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Foreword and Dedication


Dear Reader,

Just a quick note that the start of Dax’s book runs concurrently with the end of Legend’s, so some events you will see again but from another perspective. I hope you enjoy Dax and Regan’s fall into love. If you haven’t read Legend, no worries. You’ll be able to follow this book just fine without.

I would like to dedicate this book to two very special friends. First to Kristen Carsone… one cool lady, dedicated mom, super nurse, and brave woman who battles the disease paroxysmal nocturnal hemoglobinuria (PNH). Kristen has spent a lot of time educating me on this deadly, rare disease so I could bring attention to it within the pages of this book. Any deviances from fact regarding this disease is purely artistic license, although I tried to stay as accurate as I could. I did change the name of the lifesaving drug she currently takes. In real life, it’s called Soliris. Incredibly, it does indeed cost over four hundred thousand dollars a year to receive it. Thank you, Kristen, for sharing your life with me so I could make my heroine, Regan, as wonderful as you.

Second, to my friend Dr. Mark Yoffe. This is not the first book he’s helped me on, and it won’t be the last. Thank you so much for all you do for me. I’m lucky to have you in my life.

XOXO,

Sawyer


CHAPTER 1


Dax

I ring the doorbell to Lance’s midtown Manhattan apartment, waiting for his sister to answer.

Regan Miles is six years younger than me—which makes her twenty-two—and I’ve known her for her entire life. Her brother, Lance, was my best friend for as long as I can remember. We lived in the same neighborhood, and our parents put us in the same recreation hockey league. We grew up together in the sport, all the way through major juniors. When we were sixteen, we both got accepted to the Detroit Bears, one of only eight American teams playing in the Canadian Hockey League.

We were together, always, until we both got drafted into the NHL. Lance went to the Vipers where he played his entire career. I went to the Toronto Blazers, then moved to the Vipers where I spent three years before being traded to my current team, the Arizona Vengeance.

Our friendship never suffered. We talked, texted, and visited when we could. In the summers, we hung out together. Just this past summer, Lance and I spent almost a month together down in Rio, taking advantage of the gorgeous beaches and even more beautiful Brazilian women.

I consider the woman Regan has become over the years. Lance hadn’t changed at all, yet I hardly recognized his sister when I flew to New York after he died.

The rattling of the chain on the other side has me bracing. When she swings the door open with a soft smile, I almost have to squint against her beauty. Sometime during the last few years when she was off in California getting her degree, she grew up.

Transformed actually.

The bombshell standing in front of me looks nothing like the gawky teenager Lance had to raise after their parents were killed in an automobile collision when she was fourteen.

My last clear memory of Regan, she had braces, acne, and was a few pounds overweight. She was shy and sweet, adoring her brother for all his sacrifices to keep her with him as he navigated the professional hockey world.

The woman before me isn’t the Regan Miles I remember.

This woman is a twenty on a scale of one to ten. Caramel-colored hair, lighter on the ends and styled in waves that hang over her shoulders and down her back. She’s sprouted several inches and developed in all the right places. The baby fat in her face has been replaced by sculpted cheekbones and arched eyebrows, framing the most beautiful set of green eyes I’ve ever seen.

She’s a fucking stranger to me, yet there’s an underlying truth she’s the closest thing to a sister I’ll ever have.

She’s my only connection to Lance.

It’s why I’m here now. Because Lance is gone—killed in a common mugging—and there’s something wrong with Regan. I’m here to find out what that something is so I invited her for drinks. We had a game against the New York Phantoms tonight—which we won—and the plane isn’t leaving until early morning. I wanted to check in to see how Regan was doing because the few times we’ve talked since the funeral, I can just tell she’s struggling with something. I’ve tried to cajole it out of her, but she’s been stubbornly tight-lipped, insisting everything is okay.

“I’m just about ready,” she says as she turns her back on me and walks into the living room. It’s a punch to the gut to see it’s barren except for a handful of packed boxes I’m assuming contains the contents of Lance’s life, which he left to his sister. She has been staying in New York these past few weeks to handle estate matters and such.

“You got all his furniture sold?” I ask as she stops at the kitchen counter and picks up a pair of earrings.

Tilting her head to put one in, she replies, “Most of it. The rest I donated to a homeless shelter, along with all of his clothing.”

I wince. “I know that was hard.”

She nods, blinking back what I’m betting are tears as she puts the other earring in. “Rationally, I know it would be stupid to keep that stuff. I mean… what am I going to do with my brother’s underwear or t-shirts?”

“But inside, you feel like those are ties to your brother you don’t want to give up,” I surmise.

With another gentle smile, she nods. “That about sums up how the past few weeks have been. Feeling like I’m losing him over and over again as I scrub his life away from here.”

We stare at each other, and I try to swallow past the lump in my throat. My grief over losing Lance is still raw and painful. I can’t imagine what it’s like for her.

Regan’s bottom lip quivers and she sucks in a deep breath, letting it out with a nervous laugh. “Let’s talk about something else. I don’t want to ruin my makeup.”

I don’t laugh.

Instead, I hurry across the empty living room and pull her into my arms. She comes without resistance, tucking her face into the base of my neck as I tighten my embrace with one hand on her lower back, the other on the nape of her neck.

It’s too much for her, and she gives a little hiccup of a sob before she lets loose. She wept during the funeral but at all other times, she always had the stiff upper lip as she talked to person after person who came to pay their respects. She never lost it, and I felt that was wrong.

Not that she was doing anything wrong, but I don’t think she was ever given the opportunity to just pour out her emotion. She had to deal with funeral arrangements, burying her brother, and then sorting out all the loose ends that are left to tie up when someone dies.

Regan bends her head so her face is now pressed into my chest. I can feel the heat of her tears soaking into the fabric of my shirt. Tightening my hold, I start to rock back and forth, not saying a word so I don’t interrupt the catharsis of her grief.

When she starts to quiet, I pull away slightly to see her. The black streaks of mascara under her eyes and extending down to the tops of her cheeks make her appear even more frail and vulnerable.

I give her a smile, hoping to get one back. Wanting her to acknowledge that was good and freeing to some extent—the security of a good old-fashioned emotional cry.

Instead, she worries at her bottom lip as she tries to wipe the blackness out from under her eyes. It’s only a flash, but I see she’s incredibly troubled about something. It’s gone just as quickly when she shoots me an overly bright smile, which appears forced and painful.

“What is it, Regan?” I ask as my fingers come under her chin to make her look at me. “Something’s wrong, and I want to know—”

“It’s nothing,” she says in a tone so automatic and programmed it’s obvious the truth is the exact opposite.

“Regan… it’s me. You’ve known me your entire life. You know what Lance meant to me. I swear to God whatever is wrong, I’ll help you fix it. There’s nothing wrong with asking for help.”

“Honestly,” she replies as she tries to make her smile bigger in an attempt to throw me off. “Everything’s fine. I’m just tired and ready to get home.”

Home for Regan is southern California where she stayed after graduating from college to be a nurse. Lance didn’t like her being clear across the country since it impeded his ability to visit with her during the small pockets of time he might have available during the regular season.

But Regan had apparently gone from shy to incredibly independent in the years since I’d seen her. By Lance’s account, she was loving her life there.

“You don’t have to be so strong all the time,” I say, hoping it will help to break through her stubborn refusal to share what has her worried.

Her lower lip quivers ever so slightly, but she keeps her smile in place. “I’m fine, Dax.”

“You’re not,” I retort, absolutely positive she’s lying.

Regan’s lips press into a flat line, her eyes hardening. She’s shut herself down and erected a wall, and I consider what new tack I should take to break through.

An insanely irrational thought bursts with vivid color in my mind. It’s of me grabbing her by the shoulders, hauling her into me, and kissing the hell out of her.

I shake my head, blink, and refocus. We engage in a staring war but given I’m more stubborn than Regan could ever hope to be, I shore my resolve.

Whether she senses it or not, I’ll probably never know, but to my incredible surprise, her face crumbles and she practically wails, “Oh, God… Dax. Everything is wrong. Lance ran up a ton of debt, and I have creditors pouring out of the woodwork demanding payment. Lance’s accounts are empty, and he didn’t have any life insurance. I have no clue—”

“What do you mean he didn’t have life insurance?” I cut in.

“I called,” she says as a tear escapes and slides down her cheek. She dashes it away. “It had been canceled.”

I mutter as I scan helplessly around for the answer to all her problems. It’s not within the packed boxes, which is all that’s left of Lance. When I look back to her, I say, “That’s not on you though, Regan. You’re not responsible for his debts.”

“I know,” she says without equivocation. “It’s just… of course I know that.”

I watch her with a critical eye, evaluating her last words. She knows Lance’s problems aren’t hers now. Yet… something is still weighing on her. I can actually feel it radiating off her.

“What else is wrong?” I ask, crossing my arms over my chest. It’s a move to show her I’m not budging until she lays it all out.

She opens her mouth, and I sense the denial. I shake my head. “Don’t think to lie to me. Spill it.”

For a moment, she stares with blank eyes before her shoulders sag. Regan blows out a frustrated breath, brushing her hair away from her face.

“One of the reasons he was in debt is because of me,” she admits in a low voice that’s not quite shameful. More like resigned.

“You?” I ask, my brows knitting in confusion.

She nods, smiling sadly. “I’ve been sick, and he’s been helping with my expenses.”

“Sick?” I ask, because how sick does someone have to be to drive a person into debt? Especially someone who makes bank the way Lance did. And for that matter… “Don’t you have health insurance?”

“I was still on Lance’s,” she replies. “At my age, I qualified as his dependent, especially since I was starting my master’s program. But now that he’s dead…”

I blink in surprise. I hadn’t known she was going back to school, and I also didn’t know she was sick.

How the fuck had I not known that?

“Lance never said anything,” I mutter.

Her smile turns understanding. “That was at my request. I didn’t want anyone to know.”

“Know what?” I ask, feeling an impending sense of doom. “What exactly is wrong with you?”

Her gaze drifts around the empty apartment before coming to me. “A few years ago, I wasn’t feeling well. Tired, shortness of breath. Nothing huge but going on long enough I went to the doctor. Lots of tests later, I was diagnosed with a condition known as paroxysmal nocturnal hemoglobinuria.”

“What?” I ask, not only feeling lost over that mouthful of words, but also feeling suddenly helpless on her behalf for some reason.

The corners of her lips tip upward. “PNH is a lot easier. But it’s a disease that destroys my red blood cells.”

“Is it serious?” For a brief moment, I want to kill Lance all over again for not sharing this with me.

Regan’s chin lifts, her eyes shimmering with bravery. “It can be. But there’s a medication that helps.”

“And let me guess,” I say dryly. “It’s incredibly expensive.”

“It costs the average PNH patient over four hundred thousand dollars per year,” she says simply.

“Holy fuck,” I exclaim. “Who can afford that?”

“Insurance covers some of it, but my out-of-pocket expenses are pretty substantial.”

And it’s clear why she’s so distressed. “And now Lance is dead, your insurance is gone, and you don’t have the funds to pay for it.”

Rather than affirm what I just said, she backpedals and gives another super bright, overly fake smile. “But that’s not your problem. I’m sure I’ll figure things out. That’s why I didn’t want anyone to know, so—”

“Are your bags packed?” I ask, cutting her words off.

Her brow furrows. “Excuse me?”

“You said you were flying back to California tomorrow, right?”

“Right,” she agrees slowly.

“Change of plans,” I advise her. “You’re coming back to Phoenix with me.”

“What?” she exclaims in shock. “Are you crazy?”

“Not at all. You’re coming back with me, and we’re getting married. You’ll have my insurance coverage, and I’ll pay the out-of-pocket expenses.”

“You’re nuts,” she sputters.

“And you’re going to be my wife.”

“I’m not,” she hisses.

“You are,” I say confidently. “Mark my words.”


CHAPTER 2


Dax

Regan is sick.

I can’t even fucking pronounce what she has but when I Googled PNH, I got all the information I needed to piss me off even more.

Yeah… as I exit the Uber vehicle and make my way up a flight of concrete stairs to her apartment, I’m pissed.

Angry she has an illness that’s incredibly dangerous and Lance never even thought enough of me to tell me about it. More than angry at my best friend for dying and leaving his little sister in a lurch. There’s also some fury in reserve for Regan as she refused to go to Phoenix with me. Instead, she grabbed an earlier flight to Encinitas, the town she lives in just north of San Diego, and sent me a text just as she was boarding.

It gave me no time to stop her, but it did give me plenty of time to divert from the team plane that was leaving for Phoenix so I could schedule the next available flight out to the West Coast.

Luckily, it’s the All Stars Weekend so we don’t have another game for five days. We don’t even have mandatory practices for the next three days since Legend and Bishop are participating in both the skills competition and the game. I figure that’s plenty of time to collect my soon-to-be wife and relocate her from California to Arizona.

I received an invitation to the All Stars as well but with Lance’s death, I wasn’t into it and declined with regrets. Tacker was invited, too, but I’m sure he wasn’t regretful at all when he opted out. It’s just not his thing, but then again, not much is these days with that guy.

There’s a moment as I reach the landing at the top of the staircase where I realize how foolish and controlling I’m being right now, but I’m being spurred on by absolute fear for Regan’s life. A lot of the stuff I read on the plane about PNH was over my head, but some I’d managed to simplify it into understandable terms.

Regan has an incredibly rare bone marrow failure disease that destroys her red blood cells. It occurs because the protein shield around her red blood cells is missing, so it can’t protect the cells from attack by the body’s own immune system. I don’t pretend to understand much more of the mechanics of it, but I read enough to scare the shit out of me. It affects only one in a million people and is a life-threatening disease. What made my legs turn to jelly was when I read the median survival is only ten years after diagnosis. That fucking knocked the wind out of me on the airplane as I flew to San Diego, and I got lost in my thoughts. I wasn’t ready to lose Regan so soon after losing Lance.

But then I read more, and I became heartened when I familiarized myself with the expensive medication she needed.

Over four hundred thousand dollars a year to receive Salvistis, which binds to the proteins that destroy the red blood cells. It’s a lifesaving drug, and she must have it.

Simple as that.

Therefore, I’m heading toward her apartment door with the sole intention of gathering Regan, returning her to Phoenix with me where I’ll marry her on Monday morning, then have her on my insurance by Monday afternoon.

My fist is hammering at the thin wooden door without any hesitation. Within moments, I hear grumbling on the other side before the door is opening to reveal a short Asian man in wrinkled scrubs and his hair sticking up all over the place.

“Yeah?” he rasps as he rubs a hand over his face. I clearly woke him up.

“Is Regan here?” I ask, assuming this to be a roommate. Or fuck, perhaps a boyfriend? He’s about Regan’s age, although a few inches shorter than her, but that might not matter.

It would to me, but Regan doesn’t get stuck on shit like that.

The man coughs and blinks his eyes, focusing on me. “Um… yeah, I think so. I fell asleep on the couch after work last night so not really sure.”

He steps backward, welcoming me into the small living room. The apartment is bare bones and cheaply furnished, but the cost of living is high in this southern California coastal town, so I’m not surprised.

I shut the door behind me, and the man disappears into a short hallway where I can see him knock on a closed bedroom door. “Reggie… you in there?”

Reggie? That totally sounds like a nickname a boyfriend would give her. But still… why is he knocking and not just walking in?

My heartbeat picks up when the door opens and Regan steps into the hallway. She gives the man, who I conclude is her roommate and nothing else, a wan smile. “What’s up?”

An arm is raised, and a finger extended to point through the living room to me waiting at the door. Regan’s neck twists and her eyes round with surprise.

“You have to be kidding me,” she mutters.

“You know him?” the man asks, now scratching at his head before yawning.

“Family friend,” she replies, giving him a quick regard before frowning. “Go to bed, John. You look like hell.”

Her voice is affectionate and warm. The man—John—gives her a sheepish smile. “On it. See you later.”

I watch as he turns on his heel and enters the closed bedroom door directly opposite of Regan’s.

Definitely a roommate.

Regan walks toward me, snagging a blanket John must have been using on the couch and folding it up with quick precision. She nods toward the gaming handset on the coffee table. “He plays video games all night after his shift and doesn’t get enough sleep. He’s a menace to himself.”

“A nurse like you?” I ask, with no genuine curiosity but she seems to care for him.

Nodding, she places the folded blanket on the back of the couch. “Works in anesthesia. We’ve been roommates for a few months now.”

“Seems nice,” I offer.

“He is,” she replies, then narrows her eyes. God, she’s so beautiful. I still can’t get over why this is something I never really noticed before. “What are you doing here, Dax?”

“You know the answer to that,” I reply, strolling over to the couch where I sit. I pat the cushion beside me, beckoning her over. “I realize I may have been a little high handed with you back in New York, and I came so we could talk some more.”

“Oh,” she says sarcastically as she moves around the other end of the couch to join me. “You mean you’re not here to throw me over your shoulder and cart me off to your cave?”

“If I thought I could get through airport security that way, I would,” I reply blandly, and she snorts back her laughter.

Plopping onto the couch with a sigh of resignation, she brushes her fingers through the hair at her temple before throwing her arm over the back of the couch. When she curls one long leg up under her, I can’t help but admire the smooth flesh in a pair of denim shorts.

“Typical Monahan,” she murmurs as the corners of her mouth tip up. “Doesn’t know how to take ‘no’ for an answer.”

“Willow is way worse than I am,” I defend myself.

Regan laughs, the smile going bigger at the mention of my younger sister by only a year and a half. “That’s true. But it’s your fault. You were a bad influence on her.”

“I am not taking the blame for the way Willow turned out.” I hold my hands out defensively. “She’s an unexplainable creature.”

Which is also true. Willow is fierce, bossy, independent, and a know-it-all. I fear she’ll never settle down because I can’t imagine a man alive who could hope to handle her.

“She said she’s coming back to the States soon.”

I nod. My sister is currently working as a photo journalist and travels all over the world. “Late next week. In fact, she’s coming to Phoenix to spend some time with me, so you can catch up with her.”

Another alpha, controlling move hidden by a vain attempt at subtlety. Regan reacts by raising an eyebrow at me, her lips flattening defensively.

I press forward before she can say a word. “Regan… it’s a short-term solution. A paper marriage only. You can have insurance coverage, get your treatment, and finish your master’s degree. When you’re done and get a job with insurance, we can divorce. It’s a simple solution.”

She stares for a long moment, and I can tell she’s considering what I’m saying but she’s not convinced. “I’m the closest thing to family you have now, Regan. And Lance would want this. You know he would.”

Her eyes narrow slightly, and she tilts her head. “He’d want me to marry for money and not love?”

My gaze chills and turns chastising. “You know he wouldn’t, but he’d recognize I’m making this offer out of love. It’s unconventional, sure, but there’s nothing conventional about what you’re going through. It’s a good solution, Regan. There’s no reason why you shouldn’t accept.”

Regan’s gaze slides past me and locks on what might be the front door. She nibbles at her lower lip as she considers. “I suppose it’s just a piece of paper,” she says slowly, bringing her gaze to me. “I’ve got a part-time contract nurse’s job here. I could definitely pay you back as we go along. Once I start the master’s program in the fall, we’ll just keep a tally and I can pay you back when I land a permanent job. Or I don’t have to do the master’s program. I could look for a permanent job now—”

“Absolutely not,” I cut in. “You’re staying in school, and you’re not working while in school. You’re not paying me back either.”

Once again, she straightens and levels a heated glare at me. “I’m not taking a handout.”

“Regan… I make a lot of fucking money. Let me—”

“Either I pay you back or no deal,” she says primly.

“Fine,” I grit out. “Pay me back if you want. But when you’re in school, you’re studying, not working.”

“Yes, Daddy,” she snaps with a mocking smirk.

My palm itches. What I wouldn’t give right now to land it on her backside. I push that thought aside and stand. “It’s settled then. I can stay a day out here to help you get packed up, but then we need to head to Phoenix. I have to be back Monday for practice.”

Regan blinks at me in surprise. “I’m not going to Phoenix with you, Dax. I’ll marry you, but I’m staying here.”

“Why?”

“Why?” she asks in disbelief as she shoots off the couch to get in my face. “Because this is where I live. My life is here. I have an apartment and a job. It’s where I start school in the fall.”

“Those things are easy to replace, and you can go to school in Phoenix,” I point out. “Do you have a boyfriend or something?”

Okay, that popped out of nowhere and sounded incredibly defensive at the same time. I can feel heat creep up the nape of my neck, but Regan’s shaking her head. “No, I don’t have a boyfriend, but that’s beside the point. I love California, and I’m registered for school here.”

“You can register for school in Phoenix. I already checked. Arizona State University has a great graduate nursing program. And you can come back to California as soon as we can get you on your feet,” I assure her, ignoring the stab of something uncomfortable in my gut at the thought. “But if I’m going to marry you on a pretense, we’re going to make it legit. You have to stay in Phoenix at my place. I’m not about to go to prison for insurance fraud.”

Regan blanches and sinks onto the couch, slowly shaking her head. “See… this is such a stupid idea.”

“Lance named me as your guardian if he died,” I murmur, pulling out my last ace. This won’t be news to her as she had to administer his estate. I’m sure she saw it in his will. He’d told me about it when he’d had it done up years ago. “Granted… that was if he died while you were still a minor, but his intent was clear. He wanted me to take care of you if he couldn’t, and that is exactly what I’m going to do, Regan. Please don’t make it so I dishonor that memory.”

They’re the words that were needed. I can see the capitulation in the way her shoulders sink, and I hate she’s so averse to coming to Phoenix with me. But I know deep in my gut I’m doing the right thing. Wherever Lance is, he’s nodding his approval right now.

“Fine,” she finally says on a huff of resignation. She stands, not putting her eye to eye with me but moving in close enough I can’t mistake the determination in her eyes. “I’ll come to Phoenix. I’ll marry you so I can get my treatment. I’ll live in your house.”

“You’ll love Phoenix—”

“Whatever,” she interrupts dismissively, never letting me forget she’s not happy about the need for this. “But I want this kept a secret. It’s distasteful to me that we’re scamming the system.”

“We’re saving your life, Regan.” That comes out in a low, furious growl that has her blinking in surprise. “Fuck the system. They shouldn’t make a medication that costs almost half-a-million goddamn dollars a year just so you can live.”

She inclines her head, causing some of her lustrous hair to fall over her shoulder. It’s so soft looking. I itch to touch it, and I realize all at once… this is going to be a problem for me to have her in my home.

Going to be an absolute monster of a problem.

“Fine,” she agrees softly, and my attention goes from her hair to the stunningly soft lips she presses against my cheek after going to her tiptoes. Her hands rest lightly on my shoulders, and I’m not sure I’ll ever forget the feeling right now. She pulls away, catching my eye. “We’re saving my life, but I still want it kept secret. Tell people I’m taking some time away after Lance’s death and just hanging out with you for a while.”

“I can do that,” I agree.

And it appears that was about as romantic of an engagement as Regan is going to get. A pang of guilt hits me in the chest, but I dismiss it.

Like we just agreed.

We’re saving her life.


CHAPTER 3


Regan

I set the photo of Lance and me on the dresser, running my finger over the silver edge of the frame as I stare at it. It was taken just a year ago when he’d come out to California for a game and we’d gone out to dinner after. Our waiter took it. Lance and I are smiling broadly, and that’s because it looked like my life was turning out a lot differently than what we’d first thought after getting my PNH diagnosis.

Only a few days before Lance had come out to California, Salvistis had received FDA approval and my insurance company had set me up with a case manager to start a treatment plan. Lance was smiling because his little sister would not die, and let’s face it… I was smiling mostly for the same reason.

But also because I was simply happy to be with my brother. He and I were tighter than tight, given the fact he took over raising me after our parents died. I’d only been fourteen and he hadn’t been much of a seasoned adult at only nineteen, but he’d made me feel safe and secure. My life changed so drastically. Losing my mom and dad and then having to move almost immediately to New York where Lance was playing for the Vipers. I went from a middle-class suburban home to a Manhattan condo—from doting and somewhat stifling parents to a brother who traveled a lot.

During that time, I had a nanny to stay with me to ensure I went to school and ate healthy meals. As I got older, the nanny sort of went by the wayside and I would often stay with friends Lance approved of and who had proper parental units involved. We made it work. Even though I was alone a lot of the time, I never felt that way. Lance and I spoke or FaceTimed at least once a day and texted what seemed like a million times more. Even after I moved to California to go to college, our contact never lessened. He was brother, mother, father, and a best friend to me. Sometimes the grief over his loss hurts so bad I can’t breathe.

Like now.

I take four steps back and sit on the edge of the bed, rubbing my knuckles over my breastbone as I look around the spacious guest bedroom Dax put me in. I’ll never admit it to him, but I’m grateful to be here. I’ve felt such an emptiness since Lance died. I truly have no one.

The bedroom is furnished nicely with heavy oak furniture, but the walls are completely bare. Dax told me he’d just moved in a few months ago. He’d been sharing a big suburban house with Bishop when he first moved here, but then Bishop moved in with his girlfriend—now fiancée—and Dax had decided to downsize. He’d bought this three-bedroom townhome in Scottsdale mainly so he wouldn’t have a yard to mow.

Or so he said.

I haven’t seen him in a couple of hours. Not since we arrived.

It was just a six-hour drive from Encinitas to Phoenix. I only brought my clothes, toiletries, and a few mementos like the photograph of Lance and me. The rest we packed up and put in long-term storage paid for with Dax’s credit card. He also left a check with John for six months’ rent, apologizing for ripping his roommate away from him. John was sad to see me go, but the check more than made up for it. I called my supervisor, regrettably giving my immediate notice at my part-time job. That hadn’t felt good, and I hope I haven’t left them too much in a lurch.

After we arrived in Phoenix, Dax carried all my stuff in and promptly left, saying he had some errands to run.

Now here I sit in a room that I’m what… Supposed to live in for the next two years while I get a graduate degree? And what happens to my personal life? If I’m married to Dax, is it even possible for me to have a relationship with someone else?

Not that it’s a high probability. My one real relationship had fizzled and faded when I got my diagnosis. I’m not the most overall attractive package out there. I mean, who wants to saddle themselves with someone who has my issues?

A wave of uncertainty floods my senses.

Not the first to happen in the last two days, but the strongest. This was a stupid idea.

“Regan,” Dax calls from the living room downstairs. “I’m back, and I have dinner.”

Pushing up from the bed, I give a last longing glance at my brother staring at me from the picture frame. “I hope I’m doing the right thing, Lance. If I’m not, you need to give me a sign and really soon.”

Dax is in the kitchen unloading bags of groceries, and I spy a pizza on the center kitchen island.

“I got a bunch of your favorite things,” Dax says as he reaches inside a brown paper bag. He pulls out a package of Oreo cookies, waving them over his shoulder with a grin. The cookies go on the counter, and he reaches into the bag to pull out Cheetos, Chef Boyardee Ravioli, and Pop Tarts.

My eyes widen as he deposits the stuff next to a twelve-pack of Dr. Pepper and box of Lucky Charms.

Dax turns to me, sweeps his hands toward the groceries with a flourish, and asks, “What do you think? Good memory, huh?”

I hesitantly reply, “Um… good memory. Ten-year-old Regan would totally be squealing with delight right now.”

Dax’s smile falls, his eyebrows drawing inward. He glances at the pile of junk food, then to me with chagrin. “I’m thinking by your lack of squealing, you’re eating a bit healthier these days?”

I laugh and move around the counter, poking through all the stuff. There’s a bag of Doritos, chocolate pudding cups, and Starbursts. All the things I loved as a kid and my parents had indulged me in, which might have accounted for my slight weight problem and bad skin. But my God, was that stuff good.

Turning toward Dax, I hold my hands up apologetically. “While I appreciate the effort, I truly do eat a lot healthier these days. The PNH has been a bit of a wakeup call to take my nutrition a bit more seriously.”

Dax’s face turns red, and he groans with a palm slap to his forehead. “Shit. I wasn’t even thinking about that, and I should have. I’m sorry, Regan.”

I squeeze his shoulder in commiseration. “No worries. Trust me… this disease of mine takes some getting used to. But how about you let me shop and cook? I promise not to swarm you with too many veggies, but I’ve got the balanced meal preparations down to a science now.”

“Deal,” Dax says, returning to the groceries. As I help him load the bags up, he promises to donate them to a food bank or shelter. “Is pizza okay for dinner or want me to run out to the grocery store again?”

“Pizza is great,” I assure him, marveling at how at ease I’m feeling in his kitchen right now. As Dax pulls down some paper plates and I nab bottled water from the fridge, I start a mental shopping list for a grocery run I’ll make tomorrow.

Dax serves up gooey slices of New York-style pizza, and we sit side by side at the island. He nods toward several plastic bags of varying sizes. “There’s a bunch of gift certificates in those bags for you. Target, Bed Bath and Beyond. Stuff like that. I want you to go out and get whatever you need to make your room your own. Decorate it, buy a fluffy comforter… whatever. I want this to be a real home to you.”

I freeze with a pizza slice halfway to my mouth, a sudden rush of prickles causing my eyelids to flutter against what I think might be a huge wave of tears. When I don’t respond, Dax’s head swivels. His eyes are expectant before they fill with concern.

“What’s wrong?” he asks suddenly.

I shake my head, still frozen in place and staring at him over the pizza in my hand. I’m vaguely aware of a dollop of melted cheese falling to my plate. Tears start to cloud my vision. Before Dax turns totally blurry, I see awareness in his expression as he starts shaking his head adamantly.

“Don’t,” he orders with authority, setting his pizza down. I start blinking the wetness away when he growls, “Don’t start fucking crying on me, Regan. I can’t handle it.”

“I won’t,” I mutter hoarsely, dropping my gaze and my slice of pizza to the plate. A tear drops on the back of my hand.

“Fuck,” Dax rumbles. The next thing I know, his arm is hooked around me and he’s dragging me off my stool into his embrace. He wraps me up in a huge bear hug, coming off his stool and squeezing tightly. I feel his mouth on my head when he murmurs, “I know things are really hard on you right now, and I’ve made things even worse by dragging you here. I’m sorry, but this is the right thing to do.”

“I’m not upset about that,” I say into his chest, then pull my head away so I can look up at him. “Honestly… I’m okay with that. It’s just… you telling me you want this to feel like a home got to me. I didn’t think “home” was a real concept right now. Not with Lance dead.”

“You have a home here with me,” he assure me. “You’re safe, and you’re not alone.”

It’s a powerful statement. Coupled with the fact we’re supposedly going to hit up the courthouse tomorrow to get married, it strikes me a little more personally than it should.

Luckily, he tempers that by saying, “You have to know, my parents would do the same. So would Willow if she ever stayed still long enough to have a home, and, of course, Meredith would be over the moon if you wanted to stay with her. The whole Monahan family is here for you, Regan, if you let us.”

And I know that’s true. Deep in my gut, I know there isn’t a single Monahan who wouldn’t dig deep to help me pay for my treatment or welcome me into their family as if I belonged. Dax’s mom and dad, Linda and Calvin, came to Lance’s funeral, and while they didn’t know my secret, they offered their home up if I wanted to just get away from things for a while. Linda had said, “Come home with us. Let me baby you for a while.”

I take in a sharp breath, willing the tears to recede, and damn… why does Dax have to smell so good?

Pushing out of his embrace, I rub my hands over my face. “Sorry. Just… stop being so damn nice, and I won’t cry. Okay?”

Dax chuckles, accepting my admonishment as a way to cover up my embarrassment over being a baby in front of him. I point at his plate. “Now sit. Eat.”

He winks at me as he does as I say. “You’re going to be one of those bossy, demanding wives, aren’t you?”

“On the contrary, I’m so grateful for what you’re doing, I’ll pretty much just be your slave to do with what you’d like.”
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