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            Chapter 1

         

          

         Asher Westmore hated surprises almost as much as he hated parties. Which everyone who’d just jumped out of their hiding places, yelling “Congratulations,” should know. He turned to face his best friend.

         Wide-eyed and innocent was not a look that Emma Callaway could pull off.

         “This is why you were so adamant about coming here?” Asher asked, removing his baseball hat and shaking the snow from it as he ran a hand through his short brown hair.

         I should have known, he thought, pushing his hair back and replacing the hat. Emma hated the Grumpy Stump—the local watering hole in Glenwood Falls—almost as much as he did. She certainly wouldn’t have turned down his suggestion for the evening to come here unless something was up.

         “Your mom is impossible to say no to,” she said through gritted teeth. “Just fake a freaking smile and let’s get through this as quickly and painlessly as possible.” Her own fake smile was already in place.

         It was too late for painlessly. The bright multicolored holiday lights covering every surface in the bar made him squint as he glanced around at the familiar faces. It seemed everyone in town had braved the first snowstorm of the year to come celebrate with him, which sent quickly flying headfirst into a snowbank as well. Everyone would want at least a few minutes of his time, as he was rarely back in his hometown. “This is premature,” he hissed, but he did let his mouth twitch in the best version of a smile he could muster, as everyone continued to stare and applaud.

         “You’re two games away and the Devils are honoring you in New Jersey. People wanted to be a part of this,” Emma said, as his brothers and their significant others approached.

         “Hey, man,” his oldest brother, Ben, said, hugging him first.

         Winded by the rib-crushing hold, Asher said, “You could have warned me.”

         “Where would the fun be in that?” Ben asked, moving away and handing him his half-finished beer. “Started without you.” He slid an arm around his fiancée, Olivia, who held back, offering him a small wave in greeting.

         Her, he liked. Or at least, the fact that she valued personal space as much as he did.

         “Yeah, what took you two so long?” Abigail, his other brother Jackson’s fiancée, asked, moving in to hug him next.

         He squirmed uncomfortably. He wasn’t a hugger. Which they all knew damn well.

         When she released him, she shot what he guessed were supposed to be knowing looks between him and Emma.

         She didn’t know shit.

         Despite what everyone thought they knew, he and Emma were not a couple. They were far too smart to ruin a perfect thing by messing around with feelings and commitments.

         “The roads were terrible,” Emma lied.

         He hid a grin behind his hand. He’d been terrible. Refusing to leave her condo, trying everything in his power to charm her clothes off.

         Okay, so maybe Abby knew a little something. Or at least she wasn’t completely in the wrong about why they were late.

         “The roads…right,” she said with a wink. “You know, a triple wedding next year would be so much fun.”

         His mouth went dry, and he looked at Jackson to call off the attack. Just because his brothers had found women they wanted to spend their lives with didn’t mean he was desperate to settle down anytime soon.

         In two games, less than a week from now, he was going to be honored for his one thousandth game on NHL ice. While most players were slowing down at this point, at thirty, Asher was pushing back the clock. Hockey was everything that mattered to him, everything he’d known since he could stand in a hockey net, bubble-wrapped for his protection, and dive to block his brothers’ unmerciful slap shots. Growing up the youngest brother of two NHL-crazed siblings, and even a sister who could play when forced, he’d learned two things: he never wanted to be a goalie, and if it meant playing in the NHL someday, he’d take every ill-timed body shot his brothers could send flying his way.

         And he’d made it to NHL, just like his oldest brother, Ben. And just like Ben, he’d made it to a thousand career games.

         Almost.

         “Come on, we have a table in the back,” his sister, Becky, said, waving the group along. “Mom’s waiting there so we don’t lose it.” She rolled her eyes at him. “I can’t believe all of these people are here to see you,” she said.

         He held out his arms. “What can I say? They know greatness when they see it.”

         “So you’re saying they’re here to see Ben?” The smart-assery in the Westmore family was strong.

         He shoved her gently toward the back of the bar. “Shouldn’t you be pregnant or something?”

         She swung around to face him. “Newsflash—your new niece is almost a year old. Visit more, maybe,” she said with her normal teasing tone, but there was a flicker of hope that he actually would reflected in her eyes.

         A small wave of guilt washed over him, but only a small one. It wasn’t his fault he’d been drafted to the Devils and not the Colorado home team like his brother.

         The wooden bar floor was sticky beneath his hiking boots as they made their way to the reserved table. Asher hoped it could be blamed for his apparent limp as he shook hands along the way with people he hadn’t seen in years. Unfortunately, the intense pain in his knee wasn’t as easy to hide as his disdain over this premature celebration.

         “Are you going to let me look at your knee before you head back?” Emma whispered.

         Just once he wished something would escape his friend’s sharp eye. “Nothing to look at. I feel great,” he said, shoving her gently ahead of him through the thick crowd of well-wishers. “Besides, there’s only one ache I’d like you to help me with,” he whispered, the smell of her peppermint-scented body lotion making him want to lick her like a candy cane. And he would have, if hundreds of eyes weren’t watching his every move. He avoided any and every kind of media attention that didn’t have something to do with hockey.

         His personal life was private…even from his family. He preferred it that way. And just because he was in his small hometown, surrounded by familiar faces, didn’t mean there wasn’t someone in the crowd who wouldn’t love a shot of him that they could sell to the tabloids.

         Pre-Olivia Ben had provided the gossip rags with enough content. Asher kept his head down and his nose clean.

         But it was a challenge not to reach out and squeeze Emma’s perfectly round ass, hugged tight by a pair of dark skinny jeans, when she turned to glare at him over her shoulder. “I’m a good therapist. I can help,” she said.

         That was the problem. She was a good therapist. One who would tell him to stay off of the damaged ACL in his right leg.

         Not happening.

         At least not until he’d reached his milestone…two games way. “I’m fine. Besides, you have enough to worry about,” he said with a smirk.

         Even her furrowed brow and narrowed eyes were sexy as hell. “Such as?”

         “Such as trying not to look guilty as shit around my mom.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Right. An evening with Beverly Westmore, the woman driving Emma’s widowed father to the brink of insanity since he’d moved into the house next door. Not that Emma was letting her father off the hook. He was as much to blame for their petty bickering as Beverly. She just wished the two could get along.

         Normally, their harmless feuding over property lines and what color to paint the fence separating their backyards wouldn’t bother her. But being as crazy, unrequitedly in love with Beverly’s son as she was, the conflict between the families was a concern.

         She tucked a strand of short blond hair behind her ear. She had always worn it shoulder-length, but just that day had chopped off the locks to a chin-length bob that framed her face, and she was still getting used to the new style.

         She wondered what Asher thought of it. In the few hours since he’d been in town, he’d yet to mention it. She sighed. What did she expect? Her best friend wasn’t exactly the most observant. At least not when it came to anything above her waist. If she changed the look of her ass, he’d definitely notice, she thought wryly, feeling his eyes on it as she walked in front of him.

         He better cut that out before his mother saw him.

         Beverly gave her the briefest of smiles as they reached the table, then immediately her attention was all on Ash.

         “I saved you a seat next to me,” she yelled above the holiday music blaring from the speaker directly above them. She moved in one spot, along the long line of empty chairs near the wall. One and only one.

         Emma took a seat across from them. She couldn’t blame the woman for wanting her son’s undivided attention. Traveling ten months a year with the Devils, Asher was rarely in Glenwood Falls. Even the off season seemed to end prematurely, with preseason training camp and living in New Jersey, so the Westmore siblings were rarely in one place at the same time. She knew it was tough on Beverly to hardly ever see the baby of the family.

         Not seeing Asher was hard on Emma, too, but she knew the life of a pro athlete. Her days as a pro-snowboarder had meant a lot of traveling and dedication to that sport as well. She understood Asher’s commitment to the one thing in his life he was truly passionate about.

         She just wished he’d open his eyes and heart to the idea of a different kind of commitment.

         Her cheeks felt warmer at the thought and she prayed the twinkling red and green Christmas lights draped from the ceiling above the table could be blamed for the glow.

         Jackson took a seat next to her. “Thanks for getting him here,” he said, shrugging out of his leather jacket and draping it on the back of his chair.

         “It wasn’t easy.” Nor was it the way she really wanted to spend the evening. She’d been excited when his schedule had brought him to Denver, thinking that maybe this visit might be different, that it might be the opportunity she was waiting for to open up to him about the feelings she had.

         Feelings she hoped he shared.

         Over the last several months, their conversations had grown a little deeper whenever they Skyped. His contract with the Devils was up at the end of that season and he wasn’t certain of a renewal. He was worried for the first time in his career, and she’d done her best to reassure him that he was still one of the team’s VIP players and they’d be stupid not to re-sign him. Talks had eventually turned to his future plans after hockey, and the truth about how she felt about him was constantly just a deep breath away.

         She wanted to be what was next after hockey. In fact she wasn’t sure she could wait until his pro athlete days were over, and he’d been giving her signs lately that she might not have to. Of course, he’d never confessed feelings…but she knew she meant a lot to him. And she was ready to find out just how much.

         Unfortunately, she’d need to grow a set before actually taking the plunge. So far, gripping fear made her nauseated the moment she saw an opportunity in the conversation—a long pause, a soft glance from him—and she always choked.

         That seemed to be the tagline of her life in recent years.

         One that needed to change.

         Once an Olympic gold medalist, she knew what it meant to go after her dreams, to work hard and put in the extra effort when everyone else called it quits—and getting Asher to realize his feelings for her would be no different. He required patience, determination, and persistence. He needed someone in his life who understood what it took to be great and supported him.

         That was her.

         Looking across the table at him laughing at something his mother had said, relaxed for the first time since they’d walked in, her chest ached with a longing that seemed to get stronger every day. The deep-set dimples when he smiled transformed his usual serious, strong-looking face, making her heart race. His light blue eyes, square jaw covered with stubble, perfectly straight nose, and dentist-enhanced smile rivaled those of a GQ model.

         He glanced her way and winked, the simple gesture sending her pulse racing. Resisting the urge to crawl under the table and wedge herself between mother and son took all Emma’s strength. He was only there for one evening, then gone again the next night on a red-eye flight and there was so much to say…so much to find out.

         She bit her lip as she stared at the mouth she was craving. Her gaze drifted lower to his sculpted chest and arms, barely contained by the fabric of his black T-shirt, and her palms were sweating. His chiseled features and linebacker build made him one of the hottest players in the NHL. Women flocked to him like bees to honey and she wasn’t immune to his good looks and charm. Maybe she should have blown off this party and let him take her clothes off the way he’d been determined to do. Talking to Ash about anything was always easier when he was naked.

         “Whatever you’re thinking—do not do it.” Ben’s voice next to her made her jump.

         “What?” she asked, as he took a seat on the other side of her and handed her a gin and tonic—her usual.

         Being sandwiched between the two older Westmore brothers was a place most women would kill to be, but as much as she liked Ben and Jackson, they couldn’t compare to Asher.

         “I see that look on your face. In fact, I’ve seen it for a while now.” Ben touched her shoulder as he turned in the chair and leaned closer, so no one could hear. “Look, Em…I’m not going to pretend to know what you and Asher have, but I do know exactly where his head is right now. It’s on that thousandth game this week.”

         She took a sip of her drink and nodded. “I know that.” Probably better than any of them. The siblings were close but she knew Asher didn’t confide in anyone the way he did her.

         “Good. Keep it in mind, because we both know that Asher is a ‘thinks with his head’ kind of guy. He’s not about to let feelings—his own or anyone else’s—get in his way of this goal he’s set for himself.” He kissed her forehead as he stood, his gaze landing on his fiancée out on the dance floor with Abby and Becky.

         She swallowed hard, hearing Ben loud and clear. And just like that, whatever courage she’d thought she’d summoned vanished.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Asher’s mind might be on the game, but his lips were on hers hours later as she unlocked her door and they stepped inside. He backed her up against the wall, stealing desperate, hungry kisses. Removing his baseball hat, she ran her fingers through his hair, loving the feel of the slightly longer waves that fell into his face. Her tongue teased his bottom lip, and he trapped it with his teeth as he unzipped her coat, pulled it free of her body, and tossed it to the floor. Lifting her, he wrapped her thighs around his waist and steadied her against the wall. “I can’t believe you dragged me out tonight,” he said.

         She should stop him.

         But she never had before. Not the first time, six years ago when they’d had far too much to drink at her birthday party and both claimed it was a terrible idea to add benefits to the friendship, but did it anyway. And not one time since…which was practically whenever he was in town and they were both unattached. Since discovering she had more than friendly feelings for him the year before, she made sure she always was. “Your family would have hunted you down,” she said pressing her body closer to his, squeezing his waist with her thighs. Her body burned for him, and the scent of his aftershave at his neck was intoxicating.

         She loved the smell of him—all man, cool, strong, and solid—the way she imagined ice would smell if it had a scent.

         “That’s why I have you,” he said, kissing her neck. “You’re supposed to protect me from the crazies when I come home.”

         The feel of his warm lips against her cool flesh made her shiver, and she swallowed hard, desperate to keep the mood light. “So, I’m your bodyguard now?”

         “Yes. All one hundred and ten pounds of you.” His hands unbuttoned her jeans and a second later his freezing-cold fingers found her warm flesh between her thighs.

         She sucked in air. “Cold!” she said trying to yank the hand free.

         “Well, warm it up,” he teased, kissing her again as he stroked along her folds, which were dampening quickly from his touch.

         She’d never been able to resist Asher. Even before her realization that he was the only man on the planet that she couldn’t live without, her attempts to keep her body from craving his were futile.

         Her best friend was freaking hot as hell. A hockey player shaped more like a bodybuilder, with broad shoulders and thick chest and stomach. His six-pack abs were perfectly sculpted from hours on the ice and hitting the gym. His life revolved around hockey and turning his body into the best equipment he had.

         And damn, his equipment was unparalleled. She returned the favor of the cold touch, as she slipped her hand beneath the waistband of his jeans.

         He didn’t seem to notice or care about the chilling effect as he instantly hardened beneath her hand.

         The fact that he always seemed as ready and wanting of her as she was for him still baffled her. Flat-chested and athletically built, she wasn’t exactly a Victoria’s Secret model. At five-foot-nothing and a hundred and fifteen pounds, with short blond hair and average features, she didn’t turn many heads in town. She was a plain Jane, and given the supermodels flinging themselves at the hockey god daily, she was shocked that he could even fake a hard-on for her.

         Asher didn’t seem to share her opinion of herself, and his desire and eagerness for her made her feel sexy, despite the reality in the mirror.

         “Bedroom?” he asked, the sound coming from deep in his throat as his light blue eyes searched hers. Westmore eyes—all three brothers had them, the only real feature they shared.

         She nodded, then, remembering the medical textbooks sprawled across her bed from her late night studying, she shook her head. “Couch.”

         He shook his head, biting her bottom lip before saying, “Too small.”

         “Table?”

         “Too hard.”

         “You’re starting to sound like Goldilocks,” she said.

         He shrugged, letting his grip on her thighs relax as he lowered himself to his knees. “I can’t wait any longer, floor it is.” He laid her on the soft tan carpet. “I can’t believe you dragged me out to that thing,” he said again. “We could have been doing this all night. Now I have to make up for the missed hours.”

         Make up for missed hours. Asher’s appetite for sex was insatiable. Neither of them would be getting any sleep before he went back to Denver for his game the following night. She swallowed hard when his lips found her neck and his hands slid beneath the bottom of her sweater. His fingers inched higher over her stomach to the base of her padded bra. He pulled back slightly and sent her a look she’d seen before.

         “Shut up, don’t say it.”

         “You’re smoking hot without the padding,” he said anyway, reaching behind her to unclasp the bra, letting his hands roam beneath it. “More than a handful is just a waste.” He flicked his thumbs over the hardened nipples.

         Then why was every model and actress on the planet a D cup? She pushed aside her insecurities as his hands massaged her breasts. Who cared? Whether he meant the words or not, what he was doing with those handfuls was making her wet. “Ash…take my clothes off.”

         He sat straighter, leaning his weight on his knees on either side of her. “Oh, so now you want sex?” he asked with a grin, sliding her sweater and bra up over her head.

         “I always want sex.” With you, she almost had enough courage to add. Instead she sat up and reached for his sweater and T-shirt together, pulling them off quickly.

         A sigh actually escaped her.

         Asher’s body was perfection. She trailed a hand along the ripped abs, down along the oblique muscles disappearing at the top of his jeans. Her eyes took in the smooth, sculpted, hairless chest and shoulders that she knew by heart. She’d caressed every inch of him so often, she could identify his body in the dark in a room full of muscular men. Yet, each time she saw him naked, he took her breath away. She could appreciate how much work was involved in keeping in top shape and his dedication to his training and health was as much of a turn-on for her as were the droolworthy results.

         He was dedicated to his health until it came to his injured leg…but she’d deal with that later. “Why are you so disgustingly perfect?” she asked, kissing his chest.

         He laughed. “Jealous of my muscles?” he asked, shoving her gently back onto her back and reaching for the button on her jeans.

         No. Jealous of anyone else who ever got to enjoy them. They didn’t fool around when one or both of them were involved with someone else, and while Ash was far from a manwhore, with an appetite for sex like he had, he must be far from celibate.

         She pushed the annoying thoughts aside as he unzipped the zipper and she lifted her hips to allow him to remove her jeans. She wiggled the fabric down her legs as he tugged both denim and silk down her thighs together. He suddenly wasn’t wasting any time.

         He lowered his own jeans and underwear, and she’d barely gotten a glimpse of his erection before she felt it pressed between her legs.

         He groaned as his body made contact with hers and he pushed himself deeper inside, knowing she was ready for him.

         They never worried about protection when they were being exclusive to one another and she was on the pill, so they didn’t have to worry about consequences neither was ready for.

         She clung to his shoulders as he rocked his hips, moving in and out of her body. She arched her back, bringing them even closer.

         It had been months since the last time they were together, when she’d gone to visit him in New Jersey and they hadn’t left his bedroom the entire time. She knew this first time would be hard and fast…and they’d play with one another later. A lot.

         She grabbed the back of his head, pulling him down to her. His lips crushed hers and she could barely breathe as the rocking of his hips became faster, more desperate. She felt her desire swell as she hung on to him, her nails biting into the flesh at his shoulders. She could hold him forever and it wouldn’t be long enough.

         She tried to push her emotions aside and just enjoy the in and out of his cock, pulsating in her tight folds. Focus on the feel of him pulling out and entering. Every last inch of him, hitting all the right places…over and over.

         Her muscles throbbed around him and she clenched them. Asher moaned at the extra sensation of her tightening and releasing, and he broke away, struggling for breath. Smoothing her hair away from her face, he stared into her eyes. “Emma…you’re so fucking incredible,” he said.

         I love you.

         God! It was on the tip of her tongue, yet refused to be said.

         Did he even feel the slightest bit the way she did? Their hips rocked together in a steady, desperate rhythm. His gaze was locked on hers, and he took her hands and lifted them above her head, interlacing their fingers as he pushed deeper inside of her.

         The way he looked at her took her breath away completely and she grasped his hands and pressed her body closer. It had to mean something, this connection that went beyond the physical when he made love to her, the way he took her with such passion and intensity…He had to have feelings for her.

         Right?

         He quickened his pace, and she felt her body ache for release. “Asher…make me come…” she panted, closing her eyes.

         “Open your eyes. Look at me,” he said against her lips, kissing her softly.

         She opened them and he pulled back to stare at her once more. Eye contact with him as he gave her such pleasure filled her with a whirlwind of sensations.

         “Emma, I…” He started then paused.

         Her heart was about to explode. Love, fear, desperation made a tornado around her as she waited for him to continue.

         What? Say it, Asher…

         He didn’t. Instead, he held her hands even tighter and released a moan as he throbbed inside of her.

         She came the moment he did, the intensity of her orgasm overshadowing her disappointment. Releasing her own cry of satisfaction, she forgot all other thoughts as she savored the orgasm rippling through her.

         If Asher Westmore could make her feel this incredible when he wasn’t in love with her, he’d unravel her completely if he ever were.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Asher rested his palms against the bathroom sink and swore under his breath. The sun was about to come up, he had to be back in Denver for practice in five hours, and the pain in his leg was unbearable.

         Opening his travel bag on the counter, he rummaged through until he found what he was looking for. Shaking out three prescription painkillers, he tossed them into his mouth, then turning on the tap, he washed them down, just as the sickly tasting powder started to dissolve on his tongue. Wiping his mouth with a towel, he glanced inside the bottle before tucking it away again. Four left. They wouldn’t even get him through the morning and two-hour drive back to Denver. His tolerance to the painkillers had built up so quickly that it was taking triple the dosage these days to get any kind of relief. And he didn’t have time to see a doctor in town. No time and no desire to have rumors spread about a possible injury. The team’s doctors were the only ones he trusted—along with several in Tijuana, Mexico. Unfortunately, the Devils weren’t playing the Kings or the Sharks for several weeks, so a quick trip across the border was out of the question.

         Maybe Emma had something.

         Opening the medicine cabinet, he scanned the bottles. Nonprescription headache medicine was as strong as it got. Useless on his pain. They’d stopped working for him six months ago.

         He closed the door and the click echoed on the bathroom walls. Shit. That would wake the dead.

         “You okay?” Emma asked, knocking softly on the semi-closed bathroom door before entering a second later.

         He turned, folding the hand towel over the rack. “Yeah. Sorry, I was looking for an aspirin. Headache.” He pulled her into him. He couldn’t be in the same room with her without wanting her body pressed to his. Especially when she looked so damn cute wearing a Devils jersey, her hair wild from their hours of sex, her lips puffy and pink and her cheeks slightly red from stubble burn.

         Unfortunately, she was not only cute as hell, but smart and perceptive. “When are you going to come see me about your leg?” she asked, not buying the headache lie. “Some simple exercises and regular therapy…”

         “Shhh,” he muttered, burying his face in the top of her head, breathing in the scent of her gingerbread-scented shampoo. She was the only reminder of the holiday season he enjoyed. All of the tacky commercialism annoyed him, and other than spending whatever time he could with his family every year, he avoided all of the usual festivities and preparations.

         “Asher, you have to deal with the injury.” She pushed against his chest.

         He held her tighter. “Are you wearing underwear?” he asked, sliding a hand under the jersey to discover the answer.

         She sighed at his avoidance but then grinned and wrapped her arms around his neck. “What would be the point?”

         Lifting her, he placed her onto the counter next to the sink and stood between her knees. Tucking her new shorter blond strands behind her ears, he kissed her. “Great haircut, by the way,” he said, moving away just an inch.

         She looked surprised. “You actually noticed?”

         He laughed. “I’m not always staring at your ass.”

         She smiled. “Just most of the time?”

         “Just most of the time.” He kissed her again. This one was long and hard. He could feel himself thicken in his boxer briefs, and the pain in his leg was overshadowed with a different ache. He slid his hands upward on her thin, muscular thighs, digging his fingers into her flesh as they wrapped around to cup her bare ass.

         He didn’t need painkillers. He just needed his best friend’s body.

         But did he need more than that?

         The way she’d looked at him that evening had felt different. She’d acted the same as always, but there seemed to be an underlying tension. She appeared to be searching for something in his kiss, in his eyes, in his arms…And he wasn’t entirely sure she’d find what she was looking for.

         He pulled back slightly. “This is still good, right? You and me?”

         She frowned. “Having sex?”

         He nodded slowly. She said it casually enough. He loved the fact that she never referred to it as making love, instead calling it what it was. Maybe he was reading things wrong.

         Or maybe he was the one starting to question the good thing they had. Wondering if it had gone on too long. Wondering if at thirty, he should be looking for something more. Wanting more. From her?

         She traced his bottom lip with her finger as she licked her own lips. “The sex is amazing.”

         Yes, it was. But…“I just mean, you’re not looking for…more?”

         Her expression clouded to something unreadable for a lightning bolt of a second before she said, “Yes, I am looking for more…”

         His stomach did an involuntary lurch, and he couldn’t tell if it was a bad lurch or a good lurch.

         “…more sex,” she added with a wicked little grin before he had time to decipher the meaning.

         Relief…or was it disappointment, flowed through him. Lifting her from the counter, he carried her back to bed. “More sex I can do.”

         As for anything else, he wasn’t sure.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         The soft chords of her mother’s guitar woke Emma a few hours later. It felt like only minutes since she’d last closed her eyes, but now the sun was casting its glow across the tan bedsheet draped over her. The vaguely familiar sound of one of her new favorite country songs made her roll to her side to face Asher. He was sitting in her window seat, the guitar on his lap, his gaze somewhere out the window.

         The sight alone—him sitting there with nothing on but his jeans, strumming the strings of Clare’s prized possession, a Gibson guitar her mother had owned since she was fifteen—made Emma’s heart race.

         And the husky, deep sound of his voice singing the sexy, romantic lyrics to a song he’d teased her about liking the night before made him impossibly irresistible.

         Few people knew of his other talent—the ability to play anything just by hearing the song once. But he’d confessed his secret to her the first day they’d met almost ten years ago.

         He’d accidentally backed his truck into her snowboard leaning on the side of her tailgate in the local sporting goods store’s parking lot. Seeing who it was, she’d called him a dumb jock under her breath as she’d inspected the board. The Westmore brothers had a reputation in the town as local gods, and it had annoyed her that her equally impressive skills on a snowboard were always overshadowed by the Westmore boys’ accomplishments on ice.

         In his flushed, equally annoyed state, he’d used the confession about his guitar skills as a way to try to redeem himself in her eyes and convince her he was much more than everyone in town thought.

         It had worked. Without really knowing her, he’d hit a chord with her.

         He’d also paid for a replacement board and insisted she owed him at least a coffee for the insult. Coffee had turned into lunch, then a walk in the park, then dinner at Dale’s Pizzeria on Main Street, and eight hours later, she knew enough about him to write a book.

         And she’d realized she’d been dead wrong about him being a dumb jock. He’d actually graduated high school head of his class, despite studying while on the road playing Major Junior League hockey, and while hockey was his main focus, he was arguably a better musician. At least at that point in his career.

         When the Westmores were hockey-obsessed kids, their mother had insisted that he and his brothers take at least one non-hockey-related extracurricular activity. Ash had picked guitar…and he had to work very little at it to be good.

         She smiled now, loving the sight and the sound of the twangy, off-tune instrument.

         Her mother would play the same guitar for her and her younger sister, Jess, every night before bed, telling them stories about her year in country heaven, playing the local bars and writing songs for some of Nashville’s finest stars. She’d get a dreamy, far-off look in her eyes whenever she spoke of those days, before she’d met their father, before she’d had them…and Emma had always felt a tug of heartache in her chest that her mother hadn’t realized her dream of becoming a country star back then.

         Clare’s encouragement had been part of Emma’s own driving force to succeed, to follow her dreams and not let anything stand in the way. Her mother had pushed her to keep trying, to get back up when she fell, and she’d been so proud of what Emma had accomplished with her snowboarding career.

         She wondered what her mom would think about her giving it up.

         She swallowed a lump in her throat as Ash glanced up at her and stopped playing. “Good morning.”

         “Don’t stop,” she said, grabbing her blanket as she climbed out of bed. Wrapping it around her body, she went to sit next to him.

         He turned slightly to face her and continued strumming, singing the lyrics in a smooth flawless tone that made shivers dance down her spine. His eyes met hers and her heart thundered in her chest.

         Damn, the guy may be a star athlete, but he missed another calling with music. He was certainly hot enough holding that guitar.

         He tore his gaze from hers as he finished the song and checked the clock on the bedside table. “I have to go,” he said, setting the guitar on the stand a second later.

         “What would happen if you didn’t?” she asked as he pulled her to her feet. She moved into his open arms, breathing in the scent of him, savoring the feel of his big, strong arms wrapped around her tiny frame as long as she could. The Devils’ next game against Colorado wasn’t until New Year’s Eve…sooner than usual, but still too long.

         He’d be playing on Christmas Eve in Phoenix, and she knew they would probably toast on New Year’s Eve through Skype. As they did most years…So why did the thought depress her so much more now?

         He kissed her forehead and didn’t answer the question he knew she really wasn’t expecting an answer to.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Knocking once on the Colorado team’s doctor’s office door, Asher entered the tiny room with the crammed desk and examination table. It was nine a.m. and no one else was around yet, but the Avalanche players would be arriving for early morning practice soon. His own team was scheduled for practice at noon, and he needed a pick-me-up before he could even entertain the thought of getting on the ice.

         The dip in temperature being back in his hometown that week had his knee all kinds of messed up. Jersey had yet to see snow, and the East Coast was enjoying unseasonably high temperatures for mid-November, for which he was grateful. The cold made his knee feel a million times worse.

         Fooling around with Emma the night before hadn’t been a great idea, either—though only his knee thought so. The rest of him was feeling great. He always did after spending time with her. That could be a problem if he let himself think about it for too long, so he pushed the thought aside. He had one thing to think about that day: beating his brother’s team and getting one step closer to his milestone game five nights from now in New Jersey, on his adopted home ice.

         At first he’d been disappointed when he hadn’t gotten drafted to play in Colorado with Ben. Every young player dreams of wearing their hometown colors someday, but the Devils had offered him a solid contract and a good place to cut his blades, and he’d been happy to re-sign with the team five years ago when his first seven-year contract had expired. He only had six months left on his current contract and hoped to renew once more. He wanted to finish his career where it started. They had no reason to trade him—he was one of their VIP players, and the team felt like family. He was getting older, though, and his body wasn’t bouncing back from injuries as fast as it used to…Still, he believed he was a strong asset to his team.

         Playing opposite Ben in Colorado twice a season was always exciting—for them and for the fans. The atmosphere in the stadium would be electric, and he knew the fans were happy for him and his success, even though he wore the opposing team’s colors.

         And that evening, one game away from his milestone, would be off the charts…if he could even stand up on his skates.

         “Hey, Seth, how are you?” he said, closing the office door behind him.

         “Hey, man…I’m good. How’s the knee?” He frowned, noticing Asher’s slight limp.

         Mornings were by far the worst, after hours of rest…not that there’d been much the night before. An image of Emma’s perfect, tight little body straddling him flashed in his mind, and he shook his head. Nope, hadn’t exactly been resting.

         “Or should I even ask?” Seth continued. “I’m guessing you’re not here this early to shoot the shit.” A tightness was undeniable in his old high school friend’s voice, as he pushed his thick, dark-rimmed glasses higher on his nose.

         Seth had always been a wannabe athlete, watching from the sidelines. His severe asthma and poor eyesight made sports a challenge. Despite being a spirited player, he was always picked last for teams and had never excelled at individual competition, either, coming in last at track and field. By high school, he’d finally accepted his fate and had focused on studying hard to graduate with scholarships, going into sports medicine in college instead. Asher had always liked the guy, and he knew the Avalanche players were lucky to have Seth looking after them.

         “Sure I am,” he said. “After I get an injection…and possibly one for the road.” He climbed up onto the table and lifted the leg of his gray sweats. The knee was visibly swollen, and the inflammation was the main cause of the pain. A damaged ACL was torture, and unfortunately one of the most common injuries in the sport, besides concussions. He’d been skating on the damaged knee for almost a year and knew he had to take some time to let it heal, but not yet.

         Two more games.

         Seth moved closer to examine the knee. “Who have you been getting the injections from in Jersey?” He frowned, seeing the bruising at the various injection sites around the knee.

         Thank God he’d been able to keep Emma’s attention away from the knee the night before, otherwise he’d have caught some serious shit from her. He’d narrowly escaped a lecture about how self-medicating to dull the pain wasn’t solving the bigger problem. He knew that, and he didn’t feel good about the way he was handling things, but he just needed to hang on a little bit longer.

         Asher shrugged. “Just the team’s doctor.” And several walk-in clinic doctors just outside of New Jersey. Luckily the medical systems weren’t tied together, so no one doctor saw all the frequent cortisone injections he was getting. Or hell, maybe they just didn’t give a shit. The Devils had been close to a Stanley Cup win the season before, getting taken out in the second round by the Avalanche. Everyone was expecting one this year. Doping a player to ensure that it happened certainly wasn’t a new thing in sports.

         “Bullshit.” Seth called him out on the lie. “No one’s giving you this much.”

         Asher’s mouth went dry. Lying to his buddy made him feel like an ass, especially when it had been Seth who had helped him that summer with enough injections to make it through training camp. With Seth’s help, Asher had been able to hide the extent of the injury from the Devils’ doctor long enough to get clearance to play that season. Their deal had been that he’d help him through camp, then Asher had to come clean with the team and take the necessary time off to let the ACL heal properly before it could be damaged beyond repair.

         Asher hadn’t lived up to his end of the bargain. “It was feeling better after camp, and it’s just been acting up again the last few weeks.” Man, the stack of lies kept piling up.

         Seth shook his head, but readied a needle. “I’m only doing this one last time, and only because tonight is game 999 and I know how bad you want this, man.” He tapped the needle and gave no warning as he hit the site next to Asher’s knee.

         “Jesus.” Asher winced slightly at the tiny prick on the sensitive skin, but almost immediately relief flowed into the joint as Seth removed some of the excess fluid building up around the injury. The draining of the knee was disgusting, and Asher had to look away as Seth retracted the needle.

         “Does the team know what a wimp you are about needles?” Seth asked, tossing it into a safe disposal unit.

         “It’s not the needle, man, it’s that disgusting shit you pull out with it that makes me gag.”

         “That disgusting shit will keep coming back until you take care of yourself,” he said, taking a second needle and injecting the cortisone.

         “I will. Next week, I’ll take a much-needed vacation.” For now, this would get him through practice and the game that evening if he didn’t push too hard. Normally, he was all in, every game, but this one and the next, he planned to take his intensity down a notch.

         His one-thousandth career game was a big milestone, one not every player reached. Especially not so young. His brother’s award plaque on his mother’s fireplace mantel taunted him almost as much as it motivated him…the same way Ben’s Stanley Cup win did. His older brother was always just one step ahead all of the freaking time. Being born last, Asher’s need to catch up had only magnified over the years. This year, he would reach the milestone and lead his team to the cup. And he’d have accomplished both earlier in his career than Ben had.

         But one thing at a time…

         “Thank you. I feel good as new.” He pulled the leg of his sweats back down, bending and straightening the leg several times.

         “You’re not, though,” Seth warned. “Not even close. You’ve been playing with this ACL damage for too long. I have no idea how you’re doing it or what kind of crap you’re taking to manage the pain, but I shouldn’t be helping you like this.”

         “You’re a good man.”

         “No.” Seth’s irritation was evident in his voice. “I’m a doctor who is going against my better judgment and I’m your friend. I care about your long-term career, not just these milestone moments. That’s why I mean it when I say no more, Ash. This is it.” He removed his plastic gloves, balled them, and tossed them toward a trash can less than two feet away. Missed. Sighing, he bent to pick them up and place them in the trash.

         Asher nodded as he slowly climbed down from the table. “No problem. This was all I needed, and I appreciate you helping me out. Again. I promise I’ll rest up after Tuesday’s night’s game. I’ll take all the recovery time I need then.”

         Seth didn’t look convinced. “Okay, man. I really hope you do. Either way, I’m out.”

         “Fair enough.” He understood and respected that. His friend had put his neck on the line enough.

         “Good luck out there tonight. If anyone’s going to beat my team, I’ll be less angry about it if it’s you.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Emma shivered as she ran across the street to check her mailbox. November should not feel this cold. It happened every year—winter hit when no one was looking. She used to love the first signs of the winter season. Her muscles would spring to life at the dip in temperatures followed by early morning frost, and the anticipation of months ahead on the slopes had been like a drug-induced high.

         Things hadn’t felt like that for years. Now winter brought with it a sense of dread, a reminder of what she could no longer do.

         The snowboarding accident three days before she was set to leave for the Winter Olympics in Sochi had destroyed much more than her ability to compete. Her spirit had been crushed.

         When the Olympic committee had announced the new Slopestyle competition in that year’s games, she’d known it was her sport. The discipline was a mix of BMX and skateboarding crossing over onto the slopes. The course was made up of obstacles such as rails and jumps, and Emma had been stoked when she’d made the elite team of athletes to attempt the competition. The jumps and tricks were exhilarating and gave her a new sense of passion for her sport.

         Snowboarding had been as natural to her as walking, and she’d been excited about a new challenge.

         Then she’d gotten cocky.

         The weather had been mild for a week, and her coach had ordered a no-training day until the slopes were in better shape. But there was one stunt she’d yet to perfect: the double flat-down handrail. She struggled with picking up enough speed as she left the half-pipe on the course right before the obstacle, and she couldn’t do a double axel before landing without the extra height.

         She didn’t need the stunt. She could do the single with precision and ease. But she didn’t want to just final in the division. She’d wanted the gold medal around her neck. Again.

         Going out on the slopes that day was the worst decision she’d made in her life.

         She was moving too fast on the icy packed slope when she hit the first ramp. More speed didn’t help as she hit the half-pipe, and her landing was unsteady. She should have dropped, rolled away from the flat-down handrail, but at the speed she was cruising, she knew she could hit the stunt.

         Adrenaline soared through her as she did.

         Then pain replaced that sensation as the impact of the hard crash on the end of the rail broke her femur in her left leg and her right collarbone in two different places, and dislocated three disks in her spine.

         She’d missed the Olympics and had immediately lost all of her sponsors as soon as word of her accident spread. The look of disappointment on her coach’s face as he’d left the hospital room to join the rest of the U.S. team on the flight to Russia had made her wish for death. The deep, dark void dragging her spirits to unhealthy thoughts while being medicated to dull the aching in her entire body had nearly killed her.

         To be so close to something she’d worked so hard and long for and to have it taken away when the goal was just within sight had been devastating.

         She hadn’t thought she’d recover from it.

         If it hadn’t been for her family and Asher she might not have—though both had had very different ways of helping her through it. While Ash’s method had been to encourage healing and getting back out there, her father and sister had called it a new opportunity to move on with a real career. They’d never believed she’d make it as far as she had with snowboarding, and they’d almost acted validated when she’d gotten hurt. But they’d been there to help her through it, and in time, she’d realized they’d been right.

         A life in professional sports was uncertain, something she couldn’t build a future on. She thought of Asher and Ben—in their thirties, they were starting to wind down, and most players retired by forty—and while they’d never have to worry about money once they hung up their skates for the last time, what about a sense of purpose? Would they feel fulfilled living in the limelight of their past accomplishments? She wasn’t sure that was possible for men who possessed the drive and determination needed to be where they were.

         Emma had simply dealt with the heartbreak of retirement earlier in her career and had made some tough decisions. Now she was in a good place. She opened the mailbox and retrieved her mail, her heart nearly stopping when she saw the envelope on top.

         A letter from the University of Florida’s physical therapy doctorate program.

         No longer feeling the biting wind, she tore open the letter and skipped past the first cordial paragraph, searching for the word accepted or denied.

         We’d like to offer you enrollment in our winter semester starting January 10…

         Wow. January 10. Only eight weeks away. She’d been hoping to enroll for the following fall semester, but could she be ready to move to Florida that quickly? Excitement rose in her chest, but she forced herself to think logically. She’d need to give notice at the clinic…but they were enthusiastic about her plans to pursue her PhD—they could benefit from a more skilled doctor in the field.

         Her sister would need to take over more responsibility in looking after their father, but this school and this program had been Jess’s idea, so she knew her sister would encourage her to accept the earlier start date.

         She bit her lip, clutching the letter as the wind nearly stole it from her hand. Her only real hesitancy came from thoughts of Asher. She hadn’t mentioned her plans to him yet, thinking she had months before the fall semester started…but she’d have to tell him soon if she was going to accept the January enrollment.

         She wasn’t sure how he’d take it. He was always supportive of her life choices, but she knew he still believed she should return to the slopes. He didn’t hide the fact that he thought she’d walked away too soon, too easily. And she couldn’t help but feel as though her moving on with a new passion and a new career was somehow disappointing to him. But maybe the idea of her being in Florida, closer to New Jersey, might appeal to him…

         It certainly was a pro for her when she’d been deciding which schools to apply to—not that she was making a life-changing decision based on a guy who’d made it perfectly clear that she should expect nothing more than mind-blowing sex from him several times a year. Sigh. She’d been almost certain he’d been about to say the words she’d longed to hear.

         Her cell phone rang as she went inside, and her sister’s number lit the call display. “Hey, Jess,” she said, going into the kitchen, where she tucked the letter inside a physical therapy textbook. She’d been studying like crazy, reading through her undergraduate course textbooks and reviewing her notes, wanting to be ready for the program, should she be accepted.

         “Well? Did you hear anything yet?” Jess asked.

         Her sister’s timing was uncanny. It was like they shared a connection she’d expect twins to have, despite being two years apart in age. Her sister was the youngest and, unfortunately, the one with her life figured out.

         Emma hesitated.

         If she told Jess the truth, her sister would be there within minutes to help her pack her things, and she wasn’t sure she could make the January timeline work just yet. Though it was certainly tempting. “Um…I’m sure I will soon.”

         “Have you checked the mail today?”

         Obviously, her sister knew something she wasn’t saying. “Tell me you haven’t been harassing your professor friend at the university.” She knew letting Jess contact her friend from college to put in a good word for her had been a mistake. In fact, mentioning her interest in the doctoral program to her sister in the first place had been a mistake. Emma had been considering the program at the University of Colorado, but Jess had insisted that the program in Florida had a better sports medicine division. When Jess got her teeth into something, she was like a dog with a bone. Relentless and determined. Unfortunately, after researching their program, Emma had had to concede that her sister was right this time. Their sports therapy program especially appealed to her, and it was one of the top programs in the country.

         “Of course not,” Jess said now, sounding slightly offended, as if harassment wasn’t in her wheelhouse. “I just happened to talk to him the other day…”

         Right.

         “And he mentioned that the department was sending out their replies to applicants that week…and knowing that mail takes about three days from Florida to Colorado…Whatever, it’s simple deduction, Emma. Did you check your mail or not?”

         If she continued lying, her sister would be there in three and a half minutes anyway wrestling the mailbox key from her, and Emma wouldn’t stand a chance against her sister’s taller, bigger frame. “Fine. Yes. I got the letter.”

         “Okay, I’m in the car…”

         She heard the call switching to Bluetooth. Unbelievable.

         “Don’t open it until I get there.”

         “What makes you think I haven’t opened it already?”

         “Because you’re not excited or depressed, just your usual annoyingly casual self.”

         Head journalist and reporter for the Glenwood Times, Jess expected everyone to have a fire under their ass all the time the way she did. Chasing local stories that could be shaped into exciting, newsworthy fodder on a daily basis was the perfect career for her high-strung, type-A sister.

         Hell, to Jess, grocery shopping was a mission not to be taken lightly.

         Well, Emma had that fire and she was excited…she just approached big decisions a little more cautiously than Jess. And unfortunately, she couldn’t shake thoughts of Asher and what he’d think from her mind.

         “I opened it,” she said.

         Silence.

         “Jess?”

         “I’m holding my breath,” came her anxiety-filled whisper.

         She would regret this instantly, she just knew it. “I got in.”

         The high-pitched squeal that followed had her immediately disconnecting the call. She couldn’t deal with Jess today. She loved her sister, but she was exhausting. Her input on Emma’s life after snowboarding was driving Emma mad. She knew Jess thought she was being helpful, but she was a little too much, too often. She’d practically filled out Emma’s application to attend the University of Colorado for her bachelor’s degree in physical therapy while Emma was still recovering in the hospital, and it had been Jess who’d encouraged her to attend school year-round, instead of taking a break during the summer months, to complete the degree a year early.

         Emma glanced at the time on her microwave. It was after two p.m. She’d taken the day off knowing that following a night with Asher, she’d need several naps before heading to Denver for Asher’s game. She wouldn’t see him before he played, and she might be able to steal a few minutes with him after the game, but that would be the extent of face-to-face contact for almost another seven weeks.

         New Year’s Eve, when he played in Denver again.

         Somehow she had to make that opportunity work to tell him how she felt. She refused to let another midnight roll over into another new year without telling him that she loved him.

         But before then, she had to summon the courage to tell him about the University of Florida, because while she wasn’t ready to admit it to her sister just yet, she was ready to take the next step in her career, which meant leaving Glenwood Falls right after the holidays.
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