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      I stepped off the ice and tapped Ryder Bromann’s stick as he passed me. “You looked good out there today.”

      Our new defenseman, traded from Florida to take Max Mikolajczyk’s spot on the team when he retired last month, was a good guy. An even better player. He played hard and clean but wasn’t afraid to throw his body around to protect his teammates when needed.

      But he wasn’t Max, and we all felt that loss like a limb. Particularly the first line. Most especially, me, since I was named captain after he retired. We all liked Ryder, but there was still something missing. A flash of excitement, an expediency Max always brought to the game and forced us to rise up to meet. He’d been one hell of a captain and now that burden to lead, encourage, and excite fell on me.

      And I wasn’t getting the job done.

      “Thanks. Let’s hope I look as good when games start.”

      I stopped him outside the locker room. Most of the guys were already in, but I pulled us to the side as Alix stomped up to us on his skates.

      “Hey, Halvrick.” I shoved my hand to his chest, stopping him. “You know what we need?”

      He took off his helmet and wiped sweat off his forehead. “Someone to kick our asses into high-speed gear?”

      Definitely that. We were playing well. But not fast enough. Not good enough. We’d gone out last season in the playoffs earlier than we wanted, but as the previous season’s champions, we all wanted that cup in our arena long-term. The addition of Bromann, and the loss of Max, had stalled us.

      “Clubbing night. Not a chill night at Joey’s bar, but a good night.”

      Alix’s eyes gleamed. The man could party. Typically, not my gig, but hell. For the team, as their captain, I’d do it.

      “Nine o’clock at Piazza Romana. I’ll let the team know.”

      Leave it to him to know exactly where to go.

      I faced Bromann. He’d been a loved player in Florida, and there were already several memes online with him wearing his new Vipers jersey and BRO-MAN stamped across it while he skated across the ice, on one knee, fist-pumping during one of our practices. The man could play to the crowd.

      We needed him to play with the team. Accepted by everyone. End all chatter of his former bromance with fellow Florida player, Rudy Petrov, and hell, maybe solidify a new one here. We needed it to happen fast.

      “You need to come,” I told him.

      He looked warily at the open locker room door as Alix walked in, already shouting out the details of the required team event. Cheers echoed as the door closed behind him.

      Yeah. Leave it to Alix. He’d make sure everyone was there.

      “This shit takes time. I know that.”

      “Yeah, but we’re also a family and the sooner we groove off the ice—”

      “The sooner we find it on the ice. I got it.” He tapped his stick to mine. “Thanks, Andrews.”

      “Doing my job.” But in truth, I needed this as much as the rest of them.

      I’d always been a quieter guy, but life had thrown me a handful of curveballs over the last couple of years. If I was a baseball player, my batting average at those curves would be less than five hundred. I was also older now. Wiser. More serious. Perhaps, I’d also lost a bit of the fun edge I used to have.

      I stayed in the hall for a minute after Bromann went inside and rested against the wall.

      Max retired. Two years younger than me, and he was out of the league. Yeah, he’d gotten injured, had some concerns about the number of concussions he had. But we were both getting old.

      I had five years max left in the league, and as a center, chasing after guys twenty to twenty-five, five years was a long shot.

      What did I have to show for myself?

      A failed marriage. A townhome in a luxury community.

      Millions in the bank I’d never be able to spend at this rate, a few investment properties, and no family to leave it to.

      Fuck.

      I was getting old. And grumpy.

      Already my head was hurting at the thought of all the noise to follow later tonight.

      If it hadn’t been my idea, I’d bail.

      But our team needed this. The guys did.

      And they were all I had left.

      As much as I’d already failed at so much in life, I wouldn’t let them down.

      By the time I got to the locker room and stripped out of my gear, my phone was buzzing like a beehive.

      I grabbed it.

      Four missed calls from Heather.

      Six texts.

      My little sister was five years younger than me, living the high life with her job as a personal chef for the uppity, richest people I could ever imagine.

      Yeah, I had millions, but there was a difference between having money and being rich.

      Those who hired live-in personal chefs topped the list.

      Fortunately, Heather loved her job immensely.

      I went to call her when I was jolted from behind, and my phone fell to the floor.

      “What the hell?”

      “You coming out tonight?” It was Joey, our assistant captain and one of the best guys I’d ever met. Hell, his whole family was.

      “I’ll be there.”

      “Good. Good. It’ll be good to see you let loose a little bit.”

      “I let loose frequently.”

      “Sipping one drink when you show up at my house isn’t letting loose.”

      He had a point. But the guy was smart.

      “Gabby coming out with us?”

      “Nah. She said she’d get the girls together, watch the kids so we could enjoy it.”

      He scanned the locker room, eyes stalling on Bromann. “Team is different this year. I mean, we always have new guys. They come and go, but…”

      “Max is gone.”

      “Yeah. For such a loud asshole, he was the glue.”

      I couldn’t argue. Max was the life of the party. The guy was always ready to pump someone up and cheer them on. Until his most recent injury, I’d never seen the guy not smiling. Life moved on though, and we had to adjust without him. Hell, based on his most recent text, he was loving his life out in California with his new girlfriend, Kimmy.

      We’d still see him. Just because he wasn’t on the team didn’t mean he wasn’t still part of the team.

      “Bromann will click soon.”

      “He better.” Joey sighed, ran a hand through his already showered dark hair, and shrugged. “We’ll figure it out later. Who knows, maybe all we need is a night to act like idiots together to bond.”

      I’d prefer a round of golf or a boating day. My ass was too old for clubs with the constant flashing lights and ear-piercing music.

      “Maybe,” I agreed. Because hell, we’d already tried everything else.

      I picked up my phone and headed for the showers. Heather was known to have a crisis a day, and god love her for it, but she could wait.

      My team, on the other hand, could not.
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      “This round’s on me!”

      Arlo had to lean in and shout over the massive table Alix had somehow secured in the VIP section of Piazza. An Italian-style dance club sat atop one of the casinos on the Strip, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been here. Yeah, when I’d first been traded, the Strip was cool to visit. Back then, I’d had Ava with me, though, and at twenty-five, we were growing out of the constant clubbing scene. We’d been talking about having kids, starting a family once I got settled in Vegas and with the team.

      Then she left. I couldn’t blame her for it, not now, not when I took the time to look back, but God.

      I fucking missed her.

      I grabbed one of the shots one of our newer players, Calix Weekes, bought. Recently turned twenty-one and excited as hell to finally be able to buy his team a round, he couldn’t wipe the smile off his face all night long. Bromann threw his arm over his shoulders, and they took a shot together.

      Apparently, Operation: Bond Bromann to the Team required tequila.

      The entire team was out, including Dominick Masters, who’d only really started opening up to our team last season. Seth McCabe and Braxton were there, taking a rare night out from their wives. Didn’t blame them though. They both had young babies at home.

      The only guy missing was Garrett, but he’d called and said one of his twins was throwing up and he didn’t want to leave his wife, Lizzie, to deal with it alone. Even if I heard her screaming in the background that she’d be fine.

      Understandable. Fortunately, the rest of the team was here, tossing back drinks and trading battle stories of our time in the junior and minor leagues. The mood was light, and I was probably the only person sitting there with regret lining my stomach.

      Fuck it.

      Three shots and two drinks in, I was ready to forget Ava for a night. Hell, maybe I’d find someone else. Life had been too busy to date much in the years since she’d left, and it took me a full year to even consider it, but I’d never met a woman who measured up.

      Doubtful anyone would. Ava had been made for me—and I’d screwed that up nice and well.

      Fuck. A night of drinks and friends was what I needed. Not a night thinking about my ex-wife, who was getting married over Thanksgiving weekend. Some asshole with three first names or something or other she’d met shortly after moving back to her family’s house on Long Island.

      Whatever.

      “Dance!” Alix cried and jostled my arm.

      My head spun, and yeah… I was good and drunk. Maybe I could grab a woman for a night of barely-satisfying sex for the first time since my wife left me. Maybe that was what I needed.

      A jolt to get back into the game.

      Better than going home alone.

      “All right, all right.” I shoved off the chair and waited a minute to make sure I was steady.

      Goddamn. Thirty and too old for this shit. My body was probably as sore as my dad’s after a day of working the cattle. Except he was fifty-five and had been hauling hay and cattle and horses and hogs since before I was born. He had an excuse.

      But damn, I felt old as I followed Alix and Ryder down to the dance floor. I squinted to block out the glare of the lights and almost stumbled on one of the steps on the way down.

      Shit. I was drunk. Alix turned back, smiling like a jackass, clearly catching my near fall. My cheeks were numb. Must have been smiling.

      Yeah… good and drunk.

      Now to find a barely dressed chick on the floor, perhaps one from the trio of blondes Alix was leading us to. Two of them had been smiling up at the second floor where we were perched all night. Neon-colored, skintight dresses, with slashes of fabric missing at their sides, above their hips, the necklines dipped low, showed off ample cleavage.

      All blonde. All wavy, curled hair. Barbie triplets. All grinning at Alix as he made his approach.

      The fucker was never turned down.

      Could be the Swiss-French accent he had. Probably the tousled blond hair and cut jaw with a scar. More than one random he met brushed their finger against it. How in the hell women found facial scars attractive was something I never figured out, but hell if they did. I’d had the same questions asked.

      “How’d you get that scar by your eye?” “And your nose? It looks like it’s been broken?”

      Puck Bunnies-R-Us were a dime a dozen once you hit the pros, and their lines were as manufactured as their tits.

      But they were tits up for the offering tonight. A vile taste rose in my throat and I fought it back.

      I wasn’t this guy. Not anymore. Hell, I didn’t want to be this guy ever again.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket again.

      Shit. I’d never called Heather back. I declined the call. No way I could talk to her now, but as I did, I noticed missed calls from my neighborhood’s security office.

      What in the hell?

      “Hey, there,” one of the blondes practically screamed in my ear.

      Her hand slid up my arm, and an icy, sick feeling spread all over me.

      Yeah.

      I was out.

      “Sorry,” I shouted back and turned.

      Left the dance floor.

      Left the bar.

      The younger guys could entertain Bromann. As soon as fresh air assaulted me, I stumbled back on the sidewalk. Throngs of people lined the area, screaming and shouting as a few people followed me out.

      Damn it. It was midnight my time.

      If Heather was still calling…

      I grabbed my phone and called her back, barely got out a “Hey,” before my sister blurted out her own response.

      “Thank God you finally called me back.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Oh. Nothing. Well, not with me, anyway.”

      “So help me God, Heather. If you called me in the middle of the damn night to talk about some vegetable or herb plant of yours that is dying—”

      She laughed. Had to be, what? Three, four o’clock in the morning, her time? She needed to be working in a couple of hours, for fuck’s sake.

      “No. It’s not that. Remember my friend Emmersyn?”

      Heather had dozens of friends. Was always bringing them out to catch a game or taking me out to meet someone when I was in the New England area. Girl was the reigning social butterfly and had been ever since elementary school when she proudly came home carrying a “Talks too much” warning note from her teacher.

      “What about her?” It was late, and I didn’t have the mental bandwidth to start a guessing game of who was who. A taxi pulled up, and I flagged it down.

      I slid into the back seat as she said, “Well, the thing is, she’s in trouble. So I sent her to your place. She should be there…”

      “You did what?!”
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      “Please. Is there any way you can call Mr. Andrews? He has to be in.”

      He was expecting me. Had to be. There was no way Heather would let me down. She’d promised me her older brother would take me in.

      I had nowhere else to go.

      “I’m sorry, Miss…” The security guard, Kevin, glanced down at the note he’d written and back to me. “Miss Houghton. Mr. Andrews is not in, and I’m unable to reach him on his personal line as of yet. If you can pull off to the side for a few moments, perhaps he’ll respond to either mine or the calls you claim his sister made.”

      Right. Because I was making all of this up. I’d known Heather since we lived across the hall from each other in college, but that wasn’t how we met.

      She’d almost punched a guy in a bar when he hadn’t been willing to accept the fact I didn’t want a drink from him. I was with friends, but they’d all paired up with other guys. Seeing I was alone and ready to bail after that encounter, Heather invited me to join her friends, at least until the guy left. I bought her a drink as a thank you, and the rest was history. We bonded immediately, and while I’d only met her brother once, it was easy to say Heather was his biggest fan.

      “She made the calls.” She had to have. Heather was my best friend, and she and her brother were closer than close.

      In front of me, my taxi driver sighed. “Miss, I do have other runs to make.”

      Great. “I know. Please, just a few minutes.”

      It was late. Maybe Kane was sleeping. “Five more minutes, please.”

      “Five,” my taxi driver said.

      I leaned back out the window through the driver’s side rear door. “Please. Can you please try Kane again?”

      He sighed but reached for the phone, but as he did, it rang in his palm. I waited while he announced himself, and then his eyes widened and slid slowly toward me. “Yes, sir, Mr. Andrews. There is a friend of Heather’s here… okay… yes, of course, sir.” He hung up the phone and looked almost bummed Kane had called him. He reached for a button on a panel. “You may continue to his house, Miss Houghton. He told me to tell you he’ll be home in twenty minutes. You may wait outside for him.”

      Relief washed through me like a wave. “Thank you.” Finally, something in this horrific day had gone right.

      The driver made his way through the neighborhood. It was dark, but there was no mistaking the elaborate homes of cement and stucco and brick and rock that were hidden behind gates and elegant landscaping.

      The mansions faded as we drove through the neighborhood, a wealthy area of Las Vegas, but I’d been born to wealth, even if I chose not to live like it, mostly due to circumstances I wasn’t willing to currently consider.

      Figuring out my next step would happen tomorrow. Or the day after. Once my bruises healed and the stitches were removed, but damn, I desperately wish I still had my phone.

      Townhomes appeared, large and vast and as rich as the homes, if only smaller in size, until my taxi stopped in front of a building, two townhomes next to each other, both with three-car garages attached. Both homes were completely dark, not an outdoor light on at all, but I figured safety wasn’t much of an issue in this neighborhood. Not with Officer Kevin at the gate and his weathered, aged, but irritated face and muscled body to protect them.

      I almost snickered at the thought, but the taxi slowed and pulled to the curb of one of the homes.

      “This is it.” He glanced around, probably noticed the lack of lighting like I had, and met my gaze in the rearview mirror. “I can wait. To ensure you are safe.”

      His gaze dipped to the gash near my left eye. It still throbbed with pain, but less than earlier. “Thank you, but I’ll be okay.”

      I used the credit card Heather gave me earlier for “incidentals” as she called them, seeing as I shared an account with my ex-fiancé and I didn’t want him knowing where I was. At least, not yet.

      I stepped out after I paid and hitched the small overnight bag I’d bought at Target filled with a couple of days’ worth of clothes and makeup and hair products. Basics, until I could get a new bank account and transfer money.

      I closed the door, and the taxi waited until I was on the dark front porch and the bag dropped to my side.

      Twenty minutes. I had nothing to do, nothing to keep me occupied. So I turned, plopped my ass down on the top step, and rested my head against the wall as the taxi slowly pulled away, seeming hesitant to leave me there alone.

      A stranger had been more kind to me than a man I was supposed to marry.

      The thought made my nose and throat burn, and as I sniffed, the very painful and vivid reminder of what Lincoln did earlier pulsed at my cheek. Above my hip.

      It was nearing midnight, but that meant it was three o’clock in the morning my time, and I’d been up for almost thirty-six hours.

      I hadn’t even been able to sleep on the plane. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Lincoln.

      His fist.

      I shook my head and tried to brush the images out of my mind.

      One fight. Hours in the emergency room. Three hours later, Heather was there, rushing to me after hopping a ferry from Martha’s Vineyard, where she was working for the summer, to be at my side.

      “That’s what best friends do,” she’d said, hugging me tightly.

      One hour later, I was discharged, and I turned down the offer to press charges.

      I doubted anyone would believe me. Not in Boston.

      Not in the entire state of Massachusetts. Or hell, all of New England, most likely.

      Heather, smart as a whip and more protective than a lioness with new cubs, had formulated a plan before she ever arrived and saw my face.

      My voice had said it all. He hit me.

      We went straight from the hospital to Target to grab necessities, and she dropped me off at Boston’s Logan Int’l Airport with a flight for three hours later to Las Vegas.

      How in the hell she managed to do all of it was anyone’s guess, but I’d long since stopped underestimating Heather.

      She would do anything for the people she loved.

      Lucky for me, she loved me.

      Now, I was sitting on the front stoop of a practical stranger’s house in the middle of the night, my head aching, my side bruised to hell and back, five stitches on my upper cheekbone outside my eyes, my palms and knees still scratched up, and the pain pills wearing off trying to stay awake for a man I’d met once.

      Kane Andrews.

      Heather’s older brother.

      My best friend’s incredibly sexy, professional hockey playing and super kind, older brother.

      Who wasn’t here like Heather promised he would be.

      Hell, what if he said no?

      There were a million reasons why he wouldn’t want my current drama dropped on his doorstep.

      “Crap,” I whispered and propped my elbow on my knee, my chin into my palm, careful of my stitches.

      I probably looked like a victim straight out of a teen horror film, despite Heather’s attempts to clean me up with Target makeup and clothing.

      I needed sleep.

      Tomorrow, I'd figure things out.

      You can return home when you’re ready to apologize.

      Home.

      Bullshit.

      I was never going home again.

      Lincoln Powers, future heir to the Regal Hospitality and Travel mogul, could fuck. Right. Off.
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      “Hey.” A gentle poke pushed at my shoulder. “Hey. Emmersyn?”

      I must have been dreaming. The man’s voice was quiet. Deep. A rumble that reminded me of distant ocean waves. “Emmersyn. Wake up.”

      He jostled me more, the voice became louder as he prodded my shoulder again and I opened my eyes.

      My head jerked up, shooting pain through my side and the stitches on my cheekbone.

      “Oh.” I blinked. “Did I… Kane Andrews?”

      I recognized him immediately. Hard not to with the pictures Heather always showed, bragging about her awesome older brother. I’d met him once when Heather had taken us all out when he’d been visiting Boston. We’d gone to his hockey game and met him and some of his teammates for dinner after. He’d been loud then. Easy smiles and love for his sister, constantly jostling her and calling her a brat. He had a thick beard then.

      Not now. No…

      Now he was scowling at me like he wanted to rip my head off.

      “Who in the fuck hurt you?”

      “Oh.” Right. Heather promised he was a good guy. The best. That he was almost a full country away from my current problem was a bonus. “Um. Hi?”

      Two thick black brows rose on his forehead. Almost to his hairline. The move only set off the tightness of his jaw, the arch of his cheekbones. He had a scar on his jaw from a hockey stick smacking him in the face when he was in college.

      “Hi?” He stood and stepped back.

      I took a minute to scan myself. I’d fallen asleep on the cement porch. My leggings cut into a bruise at my waist but was still hidden by the oversized, long sleeve shirt Heather bought. The sandals were cheap foam flip-flops. My bag was still next to me, though, and held the only thing I owned before today: my driver’s license.

      “My sister calls me, tells me a woman I’ve never met before is in trouble and is probably at my home, and I show up, and you look like someone beat the shit out of you, and all you say is ‘hi’?”

      As he ranted, he shoved his hands through thick black hair and tugged. A waft of his breath hit me, and I caught the faint scent of alcohol.

      “Are you drunk?” I asked.

      “No, I’m not drunk.” He squeezed his eyes closed, scraped a hand over his jaw, and dropped it to his side. Grumbling, he said, “Fucking Heather. The shit she gets me involved in.” He stepped back and swept his hand toward the door. “Come on. I bet you’re tired. Maybe tomorrow we can figure this shit out.”

      I gaped up at him. “You’re okay with me staying?”

      Delirium. Had to be the lack of sleep making me not understand what was happening.

      “Yeah,” he huffed and bent toward me. His hand came out so fast I flinched back.

      Kane cursed. “Not going to hurt you, just helping you with your bag. Do you need help getting to your feet?”

      Pain pulsed in multiple areas in my body, but it was the shame that had my head ducking. He’d gone to help me, and I’d flinched.

      When has that ever happened to me? I wasn’t immune to men’s attention. I might not have been the prettiest or slimmest woman in the world, but I received enough attention to know I looked good to others.

      Until last night…

      I shook my head and braced a hand on the wall to stand. It took a second, and I cringed from the pain at my knees and hip as I stood.

      “Thank you,” I whispered. Shame and embarrassment rattled me, made my skin hot and my throat burn.

      Great.

      He gestured for me to walk with him and started talking. That quiet voice I’d heard the first time he said my name, but this time he drew the words out.

      Cautious-like. Like I was an imbecile.

      Or a frightened, beaten woman.

      I preferred when men thought me crazy, which ironically, only occurred in Heather’s presence.

      “Heather’s a pain in the ass and one of the best people I’ve known my whole life. If she needs help, I’m there. If her friends need help, she knows who to call. I’d like to know what I’m getting myself into, but we can talk about that at your pace, okay?”

      I licked my dry lips. “Thank you.”

      “Come on.” As he keyed in the code to his door, he nodded toward the home next door. “Just so you know, the guy who lives next door is also my teammate. His name’s Alix, and he stops by. I’m sure you’ll meet him. Blond hair, French accent… he’s hard to miss. But he’s a good friend and an even better guy. Has a younger sister back home in Switzerland he wishes he could move out here.”

      “Okay…”

      The door beeped, the lock unclicked, and he pushed open the heavy, black wood door.

      “What I’m trying to tell you, Emmersyn, is that you’re safe here, yeah?”

      I was a woman who’d lived her life in Boston. Grew up on the streets of a major city and was taking the subway by myself at the age of twelve but was as equally used to being driven around in a limo or town car. Safety had never been my concern or my fear. I carried mace and always wore a bracelet with an emergency alert.  Perhaps I’d always considered myself invincible.

      I wasn’t though. I had just never imagined that the worst possible danger to me was a man I thought I’d spend forever with.

      I swallowed the thick rise of emotion threatening to release from my throat and nodded.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, right as a yawn hit. I covered my mouth and stepped in as Kane held the door for me.

      Once it was shut, he locked it, hit a bunch of numbers on a blinking pad by the door, and another series of beeps on the security system followed. “I’ll give you the code tomorrow. Let’s get you to bed, okay?”

      “Thank you,” I said, hand still covering my mouth. “It’s been a long day.”

      “You want a tour now or a room?”

      Everything was modern from the little I could see. Black metal railings and dark, shining wood floors. Straight in front of us, past a living area, was a wall of floor-to-ceiling windows, and as he flipped on lights in the small hall, our reflection appeared, along with a mirror image of his modern, masculine, and black metal loft-style home with an exposed ceiling.

      I wanted a tour of this place, but my knees wobbled.

      A bed had never sounded so good.

      “Room, please.”

      “All right.” He walked around a pool table beyond the kitchen bar where three black metal stools with dark wood seats were on the way to the stairs.

      At the top of the stairs, he pointed out his room at the opposite end of the hall, closed off with French doors. A hall bathroom. Two more closed doors, and at the opposite end of the landing we stood on, one more door.

      “You can have this one. It has an attached bathroom. I usually let my family and Heather stay in this one when they visit. That okay?”

      “Wonderful.” My eyes closed slowly, and I forced them open.

      Darn. I could fall asleep standing up.

      Kane must have noticed because he chuckled and opened the bedroom door. He flipped on the lights, and I followed him. The room looked like a hotel. All white, fluffy linens and pillows. Speckles of eggshell blue in a couple decorative pillows and a corner chair.

      “Your mom decorated this,” I said, knowing Tracy. The woman decorated everything with a beach theme.

      “Nailed it.” Kane set my small, lone bag on the bed and stared at it, hands on his hips.

      Working something out.

      Probably who in the hell I was. What was going on. What in the hell was wrong with me.

      Slowly, his head turned until our eyes met. His jaw worked back and forth, and finally, he pressed his lips together and sighed, shaking his head.

      “We’ll talk tomorrow. For tonight, you’re safe here. If you need me…”

      He pointed down the hall.

      “I’ll be fine. Thank you. Again.” I tried to smile, but I was so tired my muscles wouldn’t cooperate.

      Probably came off more like one of the horror victims I currently felt like.

      Kane’s eyes drifted over my face, pausing on the stitched up gash from Lincoln’s fist before dropping to my side.

      My hand was there at my waist. I hadn’t realized I was putting pressure on it until he looked at me. I dropped my hand.

      Kane yanked his gaze back to my face, looking me directly in the eye. “Good night, Emmersyn.”

      He left and closed the door behind him.

      I summoned the energy to use the bathroom, brush my teeth, and minutes later, I was in a bed, in a strange new state, in a stranger’s townhome, feeling so damn grateful for a comfortable bed that even smelled like Heather’s mom, I closed my eyes.

      Where sleep could find me.

      Until that is… I woke up screaming.
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      “Get off me!”

      A violent scream ripped through my townhome and I was up and out of bed before I processed what the hell was going on.

      Another scream. “Stop! I’m sorry!”

      Who in the hell?

      “Oh, shit.” I hurried to my feet.

      Emmersyn was screaming like she was being tortured in my own damn home.

      I threw open my bedroom door and sprinted to hers as she cried out again and I flung open her door.

      She was tossing and turning in the bed, covers and sheets twisted around her. The room was dark, but she’d left the curtain and blinds wide open, so I caught a flash of her chocolate-colored hair when she screamed and thrashed again.

      “What the fuck?” I rasped, voice thick with sleep and adrenaline racing through my limbs.

      I rushed to the bed and pressed a hand to her shoulder to still her. “Emmersyn. Wake up.”

      She swiped at my hand, and I pulled back. I knew better than to wake people in the throes of a nightmare, and I didn’t need her nails scraping my skin.

      “Emmersyn!” I barked out her name, hands at my hips. And only then did I realize I hadn’t thrown anything on over my boxer briefs. Fuck. Too late to change now. I called her name again, followed by a harsh, “Wake up!”

      She thrashed again, moaned, and I imagined it was the painful sound she’d made when whoever the hell beat the shit out of her did it. Her hand went to her side, but she calmed, applying pressure and grimacing in her sleep.

      No longer thrashing and screaming, I moved closer again and settled my hand on her shoulder to give her a gentle shake. “Come on, Emmersyn, wake up.” Her skin was lined with sweat, her shoulder clammy from it. “Come on. It’s a nightmare. You’re safe.”

      Emmersyn’s breathing slowed, and then her eyes jerked open. Dark pools of fear slammed into me, and I stepped back, lifting my hands.

      “It’s me, Kane. Kane Andrews? Heather’s brother,” I stammered it out fast so I didn’t scare her more.

      “What?” She looked around. “Where?… oh God… was I?”

      “Screaming? Yeah.”

      She took in the room, eyes sliding every which way, and once she blew out a breath and scrubbed her eyes, I was finally able to relax.

      “You okay?”

      “Shit.” She pushed herself to sit. The move shoved the blankets down farther, exposing the spaghetti strap cotton top she wore with a deep V-neck. I yanked my gaze off her ample cleavage. “I was…”

      “Having a nightmare. You okay now, though?”

      Her eyes were glassy. She shook her head and looked out the window before a tremble coursed through her shoulders. Her breasts shook, and I tore my gaze off her body.

      I didn’t know her. And I didn’t need to be staring at her like that, not after she’d clearly been beaten. What I needed was to have a serious conversation with my sister as soon as I knew she’d be awake.

      “I’m so sorry,” she rasped, and her voice was dry. Probably from all the screaming. How long had she been doing it before I heard? “I woke you up.”

      “It’s all right.”

      “It’s six in the morning. You need your sleep and shit… I’m so sorry.”

      “Emmersyn.” Her name was more of a command, one she heeded. Once her still hazy gaze met mine, I held out my palms. “It’s fine. We’re good. All good. I get up soon anyway.”

      Total lie. I didn’t have practice until three, which meant normally I wouldn't wake up until ten. Considering last night’s late night, I was exhausted.

      I also knew I wouldn’t fall back asleep, considering the way I’d been woken.

      She didn’t need to carry more guilt.

      “Do you need anything? Water?”

      She swallowed and cringed, and as she did, her chin dipped down. Eyes widened before she yanked her head back up, eyes meeting mine again.

      Shit. My boxers.

      “Fuck. I’m sorry,” I started to say and stepped back.

      “You’re apologizing for me waking you up?”

      I had no idea what happened to her. How badly she’d been hurt. A half-naked man, especially a guy my size in general, could do more harm than good, I figured.

      Still there was humor in her tone, better than the fear, and if I wasn’t mistaken, a slight flush to her cheeks.

      Shit on a cracker. I did not need this.

      I took another step back. “I’m headed to the kitchen. I’ll make some coffee. I can bring you water.”

      “No. It’s okay.” That lost look returned, still better than fear. Or the screams. Damn, she had a set of pipes on her. “I’ll, well, I might as well get up, too.”

      I didn’t move right away. Her eyes had fallen to my chest. My abs. Something stirred in my dick and that woke me up.

      Her body was the kind men like me dreamed of. Thick thighs, tits bigger than a handful. There’d be softness in her stomach and her hips. Plenty to grab on to, and maybe that wasn’t some men’s type, but I’d always loved a woman with size to her. Not so… breakable.

      Except she’d been broken recently, and I was being a fucking asshole.

      “Right.” I cleared my throat and turned, grabbed her door handle. “I’ll be downstairs, then. Come down when you’re ready and once you wake up, I can give you a tour. Of the house and the neighborhood, if you’d like.”

      “Thanks, Kane.”

      I shook my head and tried to clear my brain. Images of her body were the last thing I needed on my mind.

      This woman needed my help.

      My sister needed her head examined.

      And me?

      I didn’t need to be fucking ogling a woman in my house.

      No matter how damn sexy she looked barely dressed in one of my beds.

      I closed her door behind me harsher than I should have and hurried to my bedroom, where I threw on shorts and a Vipers T-shirt.

      By the time I was downstairs, water was running in the guest bathroom, clueing me in that Emmersyn was out of bed and getting ready.

      What the fuck was happening? I hadn’t reacted to a woman like that in three years. More than, really. But the last woman I needed to be reacting to was this one.

      I had minutes to get my dick calmed down and my head in the right frame of space.

      Good thing I excelled under pressure.
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      By the time soft, hesitant footsteps echoed along my wood floor, I had my protein smoothie prepped and ready for the blender, eggs scrambled in a bowl, and spinach and mushrooms chopped to add to them. My blender was insanely loud, so I waited until Emmersyn came down so I didn’t frighten her with the noise.

      Given how hesitant she looked, hands at the hem of an oversized T-shirt with Rolling Stones stamped on the front and wearing a pair of black leggings, I was glad I waited.

      “Hey. You hungry at all? I was getting breakfast ready.”

      She scanned the vegetables and eggs and turned up her nose. “I’ll have coffee. Thanks.”

      “Not a fan of eggs?”

      “Vegetables,” she replied, and her lips pushed into a quick smile. “Where’s your coffee maker? I can get it started?”

      I pointed to the far edge of my kitchen. “Keurig is in the corner back there. Coffee pods and mugs are above it.”

      “Thank you.”

      A large kitchen with a bar that could seat up to six. My kitchen rivaled my living room for size and could easily fit five or six adults working at the same time. The best part of it was the view of the backyard through my all-glass and steel door that lifted like a garage door. Beyond my hot tub and pool and cement fence was the golf course. Red Rock State Park viewable in the far distance. Off the second-story balcony of my bedroom, the view was breathtaking. One of my favorite places to hang out.

      Sharing my space never felt strange, but today it was different. That unease palpitated every atom in the air and I cursed Heather in my mind for putting me in this position.

      Especially with a woman who had an ass that filled out her leggings and couldn’t be hidden by that T-shirt so damn perfectly my mouth watered to take a bite of it.

      Too bad I didn’t stay in the bar last night, find one of the puck bunnies for a quick stop in the bathroom before leaving. Maybe now I wouldn’t be acting like such a perverted asshole.

      Facing the stove, I gave Emmersyn more space and time to grab her coffee and poured the eggs into my heating pan. I had questions. Bucket loads of them for her and Heather, but they could wait.

      A barstool scraped across the floor, telling me Emmersyn had taken a seat, and I grabbed an avocado from a bowl on the counter and turned to start slicing it up.

      I caught sight of her looking at it before glancing away and bringing her coffee mug to her mouth.

      Don’t stare at her lips.

      Right. I was working on not being an under-sexed, overly needy teenage prick.

      At the first slice into the avocado, Emmersyn looked at me. “Do you have more of those?”

      “I thought you didn’t like vegetables.”

      “Avocado grows on trees. So it’s a fruit.”

      I glanced up, took in her smile, the sparkle in her green eyes, and almost sliced off a finger. She was so damn pretty.

      “With toast?” I asked and grabbed another one.

      “Please. And thank you.” She took another sip of coffee while I cleaned out the pit and started peeling the outside. Yeah, you could scoop it, but I preferred slicing. “You’re being very nice to someone you don’t know.”

      I shrugged. “Not going to lie, I want to wring my sister’s neck and I have a gazillion questions for you, but I figured you wouldn’t want to share those answers with a stranger.”

      My eggs were sizzling, so I slid the spinach and mushrooms into the pan, popped some bread into the toaster, and turned back to Emmersyn.

      As I did, my phone rang on the counter, and I grinned at Emmersyn. “Heather must have known we were talking about her.”

      Her name was on the screen, and this time I didn’t let it go to voice mail. Two quick presses and I said, “Hey, brat. Aren’t you supposed to be working?”

      Her easy laugh echoed through the kitchen, and Emmersyn leaned in closer. “Yeah, yeah. Let’s clock our hours and see who works harder, you, skating around for funsies, or me, working my ass off in a garden sweating my tits off.”

      “First… funsies? And second…” I pointed my knife at the phone even though she couldn’t see. “Never talk to me about your tits again.”

      “Sure, sure.” She was still laughing. My sister was a pain in the ass of the best kind. “So, you found Emmersyn I take it since I didn’t hear from you.”

      “Yeah, and—”

      I went to tell her we were on speaker, but she didn’t give me a chance because my sister, being the bulldozer she was, kept talking. “I know I’m asking a lot, but it was an emergency. Her fiancé’s a royal complete pain in the ass. I have her phone. He’s been calling my phone and hers since she didn’t come home yesterday.”

      Fiancé?

      Phone?

      My gaze met Emmersyn’s, and that worry was back, turning her green eyes to forest green. She bit down on her bottom lip and her eyes came to mine.

      “You’re on speakerphone, dumbass, and Emmersyn is right here. How about you let her tell me all the ugly shit going on in her life, would you?”

      I could feel Heather’s flinch from a country away. “Sorry, Emmersyn. I thought you’d still be sleeping, and I needed to vent.”

      “It’s okay.” Her smile returned, barely there, but better. “Your brother is making me breakfast. I uh… woke him up…”

      “It’s fine,” I reiterated because Jesus. I was not the guy to be apologizing to.

      “Kane doesn’t mind. He’s practically still on vacation.”

      “First game is in two weeks,” I reminded her, although she knew. She always did. She had my games on her calendar the day the schedule came out.

      “Pre-season,” she huffed. “Like it means anything. And you could sleep through your games and still kick ass.”

      I shook my head, turned back to flip my eggs, and grabbed the toast from the toaster.

      “Keep talking shit, and I’m hanging up and changing my number.”

      “Liar,” she teased right back.

      My sister kicked total ass, even if she was a pain in mine most of the time.

      Her tone softened then as she asked, “How are you, honey?”

      Clearly meant for Emmersyn, my part of the conversation most likely done, I slid the phone closer to her. “You can take that if you need it.”

      “I’m okay,” she said, and her hands stayed cupped around her coffee mug. Eyes came to me before flicking back to the phone. “Sore. Tired. Is Lincoln really that mad?”

      “Oh… he’s big mad. But I’m screenshotting everything and voice recording his voice mails to my phone.”

      “What’s he saying?” Emmersyn’s voice trembled.

      I bit my lip and gave her my back. If she didn’t want full privacy, I could at least give her the illusion of it.

      Heather’s tinny voice through the phone sounded like she was trying not to rage out. “I’m not telling you. Not now, but I promise it’s for your own good, and I’m glad you got out of town.”

      “He’ll trace my phone to you.”

      “Fucking let him,” Heather said. “I’d like to leave an imprint of my shoe on his ribs, too. And then his dick. Maybe his skull.”

      Holy shit. I whipped around and braced my hands on the counter. “A shoe print?” I seethed.

      This fucking asshole. Yeah, I knew she was holding her side. The slashes on her face were obvious due to the stitches. “He fucking kicked you?”

      “Settle down, tiger,” Heather said, but her voice wasn’t teasing. “You’ll scare the girl.”

      “I’m fine,” Emmersyn said. And looked at the phone then me. “I’m fine. Or I will be. I just… need to figure some things out. Lincoln has a long reach.”

      “True. And thanks, brother, for all your help. We appreciate it.”

      “No problem.”

      Technically I hadn’t really had a choice, considering how it’d been handled. Hell, by the time Heather called me the first time, she already had Emmersyn on a plane headed my way.

      What kind of asshole would say no then?

      Although, based on what I was hearing, Lincoln might.

      I plated up Emmersyn’s avocado toast, slid my pepper and saltshaker in front of her.

      Done with that, and then mine, I grabbed my eggs and held both of my plates up. “I’m going to eat outside. Give you a minute,” I said quietly to her.

      She nodded and turned back to the phone. “Thank you, Heather, for everything. I know I asked a lot of you yesterday—”

      “Shut up, brat. You didn’t ask anything more than what you’d do for me.”

      I shut the sliding door, drowned out their voices, and another rush of anger pummeled me.

      The very idea of a man treating Heather like what’d been done to Emmersyn was enough to make me want to murder anyone who so much as looked at her.
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