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CHAPTER 1


Callum

Kicking my feet up on the desk, I lean back in my chair and tuck my hands behind my head. The Pittsburgh skyline is displayed before me, still glorious despite the gray skies and misting summer rain.

The Dallas Mustangs won the Cup last night in a hard-fought, seven-game battle against the Florida Spartans. All the Titans got together to watch it at Brienne’s house. It wasn’t exactly a somber affair, but it wasn’t a rousing party either. Just a slightly bittersweet team gathering to say a final goodbye to the season before everyone disperses for much-needed vacations and time off.

That doesn’t apply to me, though. Being the general manager is a full-time job with very little downtime.

“Danny,” I say, angling my head toward the phone on my desk so that the speakerphone picks me up clearly. “I don’t have room under the cap. If I had it, you know I’d be interested.”

I listen patiently as Danny Sorbino goes over the stats for the player he represents. He’s a good agent, savvy and keyed in on the specific talents any given team might be seeking. I could cut him off because I’m truly not interested. If I’m going to dent the padding on the money I have to spend on good players, it’s going to be for someone whose plus-minus isn’t so erratic in the second half of the season.

When he’s finished, I give him validation. “You present a compelling case. As always, you know your men inside out.” Then I let him down. “But I’m going to pass.”

Danny’s a professional and I’ve known him a long time. Not but fifteen years ago, we were working at the same sports agency. I went on to do some scouting, but he never left the world of representation. “I appreciate you taking the time to listen, Callum.”

“You bet. Next time you’re in Pittsburgh, let’s grab drinks.”

“Yeah, sure,” he says, and then catches me completely off guard when he says, “The Vipers are showing interest in Highsmith.”

Danny represents one of our best players, Coen Highsmith, and his contract ended after our playoff run was squashed. We haven’t entered into renewal talks yet, but in the next few weeks, I’ll be gearing up for this. Much of that salary cap I had just harped on is reserved for players like Coen.

“I’m not worried the Vipers can offer more than we can,” I say smoothly.

“Maybe not, but it’s not going to be just about money to him… more’s the pity.” That’s a true sentiment coming from someone who operates on commission.

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“His wife’s being courted to be the artist in residence at a gallery in Manhattan.”

That gets my attention and I swing my feet off my desk. It’s the off-season and while business never stops for the Titans, it’s a Saturday and hardly anyone is here. I wore a pair of shorts and a polo shirt today, the casual flip-flops I’d slipped on slapping on the hardwood flooring of my luxurious corner office.

“Highsmith wants a trade to New York?” I ask as I grab my phone from my desk, disconnect the speaker through which I’d been talking and bring it to my ear.

“He’s asked me to put feelers out,” Danny says.

Fuck. I scrub my hand through my hair, which is in desperate need of a trim. Since the playoffs ended, I’ve been in semi-vacation mode, even though I’m still working my ass off for this team.

If Coen is the one pushing a move, the price to keep him just got immensely steeper. Add on that he’s doing this for Tillie and I’m already figuring out that no amount of money will prevent him from giving his wife what she wants. Coen Highsmith was the reigning douchebag of this team a little over a year ago, but he’s a changed man through and through with Tillie by his side. He’d give up hockey for her if she asked, but she won’t.

Hell… maybe she won’t be interested in this artist gig. She’s a Pennsylvania girl. She has deep ties to this area by birth and still has a business back in Coudersport.

A beeping interrupts and I pull the phone back to check who’s calling. I frown to see Joshua’s name. Without a second thought, I send it to voicemail because he’s the last person on this planet I want to talk to.

Besides, I need to do something more important. I need to talk to Coen, but first I think I’ll call our head coach, Cannon West. Coen is a key player on our first line. If we lose him, we’re going to have to change a lot of things and I need to know if we’re truly pigeonholed here. West will be able to answer that.

“Listen… I’ve got some things to take care of,” I say casually, as if this most recent news hasn’t rattled me. “If the Vipers make a play, give me a heads-up, okay?”

“Sure thing,” Danny promises, but it’s not a big ask. If I get into a bidding war with the Vipers, he’s just going to sit back and watch his commission increase.

I disconnect the call, tapping my phone against the armrest of my chair as I think. It rings, startling me, and I glance down to see Joshua’s name again.

Annoyed, I tap the decline button but damn if the fucker doesn’t call back. I’m about to decline it again when a chill slithers up my spine.

My stepbrother and I detest each other. We don’t speak at all and the only reason he’d be calling me is if he had bad news.

My stomach rolls end over end as I think about Juniper, but no… he wouldn’t call me about her. He’d be the type that if something happened to her, he’d never let me know. He’d wait for me to hear it through the grapevine.

But something must be wrong because there’s no other reason he’d reach out.

I connect the call. “What’s wrong?” I ask, assured that bad news is coming.

“It’s your mother,” he says flatly, my hand tightening on the phone. “She’s in the hospital with a brain bleed. They’re doing surgery now.”

“What the hell happened?” I demand.

“No clue.” His voice is without emotion. He never loved my mother. “Dad found her on the patio, unconscious.”

I’m bursting out of my chair and while holding the phone between my shoulder and ear, I start packing up my laptop. “Text me the hospital information as well as the name of the surgeon.”

“You can’t talk to him,” Joshua says, his tone that of a bratty fourteen-year-old despite the fact the man is thirty-eight. “He’s operating on her as we speak.”

“I’ll get one of his partners on the phone,” I snap as I nab my car keys.

“Oh, big important man can command surgeons at a whim,” Joshua drawls.

“Fuck right, I can,” I snarl and disconnect. I whip off a quick text to him. Send me the hospital and surgeon info.

Even though Joshua hates me, and the feeling is mutual, he won’t dare ignore my request. He knows I’ll beat the shit out of him without breaking a sweat and with my immediate boss (who has become a dear friend) being one of the richest women in the world, I could fuck with him in other ways if I so chose.

I’d wouldn’t, preferring to use my fists instead, but he doesn’t know that.

But it is Brienne Norcross I need to call right now. She should be the first to know that I need to head home to Nevada and don’t know how long I’ll be gone. I can do my job remotely but I know she won’t want me to focus on that with my mom in the hospital. Then I’ll call Cannon West and fill him in on Coen. He’ll have to take point to figure out what’s going on there because I’m about to step into a world of complications that will blur my focus.

♦

Returning home to Incline Village would cause me angst no matter if my mom was in the hospital or not. It’s not the place but the people who keep my visits infrequent and short.

Despite the maelstrom of emotions, I’m unwittingly awed by the majestic Sierra Nevada Mountains that roll down to the deep blue waters of Lake Tahoe. The town sits on the north side of the lake, just over the border from California. The beauty robs me of my breath and I experience a pang of loss that this was taken away from me.

As I drive toward the hospital in the rental car I picked up at the airport, the towering pines shimmer in the late-afternoon sunlight and throw dappled shadows on the roadway. The village itself exudes affluence.

Tucked discreetly away between trees and perched in elevated spots are custom-built homes, many with expansive views of the lake, that range from five to seventy-plus million dollars. These luxury retreats span the styles of modern architectural masterpieces of glass and metal to rustic lodges. I spent the last half of my pre-adult life in a twenty-thousand-square-foot monstrosity made of rough-hewn logs and stone, compliments of my stepfather’s wealth, but that place was never a true home.

The hospital in Incline Village is small but staffed with an excellent surgical team, including a very competent neurosurgeon who performed a craniotomy this morning on my mom. Thanks to Brienne’s private jet, I made it here in good time and Mom is out of recovery and in her own room. It does indeed pay to be affiliated with the Titans and have the Norcross power behind me. Through her contacts, Brienne also facilitated frequent communication between me and the hospital. I’ve talked to the surgeon once and the floor nurse three times since leaving Pittsburgh.

I’m not familiar with the hospital as it was built after I left for college twenty-two years ago. A nice lady at the front lobby directs me to the third floor and after I exit the elevator, I look at the directional plaques on the wall. Room 3228 is to the right, so I head that way.

I come upon a nurses’ station and stop to check in. A pleasant-faced older woman looks up from her computer. “Can I help you?”

“I’m Lila Willard’s son, Callum Derringer. I was told she was in room 3228.”

The woman’s eyes round with surprise, but I can tell she was expecting me. “Of course. Dr. Figler said you’d be in and wanted me to page him when you arrived. He or one of his partners wants to talk to you.” She points down an intersecting hall. “Your mother’s room is down that way on the left. She’s probably still sleeping off the anesthesia but she’s doing well. Vitals are all strong.”

“Thank you,” I say, giving the nurse a grateful smile as I walk away.

The door of my mom’s room is cracked and I push it open gently so I don’t make any noise. If she’s sleeping, I don’t want to wake her.

It’s dim inside, the slatted blinds closed against the low-hanging sun. I step in, my eyes taking in my mom’s thin body and the large bandage over the right side of her head. Her eyes are closed and—

I jolt as I realize someone’s sitting in a chair on the other side of the bed. She’s leaning forward, her forehead resting on her arms crossed on the edge of the bed rail.

Her head lifts and I freeze in place as I take in Juniper Ryan.

There are no other words to describe the woman other than she’s stunning. Her raven-black hair is wound on top of her head in a loose, messy bun. Those hazel eyes look more olive green in the dim light but I know if she was catching a face full of sun, they’d be the color of forest moss with dark gold flecks around the edges. Juniper has Native American ancestry and you can see it in the high cheekbones and aquiline nose, as well as her light olive complexion.

“Hey,” she says, her voice barely a whisper. She sounds tired and I wonder how long she’s been sitting there.

“Hey,” I reply, taking a few steps toward the edge of the bed. I avoid looking at Juniper because I hate that my heart is racing just from this one glimpse. Instead, I take in the bruise on the side of my mom’s face. “Does anyone know what happened?”

Juniper shakes her head.

Of course, I asked the surgeon the same question and he only repeated what he’d been told… she’d been found unconscious on the patio. He assumed she’d fallen and hit her face.

Plausible, for sure.

Could just as easily be that her husband, Preston, hit her. Granted, he’s getting up there in age, but he’s a big man and even in his late seventies, he’d be able to hurt my mom without much effort.

It’s all just supposition though. I never witnessed him striking her in all the years I lived under his roof.

I noticed lots of bruises. Heard them screaming at each other. Saw the way he brought her flowers and jewelry on the days she wore heavier makeup to cover the blue and purple marks.

But never actually saw him raise the hand.

I spent my fair share of years pleading with her to tell me the truth about what was going on. I begged her to leave his sorry ass so we could start a new life somewhere else. All she ever did was deny that he’d hurt her and reiterated that we’d never have it better than what we did with him.

She was so very wrong about that. Anywhere was better than that house.

“She’s been resting peacefully,” Juniper says as she stands from the chair.

“Where’s Preston?” I ask. I mean… shouldn’t my stepfather be here? I don’t bother asking about Joshua. I didn’t expect him to keep vigil.

Even in the dim light, I see Juniper flush. Plus I recognize the quick dart of her eyes away and then back again, a sure sign the question makes her uncomfortable.

Tough shit.

I stare at her, waiting for an answer.

“He’s at work,” she finally says. “But I was here the entire time she was in surgery and I stayed until you could arrive.”

It boils my blood that Juniper is forced into this role. My mother’s fucking husband should be by her side.

It’s beyond ironic that had circumstances been different, Juniper could have been sitting here in this room watching over my mom in her role as my wife.

But that was a lifetime ago.

I manage a small smile. “Thanks, Juni. I appreciate it.”

There’s a small knock on the door and we both turn that way. A doctor wearing green surgical scrubs enters and I’m guessing that’s Dr. Figler.

“I’m going to head on home,” Juniper says, skirting around the end of the bed.

She doesn’t pass by me but instead moves in for a hug. I’m startled at first because we haven’t touched in years, but I return it without hesitation. I have no hard feelings for Juniper.

I bend down so her arms go around my neck and I tighten my own around her back. She squeezes me hard and whispers, “You need anything, you reach out to me, okay?”

Christ, she smells good. I nod, even though I don’t have her phone number. I hug her back before quickly releasing her. She smiles at the doctor and slips out of the room.

Dr. Figler extends his hand and introduces himself. Ultimately, he doesn’t tell me anything new, but I think the prestige of me being a general manager from a professional hockey team fuels his special treatment. I don’t need it but if he wants to take extra special care of my mother, that’s fine by me. We chat for a few minutes as he goes through the technical points of the surgery and her expected recovery.

“She’s probably going to be sleeping pretty heavily throughout the night,” Dr. Figler says. “I’d suggest you come back in the morning.”

I rub at the back of my neck, strung tight with tension that wasn’t there before I walked into this room. I know deep in my gut it’s not caused by my mom’s precarious medical condition but rather from running into Juniper.

My first and only love.

My biggest heartbreak.

My brother’s wife.


CHAPTER 2


Juniper

Peering in through the glass window, I look at the meatloaf browning in the oven. It’s not the Crock-Pot roast with potatoes and carrots that had been on the weekly menu and I’m sure I’ll pay for that with caustic remarks about how bad dinner tastes later. Joshua and Preston won’t care that my ability to get the roast in the pot was impeded by poor Lila suffering a brain bleed.

Neither one of them will take kindly that I stayed up at the hospital all day when I should’ve been here making sure their proper dinner was on the table, but that’s my lot to bear. I don’t regret my decision because if a human being is going to undergo life-saving brain surgery, they should at least have one person to pray for them and be there when they open their eyes. At least, I’d hope someone would do that for me, but being realistic… Preston and Joshua wouldn’t have been there for me either.

When Lila awoke following the surgery, her relief upon seeing me was evident. She never would’ve expected Preston to sit and wait all day. Joshua’s a non-entity since he barely speaks to the woman who helped raise him. She’s beneath the air in his lungs that would be expended so it was no surprise to find only me there.

She uttered only one word, a question. “Callum?”

“On his way,” I assured her. Or so I overheard Joshua complaining to his father. It’s the only reason I knew Callum was coming in from Pittsburgh because Joshua would never dare discuss such a thing with me.

I do a quick check of the diced potatoes I have boiling to make a mash and I’ll whip up some gravy when I take the meatloaf out to rest. I’ve got candied carrots going in a pan, and that’s about as close to the original planned meal as I can get.

Most normal people would be pleased by my efforts, but Joshua and Preston aren’t normal. That father-and-son duo are the worst humanity has to offer and I’m imprisoned in this life under their thumbs.

The security panel in the kitchen chimes and I see Joshua driving his Audi through the iron gates. He’ll follow a two-hundred-yard-long winding driveway to our home.

Actually, his home.

More precisely, his home that he shares with his father and I’m residing here by virtue of our marriage.

This twenty-thousand-square-foot log home perched off Lakeshore Boulevard is where my husband grew up. When we got married, I simply moved in with him. The thing is so big, it has wings with stunning views of Lake Tahoe. Joshua and I live on one end of the home and his father and Lila live on the other. It’s definitely not how I envisioned married life, but if I look back on how I came to be here, I was groomed so slowly and sweetly, I practically locked myself in this cage and handed Joshua the key.

I take a few moments with my hands resting on the counter and practice my box breathing. My counselor highly recommends it for anxiety-fraught situations and sadly, my husband coming home from work—particularly today—is a stressful event.

I’m done with my fourth complete cycle when the mudroom door opens from the five-car garage. I move to the refrigerator and pull out a beer, twisting off the cap to have it ready as soon as he walks in the door. I have no illusions that this will mollify him but he’s going to drink a beer anyway, so I might as well have it ready.

Joshua steps into the spacious kitchen with its gleaming wood floors, raw, rough-cut log walls and copper-accented appliances. He’s my age—thirty-eight—and a very handsome man. His light brown hair is casually swept back from his clean-shaven face that shows not a bit of stubble this late in the day. He’s got a strong jaw, a perfect smile and crystal-blue eyes. He’s lean and angular, one of those men who can eat ten thousand calories a day and not gain an ounce, although he does nothing to work for that. It’s why he makes me so meticulously plan out every single meal in the evening and why he’ll be upset I’ve deviated from it. He knows he can eat all his favorites and nothing will stick to his gut.

Tonight’s pot roast was supposed to be a celebratory dinner. Joshua and his father opened a new hardware store on the southern shores of Lake Tahoe and it’s their favorite meal. Plain old pot roast, potatoes and carrots and they’re dining like kings.

Except I didn’t get the meal in the Crock-Pot, so it’s meatloaf instead.

They won’t care that I tried to get as close to that meal as possible with the same vegetables as well as protein, albeit cooked in a different way. This will be seen as a slight against them and ruin their celebration.

I’ll have to choose my words carefully tonight to avoid a major blowup by two men who love being angry, entitled sons of bitches.

Joshua’s eyes sweep over me critically as I hold the beer out to him. He takes it without a thank-you, bringing it to his mouth for a long pull. It’s not his first drink of the day nor will it be his last.

“What are you cooking?” he asks, eyes darting to the countertop where I’d normally have the Crock-Pot.

“Meatloaf, mashed potatoes and candied carrots.”

“That wasn’t what was on the menu,” he says. How can such a simple statement sound so dark and menacing?

“You know I didn’t have time to get it going before I left for the hospital.” My tone is calm, whisper light so he doesn’t take too much offense to my back talk.

Joshua sneers as he steps toward me. “Waste of your fucking time being at the hospital. Nothing you could have done for Lila, anyway.” He then leans in toward me, sniffs my neck. “Did you let him touch you?”

“Who?” I exclaim, taking a step back, but I know who he’s talking about.

“You did,” he says with a firm nod, advancing on me. “I can smell him on you.”

My mind whirls. I hugged Callum. Couldn’t help myself.

Was he wearing cologne? I can’t remember but it wouldn’t have stopped me from the gesture. He looked exhausted and his mother just came out of a serious surgery. There was nothing wrong with an embrace of friendship and comfort.

Except for the fact my husband hates Callum and can get blind with rage when talking about him. I tread carefully but decide for the truth because I did nothing wrong. “I gave him a hug—”

The slap catches me off guard, a left-handed pop to my cheek. It stings but doesn’t rock me the way a right-handed hit would have. Luckily, he holds his beer in his dominant hand.

Joshua then walks into me, backing me into the counter beside the stove. My heart pounds with fear because while this behavior is nothing new, I have no clue how far he’ll escalate.

Setting the bottle down, my husband cages me in with his hands. His glare is glacial, his words coated in poison. “You fucking slut. I bet you loved snuggling up to Callum, didn’t you?”

“No—”

Joshua grips the front of my throat and squeezes. It’s not enough to cut off my air but he’ll probably choke me before it’s all said and done. What’s more terrifying is that he forces my head to the left, trying to push me closer to the boiling pot of potatoes. My body locks and my hand slams onto the counter, pushing against him. If my hair weren’t on top of my head, it would have fallen into the flame under the burner. My skin starts to prickle from the heat.

“Joshua… stop it,” I scream.

“Bet Callum wouldn’t think you’re so pretty with that face scarred, now would he?”

I bring my knee up hard, hoping to catch him square in the balls, but he twists out of my reach. It’s enough that his grip loosens on my neck and I’m able to push away from the hot burner.

But he spins me around, pushing my stomach against the counter, pinning me there with his body. I feel his erection against my backside and bile rises in my throat. Nothing turns this man on more than hurting me.

“Stop it,” I growl as I try to twist away. He uses an open palm to clap me upside the head, hard enough it rattles my teeth. His hand then frantically works at the button on my jeans. “I said no,” I scream, throwing my head back so hard, I catch his chin.

“Fuck,” he roars, stumbling back from me.

I don’t wait around, knowing that my only chance is to escape to a room with a lock on the door. I take off running but Joshua’s on me, his hand grabbing my bun and nearly jerking me backward off my feet. I cry out from the pain as he slings me around, slamming me into the side of a corner cabinet where I catch it full force on my temple.

I see stars but slap at him, trying to push him back. His hand is once again at my throat, this time squeezing so hard my immediate air supply disappears. My fingers claw at his arms, gouging skin with my nails to loosen his grip.

The mudroom door opens and through the ringing in my ears, I hear Joshua’s dad, Preston. “What’s going on?”

Stupid fucking question.

Joshua doesn’t spring back, embarrassed to be caught abusing me. He doesn’t even loosen his grip.

Instead, he calmly says, “Teaching this one a lesson.”

“You know I don’t like for you to do that in the open,” Preston admonishes. “That’s private between a man and a woman.”

I’m so oxygen deprived, my vision starts to dim. My ears feel like they’re stuffed with cotton, but I hear Preston say, “Let her go, son. I’m hungry and she needs to finish our dinner.”

“Fucking meatloaf,” Joshua says in disgust as he releases me. I bend over, coughing and gasping.

“Yeah?” Preston drawls. “Thought we were having pot roast to celebrate the new store?”

I swallow, wincing against the pain of my muscles contracting in my throat. Straightening, I step around Joshua, never taking my eyes off him should he again strike at me. I move to the potatoes to turn off the burner. They should be done.

Joshua sneers as he throws a thumb at me. “Dumb bitch stayed at the hospital all day. Ruined our dinner plans.”

I dart a glance at my father-in-law. He’s big and burly, not like his son’s thin frame. His eyes meet mine. “How’s Lila doing?”

You’d know if you went to visit, you piece of shit. But I can’t say that because I’m far too dependent on these two men.

“She was resting comfortably when I left,” I say, my words coming out in a harsh rasp.

Preston’s blank stare stays pinned on me before he nods to the oven. “Don’t let dinner burn. Call us when it’s ready.” He then turns his gaze on Joshua. “Let’s talk in my office.”

My husband doesn’t reply to his dad, merely moves over to the counter to grab his beer. He doesn’t even grace me with a glance of concern, mainly because he doesn’t care about me at all.

It’s not until both men are gone from the room and their voices dwindle behind the closed door of Preston’s office on the other side of the great room that a gush of air empties from my lungs. I have to put both hands on the counter to brace myself as my legs turn to jelly.

Tears well in my eyes and I don’t hold them back. A therapist I once saw told me not to repress my emotions but rather to acknowledge the pain within them. She told me that was the best way for me to garner the strength I needed to leave Joshua.

But she was so very wrong. No matter how much I hate him, I can never leave. At least not as long as my father lives.


CHAPTER 3


Callum

I hold the straw to my mom’s lips so she can take a few sips of the ice water. She attempted some chicken broth for her breakfast a bit ago, but her appetite is almost nonexistent. The nurse assured me that’s typical coming out of surgery and some people don’t tolerate anesthesia that well.

Her surgery was almost twenty-four hours ago and I can’t help but worry that her lack of appetite is a bad omen. What’s worse, I’m not just worried it’s a physical thing, but probably emotional as well.

When I arrived this morning, she was sleeping. When she woke up, her first words to me were, “Is Preston here?”

I had to be calm and reassuring. “No, not yet.”

Truth is, I had no idea if that asshole would show up. The nurse told me that the only visitor my mother had other than me was Juniper. I’m burning with rage that Preston can’t be bothered to check on his wife, especially given my suspicion that he might be responsible for her injury.

“Want to try something else to eat?” I ask her. “Maybe some scrambled eggs?”

My mom wrinkles her nose and gives a very slight shake of her head, which immediately causes her to wince in pain. “Maybe later.”

“You need food for energy,” I remind gently.

“I know,” she admits with a wan smile. No attempts to try, no assurances she’ll eat later. Just she knows she needs food and doesn’t want it.

“Mom,” I say, reaching out to take her hand. It feels cold and lifeless against my palm. “What happened?”

“What do you mean?” she whispers, her eyes darting away.

There’s no time to beat around the bush. “Did Preston hit you? Push you down?”

“No,” she replies, her gaze coming back to me because she hears the promise of retribution in my voice. “I must have tripped on the steps and fallen.”

I think she’s lying, but I didn’t expect her to fess up after all these years of protecting him.

I cover our clasped hands with my other one and lean forward in my chair. “Mom… you don’t have to tell me anything. But if you want to leave Preston when you’re better, I’ll get you out of there. You can come live with me in Pittsburgh, or I’ll buy you a place here. But you do not have to stay with him.”

I’ve made that offer before and she’s never accepted.

But hell, she’s never had brain surgery before either.

My mom clears her throat and her eyes become a little steely. “I love you, Callum, and I appreciate your concern. But please understand this… no matter what you think, I love Preston. I’ve had a good life with him and while we’ve had our fights like any couple might—”

“—fights between a husband and wife don’t involve fists,” I interject.

She ignores me. “Even though we have fights, they are few and far between. I like my life and I’m content. I won’t leave him.”

“Even if he almost killed you?” I ask, astounded, because although she hasn’t said it outright, her little admission about fights being few and far between tells me all I need to know.

“That’s you who thinks that, not me,” she chides, and I briefly have a complete lack of respect for my mom. She did her best for me when she and my dad divorced. I know that. Just as I know she had room to do so much better because while her standing might have improved when she married Preston, mine did not.

But right now, her unwillingness to care about herself enough to want better disarms me.

“I’m tired,” she says, tugging her hand from mine. “Do you think you could call Preston and find out when he’s going to come visit? It might be that he doesn’t want to come up here because you’re visiting. So maybe give him some space to come see me?”

The same sense of despondency I would have for my mom when I was younger hits me hard in the center of my chest. This is her life and she’s not willing to change it.

My parents separated and divorced when I was twelve. It took my mom less than three months to marry Preston Willard, a local mogul who made his fortune off a third-generation line of hardware stores throughout Nevada, California, Washington and Oregon. For three years, I split time fifty-fifty between my mom’s new home and the childhood home I grew up in with my dad, Richard.

Those three years were tough—dealing with divorced parents—but at least I got to spend half of it with my dad. We had a close bond and he was pure respite from the very unsettling life I had in the Willard ancestral home with a domineering stepfather I didn’t like and an entitled stepbrother, Joshua, two years my junior.

My dad died when I was fifteen and I became a permanent resident in Preston’s home, but being Lila’s son afforded me no advantages. I was never treated equally as a son. When I turned sixteen, I had to earn a car by working in the local Willard Hardware while Joshua was given a Porsche when he became old enough to drive. Of note, the kid never worked a day in his life until after he graduated college and went to work in the corporate offices with his father.

I rise from the chair and lean over the rail to kiss my mom’s cheek. “Okay… I’ll leave for a bit. I’ll also call Preston to let him know it’s all clear to visit. Maybe I’ll swing by the house. Is the security code the same?”

“Still the same,” she murmurs with a faint smile. “Thanks, sweetheart. Maybe you and Joshua can get together for lunch.”

I restrain myself from snorting. My mom is fully aware that Joshua and I hate each other. She knows we have no relationship and never will. But in her mind, if I put forth the effort with him, it will make Preston happy, which will make her happy. I love Lila Willard beyond measure but there are some hard limits I’ll never budge on.

I don’t say any of that out loud, though. “Get some rest. I’ll come back up later.”

As I walk out of the hospital, I call Cannon West. His greeting is direct and to the point. “How’s your mom?”

“As well as can be expected. The doctor said she might be released the day after tomorrow. I’ll stick around to get her settled back home, though.”

“We’ve got things covered here,” he says easily. “You do your thing. We’re all praying and sending out good vibes.”

“I appreciate it.” But then I turn to business. “What’s the deal with Coen?”

“It’s true. Tillie has been offered an artist’s residency in New York. Coen said she’s considering it and he reluctantly admitted that he’s not sure he wants to be separated from her for a year. He wants her to have her chance in the art world.”

“So he wants a trade?” No hiding the glum tone that matches my feelings.

“He’s asked Danny to explore. We can make some other trades to loosen up room under our cap, offer Coen more. Try to make it worth his while financially to stay with us.”

I shake my head as I navigate through town, headed toward Willard Hardware’s corporate offices. “Money won’t sway Coen. He’ll take a damn pay cut to go wherever Tillie’s going.”

“Yeah… I know,” Cannon agrees with a sigh. “Guess we’ll just have to wait and see what Tillie decides.”

“Still work to be done. I’ll start deep-diving prospects.” The Free Agency Frenzy starts in two weeks and if Coen leaves, how we fill that hole will be crucial.

As the general manager, I’m responsible for setting and executing the long-term vision for the team. This might involve multi-year plans, determining the balance between developing young players and pursuing immediate success or making infrastructure decisions like improvements to training facilities.

In the most immediate circumstance, if we lose Coen, we may choose not to replace him with someone of equal talent. We could take the easement on the cap burden and build the team for a future run a few years down the road with young talent. It’s a lot to consider and I’ve got work to do.

I go over a few more things with Cannon and disconnect just as I’m pulling into the Willard Hardware parking lot. Not only is this the original store that Preston’s great-great-grandfather opened, but the second floor houses all the operations as well as the throne upon which Preston sits.

I enter the store and head toward the back where an elevator leads to the second floor. When I step out into the lobby, a receptionist smiles up at me in greeting. “Can I help you?”

“Tell Preston his stepson is here to see him,” I reply.

The woman frowns in confusion, clearly not knowing of my existence. I nod my head toward the door to his office, which I can see from where I’m standing. She picks up the phone on her desk and buzzes him.

“Um… Mr. Willard… there’s someone here claiming to be your stepson.” After a slight pause, she says, “Yes, sir.”

She replaces the receiver. “He says you can go in.”

I give her a curt nod and head toward his office, not bothering to knock when I reach it. I merely open the door and step in without closing it behind me.

Preston Willard was a handsome man once upon a time but his ruddy face is lined with broken veins from too much alcohol, and his stomach is padded with too much good eating. Still, he’s powerful in business and exudes utter confidence as he stands to greet me.

“Callum.”

I forgo any pleasantries. “You need to go visit your wife.”

He inclines his head. “I plan on going at lunch. How is she?”

“She just had fucking brain surgery,” I snarl, my hands closing into fists. “How do you think she’s doing?”

“She’s a lucky woman I found her so quickly,” Preston replies. The glint in his eyes tells me he enjoys messing with me.

I take two strides to the edge of his desk and put my hands down on it. Leaning toward him, I lower my voice. “If I ever find out that she was hurt by your hand or that no-good son of yours, I’ll end you both.”

Preston tips his head back and laughs. “Empty threats. There’s no proof that Lila did anything but fall on the back steps and hit her head.”

“Your lack of empathy seems pretty damning,” I grit out.

“I care for your mother well, boy. She’s led a good life since we married. Maybe you should be a touch more grateful.”

I’m done with this fucker. I push back from his desk, pointing a finger at him. “If I get the barest hint you hurt her in any way, now or in the past, you’re going to regret it, old man.”

“Is that a threat?” he demands.

“A fucking promise.”

I spin and stride out of his office, slamming the door behind me. The receptionist jumps, emitting a tiny squeak of fright.

I know Preston said there wasn’t any proof, but he underestimates my ingenuity. I force a smile on my face as I ask the receptionist. “Is Joshua in?”

“No, sir,” she stammers. “He flew to Vegas this morning to check on our stores there.”

“Perfect,” I murmur.

That means no one should be at the house, assuming Juniper is at work, and there’s a good chance one of the outdoor security cameras picked up the whole incident. I’ve got a million things I should be doing to plan new acquisitions for the Titans in light of Coen’s situation.

But first… I need to know what happened to my mom.


CHAPTER 4


Juniper

The morning sunlight streaming through the nook window is enough to lessen my funk. With my elbows on the table, I poise my coffee cup before my mouth and lightly blow over the top to cool it down.

I can’t go to work today. No matter how good my makeup skills are, I can’t quite disguise the bruise to my temple or the ones on my neck that clearly represent four fingers and a thumb that were strangling me last night when Preston came home. It’s too warm for a turtleneck and the scarf I’ve got wrapped around my throat looks stupid and keeps slipping.

Luckily, portions of my job are purely administrative and can be done from a laptop at my kitchen table. I glance at my computer screen, upon which sits a beautiful database I created. It keeps track of weekly menus I’ve put together to help teach about healthy foods for those with dietary issues. The California state-funded outreach program I work for provides youth development programs, mental health services, nutritional expertise, exercise and parenting programs, literacy classes, workforce development, housing assistance and food distribution to low-income families and services my home county across the border from where I now live in Incline Village.

I’m from Kings Beach, California, which is just five miles west on the northern side of Lake Tahoe. It’s not anywhere near as affluent as here on the Nevada side, and it’s where you’ll find all the public beaches for the tourists. I grew up there, and it’s where my heart is, and why I chose to work for a program based there rather than here where my husband and stepfather are from.

Mainly my duties are to provide nutritional counseling in schools and nursing homes and for at-risk families. I also develop exercise programs for poverty-stricken families through the local parks and recreation departments.

I love my job. Truth be told, it’s what saves my sanity and I’m devastated to be stuck here in this prison until the bruises fade. When I dared to complain about it this morning, Joshua only laughed at me. He couldn’t care less if I’m able to go to work. If he had his way, I’d stay here just to serve him and his father as a glorified housekeeper, especially since Lila can’t do much with her arthritis. I’ve never known two more misogynistic men in my life. To add to it, they’re vile humans with no moral compass, and it’s safe to say my life has become shit over the years.

Can’t bemoan it, though. It’s my own damn fault for falling for Joshua’s lies and now I’m stuck because I struck a bargain with the devil.

My gaze drifts back out the window facing the west side of the property. The Willard estate sits right on the lake, but nearly two acres have been cleared where Lila spent her time building gardens. It’s so beautiful, I could get lost staring out there forever. I find it more peaceful to look at than the water itself.

The chime from the security panel jolts me from my happy place and my pulse skyrockets, assuming it’s Preston coming home for some reason. While he’s not a danger to me, he’s an asshole and mean as a hornet. I know it’s not Joshua, as he flew out to Vegas this morning, and I’ll have a blessed three days without him.

I stand from my chair and walk through to the screen mounted on the wall that borders the door to the mudroom. The security gate is swinging open and a white four-door car that I don’t recognize is pulling through. It’s not Preston or Joshua nor is it the cleaning staff that comes in three times a week, which makes sense as today is not a cleaning day. It’s most certainly not the landscapers as they were here yesterday in their three large trucks that come in to maintain Lila’s gardens.

There’s only one other person in the world who has the gate code, and I’m stunned he’d even use it. Callum hasn’t been back to this house since he graduated college, although that’s not to say he hasn’t come back to visit Lila. He just always stays in a hotel.

My hand subconsciously moves to my temple, hovering over the bruise as I watch his car come up the driveway. I touch the scarf tied around my neck and realize I need to do a check in the mirror. I dart into the half bath off the great room and pull at my hair to hang more over my temple, fluffing it with my fingers. I turn the scarf so the knot is on the side of my neck without bruising and stretch the material across the front to cover the blue and purple marks. As long as I keep my head still and neck straight, it should stay in place.

The doorbell rings and I ignore the maddening thump of my heart. It’s driven by equal parts fear that Callum will see the truth of my life and a strange excitement to merely see the man that I loved so deeply.

But he broke your heart, Juniper. Don’t ever forget that.

I take a deep breath and walk calmly through the great room to the massive pine double doors. I open the left one to find Callum with his back to me, looking out over the front yard.

He turns around and I swear he looks a little disappointed to see me standing there but that does nothing to stop a thrill from rushing through me, spurred by how handsome he is, despite the frown on his face.

“Preston and Joshua aren’t here,” I say since he’s clearly not here to visit me.

“Wasn’t looking for them. Actually, I was kind of hoping no one was home.”

I frown at that cryptic statement. “Then what are you doing here?”

“Snooping,” he says, so matter-of-factly that I almost don’t believe I heard him correctly. But he adds before I can ask, “I want to look at the back patio and see where my mom fell. It doesn’t make sense to me.”

“And you rang the doorbell to see if anyone was home so you wouldn’t get caught,” I guess.

“Don’t give a fuck if I get caught,” Callum says, his expression sour. “I have as much right to be here as anyone. Just didn’t want to spook someone and get shot.”

I can’t help but smile. “I wouldn’t have shot you.” Stepping back from the door, I sweep my arm in a silent gesture of welcome. “Go ahead and take a look.”

Callum steps over the threshold, moving with confidence through the great room where he’ll take the extra wide but gently curving spiral staircase down to the basement level. The Willard home sits on elevated ground with the back patio extending from the bottom floor out into the yard.

As I follow him down, he asks, “Were you here when it happened?”

“I was at work, but Preston called me after the ambulance left. I went straight to the hospital.”

“Was Joshua here?” Callum asks as he steps off the staircase.

“He was,” I answer without hesitation. I’ve got nothing to hide and if Callum has suspicions about his mother’s injury, he’s probably not wrong. Joshua learned his abusive behavior from his dad.

Back when Callum and I were together, he would always pour out his worries to me about what went on behind closed doors in this house. I knew that Lila sported the same types of bruises I’m currently covering and it broke my heart to see how helpless Callum felt because his mother would never admit anything.

I know what he was seeing, though. Once I married Joshua and moved into this house, I heard the same rancid arguments behind closed doors between Preston and Lila. I saw the bruising and the luxury gifts of apology, and most disturbingly, how she’d glow after getting those gifts along with a doting husband for a few weeks.

Never thought the same thing would happen to me.

Well, not exactly the same thing. I don’t accept Joshua’s gifts and there is no afterglow following his apologies. Hell, these days… he doesn’t even apologize. Merely gloats.

Callum unlocks, then opens the French door that leads onto black slate stones that make up the patio. The deck from the main floor is overhead and shades the area. He traverses two small steps and then he’s staring at the area where Lila fell. I mean, he can’t know it’s the exact spot—even I don’t know that—but Preston said it appeared she fell from the steps. All the patio furniture is set farther away and she didn’t hit that.

I stand at the doorway and watch as he looks around. Head tipping back, his gaze focuses on one of the many security cameras installed on the property. Preston is almost paranoid when it comes to protecting what’s his and there are cameras not only outside but in the main living areas as well.

“Seems to me,” Callum murmurs, his eyes locked onto the camera, “that I can finally find out what happened.” He then turns his attention to me. “Do you know how to access the feed?”

Swallowing hard, I nod. I don’t think to lie because it’s not in my nature, but I don’t want to get involved. Joshua is already going to be livid when he finds out I let Callum into the house, but if I were to lead him to potentially incriminating evidence…

A full-body shudder overtakes me and Callum notices. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I mutter. “I’m not sure Preston would want me—”

Callum moves fast, his hand going to my arm. “Juniper… you live in this house so I know you know that there’s a good chance my mom was seriously hurt at Preston’s hands. How can you not help me?”

My stomach rolls over on itself because he’s right… how can I not? While I might not proactively search out the truth, knowing deep down that Lila would never do anything about it anyway, her son is a different matter. Callum will take things into his own hands and mete out justice, and for some reason, that doesn’t bother me.

I turn and head back up the staircase. I hear Callum close and lock the door, then he’s following me.

Next to Preston’s office is a small room that houses all the IT automation equipment that runs the home. There’s a small desk with a server and a computer that controls the security system.

“Do you have the login credentials?” Callum asks, following me inside after I turn on the overhead fluorescent light.

“Yeah. I work from home sometimes and I’ve had to reboot the system a time or two.”

Callum pulls out the chair for me and I settle into it. It seems far too cramped when he puts one hand on the back of it and the other on the corner of the desk, hovering over me as I log into the security program.

I’ve never actually tried to access the saved digital files before but the program is pretty intuitive and a few clicks have me in the proper folders. I choose the one dated yesterday, knowing that the digital files are saved in one-hour increments.

When the folder opens, I gasp. “It’s empty.”

“Fuck,” Callum growls. “Go to the day before.”

I close out of that folder and open the one he mentioned. And right there staring at us are all the files. He doesn’t even ask me to, but I open a few more folders and the videos are all there.

The only one empty is the day that Lila was hurt.

“What do you think?” Callum asks, and I twist my neck to look at him. We’re so close that he could kiss me if he leaned forward a few inches.

Not that I’d ever let him and not that he’d want to.

His eyes are troubled and beseeching for an answer. He wants me to validate what he’s thinking. The fact the files have been deleted is proof something nefarious happened.

I don’t know what to say. I’m afraid to voice it aloud, but it doesn’t matter because his attention is caught by something else.

His gaze drifts over my temple and I realize I unwittingly brushed my hair back as I maneuvered the mouse around. Eyes narrowing, he leans in closer to study what is clearly a bruise under the makeup.

My reaction is damning. I brush my hair forward with my fingertips and attempt to turn away from him. His hand latches onto my wrist, pulling it down. With his other hand, he pushes my hair back and quietly inspects my face.

“Stand up,” he says in a dark growl.

“What? No.”

Using his leverage, he pulls me out of the chair. Not roughly, and his grip on my wrist doesn’t tighten. It’s a gentle tug that I give in to.

“I may not have known you in recent years,” he murmurs reflectively, his regard moving to the scarf at my throat, “but you’re not the type to wear something like this.”

Before I can even think to jerk away, he pulls the material down and exposes the bruises on my throat.

“What in the ever-loving fuck is that?” he demands loudly, as close to a yell as one can get.

This time I do wrench free, moving behind the chair to put distance between us. “It’s none of your business,” I manage to stammer.

“The fuck it isn’t,” he snarls, lunging to take my wrist, presumably to pull me closer for another look.

I’m startled, having had Joshua make such a move, which was usually followed by a strike. I know in my heart Callum would never do that as he doesn’t have a violent bone in his body, but my arms fly up to protect my face.

Callum mutters a string of curses when he sees my reaction and comes to a dead stop. But he doesn’t leave me alone. Instead, he reaches out and folds my hand gently within his. “Come on.”

He tugs me along and my legs move, following behind him based on nothing but pure trust in the man I once loved. “Where are we going?”

“To talk,” he says. “Apparently, I have some catching up on how the Willard family is doing.”


CHAPTER 5


Callum

“Where are we going?” Juniper asks as I lead her out of the IT room.

“My hotel.”

“I am not going there with you,” she says, pulling her hand free.

Turning to face her, I give her a chastising look. “I’m not going to do anything untoward, if that’s what you’re worried about. I just want a private place to talk and I have a large suite.”

She rolls her eyes, a move she often did in our youth. She found me reprehensibly silly at times and I used to love producing that reaction. “I know you wouldn’t do anything questionable,” she drawls. “Neither of us thinks of the other in that way. But this is a small town and the Willards are powerful people. I walk into that hotel with you, word will reach Joshua within the hour.”

“And I should care about that because?” I ask caustically, one eyebrow arching higher than the other.

“Because I don’t feel like being his punching bag. He’s insanely jealous of you.”

That strikes hard and my entire body flinches. Raw fury sweeps through me, the same burning I experienced just a minute ago when I realized what those bruises were that I was seeing. Unlike my mother, Juniper doesn’t try to deny where they came from, and I have to find within myself the fortitude to quench the desire to kill Joshua.

I put that aside for now. “You’re under the impression that I’m going to let you stay in this house, Juni. That’s not happening. You’re going to pack your bags right now and you’re leaving.”

I’m stunned when she backs away from me, both palms out to me. “I can’t leave.”

“The fuck you can’t,” I snap. “Joshua’s not going to lay another finger on you. You’re moving out right now.”

“I can’t,” she insists.

“You can,” I snarl. “I’ll set you up somewhere safe until we can figure things out.”

“You’re not listening to me,” Juniper yells in frustration, her fingers raking through her hair before she throws her hands out wide. “I am stuck here, not by choice, but by circumstance.”

“What do you mean?” I ask hesitantly.

“My dad,” she murmurs. “He’s in an amazing facility here in Incline Village. He gets round-the-clock personal nursing care. He’s well cared for, and I can’t afford it. If I leave Joshua, my dad will go to the nearest state-run facility, which is over a hundred miles away and it’s a dump, Callum. I’ve looked at it because I’ve considered my options. And I can’t in good conscience put him there. So I’m stuck in this hellhole with Joshua until either my dad dies or—”

“Or you die. Because you’re going to end up just like my mom if you don’t get out.”

“I hear you,” she whispers forlornly. “And please… you’re still the person who knows me better than anyone… you have to know I’d leave if I could.”

“Why in the fuck did you ever marry him?” I bark at her, all the anger and frustration of not just this shit show going on right now, but the pain of losing Juniper fifteen years ago.

She flinches, her face crumbling in shame. “You couldn’t begin to understand.”

I rub my hand along my jaw in agitation because now isn’t the time to rehash our broken past. I need to get Juniper to safety.

“Go pack some bags,” I say as I pull out my phone.

“I told you I can’t—”

“I’m going to take care of your father right now.” Juniper’s mouth drops open in disbelief. “He’s going to get the same if not better care, which means there’s no reason for you to stay here anymore. I’ll set you up in a hotel and you are not stepping foot back in this house, do you hear me?”

Juniper stares, frozen in shock.

“Juni,” I say a bit softer, nodding at the staircase. “Please… go pack. Just trust me on this, okay?”

I thought my heart was immune to this woman but admittedly, it pangs when I see how lost she is. She looks around the massive great room where we’ve been arguing, completely unsure of things. I can’t reassure her any more than I already have. She has to trust I will take care of her and her dad.

Finally, she gives a slight nod and I’m pleased to see her shoulders straighten. “Give me fifteen minutes.”

“Take your time. I’ll make some calls to get things rolling.” I follow her as she heads up the stairs and she looks over her shoulder at me in question. “I’m going to need you nearby to tell me where your dad is and to give permission to the facility for me to handle arrangements.”

“Okay,” she murmurs.

I know this entire house well and she heads right at the landing to the east wing where Joshua and I had our rooms. They were massive suites with our own bathrooms. I’m shocked when she doesn’t go to Joshua’s bedroom but rather my old one.

When we enter, I see it’s been redecorated. While it doesn’t scream femininity, the cream colors and sage-green accents tell me that this is Juniper’s room and hers alone.

Interesting… she doesn’t share a room with Joshua.

I don’t mention it, instead asking her for the facility where her dad is. I look up the number and call. It takes me no more than five minutes to get the director on the phone and after a brief conversation where Juniper gives permission for me to act on her dad’s behalf, I have all of the billing transferred into my name. I also leave strict instructions that Joshua and Preston Willard are not allowed to visit Coy Ryan.

My eyes follow Juniper around the room as she methodically goes through her drawers and closets to pack two large suitcases. She can’t take everything, but I’ll buy her whatever else she needs.

I’m on the phone making her a room reservation at the same hotel I’m at when I watch her walk into the adjoining bathroom. I’m stunned when she washes her face at the sink, removing the heavy makeup she’d been wearing to cover the bruises. She pulls off the scarf and tosses it in the garbage can, and I think I might have just witnessed the birth of a new Juniper Ryan.

By the time she’s finished packing her toiletries, I’ve booked her hotel and called the nurses’ station to check on my mom. After I get Juniper settled and allow Preston ample time to visit, I’ll head back there.

It takes me two trips to bring her bags down to the car and then we’re leaving the Willard estate behind. Juniper looks over her shoulder before we round a bend in the driveway… hopefully one last look at her prison.

When we reach the boutique hotel where I’m staying, Juniper doesn’t say a word as we walk in together. I hand the bellhop a fifty to park my car and grab her bags. It takes no time at all to get her checked in and settled into her room. While I had wanted a room right next to mine for peace of mind, the best I could manage was one on the same floor three doors down. I don’t let her stay in there, instead taking her down to my suite where I can make us some coffee while we figure things out.

As soon as I have her seated on the couch with a steaming cup in her hand, I take one of the wingback chairs. I ignore my coffee—it’s time to learn how Juniper came to be in this situation. After we broke up, I tried not to look backward. It was painful letting her go, but I couldn’t accept her ultimatum and while I later had massive regret, there was nothing to be done since she was Joshua’s wife.

It’s something I’ll never understand but it seems like we have a lot to talk about, so I’ll start there. “I don’t understand how you could marry someone like him,” I say candidly. “You’re not the type to take shit from anyone, Juniper.”

She flushes and I feel bad for shaming her, but I need to understand. Her eyes drop to the cup in her hands. “He wasn’t abusive in the beginning. In fact, he was the exact opposite.” Juniper lifts her gaze and it locks on me. “He was there when you weren’t and he was nice and comforting and sweet. When my parents were in the accident, Joshua was there for me in all the ways I needed.”

Fuck… that’s a gut punch. I hated coming back home to attend Olivia’s funeral and seeing Juniper with my brother was possibly the worst thing I’d ever been through, second only to our breakup.

“He wasn’t abusive at all?” I press. Because you can’t hide stuff like that.

“Never had a cross word for me until after we married,” she says with unflinching candor. “But after the wedding… it all changed.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask.

Juniper laughs. “You weren’t mine to tell, Callum. You cut me loose, remember? You weren’t ready to commit, so why would I ever come to you for help?”

“It wasn’t that simple, Juni,” I admonish. “I was committed. I was in it for the long haul. I was just waiting until I had an established front-office job before I could move you to me.”

“Bullshit,” she says, but it’s without any real rancor. It’s sad and quiet. “You could have taken me with you as soon as you got your first job out of college.”

“It would have been too hard on you,” I remind her of the old argument we rehashed all the time. “I was traveling. You would have been lonely.”

“I was lonely,” she snaps, her eyes lighting with fire. “Because you left me back here. And the entire time, I had Joshua acting as my friend. Helping me. Encouraging me. Holding my hand after the accident.”

“No doubt whispering in your ear to give me an ultimatum,” I grunt.

She flushes again and I know I’ve hit the nail on the head. I’ve long suspected he turned Juni bitter against me and her reaction confirms it.

“None of that matters.” She looks tired beyond measure. “That’s all in the past and now I have to figure out what my future holds. Joshua isn’t going to just let me go.”

“What do you mean he won’t let you go?” I lean toward her, elbows on my knees. “Your father is fine. I’ll cover his bills—”

“You can’t do that—”

I hold up my hand. “I can and I will. I have the money. All you have to do is divorce the bastard.”

Juniper puts her coffee on the side table and presses her fingertips to the bridge of her nose as if staving off a headache. “You don’t understand. Joshua is… possessive over me. I mean, I’m pretty sure he hates me, but he won’t let me go without a fight.”

“He has no say in it, Juniper. You want a divorce, you get a divorce. There is no fight.”

“If you say so,” she replies dismissively, dropping her hands to her lap.

It irritates me that she’s not ready to fight. I pulled her out of that house, removed the obstacle of her father’s care. Why isn’t she happy about this?

And then it dawns on me and I can’t hide the condemnation in my tone. “Unless… you want to stay with him. Do you like being in that type of relationship?”

Juniper’s eyes slam into mine, incredulous and condemning. “Are you saying stupid things because you’re stupid or callous?”

“Excuse me?”

“You know me, Callum. Do I seem like the type who likes getting knocked around or being treated like a servant in my own home or being belittled all the time? Do you think I’d ever choose that life if my dad’s own life wasn’t in the balance?”

“No,” I say without hesitation. Juniper would never stand for that.

She should have fucking called me, except I gave her no reason to think she could. When I ended things, I ended it swiftly. Once she started seeing Joshua, there was no way we could ever be friends.

Juniper takes a deep breath and then releases it. “Thank you for taking care of my father. It was the only barrier to me leaving. I’ll figure out a way to repay you.”

“You don’t have—”

“I’ll repay you,” she says in a tone that’s not to be argued with.

But I don’t intend to debate with her. I’m not taking a dime in repayment as I have more money than I know what to do with. I change the subject and bring it back around to satisfy my curiosities.

“I want to understand something,” I begin softly, hoping the gentleness of my tone alerts her to the fact I don’t want to fight. “How did you end up with Joshua? It never made sense to me.”

“Does it really matter?” she asks.

It shouldn’t, but it does. It matters because Juniper was my one true love and I lost her. A man I despise and who doesn’t deserve her moved in. I need clarity.

“Yeah… it matters a lot. Always has, but I was never in a position to ask. So I’m asking now.”


CHAPTER 6


Juniper

It matters a lot.

So I’m asking now.

Callum and I had what I thought was the most perfect love story ever created. I was the girl from the wrong side of the tracks—raised in Kings Beach. He was the stepson of Preston Willard, one of the wealthiest people in Incline Village.

I’ll never forget our first meeting. I was working in my dad’s shop, running the front desk. He was a watercraft mechanic and very good at what he did. But Lake Tahoe was flush with people who knew how to fix boats, so business was never booming. Dad could work on engines and still handle anyone who happened to stroll in.

I didn’t work there because he needed it but because I loved hanging out with my dad. I loved my mom in equal measure. Coy and Olivia Ryan were the absolute best parents in the world. My mom loved small kids and ran a daycare out of our home. As a teenager, I was not as enamored of the little beasties, so I worked for my dad as well as waited tables during tourist season.

One gloriously sunny day, the bell on Dad’s shop door chimed and in strutted Callum Derringer. I knew who he was—every single girl on the north side of the lake did. He was the star in all the sports he played, including club hockey, and he had the looks and swagger to make him seem like a god. The dark hair, dark eyes, and tanned, ripped body of a young man who took working out seriously had all the girls drooling. He was seventeen and already sporting a trim beard that he still wears to this day.

His younger stepbrother, Joshua Willard, walked in behind him. He always tried to emulate Callum, including the confident walk, but he never quite managed it. And because he was not Callum and it was obvious he was nowhere close, he always had a chip on his shoulder. He was my age… just fifteen… but God was he a douche.

Joshua’s WaveRunner wasn’t cranking and they hauled it over to my dad’s shop since it happened to be the closest. Joshua approached the counter first and looked down at me imperiously. “I need to see your best mechanic. Got a job for him.”

“There’s only one mechanic but he’s the best. He’s busy right now, though. What type of craft do you need looked at?”

Joshua leaned an elbow on the counter and ran his eyes over me. I could tell he found me attractive, but he was irritated I wasn’t hopping to do his bidding. In hindsight, maybe that was a warning flag.

“I don’t have time to pass messages on through you,” he said, reaching into his wallet and pulling out a twenty-dollar bill. He slid it across the counter to me, no doubt having watched his dad grease wheels this way in the past. “Now… run along and grab him.”

I almost laughed at the attempt to buy me with a twenty but next thing I knew, Callum was there, pushing Joshua aside. “Don’t be a dick,” he growled. Placing both his hands on the counter, he shot me a disarming smile. “Think we can schedule a drop-off for a WaveRunner and someone can look at it when they get a chance?”

“Sure,” I replied sweetly, pulling out a blank diagnostic ticket. “My dad can get to it later this afternoon.”

“Your dad, huh?” Callum asked, bending at the waist and crossing his forearms on the counter. It brought his face level with mine so I didn’t have to bend my neck to stare up at him. “Is he a nice guy?”

“The nicest,” I assured him, but the words seemed garbled as I was so dazzled that Callum Derringer was actually conversing with me.

“Nice enough to let me take you out for an ice cream while he’s checking out the WaveRunner?”

I just blinked at him like a muted owl. Joshua grumbled something disparaging under his breath, but I ignored him. “Ice cream?”

“It sounds like a good place for a first date, don’t you think?” Callum asked me.

“Date?”

“Are you kidding?” Joshua sneered, pushing his way back to the counter. “She’s Kings Beach.”

“I’m thinking I like Kings Beach,” Callum murmured as he stared directly into my eyes, completely ignoring Joshua.

And that was all it took.

I fell for the man hard.

Turns out, my dad let him take me for ice cream while he looked at Joshua’s WaveRunner. Callum and I were inseparable from then on.

Well, until he broke things off. He was twenty-five and I was twenty-three, and it shattered my young heart. When I think back to that conversation, it constricts my chest to the point of pain. No matter how badly Joshua hurt me over the years, nothing compares to that crushing heartbreak of losing Callum.

“Juni.”

I blink out of my memories to find Callum staring at me expectantly. He wants to know what drove me into Joshua’s arms and I suppose I owe it to him for helping my father today. Otherwise, I’d say he doesn’t deserve to hear the story because along with the hurt that flares brightly from the way he let me go, the anger and bitterness still rage deep down.

“I waited two solid years for you,” I remind Callum.

We both went to the University of Denver. He was two years ahead of me and playing D1 hockey there. Callum never had aspirations of playing in the pros. No, he wanted to be in charge of it all and got his degree in sports management. I was studying nutrition and graduated two years after him. I’d hoped to join him when I got my degree, but instead, he asked me to wait. Urged me to return home and put my degree to use until he could get an established front-office job.

We carried on a long-distance love affair that consisted of nightly phone calls and trips to visit each other when we could swing it. But he was working so hard and traveling so often. He’d started as a player’s agent and then went into scouting, so he didn’t have much free time at all.

For two years, I lived back home with my parents and started working at my current job. I loved it, but I loved Callum more. I wanted to be with him.

“Joshua became a good friend to me,” I say, the easiest explanation for those two years after I graduated college. “This can’t be a surprise to you.”

Callum shakes his head. Despite the two stepbrothers not being close, Joshua was always around when Callum and I were dating. I spent a lot of time over at Callum’s house throughout high school and visits home from college. Joshua matured over the years and while he acted entitled on many occasions, he did become an actual friend.

“It never occurred to me that he’d turn you against me,” Callum says.

My eyebrows shoot high. “He didn’t turn me against you. No one could have ever done that.”

“He took advantage of my absence,” Callum insists.

“Probably. In hindsight, I’m sure that’s what it was. But you’re the one who broke up with me.”

“Because you gave me an untenable ultimatum, Juniper. You were very clear that we needed to move in together or you couldn’t wait for me.”

I throw my hands out in exasperation. “I waited two years, Callum. It was two years too long.”

“It wouldn’t have worked then, Juni. I was scouting in the Ontario Hockey League. I was on a plane every week. It would have been a horrible life for you.”

“And you stayed in that job another two years after we broke up. You made choices that ensured we were doomed from the start.”

Callum’s features harden. “That job led me to my first assistant GM position. I can’t regret sticking it out.”

“I’m not asking you to regret pursuing your dreams and passions. Those were the right choices. The choice you made in not letting me come with you was the mistake. You had no right to decide what was best for me. You took all that away from me and made a unilateral decision—”

“It was a mistake,” Callum blurts out and my jaw drops open. I think I must have heard him wrong because when we broke up, he couldn’t have been more adamant that he was doing the right thing.

He sighs as he scrapes his fingers through his hair, giving a sad shake of his head. “I didn’t know it was a mistake right away, though.”

Frowning, I tip my head to the side. “When did you figure it out?”

“When I came home for your mom’s funeral. Saw you with Joshua. Saw that you leaned on him for support and that should have been my job, but I’d lost that right.”

I look away from Callum. I can’t stand to see the honesty of those words on his face. I’d always thought him so detached from me, so confident in his decisions. And I’ve been so bitter that he made those choices because it was what was best for him, not what was best for us.

My phone rings and I recognize Joshua’s ringtone emanating from my purse, my head slowly turning that way.

“Joshua?” Callum guesses and I nod. “Do you want to talk to him?”

I shake my head. “Not really. But I suppose I have to.”

Still, I don’t move from the couch. The phone rings four more times and then cuts off as he’s sent to my voicemail. My stomach clenches because I know Joshua won’t leave a message.

The phone starts ringing again. “He won’t stop until I answer.”

“I’ll answer,” Callum growls as he rises from the chair and starts for my purse.

“No!” I exclaim, scrambling from my perch. I rush past him and grab the phone. Clutching it to my chest, I add, “I don’t want him to know that you’re involved with me leaving.”

Irritation ripples across Callum’s face and once again, the ringing stops as it goes to voicemail. Only a few seconds pass as Callum and I stare at each other, and then Joshua calls back.

Inhaling a fortifying breath, I move to answer it.

“Speakerphone,” Callum orders quietly.

I have no problem with him listening. I know this won’t go well and Callum deserves to know what he’s just put himself in the middle of.

I connect the call and hold it out between Callum and me so he can hear. Joshua is the first to speak. “What in the fuck is going on, Juniper?” he snarls like a rabid animal. “I got a call from one of the nurses at your dad’s care home and she said there are new orders on his chart that my dad and I aren’t allowed to visit.”

Callum frowns, clearly confused over how that information got to Joshua so fast and in clear violation of HIPAA laws. I’m not surprised at all.

I opt for stalling rather than answering him directly. “Why are you so upset? You two never visit him anyway.”

I can practically hear the steam coming out of Joshua’s ears. “What are you playing at, Juniper? I can cut off funding to your dad as soon as I hang up the phone and he’ll be living in a hovel before the sun sets.”

A low sound of rage rumbles from Callum and I step away so Joshua doesn’t hear it. I give him an admonishing look and change the subject. “I’ve moved out. I’m not coming back.”

“What the fuck did you just say?” Joshua demands. “You better get your fat ass back to the house right now.”

I am by no means hurt by Joshua’s words. I’m healthy, athletic, strong and a bit curvy, but Callum is enraged. He reaches for the phone but I scramble backward and take the phone off speaker. I hold up a warning hand to Callum to remain where he is and hopefully my demeanor conveys that he needs to stay out of this.

I put the phone to my ear. “I’m filing for divorce.” I don’t take my eyes off Callum who’s fuming he’s so angry.

“You’re not leaving me,” Joshua says, his words calm and even. “Go home and we’ll forget this nonsense.”

“I’m not coming back.”

“Is this because of last night?” he demands. “Because goddamn it, Juniper… you know I didn’t mean to hurt you. You know my temper is short and you had to have known I’d react that way. Come home and I’ll make it up to you.”

I close my eyes, asking any higher being for patience. “I’m not coming back.”

“You goddamn fucking bitch,” Joshua screams, and it makes me wince as I pull the phone slightly away from my head. “You will regret doing this, Juniper. You’ll be crawling back on your hands and knees, begging me to let you in. But first you have to suck my cock before I take you back. You’re going to choke—”

My phone is ripped from my hands and I understand by the thunderous look on Callum’s face he heard every bit of that despite me taking it off speakerphone.

Putting the phone to his ear, Callum’s words are so frigid, a shiver runs up my spine. “You lowlife piece of shit,” Callum growls. “You come near Juniper and I will destroy you. Your days of terrorizing her are over. You’re going to let her have a divorce and you will give her a generous pile of money to pay for the misery you’ve inflicted upon her. If you cause her any grief or stand in her way, you will regret it. Am I clear?”

Joshua starts yelling again but I can’t hear the words clearly. Callum merely disconnects the call.

“Why did you do that?” I ask, aghast. “Now that he knows you’re involved, he’s going to go berserk. He’s going to come after me harder.”

“He was going to find out anyway. I guarantee he’s calling the nursing home right now to cut off funds to your dad and he’d have found out about my involvement. This town is too small not to.”

“Shit,” I say, turning my back on Callum. I start pacing the room, wondering what in the hell I’m going to do with my life. I mean… I can easily find an apartment to rent, but Joshua will stalk me. I know it beyond any doubt.

I could move away, but I can’t leave my dad.

Should I just go back to him and let things settle down?

Hands come to my shoulders and Callum stops me mid-stride. Turning me around, he touches under my chin. “Whatever self-sabotaging thoughts are running through your head, just stop them. I’m going to protect you and help you through this. You have my word.”

“But I don’t want you to,” I manage, my voice clogged with emotion. “I let you go, Callum. It took forever for my heart to heal, but I did it by releasing and then forgetting about you. You can’t come back into my life now.”

His thumb grazes along my jaw, his eyes brimming with remorse. “I don’t blame you for feeling that way. But no matter what happened between us—no matter the mistakes I made—I never stopped caring for you, Juni. And now that I know what’s been going on here, I am not walking away from you. I’ll help you get out of this farce of a marriage and make sure you’re safe. I’ll make sure your dad is taken care of. And you’re going to let me do this because I still care about you, okay?”

I want to say no. I want to be strong and part of me wants to even punish him for cutting me loose all those years ago. But I’m also scared, and I know Joshua isn’t fully balanced in the head. He likes hurting me and I know he’s itching to throttle me right now. He’s going to want to make me pay for this embarrassment I’m causing him.

It’s one thing to leave him for what he did to me, but to do it with the help of my first love—my one and only true love, if I’m honest—it means Joshua’s going to come gunning for me.

I have no choice but to accept Callum’s help.


CHAPTER 7


Callum

I never did get an overt endorsement from Juniper regarding my role in helping to extricate her from her marriage to Joshua. She didn’t say yes or no, but the truth is, she has no choice. She has to let me help her. If what she said is true, that Joshua is going to put up a fight, she needs me at her back.

We spent a bit of time talking about what the immediate future will look like. In the next few days, as my mom continues to heal and hopefully is released from the hospital, I will try to figure out what to do about her and the very real probability that she was hurt intentionally. I also have to devise a plan for how to keep Juniper off Joshua’s radar. I delved into her life here in Incline Village, curious if she had any other support like girlfriends who would rally to her side.

Sadly, though, she’s been slowly alienated from everyone because of Joshua. He methodically—using his financial support of her dad as leverage—cut her off from everything she cared about. The one thing she put her foot down on was her job, unwilling to give it up. As it stands, she has to work tomorrow as she’s giving nutritional coaching sessions at the local YMCA.

I got Juniper settled into her room with instructions for her to rest up. I assured her that she could order whatever she wanted from room service and I asked her not to leave without me by her side. I don’t know the lengths Joshua may go to hurt her, but I’ve seen the physical proof that he’s not afraid to dole out pain. She had no problems agreeing to my requests, insisting she had actual work to do. When I left her, she was sitting in front of her laptop, seemingly able to put the nastiness aside and concentrate on the tasks before her.

I always admired that about Juniper, the strength and resilience that make up her core. It’s why it’s still hard for me to reconcile her ever staying with someone like Joshua, but I honestly can’t fathom the dark depths to which she’s probably sunk in recent years. I know Joshua’s financial hold over her dad’s medical situation was instrumental, but there’s no doubt that Juniper has probably been slowly groomed to accept this lot in life.

I’m struggling with guilt when I consider the possibility that I pushed her right into that position. By refusing to commit the way she needed me to made her easy pickings for someone like my stepbrother. I was so sure I was making the best decision for us both, but I was being a stubborn, self-centered asshole when I wouldn’t budge an inch once she laid down her ultimatum.

Biggest fucking mistake of my life. Not only did I pay for it because I’ve never had anything remotely close to what I had with Juniper, she’s paid for it ten times over.

I try to push those thoughts away as I enter the hospital. I have no clue if Preston is here, but he’s had plenty of time to visit since I saw him this morning. Truth be told, part of me hopes he’s in the room so I can confront him on his supposed treachery but deep down, I know that’s not smart. I don’t want him to have any clue that I suspect a thing. I most definitely don’t want him to know I know there’s no video of my mother’s fall.

However, now that Joshua knows I’m involved with Juniper’s escape from that life, if they’re smart, they’ll watch the feed from today and know I was at the house. They’ll know Juniper and I went into that IT room. I have to figure out how to play this.

When I reach the nurses’ station, I check in to see if the doctor has made any further rounds. I glean that my stepdad was indeed here to visit but left over half an hour ago. Guessing he didn’t stay long.

I’m glad to see my mother sitting up in bed, working on a bowl of soup before her. She smiles when I walk in.

“How are you feeling?” I ask as I pull a chair alongside her bed.

“Like someone was rooting around in my brain.” She grimaces but it’s said with good nature.

I study her critically, notice she has more color in her cheeks, although the massive bandage on the side of her head lends an aura of frailty. It’s a reminder she did just have brain surgery. “You look better than you did even this morning.”

“You just missed Preston,” she says, her smile lighting up, and it makes my insides boil. While I’m confident beyond measure that Juniper has no tender feelings for Joshua, my mom still loves her husband, no matter what he’s done to her in the past.

The doctor said that she should be able to go home in a few days, which doesn’t leave me a lot of time to figure things out. I know this may not be the absolute best time, but I’m going to take advantage of my mom feeling better right now.

“Mom,” I begin, and her eyes leave the soup bowl and come to me. “I’m going to ask one more time… did Preston do this to you?”

Anger suffuses her face and she tosses her spoon down. “You’ve already asked that and I’ve told you he didn’t.”

“Then was it Joshua?” I ask.

My mom blinks in surprise. “Joshua? No. Why would you even think that?”

Because he beats his wife too, that’s why.

I scoot my chair closer and take her hand in mine. She tries to tug it away because I know she doesn’t like me pushing this. She’s trying to create distance in our mother-and-son bond, which is tenuous at times.

“I went to the house this morning and Juniper helped me look at the security recording of the patio.” My mom’s hand twitches against mine and I don’t say anything further.

I let the silence hang heavy enough that she needs to fill the void. It’s a horrible trick, but I need the truth.

“Then you saw it was an accident,” she finally says.

“But was it really?” I press.

“You saw it. We were arguing and I just wanted some space. We were doing our normal yelling at each other. It’s been a way of life for us, Callum. You know that. He followed me out the back door and you saw it… our feet got tangled up as we came off the bottom step and I fell. Just an accident.”

Jesus Christ. What the fuck does that even mean?

“Then why did he tell the ambulance attendants and the surgeon that he found you there after you’d fallen?”

“Well, I don’t know,” she snaps. “I was too busy being unconscious and all.”

“Okay,” I say soothingly, patting her hand. The last thing I want to do is upset her. “It’s fine. I understand now.”

“Good,” she says, relaxing her shoulders and squeezing her fingers around mine. “Let’s not talk about it anymore.”

“I have to ask one more time though…” My mother sighs with frustration. “Would you like to come live in Pittsburgh with me?”

It’s my mom who now pats my hand. “Callum… I love you so very much. But I’m not leaving Preston. Ever. He’s my husband and I love him. I have a great life with him. I know you don’t agree with it, or even understand it, but you don’t have to. You only need to know that I’m content where I’m at. You have to be good with that.”

“Okay,” I repeat, this time with a resignation I try to conceal. “I understand your position, but it doesn’t mean I won’t stop asking you to come away with me.”

“My answer won’t change.”

So be it. “There’s something else you need to know. Juniper had bruises on her.” I point to my temple. “Joshua choked her too. She told me this has been going on pretty much the entire marriage.” My mom’s eyes dart away and that tells me she was well aware of what was going on too, although I’m sure it was swept under the rug much the way her abuse has been. “She’s left Joshua.”

My mom’s head snaps back my way and she winces from the pain that must have caused. Her hand tightens on mine and she looks scared. “Where is she?”

“Safe.”

“Joshua’s not like Preston,” she says, and I take that—coupled with the unease on her face—as an admission that Joshua is far worse. I’d sort of figured that out. “He’s not going to just let her go.”

“He doesn’t have a choice.”

Chewing on her bottom lip, her eyes glaze as if she’s considering something. When she focuses back on me, she shocks me to my core. “He’s dangerous. You need to get Juniper away from here. Take her back to Pittsburgh.”

My denial is swift. “I can’t do that. She has a life here. She’s not mine to… to… I can’t even offer that.”

Sitting up straighter, my mom grips my hand harder. “You listen here, Callum Derringer. You apparently initiated this grand escape and now that it’s done, Joshua’s going to make her pay. Even if she goes back right now, he’ll make her pay. You leave her here, he’ll make her pay. Her only chance at any type of safe life is to leave Incline Village and move far enough away that it’s too much trouble for him to go after her.”

“You make him sound psychotic,” I mutter.

She doesn’t do anything but stare at me in a manner so direct, she doesn’t need to affirm with words that she, in fact, thinks he’s deranged.

“Christ,” I sigh, pulling my hand away and scrubbing it through my hair. I rub at the back of my neck, the tension knotting it up. “Okay, fine. I’ll take her to Pittsburgh, but I’m not leaving until you get out of the hospital and I’m sure you’re okay back at the house.”

“I’ll be fine at the house. Preston will hire someone to help care for me. But you should go now with Juniper—”

“I’m not leaving until you are released.” Which will be at least two more days. That gives me enough time to figure out what to do with Juni, and her dad for that matter. She won’t leave without him.

It could be seen as one big clusterfuck but for some weird reason, I’m not displeased by Juniper coming to Pittsburgh with me. I’m not put out at all that she’s divorcing Joshua. I’m certainly not minding this new role of protector—a chance to make up for past mistakes, perhaps.

If I can help Juniper out of this situation, it might alleviate some of the guilt I’ve carried over the way things ended between us. I know it would ease the frustration I’m experiencing with my mom’s refusal to walk away from a toxic relationship.

Regardless, I’ve got my work cut out for me because none of this will be an easy sell to Juniper.


CHAPTER 8


Juniper

Pacing the hotel room, I rub my arms. My skin itches like I’m about to come out of it. It’s a combination of anxiety, fear and a smattering of hope.

Not a day has gone by since Joshua first showed me his dark side that I haven’t dreamed of an escape. There were even times when I went as far as to make serious plans. I once visited a divorce lawyer who was confident he could help me dissolve the marriage and leave with a sizable financial settlement. What he couldn’t guarantee me was my father’s continued excellent medical care, citing that there was no way the courts would force Joshua to provide for him. Because it could take months for us to finalize the money issues between us, my father would have to go to a state-run facility and I couldn’t do that to him.

My father is in what’s called a vegetative state. The car accident that killed my mother and damaged his brain has left him with a permanent lack of consciousness these last thirteen years. He’s not able to speak or respond to commands, but he does sleep and have awake cycles where his eyes are open. He’s able to chew and swallow food but past the basic functions that prolong his life, he’s utterly helpless and requires around-the-clock care.

Even though my dad doesn’t know I visit him several times a week, nor does he have a conscious understanding of what’s going on around him, I can’t let him go to a substandard facility. My heart won’t allow it, and so, as it always happened, I resolved to bear the brunt of Joshua’s abuse.

But now… Callum has me out of that house. He’s taken care of my dad. I’ve even made the bold move of telling Joshua I’m not coming back.

I think I’m so on edge right now because I have no clue how to survive past today. Right now, I’m waiting on Callum. He’s been gone all day but texted me a bit ago that he was bringing dinner and we needed to talk. I’m assuming he has potential solutions but every bit of this is scary as hell because I have no control anymore. I’m caught up in a vortex of circumstances spinning me around so violently, I’m afraid my decisions aren’t the best.

The soft knock on the door has me jumping and for a split second, I have the terrifying feeling it’s Joshua on the other side. He’s been blowing up my phone all day but I’ve sent every call to voicemail and refused to read his texts.

Slowly, I walk to the door and put my eye to the peephole. I’m relieved to see Callum there carrying a large brown paper bag.

As I open the door, the smell of Chinese food wafts toward me. While I’m hungry and grateful Callum is here, I realize I need something else. I turn my back on him as he enters, listening for the click of the lock. I head straight for the mini bar that I’ve been eyeballing for the last twenty minutes and pull out a single-shot bottle of Jack Daniels.

Holding it up, I ask him, “Want one?”

Callum shakes his head. “No, but by all means… I’m sure you could use it.”

When Joshua married me, he turned me into a socialite. A beauty to rest on his arm—look pretty, keep my mouth shut. I know how to function in polite society but I don’t have to do that anymore.

I twist off the cap and don’t bother with a glass, instead chugging it down until my eyes leak tears and my throat burns.

Sucking in air, I toss the bottle in the garbage and open another one. I shoot a glance at Callum and I’m grateful he doesn’t look put out by my behavior. He watches as I act like a lady for the second drink and pour it into a glass.

Callum moves to the small desk where I was working and pushes my laptop to the side. I closed it over an hour ago, having finished my work, and started pacing the floor. He unloads a variety of containers from the bag and my stomach rumbles. I didn’t eat lunch. I had not thought myself hungry until I opened the door and smelled the food.

“I take it you’re still a fan of the sweet-and-sour pork?” Callum asks before looking over his shoulder at me.

“Haven’t had it in years, but that sounds amazing.” I walk toward the table, carrying my whiskey.

Callum’s brow creases, indicating his confusion. “You haven’t eaten Chinese in years?”

“Oh, I’ve eaten Chinese. Just not sweet-and-sour pork. Joshua said it wasn’t good for me.”

“Wait! What?” Callum faces me. “Why would he say that?”

“Because it’s too fattening.”

“And you let him dictate what you eat?” he asks, a sharp edge to his tone.

I can’t stand the censure in his eyes and it makes me throw back the second shot of whiskey. It doesn’t burn as bad this time. “Don’t judge, Callum. You’ve never stood in my shoes.”

He flushes with guilt and immediately apologizes. “I’m sorry. I had no right to say anything. Was he… was your entire life with him like that?”

I wave my hand, ignoring the food, and head back to the mini bar. I pull out another bottle of Jack but before I can open it, Callum takes it from my hand, along with my glass. Rather than deny me the fortification, I watch spellbound as he makes me a mixed drink, adding a generous amount of ice and Coke to the tumbler.

Giving it back to me, he says, “Sip. I don’t want you puking later.”

“Thanks,” I mutter, taking a delicate drink. I’m grateful for his foresight. My head is already swimming.

Callum pulls the chair out from the desk and says, “Sit. Eat.”

We dive into the containers with our chopsticks and it’s a blast of memories. We used to eat Chinese a lot when we were at the University of Denver. It was cheap and easy and we both loved it. We’d eat on the bed, watching TV, and when we were done, Callum would undress me and—

I force my thoughts from that image. That’s not us anymore.

“I told my mom you left Joshua,” Callum says, and my chopsticks stop poised before my mouth. “This was after she told me what happened on the patio.”

I drop a piece of sauce-covered pork back into the container. “She told you what happened?”

“Sort of.” Callum recounts their conversation in which Lila admitted she and Preston were arguing as they stepped out of the back door onto the patio. Seems she didn’t admit he hit her but called it an accident. “And when I told her you left Joshua, she got a little scared on your behalf. She said he’s dangerous.”

The whiskey in my belly sours and the little food I’ve swallowed threatens to come up. “He doesn’t have any limits so yeah, that makes him dangerous.”

“I’m absolutely afraid of the answer, but I’m going to ask it because I need to know… What are we dealing with? Cold, hard truth time.”

I push the food away and pick up the tumbler, taking a hefty sip of my drink. Despite feeling a bit nauseated, I need the liquor to tell this story only once. After that, I don’t want to think about it again.

“When you and I broke up,” I begin, my fingers circling the top of my glass, “Joshua ended up becoming a good friend. I’m not quite sure how it happened, but he just always seemed to be there. He checked in on me, helped me fix a flat tire, invited me to join him and his then-girlfriend on summer outings. It was all very low-key but he was so nice. He was respectful of my broken heart.”

Callum flinches but I don’t pause to tell him it’s okay. It’s not. He hurt me a lot. Not in the same way Joshua has, but it was no less painful.

“I didn’t date for a long time but slowly, Joshua became one of my closest friends. Certainly the only male friend I had. He was in my inner circle.”

Shaking his head, Callum ponders, “But how? He’s always been such a shit.”

I lift a shoulder. “In hindsight, I think he was grooming me. I think he was playing a long game.”

Expression thunderous, Callum slams his chopsticks down into a container, pushing it away. “And then you two started dating?”

Another lift of my shoulder. “It was two years after we broke up, Callum. He’d broken up with his girlfriend and a few months later, he asked me out. It just… progressed from there.”

“And he was there when your parents’ accident happened.” He utters the words as if they taste like ashes.

I don’t bother to validate that statement because I hate to think about how much I relied on Joshua in my grief. I had already believed myself in love with him. He made it easy over those years to forget about Callum.

And when Callum showed up for my mother’s funeral, I hardly had a twinge of feeling left for him.

I mean… there was a twinge, but I pushed it down deep inside.

“Accepting his proposal not long after was an easy choice,” I say, picking up my chopsticks and poking around in the container. I’m no longer hungry but I like keeping my hands busy. “He was going to take care of my dad. He treated me like a queen. Why would I say no?”

“Did you love him?”

“At that time, yes.”

“Was it the same way you loved me?”

“No,” I reply, but I don’t elaborate. He doesn’t ask me to.

“What changed?” Callum asks.

My laugh is mirthless as I shake my head. “That piece of paper making us husband and wife is what changed. To him, that made me his property. It didn’t happen all at once but there was a definite evolution. He started controlling me, picking out my food and clothes. He cut me off from friends. Tried to thwart my career. Joshua also started drinking more and I don’t know if that was coincidental or maybe he’d just hidden it before, but the booze made him verbally abusive. When I wouldn’t let his barbs affect me—when he didn’t get the reaction he wanted, which was me cowering in fear—he resorted to using his hands.”

“I don’t know that I want to hear the details,” Callum snarls.

“But you need to because you asked me what we’re dealing with. I know you can probably imagine a lot of it because I know you watched your mother live it. I’m just going to tell you the worst of it.” Callum watches me warily. “After we’d been married almost three years, Joshua wanted to have a baby.” Callum turns his head and stares out the window. “I agreed. I thought it might fix things. At any rate, I was only a little over two months pregnant when Joshua knocked me down the stairs in a fit of rage. He was mad because I’d burned dinner that night.”

“Motherfucker,” Callum says as he bursts up out of his chair, hands clenched in rage. “How bad were you hurt?”

“A broken arm. And I lost the baby.” The pain wells up in my chest when I think back on those days.

Callum drops before me, his hands resting lightly on my knees. “If I had known, Juni… I would have rescued you then.”

The alcohol makes my head swim and I want to smooth the worry lines from his face with my fingertips. But I don’t touch him. It’s not my place.

I clear my throat and push up from the chair, causing Callum to rise and move back from me. I pick up my drink and take another sip.

Callum wants more of the truth though. “Did you try to get pregnant again?”

I want to tell him it’s none of his business but really… he’s heard the worst. I shake my head. “I secretly got an IUD. Joshua never knew. Of course, he blamed my inability to get pregnant on me and I paid for that decision in other ways.”

“I’m going to kill him,” Callum says, his tone flat… almost robotic.

It’s his lack of emotion that scares me. “Don’t be ridiculous. He’s not worth it.”

Callum’s expression is unyielding, but he leaves the thought of murder alone. “My mom’s right. You’re right. He’s not going to just give you up.”

“Agreed. I’m going to have to grow eyes in the back of my head so I can always see him coming. I’ll rent an apartment or something affordable, and I know how to shoot a gun. I’ll get a restraining order if—”

“You’re coming to Pittsburgh with me,” Callum says.

My jaw drops. “Excuse me?”

“You’re coming to Pittsburgh. It’s the safest place for you and I’m betting Joshua will have an easier time letting you go if you’re not around.”

“But I can’t… my dad… my job.”

“I’ve got your dad already pre-admitted into an excellent facility near my house. Better than where he’s at right now. And you can get any number of jobs doing exactly what you’re doing here. I’ve already talked to Brienne and she’s got contacts.”

“Whoa… wait a minute. You discussed me with your boss? You made arrangements for my dad without asking me?”

“Juni… we don’t have time—”

“Don’t you Juni me, Callum Derringer. You’re making decisions and controlling me exactly the way Joshua did.”

Callum’s hands shoot out and cup my face. I’m so startled, my drink sloshes over the rim, but his face looming in front of mine makes me ignore the spill. “Never the way Joshua did. I would never force you to do anything you didn’t want to. I would never hurt you. Never demean you. Don’t you ever compare me to him, do you hear me?”

His tone is angry but his hands are featherlight on my face. I can only nod.

“Let me rephrase what I said. Will you please consider coming to Pittsburgh with me? The only thing holding you here would be your job and maybe they can let you work remotely, you can take a sabbatical, or I can help you find a new job in Pittsburgh. Let me help you and your dad the way I wasn’t able to all those years ago.”

“Callum,” I whisper, overwhelmed by his passionate plea. His generosity. “You don’t need to do this.”

“I want to do this,” he says quietly. “Please let me help you, okay?”

I’m lost in his eyes. The earnest honesty shining back at me. His deep desire to make things right.

There’s no way I can say no.


CHAPTER 9


Callum

I’m uncomfortable sitting in my rental car, watching the door to the law firm that Juniper disappeared into over an hour ago. Through Brienne’s connections, I got her an appointment with the best divorce attorney in this area so she can get some basic advice and protection from Joshua. The lawyer agreed to meet Juniper on a Sunday. This wasn’t as easy a task as one would think since the Willards do a lot of business in this town and are well respected. But this particular lawyer—a lady by the name of Julia Bend—had no conflict nor any love in particular for the family.

Juniper refused to let me go in with her. I assume she wanted to talk about private stuff that occurred between her and Joshua, things she doesn’t want me to know. That makes my stomach twist in knots because that means there’s probably something worse than him knocking her down the stairs and causing a miscarriage.

She wouldn’t even let me sit in the waiting room, insisting I leave and come back when she’s done. But there’s no way I’m going anywhere, not when Joshua is on the warpath. He kept calling and texting her last night as we made plans to leave for Pittsburgh after my mom gets out of the hospital.

I finally took Juni’s phone from the table where it was sitting and sent him a text. Stop contacting me. I’m blocking you.

Then I blocked the fucker.

Juniper did not react whatsoever. After her three Jacks, she was pretty mellow and nodding along with whatever I suggested.

Of course, Joshua then started calling me. I did not avoid the call.

“Hello,” I answered cordially after starting a recording app that I often use for long business meetings so I can refer back to things that slip my mind.

“Where is she?” he demanded.

“Safe and not coming back to you. So leave her alone.”

“She belongs with me,” Joshua snarled. “You lost your chance and you can’t just come here and decide you want her back.”

“That’s not what’s happening.” I keep my tone non-confrontational. “You’ve been abusing her for years and she’s not returning to that.”

“You can’t prove anything.”

“Don’t need to. I saw the bruises.”

“Juni’s a clumsy woman,” he replied smoothly.

I can’t stand him fucking calling her by the nickname I gave her when she was just fifteen and I was seventeen. “Did she choke herself yesterday? Because she has a clear handprint on the front of her throat.”

Joshua didn’t take the bait and admit to his crimes but he said something just as damning. “If she doesn’t come home to me, she’s going to regret it. And so will you.”

“Is that a threat?”

“It is,” he replied confidently. “Watch your back, Callum.”

Joshua hung up and Juniper lifted her eyebrows in a silent request for me to relay the full conversation. I did and nothing about it shocked her.

He did not call or text again, but by no means do I think he’s going to let her go that easily.

The door to the law firm opens and I see Juniper exit. She hitches her purse over her shoulder and looks up and down the street. I start the rental car, prepared to pull out of the spot to pick her up when I see Joshua stepping out from between two parked cars.

No clue where in the fuck he came from, but he had to have been following us from the time we left the hotel this morning.

I jump out of the car and wait for traffic to break before trotting across, my eyes never leaving Joshua.

He approaches Juniper from her right and she doesn’t see him coming. I pick up the pace just as she turns, catching her husband from the corner of her eye. I hate the look of fear that ripples across her face but then I’m equally impressed when she hardens her expression into steely resolve. She even lifts her chin as he approaches.

Luckily for the bastard, he doesn’t touch her. When I hit the sidewalk, I’m still not close enough to hear what he’s saying but he stops a few feet from her, hands tucked casually in the pockets of his dress pants.

I could stop right where I am and let this conversation play out. Joshua isn’t stupid enough to hurt her in broad daylight on a busy street. I trust Juni to handle herself, but I know he’s going to threaten her, and for that, there needs to be a witness. My goal is a restraining order to keep him away.

Just as I approach, I hear Juniper say, “There’s nothing to talk about.”

Joshua’s head turns my way and he grimaces as I get closer. Keeping his eyes pinned on me, his words are directed to Juniper. “You’re fucking him, aren’t you?”

“No!” she exclaims with indignation. “Callum is only helping me with my dad.”

“Come on, Juniper,” I say, jerking my chin back toward the car. “Let’s get out of here.”

“She’s coming home with me,” Joshua says and to my shock, he grabs her wrist.

I didn’t think he’d dare get physical in public and granted, he’s not hurting her, but fury lights a fire inside me at the sight of his hand on her.

I don’t bother with words, instead lunging at him. He’s so startled by the time my hand is around the front of his throat, he lets her go instantaneously. Even though she’s free, I’m still burning with rage and I push him backward, right off the sidewalk. I slam him into the side of a parked car and tighten my grip so hard, his eyes bulge.

“Doesn’t feel good to be choked, does it?” I ask menacingly as I lean into him. “Sucks having your air cut off. Hurts, doesn’t it?”

Joshua’s hands slap and push at me, but I’m driven by a need to avenge Juniper in some small way. I also know that if I really hurt him, I’m going to get in trouble… possibly land in jail and I can’t protect her there.

I release him just as suddenly, although he makes a big deal of gasping and choking when he’s free. I step back onto the sidewalk, keeping myself between Joshua and Juniper. When I glance at her, she doesn’t seem bent out of shape by my actions.

Good.

“I’m going to kill you,” Joshua snarls, pointing a shaky finger at me. “Keep your fucking slut. She’s not good for much but she gives a mighty fine blow job—”

I start after him again, intent on drawing blood and hopefully knocking some teeth out. But Juniper jumps into action, latching onto my arm with both hands and pulling with all her might. “Please don’t, Callum. I don’t want you to get in trouble.”

Joshua smirks at both of us, happy to have gotten a rise out of me.

Juniper leans to the side so she can glare at her husband, but it’s to me she talks. “And don’t listen to what he says about blow jobs. His dick is super tiny and he has an issue with premature ejaculation.”

I have to choke back a laugh as Joshua’s face flames red. “You goddamn bitch. You never had it as good as you did with me.”

Juniper is now the one taking offense, and this time she steps in front of me with her hands on her hips. “Please… you couldn’t find my clit if someone gave you the damn GPS coordinates.”

That was just as funny, but I notice something happen with Joshua that makes me realize it’s time to stop this street drama. His eyes flatten of all emotion and he stares at us blankly before something new flickers across his face.

Cold calculation.

It’s at this moment when I realize Joshua’s not just a lot of bluster. He’s not just a bully who likes to hurt those who are weaker, and he’s not just dangerous. I think he actually might lack a conscience because if looks could kill right now, Juni and I would both be dead.

Reaching out, I take her hand in mine and I don’t care how it looks. I want her at my side. “Come on. Let’s go.”

I have to tug her, and I think she might want to stay and lob more insults, but I see she’s frozen in place as she takes in the way Joshua appraises us.

Like we’re his next meal.

That’s fear on her face and my arm goes around her shoulders. “Let’s go, Juniper,” I murmur, turning her away from her husband and leading her down the street.

I glance over my shoulder and see that Joshua still stares at us as we walk toward my rental. We cross the street and I open the car door for her, then close it as soon as she’s settled. He stands there, arms slack at his sides and that creepy look leveled our way as I get behind the wheel.

If my mom weren’t in the hospital, I’d take Juniper back to Pittsburgh right this minute, but we are unfortunately stuck until she’s discharged.

I realize that Joshua knows the hotel we’re staying in, and I’ll change that as soon as we leave here. I’m also only getting one room because I’m not letting Juniper out of my sight.

“Did you see that?” she asks as I pull away from the curb. We have to drive by Joshua who just watches us like a creeper as we pass him.

I grimace as my eyes go to the rearview mirror and still, he doesn’t move. Just watches us drive out of sight. “You mean the deranged look on his face?”

“Yeah. I’ve never seen that before.”

Her voice tugs on my heart. She’s scared and sounds so alone.

But she’s not.

I reach over and take her hand, lacing my fingers with hers and resting our entwined digits on the center console. “He’s not going to hurt you. He’s not even going to get close to you because from now on, I’m by your side at all times.”

Juniper nods absently, her gaze pointed out the window. Her hand is lax in mine and I can tell she’s a million miles away.

I squeeze her fingers. “What did the lawyer say?”

“That I’ll be a wealthy woman when she’s done with Joshua. But I don’t care about that.”

“You should,” I point out. “You want to take care of your dad. The divorce settlement will allow you to do that.”

Juniper sighs and rolls her head my way. I spare her a short glance as she says, “I know. But I just wish it was all over. I’d walk away with nothing if I knew that he’d just forget about me.”

“He won’t, so we have to fight.”

“We?” she asks, a tiny smile on her face. “When did this become a group sport?”

“The minute I saw that bruise on your head, Juni.” The reminder is potent and she blushes. “And I’m on your team until you’re free of him.”

“You know I’ll never be able to repay you or thank you. I couldn’t have done this without you. I’d still be sitting in that house, waiting for his next attack.”

“I know. And I hate that this has been going on for years. I also understand why you didn’t tell me.”

“So, what’s the new game plan?” she asks.

“Let’s go visit my mom and see what the doctors are saying. I want you to call your attorney right now and let her know about the confrontation with Joshua and the threats. See if it’s enough for a restraining order, but I’m guessing it’s not. She still needs to know about it. Then you and I are changing hotels. Joshua followed us this morning. We’ll get something in Reno to put distance between us.”

“Okay.”

“And you’re staying in my room. I’ll get a suite with two bedrooms but I’m not letting you out of my sight.”

“I have to work tomorrow. I can’t take another day off.”

I don’t think she understands the danger she’s in. “You can’t go back to work, Juni. You can’t go anywhere that I can’t, and you can’t go anywhere that Joshua can find you without me. Call your boss and explain what’s going on. See if you can do remote work, but if you can’t, then you need to quit.”

“I can’t just quit on them,” she says, aghast.

“Juniper.” My tone is hard but I rub my thumb over the back of her hand. “This life is done. That includes your career here. You saw what Joshua did back there. He’s going to come after you and the best way to avoid that is to avoid him. It’s time to make changes now.”

She doesn’t say anything and when I’m able to take my eyes off the road for a second, I see tears welling.

I swallow a curse and find a spot to pull over. Turning in my seat, I slide my fingers behind her neck and force her to look at me. One tear trickles from the corner of her eye and she dashes it away.

“I’m with you,” I assure her. “I’ve got your back. I’ll protect you. I know this is scary, but you and your dad will be safe. You’ll be happy again, I promise.”

She nods as another tear dribbles out. She angrily rubs it away, taking a deep breath. “Okay… yes. I know. I’m just… this is all I’ve known. This is my home and I’ll be leaving.”

I can’t fucking help myself. I lean forward to press a soft kiss on her forehead. “I know. It’s hard to leave that comfort zone. But you’ll have me and while I know we don’t know each other all that well anymore, you know me at my core. Know me better than anyone, for that matter. You know I’ll lead you to happiness. I promise.”

Juniper shakes her head, pulling back from me. “Don’t promise me that.”

I’m duly chagrined as my hand falls away because that’s a direct reference to the promises I made to her about commitment and happiness—the ones I didn’t fulfill.

“Okay, I won’t promise you that. I’ll just promise myself.”


CHAPTER 10


Juniper

I’m sitting in the back of Callum’s rental, his mother having the honor of the front seat as we drive her home from the hospital.

Five days after her surgery, Lila has been discharged. She had a routine recovery and met all her milestones, so the neurosurgeon felt comfortable letting her go. Preston has hired a full-time nurse to look after Lila, which is overkill given she’s had a remarkable recovery. She doesn’t need that level of care, but I am grateful someone will be there with her because I won’t.

After we drop her off and get her settled in, Callum and I will head to the airport where I’ll be traveling with him to Pittsburgh.

It’s hard to believe just four short days ago, my world turned upside down. I can pinpoint it to the very second… when Callum’s eyes landed on my bruised temple and he knew what that meant. My life changed because he decided it was to be so.

I’m not fighting it though. It was my time to escape and given that my father is already in Pittsburgh, this is my best chance to break away from Joshua.

So much has happened in the last few days that I feel off-kilter. My new attorney, Julia Bend, sent a formal letter to Joshua demanding that he keep five hundred feet away from me at all times. She also advised him that I would need to go back to the house at least one more time to collect more belongings and she’d give him the date and time so he could make himself scarce. When I had packed that day Callum demanded I leave, I didn’t do a very good job. While I don’t know that Pittsburgh will be my permanent home, it’s going to be my home for a while. As such, I want to get as much of my stuff as I can.

That day is today. Callum bought me three additional large suitcases, and I’m going to fill them with the rest of my clothes and a handful of mementos.

Apparently, the letter did not go over well with Joshua. While he’s still blocked from my phone, he sent Callum a flurry of threatening texts. That led Callum to call Preston and I listened in on that conversation. He told him to get his son under control or it was going to be embarrassing to him and the Willard brand for Joshua to get arrested for harassment. Ultimately, Preston didn’t want negative publicity and he assured Callum he’d rein in his son.

Whatever he did seemed to have worked, as we hadn’t heard a thing from Joshua, and Preston assured us he’d be gone from the house when Lila arrived today so I could pack additional belongings.

“It’s going to be so nice to be back in my own bed,” Lila says from the front seat.

I reach forward and give her shoulder an affectionate squeeze. No matter how horrible my circumstances have been since marrying Joshua, Lila has been like a mother to me in all ways.

“There’s no better medicine for healing than being in your own home,” I say. Granted, her home is filled with violence, but I know Preston will at least be on good behavior for a while and there will be a nurse to look after her and see to her comforts. “I’m sorry I won’t be here to help you.”

Lila reaches her hand back to pat mine. “Don’t you worry about that, Juni. I’m glad you’re getting out.”

I glance in the rearview mirror and Callum’s dark eyes meet mine. His mom hasn’t said much about this entire situation the last few days we’ve visited her in the hospital, so that was about as blatant a remark as one could make to acknowledge the hell from which I’m escaping.

I want to blurt out and urge her to come with us, but Callum told me her mind was made up. In the conversations we’ve had the last few days while we kept her company, I could tell she’s resolved to ride out her marriage just the way she’s been doing for the last twenty-eight years.

I settle back into the seat, watching the scenery pass by. I’m going to miss this place so much, but at the same time, I’m eager to leave. I’ve been struggling with the jumble of nerves and emotions since deciding to leave Joshua. Just a handful of days ago, I was stuck in an abusive relationship. I had a great career but my shitty marriage made me unhappy as hell.

Today, I’m separated and going to be divorced. I have no job, I’m moving to a strange city where I don’t know anyone and I’m still unhappy.

Nothing about my situation has really changed for the better.

It’s just… changed.

The only thing I can hope for is that I’ll build something for myself and find happiness one day, but until then… this just sucks.

I’m not sure how I feel about Callum. I didn’t realize how much bitterness I still had toward him. Despite my immense gratitude for what he’s done for me and my dad, I find myself forcing down a simmering anger. I’ll never forget how crushing that moment was when I realized he didn’t love me the way I loved him.

He was in town for a visit. Callum managed to fly back home at least once every month or so. In between those visits, we talked on FaceTime every single night. No matter how tired he was from the long hours and the extensive travel, he never missed a phone call.

But it was not enough.

At least not for me.

I missed the intimacy of hugs and the thrill of passionate sex. I missed holding his hand and the way he would spoon me at night. I wanted my boyfriend at my side when I went out with friends and I wanted date nights and him randomly showing up with flowers, which he did all the time when we were in college. I wanted to talk to him face-to-face, not through a video screen.

I wanted so many things and he knew I wanted them too. We talked about it incessantly, a merry-go-round of frustration where I would voice my need to be with him, and he would soothe my impatience with promises of the best life yet to come if he could just get established in a front office so he didn’t have to travel as much. Callum was driven and hyper-focused on his goals, and in his mind, there was only one true path for us to be together for the long haul.

Eventually, I got angry about it. In hindsight, part of that was Joshua whispering in my ear—as a friend—that I deserved better. It was Joshua who told me I needed to put my foot down and demand our relationship go to the next level.

And as much as I despise my husband and hate the pain he’s caused me over the years, he was not wrong about that.

Callum flew in late on a Friday night and I picked him up. He always got a hotel for us to stay in. His visits usually found us locked in that room all weekend, ravenously catching up on all the sex we both missed so much.

We were lying in bed, the morning sunlight streaming through the windows. We’d been up late kissing, touching, fucking, dozing and repeating the cycle, his words throughout always so reassuring.

I’ve missed you so much.

You’re the air I breathe, Juni.

I can’t ever get enough of you.

I love you so much.

I was heartened as I lay there, my head on his chest and his arm wrapped tight around my back. It was my opportunity to broach the subject again and I was ready to stand my ground with him.

Scooting off his chest, I tugged on his arm so he rolled to face me. Our heads on our pillows, arms curled under, he smiled at me. Reaching out with his free hand, he tucked a stray hair behind my ear.

“Want to do something today?” he asked.

“You mean leave this den of iniquity?” I replied, causing him to laugh. “I only have you until tomorrow afternoon. Let’s just stay here.”

“Sounds perfect to me.”

For a split second, I lost my confidence. Because we’d had this conversation on multiple occasions and I’d never made any headway in convincing him to let me move in with him, I was braced for rejection. I already knew the pain that would come with it because I’d experienced it before.

But Joshua had told me, “What do you have to lose, Juni? More importantly, look what you could gain.”

I could gain a new life with Callum.

“I want to talk to you,” I said, and because Callum loved me and could hear the angst in my voice, he took my hand in his and curled it into his chest.

“You can talk to me about anything.” His low rumble was reassuring and protective.

It bolstered me. “I want to come live with you. I want us to be together. I can’t stand this long-distance relationship anymore.”

Callum didn’t get mad. He never did. Instead, he did as he always did, his manner turning soft and empathetic. “Baby… I know how hard it is. It’s hard on me too. But it will be worse for you, being in Ontario all by yourself. You’ll hardly see me any more than you do now—”

“That’s not true,” I cut in, because I knew his schedule. I had calculated the time and we would get more days together. Not a lot, but more than what we had now, and I needed more. “I get it will still be hard, but it’s what I need.”

“You don’t think I need it too?” he questioned. Not the first time he’d thrown that at me, but for some reason, I doubted the answer.

An unease settled into my chest, almost suffocating me. In order to breathe, I needed resolution so I laid it out there.

“I’m not kidding about this, Callum. I can’t do this anymore. It’s not enough for me to have these stolen moments and a video relationship with you.”

Callum’s hand jerked because I’d never said those words to him.

I can’t do this anymore.

“What are you saying?” he asked, a hard lock to his jaw.

“I’m saying we make plans to be together… for me to move in with you… or we go our separate ways.”

Panic flared in his eyes, but then they went hard. “You’re giving me an ultimatum?”

I nodded, sick to my stomach. “I love you, Callum. But it’s now or never.”

Pain and anger swirled, mixing into a turbulent expression. But Callum—ever so self-assured and still driven toward his goals—leveled a look at me that gave his answer before the words came out. “Then I’m sorry, Juni. It’s never.”

I rub my breastbone. Even recalling his declaration that it was never—that we were over—sends the same pain lancing through me, even after all these years.

I catch Callum looking at me in the rearview mirror and I’m not sure what my face says, but I can tell he’s worried. I avert my gaze out the window, banishing that awful day from my mind. A fight ensued because I was enraged he wouldn’t even consider my feelings. It was horrible, the things we said to each other, and I have never been so let down in my life. When he went into the bathroom, I dressed hastily, grabbed my bag and ran from the room. That was the last time I saw or spoke to him until my mom’s funeral over two years later.

“Home sweet home,” Lila murmurs, and I blink to see the iron gates of the Willard estate parting for us.

Coming off the dark memories of my breakup with Callum, seeing the home where I was unloved and abused for so many years churns my stomach.

“You okay?” Callum asks, and I think he’s talking to Lila, but his head is twisted to look at me in the back seat.

I want to hate him, but it’s not in me. I want to distrust him, but I can’t do that either. He’s saving my and my dad’s lives.

I think maybe I blame Callum for my current predicament. He dumped me and left me vulnerable to his insidious brother. In my mind, that could make complete sense, but then my heart tells me I’m being ridiculous. I’m the one who got involved with Joshua.

But damn it… Callum abandoned me. He told me he loved me in one breath but in the next, he wasn’t ready to commit. My life turned out the way it did because Callum said “never” to me.

“I’m fine,” I assure him, shoring up my resolve. I can be brave and strong.

And I’ve had to do that so often over these last fifteen years, I don’t need Callum’s moral support. It’s enough that he’s taking me away from here. I’ll find a way to pay him back and then I’ll figure out how to make my own way in the world.


CHAPTER 11


Callum

My nerves are already frayed as I help my mom from the passenger seat. While she’s made a remarkable recovery, she’s still a bit weak and leans heavily on my arm as we slowly walk along the stone path that leads to the front portico.

Juniper lags behind us looking incredibly uncomfortable. I have Preston’s assurances that Joshua will not be here, but Juni looks like he might jump out from behind the bushes to grab her. Of course, if he did, I’d stomp his ass.

While I’d love to put my arm around Juniper to comfort her, I can’t let go of my mother, and besides… it’s not my place to provide that to Juni. No matter how much I’d love to pull her into my arms and feel her against me, that’s not something I can have.

Frankly, I don’t deserve it.

The front door opens and Preston stands there with a woman at his side—supposedly the nurse he hired. Preston spares a glance at Juniper, then me and finally a smile breaks out on his face as it lands on his wife.

“Lila,” he murmurs, stepping across the threshold and taking her from my grasp. She willingly goes into his arms and they hug. I’m not sure if the act is a show for the nurse, but Preston murmurs words of comfort and welcome. Mom just snuggles into him more and it makes me want to vomit.

Juniper comes to stand beside me on the porch as Preston introduces the nurse, who immediately takes my mom to whisk her away to the master suite in the first-level west wing of the house.

“I’ll come say goodbye before we leave,” I tell my mom as I kiss her cheek.

“You come say goodbye too,” my mom says to Juniper.

“Of course I will,” Juni promises.

We’re all silent as the nurse and Mom disappear, then Preston turns to face us. We’re still on the porch and he crosses his arms over his chest.

“I don’t like this one bit,” he says.

“What’s that?” I clasp my hands before me. “That your wife survived the fall or that Juniper is moving out?”

“You ungrateful brat,” Preston seethes. “I took you in as my own… provided for you.”

I’m not going to argue with him about that. He’s fucking lying through his teeth. He might have provided me with a room, but I got nothing from this man. I’ve worked for what I have while Joshua had everything handed to him on a silver platter.

Not that it really bothered me because I never expected anything. The only thing I wanted him to do was keep his fucking hands to himself.

Preston turns to Juniper. “If you’d come to my office, I’d like to talk to you privately.”

I move forward and slightly to the right to put myself in front of Juniper. “Not going to happen. If you have something to say to her, say it now. Otherwise, we’ve got some things to pack. I assume Joshua is not in the house.”

“He’s not here,” Preston clips out before facing Juni. “Please reconsider this. Joshua wants to work this out. You two just need some time… maybe a vacation together. He works long hours and he can change—”

“Your son beats me,” Juniper snaps, causing me to turn to look at her. Preston’s mouth slams shut as his eyes widen. “There is no working it out. I would have left a long time ago if I wasn’t so worried about my dad. But now that he’s safe, I’m done with this family. Unless you have fond farewells and good luck to offer me, I’m going to my room to start packing.”

Preston’s face is mottled red with anger but to my surprise, he merely offers a curt nod. Pivoting on his foot, he heads off toward the main suite, presumably to check on his wife.

When he’s out of sight, Juniper lets out a huge sigh. She offers me a lopsided smirk. “That went much better than I expected.”

Smiling, I lift my chin toward the door. “Head up to your room and get working. I’ll grab the suitcases from the car.”

It only takes half an hour for Juniper to go through the remainder of her belongings and pack what she wants to bring. Surprisingly, she only filled two of the three suitcases and had hardly any mementos she wanted to bring with her. Her dad’s room at the nursing facility was covered with framed photos and Juniper packed those up yesterday. They went via private medical jet transport to the new facility five miles from my house in Pittsburgh.

One thing I noticed she packed was a jewelry box that I had given her for her high school graduation. I was finishing my sophomore year of college on an athletic scholarship and didn’t have a lot of money. But I’d saved for months to buy that jewelry box for her, along with the small diamond earrings tucked inside when I gave it to her. I have no clue if those earrings are even in there, but I’m sure Joshua has bought Juniper lots of nice jewelry over the years. He can afford massive sparklers, although technically, I can do that too. My two-and-a-half-million-dollar salary plus performance bonuses with the Titans ensures I could give Juniper all the diamonds in the world.

But she was never impressed by baubles. She was a woman more delighted by the jewelry box, which played “Can’t Help Falling in Love” by Elvis Presley. It’s one of her favorite songs—or at least it used to be.

As she makes a final walk-through of her room, I wrangle the suitcases down the grand staircase and out to the car. Preston has been absent the entire time and while I have to trust that Joshua will stay away, I’ve been on high alert.

When I come inside after putting the last suitcase in the rental, I find Juniper waiting for me in the foyer.

“Anything else you want to get from the house?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “No. Just want to say goodbye to your mom.”

I notice her words are thick with emotion, her eyes glistening. I don’t think she’s crying because she’s losing her home or husband, but mostly because she’s sad to be leaving Lila behind.

At least that’s my assumption.

I yearn to hold my hand out to her, wanting her to be secure in my comforting touch. But I’m not sure she’d take it.

I haven’t touched her since that moment in the car three days ago when I held her hand and kissed her forehead. She’d pulled away and told me not to promise her things. The wall she’s put up between us is thick and high and I will respect it. There’s nothing there but friendship anyway, but fuck if it isn’t hard not to touch her. I’m more attracted to her now than I was before, at least from a physical aspect. She’s aged with perfection, her womanly curves so very sexy, the confidence and poise that’s come with living life. Hell, the way she’s made this decision to break from Joshua and upend her life attracts me to her.

And then, there’s the never-ending supply of sweet memories that have flooded back this past week being around her. All the great times we had for the eight years we were together. I loved that woman so much it nearly destroyed me when I broke things off.

But not as much as it hurt her, that I know. My actions put her right in a monster’s path and this whole fucked-up situation is very much my fault.

Juniper turns toward my mom’s bedroom and I follow her in there. Preston is sitting in one of the wingback chairs near the window, surfing on his phone while the nurse dispenses medication to my mom. He glances up, grimaces at seeing us standing in the doorway and then drops his gaze again.

I’d prefer it if he would leave the room as I’d like one more opportunity to impress upon my mother she can come to Pittsburgh. I won’t say anything in front of him, though, because I don’t want her to suffer for it.

We spend about fifteen minutes—me on one side of the bed, Juniper on the other—speaking of unimportant stuff because the things I want to say must be quelled. I kiss my mom gently on the cheek and peer into her eyes as I try to convey the invitation one more time with only a look.

She understands me and smiles. “I love you,” she says, patting my cheek. It’s all she’ll commit to.

“I love you too.”

Juniper leans over and takes her hand. “I’ll check in on you every day. Rest well and get stronger. You call me anytime, okay?”

“You call me anytime too,” my mom says, her eyes misting a bit. “You’re my daughter, Juni. Don’t ever forget that.”

Juniper leans over to hug her and my mom whispers loud enough that I can hear it. “I’m glad you’re getting out. Don’t come back, Juniper.”

My eyes dart over to Preston, still focused on his phone. It wasn’t loud enough to hear but I just wanted to make sure. He would have considered that a direct betrayal, encouraging Juniper to leave his son.

We shower my mom with a few more hugs and kisses. As we leave the room, I only stop long enough to tell Preston, “Call me if she has any issues at all.”

Preston nods curtly. I want to tell him to get some psychological help for his son, but that would only inflame matters. I’m ready to get the fuck out of here.


CHAPTER 12


Juniper

I’ve never been to Pennsylvania before. I’ve hardly been anywhere, which seems odd given the money I married into by joining myself to Joshua Willard.

Outside of attending college in Denver with Callum, I’ve been to a few cities in California a handful of times with Joshua when he’d have to travel to the stores. He took me to New York for our fifth wedding anniversary. We got into a fight in the hotel room before dinner. He was drunk, pushed me into the mini bar and stormed out of the room. I didn’t see him again until the next morning when it was time to catch our flight home. He never said a word about any of it, nor did he apologize.

I didn’t care. It was par for the course and I didn’t expect different.

Callum arranged for a car service to pick us up… a big Suburban that easily held all of my suitcases and his one modest bag. We sat in the back seat, Callum quietly talking on the phone with someone about the team—perhaps the coach. I try to tune out as I don’t want to eavesdrop and instead focus my attention out the window to take in what will be my new home, at least for the foreseeable future.

The landscape unfolds in a patchwork of suburban sprawl and green expanses. Shopping centers and office parks give way to rolling green hills. Communities dot the way, box-shaped homes nestled in pockets of serene woodland or perched on slopes, offering fleeting glimpses into everyday life. Leaning left, I look through the windshield and see a tunnel approaching… something I’ve never been through in my life.

Callum notices, puts a hand over the phone speaker and murmurs, “That’s the Fort Pitt Tunnel. The city is on the other side.”

The mouth of the tunnel swallows us up and weirdly, it feels instantly cooler in the vehicle. Artificial lights flicker overhead, casting a rhythmic glow that plays over the interior. The outside noise is muffled, replaced by the echo of vehicles encapsulated within the same stretch. As the darkness of the Fort Pitt Tunnel releases its hold, we’re thrust into daylight, and the Pittsburgh skyline steals my breath.

The buildings, a collection of aspirations set in steel and glass, rise from the ground, their surfaces shimmering with the reflections of a river that winds beneath them like a ribbon of blue silk. One structure, taller and more striking than the rest, pierces the sky, commanding my attention. It stands as if it were the very embodiment of the city’s industrious spirit, a monolith among the clouds. The green slopes of surrounding hills provide a lush counterpoint to the urban contours, serving as a reminder of nature’s proximity to man’s achievements. There are so many bridges—varied shapes, colors and sizes—spanning the watery divide, linking the city’s parts into a coherent whole.

“It’s incredible,” I murmur.

“Cannon… let me call you back,” Callum says, and I turn to find him pocketing his phone. He points through the windows and starts identifying various buildings and bridges, of course pointing out most prominently the Titans’ arena.

We drive past the city only a few miles and then we’re in a more suburban area, supposedly on our way to Callum’s home. He didn’t tell me much other than he lived north of Pittsburgh in a gated community. This didn’t surprise me as I assume he’s made quite a bit of money in his career and he’s taking very good care of my dad. I know how costly those bills are.

But rather than a posh neighborhood, the driver of our car enters the parking lot of a three-story, red brick building.

“Where are we?” I ask.

“I figured you’d want to see your dad before anything,” Callum says, and I notice the sign that says Allegheny Advanced Care.

The surge of emotion that hits me is brutal, mostly because it speaks to the Callum I remember. Always so thoughtful. Right from that very first time we met when Joshua was acting like a jackass and Callum was so gallant. It’s one of the reasons I loved him so much. He always thought of me first.

Always protected me.

Took care of me.

Cherished me.

Until he didn’t when I needed it the most.

It’s a cold wave of water, reminding me that Callum hurt me. It’s utterly confusing since I was just suffused with warmth from his kindness. The push and pull of emotions where he’s concerned are jarring and I wish I could just let the past go.

I look at the beautiful building, which looks very new, the gorgeous landscaping in full summer bloom, and I know the inside is going to be as lovely. Callum took it upon himself to find this place for my father, charter a private jet, and foot the bill.

He expects not a damn thing from me and is doing all this to save me from a horrible life in which I was trapped.

Without thought or hesitation, I reach over and take his hand. I give it a squeeze and I hope he feels how deeply genuine my gratitude is when I smile at him. “Thank you. Yes, I very much would like to see him.”

Callum smiles back. “Good. I’m going to make a grocery store run while you visit him. Everything’s already set up inside… they’re expecting you. Right now, you’re the only approved person on his visitors’ list. I’d like you to add me, if you’re good with that.”

“Yes, of course.” And yeah, some gooey feelings swirl that he’d want to visit my dad too.

Callum exits the car and escorts me up to the door. He glances at his watch. “It’s almost four p.m. How about I pick you up at six? Does that give you enough time?”

“That’s plenty,” I assure him. While I’ll actively talk to my dad and move his arms and legs to help with his therapy, most visits, I just sit in silence with him. But I also want to walk around and check out the place and talk to the care staff.

Callum heads back to the vehicle and after I watch him pull away, I enter the facility that will be my dad’s new home for a while. I’m impressed by how lovely everything is. Nothing looks institutionalized with warm colors on the walls, muted lighting and beautiful art. I know that the décor is lost on many of the patients, especially those like my dad, but it feels like you’re in a home and not a hospital.

The assistant director of the facility is in and she greets me as if we’re old friends. I’m sure having the GM of the Titans make the arrangements ensured a bit of VIP treatment, but everyone we meet as I’m given a tour is genuinely kind and outgoing.

When she finally shows me to my dad’s room, I first check him to make sure he looks good, to see that he’s clean and resting peacefully whether his eyes are open or closed.

He looks good, lying in what appears to be a comfortable bed. Soft music pipes in from a Bluetooth speaker and his eyes are open, blinking periodically—his body’s natural reaction to keep his eyes moist.

“Hey, Daddy,” I murmur as I move to the side of the bed. The walls are a warm shade of gold and the light comes from a bedside table lamp along with windows that overlook an outdoor courtyard. It makes for a peaceful environment, not that my father notices.

I take his hand and start talking. “How are you liking your new home here in Pittsburgh? Did you see the city sort of explode before your eyes when you came through the Fort Pitt Tunnel? It’s like, boom! Mountain, then city. And the rivers are amazing. We’re really lucky that Callum was able to get you into this facility. It’s so nice. You remember Callum, right? Well, I’ll be staying with him for a while until the divorce from Joshua is finalized. I know you never really liked Joshua, so that should make you happy. I feel good about things…”

The assistant director backs out of the room, quietly shutting the door behind her.

I talk to my dad for a while, then I perform a set of arm and leg exercises to keep his atrophied muscles from tightening. I’m a pro at emptying a catheter bag and I have no problem cleaning my father, but a young aide comes in to introduce himself and cares for my dad’s needs while we chat.

Once I’m settled back in a chair by his bed, this is normally when I would just sit quietly. After all, there are only so many things you can say to a man who can’t understand or reply.

And yet I find myself talking again. “I don’t know how to feel about Callum.” My dad stares at the ceiling and blinks once, not in response to my words but because his body is programmed to do so. “I mean… I’m so grateful for what he’s done for me. I would have never escaped Joshua without his help because I couldn’t afford to care for you. Callum helping us out temporarily was the escape route I needed. And my attorney says I’m entitled to half of everything under Nevada law, which will be enough money to keep you living in high style for the rest of your life. I can pay Callum back and then… well, we’ll decide where we’ll go later, but I can take care of you on my own then.”

There’s no reply, but I try to imagine what my dad would say to me. We were thick as thieves before his accident and it’s been terribly lonely these last several years without my parents.

I know he’d tell me to be forgiving of Callum because he told me those exact words when Callum broke things off. Well, not exactly those words, but my dad was a bit more circumspect about the ultimatum I’d given Callum and his refusal to meet my demands. Dad felt we were both too young to be drawing such deep lines in the sand and he predicted there’d be a day when we’d both regret it.

“Juni,” he’d said, “when you love someone the way you and Callum love each other, that will always endure no matter what. Maybe it’s just not your season, but when and if it comes back around, you need to be prepared to put aside the hurt so you don’t cut off your nose to spite your face.”

Of course, my dad thought Callum would come to his senses pretty quickly after we broke up, but he never did.

It’s been fifteen years and I’m still holding on to some anger. But honestly, given everything Callum’s done for me this past week… he deserves my absolute forgiveness. I don’t know why I was destined to have such a horrible marriage but I’m out now.

My life is starting over and I have Callum to thank for it.


CHAPTER 13


Callum

The executive suite at the Titans’ arena has a handful of conference rooms of varying sizes, but I’m currently meeting in the largest one that overlooks the Allegheny River with the Pittsburgh skyline just beyond. The conference room is halfway between my office and Brienne’s and while we don’t need the twenty-two seats the table accommodates, I do need the electronic SMART Board recessed into the wall.

We’ve got a lot to discuss and my ability to put up digital graphics and then mark on them as we talk is invaluable.

Currently, I’ve got a picture of Coen Highsmith on the screen with his stats from this past year, along with his salary. I pull up another screen with a running spreadsheet of all player salaries and the total so we can steer clear of the cap.

Around the conference table are the people whose advice I will rely on when making my decisions. As the GM, managing the roster is one of my primary responsibilities, which includes evaluating talent, negotiating contracts and extensions, negotiating trades and drafting players, all while staying within the salary cap.

“The Free Agency Frenzy starts in nine days and this right here is going to be a problem for us.” I tap my knuckles on the board, just below Coen’s photo.

I’ve had two conversations with Coen since my call with his agent a week ago, and he’s very interested in going to New York. Tillie hasn’t committed to taking the residency in Manhattan, but he’s pushing her to do it. He wants her to have this chance and he doesn’t want to be away from her.

“He’s going to go,” Brienne says, drumming her fingers on the tabletop. “No matter what New York offers.”

That’s my feeling too and I’m sure everyone at the table agrees. Joining me and Brienne are head coach Cannon West, the three assistant coaches, Gage Heyward, Sam Thatcher and Maurice Dupont, and our goalie coach, Baden Oulett. Normally, our assistant GM, Lane Bakerton, would be here as well but he’s meeting with agents representing draft prospects and will report to me on that later today.

“If we lose Coen, we’ll need someone of equal or higher caliber to replace him,” Cannon says.

“Yes, we will.” I nod and tuck my hands in my pockets. “I’d like to shoot for Penn Navarro.”

Gage whistles low and Maurice’s mouth drops open.

“You’re not afraid to aim for the stars, are you?” Cannon muses.

Penn Navarro is undoubtedly the best player in the league. Like Coen, he plays center and he just entered free agency after his Florida Spartans lost the championship last week. He’s going to be on every team’s radar.

“We have little room in the cap, even after losing Coen’s salary. I’ve got a few ideas to free up some space, but we’re going to have to get creative if we want to make a play for Navarro.” I tap on an icon on the SMART Board and the screen changes to two players on our team, complete with pictures and statistics. “Mason Lavoie and Anders Blom. Two we can cut loose and free up some serious money.”

“You’ll need more than those two,” Maurice says.

“Agreed. I’m looking at offloading Kirill Zucker and Darius Cermak. I’ll need to burn some draft picks, and depending on what Lane reports back with the new prospects, it could happen. The question is… what do we want to do with this team? Do we want to take a solid shot at the championship next year? If so, then getting Navarro would be a huge move. If we want to use this as an opportunity to build, then we take the money that Coen will free up and spend it on younger guys who can hopefully grow into what we need.”

Conversation erupts around the table as we hash out the pros and cons of every single player who has the potential to come to this team or exit. The duration of free agency will run through the first week of August this year, which means I’m going to be neck-deep in negotiations. That’s why I don’t take much time off in the summer.

And while the free agency period doesn’t start officially until July 1 when contracts expire, there will still be discussions and negotiations with players and their agents beforehand. The work starts now in what’s known as the free agency interview period.

My focus should be on the issues being discussed around this table, and yet I find myself continually checking my phone to see if Juniper has texted for any reason. She’s been in Pittsburgh for less than twenty-four hours and I’m worried about her settling in.

I’m glad we landed yesterday afternoon with enough time to get her over to visit her dad. I went in after I grabbed some groceries and spent a few minutes talking to him. Even though Coy has no cognizance of me, I kept up a steady stream of dialogue. I talked about the Pittsburgh Titans since I took this job long after he fell into a vegetative state, telling him everything about my new career as a general manager.

Sitting by his bed, I thought of every little thing I do to run the team and told Coy all about it—I believe that hearing voices speaking to him has to be a good thing. “It’s juggling a lot of balls at the same time. Let’s see… most important I think is roster management. Negotiating and signing players to contracts, facilitating trades, that sort of thing. It requires a deep understanding of our team’s needs and the nuances of the salary cap. That’s a delicate balancing act, making sure we stay competitive while keeping in compliance with the league’s rules on the cap. I work with the scouts and coaches to evaluate and select young talent, then I manage picking players from the draft. I have full authority to hire and fire coaches and other executive staff, but luckily, we have an amazing group of people who work for the organization. I’ve only had to fire one asshole and he deserved it.

“Oh, yeah… I’m the direct liaison with Brienne Norcross, the team’s owner. You wouldn’t know this, but she took over the team after her brother died when the Titans’ plane went down. I keep her apprised of the day-to-day operations and consult with her on major decisions. You’d like her. She’s strong and independent, just like your Juni.” I cut a glance over to said woman and she looked startled. I know she doesn’t think of herself that way because she stayed with Joshua for so long, but I know the real Juniper.

My gaze moved back to her dad, and I continued. “I’m the main interface with the media when it comes to discussing trades, signings, team performance and other matters of public interest.”

When I finally finished and Juniper and I were leaving, she said, “It was surreal hearing you tell my dad about your job.”

I smiled at her in understanding because Juniper would know all about what a general manager does for a hockey team. She’d shared in that dream with me since we began dating, was by my side as I studied sports management in college and waited patiently in the wings as I cut my teeth in other areas of the industry before landing my dream job. Everything she heard me describe to her father, she could’ve probably recited word for word.

“… acquisitions that are at the top of your list, Callum?”

I startle out of the memory, embarrassed that Cannon just asked me a question and I only caught half of it. I ask a clarifying question of my own. “You mean who’s at the top of my list?”

Cannon nods. “Outside of Navarro.”

“I’ve been doing a deep study on North Paquette, Rafferty Abrams and Atlas Karolak.”

Cannon’s eyebrows hike and Gage leans forward and places his arms on the table. “Bold moves if you make them,” Gage says.

“Go big or go home,” I reply.

My phone buzzes on the table and I turn it over to see a text from Juniper.

When I left this morning, I told her to contact me if she needed anything. She assured me she wouldn’t and that she intended to unpack and read a book. I offered to leave her my car as it would be easy for me to Uber to the arena. That way, she could go visit her dad, but she actually said she was a little tired and just wanted to hang out at my house.

I can only see the first two lines of the text. I’m organizing your pantry and do you have a preference if…

The text cuts off and I have no clue what she needs to know. In the grand scheme of things, this is not something that requires my immediate attention and is not nearly as important as the discussions going on around this table regarding the future of the Titans.

Yet I find myself saying, “Do you mind if we take a five-minute break?”

Brienne rises from her chair. “Let’s make it fifteen. I have a phone call I have to make.”

Everybody stands to stretch, but I’m already walking out of the conference room and headed toward my office where I close the door behind me. I don’t even bother reading the rest of Juniper’s text and instead call her.

“Hello?” she answers hesitantly.

“Rearranging my pantry, huh?” I ask, not filtering the teasing tone I’m trying to convey. “Someone must be bored.”

“Let’s just say being jobless does not suit me,” Juniper replies dryly.

Unfortunately, she did have to quit her job as there was no potential for remote work in her position. She hated not being able to give sufficient notice, but her boss was incredibly understanding after Juniper explained the underlying issues. She told the full truth as to what was going on with Joshua and I get the impression she had a close enough relationship with her boss she could share those things.

“I was just curious if you wanted me to arrange things in a certain way. I mean clearly, you have absolutely no organization because you’ve got the pasta sauce right next to the cereal, which is right next to the crackers. None of that stuff goes together.”

I can’t help the deep laugh that rumbles out of me. Fuck if I haven’t missed Juniper’s wit. And how could I forget that she’s an organizational freak? “You put my house in order however you see fit. You can only help matters.”

“I also have no clue what time you’re going to be home, but I found enough ingredients in your freezer and pantry to make a passable meal. I was going to do some shredded chicken tacos, if that’s okay with you?”

I try very hard to ignore the flush of pleasure that sweeps through me at the thought of Juniper cooking a meal in my home for us to share after work.

Wasn’t that the dream I always had where she was concerned? We were going to get married once I got a stable job in the front-office of a professional hockey organization. We would spend our evenings talking over good food and wine. We’d cuddle on the couch, watch TV and then make love all night.

That was the fucking dream and I ruined it.

I banish the sense of loss that produces. I’m not allowed to feel those things because I chose to let it go. “I’ll probably be home around six thirty, if that’s okay with you?”

Juniper manages to pull me the rest of the way out of dreams and aspirations. “I have no say about when you come home, Callum. This is your life and I’m impeding on it. I just wanted to have a warm meal for you to show my gratitude. You tell me the time and I’ll have the food ready. And if you’re running late, it will always reheat.”

So much for romanticizing what tonight might be. “Six thirty,” I affirm. “If I’m running late, I’ll call.”

“I’ll see you then.” She disconnects the call without saying goodbye.

I get she’s holding herself in reserve and I can’t say that I blame her.

I take a minute to bend over my laptop and check emails that have come through while I’ve been in the meeting. I stew over that conversation with Juniper, wondering if I’m ten times the fool for having her in my home. I could’ve easily put her up in an apartment. But that didn’t seem right either because I didn’t want her to be alone. I like having her close to me. I like helping her. I really like helping her father. And I’m so glad to have gotten her out of her horrible marriage.

The question is… am I trying to pick up where I left off? There is no doubt I’ve never loved another the way I did Juniper. Never had a relationship close to what I had with her. Why wouldn’t I want to see if there could be something else?

All reasonable questions but the obvious answer is that I probably don’t deserve it. I’m the one who dumped her and broke her heart. I drove her into a monster’s arms. I’m directly responsible for her life being shitty for the last fifteen years.

If I was any sort of gentleman and truly cared for Juniper, I would untangle our lives as soon as possible and let her get on her way to a new, much better life.


CHAPTER 14


Juniper

Callum lives in a modest home considering he’s the general manager of the Pittsburgh Titans. I’m confident he pulls in a couple million a year in salary, not including incentive bonuses. I know this because I know what a GM does. I would listen every time Callum would talk about his dreams of running a professional hockey team. Nothing he ever said to me was boring. I wasn’t a big hockey fan except to cheer on Callum when he played for our alma mater. The sport became important to me because he loved it with his heart and soul.

When he had the self-awareness to understand he was not good enough to have a career in the pros but could probably pass by in the minors, I admired him so much for pivoting into management. He could quote all kinds of facts about what a GM did, which also included the salary a good one could command, and I always knew that one day he would be at the top of the game. It’s why I didn’t mind sacrificing early in our relationship when he wanted to work hard and prove his worth in the industry.

Maybe you should have waited just a little longer?

That’s always been the question, hasn’t it? Was I stupid in giving him that ultimatum even though I’d waited for two years and it appeared I would continue to wait based on Callum’s unwillingness to let me move with him to Ontario?

It’s a stupid question to even ask. That was fifteen years ago. An old life.

A dead life now that I’ve left Nevada and my husband.

Although Callum’s home is only about a third the size of the Willard estate, there’s plenty to keep me busy. After rearranging his pantry a week ago, I organized every cabinet, drawer and closet in the house. I did it to keep myself occupied, but now I don’t have anything left to do other than clean and cook meals.

Callum surprised me on my third day here in Pittsburgh with a car. The man actually went out and bought me a car. It’s small and basic, but it’s brand new and he bought it for me simply so I wouldn’t be stuck in the house. I tried to argue, tried to refuse it. But he would hear none of it.

“I’ve already signed the paperwork, Juni. Either use it or don’t, but here are the keys.”

He set them on the counter and we didn’t talk about it again. The very next day, I used the car to visit my dad.

When I was with Joshua, and he paid for my dad to be in an excellent care facility, I was not able to see him every day. That’s because I had work demands and when I wasn’t working, I was at Joshua’s beck and call. On a good week, I would visit my dad three or four times.

Now, without a job or an abusive, domineering husband, I’m going to spend as much time with my father as I can. Each day since Callum handed me the keys to that car, I’ve spent a couple hours at Dad’s facility. I now have the freedom to love and dote on my father without worrying about pissing off Joshua, and I’m also meeting some amazing people—not only the care staff but other family members as well.

That’s something I would’ve never thought to do back in Incline Village. Joshua hated me having friends and other contacts. He didn’t want anybody whispering in my ear that I might be living a shitty life with him and he most certainly didn’t want anyone taking my attention away from him. Within the first year of our marriage, he had alienated me from all my friends, and I didn’t even realize it had happened until one among them got married and I was the only person in our circle who wasn’t invited to be a bridesmaid.

I got a wedding invitation of course, and it was pointedly made out only to me and not to me and my husband together. I didn’t have to call to ask why I didn’t make the bridesmaid cut. I hadn’t done anything to deserve it because I wasn’t allowed to be a friend to anyone.

It’s like I woke up one day and I was all alone and all I had was Joshua, Preston and Lila.

Over this last week I’ve been in Pittsburgh, I haven’t seen a lot of Callum. He gets up early to work out in his home gym in the basement. Then he’s out the door by seven thirty to head to the arena. He comes back between six and seven in the evening, and I’ll have dinner ready. Our conversation centers around what each other did for the day and that is that.

He tries to clean the kitchen since I cook, but I don’t let him. He’s already done so much for me, he should relax in the evenings. Except Callum apparently doesn’t know how to relax as he’ll retire to his home office after dinner to continue working. I’ll slip off to my bedroom upstairs, which has its own adjoining bathroom, and I read until I fall asleep.

Then I get up the next morning and do it all again. While I’ve settled into an easy existence with no one breathing threats down my neck, I am starting to go a little stir-crazy. I need to make a plan about what to do with my life.

Right now, I’m trapped at Callum’s until I get a job or until my divorce settlement goes through. I’ve talked to my attorney twice and she has tried to open communications with Joshua to propose a formal separation agreement along with spousal support until we can split our assets, but he’s not responding to her. She’s given him until next Monday and if he doesn’t, she’s going to have to file papers in court to force him to respond.

The doorbell rings and I put aside the cookbook I’d been flipping through. I went to a local bookstore today after visiting my dad and bought it on a whim. For the past fifteen years, I’ve cooked the same things over and over because Joshua and Preston are uninspired people who are afraid to try new things. Callum had always been an adventurous eater and we both enjoyed trying different cuisines.

I’ve been pondering running to the grocery store to find ingredients for what looks like a complicated Thai recipe, but I suspect a regular grocery store won’t carry the spices I need. Regardless, the cookbook is forgotten as I make my way to the door.

Looking through the large glass panes, I see four women standing on the porch. They look to be in their mid- to late-twenties and are all fashionably dressed. My first thought would be church ladies but one of the women has two bottles of wine in her hands, so that can’t be quite right. One of the women has a tote bag and another a plastic cake container through which I see some frosted confection. They’re all smiling at me brightly.

I unlock the door without hesitation as there’s nothing menacing about these women. “Hi… can I help you?”

One woman steps forward—a real beauty with long, chocolate-brown hair and blue eyes—and holds out her hand. “Hi, Juniper… My name is Ava Cavanaugh and I’m Cannon West’s girlfriend.”

My mouth parts in surprise as I take in the other women who I now understand are affiliated with the Titans.

This is affirmed when Ava makes other introductions. She points to the lady holding the wine who has the most wonderful curly butterscotch-colored hair. “This is Sophie Winters. She’s engaged to our goalie coach, Baden Oulett.” I smile and nod. Next Ava sweeps her hand to another lovely blond who I know without introduction is the fiancée of one of Callum’s assistant coaches. “Jenna Holland. She’s the teams’ media liaison and is engaged to Gage Heyward.”

We shake hands, but I’d know her anywhere because of the scarring she got from a horrible apartment fire. Callum filled me in on his staff and Jenna came up in conversation, only to the extent of how much he admires her grit and resilience. He had to fire the former head coach for comments he made about Jenna’s scarring, but I’d expect no different from Callum. He’s very principled.

“And finally… this is Danica Brandt. She runs the Adam Norcross Charitable Foundation for Brienne and dates Camden Poe, one of our star defensemen.”

With caramel-colored hair and doe-brown eyes, Danica holds up the cake to indicate she doesn’t have a spare hand. “It’s great to meet you, Juniper.”

It’s more than just Jenna I’d come to learn about this past week. Callum’s taught me a lot about the team during our dinner conversations and I’ve done my research. I know Camden is one of the original team players who wasn’t on the plane when it crashed, and I also know Danica is a Titans widow, her husband, Mitch, having been on the plane. You can’t pull up any article on the Pittsburgh Titans and not read about how Stone Dumelin’s brother died in the crash, how Coen Highsmith had a meltdown, and that Brienne Norcross is engaged to the goalie. It was news when Camden and Danica started dating but I think it’s marvelous. All these stories of pain and redemption and love. My heart might be a little jaded, but it still appreciates when others find their happy ending.

I step back from the door and welcome them in. “It’s nice to meet you all but what’s the occasion?”

“We brought food and wine and thought we would hang out for a bit. Callum said he didn’t think you had any plans this afternoon. He said you normally visit your dad in the morning, so we figured this was a good time to surprise you and welcome you to the team.”

“Welcome me to the team?” I ask with a frown.

“You’re Callum’s longtime friend,” Sophie says with a smile. “That means you’re part of the team.”

I’m a little rattled to have four strangers standing in the living room with me, bearing wine and cake. But it’s not like I can say no.

Actually… I don’t want to say no. This is exactly the type of social contact I’ve been missing for years.

“No plans at all this afternoon,” I say, turning for the kitchen. “Come on in.”

♦

The two bottles they brought weren’t enough, so I raided Callum’s wine stash, and by the time we poured the fourth bottle, we were all beyond tipsy.

These girls are a hoot. They’ve spent the entire afternoon bringing me up to speed on the team, all the love matches, heartbreaks, and crazy antics that have gone on over the last year and a half. I know that Sophie and Baden are getting married in a few weeks and Jenna and Gage in August. There’s a rumor that Stone and Harlow might tie the knot around Christmas, which is when they got engaged, and there’s another rumor that Tillie—Coen Highsmith’s wife—might be moving to New York.

I happen to know from Callum that this is a very real thing and it could have far-reaching implications for the team. He explained that if Tillie leaves, Coen’s going too. It’s why he’s spent so much time working late into the night, trying to come up with a game plan for that circumstance as well as a game plan if Tillie doesn’t go and Coen stays. It’s all very up in the air right now and it’s causing Callum some heartburn.

What I don’t know, however, is if these women know that level of detail and I’m not giving it up. Sophie and Jenna might since they’re engaged to coaches but Danica, probably not. Regardless, these are conversations between me and Callum that will go to the grave, so I ask questions about Tillie’s art instead.

We’re standing around the kitchen island, empty cake plates before us when the spotlight shifts to me.

“How did you and Callum become friends?” Sophie asks.

“Oh, to hell with that,” Ava says, holding her wineglass up so that a little bit sloshes over the edge. “How did you and Callum become more than friends, because you’re absolutely more than friends?”

I blink at Ava in surprise. “Why would you say that?”

She waves around with her free hand. “Because you’re living with him.”

“In a separate bedroom,” I point out with a laugh. My head buzzes, and it feels nice.

“Because Gage said there’s something there,” Jenna pipes in. “He said Callum sort of lights up when he talks about you, and he talks about you a lot.”

“Really?” I ask with guarded interest. “Like what?”

Jenna shakes her head. “He didn’t say specifics. He just said there’s something there, and since guys don’t really discuss that kind of stuff too much, you have to fill us in.”

“Yes, fill us in,” Danica demands, picking up a wine bottle to top off our glasses but frowning when she finds it empty.

“I’ll grab another,” Ava says, moving over to the built-in wine rack under the butler’s pantry.

“So, what’s the deal?” Sophie says, nudging me with her shoulder as she stands to my left.

My gaze drops to my glass, filled halfway with a delicious Merlot. At least I think it’s delicious. I’m not a wine connoisseur by any stretch, but it tastes good to me. “We used to be high school and college sweethearts,” I finally say as I look back up.

Jenna gasps, hand fluttering near her heart. “And you two have reconnected? That’s so romantic.”

“Not in the way you think,” I rush to assure her. “He’s helping me out of a bad situation.”

“What kind of situation?” Ava asks without any shame.

I’m buzzed enough to spill the beans, but I think even without alcohol, I’d tell my story. These women are so warm and genuine, I know they’d never judge and they’ll support me.

“I met Callum when I was fifteen and he was seventeen…” I walk them through my love affair with Callum, starting with how we met and making sure to include Joshua in the story. He was the end game, after all. They all sigh and swoon when I talk about Callum and how much we loved each other, and then get distinctly quiet when I tell them of the breakup. Next, they look uncomfortable when I tell them about my friendship with Joshua, except I don’t sugarcoat it. I tell it like it happened… the overly solicitous behavior and the way he set me and Callum up to fail via an ill-timed ultimatum.

“And then one day, Joshua asked me out on a date and I said yes.”

“No,” Danica almost wails with disappointment.

“Yes,” I repeat. “And that led to another date, and eventually, it led to marriage.”

“No,” Danica says again, and she looks like she might cry. “You belong with Callum.”

I grimace over the welling of bitter feelings, but I notice they’re less today than they were yesterday. I’m getting over it the more time I spend with Callum and I’m reminded what a good guy he is. “I married Joshua and, well… it wasn’t a fairy tale.”

“What was it?” Sophie asks hesitantly.

“Eventually, it became abusive. He was controlling, alienated me from friends and liked to slap me around whenever he felt like it.”

“Oh fuck,” Jenna growls protectively. “Please tell me there’s a point in the story where Joshua gets his ass handed to him.”

I shrug noncommittally. “I don’t know about that. Callum saw bruises on me, figured out what was going on, and next thing I know, I’m in Pittsburgh.”

Ava reaches across the counter and grabs my wrist. “At the risk of sounding like I know way too much when I might not, you don’t seem like the type to stay with an abusive man.”

“I’d like to think I’m not,” I reply with a mirthless laugh. I then explain about my father and there’s more swooning when I tell them that Callum moved my dad here, which is truly what enabled me to leave Joshua.

“And you and Callum—” Jenna nudges me for information. “Any second chances there?”

“No way,” I say with a wild wave, spilling wine all over my hand. I curse and grab a napkin to wipe it up, continuing my denials. “Our time is past. But I am grateful for all he’s done and once I get my divorce settlement, I’ll be able to figure out where I want to go. Maybe I’ll take my dad down to Florida. Somewhere warm, where the water is blue.”

“Or you could stay here and rekindle things with Callum,” Danica says, her tone unyielding, like there’s no other alternative. I peg her as the real romantic of the group.

“That’s just not on my radar,” I reply with a kind smile. “I’ve got an asshole husband to divorce and a father to take care of.”

I don’t want to talk about it anymore, so I start rounding up the empty cake plates, intent on turning my back on the women with the ruse of loading the dishwasher.

“You can do all of the above, you know,” Sophie says. Her voice is so soft, I barely hear it, but it’s said with such conviction, she makes me pause. I glance over my shoulder at her. “You can divorce Joshua, take care of your dad and see if something happens with Callum. None of it is either or.”

I shake my head. “He broke my heart, Sophie. He ended things with me. I’m not sure I could trust him again.”

Sophie waves her hand. “That was forever ago. I’m not condoning what he did, but he made a choice. He made the choice of a young man and I bet Callum would say it was the wrong choice if you ever asked him.”

I don’t need to ask him. He already told me it was the worst mistake of his life.

“You should give him another shot,” Danica says.

“You should,” Jenna agrees and Ava nods along effusively.

“You ladies are drunk,” I say with a laugh as I turn to the sink, plates in hand.

“Just why are you ladies drunk?” Callum asks as he enters the kitchen, causing Ava to shriek in fright since he’s right behind her.

The grin he gives her is disarming, to me at least, and she reaches out to swat at him in censure. “Jesus… why are you sneaking up on us?”

“Hard to sneak in your own house,” Callum says, leaning across the counter and checking out the wineglasses and empty bottles. He lifts the lid to the cake plate to find the confection half destroyed. He dips his finger in the frosting before bringing it to his mouth. “Yummy.”

I ignore the fluttering in my belly from watching him do that but when my eyes cut to Sophie, she’s staring at me pointedly like… you should totally reconnect with that.

Nope.

No way.

That ship has sailed.


CHAPTER 15


Callum

When I suggested to Jenna that maybe some of the girls could reach out to Juniper, I did not expect to come home and find them all drunk in my house. I damn sure didn’t think I’d walk in on a conversation wherein the women were encouraging her to rekindle things with me. I didn’t like hearing how I broke her heart and that she couldn’t trust me again, but I wasn’t displeased that didn’t seem to mean much to Ava, Sophie, Danica and Jenna. They were all pushing for a second chance.

I figured I better announce myself before it went deeper and the way Juniper is looking at me right now, I know she’s wondering what, if anything, I heard.

“Is that on the dinner menu tonight?” I ask, nodding toward the cake.

Juniper seems at a loss for a beat, then starts rambling. “I was going to head out to the grocery store when the girls showed up. And well…”

“One bottle of wine turned into four?” I tease, holding up an empty.

“Five,” says Ava, lifting the most recent one she’s just opened.

“Let’s order pizza,” I say as I pull my phone from my pocket. “And ladies… either call your men to come get you and join us for food, or you’re Ubering.”

After I take requests for toppings and the ladies all decide to hire cars for their trips home, we sit around the kitchen island shooting the shit. We don’t talk about Titan trades, and we don’t talk about Juniper and me rekindling our romance. Because I tend to hang out with the coaches and not the players, I do know Sophie, Jenna and Ava a bit better than Danica, so I spend time talking with her.

The pizza arrives and along with cold bottles of water, there is some slight sobering before the women all request their Ubers. One by one, the cars arrive.

Danica and Ava share a ride and before they leave, they extract an assurance from Juniper. “The tea party isn’t a stupid idea, right?”

“It’s a brilliant idea,” she says with a grin. “How can we go wrong with little sandwiches and desserts?”

“There’s usually no alcohol.” Ava snorts.

“We can have champagne too.” Juniper laughs.

“Wait a minute,” I butt in. “You’re having a tea party? You know there’s no way in hell the menfolk will go for that.”

“Thank you for your opinion,” Ava says with a smirk. “But the men aren’t invited. We’re going to do a fancy monthly tea party for the Titan Queens and Juniper is in charge of cucumber sandwiches.”

“You ladies are still drunk, I think,” I tease as they hurry off to their waiting cars.

Sophie grabs Juniper’s hands and squeezes them. “You promise you’re coming next weekend, right?”

Juniper turns to look at me. “Sophie wants me to come with you to her wedding.”

“Absolutely,” I exclaim. “We’ll have a blast.”

Sophie kisses Juniper’s cheek and rushes out the door.

Jenna is the last to leave and she gives Juniper a long hug. “Interested in maybe going out to lunch sometime soon?”

I stand on the porch with my hands in my pockets, smiling as Juniper easily returns the hug, a big smile on her face. “I would really love that.”

“Bye, Callum,” Jenna says with a light punch to my shoulder.

“Later, Jenna.” I’m sure she can tell by the soft look on my face that I’m eternally grateful for her leading the charge today.

Juniper and I watch her trot down my porch steps and out to the street to the waiting Uber.

“That was nice,” Juni murmurs, watching as the car pulls away. “Thank you for arranging that.”

“I’m glad you had a good time.” I turn to the door, waiting for Juniper to precede me inside. She sways only slightly but catches herself before I can reach out to steady her. A small giggle escapes as she steps into the living room.

I grin as I follow her in, locking the door behind me and setting the alarm.

Juniper walks to the kitchen and I meander after her, watching as she tidies up by tossing empty pizza boxes and sliding leftovers into Ziploc bags. I pick up a rag, wet it and work on wiping the counters. Surprisingly, I don’t get chastised for daring to help, which would diminish the role she’s claimed for herself as domestic goddess to show her appreciation for what I’ve done.

“Joshua systematically cut me off from all my friends after we got married.”

The admission jars me and my head whips her way. “What?”

“You remember my girls, right?” I nod, because Juniper had an amazing group of friends from high school that remained tight even though they went to other colleges. “Eliza, Carrie, Heather, Tina… one by one, I lost them all.”

“How?” That doesn’t make sense or seem possible.

Juniper shrugs as she leans against the counter. “I’d like to blame it fully on Joshua, but I guess it’s my fault too.” She crosses her arms over her chest. “It started benignly enough. Every time they wanted to go do something, he’d want me to decline because he’d want to take me somewhere special instead. Then he’d complain if I did hang out with them. I’d have to defend my friends and it led to big arguments, so it became easier to just not hang out with them as much. Next thing I know, I’m not seeing them at all. They just sort of faded away and I can’t blame them. I didn’t give them anything of myself so why would they want to stay friends.”

My anger flares hot. “Or they could have wondered why you were pulling away and tried to check on you.”

“I think they tried,” she assures me. “But I wasn’t about to admit that I’d made a horrible mistake marrying Joshua. That he hit me. I was so embarrassed, and… just admitting that to you is horrifying.”

It’s a struggle not to move to her, take her in my arms… reassure her she’s got nothing to be ashamed of. But with her arms crossed, I can tell it would not be well received. She’s closed off tight.

I rely on words. “You need to let that go, Juniper. You did the best you could with the shitty situation you were in. Joshua manipulated your entire life and—”

“I let him do it,” she quips.

“He had you between a rock and a hard place with your dad. The way I look at it, you suffered and sacrificed so your dad could have the best care. Maybe reframe how this all went down and stop seeing yourself as a victim. You’re a survivor.”

My tone is soft but I know my words are a little harsh. Yet I also know Juniper very well and she doesn’t like things to be sugarcoated—she doesn’t like being pandered to and she appreciates honest talk.

It must work because her arms fall away and her demeanor softens. She offers me a dim smile. “You’re right. I know that.”

My smile back to her is a bit brighter and I add a wink. “And now… you’ve got four new girlfriends and to be honest, I know they’ll pull in the rest of the Titan Queens at some point.”

“Titan Queens?” she asks.

“They even have T-shirts. You’ll love them.”

Juniper frowns in confusion. “A T-shirt?”

“Yup,” I reply, throwing my thumb toward the formal front room I turned into my home office. “I’m going to get a little more work done.”

Juniper yawns, stretching her arms over her head. “I think I’m going to grab a shower and hope it sobers me the rest of the way up. It’s way too early to go to sleep.”

I try not to notice the way her T-shirt rides up to expose a little of her stomach or the way the material pulls taut over her breasts. I most definitely try not to think what she’d look like naked in the shower. I mean, I know what she looks like. Been naked in the shower with her lots of times.

My groin tightens and I turn away from Juniper. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

“See ya,” she replies and heads toward the staircase.

With every step I take toward my office, I can’t get the image of a naked, soapy Juniper out of my head, her hands spreading bubbles over her breasts, down her stomach, in between her—

“Fuck,” I groan, my dick now going full-on hard like a schoolboy who got his first peek at a girl’s panties. I hear the upstairs shower come on and the imagery intensifies.

I breeze past my office and traverse the short hall to the first-floor master suite. I dressed casually for the office today, wearing a button-down and nice jeans. I kick off my shoes, remove my shirt and whip the white tee underneath over my head. I head into the bathroom with every intention of taking a shower where I’ll fuck my fist to the thoughts of Juniper upstairs.

And now… I don’t feel like a creep at all doing it. I’ve thought about her on more than one occasion over the years when getting myself off.

Just as I’m reaching in to turn on the water, a bloodcurdling scream reverberates throughout the house and fear sizzles through me.

I’ve never heard Juniper scream and I bolt from my bathroom, leap over the end corner of my bed to cut distance and careen out the door, which catches my shoulder. I mumble a curse as I slip across the hardwoods in my socks but gain traction on the carpeted staircase. I take the steps three at a time and I’m betting no more than ten seconds elapsed from that scream until I’m bursting through her bedroom door, which was closed but not locked.

The upstairs master is much smaller than the downstairs, but it sits at the rear of the house with a beautiful view of the woods beyond the backyard. There’s a small bathroom with a tub and shower and I waste no time running in.

My heart thunders so hard it takes me a second to process that Juniper is completely naked, her hands clutched over her heart as she stares into the shower.

“What is it?” I gasp.

Juniper shrieks, glancing over her shoulder at me briefly before grabbing at the shower curtain. She pulls it away from the tub and across the front of her body. “What are you doing in here?” she shrills.

“You screamed,” I growl back, my relief at not finding her battling a serial killer so intense, I’m a little pissed. “What happened?”

She points a shaking finger to the tub. “There’s a spider.”

My eyes don’t leave hers. “A spider?” I demand. “You screamed bloody murder because of a spider?”

“It must have been on the faucet,” she exclaims in defense. “And it skittered across my hand. It’s huge. You would have screamed too.”

“Doubt it,” I grumble.

“And why are you naked?” she sneers.

“I’m not naked. My shirt is off.”

“You were going to work,” she accuses, and I know she’s putting me on the defense because she’s embarrassed to find me in her bathroom while she’s nude.

“Yeah, well, I changed my mind. Decided to… um… get a second workout in today.”

Juniper’s eyes roam over my chest and she waves her hand. “But why? You’re already cut.”

I glance down at my chest and abs. They involuntarily contract knowing that Juni’s eyes are on me, and a six-pack pops out. I work hard for it too. At least my hard-on was quelled when she screamed or else this would’ve been embarrassing on a whole new level.

“I mean,” Juniper says softly, and my gaze snaps back up to find her not just looking but ogling. She snorts, then giggles but never takes her eyes off my torso. “Like… you’re just as cut as you were when you were a young man.”

I frown, not sure if that’s a compliment. “Are you calling me old?”

Her eyes meet mine and she smirks, but she uses her free hand to draw an X over the shower curtain that rests across her chest. “Promise I’m not calling you old.”

She giggles again.

“You’re drunk,” I say dismissively and then turn to the tub to take care of the original source of her angst.

And well… damn… it’s a pretty big fucking spider but they’ve never bothered me. I can see why she’d scream though if it caught her unaware.

I nab a tissue off the back of the toilet and scoop up the spider. I turn toward the bowl, intent on flushing it, but Juniper yells, “No… don’t kill it.”

Rolling my eyes, I offer her the tissue and spider. “Do you want it?”

She cringes, trying to melt backward into the wall while still clutching the shower curtain in front of her. Pointing with her free hand, she says, “Let it go outside.”

“Jesus, Juni. Still a regular fucking Snow White with the critters.”

I act affronted as I leave the bathroom but truthfully, that was the real Juniper Ryan. The woman who wanted to save even the creepiest of little creatures and found joy in the songs of birds. It’s nice to see it.

So there’s a smile on my face as I trot down the staircase to let the spider go per her request.

With that done, I head back to my bedroom. The desire to jack off is gone, but I’m still feeling good about Juniper’s afternoon. I want to see her happy and today was a good day for her. I change into a pair of sweatpants and another T-shirt. In the kitchen, I grab a bottle of water and then settle into my home office to watch game video of the players I’m going to attempt to acquire the day after tomorrow when the free agency period opens. I’ve been over the video already, but I want to watch it again. Later I’ll go over the stats sheets as well as the financial matrix that the accounting department put together. I can plug in and remove players and the cap will automatically adjust.

I’m deep into watching a compilation of hits that Rafferty Abrams put on his opponents last season when there’s a knock on the door. It’s not closed, but it’s Juniper’s way of making sure not to intrude.

I hit pause and smile at her. She’s wearing leggings and a tank top, her hair is partially dried and her face is free of makeup. She looks fucking sexy as hell. “What’s up?”

Juniper walks in, holding her phone. She settles into one of two wingback chairs I have by the window and curls her bare feet under her. “Julia called when I was in the shower. I need to call her back but thought maybe… um…”

Her words trail off and her gaze drops to the phone cradled in her lap.

“Thought what, Juni?” I ask, intentionally using her nickname. It’s informal and I hope it makes her feel closer to me as a friend.

Her head lifts and she tucks a lock of hair behind her ear. “I’d like you to be involved in the conversation. I want to make sure I’m doing the right thing and I’m afraid that maybe I’m not able to be objective. When I last talked to Julia, she wanted to know so much information and I’ve got all these emotions swirling around that… that… I’m afraid I’ll say or do something wrong.”

“I’d be glad to,” I assure her, then nod to her phone. “Want to give her a call right now?”

Juniper nods with a smile and dials the attorney. I rise from my desk and move over to the other chair angled by the window. Juniper puts the phone on speaker and sets it on the small table between us.

The lawyer answers with formality. “Julia Bend.”

“Hi… it’s Juniper Ryan.”

“Hey, Juniper.” Julia’s tone softens, exuding a warmth reserved for clients you can tell the woman truly likes. “How are you?”

“Settling in nicely. I’m sorry I missed your call. I’ve got Callum listening in.”

“I finally heard from Joshua today,” Julia says, and I can’t help but notice that Juniper’s fingers, which are laced together, turn white at the knuckles as she tightens her grip.

The asshole has been completely nonresponsive to Julia’s repeated requests to open discussions. Juniper doesn’t need his permission to file for divorce and all she has to show is they’re incompatible and the court will grant it, but there’s a lot of money to divide up.

“And what did he say?” Juniper asks, fingers twining nervously.

I can’t fucking help myself. I reach over and take her hands in mine, stilling the movement and grazing my thumbs over her skin soothingly.

Her eyes come to mine and we stare at each other as Julia fills us in. “He said he’s not going to cooperate. Says he doesn’t owe you anything.”

“And that’s it?” Juniper inquires.

“No, he said a lot more. A lot of assholish things I won’t bore you with. But none of it matters. This is a community property state and you’re entitled to half of what he has.”

“I don’t really want it,” Juniper says, her gaze dropping from me to the phone. “Just enough to take care of my dad.”

“While that’s admirable of you to say,” Julia says dryly, “for what this man put you through, you deserve so much more. And I’m going to get it for you.”

Julia has her fighting gloves on and I know we chose well in an attorney. My question is more direct. “What exactly will you have to do to finalize the divorce and get Juniper what she deserves?”

“I’ll file some papers with the court to start the action but if he fights us every step of the way, it will take months. I’d like Juniper’s permission to play a little hardball with him right now.”

“What would you do?” Juniper asks.

“I want to give him a deadline by which to provide me all the financial information I requested so I can evaluate the assets. If he doesn’t, I’ll make it clear that we’ll be making claims for spousal support based on physical abuse—”

“No,” Juniper exclaims, launching right out of the chair and tearing her hands free of mine. “I don’t want my business being splashed around.”

“Juniper,” Julia says, her tone conciliatory. “It’s merely a tactic to get him to comply. I won’t do anything you don’t want me to.”

“This is becoming too complicated,” she says. I hear the panic in her voice, so I stand and move straight into her. I pull her into my arms just like I did in the hotel room and hug her. She turns her head to the side so that she can still talk to Julia via the speakerphone. “Why does he have to make it so complicated?”

“Because he’s a narcissistic jackass,” I answer the question. Pulling back slightly, I tip Juniper’s chin up. “You need to hold him accountable, Juniper. You can’t let him get away with everything he’s done to you. With what he’s taken away from you.”

That last bit is a pointed reminder that Joshua took away her baby and it strikes hard. I see agony well up in Juniper’s eyes but she blinks only once, and fury is in its place.

She nods at me and then says to Julia, “Okay… you have my permission to play hardball with him. Make him give you what you need or take him down any way you deem feasible.”

“I’ll still consult you before I make any moves, but this gives me enough to get a letter off to him. I think I’ll have it served personally today. I’m going to give him a two-week deadline.”

“That’s a long time,” I muse as Juniper and I break apart. “Why so generous?”

“So he can’t go bitching to the court that I didn’t give him enough time. This way he can’t complain later.”

“Makes sense,” Juniper murmurs, then leans over to nab her phone. Holding it up, her voice sounds stronger. “Do what you need to and keep me updated.”

“I will,” Julia promises.

“And thank you for taking my case. I know this isn’t going to be easy.”

“It’s my pleasure.”

After Julia hangs up, Juniper turns to me. “Thank you again for hiring her. Once I get my divorce settlement, you know I’ll pay you ba—”

Her voice is cut off by my hand over her mouth. “I don’t want to hear any talk of paying me back.”

Juniper’s mossy eyes flash with irritation, a look I’ve missed over the years. Hell, I’ve missed her quick-to-action temper over minor slights. Cute as fuck and often would lead to arguments that weren’t all that heated but still prolonged because we knew the makeup sex would be great.

Taking my wrist, Juniper shoves my hand away. “I’m paying you back every dime.”

“Fine,” I reply, tapping her on the nose, a signature move I used to do to let her know I thought she was adorable. “But please stop thanking me and promising to pay me back. I get it. I’ll get my money back and I’ll gladly accept it if it makes you feel better. But you don’t have to keep saying it, okay?”

“Okay,” she grumbles. “Just as long as you’re clear I’m grateful.”

“I’m clear.”

“Okay.”

“Fine.”

After a few seconds of silence, we grin at each other.

It prompts me to an act of spontaneity. “I’m going to take time off tomorrow. Want to go do some sightseeing?”

“Surely you want to spend your time off do—”

My hand goes back over her mouth and she quickly slaps it away with a glare.

I laugh. “I would love to show you the city, okay? Stop thinking you’re such a bother.”

“Fine,” she retorts, turning for my office door. “Stop being so bossy though. And stop putting your hand on my mouth. Next time I’ll bite it.”

“Next time I’ll just gag you,” I reply.

“In your dreams,” she tosses back over her shoulder as she sashays out the door.

And yes… my eyes are pinned on her ass the entire time.


CHAPTER 16


Juniper

“This is amazing.” I twist on the bench to look out the window of the funicular as it climbs Mount Washington. Callum sits beside me, taking in the city of Pittsburgh as it’s unveiled with the gentle clanking of gears and whatever mechanisms make this marvel slide up the mountain.

It’s a beautiful summer day without a cloud in the sky. The car creaks slightly and I’m admittedly a little unnerved given that this thing is rising four hundred feet in the air. While assuredly very safe, it’s also old. Regardless, I am lost to the sparkle of the river waters bridged by yellow-painted steel and the rise of city buildings beyond.

“Okay… which river is which?” I ask.

Callum sweeps his hand outward. “That’s the Monongahela.” His finger drifts left. “That’s the Allegheny and there’s the Titans’ arena.” Nodding farther left, “And where those two rivers meet, that forms the Ohio.”

“It’s breathtaking,” I murmur.

“I’ll bring you back at night. It makes this view during the day seem dull.”

I do a gut check because this feels almost like… a date. Just that little offer to bring me back to see this view at night seems more than just a friendly thing to do.

We’ve been out and about since around noon. Callum worked from the house this morning while I visited my dad. He told me to be back at twelve and when I returned, he ushered me into a car—a shiny black Corvette that he drove surprisingly slow as he showed me around the city. We had sushi for lunch and then he brought me to the Duquesne Incline.

When the funicular carriage stops, the handful of people who rode up with us exit and we follow behind. An observation platform allows viewers to take in the city and Callum maneuvers me toward the fenced edge so we can look over downtown. It’s bright out, so I pull my sunglasses from my crossbody bag and put them on.

Callum rests his forearms on the rails of the iron fencing that prevents us from tumbling down the mountain and stares out over the rivers to the city. “Sure is a long way from Incline Village, isn’t it?” he asks.

He’s not talking about the distance in miles but rather from where he started his life.

“You’re at the top.” And I’m not talking about this mountain, but rather the pinnacle of a career he’s striven to reach for years. I lean my elbow on the rail and fiddle with my watch. “Is it everything you dreamed it would be?”

“The career?” Callum asks, twisting his neck slightly to glance at me. When I nod, he says, “More than I dreamed, but that’s just because of the people I’m working with now. Everyone… Brienne, Cannon, the other coaches… the players. Sometimes I don’t know how I got so lucky.”

“It’s not luck,” I scoff. “You’re here because of talent and hard work.”

“You do know what I did before the Titans, right?” Callum laughs as he turns more toward me.

I do. He was GM for the Ottawa Cougars, and they did not do well. He was fired from that job because the team performed abysmally. I know this because I’ve followed Callum’s career over the years. Maybe I’m a glutton for punishment but I wanted to see where he’d end up, and while I never wished him ill for the choice he made to let me go, I always was a little bitter that I wasn’t at his side.

But as I stand here now… I’m not feeling that at all. If anything, I feel the need to defend him. “A single GM cannot make or break a team. You’ve taught me enough about the job both back in college and since we’ve reconnected that I know that for a fact.”

“No,” Callum drawls with a grateful smile. “Every cog in the wheel is important but I made mistakes when I was with Ottawa. I actually think that’s the reason Brienne gave me the chance here. Because when I interviewed for the position, I think she could see that I’d learned from those mistakes.”

“You always were the smartest person I knew.”

Callum looks like he’s about to respond, but his eyes cut past my shoulder at something behind me. He frowns and then pushes off the fence. “Excuse me.”

I turn to watch him walk toward a man who’s taking pictures of the city skyline with his smartphone. I watch curiously, assuming maybe Callum knows him.

I become quickly alarmed when I hear Callum say, “Who the hell are you and why are you taking pictures of her?”

My jaw drops when Callum grabs the man by his T-shirt—two fistfuls—and backs him into a bench. His legs catch the back and it causes him to sit down hard. “Man… what the hell is your problem? Get the fuck off me.”

“Why are you taking pictures of her?” Callum asks again as I approach.

“I’m not,” the guy insists. He looks to be about late twenties, casually dressed, and I would take him for nothing but a tourist.

“Callum,” I say softly, reaching a hand out to touch his shoulder. This seems wrong.

But then Callum grabs the man’s smartphone and taps on the screen. It lights up, so it hadn’t locked yet, and as the man protests, Callum moves to the Photos app.

“Hey,” the guy yells, trying to stand up. Callum gives him a hard shove to the chest, pushing him back onto the bench.

Then to my shock, the photos appear and the last several are close-ups of me and Callum together. I move in and watch as he swipes through the photos, which start back to us pulling out of the driveway this morning.

“What’s your name?” Callum asks, his gaze finally moving from the phone to the man. His tone is gentle, his bearing relaxed.

It catches the guy off guard and he answers without hesitation. “David.”

“Who paid you to do this, David?”

“That’s none of your business,” he replies, lifting his chin defiantly.

“Listen… you don’t know me all that well but trust me when I say, I’m going to beat the truth out of you and it’s going to hurt like hell. So either tell me what I need to know now, or tell me after you’ve lost a few teeth. It’s your choice.”

Poor David pales. “I don’t know, man. I work for a private investigation company and all I do is follow people and take pictures. I assume you and this woman are having an affair and some husband hired our company.”

Callum nods and hands the phone back to the guy. He shrinks back from it a bit, looking up dubiously. “Aren’t you going to make me delete the photos?”

“Nope,” Callum replies, pushing the phone at the guy until he takes it. “Contrary to all the other people you stalk for photos, we’re not doing anything wrong.”

“Hey, man… that’s cool by me.”

“Actually,” Callum says on second thought, “let me see your phone.”

The man doesn’t even question his authority and hands it over. Callum taps on the camera screen, loops his arm around my shoulders and pulls me in close.

Holding the phone out at arm’s length, Callum whispers, “Smile like it’s the happiest day of your life.”

I can’t help but laugh because this is so ludicrous. Callum joins me and snaps a few pictures. He releases his hold and returns the phone to David. “Tell your client that I’m sure he’s just checking to make sure Juniper is safe and sound. Please assure him that she is and there’s no need to stalk her anymore.”

“Stalk?” David asks, alarmed.

“You heard me. You might want to tell your boss the guy who hired you is up to no good.”

“Um… okay. Yeah, sure. I’ll tell him.”

Callum nods at the photographer and then takes my hand. “Come on. I want to show you Phipps Conservatory.”

♦

Later that night when I’m tucked into my bed upstairs in Callum’s house, I reflect on the day.

All of it felt very much like an extended first date. It wasn’t necessarily the forethought Callum put into taking me around the city—my new, albeit temporary, home—but the fact that Callum was focused on me and my enjoyment. Even though I know how busy he is, and I know with the free agency period opening tomorrow, his phone has to be blowing up, he never once checked his messages and he didn’t answer any calls. He was present with me and I don’t know whether to be ashamed at how quickly I lapsed back into the natural friendship we shared years ago when we were so much more than friends.

After the conservatory and botanical gardens, Callum gave me a private tour of the Titans’ arena. By then, the sun had set and he treated me to dinner at a local restaurant he frequents that serves shareable small plates. We dined on whipped goat cheese, beef carpaccio, cucumber salad and roasted octopus. Their handcrafted cocktails were delicious and I sipped at a bourbon with spiced cranberry while Callum stuck to Angel’s Envy, neat.

By the time I poured myself into bed after a surprising hug that I initiated before we parted ways at the bottom of the staircase, I was not just pleasantly tired from a long day but emotionally fulfilled.

There’s not been a day in recent memory—hell, going back years—when I felt that way and I revel in it.

My phone chimes and I reach for it on the bedside table where I’d plugged it in to charge. I’m surprised to see a text from Lila.

It’s not that Lila won’t text, but she prefers to call and we’ve talked twice since I’ve been in Pittsburgh.

Just checking in, she wrote. How was your day today?

I frown as I read it. This is very anti-Lila. She has no clue I went and did something special today and again, she’d call to check in. I have my suspicions as I text back. It was wonderful. Callum took me around Pittsburgh and showed me some sights. How was your day? How are you feeling?

I wait for her reply and it takes forever. I’m doing great. Feeling fine.

There’s no way this is Lila and the question is, is this Preston or Joshua? I blocked Joshua before I left Nevada, so chances are it’s him. I make the bold move and dial Lila’s number. I imagine whoever is on the other end is shocked I’m calling, and no surprise, there’s no answer. When I get her voicemail, I disconnect.

It had to be Joshua and I assume word traveled to him that his private investigator was busted. I imagine he had to be livid when he saw the candid selfie Callum took, and there’s a sinking feeling in my stomach that perhaps we shouldn’t have poked that bear. I was so impressed by how Callum handed the phone back to David and didn’t insist he delete the photos.

As he said, we’d done nothing wrong, but Callum wanted Joshua to know he was on to him.

And yet there’s no doubt, Joshua will see any type of relationship with Callum—even just friends—as a betrayal because I’m sure he very much still believes I’m his.


CHAPTER 17


Callum

The morning sun casts a soft glow across the interior of my office. It’s July 1, the opening day of free agency. Our technology team has spent the last few days outfitting many of the executive offices with shared digital screens, along with the large SMART Board in the conference room where the other coaches and scouts are congregated. Everyone has a landline phone, but cell phones are being used. Dozens of calls are ongoing at any given time and as information is received, it is entered into a shared database that some tech wizard built for the Titans so everyone can see it in real time.

My heart thunders as I prepare to make a bold move to secure the league’s best center, Penn Navarro, for the Pittsburgh Titans. I have a few moments before the crazy begins and I settle back in my plush leather chair, trying some deep breathing to calm myself. My office boasts a blend of modern functionality and subtle nods to my past. The room is bathed in natural light, courtesy of the expansive windows that frame the breathtaking river and city views beyond. My desk, a stately piece of polished walnut, anchors the space. In this modern tech age, my desk isn’t covered with piles of paper or binders of information. Instead, I have three screens, two tablets and my laptop, where I have all the scouting reports, player profiles and salary information I need displayed right at eye level.

A bookshelf sits against one wall, housing a collection of hockey memorabilia I’ve picked up over the years, most of it from my alma mater. A mahogany-framed mirror, adorned with a Titans logo, hangs opposite my desk, reflecting the room’s colors. Soft shades of gray and black dominate the décor, complemented by steel accents that pay homage to Pittsburgh’s industrial heritage. A painting of the Titans’ arena at sunset occupies a prominent spot on another wall, flanked by my framed sports management degree.

As I take it all in, the artifacts and mementos that fill my office serve as a testament to the passion, dedication and ambition that drive me. I hope that commitment pays off today because we’re getting ready to make a huge leap into the next generation of Titans hockey.

My office is large enough to accommodate a small conference room table. Around it sits my team, including our cap specialist, Sarah Wainright, who will monitor monies in and out as we start making our chess-like moves. Beside her is Mark Sinnett, our head scout, who will manage our draft pick potentials and lastly, assistant GM Lane Bakerton who’s ready to work trades with other teams. Brienne is in her office but only for moral support. She’s given me full autonomy to do my job and that’s both reassuring and terrifying.

Penn Navarro, currently with the Florida Spartans who just missed out on the Cup championship this year, is our prime target. This only became solidified last night when Coen Highsmith made the final decision to accept an offer from the Vipers so Tillie could have her shot in New York.

A dynamic playmaker, Penn Navarro will be the centerpiece we need to elevate our team’s offense, especially after losing Coen. However, signing him means we must shed some salary to stay cap-compliant and that’s why everything is so tense. We have a lot of maneuvers to make today.

I initiate the negotiations with Penn’s agent, a seasoned professional by the name of Mara Fenwick who represents a lot of sports talent at the top of their game. Because body language and expression are important in any negotiation, we connect via video call on my center screen. Lane, Sarah and Mark watch from their own tablets before them, and my call is also broadcast into the conference room as well as Brienne’s office. This won’t be done on every move we make today but this is the most important one.

After pleasantries are exchanged, Mara says, “Let’s cut to the chase… what’s your best offer, Callum? Because I’ve got others on the table now.”

This is the hard part. I have no clue what’s been offered already nor will I know what happens after I hang up. All we can do is offer our best and Brienne, Cannon and I decided to go for a championship this season. That means putting our money on Navarro.

“One hundred million for eight years,” I say.

Mara is as good as they come but the slight raise of her eyebrows tells me that our offer is the best by far. Sarah, who isn’t just a cap specialist tracking the Titans’ money, has analyzed the cap allocations of the other teams also vying for Navarro. She was instrumental in helping us guess what will beat out the competition.

Facial features smoothing, Mara’s tone is cool. “We’re interested but Penn wants to make sure you’re putting together a championship team. Florida’s offer isn’t on par with yours, but they’ll have essentially the same players. They almost had the Cup this year and it’s a priority for him. Going with the Titans would be a huge risk.”

“So would walking away from a guaranteed one-hundred million dollars for eight years of his life. But you can assure Penn that we would have never offered this type of money to get him if we weren’t going to take the shot this season rather than build upward from a younger pool.”

Mara nods in understanding. “Let me call Penn. I’ll get back to you.”

We disconnect the call and I stand from my desk. Nodding at Lane, I say, “Call Coen’s agent and work the trade to the Vipers.”

“Without getting Navarro’s commitment?” he asks.

“Make it contingent,” I instruct before turning to Mark. “Pull up the profiles on North Paquette, Rafferty Abrams and Atlas Kerolak. Let’s go over those one more time while we wait to hear back from Mara.”

“On it,” Mark replies, maneuvering data on his tablet, which will come up on the screens on my desk.

“Be right back,” I say, heading out of my office and to the conference room. I step just over the threshold, my eyes scanning my coaches and scouts. “Assuming we get Navarro, I want to start making our other moves. Last chance to voice any strong feelings about letting go of Darius Cermak, Mason Lavoie, Anders Blom or Kirill Zucker?”

This is a question I’ve asked probably half a dozen times in the last week and I don’t expect the answer to change. But if anyone is holding on to concerns, now is the time to voice them.

Everyone stares back at me with steady conviction. We’ve committed to a lot of money for Penn, but we’ve had just as much fortitude in cutting players to gain new ones that will better fit with our new model and at a slightly cheaper price.

“You’ve put together a hell of a road map to victory, Callum,” Cannon West says, and everyone in the room nods in agreement. “We’re all behind you on this. It’s the right move.”

Something releases in my chest and despite the fact Cannon didn’t say anything he hasn’t already told me, we’re on the verge of making this real. This last reassurance means more than all the others.

“All right, then. Let’s roll up our shirtsleeves and make these other deals happen.”

♦

It’s almost one a.m. when I pull into my driveway. I expected all the lights to be off except the porch light, but I’m surprised to see the lower level of rooms all aglow.

When I walk in, I find Juniper asleep on the couch. She’s curled into one end, a lightweight blanket over her lap. Game of Thrones plays on the TV.

I nab the remote and shut it off and the lack of sound startles her awake. Eyes landing on mine, she rakes her gaze over my face. “You look tired,” she says.

“Tired but satisfied,” I proclaim, taking the seat on the other end of the couch.

Juniper yawns and stretches her arms. “I tried to stay awake so I could see how it went.”

I lean my head back, rolling it on the cushion so I can look at her. “We got every single player we wanted.”

Her eyes light up and a broad smile breaks across her face. “Oh my God. That’s amazing. Congratulations, Callum.”

Yeah… it’s a big fucking deal. Tomorrow’s headlines in the Times will let the city of Pittsburgh know that Coen Highsmith is out and Penn Navarro is in. That news will be across all the major sporting networks and Vegas will already start figuring the odds of a Titans championship.

Penn Navarro’s arrival in Pittsburgh promises to reshape our destiny. I take a second to savor the triumph, knowing that the path to a Cup has just been paved with this bold move.

“Want a drink to celebrate?” Juniper asks. “Or are you hungry? I can heat up something for you.”

“No thanks,” I reply. We cracked champagne at the arena and food was provided all day. “How did your day go? How’s your dad?”

Juniper shoots me a chastising glare. “Callum… this is a huge deal. Getting Navarro and all the other players you wanted. Why aren’t you more excited?”

I can’t help but chuckle. “Because I’m absolutely exhausted from head to toe. I’m sore from hours at a table and my brain feels like mush. It’s too much work to be excited.”

Juniper tosses aside the blanket and scoots onto her knees on the couch cushion next to me. “Turn around. Let me give you a neck massage.”

“You don’t—”

“Turn around,” she demands. I’m not one to turn down a massage, especially one that involves Juniper’s touch. “Take off your shirt.”

“Jesus, Juni.” I sit forward and give her my back. “I’m starting to feel like a piece of meat.”

She pops me on the back of the head. “Just your dress shirt. Leave the undershirt on.”

I wore a suit to work today, as one does when they’re going to be on video calls with agents, other general managers and players. I left my jacket at the office, but the starched dress shirt will hinder a good massage. I unbutton the cuffs first, then the front and shrug it off.

Juniper moves behind me on her knees, her fingers going right to my shoulders where they start a deep, slow undulation into my muscles. I can’t help the groan of satisfaction.

We used to give each other massages all the time. This was usually done fully naked and ten times out of ten, it led to an amazing fuck after. I forbid that thought from going further because this isn’t that kind of massage and truly, I’m so fucking tired I’m not sure I could take advantage of any situation that might present itself.

“You should be really proud of yourself,” Juniper murmurs as her fingers press into the base of my neck. “The sports world tomorrow is going to be stunned with the moves you pulled today.”

Juniper knows what they are because yesterday as we were out and about and then over dinner, she asked a bazillion questions about what I wanted to do. It was a good way for me to go over all the players I wanted to gain and offload, the road map I intended to follow and the pitfalls I hoped to avoid. Juniper about choked on her salmon when I told her the amount we’d be offering for Navarro and then had a dozen more questions about how I was going to afford it.

One of the things I miss most about her is that she was always so fucking interested in me and my career. Even in those few years when I was on the road and she was working back home, our conversations always spent a good deal of time focused on my job and all that it entailed. And I was just as interested in her job too. I was into everything about her and yes, I was a fucking idiot to have let her go.

I lean forward, causing Juniper’s hands to slide free. I shift on the couch to face her. “I’m sorry I hurt you.”

Juniper flinches and then sits back on her heels, palms resting on her thighs. She says nothing, but I don’t expect her to.

“I was so focused on my career that I lost sight of the most important thing I had. I naively and maybe narcissistically thought you would just wait for me until I had the dream career all set up. I don’t think I understood how hard that was, and then… well, when we broke up, I pretty much sent you down a horrible path. I’m so sorry, Juni.”

She blinks slowly, as if trying to process my words. Finally, she says, “Thank you for saying that. I don’t think I realized how much I needed that apology until you gave it.”

“I hate that you suffered—”

“No,” she says, her tone razor sharp. “Your apology is for breaking up with me and that’s all I’m accepting. You aren’t responsible for my choice to marry Joshua, just like you’re not responsible for my choice to stay with him.”

“But if I hadn’t—”

She raises her voice and cuts in over me. “Hear me, Callum. I had choices. I could have chosen to wait longer for you, I could have chosen not to marry Joshua, and I sure as shit could have left him the first time he hit me.”

“But your dad—”

“I could have moved my dad to an affordable facility. It wouldn’t have been as nice and I would have had to really stay on top of his treatment, but I could have done it. So don’t kid yourself… I was in the situation with Joshua because I chose to be. Just like I chose to leave him when you gave me the opportunity. So, apology accepted, and let’s move on as friends.”

As friends.

The thought of just being Juniper’s friend pales in comparison to what we had. Even the type of friends we are now could never measure up to the deep bond we once had outside of romance and intimacy. She was the one person I could talk to about anything, no matter how inconsequential. No matter how important.

Reaching out, I take her hand from her lap and pull it to my mouth. I kiss the back of it and set it back down. “Thanks for the massage. I’m going to bed.”

Juniper smiles and watches silently as I push up from the couch and head toward the master suite. I feel loads lighter having given my apology and yet I feel more unsettled now than I did before she touched me.

She tells me she had choices and won’t let me accept full blame for how her life turned out. Juniper seems to be at peace with everything and she’s going to move on with her life. She’ll seek a new happiness for herself, and it just makes me wonder… could I be a part of it?

Do I even want to be?

If I dig deep, I already know the answer to that.


CHAPTER 18


Juniper

Even though Callum signed Penn Navarro to the Titans and made several other important trades and acquisitions that have the hockey world abuzz, he’s still elbow-deep in work each day. We’ve settled into an easy camaraderie and my life is calming down somewhat. We’re in this two-week waiting period for Joshua to respond to my attorney, my dad is doing as well as can be expected with the bonus that I get to see him every day, and I have a mostly stress-free life.

I never realized how bad I had it until these days when I open my eyes first thing in the morning and don’t have that crushing weight on my chest, wondering what the day might bring.

This year, the Fourth of July falls on a Tuesday and Brienne Norcross is hosting a party for the players and their significant others. Callum didn’t ask but told me I’d be attending with him, and I was so pleased I didn’t even think to protest. I’m eager to reconnect with the four women I met last week and I’m excited about expanding my social circle, something denied to me for so very long.

Callum wouldn’t tell me where the party was or what was so special about it, but he did say, “Make sure you bring a light jacket and prepare to be amazed.”

The light jacket is a mystery since it’s still in the mid-seventies as we close in on eight p.m. Callum pulls into a parking lot and I can see the Monongahela River down below and the city of Pittsburgh before us. The sun hangs low in the sky, making the reflective buildings glow in pinks, oranges and blues.

I’m guessing the fireworks might go off behind the city and this vantage point is indeed a nice place to watch from. But when we exit the car, Callum takes my hand and leads me toward a building. I don’t think to pull away from him because even though this is a little odd for us to hold hands, I also remember a time in my life when this was the most natural thing in the world.

Moreover, I like the feeling again.

There’s an elevator inside and four people are waiting for it. I can tell two of them are hockey players just by their size. Callum introduces me to Stone Dumelin and his fiancée, Harlow, as well as Hendrix Bateman and his girlfriend, Stevie. There’s no time to engage in anything but quick hellos as the elevator doors open and soon we’re descending. When we reach the bottom, I’m surprised to see we’re at the river’s edge. Nearby are docks with moored boats of all sizes.

“We’re going on a boat ride,” I exclaim, now understanding why Callum told me to bring a jacket as it will be a little cooler on the river.

Hendrix snorts. “Not a boat. A yacht.”

“Is it the same yacht that Boone took Lilly on for their first date?” Stevie asks with a bright smile.

“Not the same boat,” Callum says as he takes my hand again, and it’s clear he knows exactly what Brienne has planned but he’s not going to say more. I see that devilish glint in his eyes.

“But we are going on a boat,” says Harlow, stating the obvious given that we’re on the docks but pressing Callum for more info. “The question remains, what kind of boat? Maybe she rented out the Gateway Clipper.”

Stone laughs. “No way. She probably had a special boat built.”

Harlow scoffs but I notice Callum’s mouth quirks.

“Brienne would be just as happy sitting on a rowboat in the middle of the water if she had the people she cared about around her,” Harlow says.

“But we’re not all going to fit in a rowboat,” Callum points out with a laugh.

We meander along a boardwalk where the boats go from small to progressively larger. Lots of people are out and about, boarding watercraft in preparation to cruise on the river. I’m still not clear where the fireworks will be, but I have no doubt that since Brienne Norcross is putting on this event, we will have one of the best seats in the house.

Up ahead, we see more of the Titans and I recognize Ava standing next to a very handsome man who, although I haven’t met him, I’ve seen his face in the news. The head coach, Cannon West.

Ava waves, prompting me to tug away from Callum. I walk a little faster toward her and she gives me a warm hug.

“I’m so glad you came,” she says as we break apart.

“Me too.”

Callum is soon by my side and we chat as more people arrive. Some of the players I recognize from my research of the team and media posts, but I’m introduced to a lot of people that I can’t possibly keep straight. There’s no particular boat where we’re waiting, but a young man stands before an empty gangway. A sign to his left reads Titans Cruise to indicate we’re in the right place. The excitement builds because of the mystery and until Brienne shows up, we have no clue what’s in store.

Someone suddenly calls out, “There she is.”

We look around and people start pointing toward the water. It’s then that I see the most unusual boat imaginable. It’s not a yacht like I’d envisioned, all sleek lines and rising tall out of the water with two or three decks. Instead, it’s low and squat, at least a hundred and twenty feet long and quite wide. The center portion is covered in domed glass so that when you stand inside, you can see all around you. It’s like someone took one of the glass conservatories that Callum and I visited last week and plopped it on a boat.

The setting sun glistens off the large paned windows held together with thin braces of metal. On the front deck stands Brienne Norcross along with her fiancé Drake McGinn with three adorable little boys waving at us.

Callum steps in closer to me. “Pretty cool, huh?”

“I didn’t even know such a thing existed.”

“It didn’t. Brienne had it built.”

“Just for this holiday?” I ask in awe.

Callum shakes his head and laughs. “She’s not frivolous like that, but she did have it built for river outings. It’s owned by Norcross Holdings and I imagine all of her executives will use it to schmooze clients and such. But for tonight, the Titans will be using it for a maiden voyage to watch the fireworks.”

The boat pulls in and crew members jump off to tie it securely before leveraging a gangplank. The gate is opened and we all pour onto the amazing glass vessel.

When we step onto the deck, Brienne gives Callum a warm hug and Drake shakes his hand.

Without waiting for an introduction, Brienne steps into me and takes both my hands. She’s exquisite with her pale blond hair pulled into a short ponytail at the nape of her neck. She’s wearing white jeans, tennis shoes and a navy-blue T-shirt with the American flag across the chest. “I am very pleased to meet you,” she says warmly. “I’ve heard so much about you from not only Callum but from Ava, Danica, Jenna and Sophie. I can’t wait to spend some girl time with you but you should consider me a resource here in the city, and if you need anything, do not hesitate to ask.”

I’m taken aback—in a good way—by her warmth and generosity. “You’re very kind. Callum has provided well for me and my father. And thank you for letting me come to your party.”

Brienne shoots me a wink. “I’m going to be at our inaugural tea party that you ladies planned last week. I heard all about it and I’m in charge of scones.”

It’s both weird and captivating that this powerhouse of a woman can run a multibillion-dollar empire and get excited about making scones for a spontaneous idea to have a monthly tea party.

Brienne squeezes my hands before releasing them. “You two head on in. There’s food and an open bar. Once we’re all boarded, our captain will take us out onto the river.”

“And where will the fireworks display be?” I ask.

Brienne grins and tosses her head toward the rivers’ confluence. “Right on the water. They’ll be set off from barges. It’s going to be spectacular.”

Callum’s hand comes to my back, ready to lead me inside. “Guess it doesn’t matter where we stand… we’ll have a great view.”

“That was the whole idea behind this vessel.” Brienne laughs. “Granted, I wasn’t envisioning fireworks but rather being able to see the beauty of the skyline from the water. Still, I think we’re all in for a treat tonight.”

We say our goodbyes and Callum leads me inside. There’s a gorgeous buffet of all-American Fourth of July food including hamburgers, hot dogs, barbecue, potato salad and apple pie. Large silver tubs hold beer and hard seltzers as well as soda and water for the kids.

“Let’s get something to eat and grab a table. We can decide whether to stay inside or go out when the fireworks start.”

We load plates and Callum grabs two beers for us. We sit at a table with Coach West and Ava and are joined by a handful of the single players. For the next forty minutes, we eat, drink and laugh. The interior of the glass boat is spacious with enough tables to seat everyone but only half take advantage of them, the others preferring to stand out on the deck as they hold their plates.

I end up meeting more people than I can ever hope to remember and when the boat begins a slow glide into the middle of the river, everyone is excited. The sun has set, the sky a dusky purple. Over a loudspeaker, a deep male voice says, “The fireworks will begin in about fifteen minutes, but if everyone could come into the interior, Brienne Norcross has a few words.”

It doesn’t take long for everyone to congregate under the glass structure, filling the large space shoulder to shoulder. Brienne stands in the middle, and so she can be seen, someone places a chair before her, and Drake offers support as she climbs onto it. He keeps a steady hand on her hip and she rests one on his shoulder.

She doesn’t have a microphone, but her voice rings clear across the crowd. “Thank you, everyone, for coming. I know we’re missing a handful of people tonight as folks who are wiser than us are off on beautiful vacations this summer. But they are with us in spirit. I had this boat built for business purposes, but tonight I wanted to use it so our team could be together on this very important holiday to our nation. I’m just so happy to have you all here and you know I’m proud of each and every one of you. For all of the resilience, grit and determination you have shown this past year and a half, I want you to know there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you. I want to tell you to eat, drink and enjoy the rest of the evening, particularly the amazing fireworks. But before we do that, I want to address one important thing.” And here, Brienne takes a pause and looks around the room before locking eyes with someone. “Coen… can you come up here? Tillie as well.”

I rise to my tiptoes to see Coen Highsmith and his wife, Tillie, walking through the crowd toward Brienne. I met them briefly just a bit ago. Brienne hops off the chair and positions herself between the two of them, looking around at the crowd of Titans and their loved ones. “I know the news was shocking last week that Coen’s leaving us and yes, we’re going to throw a hell of a going-away party for him. Technically, he’s not even a Titan anymore if you believe the ink on the contract papers, and I’m going to have a hard time thinking of him as a Viper.” Brienne tips her head up to look at Coen. “You are the absolute epitome of what this team is about. Our success is owed in such a big part to you and thank you is not enough. We’ll miss you so very desperately next year and while I want to wish you all the best of luck with the Vipers, I still hope we kick your ass when we meet up.”

Everybody laughs but Brienne continues. “Aside from you being an amazing Titan and member of this team, my heart is so warmed by the fact that you’re giving up part of your dreams so that Tillie can pursue hers. I hope everyone in this room takes that to heart because Coen’s generosity and commitment to love is what really matters. And for that reason, I do wish you all the luck and success in the world. Everyone, please raise a glass with me and let’s congratulate Coen and Tillie as they embark on this new adventure without us.”

Everyone lifts their glasses or bottles, but no one is cheering their well wishes. Instead, murmured cheers and good luck ripple through the crowd. The sadness is palpable as Brienne hugs Coen and Tillie and then other players move in.

Callum bends down to murmur in my ear. “Losing him will be tough.”

“I can feel the distress. I even see it on Coen’s and Tillie’s faces.”

“It wasn’t an easy decision. He has so much loyalty to this team, but Coen will be the first to tell you he wouldn’t have come back to hockey without Tillie changing the way he viewed things. This worked out well for everyone in the end. Coen keeps playing and Tillie gets a shot at a dream she didn’t even know was possible.”

“And who knows?” I say thoughtfully as I watch Coen clasp a teammate’s hand and pull him in for a quick hug. “Maybe he’ll be back.”

“Maybe,” Callum murmurs.

♦

The cloudless evening provides an inky sky over Pittsburgh upon which to lay the vibrant hues of exploding Zambelli Fireworks. Each burst is a riot of color, and the booms echo off the surrounding city buildings. The fiery sparkles shimmer on the dark river waters and it is utterly magical. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life. The air is cool, a gentle breeze carrying exclamations and gasps of awe from viewers on the dozens of boats anchored around us.

I’d be a lying fool if I denied that most of the magic surrounding us is from Callum behind me, standing close enough I feel his body heat. He touches me nowhere other than one hand on my hip and the other on the railing. He has me caged in, but it’s in no way suffocating. I feel… protected. Somehow, the man who broke my heart and trust is now a comforting solidity against the backdrop of fleeting light and sound.

The fireworks explode in dazzling arrays of reds, greens and blues, each one a stunning flower blooming in the night. My favorites, however, are the monochromatic white and silver ones that arc outward with trails of tiny sparkles behind them like shooting stars.

It reminds me of wishes that I could potentially make one day.

And then Callum moves closer, shocking me to my core by wrapping his arms around my stomach. I melt backward into him and as if I have no will of my own, my hands grip his forearms, holding him tight to me. The world seems to pause, caught in this spectacle of light and sound. In Callum’s embrace, with the magic exploding all around, it feels so quiet.

“Have you let it go?” he whispers into my ear. I have to suppress a shiver. “The past? That I hurt you? That I left you behind to fend for yourself?”

I turn my head slightly so he can hear me without having to raise my voice. “I accepted your apology.”

“But that doesn’t mean you’ve let the bad stuff go,” he presses, squeezing me. “Many people forgive without forgetting.”

“It’s hard to forget pain,” I say, needing to be honest. “But I also know you never intended to hurt me. Not the way Joshua did.” Callum stiffens at the reminder that the difference between the two men in my life who have loved me all resides within the realm of intent. Callum’s pain was caused by indifference to my desires while every time Joshua struck out, he did so with the intent to hurt me physically and mentally. “It’s why I can forgive what you did.”

Callum is silent, presumably digesting my words. I expect easy acceptance from him because he’s never been the type to pressure more than one could give.

And yet, he wouldn’t be Callum—the person I know better than anyone in this world—without doubling down to get what he wants. Never have I known anyone with more dogged persistence than this dynamic man. His lips touch the shell of my ear. “I want another shot with you.”

I jerk my head away from him, not because his touch or words are unpleasant, but because I’m jolted down to the bottom of my soul over the need within his tone. I twist to get a good look at his face because Callum is always honest, and his eyes have always been clear windows to his emotions.

He stares back at me with determination… a plain declaration in his eyes. He wants what we once had.

“How?” I stammer. “I mean… why?”

Callum tilts his head, lips quirked. “Why? Because you were the greatest love of my life, Juni.”

“No, I wasn’t,” I whisper harshly, a slight surge of sourness over the way he left me behind.

“You were,” he maintains stubbornly, dipping his face nearer to mine. The boom of fireworks seems dim, but the sparkles are reflected in his darkened eyes. “You were the one and only. When I broke it off, I knew I’d never find that again. I knew the cost of what I was losing.”

“And you did it anyway.” Christ, the taste of those words is so fucking bitter.

“I already told you, it was the worst mistake of my life,” he says plain and simple. “I’m asking you to let me correct it.”

I can’t give him an answer. I turn away, glancing at Kiera and Bain standing next to us a few feet away. He’s got his arms wrapped around her, similar to how Callum is holding me. Both of their faces are upturned to the fireworks and they’re paying us no mind.

My attention swings back to Callum and I note the message in his gaze that says his determination increases with every second I withhold my answer.

“I don’t know,” I finally say because the jumble of emotions running through me is so confusing.

Say yes.

Say no.

Run.

Stay.

“At least tell me the answer isn’t no,” he demands, his jawline taut with tension but it’s the regret I see deep in his eyes that motivates me.

I press my palm to his cheek. “The answer isn’t no.”

That seems to be enough because I get a panty-melting smile before he takes my hand away from his face, wraps his arms back around me in another cocoon, and turns me back toward the fireworks show.


CHAPTER 19


Callum

The last four days since I made my intentions known to Juniper have been hell. I want her back and the minute the words were out of my mouth, I knew they were fucking right.

Since then, I haven’t quite figured out what to do with her. She didn’t shut me out, which is good.

No, great.

Because if Juniper were to tell me that she can’t be open to the possibility, I’d have to let her move on.

Liar.

Yeah, I’m a liar. I’d do whatever it takes to change her mind.

The door is open though, and I have no clue what to do. I’m like a seventeen-year-old kid again, meeting her for the first time. Except now I don’t have any of that brash confidence I had back then when it was easy to impress a fifteen-year-old girl. Now, I’ve got a real woman on my hands who has been through hell and back. Juniper is starting her life over again and while I know her so well, she’s not the same person I broke up with fifteen years ago.

I just have to figure out how to win over the new Juniper Ryan.

Tonight will be a prime opportunity. She’s my date for Sophie and Baden’s evening wedding and while I’ve played it cool with her the last four days as we settled back into sharing a house and a life on a very non-romantic basis, I couldn’t control my reaction when she came down the stairs tonight dressed for the nuptials.

Since it’s an evening wedding, it’s a black-tie affair and I had four tuxedos to choose from. I selected the most contemporary one, which features a black, paisley-patterned, single-breasted jacket with thin satin lapels. It lends more of an opulent look, and given the wedding is at the Phipps Conservatory and everyone will be dressed to the nines, it was the only choice. I paired the tux with a crisp white dress shirt and because I’ve never been a fan of the bow tie, I chose a light silver-gray tie for some subtle contrast. A white pocket square for a touch of tradition, and I’m good to go.

It was Juniper though, descending those stairs in a gown borrowed from Ava that had me convinced I was just a tad too frumpy in comparison.

She’s a fucking goddess.

As she held on to the banister, navigating the steps in sexy, strappy sandals that peeked out from the hem of the swishy fabric, I held my breath. The dress is a stunning creation of gold satin with a fitted bodice curving into a gentle sweetheart neckline held up by thin halter straps. At her hips, it flares into a dramatic flowing train and the sheen is muted by some sort of frothy overlay that has embroidered flowers of paler gold on the lower portion. The color of the dress enhances her sun-kissed skin and the way she’s worn her hair loose and wavy is the epitome of the free-spirited girl I used to know.

When she smiled at me, those green eyes sparkling, I about swallowed my tongue. I did manage to get out, “You’re beautiful” as she came toe to toe with me.

She was demure, almost shy. “You clean up well yourself.”

Now my eyes laser onto her like a hawk as she stands with Ava and Danica, engaging in chitchat before the wedding starts. Every once in a while, her gaze cuts to me, but she quickly averts as I’m sure she’s feeling the intensity of it. Christ, all I can think about is getting her home and peeling her out of that concoction to let our bodies break this weird tension between us.

“I’m surprised that woman hasn’t gone up in smoke the way you’re looking at her.” I turn to find Brienne at my left. She’s dressed in a red strapless gown, the only jewelry visible her massive engagement ring winking under the twinkling lights strung above us.

The Phipps Conservatory certainly transforms into an enchanting wedding venue. Sophie and Baden are exchanging their vows under the grandeur of the glass-domed Tropical Forest Conservatory. Rows of chairs draped in black and white silk line the pathway, leading to a magnificent arch draped in a cascade of white and lavender flowers, creating a vision of ethereal beauty against the lush backdrop of exotic tropical plants.

I don’t respond to her observation because I can’t deny it. “You look lovely tonight,” I observe. “Where’s your other half?”

Brienne waves a hand. “Socializing. He’s become such a people person lately, don’t you think?”

“I think love does funny things to people,” I remark.

“And you’re just dying to fall back in love with her again, aren’t you?”

I turn to look at her, expecting to see a slight smirk on her lips. Brienne has become a good friend since I joined the Titans. Instead, there’s not a trace of whimsy on her face. She knows the potential for what I could have with Juniper is very serious.

“I’m not sure I ever left,” I admit softly, my gaze going back to Juniper. “I fucked up long ago and now I want it back.”

Brienne’s hand comes to my shoulder. “I’d bet on you to win, Callum.”

I start to reply that I hope she’s right, but ushers circulate to urge people into their chairs. I’m sitting on the groom’s side along with all the Titans, but we file in three rows back behind Baden’s family, all in from Montreal. Juniper joins me on my left and we’re flanked by Cannon and Ava on one side and Brienne and Drake on the other. Ownership, management, coaching.

Sophie is a vision in an elegantly classic bridal gown replete with layers of lace and ornate embroidery, a flowing skirt and long train. Her blond locks hang loose and wild and rather than a veil or tiara, she wears lavender sprigs pinned into her curls. Baden is wearing a classic black tux with a pale purple rose, but it’s the look of pure awe on his face as he recites his vows that will stick in my memory of tonight.

“Sophie, from the moment fate thrust us together, I knew you were someone extraordinary. You were facing the unthinkable, yet your spirit refused to be extinguished. When I stepped in that night, I didn’t just find someone to protect, I found the missing piece of my soul. My life changed forever, not just in the taking of my career, but in the giving of your love. You’ve taught me that while I may no longer play the game, I have found something far greater—us. Today, I vow to be your partner in all things, not just as a protector, but as your confidant, your supporter, your unwavering ally. I promise to cherish the bond that adversity has woven between us, to always see the strength in our scars, and to love you more fiercely with each passing day. Sophie, you are my triumph over tragedy, my joy, and from this day forward, my wife.”

A small sound catches my attention and I turn to see Juniper dabbing at the corner of her eye with a tissue. Another sniffle and past her, Ava does the same.

I turn to the right, glance at Brienne. Her eyes are misty too.

Smiling, I face front again to find Sophie dry-eyed but wearing an expression of the fiercest love as she holds Baden’s hands.

When it’s her turn, she does the unthinkable and leans in to give Baden a light kiss—pre-empting the proclamation by the minister that it’s now time to kiss the bride.

Everyone laughs and Sophie’s smile stays on her lips. “Baden, standing here with you is a testament not just to love, but to the resilience of the human spirit. When I was lost in the darkest night, feeling the world slipping from my grasp, you emerged as a beacon of hope. You risked everything for me, a stranger, and in your eyes, I found an unexpected sanctuary. Your courage left you battered, your dreams altered, but never once did you falter in your determination. It’s that spirit that makes me proud to stand here with you tonight. As your wife, I promise to honor the sacrifice you made. I will walk beside you, as you have walked back to me, every step of the way. I vow to build with you, to dream with you, to overcome any adversity, and to find joy in the quietest moments. Our bond, forged in trials, will be our armor against the world. I choose you, Baden, in this life and any that may follow. Wherever our journey leads, it leads with us together.”

Jesus… my throat closes up and my nose stings. I’m luckily distracted by Juniper giving a tiny sob and my arm goes around her shoulders to pull her into me. I glance over her to see Cannon offering Ava comfort and I’d bet money Drake’s doing the same. But I don’t look that way. Instead, I turn my attention back to the bride and groom as they exchange their rings.

♦

The reception is held in the special events hall of the conservatory. Long tables have been transformed with crisp white tablecloths and black napkins artfully folded atop silver chargers. Lavender accents are thoughtfully placed throughout the venue, from delicate violet uplighting to the centerpieces featuring a medley of white roses, lavender sprigs, and fluttering butterflies made of iridescent material that catch the light. The dance floor, a glossy expanse of black-and-white-checkered marble, is flanked by a stage where a live band is set up, their notes filling the air with popular songs.

Above, a constellation of crystal chandeliers dims to a romantic shimmer, while the glass walls reveal the conservatory’s gardens, lit with thousands of twinkling fairy lights.

We enjoy a meal created by a Michelin Star chef to include appetizers of beluga caviar on blini and terrines of foie gras with a fig compote. I skip the soup, but Juniper declares the white truffle-infused cauliflower velouté one of the best things she’s ever tasted. I can only suppress a shudder—I hate cauliflower with an undying passion.

I’m back on track with a simple baby green salad with edible purple flowers to stick with the color theme and a lavender vinaigrette.

Because this wedding feast is the fanciest, there’s a lemon sorbet intermezzo before our main course of Chateaubriand with black truffle sauce, butter-poached lobster tails and purple asparagus with gold-leaf risotto. I’ve eaten in some of the finest restaurants in the world and as I take my last bite of lobster, I know I’ve eaten one of the best meals of my life.

The long tables hold twenty people on each side, but Juniper and I are seated with Brienne and Drake as well as the entire coaching staff and their significant others. We strive to not discuss hockey, especially with some free agency buzz still floating around, while we sip artisan lavender-infused cocktails.

The evening spreads before us in a symphony of time-honored traditions. There are speeches galore, including one very moving speech by Dominik Carlson, the owner of the Arizona Vengeance, which is where Baden played when he was injured. Many of the Vengeance are here with their wives and girlfriends, but Dominik had an integral part in helping Baden literally get back on his feet as well as giving him the shot he wanted to get back on the ice. Fortuitously for us, Baden chose to come coach for the Titans instead.

Sophie and Baden cut their cake and Juniper whispers, “I almost want to cry for them destroying it.”

She’s not wrong. The multi-tiered cake is the most wondrous piece of confection I’ve ever seen. The base tier is enveloped in smooth, black fondant adorned with intricate white piping that mimics the delicate wrought iron work one might find in the Victorian-era gardens of the conservatory.

Ascending upward, the next layers alternate between pristine white fondant and soft lavender shades, each tier more refined and delicate than the one before. The white tiers are embellished with edible lace designs, painstakingly detailed to emulate the bridal gown’s fabric. The lavender tiers are accented with a lighter lavender hue, dusted with an iridescent powder that catches the fairy lights woven around each base.

Between the tiers, cascading sugar flowers in white and shades of lavender spill down like a botanical waterfall, each petal and leaf handcrafted to perfection.

At the very top, there is no traditional bride and groom but instead a bespoke sculptured heart crafted from fine spun sugar threads so thin, you can see through them.

Sophie and Baden playfully feed each other thin slices, sharing chocolate- and lavender-infused kisses in between.

It’s utter perfection.

Perhaps the type of wedding Juniper and I would have had one day had I chosen her over my career.

After the bride and groom have their dance, the marble floor fills with guests. Most of the music is upbeat and everyone takes their turn grooving to pop and rock songs we all know and can sing by heart. I’m no stranger to dancing and have a great time cutting it up with Juniper and most of the other Titans. Even Drake, who looks more like he’d only condescend to head-bang out to some Megadeth, joins Brienne in the old-school “Macarena.”

I finally decide to make a move on Juniper when the music slows and “Wonderful Tonight” comes on. We’re on the dance floor already, so I take her hand and pull her close, not a request but a demand she share a moment with me.

“Having fun?” I ask her as we sway to the mellow, smoky voice singing Clapton.

“Most fun I’ve had in a long while,” she says, her face flushed with pleasure. “The people here… everyone’s just so nice.”

“They all adore you,” I assure her. I mean… it’s Juniper. How could they not?

My hand moves from her hip to her lower back, pulling her a little closer. Our other hands are clasped.

She tips her head back to smile at me and I can tell what’s going on in those pretty eyes of hers. I know what she’s going to say as soon as her lips part.

A thank-you for the evening, for helping her dad, for getting her away from Joshua, and every other gratitude because she’s feeling so happy. I don’t want to waste this feeling.

“You know, letting you go was the dumbest mistake I’ve ever made, Juni. I look back on it now, and I don’t know how I could have been so stupid.”

Her lips quirk and she gives the tiniest eye roll because we’ve already hashed this out. “Enough with the worst mistake claim. Honestly, I think you’re so hinged on that because you know how bad things were for me. If I’d led a charmed life, you wouldn’t—”

I bend down and kiss her. It’s the first time in fifteen years and it’s just a gentle brush of my lips against hers to get her to stop speaking.

Her eyes are closed when I pull back. I wait for them to flutter open, note they’re awash with confusion and pleasure. “I’m not just saying that. I’ve not had a serious relationship since you. Only casual dates. Never told another woman I loved her because I’ve never even come close to feeling that for someone. I walked away from the love of my life and that’s a level of stupidity I’ll never match.”

Some of that is tongue in cheek and I say it to try to get a smile out of her. Instead, her gaze focuses in on me sharply. “Do you still love me?”

“Yes,” I reply, the singular truth ringing bold and without hesitation. I didn’t have to think about it.

I’ve never stopped loving Juniper.

Juniper blinks at me, her mouth sagging in shock. “You do?”

“Always have. And I don’t expect it back from you. I understand I killed what we had.”

She shakes her head again, eyes closed briefly as she processes. When her gaze locks onto mine, she says, “I don’t know how I feel, but I can tell you I do have feelings for you. I had to shove them away and then I let anger pile up on them. But all that’s gone now. I don’t know what’s left behind, but…”

Her words trail off and I don’t want her to fade back into her protective zone. I touch my forehead to hers. “But what, Juni?”

“But there’s always been a part of my heart that belonged only to you.”

Relief washes through me at the small kernel of tenderness she might still carry for me.

“That’s good, Juni,” I whisper before brushing my lips against her temple. “I can work with that.”


CHAPTER 20


Juniper

“Who wants more tea?” Brienne asks as she stands from her chair. She is the epitome of class and grace. She went with a retro fifties glam look in a floral, off-the-shoulder dress that hugs her torso and flares outward at the waist, paired with pale blue pumps, vivid red lipstick, and her hair in pin curls. She even wore white satin gloves to our little tea party.

Callum delivered the invitation last week between the Fourth of July boat ride and Sophie and Baden’s wedding. It was handwritten in delicate calligraphy and I couldn’t help but grin when I opened it as Callum stood over my shoulder.

We read it silently together.

You are cordially invited to High Tea

In honor of

The Titan Queens’ Newest Inductee

Queen Juniper Ryan

It provided the date and time—today—as well as the location, which is Brienne’s home.

I was so charmed to be invited to such an event, especially since I helped come up with the idea of a monthly tea. But two things immediately had me on the verge of declining.

“That’s awesome,” Callum had said as he plucked the invitation from my hand to read again.

“I can’t go,” I blurted.

His gaze cut to me as he frowned. “Why not?”

“I don’t have anything to wear.” At the bottom of the invitation, it said semi-formal attire required. “And… well, I’m not a Titan Queen.”

Callum set the invitation down on the counter, leaned an elbow beside it and said, “You’re going. You’ve got plenty of pretty dresses to choose from.” When I started to object, he held up a finger telling me to be quiet. “And as far as being a Titan Queen, you most certainly are.”

“I’m not,” I insisted. “Those are women who are romantically involved with Titans men. You and I are not romantically involved.”

“Not true,” he replied, pushing up off the counter. “It’s for women the Titans men care about and you can’t argue against the fact I care for you. You know I do, so just give up on the excuses and text Brienne your RSVP as she requests at the bottom of that fancy little invitation.”

And that was that.

I’ve never been to a tea party before, but Brienne did not disappoint. The table is a feast for the eyes with a pristine white linen cloth upon which delicate china teacups and plates find their home next to polished silver cutlery. Centerpieces of fresh roses and hydrangeas in pastel hues lend a fragrant elegance to the affair.

Tiered silver trays hold finger sandwiches with crusts meticulously trimmed. They have tiny signs in gold calligraphy to identify them as cucumber and dill cream cheese on white bread, smoked salmon with capers and lemon butter on pumpernickel, egg salad with watercress on brioche, and chicken salad with almonds on croissants.

There are trays with scones, their surfaces breaking just so, begging for the clotted cream, lemon curd and strawberry preserves that sit in crystal bowls. My favorites are the sweets—petite pastries from mini éclairs filled with vanilla cream and topped with chocolate ganache, lemon tartlets with dollops of meringue, macarons in assorted flavors and fruit tarts displaying their glazes and garnishes like jewels.

The gentle clink of the champagne flutes announces the presence of bubbly alongside steaming teapots, which release the comforting aroma of Earl Grey and jasmine.

It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve seen outside Sophie and Baden’s wedding, and I’m not ashamed that I’ve taken a ton of pictures.

Jenna is a vision in a powder-blue, knee-length chiffon dress with a subtle floral print in a darker blue. She’s wearing white strappy sandals, and a string of pearls graces her neck with matching stud earrings.

Waving Brienne away, Jenna laughs. “That tea went utterly cold an hour and a half ago.”

Which prompts Stevie to stand up. To my shock, she did not show up in semi-formal attire as requested, instead rocking a pair of torn jeans, a Harley-Davidson tank top and biker boots. Her excuse was that she and Hendrix were going out for a bike ride later in the afternoon and she wouldn’t be doing that in a dress.

However, I get the feeling Stevie just didn’t want to dress up and guess what… none of the other women held it against her.

Stevie grabs the most current bottle of champagne from the ice bucket and proceeds to walk around and top off glasses. Reminiscent of the first night I met a handful of the Titan Queens at Callum’s house, we’ve been imbibing, and it shows.

“I make a motion,” Stevie says dramatically as she waves the now-empty bottle of Moët in her hand, “that all future high tea parties dispense with the tea and we just have champagne as the liquid refresher.”

“I second that motion,” Kiera says and points to the silver-tiered trays sitting in the middle of the round table. She’s stunning in a fitted lavender sheath dress with cap sleeves and a boat neckline. She chose a wide-brimmed hat with a matching lavender ribbon that perches jauntily on her head with her golden hair streaming down her back. “I also make a motion we do away with scones.”

“Hey,” Brienne scolds, whipping her head Kiera’s way. “I made those.”

“No offense,” Kiera says to her soon-to-be sister-in-law. “But those scones are dry as the desert, and I truly mean no offense because any scone I’ve ever tried is dry.”

“Not if you put enough clotted cream on it,” Danica says, looking posh in an emerald-green wrap dress with a tulip hem and three-quarter sleeves. She wears a pair of vintage ivory gloves and points a finger at Kiera. “I am not going to be in favor of doing away with scones. But I agree on the champagne.”

Kiera and Danica argue over whether the next party should include scones and I merely sip at my champagne, enjoying the cute, over-the-top bickering.

These women… I can’t even begin to describe how easy they are to be around. Even billionaire Brienne Norcross is so genuinely down-to-earth, I felt immediately comfortable as soon as I crossed her threshold.

Not all of the Titan Queens are here. Sophie’s on her honeymoon and Harlow and Ava left today for summer vacations with their men. Tillie’s still in New York, apartment hunting with Coen. Lilly is working at her family’s deli, and I find it adorable that apparently Boone is there with her. I met her at the wedding yesterday and my heart breaks for all she’s been through and yet swells with admiration when I see her resilience. She gives me hope.

I’m so lucky to be a part of this group and I feel quite grateful to Callum for pushing me to do this.

I glance at my watch and note that he’ll be here to pick me up soon. I had planned on driving myself, but he offered to chauffeur. While I was more than able to drive myself to a tea party, Callum smirked at me over coffee this morning. “You’re going to get drunk today.”

My face, I’m sure, looked as affronted as I sounded. “I most certainly will not. It’s a tea party. We’ll be having little sandwiches and tea.”

Callum chuckled. “Oh, trust me… there will be alcohol. You ladies probably won’t even touch the tea.”

I’m not sure how he knew that, but he wasn’t wrong. I accepted his offer only because he was going to play racquetball with Gage and the gym is in the general vicinity, so it made sense.

While I’m not drunk, I am very, very tipsy, as are the other women. I imagine there are going to be some Ubers called, just like the last time we got together.

Brienne garners my attention from the scone argument. “How are things going with Callum?” she asks me.

I jerk in my seat, my fingers gripping the champagne glass upon being called out. Especially since Kiera and Danica go silent and all eyes come to me.

“Why would you ask that?” I croak.

Kiera snorts. “Because of the way you two were practically melting into each other on the dance floor at the wedding.”

“We were not doing that,” I exclaim, but we were so doing that. Callum was saying all the right words and I wanted more than anything for the clock to rewind so I could be the Juniper of old and he could be the man I used to love.

“Spill it,” Brienne presses. “You’ve got enough champagne in you, you’ve been inducted into the Titan Queens and we’re your girls. We can give appropriate advice and we can be prepared to hate on Callum when and if needed.”

I can’t help but laugh before taking another sip from the fluted glass. “No need to hate on Callum. Our past has been thoroughly discussed and apologies were offered and accepted.”

“And…,” Danica drawls.

I play stupid. “And what?”

“And he held you close during one of the most romantic songs ever created,” Stevie says.

“And he kissed you,” adds Kiera.

“And then you two had a serious discussion going on,” Brienne murmurs, her voice trailing off.

Only for Jenna to pick up the conversation, sighing in a swoony way. “And that look on Callum’s face. He was promising you something and my God… he better live up to it.”

My skin flushes at how they just broke down those magical few moments when Callum and I danced the other night. I’m a bit embarrassed so I deflect. “Why were you watching us? You had a very lovely bride and groom who should have held your attention.”

Stevie barks out a laugh. “Sophie and Baden are rock solid. You and Callum are tripping all over yourselves, just like we all did with our men, and it’s way more fun to watch. Besides… since we’ve all been through this, we’re your best source of advice.”

I sit up straighter in my chair because it occurs to me that these women are more than just a fun social time. They could be confidantes and that’s something I need more than anything. “Callum said he still loves me. Never stopped and never loved anyone else.”

“Oh wow.” Jenna sighs again, sinking into her chair. “That’s… well, that’s serious stuff.”

“I know,” I exclaim before taking another sip of my champagne. “I mean… he broke my heart once and—”

“He wouldn’t do it again,” Brienne cuts in, her tone sharp with confidence.

My head whips her way, but not to argue with her. “I know. I mean… I actually know he wouldn’t. Callum’s a different person and I don’t mean that he was bad before and he’s good now. I just mean… he’s different, I’m different, our lives are different. And I know he never meant to hurt me in the past. He said it was the dumbest mistake he’s ever made and I can forgive regretful mistakes.”

“So then it’s all good for the two of you?” Kiera asks.

I shrug, my mouth pulling downward as an angst I didn’t know I was carrying hits me hard. “I don’t know,” I admit glumly. “He said he loved me, I told him part of my heart would always belong to him and then… nothing.”

Brienne frowns. “Nothing?”

“Nothing,” I repeat. “I would’ve thought he’d try to kiss me when we got back to his house after the reception. Or maybe want to talk some more. But he wished me goodnight at the bottom of the stairs and then went into his bedroom.”

The women shoot each other blank looks and shrugs.

Jenna hypothesizes. “Maybe he’s just giving you room to be certain about your feelings.”

Danica drums her gloved fingers on the tablecloth. “Maybe he’s nervous.”

“Or maybe,” Stevie drawls, her black nail polish in sharp contrast to the pastels everywhere, “he wants you to make the first move.”

“That’s it,” Brienne says with a sharp snap of her fingers. “He wants you to make the move. He’s opened the door and he wants you to step through it.”

“To do what?” I ask incredulously.

“To do whatever will take this relationship to the next level.”

“Maybe ask him out on a date,” Danica proposes.

Another sigh from Jenna. “Or cook a romantic meal.”

“Bone him,” Stevie says.

Kiera nods effusively, turning to Stevie to offer her fist. They bump and Kiera says, “That’s right, girl. Walk through that open bedroom door and reconnect physically.”

I grin at the bevy of advice and love how it’s split down the line between these women. Over the course of a two-hour tea, I’ve gotten to know their personalities pretty well—Danica and Jenna are the romantics while Stevie and Kiera are the spicy minxes.

It’s to Brienne I turn though, as I think she’s a mixture of both, plus she’s the smartest and wisest of all of us. She merely says, “Trust your gut but I agree that you should make your interest known. I know Callum and he won’t want to pressure you. He’ll take it slow. If you want to give this a little push, then you give the push and see where it goes.”

“But stripping naked and climbing into his bed is the best way to do it,” Kiera adds with a knowing wink.

The doorbell rings and my blood zips through my veins. I know that’s most likely Callum arriving to pick me up.

Brienne doesn’t move to answer the door as she has full-time house staff here who will handle it. Her gaze on me is unwavering as she repeats what I’m guessing is her most important advice. “Trust your gut.”

I don’t have a chance to reply as Callum walks into the room, followed by Gage.

“Wow, this looks amazing,” Callum says as he moves right to the table and reaches for a sandwich from one of the silver tiered plates. He pops the triangle into his mouth and grins at me as he chews. When he swallows, he nods at the champagne in my hand. “Told you.”

He’s referencing his proclamation earlier that I’d get drunk. “I didn’t have that much,” I say as I set my almost-empty flute down. Truth be told, I stopped counting after the third one.

I rise to stand from the chair and feel my ankles wobble in my high heels. Callum continues to grin knowingly.

Brienne stands, as do the other women, and one by one, they give me farewell hugs. Stevie whispers in my ear, “Sneak into his room tonight.”

“Stop it,” I whisper back, but I’d be lying if I said their suggestions weren’t playing through my head.

♦

I paced back and forth across the soft, thick carpeting of my bedroom. I ditched my tea party dress and heels and washed off my makeup. I brushed the taste of lemon tarts and champagne out of my mouth and pulled my hair into a high ponytail.

I am still buzzing from the champagne and if I were a smarter version of myself, I would force a nap to sober up. When Callum drove me home, he suggested just such a thing. It was only four thirty and he announced he was going to cook dinner and it would be ready by six.

I’ve been up here stewing over what to do. Brienne said to trust my gut. Danica and Jenna believe I should move slowly but surely. Kiera and Stevie think I should jump his bones.

I feel like the answer is in there somewhere.

If I’m honest with myself, the champagne is pushing me to side with Kiera and Stevie. The alcohol flowing through my system lowers my inhibitions and I cannot deny that I am attracted to Callum. Just like all those years ago when I had to push down my love after he broke my heart, I also had to forget about what a sinful temptation the man was, even more so after I started dating Joshua. Admittedly, as my feelings for him grew and we embarked on a sexual relationship, I was able to forget about Callum.

Somewhat.

Sometimes it was hard because Joshua wasn’t half the lover Callum was. He tried his best and there was a time when he wanted to pleasure me.

Callum knew how to make my body sing. With the slightest touch he could elicit incendiary reactions. In my heart of hearts, I know that had nothing to do with any magical talent the man has, but it was because we had such an intense emotional and loving connection.

I never had that with Joshua and our sex was never going to be anywhere near as amazing as it was with Callum.

Oh for fuck’s sake, Juniper. Quit thinking about sex.

Of course, all I can think about is when Callum crashed into my bathroom to save me from the spider, half-naked and looking just as good as he did fifteen years ago. He has a strong, sculpted body filled with smooth muscles and skin that begs to be touched.

I realize I’m somehow standing at my door with my hand on the knob. I don’t even recall walking across the room but all the thoughts of sex with Callum propel me out the door.

“Get a hold of yourself,” I whisper, trying to force myself to chill out. But my girls’ words echo in my head.

You should jump his bones.

Trust your gut.

Maybe I’ll just go down and offer to help cook dinner.

I consider putting on some makeup or at the minimum some lip gloss. Maybe a pair of nice jeans and a blouse versus the sweatpants.

But then I decide against it. The less attractive I try to make myself, the less I’m likely to make a move on the man. I know one thing that has been dinged over the years under Joshua’s abuse is my self-confidence.

I know Callum still loves me—I believed him when he said that—but I don’t think I’m the attractive young girl he once loved.

I hear Callum before I see him as I creep down the stairs. He’s singing an Eagle’s song, the music playing in the background.

“Peaceful Easy Feeling.”

I love this song. Callum and I used to listen to it in the summer with the windows down and we’d sing at the top of our lungs. It epitomized our relationship.

I stand just inside the entrance that separates the living room from the kitchen and watch him at the stove. He has something sizzling in the pan and it smells delicious. He’s wearing the same outfit he had on when he picked me up. A pair of track pants and a well-fitted T-shirt. His thick hair was damp at Brienne’s, indicating he showered at the gym, but it’s now dry and in his casually swept-back style. His beard lends maturity to his overall aura and I felt the tiniest prickle from the hair over his lip when he kissed me at the wedding. I want more of that with a deeper kiss, maybe brushing over my neck or between—

“Hey, you,” Callum says, glancing over his shoulder, a pair of tongs in hand.

I blink away all thoughts of his beard and manage a smile. “Need some help?”

“Got it all under control.” He turns back to the pan and flips what I now see is a pork chop dusted in fragrant seasoning. A pot boils on the back burner.

“What are you making?” I ask as I move to a stool at the island.

“Pork chops, sweet potato mash and sautéed spinach. I know you’re an adventurous eater, so I figured those were safe bets.”

Sounds amazing. It’s a meal I would never have been allowed to make for the Willard men. “That’s gourmet for me these days.”

The words themselves are benign, but it’s my tone that has Callum turning around to face me. His expression is neutral, but I can tell he’s concerned because his attention is so lasered on me. “What does that mean?”

I shake my head and brighten my smile. “Nothing. I don’t want to talk about it.” There’s no hiding that tiny flash of irritation so I’m compelled to add, “It’s not worth talking about. Joshua and Preston were very rigid in what they liked to eat and I had very little room to play around in the kitchen. It was the same thing over and over again.”

It should be enough to send Callum’s attention back to the stove, and it briefly does. But only to turn off the burners and place the tongs on the counter.

When he turns back, he comes to stand opposite me at the island, leaning his elbows on it. I expect him to poke and prod, wanting to understand more about my life away from his. I expect him to then want to give me reassurances and reiterate his love and that I’m safe.

Instead, he asks me a singular question that, despite its simplicity, will allow for an answer that could change the course of my life.

“If you could ask for one thing, knowing the answer would be yes, what would you ask for, Juni?”

My mind spins with the potential because I know whatever I say, Callum will do his best to give it to me.

There are things I could wish for that are beyond his control.

Rewind the clock to the day we broke up so I could change things.

Erase the memories of the past fifteen years.

Make Joshua and Preston go away so we never have to deal with them again.

All valid. Callum would be pleased with any of those wishes.

Rather, I decide to ask for something I know he can give. My gaze drops to his mouth and the beautiful, soft beard framing those full lips.

I lift my eyes to meet his. “Will you kiss me?”


CHAPTER 21


Callum

Emotion explodes within me, reminiscent of the fireworks last week. Tenderness, passion, relief.

Love.

Always fucking love with this woman.

“Do you want just a kiss?” I ask.

Juniper’s gaze never wavers. “We both know it won’t stop there.”

I prowl around the island and she swivels on her stool to face me. I take one of her hands in mine. “Not what I asked. Will you want more? Because if you don’t, I will stop it at just a kiss.”

She swallows hard and whispers, “I want more.”

That should elate me because God knows I’ve fantasized about her for years. No one has ever compared to her in or out of bed. But there’s no stopping my frown of concern. “You’re buzzed.”

“So what?” she throws back. “Do you think I’m so impaired I don’t know what I’m doing?”

No, I don’t think that. She was tipsy when I picked her up from Brienne’s and her inhibitions are probably low, but she’s clear-headed enough. “I don’t want you to have regrets.”

She sighs dramatically. “I’m tired of regrets. You’ve had them, I’ve had them. We let them go, right?”

I release her hand, only to place both my palms on her beautiful face. “Juni… I love you. But I’m going to do things right. You telling me you want more than a kiss is weakening my resolve.”

“That sounds like a you problem and not a me problem,” she quips.

I can’t help but laugh and because she’s immobile from my grasp, I at least fulfill her request for a kiss. My lips press against hers, forcing her mouth open, and she sighs into me.

My head angles, tongue swiping slowly against hers. Lust barrels through me at the first truly intimate touch we’ve shared in years. I’m resolved to pull away but Juniper groans as her tongue tangles with mine. It’s a sound of pure need and my body tightens with desire.

“Fuck,” I mutter against her lips. “You’re not going to make this easy.”

“I am trying to make it easy,” she murmurs, turning her cheek to rub against my jaw. “I knew that beard would feel good against my skin, and that was just my lips.”

I know exactly where I’d like to rub my facial hair and it’s not anywhere on her face. The thought of it spurs me into motion and I do a quick mental check. I did turn off the stove, right?

Fuck it, the house can burn for all I care.

I swoop Juniper up with my hands under her ass, lifting her from the stool to carry her to my room. Her acceptance is immediate with her arms wrapping around my neck, legs around my waist, her head tilting so she can kiss my neck.

Christ, that feels good and it’s not just her lips grazing the sensitive skin below my beard line, but the fact that it’s Juniper Ryan, my first, only, one true love initiating touch with me.

In my room, I deposit her on the bed and move over the top of her with one knee on the mattress and one foot still solidly on the ground. I need that—she makes me dizzy with desire.

Juniper stares up at me, a trusting smile playing on her full lips. The animal in me wants to shred her clothes to pieces because I want her far too badly. I want her naked and I want inside her, right now.

But although we’ve been intimate with each other more times than we could count in the past, this feels all too shiny and new. I don’t want to rush any part of it.

Bringing my other knee up, I press my palms onto the mattress beside her head. My gaze roves over the angles and soft curves of her face, taking care not to get too lost in the allure of her eyes. I know the more turned on she is, the more the gold will leach out and the darker they’ll become. I used to love to study the changes as I touched her.

My eyes pin on those lips which have slid over nearly every inch of my body. Bending down, I graze my mouth over hers ever so gently, but even that small touch is electric. A welling of need produces a rumble in my chest.

I deepen the kiss, giving her my tongue again, and Juniper’s hands press against my chest. Not to push me away, but to lay over my breastbone where my heart booms. Her head lifts, her tongue invading my mouth with urgency. A tiny purr flutters out of her and it makes my dick ache.

Just a kiss.

A fucking great kiss and I’m ready to bury myself deep.

Juniper’s hands move down my chest, dip under the hem of my T-shirt, then slide back up. Her soft fingers travel across my abdomen before bunching into the material. She makes a yearning sound, trying to pull it past my shoulders.

I’m all for giving her what she wants so I go to my knees, lifting away from her. I pull the shirt over my head and toss it to the floor.

My skin turns hot from the way her eyes eagerly move over my body, taking in the differences from fifteen years ago. I hope there aren’t many since I work my ass off to stay in shape. Her gaze drifts south, coming to rest where my erection strains against the loose material of my track pants. Her staring at it only makes me harder.

Juniper’s hands move to the waistband and my lungs clog up as my body locks tight. Dipping her fingertips into the stretchy band, she pulls it down only a few inches to reveal the head of my cock. I am fucking dizzy when she grazes a thumb over the tip, gathering the wetness seeping out.

And all my fucking dirty fantasies of Juniper and that mouth come full circle when she rubs the slick over her bottom lip.

“Jesus Christ, Juni,” I grumble, knowing that I need to get control over her.

She tries to reach for the waistband of my pants again, but I move lightning-fast, pulling her up and off the bed. When her feet are on the floor I work efficiently, pulling her T-shirt over her head. She’s not wearing a bra, something I was very much aware of when she walked into the kitchen, and I don’t even hesitate to look my fill. My body bends, my head goes to her breasts and I latch onto a nipple with a gentle, laving tongue.

“Callum,” she groans, her hands clamping onto my head to hold me there.

“Fuck I missed your tits,” I proclaim, moving to the other breast. They’re not the biggest but they’re perfect to me.

I barely get my lips on her nipple when her fingers tug at my hair. “Touch me with your hands, Callum. Everywhere.”

I straighten and move my hands to her breasts. I squeeze them gently as I bend in to kiss her again. Open-mouthed, our tongues immediately duel, but only for a few seconds.

More important things to do.

My hands go to Juniper’s sweatpants and I drag them down, panties going along for the ride. Her hands rest on my shoulders for balance as she pulls her feet free. How many times over our lives have I stripped her just like this?

I glance up at her and she giggles, perhaps still bubbly from the champagne. “You always managed to make short work of our clothes.”

“I’ve always been impatient to get to your goods,” I reply with a grin.

I straighten, manage to discard my pants and then we tumble onto the bed in a tangle of limbs. Our hands immediately seek out bare skin and our mouths fuse again in a scorching hot kiss that robs me of oxygen.

The kisses turn savage, my teeth snagging onto her bottom lip in a stinging pinch before I lick it better. Her fingernails score into my chest, the sharp bite reminding me that sometimes things got so intense that we’d take pieces of each other.

Our naked bodies press together, legs entwined as her hands move to my shoulders. My skin is so sensitive I can feel her nipples against my chest and my cock is thick and hot against her belly. What I wouldn’t give right now to just slam into her, but we’ve barely even begun and as much as I want to chase that orgasm, I want to experience everything we used to have together in the ways of foreplay.

Space is what I need so I end the kiss as I roll Juniper to her back. Her legs part and I settle between them, but I keep still. Her gaze, fevered and intense, meets mine. She digs a tooth into her bottom lip and a million memories of her sucking my cock flood my mind. If she went down on me now, I’d never survive it.

I place a gentle kiss on her mouth before sliding down her body. I run my lips along the center of her chest, then her belly, taking note of the way the muscles leap and quiver. I glance up, see that I’m losing her to bliss—fucking perfect—with her eyes shut and mouth parted.

I consider giving more love to her nipples, but it’s not where I want to be. My entire body hungers to bring her a different sort of pleasure.

Pushing her legs further apart, I slide the rest of the way down her body and bring my mouth to her pussy. Juni’s hips lift and her fingers slide gently into my hair. I look up her body as I roll my tongue around her clit. Those beautiful eyes are locked on me, fingertips pressing into my temples as her pelvis rotates.

Tiny little moans spur me on and I press a long finger inside her. Juniper jerks at my hair. “Too much,” she gasps.

Chuckling, I nuzzle my cheek against the inside of her thigh. “Never too much.”

Slow circles of my tongue against that sensitive bud, another finger to her pussy. I work slowly and build my girl up until she’s a writhing, moaning, begging mess. “Please, Callum.”

Lifting my head, I look up to see her head thrashing back and forth. “Please what?”

“Finish me off,” she demands, glaring down at me.

My mouth lifts at the corner and I incline my head. “As my Titan Queen desires.”

Juni snickers and then groans as I bring my mouth back to her center. It may have been years and years since I’ve done this to her, but I haven’t forgotten a single nuance of how her body works. I know exactly how much pressure, where to touch and how fast to go. It takes mere seconds of intense focus on her and she’s exploding with pleasure.

Often when going down on her, I’d help prolong her orgasm with some continued tongue action but fuck, I want to be inside her now. I surge up her body, drawing one of her legs around my hips, but I’m caught up short when Juniper yells, “No!”

Her hands are on my chest but I don’t need that pressure to stop my actions. The minute she said no, I froze.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, seeing the haze of pleasure and release gone from her eyes, replaced by something that flips my stomach.

Juniper shakes her head. “I… um…”

I wait patiently, but her mouth clamps shut. I lower her leg, bring a palm to her cheek. “Juni… what is it?”

“We… um… we have to use a condom.”

My entire body sags in relief. I had thought the worst… that maybe there had been some sort of abuse by Joshua that would make sex difficult for her. “Okay… that’s fine. I’ve got some.”

The spell is broken though and Juniper scrambles out from under me, scooting up to the top of the bed and drawing her knees to her chest. She peers over them at me, long dark hair falling around her shoulders.

I lower onto my stomach then roll to my side. My head is near her hips and I trace a finger down her leg. “Because of Joshua?” I ask.

She nods, red staining her cheeks. “He was unfaithful, and well… I really need to get tested, I guess.”

“It’s fine, Juniper,” I reassure her. “You can get tested, but we can use condoms. Honestly, it’s the smart thing to do. I should have grabbed one anyway, just to reassure you because you don’t know my past—”

“—and I don’t want to know it,” she inserts. “I mean… I’m good without knowing about your past partners.”

“I’ve always been safe,” I tell her. “Always. But I’ll get tested too, okay?”

“I feel like an idiot,” she says softly, wrapping her arms tighter around her shins. “I made things weird.”

“Hey.” I stroke my palm along her calf. “Don’t do that to yourself. You’ve done nothing wrong and nothing is weird. This is all normal stuff.”

“No, I know,” she says with a frustrated sigh. “It’s just… I broke the magic we had going on with my insecurities.”

“Oh, I’ll get the magic back,” I promise with a lewd smile. “That won’t take any time at all.”

Juniper’s lips twitch and a sparkle of amusement tells me I’m already getting her back. She takes my hand, laces our fingers together and stares at it briefly before her eyes come to mine. “You’ve always made me feel safe.”

“Not always,” I admit ruefully, studying our hands. “But I won’t fail you again.”

“No, I don’t think you will. You’ve rescued me. Gave me a new life. Saved my father.”

I don’t know if Juniper will ever tell me she loves me again. I don’t know what it will take for her to get there, but I can feel the emotion in her words. The way her fingers flex against mine as if to punctuate the sentiment.

I release her for a second. “Be right back.”

I head straight for my bathroom where I have a box of condoms under the sink. Admittedly, it’s been awhile since I’ve needed one. Life’s been busy. While I do date (and yes, fuck when the connection is there), I know as I grab a foiled packet that going forward, all of these will be for only one woman.

When I return to the bed, Juniper doesn’t attempt to cover her body, but I see a bit of shyness in her expression as she stares at the item in my hand.

“Let’s try this again,” I murmur, pulling her into my arms so we’re lying face-to-face. Her legs thread through mine, our torsos pressed tight. Her breath fans against my face, a lilting sigh of contentment.

I want to give her power, so she still sees that it’s only her I’ll ever want. I press the condom into her hand. “We’ll both get tested but there’s no rush. Until then, we’ll use these.”

She stares at me in confusion.

I roll to my back, admittedly the serious conversation having cooled my body. I glance down to my softened cock, then back to her. “Give me what I need, Juni.”

And let me show you the power you have over me.


CHAPTER 22


Juniper

For a crazy, panicked second… I consider bolting from the bed. Yes, I used to be the woman who could spend days running my hands over his amazing body. I was never timid when it came to expressing my attraction to Callum. He always made me feel like a temptress and he’s asking me to be that woman again.

“Come on, Juni. I don’t bite,” he teases, but I hear the rumbling need in his tone.

It’s that desire for me that throws me into action. Leaning up on an elbow, I run a hand down the muscles of his chest, his tawny skin exactly as I remember but he’s more filled out. His muscles thicker, more defined. I know he works out… I’ve seen him hitting the gym every day. Gone is the tall, lean physique and left behind is someone who looks like he could crush anything in his way.

My hand stills on his stomach and my eyes bypass his thick cock and move to his powerful thighs, also rippled with muscles and dark, crisp hair.

He’s just beautiful.

I realize he’s not breathing and my gaze goes to his face. His eyes burn… a silent demand to stop looking and start touching.

“Have some patience,” I say, running my hand north toward his chest again.

Callum moves so fast I barely see it, but his hand is on my wrist, stopping my momentum. His eyes bore into mine as he slowly drags it down again, right to his cock, which immediately thickens when my fingertips brush against it.

Just barely a graze and he reacts to me.

I’m emboldened, wrenching free of his grip. I go to my hands and knees, wrap my hand around his length and give him a slow lick up his shaft.

“F-u-c-k,” Callum groans, his hips bucking upward. His fingertips brush my hair back from my face so he can watch me. I don’t even have to look at him to know that’s what he’s doing.

He’s always loved to watch me.

I bring him into my mouth, flattening my tongue and gliding up and down. He grows, thickens, fills out in my mouth.

“Jesus, Juni… I fucking missed this… you.”

His words fuel me on and I want to make this better than I ever have before for him. Knowing that I turn him on causes an ache deep inside me and I shift so I can move my free hand between my legs.

I barely get a touch when Callum’s fingers grip my hair and he gently pulls me off his dick. “Get the condom on,” he orders. “I need inside of you now.”

The ache intensifies, and yes… I think the only thing that will satisfy it is if Callum fucks me.

My hands shake as I tear open the foil, but they steady as soon as I’m rolling it on.

Then I’m on my back and Callum’s between my legs. He bends down and gives me a slow, hot kiss that causes me to moan just from the promise within. Using one hand to guide himself, he breaches me slowly as our tongues dance.

I wrap my legs around his waist and he slips inside another inch. Callum’s face rolls so the kiss is broken and his temple rests against mine. “God, I missed this so much. It’s only ever been you.”

Another inch and as I stretch, take my fill of him, I know it’s only ever been him too. Joshua never compared because Joshua never loved me this way.

“You’re going to make me fall back in love with you,” I whisper, then turn my head slightly to kiss his cheek.

Callum groans and slams the rest of the way into me, making me smile at the way our words affect each other.

With his elbows in the mattress, Callum’s able to hold most of his weight off me but our bodies are pressed tight to each other. His face hovers over mine and he stares at me silently.

Then he starts to move and it’s like my tilted world rights itself. My body—no, my soul—remembers this intense connection we have spurred by physicality. When our bodies are joined, it meshes our very beings.

“Callum,” I whisper, but it turns into a groan as his thrusts pick up. I have a litany of things I want to say because of all the emotions this connection provokes, but the words are frozen as he pulls one of my legs up high and angles in deeper.

“Goddamn you feel good,” Callum grunts as he bottoms out. “Missed this so fucking much.”

“Me too,” I gasp, clawing at his shoulders because I don’t know what to do with my hands. My head is dizzy with pleasure and I should probably just hang on for the ride, but I’m a jumbled mess of energy. My hips rock against his, trying to pull him into my body. He tunnels faster into me, lost in ecstasy.

He huffs out a breath and I stare at his beautiful face. His teeth are bared, his eyebrows drawn inward—a beautiful representation of the fierce pleasure he’s feeling. His gaze focuses on me and when our eyes lock, his pace slows. For a fleeting moment, I almost protest because we are racing to something that is going to shred me apart.

But the emotion in his eyes as he rocks his body against mine produces a new kind of ache within me. It’s all about connection—heart and body—and the love within his gaze causes everything in me to go haywire.

Callum lowers my leg so it rests around his hip, smoothing his hand slowly along my thigh and then sliding it under my back to gather me in close. He holds some of his weight off me but for the most part, I feel smothered in the best possible way. He’s on me, surrounding me… in me, and nothing has ever felt more right in the world.

He kisses me softly while maintaining a steady yet gentle thrust of his hips against mine and the sweetness of the it all incites the slow build of another orgasm. It’s an ache only he can soothe and I don’t even try to hold it back. I melt under him, telling my body to let go.

It hits me forcefully, my entire body tightening with pleasure before it releases with a surprised cry of ecstasy.

“Jesus,” Callum groans as he grinds down against my pelvis, and then he buries his face in my neck as his body shakes with his own orgasm. “Juni… Juni… Juni…,” he chants, his beard tickling my skin.

Callum wraps his arms around me tight, pressing our bodies flush as we both shudder from the intensity of our connection.

It’s then that my heart splits right down the middle, tearing open old scars and unfolding wide to let Callum all the way in.


CHAPTER 23


Callum

I read over the meticulously crafted email to the general manager of the Seattle Storm, Jeff Sorban. One of my scouts is looking at a young player who just got called up from the minors to the Storm this past year. I’ve watched the film of him and he’s got more than just potential. He’s pretty fucking fantastic, and I’m interested.

Dear Jeff,

I hope this message finds you well. I’ve been closely following the progress of your team’s prospects, and I was particularly impressed with Alex Dahlin’s performance this past season. His skill set and on-ice presence were noteworthy.

Given our current team needs and future planning, I believe Dahlin could be a valuable addition to our roster. I am reaching out to gauge your interest in a potential trade involving him. We are open to discussing various options that could benefit both our teams, including player exchanges, draft picks, or other assets.

I understand that parting with a promising talent like Dahlin requires careful consideration. Please rest assured that we are committed to proposing a fair and mutually beneficial deal. I would appreciate the opportunity to discuss this further with you, either over the phone or through a face-to-face meeting, at your earliest convenience.

If this is something you are open to exploring, please let me know. I am keen to hear your thoughts and any specific needs or objectives your team is looking to address through a trade.

Thank you for considering this inquiry. I look forward to the possibility of constructive discussions and a potentially fruitful collaboration.

Best regards,

Callum Derringer

General Manager, Pittsburgh Titans

I may or may not get a good answer. I’m sure I’ll get an honest one as I like Jeff and he’s about as straight a shooter as they come, but if this player is someone he won’t be keen on losing, he might go vague on me.

We’ll see.

Regardless, the email is off, and I feel that sufficient time has passed since I last spoke to Juniper that I can call her without appearing like a stalker.

That was when I bent over her sleeping form as she slumbered in my bed this morning and kissed the side of her head. She was exhausted because once we got our groove back between the sheets, not much sleep happened last night.

I’m surprised my kiss even penetrated the deep rise and fall of her chest she was so soundly under, but she opened her eyes and stared at me blearily. “Are you going to work?”

I sat on the edge of the bed near her hip, restraining myself from touching her. Because if I felt even an inch of that soft skin, I was liable to get naked and crawl back under the covers. “Want to go out to dinner tonight?”

She rubbed at her eyes and yawned. “I can just make us something here. No need to go to any trouble.”

I couldn’t help but laugh, causing me to break my vow not to touch her, only to tweak her on the nose. “I’m taking you out to a nice dinner. It’s a date. That means you don’t cook or work for our food tonight. You let me treat you to something nice.”

She grinned at me. “You know I’m a sure lay, right?”

“Yeah, I know.” I smiled back at her. “But it still doesn’t mean I won’t romance you.”

That was something I was good at when we were together. Little surprise gifts, flowers for no particular reason, taking her book shopping, or sending her cute cards that were funny but with a personal script about my deep feelings. I didn’t do any of that to make Juniper want me physically, but for her to want me emotionally.

I want that again to the same extent.

I want to do all the things for her just to see her smile the way she did this morning.

So that was three hours ago that I left the house and surely an impromptu call will seem endearingly charming, right? I glance at my watch. I’ve got an interview in twenty minutes for a new assistant athletic trainer. I’ve been interviewing for the position over the last few weeks and had just about made my decision when I received the résumé of a woman with impeccable credentials. She’s as well educated as any of the others, but she doesn’t have quite the same level of experience and that’s only because she’s female. Her sex has limited her ability to break into professional male sports but that’s not something that would stop this team, particularly with Brienne as our leader. So I want to give this woman a shot, at least offer her an interview.

Still… twenty minutes is plenty of time to chat with Juniper, even if I’ve got a million other things I could be doing. Despite the fact I want to cut out of work a bit early so I can pick up flowers for her before our dinner date.

Just a quick call.

Leaning over, I grab my phone and light it up, only to see that I have two missed calls. I keep my phone on vibrate during the day and clearly didn’t hear the subtle buzz when none other than Preston Willard attempted to reach me. He left no voicemail, that would be beneath him. He’d assume I would see his attempts and call him back.

Thoughts of calling Juniper are banished. Obviously, I’ll call Preston first. In all the years he’s been married to my mother, he’s never once called me for anything.

Not even when she had a brain bleed three and a half weeks ago.

The fact he’s calling me now tells me he thinks it’s something more important than my mother having a near-fatal fall, which means he’s likely calling me about Joshua.

I tap my phone against my chin, considering how I want to handle this. Because I’m fairly certain this only pertains to Joshua, who I couldn’t give two shits about, part of me wants to make him wait. But the part of me that’s driven to solve a problem and come out the winner wants to get this over with.

Decision made, I call Preston. Because he’s a power player in all ways, he lets the phone ring four times before he answers it. It’s his attempt to portray control, pretending that my return call isn’t all that important. I know that fucker’s been waiting for it though.

“Preston Willard,” he announces imperiously when the phone connects, even though he knows it’s me on the other end.

“I saw you called.”

“I would’ve figured you’d pick up,” he says irritably. “You’re clearly not worried about your mother.”

“I’ve called Mom every day since I left Incline Village. I’m well aware of how she’s doing. We both know you’re not calling about her so cut to the chase. I’m a busy man.”

Preston grunts in disdain but he launches into his play. “This thing with Joshua and Juniper needs to end.”

“Agreed. Have Joshua give Juniper what she’s entitled to—that would be a divorce and half of his assets—and we’ll call it a day.”

“Don’t be a smart-ass,” he censures. “And besides… Joshua doesn’t want a divorce. He wants to work things out.”

“Of course he doesn’t want a divorce. Who else will cook his meals and serve as his punching bag?”

“Careful, boy,” Preston warns in a low growl.

My tone is deeper. “Don’t even think to threaten me, old man. You’ve done the same to my mother for years but she’s too afraid to leave you. Juni got out and she’s never going back, so tell that son of yours to man up and do the right thing. His deadline is in three days or your family’s dirty secrets are going public.”

There’s a silence and I can envision exactly how red Preston’s face is. No one stands up to him and no one gives him ultimatums. “You’re bluffing. Juniper doesn’t want that attention.”

“No, she doesn’t,” I admit with a hard edge to my voice. “But she needs stability and Joshua’s going to give it to her for all the hell he’s put her through. She’s willing to push this thing all the way. You hold sway over him, Preston. Get him to do the right thing and it all goes away.”

He sighs loudly and it’s the sound of fatigue. “I’ll see what I can do. But she needs to consider something less than half.”

“I can’t speak for Juniper. That’s between her and her lawyer, but I’m sure she’ll consider something fair that will help take care of her father for the rest of his life.”

I don’t know if she’ll consider that or not, but truth be told, I’m taking care of Coy and his medical needs for the rest of his life and I’m taking care of Juniper too. She just doesn’t know it yet.

“I’ll see what I can do,” Preston says and then disconnects.

Part of me is hopeful he will get Joshua to see reason. Preston still very much wears the patriarch’s cloak in that family. He’s also the majority shareholder in their business dealings. While Joshua is quite wealthy in his own right, his dad still calls all the shots and I’m sure that would extend into his personal life.

A knock on my door pulls me from my thoughts and I see Brienne standing there. It’s a bit of a shock, not to see her here but to see her so casually dressed. She’s wearing a pair of cropped jeans, a black Iron Maiden T-shirt and gold sandals. As I stare at her, I’m not sure I’ve ever actually seen her in anything but business attire at the arena on a workday.

“Hey,” she says casually, stepping across the threshold. “I just came in to grab a few files and saw you sitting there with some deep worry lines etched on your forehead.”

“Part of them are allocated to the way you’re dressed.” I arch an eyebrow, one corner of my mouth lifted to match. “Iron Maiden?”

She shrugs, tucking one hand in a back pocket. “I have layers.”

“That you do.” I chuckle, but then turn to business. “I’m interviewing a candidate for the assistant athletic trainer position.”

Brienne stares at me blankly.

“The position that’s open,” I prod. “Because Benny took a head position with Dallas.”

Brienne’s voice is droll. “Yes, I know exactly who you’re talking about. I’m just wondering why you’re pointing out another interview when I know you’ve had several. It’s not my decision who you hire and, more importantly, why those worry lines were in your forehead when I walked in.” She then plops down in the chair opposite my desk and crosses one leg over the other. “Spill it.”

Frowning because I can’t tell if she’s serious, I go with the easiest piece of information to deliver. “The candidate I’m interviewing is a woman.”

Brienne’s eyebrows shoot upward, a smile playing at her lips. “Really?”

“Really.”

“There have only been two instances of a female trainer in professional hockey,” she notes, and I’m impressed she knows that. It was two temporary call-ups to fill in for a thin staff, but it made news.

“She doesn’t have the experience the other candidates have but you know I won’t hire just based on that. I thought I’d give her a shot.”

“Thank you, Callum.” Brienne’s presence is almost demure and I know her gratitude isn’t coming from her position as owner, but rather as a woman. But then her smile flattens and she asks, “What’s got you worried?”

I wave a hand at her. “Just personal stuff. Nothing to bother you with.”

“Are we not friends?”

Until right now, I thought I was sure of the answer. Mostly, Brienne Norcross is my boss, but it can’t be denied that we’ve discussed personal matters and relied on each other’s advice. Most recently, she’s been involved in helping keep Juniper out of harm’s way. It was her personal jet that I took when my mom had surgery and it was her jet that flew Juni and me out of Nevada. It was also Brienne’s work that got Coy into the best care facility here in Pittsburgh. On top of that, I’ve divulged to her my past and how things came to be the way they were.

Plus, Juniper now hangs out at Brienne’s house getting drunk on champagne, so there’s no reason why I shouldn’t consider her my friend.

“Of course, we’re friends. I just don’t want to lay problems—”

Brienne waves her hand just the way I batted down her earlier question. “Don’t do that. If I didn’t want to know, I wouldn’t have asked. Not saying I have a solution, but I might.”

Leaning back in my chair, I steeple my hands before me. “Okay, you asked for it.”

I give Brienne a deeper construct of my past relationship with Juniper and how we broke up. While I tell her about Joshua, I do not divulge the abuse because that’s not for me to say. I only tell her the situation was untenable.

“He hired an investigator to follow Juniper around and take photos of her,” I tell Brienne. “And he’s refusing to discuss the divorce, so her attorney’s given him a deadline, this Thursday, to come to the table or else she’s going to court.”

Brienne’s no dummy and she reads between the lines. “And I’m assuming things will get very nasty.”

“You’d be correct. I’ll be right by Juniper’s side. I’m hoping there won’t be blowback on the team, but—”

Again, Brienne waves her hand. “I’m not worried about that. Just want Juniper protected.”

And then it hits me. That’s all I want too. Juniper doesn’t need a damn thing from Joshua now that I’m back in the picture. I’m committed to taking care of her and Coy for the rest of their lives. Maybe Juniper should just get the divorce and not worry about the money—although she rightly deserves it.

“I can see I’ve given you an idea,” Brienne says, slapping her hands on her thighs before rising from her chair.

“I’ll give you a little credit,” I reply with a wink.

Brienne asks me to keep her updated on the athletic trainer position and wishes me luck with Juniper, and then she’s gone in a swirl of perfume and power.


CHAPTER 24


Juniper

Glancing at my watch, I see I’ll need to leave soon. I shut off my Kindle and tuck it into my purse. I visit my dad every day and yeah, I feel a little guilty since it’s such a luxury to do this. Without a job, my days are spent here with my father or taking care of Callum’s home and cooking meals for him. It’s fine for now and most certainly temporary, but I am taking advantage of it.

My visits with Dad are done mostly in silence. It’s just a way for me to be near him. Although he can’t speak to me and isn’t cognizant of my presence, I get comfort just from his being. That familiar face that even though gaunt, is still strong and kind. I still see love there. His hands with familiar scars from getting nicked while fixing engines remind me of his work ethic and the times we spent together in his shop. I can stare at him and generate a thousand memories. For me, it’s a good place to be.

I rise from my chair and move to the side of his bed. Although he cannot move at all, the bed rails are always kept up for his safety. I lower one to sit on the edge of the bed and take his warm hand in mine. It stays lax when I squeeze it, but I long ago gave up hoping for a response.

“I’ve got to get going, Daddy. I have a date tonight with Callum.”

If he understood what I was saying, he’d know this already because I told him when I arrived a few hours ago. But I do that a lot… repeat stuff. It’s not that I think he missed details on the first go, but sometimes it’s hard to come up with original content when it’s all one-sided. So I’ll repeat stories to him and I actually relish talking to my dad about my first true love.

“Now, I know what you’re thinking,” I tease, patting his chest. “You’d probably give anything to sit up in that bed right now and tell me to be careful. I know you remember how badly I was hurt when we broke up but you were also very circumspect about it, and well… I guess so am I. Is it weird that this feels right? I know he made a mistake, Daddy. One he’s genuinely apologized for and I’ve accepted it. So do you think it’s okay that I’m right with this? I honestly think if you could talk, you’d tell me to be right with this.” I pause, thinking how easy it was to fall for him again. I don’t think myself a fool, merely lucky. I squeeze my dad’s hand. “He told me he still loves me. Never stopped. Never had another relationship. That has to account for something, right?”

There’s no response from my dad, but I can imagine what he’d ask me right now. I shrug. “Do I love him? I mean… I never really stopped, if I’m honest. It was hard to see it since I pushed it down deep, but lately… it’s bubbling just below the surface.”

I smile down at my father, touch my fingertips to my lips and then his for a kiss. “I love you and I’ll come back tomorrow. Dean Koontz has a new book out that I preordered and we’ll start it then. Be prepared to have your pants scared off.”

I rest my head on his chest lightly for a long moment before rising. I grab my purse and hitch the strap over my shoulder. Giving my dad one last look, I meander out of his room and down the hall.

When I reach the front lobby, the director of the facility, Charity Neal, steps out of her office. She wasn’t here the first day I came to see Dad but we’ve met a few times, and I really like the woman.

“Juniper,” she says with a wave of her hand. “Got a minute?”

“Sure,” I reply as I walk her way. When I reach her, I throw a thumb back toward the hallway where my dad resides. “Just spent a rousing few hours chatting up the old man.”

Charity laughs. “Did he have anything good to say?”

“Strangely quiet. But he got an earful from me.”

Her face softens, all joking aside. Her hand touches my arm. “You’re a very devoted daughter and I don’t care what any doctor says, I think your visits and your voice reach him. He’s still inside, very deep, but I know you reach him.”

I incline my head. “I like to think so too.”

“The reason I stopped you was I wanted to let you know your dad had a visitor who wasn’t on the approved list yesterday.” My body goes still, a slight tingle inching up my spine. “Said he was your husband.”

“My husband,” I repeat, my tongue feeling thick.

“Yes,” she replies, her tone businesslike. “He was very polite and produced identification, but we were very firm with him that he was not on the list and could not see your dad.”

“Joshua was here?” I ask, reeling from this news.

Charity frowns at me, concern etching her face. “Yes. He said he’d have you add him to the list.”

I don’t reply, wondering what his game is. While Joshua can be the devil, he knows how to charm people to get what he wants. Why would he try to get in to see my dad? To harm him? Or maybe just to rattle me?

Probably the latter.

“Are you okay?” Charity asks quietly, stepping in closer. “You seem frightened.”

A smile comes quickly to my face although I know my words have a hard edge. “No, I’m fine. Truly. But I’m separated from Joshua and he will not be added to the list.”

“Do we need security for your dad?” she asks, her eyebrows drawing further inward with unease.

“No,” I exclaim to reassure her. “Not at all. He’s just… I don’t know why he’s trying to see him. I’ll find out but just make sure everyone knows that Mr. Derringer and I are the only approved visitors.”

“Of course,” Charity says.

“I need to get going. I appreciate everything you all do for my father. I’ll be back tomorrow morning.”

We exchange goodbyes and I’ve got my phone out of my purse before I’m even through the sliding glass doors. By the time my foot hits the parking lot, I’ve pulled up Joshua’s contact information, intent on unblocking him so I can find out what the hell he’s doing. I’m driven now by anger that he would think to intrude on the peace I’ve established here, and I intend to unleash on him.

As I stomp across the lot, I consider whether a text or call would be better. Text, so it’s in writing… a clear directive to stay away from my father.

“Juniper.”

That voice turns my blood cold and I come to a dead stop, head lifting to find Joshua standing at my driver’s door.

He holds out his hands to the side and offers a gentle smile. “I only want to talk.”

“I have nothing to say to you. You need to stay away from my father and stay away from me.”

“Please… Juni,” he says, his tone so sickeningly sweet, my nose wrinkles. “After all our time together, I deserve a few minutes. All I want to do is talk. There’s no harm in that.”

“It seems pretty stalker-like to fly all the way here to tell me that.”

Joshua is unfazed. “You blocked me. What was I supposed to do? I just need a few minutes to plead my case. It’s only fair.”

“Fair?” I ask with a brittle laugh. “I owe you nothing. Not after what you did to me.”

“I know,” he says, taking one step toward me. I back up two and that stops him in his tracks. His voice gentles even further. “And I’m sorry. It got out of hand and I didn’t mean to hit you just for making the wrong meal. I know how absurd that was but asking for a divorce—”

Anger bubbles up hot and I don’t think to be scared anymore. I’m enraged. “You think I want a divorce because of that?” I screech. “How about the hundreds of other times you hit me? How about knocking me down the stairs and causing me to lose the baby?”

Pain washes over Joshua’s face. “You know I didn’t mean for that to happen.”

“It doesn’t matter what your intent was. You did it all the same. You always regret it after, but my bruises take longer to heal, and I never forget what they feel like.”

Joshua doesn’t seem to hear a thing. He gives me a poignant look. “Things would have been different if you could have gotten pregnant. We would have gotten closer.”

I’d thought I was angry just seconds ago, but nothing can describe the white-hot fury that sizzles through me. How dare he act as if a baby would have fixed things, especially when he was responsible for killing what we had. “I was never going to get pregnant, you arrogant son of a bitch. You think I’d ever give you the chance to do that to me again? I started on birth control as soon as I lost that baby. I mean, fuck… I could barely stand to have you touch me, what made you think I’d want to have a child with you? The only reason I stayed with you was because of my dad, but that’s not a chain locked around me anymore. So you need to leave and don’t look back my way because I want nothing to do with you. You’re a monster, Joshua, but you’re no longer lurking under my bed at night to scare me.”

Christ, that felt good. I could never talk to him like that when we were together because I’d pay for it with bruises. But here I’m free and no longer under his control.

I expect him to become livid by my harsh words and there is a brief flash of fury before his face goes completely lax.

Almost blank.

As if he’s gone and nothing resides behind those flat eyes. “You took birth control?” he rasps as if the words shred his vocal cords. “Without my permission?” Red tinges his cheeks and his lips peel back. Fire rages in his eyes as he turns from robot to enraged maniac. “And now you’re fucking Callum, aren’t you?” he screams at me. I cringe, knowing that anyone standing in the parking lot heard that, but I don’t dare take my eyes off him. “How could you not be fucking him when you’re living with him? Just a whore… hopping into the bed of the next man to take care of you.”

“Get out of my way,” I grit out, since he’s still blocking my driver’s door. “I’m done talking to you.”

“Well, I’m not done with you,” he sneers. “Not by a long shot.”

I hold up my phone. “You have until the count of three and then I’m calling the police.”

Joshua laughs. “It’s a free country, Juni. I’m just standing in a parking lot.”

“Juniper… are you okay?” I spin around, relief coursing through me as I see Charity walking toward me with a security guard. Her eyes cut from me to Joshua, who I’m sure she recognizes, and back to me again.

I try to control my voice but there’s a tiny shake to it. “No, I’m not. I’m trying to get in my car and leave, but he won’t let me.”

Joshua starts laughing and my head swings his way. I’m too slow to recoil as he reaches out, chucking me under the chin playfully. “You’re adorable. One of the reasons I love you.”

I shudder from the touch… the words that are so hollow.

Joshua backs away, giving me a blinding smile. “Good seeing you, Juniper. We still have a lot to talk about.”

I watch silently as he jogs across the parking lot and gets into a gray car that is, without a doubt, a rental. I have no clue when he came to Pittsburgh or how long he’s been here, but I know he’s got no intention of leaving.

Turning to Charity, I ask, “Do you mind if I hang out in your lobby for a bit?”

“Not at all,” she says, offering her arm and motioning me to join her in the walk back. As Joshua pulls slowly out of the parking lot, I walk inside with Charity while dialing Callum’s number.

♦

We’ve been at Callum’s house for fifteen minutes and he hasn’t stopped pacing. I’ve never seen him so agitated before, as rattled by Joshua’s visit as I am. Except while I’m somewhat scared, Callum brims with anger.

My phone rings and I grab it, relieved to see Julia’s number on the screen. I connect via speakerphone and Callum comes up behind me, hand going to my lower back where his thumb rubs gently in comfort and support.

“What did you find out?” Callum asks Julia as soon as I connect the call.

“There’s nothing we can do right now,” she says with a sigh. “I’m sorry. But I worked my contacts and was able to talk to someone in the district attorney’s office there. He’s just not done anything to warrant a restraining order at this point.”

“He’s stalking Juniper,” Callum snarls. I reach out, touch his arm and shake my head for him to calm down.

“I agree,” Julia says soothingly. “But under Pennsylvania law, there has to be a pattern and one encounter isn’t enough. I did call his number though, Juniper, and left a very strong voicemail that we would be seeking a restraining order if he contacts you again. I also reminded him that this was not going to be a good look for the Willard brand as that would most certainly make the news back home.”

“He won’t care,” Callum grumbles. “The fucker is unhinged.”

I suppress a shudder as I don’t want Callum to know how rattled I was by Joshua’s visit. But when his face went blank, I realized something sinister lurks inside him that even I haven’t seen yet.

My eyes rake over Callum and it actually hurts my heart to see how distressed he is. I know what’s going on in his head, and I’m sure he’s sinking under a wave of guilt for having broken up with me all those years ago. I know him well enough to know that he’s taking this very personally.

I need to do damage control. “He’ll back off,” I say, mustering a convincingly strong voice. Callum’s eyes narrow on me and I nod to punctuate my statement. “He’s not going to do anything to create bad press for the Willard stores. He knows Preston will go bananas if he does and he won’t cross his father. Joshua came here to see if he could talk me into returning, but I made it clear I’m not. He’s not going to fight it because he knows he can’t make me do anything. I bet he’s on his way back to Nevada.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” Julia says, not because she knows Joshua but because I sound pretty damn convincing.

I don’t know if Callum is buying it, but his features relax a little. He nods and lets out a sigh. “Okay… you’re probably right. But I think tomorrow you should stay home—”

“No way,” I snap. “I’m not going to become a prisoner here.”

“I’m just trying to keep you safe, Juni.”

“Um,” Julia says with a cough. “I’m going to hang up now. I don’t need to be a part of this conversation. I hope you don’t need to call me about this again, but you know where to find me.”

We say our goodbyes and then I turn to face Callum with my arms crossed. “You have no say in what I do. Tomorrow, you and I will go about our business as usual. You’ll go to work, I’ll visit my dad, and that’s that.”

Callum opens his mouth and I can tell by his expression he wants to argue. I hold up a finger. “Ah-ah. Not another word about it.”

His mouth snaps shut.

I step into him, flattening my hands against his chest. Going to my tiptoes, I press a light kiss on his mouth. “It’ll be fine. I promise. Please stop worrying.”

“I’ll never stop worrying about you,” he replies, one hand sliding to the back of my neck. He deepens the kiss, but not to a level that would melt my panties. Just enough to show his possession and care. When he pulls away, he says, “Want to go out to dinner as we planned?”

I shake my head, offering an apologetic smile. “Honestly… I’m exhausted. Can we just order in?”

“Of course,” he assures me, pressing another quick kiss to my mouth. He turns and pushes me toward his bedroom. “Why don’t you go take a nice long bath and I’ll order us some food. Mediterranean work?”

“Yes,” I groan in relief. “That sounds amazing.”

I don’t even bother to tell him what to get me. He’ll remember. I head off to his bedroom—or has it become our bedroom—looking forward to a nice hot bath to melt away the stress I’m hiding from Callum.


CHAPTER 25


Juniper

Callum’s hand stroking my lower back is so pleasant, I’m in danger of falling back asleep. I mean, how could I not after the two massive orgasms he just doled out after his alarm went off?

“I guess I better hop in the shower,” he murmurs, nuzzling into my neck. “Although, give me about fifteen minutes and we could go for round two.”

Laughing, I glide my fingers along the back of his neck and remind him, “You have a nine a.m. appointment with Brienne you can’t miss.”

“Fuck… sometimes I hate my job,” he grouses but without any real vim. The man adores his career and he should. He’s fantastic at it and it brings him real joy.

“No, you don’t,” I say, disengaging myself from his embrace and pushing his chest. “Go shower. I’ll start coffee and get breakfast going. I’ll make you an omelet.”

“You spoil me,” he growls, pulling me back into him hard for a quick kiss. “I plan on doing the same to you every day for the rest of your life.”

My body goes still while my insides melt. “This feels like a dream.”

“The best dream,” he concurs, nuzzling me again.

“Okay… go shower,” I say, pushing against him. I quickly roll away and off the bed. I can feel the heat of his gaze on my naked backside as I walk out of the room. I don’t dare turn around for fear I’ll be compelled to climb back into bed and he truly does need to get going.

I dart up the stairs, throw on a pair of leggings, a bra and a loose T-shirt. I wrap my hair on top of my head and then make my way back down to the kitchen. It’s a quick stop at the coffee pot to get the java brewing and then I’m out the front door to grab the newspaper.

When Callum started college, he made a habit of reading a physical newspaper every morning. I asked him why all those years ago because it’s not like he focused on just the sports section. He read it front to back and told me, “Knowledge is power. No telling what I might do with my life one day, but a well-read man is an employable man.”

I thought it adorable that he was so serious about his future, even looking past the fact he might not end up in the hockey industry. Since moving in with him, I quickly noted that his habits have not changed. While he drinks coffee in the morning, he at least starts his paper. He never has time to finish it cover to cover on workdays, but he takes it with him to the arena to finish at lunch.

These last two weeks, we’ve settled into a routine where I start the coffee, grab his paper, and then I’ll make him breakfast. He’ll be out of the shower and dressed by the time the food is rolling off the skillet. Oddly, it’s the same routine I had when living under Joshua and Preston’s roof but wholly different. I was the Willards’ servant, paying the toll for the medical care provided to my dad and for my silence whenever Joshua abused me.

I do these things for Callum because I want to and because I love caring for him. It brings me joy to help him prepare for his day.

It’s lovely and warm out already, but the grass is cool and dewy on my bare feet as I forsake the sidewalk and head to the mailbox at the corner of his driveway. Callum lives in a newly constructed neighborhood on the outskirts of the city. There are already people working in their yards to beat the summer heat and others traversing the pristine sidewalks.

I wave hello to the couple next door that I met—Melinda and Cameron—as they sit on their front porch drinking coffee.

When I reach the mailbox with the newspaper receptacle underneath, I step one foot off the curb and lean around it to grab the daily news. My mind processes very quickly that something’s not right, and my hand jerks back before I fully understand what I’m seeing.

It’s the cream and orange fur matted with blood that tears a high-pitched scream out of my throat.

“Juniper?” Cameron calls out in concern and I glance over to see him and Melinda running my way.

My gaze goes back to the receptacle, stuffed full of what I can pretty much guess is a dead cat. Cameron reaches me first and when Melinda careens around her husband, she takes one look at the horror and lets out a piercing scream that hurts my ears.

I automatically reach out to her, looping my arm over her shoulders and taking one of her hands in mine.

“What the fuck is that?” Cameron exclaims.

Melinda lets out a sob and presses her face into her free hand.

“Go get Callum,” I say, feeling strangely calm as I comfort his wife, although I do twist my neck left and right to scan the area.

“I’ll take care of it,” he replies.

“No,” I say a little too sharply. “Don’t touch it. And go get Callum. He’s in the shower so just walk into the house and yell for him. He needs to see this.”

Cameron frowns as I continue to look around, his tone concerned. “What’s going on?”

“Please just go get Callum.” I let go of Melinda’s hand to reach into the side pocket of my leggings and pull out my phone. “Someone put that there for me deliberately and I’m calling the police.”

“Jesus Christ,” Cameron breathes out but then he takes off toward our front door.

There’s no one else around except a couple a block down walking away from us. I extricate myself from Melinda who is now gripping my arm. I give her an encouraging smile as I dial 911.

I’m on the phone with a dispatcher when Callum comes running out of the house in just a pair of workout shorts. His hair is dry so I’m assuming he hadn’t gotten in the shower yet.

Because he knows Joshua is the reason behind whatever is wrong, he looks around wildly, perhaps like I did, to see if he’s close by, smirking over his handiwork.

Callum rounds the mailbox, sees the horror and levels curse after curse to no one in particular. I ignore it, giving the dispatcher the address and asking for a police officer to come. At first, they’re hesitant but I drop either an untruth or a soon-to-be truth by saying, “I have a stalker and he left a mutilated cat in my newspaper box. I want this investigated.”

That gets the ball rolling. I hang up after I’m promised they’ll send someone out as soon as they can.

Cameron takes a sobbing Melinda into his arms and they move off to the side to stand in our driveway. Callum steps between me and the cat so I can’t see it, his hands coming to palm my cheeks. “Are you okay?”

“No,” I reply honestly. I don’t even try to give him a brave smile.

“Joshua did this.” Stating the obvious, of course.

“I had a cat with that coloring. He hated it.”

Callum’s expression turns thunderous, realizing that Joshua went to great lengths to not only find a cat to kill, but one that resembled a former pet.

His hands fall away. “Call Julia right now.”

I do as he commands because it’s a good idea. While we wait for the cops, I talk to my attorney and her advice is invaluable. “Make them treat it as a crime. Don’t let them slough it off. You make them get the security camera footage from all the houses nearby. You have them interview neighbors. If they balk at it, you call me right back.”

In the end, the police are very concerned once they hear about my history with Joshua, including his visit yesterday. They call in a crime scene unit and put uniformed officers on walking the neighborhood door to door to inquire as to footage and eyewitnesses. I sit on the porch and watch as they remove the poor animal, although Callum stays down there with fury etched all over his face.

It takes almost two hours for the last officer to leave and when Callum reaches me where I sit on the steps, I can only think to say, “You missed your appointment.”

“More important things to do.” He bypasses me and walks into the house. I scramble after him, following him into his bedroom where he picks up his phone and calls Brienne.

I listen as he tells her what happened, making no apologies for the missed appointment. She wouldn’t expect one anyway. He ends the conversation with, “I won’t be in for the foreseeable future.”

He’s disconnecting as I say, “Callum… you can’t not go to work.”

“Get in the shower and get dressed,” he says irately.

“Why?”

“When’s the last time you shot a gun?”

“Wait! What? Why are you asking me that?”

“Because we’re going right now for some target practice. That fucker is twisted and if he steps foot on this property, he’s getting shot. Preferably by me, but I need you to be able to protect yourself too.”

Callum starts for his bathroom and I follow, reaching for his arm to stop his progress. “Wait a minute… I don’t mean to minimize what just happened but you’re going to get a gun?”

“I have guns,” he snaps. “I want to make sure you can still shoot.”

“I’m sure I can still shoot,” I reply quietly, everything spinning. I grew up around guns and my dad and I would go target shooting all the time. “But a dead cat doesn’t mean—”

“He fucking killed the cat with a garrote, Juni.” The rage in Callum’s tone scares me. “It’s not like he picked up some roadkill and stuffed it in the box. It’s a very clear message and he won’t get within a hundred feet of you without a bullet between his eyes.”

“You need to calm down,” I beseech.

“I can’t fucking calm down,” he yells, hands going to my shoulders to pull me in close. He puts his face near mine and snarls, “He’s crossed a line and I’m going to make him regret it.”

“Just stop,” I yell at Callum, tears pooling in my eyes. “You’re scaring me.”

“Good,” he growls. “You should be scared. I’m fucking terrified something will happen to you, so I need you to take this as seriously as I do.”

“I do,” I exclaim, burying into his chest and placing my cheek over his heart. “But I need you to please just breathe with me. I can’t have you losing your shit, Callum. I’ve spent the last fifteen years with a man who always lost his shit, and I can’t take it from you too.”

Immediately, I feel the rage quell and his body relax. Arms banding around me, he hugs me tight. “Christ… I’m sorry, Juni.” His tone is low, soothing. “I’m so fucking sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“It’s okay,” I reassure him, wrapping my arms around his waist and squeezing him tight. “It will be fine. It will be fine.”

I say that over and over again, forcing myself to believe it.

“It will be fine,” he echoes.

We stand like that, holding each other for what feels like an eternity but not nearly long enough. Eventually though, Callum releases me and scrubs his hand through his hair. “Okay… I need to make a few calls. But let’s get showered—”

“And eat breakfast,” I say, attempting to force normalcy. “And then you should go to work—”

“—then we are going to the shooting range. I just want to make sure you’re comfortable with a gun. We’re going to protect ourselves, Juni. No arguments.”

“Okay, fine. No arguments. But let’s slow down and have some coffee.” I take his hand, pulling him into the kitchen. “Who are you calling?”

Callum has his phone out again and I move over to the coffee pot to pour us each a cup. It’s going to be a long day.

“First… added security,” he says and dials a number. “Van… hey. I need your brother-in-law or someone from his company to come to my house ASAP.”

I listen as Callum talks to Van Turner, one of the Titans players. His brother-in-law, Malik, works for a renowned security company and although we have an alarm system and a camera on the doorbell, I suppose Callum will want an upgrade.

When he hangs up, he immediately dials another number. I push his cup of coffee across the counter toward him, but he ignores it.

It’s clear who he calls when his first words are, “Do you know where your piece of shit son is?”

Preston Willard.

I have no clue what he says to Callum, but the scowl on his face tells me it’s bullshit. “He’s not in Vegas. He’s here in Pittsburgh. He confronted Juniper yesterday and this morning left a strangled, dead cat in my newspaper box.”

Silence as Callum listens to whatever Preston is saying.

“You pass a message on to him and you make sure he understands it loud and clear. You tell him if he comes near me or mine—and yes, Juniper is mine—he’ll get shot.”

I swallow hard because Callum isn’t kidding.

Preston must bait him because he says, “That’s not a threat, Preston. It’s a promise. Unless you want your son shipped home in a body bag, you better make sure he backs the fuck off and leaves Pittsburgh.”

And with that, Callum disconnects the call.


CHAPTER 26


Callum

It’s been four days since the cat incident and I’m still uptight as fuck. Juniper tells me I don’t need to be because a lot has happened since then to calm matters.

Yes, we went shooting and yes, Juniper can still handle a pistol.

Yes, Malik Fournier came by with a crew and upgraded my security system, including cameras around the house and supersensitive motion detectors that reach out to the edge of my property.

And yes, I unlocked my gun cabinet and placed guns strategically throughout the house just in case.

All of this is overboard to Juniper. Maybe it wasn’t when I first put things into action, but she feels Joshua is no longer a threat. She’s bought into the idea that his father leaned into him hard because he’s back in Incline Village—confirmed by both Preston and more reliably, my mother.

More importantly to Juniper, Joshua finally hired a lawyer who is in contact with Julia. The ex-douche is apparently cooperating on the divorce. While he hasn’t turned over all the information Julia has requested, his attorney has promised that they are working diligently on getting it together.

In Juniper’s mind, Joshua has given up. Her rationale is that he’s a coward at heart anyway. His game was always intimidation, and he was successful at it because she always backed down. Played the part of submissive. When he came blowing into Pittsburgh, hoping to cow her back under his control and it didn’t work, he gave up.

I don’t buy it though. Juniper probably knows Joshua better than I do after having been married to him for so long, but I’ll never be swayed to believe that narcissist is willing to admit defeat. He always had to have the best and was covetous of his belongings. He always wanted to be better than me. The fact that he’s the most self-centered asshole I’ve ever met tells me he does not give a shit what his father has told him and he’s arrogant enough to not be fearful of my warnings.

But what fuels my unease the most is that look he gave us in Incline Village outside the attorney’s office. When his face went blank, I could see there was no conscience residing within him.

No, I don’t think Joshua is giving up. I think he’s plotting.

A hand comes down on my shoulder, jarring me out of my darkness. “Penny for those brooding thoughts.”

It’s Brienne and she offers an assuring squeeze before handing me a fresh bottle of beer. I take it and in exchange, she retrieves the empty one I’d been clinging to.

“It’s a party, Callum. You need to snap out of it.”

I give myself a mental shake and offer her an apologetic smile. “Yeah… I know.”

Brienne doesn’t need to offer me that penny in exchange for the brooding intel she asked for. This week we’ve had a handful of conversations regarding my concerns about Joshua. Of course, I worked from home every day, not willing to leave Juniper alone, and she refused to come sit up at the arena with me. I even accompanied her each day she went to see her dad, sitting in the room and working on my computer while she chatted with him, stepping outside the front doors when I had to take a call.

My eyes drift around the backyard until I spot Juniper sitting at a patio set with a few of the Titans women. We’re at Brienne’s house for Coen’s official going-away party. He didn’t want a big fuss and prohibited Brienne from doing anything fancy. His exact words were “Beer and brats will be fine.”

So that’s exactly what Brienne arranged. Of course, she hired a professional grill master who has not only brats going over the coals but also gourmet bison burgers. A table of sides is laden with everything from salads and vegetables to crispy french fries and greasy bowls of potato chips. Huge buckets of beer—varying craft varieties—as well as chilled wines are available. A large tent with tables provides a respite from the sun that glistens off the swimming pool and people hang out in pockets of outdoor furniture, laughing and talking.

It’s definitely my type of party and I need to shake off the sour mood Joshua has caused.

“Why don’t you go sit with your girl and just have some fun?” Brienne suggests with a tiny push on my shoulder.

A horrified look crosses my face. “But… but… she’s sitting with a bunch of girls. Ewww.”

Brienne rolls her eyes and turns away from me. “You’re such a child.”

Chuckling, I pivot and head toward the table where Juniper sits with Danica, Jenna and Simone. Can’t say it feels bad that Juni’s gaze locks on mine before I get close, meaning she knew where I was this entire time.

Just as I was aware of exactly where she’s been since we arrived at this party. Not because I’m proprietary—although I can be—and not because I think she needs protecting—because here at Brienne’s, she doesn’t—but because it pleases me to look at her whenever I can, so I always know where she’s at.

Because Juniper stares at me as I approach, the other women eventually turn their heads to see what she’s looking at. A glance reveals the smirks on their faces.

When I reach their table, I use my foot to hook the leg on a patio chair to pull it from the table and sit without invitation. Before anyone can say a word, I reach out to Juniper and draw her toward me with a hand to the back of her neck. Just a light kiss on her lips before releasing her and it’s the pink blush that makes my heart trip.

That I can do that after all these years.

“What are you lovely ladies talking about?” I ask as I settle back in my chair, clasping my hands over my stomach, beer clutched between. Contrary to acting like I was bothered about sitting down and talking to the women, these Titan Queens are always fun to hang out with.

“Mucous plugs,” Juniper says.

Okay… can’t stop the grimace. “Excuse me?”

She snorts, leaning over to pat me on the shoulder. “Pregnancy stuff.” She nods at Simone whose hands rest on her pregnant belly. She’s about six months along, if I remember correctly.

“Okay, I absolutely don’t want to know about mucous plugs. Can we talk about something else?”

The women laugh but it’s Simone who says, “We were only talking about my pregnancy, which means I’m going to be a designated driver for Jenna’s bachelorette party next weekend, along with Harlow. I’ll swing by and pick up your girl so she can let her hair down. I promise to have her home before dawn.”

The ladies laugh again and Jenna teases, “We thoroughly intend to corrupt her too.”

“Can you believe Juni’s never been to a bachelorette party before?” Danica chimes in. “We told her to stock up on five-dollar bills to stuff in the half-naked male dancer’s G-string.”

Every one of the playful jibes bounces off me, none of them bothering me in the least. What does bother me is the entire notion of the party.

I turn to Juniper. “I don’t think that’s a good idea for you to go.”

It’s like a bucket of ice water is dumped on the mood and all laughter stops.

Juniper’s expression is somewhere between confused and combative. “Why would you even say something like that?”

“Because it’s not safe,” I reply. My gut overwhelmingly tells me that.

She rolls her eyes, but her dismissiveness doesn’t irritate me. I get why she’s not all that worried anymore, and part of me is happy she doesn’t have that stress and worry on her shoulders.

But I’m fucking carrying it and it’s still my job to make sure she’s unequivocally safe. I glance around the table, knowing this isn’t the place for a personal discussion, but I’m also not willing to put this off.

I rise from the table. “Ladies… if you’ll excuse us for a minute. I want a few moments alone with Juniper.”

I hold my hand out to help her from her chair and she thankfully doesn’t fight me on the matter. But she draws her line in the sand as she stands up. “I’ll be right back and we can continue planning all the shenanigans for next weekend.”

I chomp down on the words of denial that want to spring forth, trying to quell the alpha need in me control. It’s never worked before because Juniper has always been her own woman, so I know I’ve got to tread lightly.

The women all wear smiles that tell me they’re confident Juniper will win this argument.

I lead her away from the patio, out into one of the beautiful, manicured gardens. When the din of the party fades, she pulls her hand from mine.

“I’m going to that party,” she says stubbornly.

“Will you at least hear me out?” I ask in a low voice. She huffs in exasperation and crosses her arms over her chest. “I get that you think Joshua is in hand and you might be right. Fuck… I hope you’re right. But I don’t trust him, Juni. I think he’s biding his time and he’s not going to give up on you.”

“And I think you underestimate the power his father has over him. Your mom confirmed he’s back there and trust me, he’s firmly under Preston’s thumb. That’s where he’s been his whole life. He doesn’t have the guts to go against his dad and I’m not important enough to risk his ire. Trust me on this… I know that better about him than you do.”

“I hear you.” I keep my tone calm, my attitude open-minded. “But you have to at least give me some credit for knowing him too. You’re the prize, Juniper, and I’d fucking battle a horde of monsters for you. I think Joshua is willing to go outside of his comfort zone. More importantly, the fucker is cracked in the head and you know that’s true. We cannot underestimate him.”

She throws her arms out. “Maybe you’re right, but what do you want me to do? Never go anywhere? Because I can’t live my life as a prisoner. I won’t. I did that for fifteen years and you don’t have the right to ask me to do otherwise.”

“Just for the time being—”

“No—”

“Let’s just give it a month or two—”

“No,” she snaps angrily. “Because in a month or two, you’ll still be standing before me saying it’s not safe enough. Joshua is back in Incline Village. He has an attorney working with my attorney. I am going to assume this is over and I’m moving on with my life.”

Sighing, I rub at my jaw. “You know he’s only a plane ride away.”

“And you’ve taken every measure to safeguard the house—”

“Exactly,” I pounce, pointing a finger at her. “You’re safe in that house and well protected. But you’re talking about going out in public and you’ll be drinking—”

“I’ll be drinking lots,” she says defiantly, and it’s that stubborn lift to her chin that has me understanding I will not win this argument.

Another sigh but this time, I pull her into me, wrapping my arms around her. She feels my capitulation in the gentleness of our embrace. “I just want you safe.”

“Me too. I want that too,” she murmurs before tipping her head back to meet my gaze. “But not at the expense of giving up this wonderful new life you’ve introduced me to. It’s not fair for you to ask that of me.”

“I know,” I admit in defeat. “Doesn’t mean I won’t worry.”

“And I adore you for it,” she says, going to her tiptoes for a kiss. “Now, let’s get back to the party.”

While I’d rather stay in the privacy of the garden and make out with my girl, the one thing I don’t want to deny her is the social interaction. With this being Coen’s official going-away party, almost the entire team is here, minus a few who had preplanned vacations. Even Sophie and Baden cut their honeymoon to Vienna short by one day to come home and bid farewell.

I part ways with Juniper as she’s immediately pulled back into the group of women and I tell myself over and over again she’s right. She deserves to live her life to the fullest. I’ve got to loosen my chokehold or else it will cause strife between us.

I spy Coen standing at the outdoor bar with his line mates.

Rather, former line mates—Stone, Boone, Kirill and Bain, along with Drake. They’re doing shots and I expect some sore heads tomorrow.

I walk that way with no intention of getting drunk with them, but I definitely want to have a drink with Coen. We went through some rough times that first season as I tried to piece together a new team.

“Callum,” Drake calls out as I approach.

“I’d say next shot’s on me, but since Brienne is the hostess with the mostess and all the alcohol is free, let me join in a drink.”

I’m welcomed into the group, pleased to see they’re shooting tequila, which I happen to love. The bartender lines up a fresh set of shot glasses, all engraved with the Titans’ logo. When we have lime, salt and drinks in hand, I take the opportunity to put the business of hockey aside.

Holding up the liquor, I tell Coen, “I hate this, buddy. I know you’re embarking on the best move for you and Tillie, and our team will be fine without you, but I’m personally going to miss you. You’ve been an inspiration to me, watching you walk a path that was hard as hell, but you kept on going. You taught me some lessons on perseverance and dedication. I’ll take that wisdom and use it in my own endeavors. Here’s to more goodness in your life. You deserve every bit of it.”

The other guys murmur cheers and we take our shots. Setting my glass down, I hold my hand out to Coen. When he takes it, I pull him into a half hug.

He squeezes me tight and his voice chokes up. “Thank you for never losing faith in me. I wouldn’t be where I am without you and Brienne pushing me, and I’ll never forget it.”

A few back slaps, a crass joke by Kirill to cut the somber mood and I leave the guys to their revelry. I decide it’s enough time away from my girl and I go in search of Juniper because honestly, I can’t get enough of her.


CHAPTER 27


Juniper

“I’m having so much fun,” I yell at Jenna as I throw my arm around her shoulders. The nightclub music is thumping, I’ve got three drinks in me and I got hit on by a guy probably ten years my junior, which was a lovely confidence booster. I’m the oldest out of the Titan Queens and they’re all so beautiful and vivacious, sometimes I have to check myself from wondering if I actually belong.

“Me too,” she yells back, squeezing me. “I’m so glad you’re part of our pack now.”

It’s amazing how close I feel to these women—all associated with the Titans’ organization—and I can easily focus on the traits that draw me to each unique soul.

Jenna, the scarred beauty marrying her real-life Prince Charming next month, has an inner grace about her that speaks of keeping pain quiet. I recognize it as sure as if I were looking in the mirror.

Ava is compassionate, the one who listens intently to the other women and her advice is always so thoughtful and kind.

Stevie is the adventurous one and tough as nails. The first to pull us out on the dance floor before it even fills up and also the one who fends off handsy men.

As the problem-solver in the group, Tillie is resourceful, but I also admire her penchant for mischief. It was her antics that won Coen’s heart.

Brienne is the source of empowerment, showing us that as women, there are no glass ceilings. And yet she’s as down-to-earth and humble as they come.

A charitable soul, Danica works to make things better for others. She took the pain of losing her husband in the Titans’ crash and now helps other widows and widowers navigate life after tragedy.

Harlow’s the intellectual and coupled with her law degree, makes her the warrior who battles for the little man. She’s the inherent protector in the group.

Simone is without a doubt the most tenacious woman I know, unwilling to ever give up a fight. But she’s only that way because she’s also one of the most optimistic people I’ve ever met, which lends her a deep-seated power I could only be so lucky to have a tenth of in my life.

Kiera is loyal, the first to defend any one of us when we want to rant about something. Doesn’t matter if we’re right or wrong, she has our backs.

Sophie… she’s pure inspiration. The way she overcame a very dark period in her life to find happiness with Baden does nothing but inspire me to achieve the same with Callum. When I look at her, I know I can achieve anything.

Lastly, someone I just met last week at Coen’s going-away party, is Lilly. She is pure strength. A woman who raised and cared for a very sick brother and an alcoholic father, all while keeping the family business running. Her brother Aiden died a little over two months ago following a protracted battle with leukemia, and the mere fact that she can speak about him with such inner peace and without devolving into a puddle of tears astounds me. I spent some alone time with her last week, passing on my condolences, and then listened to her speak about Aiden for almost fifteen minutes. She talked about all the positives and laughed as she regaled me with stories about him. I’m sure she has her moments when grief will overtake her because I can tell she’s a sensitive soul, but her positive outlook rejuvenated my own. It’s one of the reasons I was so adamant about coming out tonight. I didn’t want to waste one single minute of this new life of mine.

Brienne arranged for us to sit in a private VIP lounge in this nightclub, which is roped off and protected by security guards. We’re able to leave our purses and drinks behind, protected by burly men as we hit the dance floor.

Tonight I’m wearing a cherry-red halter dress that plunges low between my breasts and a pair of pumps that had Callum’s tongue hanging out of his mouth when I exited our bedroom after getting ready. His eyes ran over me hungrily and he begged, “Please don’t go out tonight. Not because of safety reasons but because I really want to peel you out of that dress and fuck you all night.”

I have to admit… that gave me pause and I wondered if a night out with the girls was all that important when I had a man such as that looking at me as if I was life.

But I came to my senses and promised him all kinds of dirty things after I arrived home when I’d probably be drunk and all kinds of adventurous in bed.

The music changes and I don’t recognize any of it. I only know that it pulses with a vibrant, infectious energy. It’s mostly all electronic beats and deep bass notes with an insanely fast tempo that has us all jumping around and gyrating like teenagers. We laugh as we link arms, the overall effect exhilarating and euphoric. The smile on my face feels almost dopey I’m so happy and I know at the end of the night, this will go down as one of the most fun times I’ve ever had.

I spin on the dance floor, surrounded by my new girlfriends. Throwing my head back, I laugh as Danica twirls me faster. Faces fly by me, belonging to the women I’m coming to love as my new posse. Then hands on my shoulders stop me.

Brienne is there, a smirk on her face. She nods over my shoulder toward the VIP platform and I’m stunned to see Callum standing there with Drake. She whispers in my ear, “It appears some of the men don’t understand what a girls’ night out means.”

I drink Callum in, wearing a pair of well-fitted jeans and a crisp, white button-down shirt. He’s got a highball in hand, his head bent toward Drake as they discuss something, but his eyes are pinned on me.

He looks so sinfully good, but I’m also annoyed that he’s here. It’s not that he doesn’t trust me, but he’s here for my safety. I just know it.

“The nerve of that man,” I seethe and take one step his way, intent on telling him off.

“Oh no you don’t,” Brienne says in my ear, pulling me back by my wrist. “If you run him off then you’ll run Drake off, and I personally enjoy having my man here to watch me.”

All thoughts of Callum vanish. “You do?” I ask, raising my voice to be heard above the music, which has now turned into a slow, rhythmic tempo.

“Oh, I do,” she says with a sly nod of her head. Pulling me back onto the dance floor, she winks. “Let’s give them a show.”

I don’t understand what she means but Brienne raises her arms above her head and slowly sways her hips to the beat. I glance over my shoulder and see that Drake looks like he could eat her alive. He doesn’t seem to be listening to Callum.

I want to be looked at that way and I know it won’t take much. I follow Brienne’s lead, moving to the melodic beat. My hips tip back and for several beats, I dance with my eyes closed, wondering if Callum is watching. The thought that I might be making him crazy with my deliberate gyrations makes me smile, and I realize I’ve never felt sexier in my life.

God, I hope he’s watching. I’m just about to open my eyes when I feel hands on my hips.

Big, masculine hands and my first thought is someone on the dance floor has taken my private show for Callum as a license to touch. I start to draw away but an arm comes across my stomach, and I’m pulled back into a hard body I recognize.

Lips to my ear, Callum growls, “Naughty girl, making me want to drag you out of here.”

I smile and lean back into him, my arm covering his. “What are you doing here?” I try to sound annoyed but he can hear my amusement. “This is a girls-only event.”

“Drake invited me out. I’m just along for the ride.”

“Mmm-hmm.” Not buying it at all. I realize that Callum is holding me tight in the middle of the dance floor but we’re not moving. “And you need to go. This is for dancing.”

“Good thing I paid the DJ to put on a slow song,” he says, and before I can even turn my head to gauge if he’s serious, damn if the music slows down to a romantic flow.

I turn in his arms, my mouth open in surprise. “You paid the DJ?”

“Yup. When I first walked in. Slipped him a hundred.”

I shake my head, bemused as I put my hands on his shoulders. “Do you always get what you want?”

“Not always,” he says, pulling me in closer. He leaves one of my hands in place but wraps his fingers around the other, drawing it to his chest. Resting his cheek against my temple, he adds, “But I’m hoping that’s changing.”

Me.

He’s talking about getting me and the wistfulness in his words melts my heart. I tip my head away from his, forcing him to look down at my face. “I love you, Callum.”

Our swaying stops as Callum goes utterly still, his eyes stuttering back and forth between my own as if trying to ferret out any lie. “You mean it?”

“You know I wouldn’t have said it if I didn’t,” I chide. I slide my hand from his shoulder, up his neck and cup his cheek with my palm. “I’m ready to start this new life with you. I’ve always loved you but… it got buried for a while. Now, it’s out and I don’t want to waste anymore time having you wonder what my feelings are. I’m with you to the end.”

“Christ,” he mutters before crashing his mouth down onto mine for a soul-stirring, heart-rending, life-altering kiss that at once shatters me and puts me back together. Lifting his lips from mine, his eyes burn into me with an intensity that makes my skin tingle. “I love you so much, Juni. It hurts sometimes because it’s so powerful, but I can’t imagine ever feeling any other way.”

I smile at him, my thumb stroking his cheekbone. He looks so earnest and adorable and yet hot at the same time. I realize as much as I love my new friends and how I was looking forward to a drunk night out with the girls, I now want nothing more than to go home with my man and cuddle. I know without a doubt Jenna would understand.

“Let’s get out of here,” I say, loving how his eyes flare in surprise and then gentle into love.

“No, you should stay and have fun. I’ll lurk somewhere you can’t see me and take you home when you’re ready.”

Smiling, I go to tiptoes to give him another kiss. “I appreciate the thoughtfulness.” I look around the dance floor, noting all my friends have left since it’s a slow song. Not even Brienne and Drake are out here. My gaze going back to Callum’s, I put it all in perspective. “I’ve got the rest of my life to have fun with these women. But our life together—our forever—starts tonight. So how about you take me home right now?”

“Don’t need to be asked twice,” Callum says, grabbing me by the hand and leading me from the dance floor.


CHAPTER 28


Juniper

It took a bit longer to get out of the club than we’d anticipated but there were hugs, then pictures, then more hugs. None of the women begrudged me leaving early and most final embraces were with whispered words of support and shared joy for my reconnection with Callum.

On the way home, we hold hands over the center console, weirdly slipping into a committed life together by making mundane plans.

“Want to go for brunch tomorrow?” Callum asks. “There’s a really neat place over in the Strip District I’ve been wanting to try.”

“Sounds great. And we can swing by and see my dad on the way back.”

“We can go anytime you want,” he says, squeezing my hand and giving me a glance. “I’ll give you the world, Juni.”

We come to a fortuitous stoplight, which lets me undo my seat belt and lean across the console to kiss him because his words touch me so deeply. I’m again buckled in my seat with our fingers laced by the time the light turns green.

“If we could sneak in a vacation between now and training camp,” Callum says as we enter his neighborhood, “where would you want to go?”

“Really?” I ask, turning to look at him and feeling a flush of giddy excitement. Joshua and I never went anywhere together outside of business trips and that disastrous trip to New York, and when Callum and I dated, we were too poor to do anything.

Callum laughs. “Yes, really. What would be a dream vacation?”

I nibble on my lower lip, not wanting to be too ostentatious. “Um… maybe like Montana or Wyoming? The New England states?”

Callum chastises me. “Dream bigger.”

“New York City?”

“Bigger,” he presses.

“Paris?”

“Now you’re talking,” he agrees as we pull into the driveway. He releases my hand to press the garage door opener. “I’ll get my assistant to block out time for me.”

When the car is parked, Callum takes off his seat belt and leans across to kiss me. When he pulls back, he says, “Paris in the summer with my girl. What could be more romantic?”

He makes me breathless and my voice has no lift whatsoever. “I can’t think of anything else.”

Callum presses a kiss to my forehead. “I love you.”

“I love you,” I reply, and we both turn away from each other to open our doors.

Except I see something from the corner of my eye—a dark streak by the driver’s side and then Callum’s door is wrenched open with such force, it hits the metal storage cabinets he had custom installed in his garage.

I scream as a gun is raised, pointed right at Callum’s face, held by a black-gloved hand. My eyes lift and I see Joshua wearing a maniacal grin, bending down to stare at us.

“Surprise.” He leers at Callum, pressing the gun barrel to his forehead.

“No,” I cry out, my voice warbled from fear and panic.

“Get out of the fucking car,” he snarls, backing up a few feet to give Callum room and motioning with his gun.

“Juni,” Callum says without taking his eyes off Joshua, and I note how utterly calm his voice is. It’s soft, gentle… designed to impart rationality. “I want you to open that car door and run.”

“Don’t even fucking think about it, Juni,” Joshua says, dipping his head to look at me past Callum. He says my name with derision. “You run and I’ll put a bullet in your boy’s brain.”

“Okay, okay, okay,” I exclaim in a panic. “I won’t run. Just please do not shoot Callum.”

“If he’ll get out of the fucking car, I won’t have to.”

“I want you to run, Juni,” Callum repeats calmly.

“I’m not running,” I reassure Joshua in a near scream. “I’ll do whatever you want.”

Joshua brings the gun closer to Callum. “I want both of you out of the car by the time I count to three or Callum gets a bullet in the head. One…”

I don’t wait to hear anything else. I scramble out and slam the passenger door, turning to stare across the roof. Joshua has stopped counting and Callum is slowly straightening, having exited his seat.

My heart jackhammers, but I’m relieved to see Callum following orders. I know how badly he wants to hurt Joshua for what he’s done to me and he’d put himself in death’s way to protect me.

I raise my hands, palms toward Joshua. “Hey, look… I’m out of the car. I’ll go wherever you want me to go.”

“Shut up, Juniper,” Callum growls, turning his head to glare at me over his shoulder.

I ignore him, my gaze pinned on Joshua. “Just me and you. Let’s go right now. Tie Callum up if you want, but I’ll leave with you. No fighting, I promise.”

“Juniper!” Callum barks and because his attention is focused solely my way, he doesn’t see Joshua raising the gun before bringing it down hard on the side of his head.

It’s a blow meant to knock someone clean out—perhaps kill—but all it does is cause Callum to sag to one knee. His head drops below the roof and I can’t see him anymore, but Joshua raises the gun again and brings it down even harder. The sound is a sickening thwack that has me almost puking at the thought of what that just did to the man I love.

“No!” I scream and tear around the back of the car. Not to run away but to help Callum.

Joshua must think I’m making a dash for it because he meets me at the back of the car and I crash into him. He tries to grab me, but I wrench free and drop to the concrete floor beside Callum’s lifeless body.

He’s lying on his side, a large puddle of blood forming under his head. “Oh, God… Callum,” I cry as I put my fingers to his neck. I can’t feel a pulse, but I don’t even know if I’m in the right spot. I use my other hand to shake his body. “Callum… wake up. Wake up, please.”

“Let’s go,” Joshua growls from behind me and his fist wraps into my hair. He tries to jerk me up but despite the pain, I resist and pull against him.

It pisses him off and he gives up trying to lift me away from Callum, instead dragging me backward by the hair. I land hard on my butt and my legs and arms flail as Joshua drags me around the back of the car and toward the passenger side again. He grunts from the exertion but he manages to haul me all the way to the mudroom door that leads into the house.

“Get up,” he snarls, giving my head a harsh yank. To alleviate the pain, I scramble to my feet, only to realize somewhere in all that scuffle, I lost both my shoes. “Get in the house,” he urges and I don’t hesitate. The farther I can get him away from Callum, the better. I don’t trust him not to shoot him when he’s down. I can only hope Callum’s okay.

“Yes, fine… I’m going,” I grouse as I push open the door. Joshua gives me a rough shove and I stumble through the mudroom but right myself as I step into the kitchen. It fills me with hope that he doesn’t bother to close the garage door and perhaps someone will see Callum lying there, although chances of someone strolling by at this time of night are small.

Joshua’s there though, pushing the gun into my back. “Disarm the alarm system. And if you try to alert the company, I’ll shoot you.”

My hand shaking, I reach up to the control panel and enter the code to turn it off. Once it beeps to signal it has been deactivated, Joshua gives me a shove, gun still jammed in my back. “To the master bedroom.”

A shudder runs up my spine at the implication and every cell in my body rebels against the idea, but I want him to forget about Callum.

I capitulate and walk that way… through the kitchen, the living room and down the short hall to the master suite.

When I enter, I’m for some reason grateful that I made the bed this morning. It’s been my habit since I was a kid, as my mother always felt the best way to start the day is with a tiny accomplishment.

For our family, that was simply making your bed.

I’m glad it’s neat and pristine because I’m afraid a tangle of sheets from passionate lovemaking would infuriate Joshua further.

That tiny moment of gratitude is obliterated when Joshua sets a black backpack on the bed. I hadn’t even realized he’d been carrying it, but I don’t want to know what’s inside.

He doesn’t leave me to wonder. Motioning with the gun, he says, “Sit on the bed.”

I move to the other side and gingerly sit on the end, perched on the edge so I can run if the opportunity presents itself.

Joshua doesn’t point the gun at me but rather holds it aimed at the ground by his side. He stares at me, as if he’s not quite sure what to do. I want to say something to encourage him to leave, but I don’t know what I’m dealing with. He just beat Callum into unconsciousness and has me at gunpoint, and it doesn’t bode well he’s got a backpack on the bed. I’m afraid I might set him off, so I wait for him to say something while my heart feels like it’s going to explode from my chest.

“Look at you,” he finally says, shaking his head in disdain. His tone is acidic. “Moved right on, didn’t you? Or was it that you never really left the relationship with Callum? I’m thinking that’s it since you never looked at me the way you look at him. From the start, I knew you weren’t over him.”

His perception of the truth is distorted because there was a time when I was in love with Joshua. I most definitely put Callum behind me when we started dating and I gave Joshua my entire heart. He seems to forget he trampled all over it after he became abusive, but there’s no way I’ll argue with him right now.

I attempt to conciliate. “Joshua… I understand how you feel, but you have to know this is the wrong way to go about resolving things. You’re on the verge of getting into some serious trouble, but if you leave now—”

A bark of laughter erupts and he waves the gun for effect. “On the verge? I’m already in trouble, Juni. You think Callum—if he’s still alive, that is—is going to overlook this? No, I came here with a goal in mind, and it wasn’t that I was going to walk out of here and go back to my normal life.”

“Why not?” I rasp, terrified to learn the reasoning behind his warped thoughts.

Joshua doesn’t answer me but instead reaches for the backpack. Setting the gun on the bed beside it, he uses both hands to unzip the top. From inside, he pulls out rope and tosses it over near me. I didn’t think my pulse could get any faster, but I am dizzy at the sight of the white cord.

But then my heart nearly seizes when he reaches back into the pack and pulls out a garrote. It’s nothing more than two wooden handles with braided wire strung between them. It’s the same weapon he strangled the cat with.

A surge of adrenaline hits me hard and my body reacts before my brain even considers if it’s a good idea. I bolt from the edge of the bed straight for the door.

Joshua’s faster though and he lurches to the side to intercept me. Catching me around the waist, he violently slings me back across the room where I crash to the floor. The thick carpet eases some of the burden of the fall, but my shoulder hits the corner of the bed frame and I cry out in pain.

“Stupid bitch,” Joshua murmurs and turns to his backpack. I push my hair off my face to see him pulling out a knife. He sets it on the mattress next to the garrote.

“What are you going to do to me?” I ask fearfully.

Joshua turns to look at me, a wry smile on his face. “I’m not sure yet. Maybe I’m just going to scare the shit out of you, maybe I’ll use all this stuff. Hell, maybe I’ll just shoot you and be done with it. I’m figuring this out as I go.”

“Jesus Christ, Joshua.” I push up from the floor and slowly rise to my feet. “You’ll go to prison for the rest of your life. How can you throw your life away over this?”

“I’m not going to prison,” he says confidently. “They’ll have to catch me first and I’ll be long gone by the time they find you and Callum. But if they do find me, no way I’m getting taken by the police. I’ll end it myself.”

“You selfish, arrogant bastard,” I seethe, not caring if he shoots me. “You don’t care who you’ll destroy in the process for a little revenge, do you?”

“Nope. Not really,” he replies flatly. “Well beyond caring.”

And I believe him.


CHAPTER 29


Callum

Pain is what pulls me into consciousness. My head throbs with piercing intensity, a relentless drumbeat that echoes through my skull and forces me awake. I open my eyes and find myself staring at the base of the metal cabinets in my garage. It comes rushing back—Joshua with a gun and Juniper—

Fuck! Juniper.

I attempt to push up from the ground but the world tilts and spins, a dizzying whirl of shadows and dim light. My hand lands in something wet and when I hold it up, visible in the light cast off from the sidewalk streetlamps, I see glistening red. I don’t need to touch my scalp where Joshua hit me twice to know the blood is mine.

Once again, I try to stand, ignoring the sharp lance of pain that shoots through my head, threatening to anchor me back down. I disregard the swell of nausea and push to my knees. I have to assume my wounds aren’t as devastating as they could’ve been and it’s not lost on me that this entire story—of how Juniper came back to me—started with my mom lying on a stone-cold patio with a severe head injury. She wasn’t pistol-whipped, but she was a victim of the Willards, just as Juniper was and now just as I am.

The only difference is, I’m going to make at least one of those fuckers pay for it.

I stagger to my feet, leaning heavily against the car for support. My rubbery legs feel barely able to hold my weight. The world dips and sways, and I close my eyes for a moment, willing the dizziness to pass. Breathing in deeply, I focus on the door leading into the house. It seems impossibly far and every step I take is a battle against the swirling darkness that threatens to engulf me. My ears are ringing but the sound is muffled, as if I’m underwater. I can’t hear anything else—are Joshua and Juniper even here?

I reach the door, my hand trembling as I grasp the knob. It turns easily, almost too easily, and I grip onto it hard so I don’t pitch forward.

My instinct is to crash through, going into attack mode to save Juniper, but I don’t know what’s on the other side. Breathing through my mouth seems to steady me and I force myself to move slowly so I don’t fall over, but more importantly, so I have the element of surprise.

The door opens silently, or my ears aren’t working right, but I can immediately see the kitchen and living area beyond are empty. I always leave lights on inside when I’m gone and while they provide me with a clear view, they also hurt my eyes and distort things via my concussed brain.

I take a step forward, then another, driven by a single thought: I have to save Juniper and I don’t even fucking know if they’re in the house.

Noises catch my attention, seeming to punch through my plugged-up ears. Voices… male and female… coming from our bedroom.

Juniper is in there with that monster.

I lurch into the kitchen, intent on getting to the bedroom as quickly as possible but I’m brought up short by a very important thought.

Turning to the kitchen island, I move to the edge and open the drawer that holds the knives. A sparkling array of sharpened cutlery greets me but that’s not what I’m after.

Instead, I reach for the Glock 43X I stashed there. It’s not my favorite pistol but I put it here because its size is more suited to Juniper. I don’t know why I assumed that if she needed a gun at the ready, the kitchen was where she would be. She spends as much time in the living room or my bedroom these days, but I don’t waste any energy reasoning it out. All that matters is that I’ve now got a weapon and oddly, I feel stronger with it in my hand.

I don’t forget for a minute though… Joshua has a gun too.

I intend to creep silently their way, saving the element of surprise, but a huge crash from the bedroom followed by a cry of pain from Juniper has me bolting into action. I take off through the living room, the thick rug underfoot softening my steps. I ignore the pounding in my head, the dryness in my throat and the nausea rolling in my belly.

“Stupid bitch,” Joshua says, but it’s done almost gently and I stop in my tracks to listen.

“What are you going to do to me?” That has me moving again. Juniper is terrified.

“I’m not sure yet,” Joshua murmurs, and once again I freeze, this time just at the end of the small hallway that leads to the master bedroom. I pin myself against the wall to the right of the door and rest my finger ever so gently on the safety embedded in the Glock’s trigger mechanism so I’m ready to act if necessary. “Maybe I’m just going to scare the shit out of you, maybe I’ll use all this stuff.” My blood turns cold, my imagination kicking into nightmarish overdrive at what he has in that room with her. “Hell, maybe I’ll just shoot you and be done with it. I’m figuring this out as I go.”

His tone sounds lackadaisical, as if he has no concern in the world that I might not still be lying on that garage floor. His arrogance shines through.

“Jesus Christ, Joshua.” Juniper is attempting to reach him rationally. “You’ll go to prison for the rest of your life. How can you throw your life away over this?”

“I’m not going to prison,” he replies calmly. “They’ll have to catch me first and I’ll be long gone by the time they find you and Callum. But if they do find me, no way I’m getting taken by the police. I’ll end it myself.”

And it hits me then… I think Joshua knows he’s going to die. He probably doesn’t think it would ever be by my hand because he’s discounted me as a threat, but whatever he has planned for Juniper, he knows it’s an end to his existence.

This scares me more than anything because he has no boundaries to keep him in place. I try to think of the best way to handle this but the pounding in my head makes it difficult.

Juniper’s voice is strong… cold. Almost taunting. “You selfish, arrogant bastard. You don’t care who you’ll destroy in the process for a little revenge, do you?”

There’s no emotion in Joshua’s words. Just a finality. “Nope. Not really. Well beyond caring.”

I have no fucking clue what the right play is but I know that every second I wait, Joshua could decide to end the conversation and hurt Juniper.

Inhaling softly, I let my breath out slowly and bring the Glock up. There’s a small lever embedded in the trigger itself that must be depressed along with the trigger for the gun to fire. This design ensures I don’t have to fiddle with disengaging a safety. It also ensures that the gun will not discharge unless the trigger is deliberately pulled.

I intend to deliberately pull it.

“You used to love me at one time,” Juniper says softly, and I hear the sadness in her voice. I know there’s not one bit of remorse inside her for what she had with him and what was lost. She’s attempting to play on any bit of conscience he might still cling to.

Clever girl.

I take stock of myself. My head wound throbs and I’m nauseated, but my fear for Juniper has garnered the strength to push past all that.

“Joshua,” Juniper implores as I inch closer to the door. “Please put that down. You don’t want to hurt me.”

“Oh, but I do,” he says with a chilling laugh. “Always enjoyed it, you know.”

There’s no more time to waste. I swing around the corner of the doorjamb, my gun poised to aim at Joshua once I locate him. It takes a millisecond for me to assess everything.

Joshua is closest to me, just off to my left at the edge of the bed. I see a backpack, his gun on the bed and next to it a garrote. In his hand… a knife.

Juniper is on the other side of the bed, staring back at me wild-eyed with her hands outstretched as if in supplication to Joshua.

At first, nothing happens. Joshua is clearly stunned to see me but he moves first, lunging for the gun.

“Don’t!” I yell at him, my gun moving down just an inch so it’s pointed at his chest. I hope to fuck he can’t see it but my hand is shaking slightly, and I don’t know if it’s from nerves or my injury. “I will pull this trigger.”

Joshua freezes and his eyes gleam as he stares at me, his lips curving into a smile. He grips the knife tighter in his gloved hand, bringing it up before him to study. “Will you really?”

“With great joy,” I assure him.

“I don’t think you will,” Joshua replies, running a leather-covered fingertip over the edge of his blade. “You don’t have it in you. In fact, I bet I could walk right out of here and you’d let me. You’re weak where I’m strong.”

I hate that he’s not wrong about one thing. I don’t have it in me to pull the trigger while he’s standing there in a non-threatening manner. While I’d go to any lengths to protect Juniper, she’s not in imminent danger. Now, if he’d had that gun in his hand when I stormed into the room, I would’ve pulled the trigger right away. But that knife and the ten or so feet between us doesn’t alarm me. The garrote on the bed—while it amps my nausea, thinking what he wants to do with it—isn’t cause for immediate concern.

And Juniper… she’s got a king-size bed between her and Joshua.

It seems we’re at an impasse.

I’d have Juniper call the police but my phone is still in my car and I have no clue where hers is. I’m not about to ask her to move out from behind the safety of the bed.

Joshua tosses his head Juni’s way. “Really, man… what do you see in her? I’ll admit… I had to have a taste once it was over between you two, just to see what all the ruckus was about, but I don’t get it.”

“Then why did you even ask me to marry you, you pig,” Juniper sneers.

Joshua’s eyes flash with a coldness that shows the monster within as he turns to look at her. “Because I knew you’d make a great fucking punching bag,” he whispers. “And you were stubborn. Never quite learned your place so you provided me endless hours of entertainment trying to put you there.”

“Maybe I would have been a better wife if you’d have known what to do with your dick,” Juniper taunts, and my gut twists as I see Joshua’s hand tighten on the knife hilt. His teeth grind and a muscle ticks in his jaw. “Christ, Joshua… do you know how hard it was to continually fake my orgasms with you? Or how awful it was to lay there while you rutted like a horny pig on top of me?”

“Juniper,” I warn in a low voice as Joshua’s gaze drops to the gun and then slides right back to her. His body is coiled tight but the ice-cold impassivity has returned to his face and it’s terrifying. That emptiness behind his eyes tells me there’s nothing of a human inside him.

“No,” Juniper snaps, her eyes darting at me before going back to Joshua. “It’s time I said how I feel and since Joshua has all his little implements”—she waves at the garrote and gun on the bed—“because he wants a captive audience, let’s just go ahead and say how we really feel.”

Joshua moves the knife from his right hand to his left and takes a tiny half step toward the bed. His gaze flicks to the gun, then back to Juniper.

She straightens up, tosses her hair behind her shoulder and puts her hands on her hips. Her eyes are on fire, her cheeks flushed, and I’ve never seen her look so fierce. “Joshua… you’re a child. Always wanting what others have without doing anything to earn it. You’re lazy, entitled and you have the ego of a toddler and a dick the size of a—”

Joshua lunges so fast, I’m caught off guard. Not at me, but for the gun. I can tell Juni was ready for it. She goaded him to make that move.

It takes no effort on my part to swing my gun one foot to the right to follow Joshua’s trajectory, and I’m squeezing the trigger with no hesitation. The blast reverberates, pain lancing through my head but all I care about is the spray of blood from the bullet connecting with Joshua’s hip. Not exactly what I was aiming for, but I’ll take it.

He screams and drops to the carpet, his hand clutching the wound as the knife falls out of his grip.

“You shot me, you crazy son of a bitch,” he yells in a high-pitched voice, rolling to his back to glare up at me.

“You went for the gun,” I reply, knowing that Juniper orchestrated every bit of that. She pushed him into a fit of rage, knowing I wouldn’t pull the trigger unless he made an offensive move.

I don’t take my eyes off Joshua and keep the gun trained on him. “Juniper… get your phone and call the police. Tell them I’ve shot an intruder in my house, he’s fine—”

“I’m not fine,” Joshua bellows. “I’m dying.”

“Tell them I have a gun on him until they get here. And when you’re done with that, get a towel for Joshua’s wound.”

Joshua screams at Juniper as she walks out of the room, begging for her to come back and help him. He then turns his ire on me, promising every bit of retribution that he can muster. He’s still yelling threats when officers stream into the room. Protocol demands they have their guns out and focused on me. I follow their instructions and disarm myself, even letting them put me in handcuffs until they can sort it all out. I’m not worried in the slightest.

I have the right under the law to defend myself and Juniper in our home. Joshua assaulted me first, brought tools with which to kill Juniper and made a lunge for the gun with the intent to fire it. No charges will be filed against me, but just to be safe, I have Juniper call Brienne so her lawyer can meet us down at the police station.


CHAPTER 30


Callum

I lift my head slightly from the headrest as Juniper pulls into the driveway. She insisted on driving and frankly, I didn’t have it in me to resist. It’s been eight hours since I shot Joshua and I’m just now getting home as the morning sun hangs low in the eastern sky.

Because of my head wounds, I was taken first to the hospital. And just because you’re a suspect in a shooting doesn’t mean you get treated any faster. I had to have a CT scan of my head, then it took forever to get someone to staple my wounds—two separate ones where Joshua hit me with the gun. I was given the all-clear with the diagnosis of a concussion and then put into the back of a police cruiser to be taken in for an interview.

Of course, Juniper was by my side the entire time at the hospital. Somehow, she managed to procure comfortable clothes for us as we weren’t able to change before we left the house. She was still in her clubbing dress and I was covered in blood.

The upside to getting pistol-whipped and needing medical care was that Brienne Norcross was waiting at the police station with not one but three formidable-looking attorneys to represent me when I arrived. I wasn’t able to talk to her as Juniper and I were led into separate interview rooms so our stories could be obtained. One attorney went with Juniper and two went with me.

None of that legal representation mattered though because I didn’t do anything wrong. I was in my house and had the legal right to defend myself and Juniper.

After four hours of interrogation, my attorneys finally called a halt to it. No charges will be filed against me but Joshua isn’t so lucky. The first set of crimes he’s facing, which can be amended pending further investigation, include kidnapping, assault and assault with intent to kill, although the DA is considering upping that last one to attempted murder.

Now we’re home and I don’t understand why there are two lines of cars, two deep, in the driveway.

“Who’s here?” I ask as we pull in behind a dark blue BMW 7 series.

“Brienne arranged for some people to come over and clean up,” Juniper says as she puts the car in park and presses the garage door button for us to enter that way.

“Clean up?” I’m not sure why this doesn’t make sense to me, but I’m exhausted and my brain wants a vacation.

Juni reaches across the console and lays her hand over mine, which is resting on my thigh. “There was a lot of blood in the garage and bedroom, not to mention all the black dusting powder the crime scene people left behind.”

“Oh,” is all I can think to say, but I still don’t understand why there are four vehicles here to do that.

Juniper exits the car and I follow, my eyes drawn to the concrete where I sprawled after Joshua hit me. I don’t know how much blood was there, but it’s spotless now. I see a wadded-up ball of yellow crime scene tape in the garbage can and hear voices inside the house.

I follow Juniper and take in what is assuredly not only the cleaning crew but a welcoming committee. I smell something savory and my mouth waters as we move through the mudroom and into the kitchen.

Juniper is immediately drawn into hugs as I see Brienne, Drake, Jenna, Gage, Baden, Sophie, Cannon and Ava. Ownership and coaching staff. The cream of the Titans crop.

Luckily, the events of last night have not hit the news yet but it will most certainly be on the evening broadcast once Joshua is formally arraigned today. He’ll probably be out on bond by tomorrow though. But this crew inside my home knows because they’re close enough for me to share insider information, as evidenced by the fact they all jumped in to help me and Juniper return to a cleaned home and food on the table. It means the world.

Cannon is the first to move toward me with an outstretched hand. “You look like shit, Callum.”

“I feel like it,” I admit with a wry smile as I give him a clap on the shoulder in thanks for being here.

“We got everything cleaned up. Unfortunately, your carpet is pretty wet—it took a lot of effort to remove the blood. But it’s sparkling and we have fans in there drying it.”

“I can’t thank you all enough.” I don’t try to hide the rasp of sentiment in my voice. I look around at my friends—my coworkers, yes, but tonight my friends—and I speak from the heart. “I would not have wanted Juniper to walk back into that mess.” She moves to my side and puts her arms around my waist. “We’re blessed to have friends like you.”

The emotion is clear on everyone’s faces because none of us can look past the gravity of the situation. This all could have ended very differently, the worst-case scenario with Juniper and I dead.

Jenna breaks the heavy moment and points to the stove. “There’s a breakfast casserole we just took out of the oven. I also have a lasagna in the refrigerator that you can put in for dinner tonight.”

“Why don’t you all join us for breakfast?” Juniper says.

It’s Brienne who takes charge of the situation. Shaking her head, she says, “We’re going to get out of your hair. We’re not here to socialize and I’m ordering both of you to eat and then get some rest.”

A flurry of activity surrounds us as the women gather purses. The guys offer hugs and their partners kiss my cheeks as each couple exits through the garage and out to their cars. When the last person is gone, I shut the garage door and return to the kitchen.

Juniper is at the stove, plating up warm helpings of the casserole that looks to be eggs, potatoes, cheese and sausage. My stomach rumbles with approval.

We sit at the table and quietly eat while sipping on orange juice. No coffee because as soon as we eat, we’re taking long hot showers and crawling into bed.

My phone rings, startling both of us and I look down to see it’s Preston. Juniper sees his name too and raises her eyebrows. I shrug and connect the call on speaker. “What can I do for you, Preston?” I say in chilled greeting.

“I’m not going to be posting Joshua’s bail,” he replies.

And of all the incredulous things that have happened in the last twenty-four hours, those words shock me the most. “Excuse me?”

Juniper reaches across and puts her hand over mine. Preston clears his throat. “I’ve hired an attorney for Joshua but that’s all I’m going to do. I’ve been told what happened and he went against my express demands to leave you and Juniper alone. He’s on his own as far as I’m concerned.”

I’m definitely not sad over this news, which means Joshua will be staying in jail until his trial. That brings a level of comfort I didn’t realize I needed until just now. If he were to be released on bond, Juniper and I would not be safe because the asshole is crazy.

“I want to say I’m sorry,” Preston says and that jolts me back to the conversation.

“Sorry for what?” I ask bluntly. Because for as long as I’ve known this man, I have never heard the word sorry come out of his mouth and he has dozens of things to apologize for.

“I’m sorry Joshua did this. For all my faults, I did not raise him to be that way.”

“You mean sadistic and psychopathic?” I ask, unable to fucking help myself. This man is specifically responsible for creating some of the evil within Joshua.

Preston clearly does not like the attack and ends the conversation by saying, “I wish you and Juniper the best of luck.”

And he disconnects.

“That was weird,” Juniper murmurs. “Think we should call your mom?”

“Weird, and yet I’m going to give the man a little credit for cutting ties with his son. We’ll call my mom tomorrow.”

“Preston doesn’t love Joshua,” Juniper observes. “Those two men don’t know how to love.”

“My mom seems to think Preston loves her. I know she loves him.”

“Maybe they have something they believe passes as love.” Juniper squeezes my hand before releasing it to continue eating. “But you and I know what love really is.”

I smile at my girl. “Yes, we do.”

♦

Wafts of steam billow above the top of the glass shower door. I sit before the vanity on a small stool with a towel around my neck and Juniper stands behind me with a pair of electric clippers.

“Are you sure?” she asks dubiously.

“I’m sure.” My eyes hold hers through the bathroom mirror. “Cut it all off.”

The two wounds on my head required multiple staples, which necessitated a partial shaving of my hair. It looks ridiculous and I’ve decided to just buzz it all off. “Besides… don’t I look way sexier and tougher with those staples?” I ask with a grin.

“I’m not sure you could be any sexier than what you already are.”

“Good answer,” I reply, reaching back to squeeze her leg.

Juniper doesn’t hesitate, turning the clippers on and running the guard over my scalp. My hair wasn’t overly long but when it comes off, it sure looks like a lot. It takes no time at all and I have nothing but a thick layer of stubble all over my head. I twist my head left, then right as I study myself. “Goddamn… I’m even more handsome.”

Juniper laughs and whips the towel off my shoulders. She then strips off her clothes and orders me to do the same. “Get in the shower. But we can’t get your staples wet so be careful.”

No matter how tired we both are, the fact that we’re naked and washing each other with slick soap causes certain things to happen. Hot kisses and hands wandering over bodies, I’ve got Juniper pinned, my cock thrusting deep within her. Both my hands grip hers tight, pressing them against the wall, and I close my eyes to focus on the sound of her moans and her tight pussy wringing the most exquisite pleasure out of me.

After the shower, I watch Juniper dry her hair and then I pull her upstairs into the room she was using when she first arrived. The memories of what happened last night in my bedroom are too fresh, and I’m thinking that even though our friends did an amazing job cleaning the carpet, the entire suite might get a complete makeover. Trash everything inside and start over. I’ll let Juniper decorate it however she wants so she knows it’s as much hers as it is mine.

We crawl under the covers naked and I pull her into my arms. Even though we fucked just half an hour ago under the steaming water, I want her again. However, she yawns as soon as she settles against my chest and I decide we’re both better served with a long nap to refresh our bodies.

It’s quiet as we lie there, my hand rubbing small circles on her back and her fingertips gliding back and forth over the center of my chest.

“You know,” I say into the void, breaking the silence, “everything’s been so crazy the last several hours, I didn’t get a chance to talk about your little stunt with Joshua.”

“Little stunt?” she asks softly.

“Yeah… that thing you did where you goaded him to move for the gun. It was dangerous and you took too big of a risk.”

“I won’t apologize,” she says, her tone no different. Just sleepy and content.

I can’t help but chuckle. “I wouldn’t ask you to. My point in bringing it up is only to highlight how well you know me. You knew I’d never pull that trigger unless he made a move. You provoked him to make it easier on me and my conscience. Even though we were both facing possible death, you were clear-headed enough to reason out a way to end it. Most of all, you trusted me to be able to take him down. If that doesn’t tell the complete story of why I love you so much, I don’t know what does.”

Juniper lifts her head to look at me. “If the gun was in my hand, I would have pulled the trigger when I walked into the room. I thought he’d killed you in that garage and I wanted to end him.”

I put my hand on the back of her head, pulling her down for a kiss. “You wouldn’t have pulled that trigger any faster than I would have. You would have made sure there was no other way. But honestly, babe, that gun wasn’t the most dangerous thing in that room. It was your sharp tongue and you knew exactly what to say to cut him deep. You were fucking amazing.”

“You were amazing. You reacted so quickly and stopped him cold. You saved my life.”

“And you saved mine when you told me you loved me last night,” I reply, kissing her again.

When her mouth lifts from mine, she smiles with so much tenderness, my heart clenches tight. “We’ve had a hell of a journey to get here, haven’t we?”

“So many regrets within that journey—”

She kisses me hard to shut me up. “Not for me. I refuse to boil down what we have to what we didn’t. It’s all about the now.”

“And the future,” I add.

“We’re going to have the best future,” she promises and then settles back down against my chest.

I wrap my arms around her, squeezing gently. “The absolute best,” I agree.

We fall into silence and I’m drowsy, the trauma and expenditure of adrenaline finally latching on. My eyes drift closed but pop right back open when Juniper says, “I want children.”

She lifts her head again and stares at me intently. I hate that I see trepidation in her gaze.

My lips curve upward. “How many?”

“Two at least.”

“That sounds like a good number to me.”

“Really?” she asks in surprise. “You want kids?”

“I want everything with you, Juni. So, kids it is. But I’m old-fashioned, so as soon as Julia gets your divorce, we’re getting married.”

She frowns, pressing her hand on my chest. “You don’t think we’re too old for kids, do you?”

“Fuck no,” I exclaim, putting my hand back to her head and easing it down to my chest. I wrap her up tight again. “Prime of life, baby.”

“I love you so much,” Juniper whispers, her breath feathering over my skin.

“Feel free to say that all the time. I’ll sure be telling you the same. Showing you, for that matter.”

Juniper doesn’t reply and I twist my head to get a look at her. Her eyes are closed and her face has gone lax.

She’s sound asleep.

Grinning, I press a soft kiss to her forehead. “I love you too.”
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