
  
    [image: Second Draft]
  


  
    
      Second Draft

    

    
      
        C.M. Seabrook

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Seabrook Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2017 by C.M. Seabrook

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “It’s much easier to become a father than to be one.”

        Kent Nerburn
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      Layla

      I don’t see the car, only hear the screech of tires, the horn blaring right before I’m being tossed to the ground, a large, very muscular body rolling with me.

      Gravel bites into my skin, and the book I was reading flies from my grip.

      The world flips a few times, and then stills.

      A large hand cups the back of my head protectively, and an even larger body presses heavily between my thighs.

      Above me, the sun shines behind the man’s head, and it takes a few seconds for my eyes to adjust. But when they do, my breath catches in my throat.

      Dark scruff shadows his face, but it only amplifies the sharp edges of his jaw, the small, sexy scar through his left eyebrow, the slight cleft in his chin, and the soft full lips that are parted slightly. But it’s his eyes, the lightest shade of blue, seeming to radiate with an almost hypnotizing spark, that ignite something inside of me, and send little shockwaves of desire through every nerve ending in my body.

      Maybe it’s the adrenaline rush of almost dying, or the fact that it’s been forever since I’ve had a man between my legs, but a tingle—or rather, an explosion of heat—that I haven’t felt in years, races through my core, all the way down to my toes.

      My hero stares down at me, his blue eyes dark, intense, and looking at me like he doesn’t know whether to chastise me or kiss me.

      Kiss me. The thought pops into my head, and I quickly suppress it. Bad idea.

      My heart is pounding in my ears, and I know if I don’t get this hulking giant off me soon, I’m going to do something even stupider than walking straight into mid-day traffic.

      I push on his chest and wiggle beneath him, but that only makes the ache worse, because I can feel the enormous erection he’s sporting, digging into my most intimate parts.

      A small moan bubbles up inside my throat, and I have to clench my teeth to hold it back.

      I swear the guy chuckles. I don’t hear it, but I can feel it rumbling through his chest, and even though he may have just saved my life, I could slap him for it.

      With slow, deliberate movements, he pushes himself up and away from me.

      Damn, I wish he’d stayed there for just a few seconds longer.

      Bad thoughts equal bad consequences, my mother’s voice reprimands me.

      And isn’t that the truth. No one knows better than I do how quickly a good thing can turn into a disaster. It’s one of the reasons I’ve sworn off sex, relationships – and men.

      “You okay?” His voice is deep and resonates through my entire body.

      I nod, unable to speak. Not because of my almost near-death experience, but because the guy crouching in front of me may just be the most gorgeous, sexy, dangerous man I’ve ever met.

      Dressed in designer jeans that hang low on his narrow waist, and a tight black t-shirt that fits snug against his broad shoulders and chest, exposing the ink on both arms, he’s got that dark, smoldering, I’ll-eat-you-for-breakfast look.

      And I have no doubt he would.

      He’s the epitome of everything my mother ever warned me about.

      But despite my current vow of celibacy, even I’m not completely immune to a man who practically reeks of sex, especially one who just happened to swoop in and literally knock me off my feet while saving my life.

      Yeah, I’m in trouble. Big time.

      “Can you sit up?” One dark eyebrow is cocked, his gaze never leaving mine.

      “I think so.”

      Wordlessly, he helps me to a sitting position, and his large, inked hands never leave my body. He tilts his chin, studying me, causing his almost black hair to flop to one side. Hair that’s long on top and shaved on both sides, which only accentuates the bad boy vibe he’s got going on.

      There’s a group of spectators watching us now, including a nervous-looking man who gets out of the rusty silver Toyota that almost hit me.

      “Is she okay?” The little man strings his hands together, sweat beading on his brow.

      “She’s fine,” my hero answers for me, then practically growls at the crowd. “Move on. There’s nothing to see.”

      The command has people scattering, carrying on with their day as if they hadn’t just witnessed a twenty-one-year-old woman walk directly into oncoming traffic because she was nose deep in chapter twenty-two of Vi Keeland’s newest book. A book that now lays scattered across Main Street.

      Damn it. I was only halfway through it, too.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” My inked savior is staring at me, all dark and broody, like it was my plan to almost be run down. “You could have been killed.”

      I wince, knowing he’s right, but I barely get any time to read. Not with juggling two jobs and trying to get my GED certificate at night.

      He grunts, still watching me with a heaviness that makes my skin warm and my insides knot.

      Unsteadily, I stand and dust off the pieces of gravel that stick to my jeans. “Thanks for pulling me back.”

      His mouth quirks up into the first semblance of a smile he’s given me. But I’m not fooled. I know what’s coming. I can see it in his eyes, in the way his body leans closer to me, drawing me to him like a magnet.

      The guy has danger written all over him. Yeah, I wouldn’t doubt it’s written in ink somewhere on that beautiful, sculpted body.

      His blue eyes twinkle, despite the intensity in his gaze. Slow and predator-like, he closes the distance between us, and I can feel the heat he produces like a flame on my skin.

      “I can think of a way you can make it up to me.” His tone is both playful and dripping with promise, and I can’t help the shiver of anticipation that races down my spine.

      “I’m sure you can,” I mumble sarcastically, even though my body is begging to find out just how many ways I can make it up to him.

      “Have dinner with me.” The slant of his mouth, and the look in his eyes, is so self-assured, so confident, it’s clear that he isn’t used to being turned down.

      “Just dinner?” I raise an eyebrow, knowing there’s always a catch. A man like him would never want just dinner.

      He pins me with a full-out smile, one that shows off the dimple in his cheek and leaves my knees turning to jelly. “Unless you’d like breakfast, too.”

      There it is. If I wasn’t so damn hot and bothered right now, I’d probably chuckle at the predictability.

      He leans in closer, his smile confident, almost arrogant, as if he’s used to getting whatever he wants with just a single request.

      To be honest, if I was any other person, one who wasn’t completely terrified of what a man like him could do to a woman like me, I’d probably take him up on his offer.

      “Thanks again for helping me.” I start to turn, but he reaches for my wrist, and a thousand bolts of electricity race through my veins, sending a stabbing heat straight to my core.

      Damn him. And damn the way my body responds. All warm and tingly, and willing at any second to throw itself into his arms.

      His thumb strokes my skin, and his eyes search mine. His touch is like a Taser, making it impossible to move, or even speak.

      “At least give me your name.” His tone, dark and deep, skates over me like a rugged caress.

      My mouth parts, and it takes me a few seconds to find my voice. “Layla.”

      “Layla.” My name rolls off his tongue, and his gaze is filled with wicked intent.

      Another shiver races down my spine, and I swear he knows it because his grin only broadens.

      This man would destroy me. The small, unbroken fragments that are left of my heart wouldn’t stand a chance against him.

      Electricity.

      Fire.

      Those things can destroy. I’ve already been burned once, and I wasn’t about to let it happen again.

      “I have to go.” Breaking the contact, I turn, and despite how ridiculous it seems – I run.
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      Carter

      The crowded bar throbs with house music, pulsating through me like the high I’m looking for. I need something, anything to dull the constant ache that presses between my ribs.

      The past four years have been a goddamn avalanche of heartbreak. Tonight, I just want to drown my pain with booze and maybe a nice pair of tits. Because tomorrow, I hop on a plane to New York to start my new life as a sports journalist.

      What a fucking joke.

      The pay is shit. So is the magazine. But I’m not doing it for the money. That’s not why I took the damn job. I took it because it’s my only way to stay connected to my old life.

      Hockey.

      It’s the only thing I cared about for years. Until fate decided to screw with, not only my family, but my career, too. Now that it’s gone, it’s like there’s a piece of me missing. An emptiness I can’t seem to fill. It’s stupid, I know. It’s only a goddamn sport. But it’s what defined me for so long that sometimes I don’t really know who I am without it.

      I snap open my prescription bottle and pop my last OxyContin, chasing it back with beer.

      A shattered kneecap after being checked into the boards last spring ended my career in the NHL. Two surgeries and ten months of rehab later, my leg is still a mess. Chronic pain and sideline view of the game are all I have to look forward to now.

      People are dancing and grinding as the lights flash and pulse to the rhythmic beat that thumps through the speakers.

      It’s not my typical scene, but seeing as it’s my last night in town, I let my brother drag me here. Right now, though, I need a small break from Travis, who’s currently doing Jagerbombs on the far side of the room with some chick he picked up twenty minutes after we got here.

      At twenty-one, the kid—if I can still call him that—is living every teenaged boys’ dream – on my paycheck. Unemployed, living off the money I give him each month, screwing countless women in the house I bought for him. Travis’ only responsibility is not getting himself arrested – again – for disorderly conduct.

      Sometimes, the seven years that separate us feel more like twenty. But then, I was never as set on self-destruction as Travis is.

      That’s not to say I haven’t done my share of drinking and screwing hot women, but in everything I do, there’s order and control.

      Like now. My gaze scans the crowd, seeking the woman I’ll take home tonight. Blonde, brunette, redhead; I don’t care as long as she knows the rules – no strings attached. One night of pleasure. No phone numbers exchanged. Just sex.

      Because it’s all I have room for right now.

      Not that I plan to stay single for the rest of my life. One day, I’ll settle down and have a couple of kids, but that reality is so far from where I am right now that there’s no sense pretending I want anything more than a good screw.

      Sitting down at the bar, I order another Heineken and grin at the blonde on the stool next to me. She gives me the eyes—the ones that say “Fuck me please,”—and she leans closer, practically shoving her ample cleavage in my face.

      “Hi.” She bats her fake eyelashes at me. “Want to buy me a drink?”

      It’s almost too easy. I like a bit of a challenge. And the way I’m reading her, it would only take a few flattering words to have her blowing me in the basement restroom.

      Not what I’m looking for tonight.

      I grunt and shake my head, causing her to pout, then turn back to the guy she was previously hitting on.

      Paying for my beer, I’m about to walk away when my gaze lands on a figure sitting in the shadows at the far end of the bar. Layla. The girl who’d practically ran from me after I’d saved her life. The girl I hadn’t been able to get out of my head for the past two weeks.

      Light brown hair hangs in waves over her shoulders, and her brows turn down intently as her gaze skims the pages of the book she’s reading. She’s fucking reading, in a bar. I almost chuckle at how out of place she looks, until she glances up and meets my gaze with those eyes.

      It’s not just the color, which in this light looks like a soft brown, the color of caramel – it’s what’s beneath them.

      Innocence.

      Warmth.

      The complete opposite of everything I am.

      Those eyes go wide with recognition when they land on me, and I see it, the spark of lust she hadn’t been able to hide, despite her attempt.

      I give her one of my crooked smiles, the one that usually has women begging me to fuck them. Her cheeks turn red, and she quickly looks back down at the book in her hand.

      A small chuckle rumbles in my throat, because no matter how hard she tries to hide it, I can see she’s into me. I felt it in her body when I’d been on top of her. The heat. The need that radiated off her in waves.

      But I know what she sees when she looks at me – danger.

      It’s not only that I’m big; at six foot four, I tower over most men. And it’s not the ink that covers my arms in full sleeves. It’s not even the muscles that bunch and coil with my every movement. It’s the darkness I carry with me, like a black aura, pushing everyone away. Even my own damn brother.

      She’s right to be afraid, because in all fairness, she’s too young for me. Too innocent for the things I want to do to her.

      Hell, she barely looks old enough to be in this place.

      And me? I may only be twenty-eight, but I’m as tainted as they come.

      Broken?

      No.

      My wounds have healed, but not without leaving thick, impenetrable scars on my body and my soul.

      I should walk away, but my cock won’t let me. It’s begging me to cross the fifteen feet of space between us and make her mine – at least for tonight.

      I’m not the only guy who’s noticed her.

      With gritted teeth, I watch as a meathead-looking dude approaches her, a cocky ass grin on his ugly face. Across the room, a table of rowdy guys yell out a few crude comments, edging him forward.

      He leans on the bar in front of her, getting in her personal space.

      If it wasn’t there before, it is now. The big fuck-off sign plastered on her forehead. But the guy either doesn’t notice, or doesn’t care.

      Yeah, so not going to happen, buddy. I almost feel sorry for the bastard, until he puts his hands on her.

      He reaches out and drags his fingers down her bare arm. It’s a subtle touch, but it stirs the inner caveman inside of me.

      Walk away, Carter, I tell myself. No girl is worth a fight. Especially not a bar fight.

      But, hell, the overprotective Neanderthal part of my brain kicks into high gear, muting out all common sense.

      The guy is practically mauling her by the time I cross the distance between us.

      “Come and have a drink with us,” he slurs, wrapping a meaty arm around her shoulders, leaning in heavily.

      There’s fear in her eyes when she places her hands on his chest, trying to push him away. “I’m waiting for–”

      “Me,” I growl out, my voice rumbling above the music.

      The guy turns in my direction and gives me a look that says he doesn’t believe me, then his eyes widen slightly in recognition.

      Fuck. It doesn’t happen very often anymore, but it’s always uncomfortable when it does.

      “Oh shit. You’re–”

      “Your worst enemy if you don’t get your hands off my girl.” I don’t need him announcing to the whole bar who I am. Or more accurately, who I was.

      Carter “The Crusher” Bennett. I was the New York Rangers second draft pick almost a decade ago, and I sent more guys home on a stretcher than any rookie that first year, also placing a giant target on my back while doing it.

      “Sorry, man. I didn’t realize.” The guy stands abruptly, putting his hands in the air and taking a couple of steps back. But he’s still watching me, and so is Layla.

      “Hey, sweetheart. Sorry I’m late.” I place an arm possessively around her shoulders.

      “You’re right on time.” She gives me a look that says she doesn’t know if I’ve just saved her, or put her in more danger.

      More danger, sweetheart. Much more.

      I watch her doe-like gaze as I lean in and press my lips against hers.

      Her hands come up to my chest, but she doesn’t push me away. Instead, she leans into the kiss, and I feel her body tremble against mine.

      Like I expected, the chemistry between us is off-the-charts intense.

      Deep inside of me, something stirs, and something foreign shivers through my senses.

      Damn, the woman does something to me. Something I haven’t felt before.

      Hating to break the contact, but knowing the douchebag is still watching us, I slowly pull back, my gaze locked on hers.

      “You mind?” I raise an eyebrow at the guy who’s looking at me like I’m a celebrity or something.

      Which I’m not.

      At least, not anymore.

      He turns back to his buddies, and I hear my name being tossed around amongst them.

      “You okay?” I lean against the bar and see her gaze linger across the ink on my forearm, following the pattern until it disappears beneath my t-shirt.

      Her lips tighten and she swallows hard. “You didn’t have to kiss me,” she says, trying her best to feign indignation, but her gaze rests on my mouth, and I can practically feel her body begging me for more.

      “No.” I grin, trying to suppress the small chuckle that rises in my throat. “But I wanted to.”

      She licks her lips, a mix of fear and excitement in her eyes. “Apparently, sitting alone means I’m looking for someone to take me home.”

      “Are you?”

      “No.” She shakes her head, but again her gaze trails down my torso.

      “You sure about that?” I raise an eyebrow, smirking.

      Immediately, her cheeks turn scarlet and she looks away. “I’m just waiting for my roommate. She works here and I’m picking her up…” She lets out a small, frustrated breath. “I don’t know why I’m explaining myself to you.”

      She’s definitely got the good girl act down. If it is an act. She’s pretty convincing. I stay away from her type, because I know they always expect more. She’s not the kind of girl that just hooks up for a night. And that’s all I’m looking for.

      But my mind races with all the things I want to do to her. My body aches with the need to taste her again, to hear my name on her lips when I drive myself balls-deep inside of her.

      You’ll only break her, my brain warns. There’s something fragile about her, something that makes me want to do more than just fuck her. An unfamiliar need to both possess and protect her.

      I know I should walk away, leave her to her book. But she has me intrigued, wanting to know more about her.

      “Can I buy you a drink while you’re waiting for your friend?”

      “I’m good with water.”

      I chuckle.

      “What?” Her eyes narrow.

      “You’re an enigma.”

      “An enigma?” She frowns.

      “A mystery, a puzzle. Something difficult to understand.”

      “I know what the word means.” There’s a hint of frustration in her voice. “I just meant, how?”

      “You’re reading a book in a bar. You kind of stand out.”

      She glances down at the novel and shrugs.

      “It also doesn’t hurt that you look like a…”

      Her head jerks up, her gaze hard on me like I was about to insult her, which is the furthest thing from the truth.

      “Like a what?” she demands.

      “Nothing.”

      “No. Say it. Like a what?”

      Like a good girl that’s just begging for a real man to fuck the innocence out of her.

      “Like a librarian.”

      “A librarian?” She glances down at the white button-down shirt and black skirt she’s wearing and frowns.

      “Or a school girl. But not one of the naughty ones–”

      “Okay, I get it.” She rolls her eyes. “I just came from work.”

      “At the library?” I laugh, teasing.

      “No.” She tucks her hair behind her ear nervously, and admits with a small smile, “A bookstore.”

      Of course. That’s the first thing about the girl that’s made sense to me.

      Without thinking, I reach out and trace the curve of her jaw, and I feel her tremble beneath my touch.

      Her eyes widen as she sucks in a shuddering breath, her expression churning with uncertainty and confusion. Desire. Need. Fear.

      Everything about the girl screams innocence.

      I pull my hand back, and she lets out the breath she was holding.

      “Are you even old enough to be in here?”

      “I’m twenty-one.” Her chin juts out defensively.

      The same age as Travis. And yet, they couldn’t be more different. There’s a vulnerability to her, but also a strength.

      I lean back, my elbows resting on the bar. “So, you’re twenty-one. You like to read…in a bar, on a Saturday night, while drinking water–”

      “I told you, I’m waiting for my friend.”

      Friend. Not a boyfriend.

      “What else do you do?”

      “Why?”

      “You intrigue me. And I want to know more about you.”

      Her brows are tightly drawn down and she’s watching me like she can’t figure out the game I’m playing. But the truth is, it isn’t a game. I’m genuinely interested to know what makes her tick.

      She glances down at the book in her hand, suddenly looking extremely vulnerable. “I write.”

      “Really?”

      “I wrote a book.” Her cheeks flame at the admission.

      “Impressive.”

      “Not really. It never got published.” Her tongue darts out across her soft, pink lips, and I can’t help the filthy thoughts that fill my mind—her on her knees in front of me, lips stretched around my cock.

      Holy hell, when was the last time I’d had this reaction to a woman? Maybe never.

      I clear my throat. “What’s it about? The book.”

      A small grin plays on her lips. “Oh, you know, the whole good girl meets the bad boy in a bar, they fall in love instantly, and live happily ever after.”

      I pause, something stirring in my chest.

      “Really?”

      She laughs and shakes her head. “No. I’m kidding. But that would probably get published. Because that’s what people want.”

      “Bad boys?”

      “Yeah.” She nods. “And happily ever afters.”

      “Ah, the stuff of fairytales.” I take a swig of my beer.

      “Exactly.”

      “So, write that story.”

      She shrugs. “I can’t write what I don’t believe.”

      Interesting.

      “You don’t believe in happy endings?”

      She shrugs. “Life is just so much messier. Think about it. How many people do you know who are living their dream? Or, who’ve found the one?”

      I open my mouth, then shut it, because she’s right. I can’t think of one. Except maybe my parents. They had the marriage books are written about, but then…bam. One drunk driver, and both of their lives were snuffed out too soon.

      My chest tightens at the memory. Four years has done little to dull the pain.

      “Maybe that’s why people want to read that stuff.”

      “Why?”

      “A way to forget the shittiness of life. To believe in something that will fill the gaping wound in their chests.”

      “You’re probably right.” She tilts her head, studying me, like she can see right to my core.

      It’s unnerving, and yet so fucking tempting.  To remove the detachment I usually carry around with me like a shield, and let her see the darkest, most tainted parts of me. Maybe it’s because I see it in her, too. Secrets and demons that haunt those beautiful eyes.

      “And you?” She asks, gaze boring into mine with an intimacy that makes my heart race. “Is that what you’re looking for? To fill the gaping wound in your chest?”

      “I don’t read romance novels.” I grin, until I realize how close to the truth it actually is. Instead of books, I just use alcohol and pills to push through the haze of regret and loss.

      “Layla, you ready?” A strawberry blonde stands at the edge of the bar, watching us, brows raised.

      “Coming.” Layla slides off the stool and gives me a small smile, then starts towards her friend.

      Am I really going to let her walk away? It’s been years since I’ve felt anything but grief, but this woman stirs something inside of me.

      Hope.

      A desire to change.

      A desire for more than just unbridled sex with nameless women.

      “Layla,” I growl out her name, watching her body react in a way that makes my cock harden painfully.

      She turns, drawing her bottom lip between her teeth, brows raised. “Yes?”

      I grab a pen that’s sitting in a cup on the bar, then scribble my number on one of the paper coasters.

      “Here.” I hand it to her. “I’m going out of town for a few months, but when I get back, I’d love to read your book. I know a really good publicist, and I’m sure I could get him to look at it.”

      She blushes. “Like I said, it’s not very good. The ending–”

      “Can always be altered.” I lean down, my mouth close to her ear. “And maybe I can change your mind.”

      She looks at me with confusion. “About what?”

      “Happy endings.” I cup her chin and tilt her face up, then lean in so that our lips are almost touching. “Finding the one.”

      Because, as crazy as it seems, part of me wonders if I’ve just found mine. I’ve never believed in love at first sight, or fairytales, but I’m pretty sure this woman is a whole lot of everything that I need.

      Her breath hitches, and her eyes widen.

      “Layla, come on. Max is waiting,” her friend complains, popping her gum and texting frantically on her phone.

      She gives me an apologetic smile. “I really have to go–”

      I crush my lips against hers. This time, there’s nothing soft or innocent about the kiss. It’s hard, demanding, a promise of what I want to give her.

      On a breathy sigh, her lips part, and she melts against me.

      Pure, undiluted pleasure.

      When I pull back, I grin down at her. “Call me.”

      She nods, eyes glazed and face flushed, then turns and walks away, glancing over her shoulder before disappearing into the crowd.

      I drag my fingers through my hair and let out a heavy breath, hating that I’m just letting her go. Even though she has my number, there’s no guarantee that she’ll call.

      My number…

      Shit. I realize my screw up. I’d changed servers a few days ago for my new job, and I’m pretty sure I gave her my old cell number.

      Normally, I wouldn’t care. It’s not like I don’t have a lineup of women begging to jump in my bed. But the thought of not seeing her again makes my stomach clench.

      I move through the bar quickly and push open the metal door, shivering when a cool blast of air hits me.

      The parking lot is packed with people, but none of them are Layla.

      Damn it. I comb my fingers over my face and curse.

      She’s gone. And I have no idea if I’ll ever see her again.
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