squared the ball.

Right into Erin’s path. She didn’t need to look, knowing exactly where Erin would be.

It floored both the goalkeeper and the quickest member of the Wanderers’ defence, who raced back to make the tackle. As the ball left her foot, Lia was wiped out, but it didn’t matter because Erin had already collected the pass and rolled the ball into the empty net.

Around her, Wembley Stadium erupted as thirty thousand Albion fans screamed and cheered. But the crowd noise was drowned out as Erin was mobbed by her teammates, nine of them leaping on her and shaking her so hard, her teeth rattled.

But Erin only had eyes for Lia, who was slow to get to her feet. Erin’s heart was suddenly in her throat.

The area of the pitch was similar to where Erin had gone down a year ago. Panic clawed at her throat and buzzed in her ears until Lia was again upright. With the tiniest of winces, Lia jogged over, seemingly uninjured, a beaming smile on her face.

“You should’ve taken the shot,” Erin said as a warm arm wrapped around her back. “What if I wasn’t there?”

Lia shrugged. “I knew you would be. And you deserved a goal after what happened last year.”

And, oh, how much had changed in that year.

Erin looked at Lia—at her easy smile at securing that third trophy so selflessly—and couldn’t resist.

There, in front of the corner flag at Wembley, in front of all of their teammates—not to mention the sixty-two thousand spectators, which included not only Maisie and Jessica but, astonishingly, Lia’s stepbrother and father—Erin kissed her square on the mouth, heedless of the flashing cameras.

No doubt they’d be plastered all over social media within seconds, but Erin didn’t care. All that mattered was Lia, grinning against her lips, hands warm on Erin’s waist, a greater prize than any trophy.

It had taken her thirty-one years, but in the most difficult season of her glittering career, Erin had realised something for the first time: There were more important things than football.

More important things than winning.

Though lifting the FA Cup—her hand on one of the trophy’s handles and Lia’s hand on the other—was something special.

She already couldn’t wait to do it again next year.
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