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Chapter One
 
   Jason Denali scratched his stomach as he padded on bare feet to the front door. He dodged a pair of boxers, a tee shirt, and a pair of spiky-heeled boots—not his—on the way through the foyer. A glance at the clock before he’d left the kitchen told him it was ten in the morning. Late enough that he really should be up and moving around, but he’d been awake half the night. He checked the video monitor and saw his teammate’s mom waving from her car on the other side of the gate. 
 
   Jason didn’t hesitate, hitting the buzzer for Barb Collier—mother of Gage Collier and “mama” to the rest of the team. He stood on the front steps as she pulled into the circular drive. It wasn’t completely unheard of for Mama to come to his house, but her visits weren’t frequent by any means. Jason was torn between concern for her and fear for himself. 
 
   The last time she’d come to his place, she’d blackmailed him into helping her set up her son for marriage. Luckily, Gage had been head over heels in love with the woman Mama had been pushing on him. By the time he’d discovered Jason’s involvement, he hadn’t cared all that much.
 
   “Everything okay, Mama?” 
 
   Jason was the one who had started the mama moniker for Barb among his teammates on the San Francisco Strikers baseball team. Sadly, he couldn’t remember being so casual and familiar with his own mother. At least not in the last decade or so. 
 
   Barb waved off his concern as she lifted herself out of her car and hustled up the stairs toward him. He pulled her in for a hug and kept an arm draped around her as they walked into the kitchen. 
 
   “It depends on how you define okay, Jason.” 
 
   Uh oh. That didn’t sound good, but she looked all right. She didn’t seem sick or hurt in any way. 
 
   She plunked her overly large handbag onto the kitchen counter. He wondered briefly what on earth she could be carrying that made such a large thunk when she set it down, but her next words stopped all thought. 
 
   “I love you, Jason Denali. I love you with all my heart, baby. But I have to tell you, I don’t much like you lately.”
 
   If the words hadn’t gotten his attention, the expression on her face would have. She looked fierce. A woman on a mission. He had to admit, hearing her say she didn’t like him, having the feeling he’d lost her respect—well, hell. That hurt. A lot. 
 
   Truth be told, he didn’t much like himself lately. Hence, the lack of sleep. He’d been burying his feelings in bottles, babes, and a bad boy reputation that kept the world at bay. And it was catching up to him. 
 
   He raised his eyes to hers and crossed his arms over his chest. Just because she was right didn’t mean he could control his defensive response to her statement. “Is that so?” 
 
   The look on her face was enough to tell him what an asshole move that had been. But then anger flashed in her eyes and he knew he was about to be called out on the carpet. 
 
   “Yes. That’s so. But unlike all the idiots you’ve surrounded yourself with in your little world, I’m willing to tell you when you’ve gone too far. I’m also willing to help you pull your head out of your behind before you’re so far gone you can’t stand to look in the mirror any more.”
 
   Already there, Mama. Already there. 
 
   Jason blinked. He didn’t know what to say, so he didn’t answer. And damned if at that moment two very scantily clad women didn’t come flouncing out of his bedroom, cooing all over him. Both women tossed Mama funny looks, as though she was trying to step on their turf or something. What a cluster. 
 
   “Jay, it’s getting lonely in there. Come back to bed,” the blonde whined as she draped herself over him. 
 
   “Uh, sorry—” Jason searched his brain for some idea of the woman’s name. Nothing. “—honey. I’ve got to cut this short. Do you guys need me to call you a cab?”
 
   The women probably would have continued their pouting and grumbling a lot longer. Mama shooed them out the front door in between shooting Jason looks that said this is precisely what I was talking about.
 
   Point taken. Jason shoved his hands in his pockets, looking at the floor. He knew she was right. He didn’t much like himself anymore. Not that he had ever really been in love with himself. Self-loathing was something Jason had mastered long ago. It was only when he’d found his way onto the Strikers that he’d discovered anything to be happy about in himself. But, as he frowned down at the floor, he couldn’t deny that playing ball, being part of the team, wasn’t enough lately. He’d known for a while, somewhere deep down within him, that he needed to look long and hard at himself. He’d just been avoiding what he knew wouldn’t be pleasant. 
 
   “What do I do?” His voice sounded small to his own ears, like a child who’d messed up and didn’t know how to fix things. He wasn’t sure if he was asking Mama, himself, or just the damned universe in general. 
 
   “You fix it,” Mama answered. Apparently, she didn’t care if he’d been talking to her or not. “You’ll be spending the off-season helping me repay a debt I owe. To someone who was very kind to me a long time ago when I really needed it. You, my dear, are the perfect person for the job. Pack a bag, baby. You’re going to Hope Falls.” 
 
   Before Jason could open his mouth to respond, a third woman stumbled down the stairs from the second story of the house, wearing one of his jerseys and a hairstyle that clearly screamed I spent the night in Jason’s bed.
 
   Well, damn. 
 
   Mama turned angry eyes on him and pointed to the stairs without a word. He hustled to pack a bag, moving as fast as when one of his coaches called out a drill. Downstairs, the woman—Ginny, maybe—was being treated to a lecture on caring more about herself and treating herself with respect so others around her would do the same. 
 
   As Jason tossed clothes and his shaving kit into a duffle, he was surprised to find himself grinning like an idiot. He shouldn’t be. He should feel like a fool for being ordered around by Mama, and for running to do her bidding while she cleaned up his mess. He should resent being treated like a child. But for reasons he couldn’t name, he didn’t feel that way at all. He felt … loved? Yeah. Loved and wanted and cared for. All of that and more. 
 
   He’d take it. 
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
   “If you’d like, I can show you where your room is and then get the rest of your bags from your car for you.”
 
   Laken Sky blinked at the owner of the bed and breakfast—Levi something, he’d said his name was—then glanced down at the two small bags by her feet. One held her clothes, the other supplies. 
 
   “I don’t have any other bags.”
 
   “Oh, all right.” He gave her an easy smile, but she saw the hint of question in his eyes. She supposed other people would arrive with a lot more baggage for a month-long stay, but she’d always traveled light. She and her mother had lived a very nomadic, almost gypsy-like existence. The habit stuck. 
 
   “Let me grab your key, then,” he said as he turned toward a rack that held several clunky keychains, like an old-fashioned hotel. “Breakfast is served between six and nine every morning, except Sundays when it goes until ten. If you plan to ski while you’re here and want to get up and out before six, let me know the night before and I’ll leave a bagged breakfast of fresh fruit and a muffin in the fridge for you.”
 
   Laken glanced up intending to nod at the innkeeper, but found her gaze snagged by a movement on the large staircase to the left. The dark-haired, scruffy-looking man who’d descended seemed to fill the space of the entryway with his sheer size and powerful build. He stole Laken’s breath in a way that confused her, but she shoved the feeling aside. The rest of his appearance was enough to cause her to frown and she fought the urge to raise her brows. Really? You’re headed out in public looking that way?
 
   The man clearly hadn’t shaved in a few days and his hair—grown much too long—stuck up in tufts on the top of his head. He wore sunglasses indoors and his clothes were rumpled, like he’d rolled into bed in them the night before and hadn’t bothered to change when he woke this morning. Impressive. 
 
   She turned her attention back to the innkeeper as the other man walked by, but didn’t miss his eyes on her. She held herself rigid until he’d gone by, not at all liking the attention. Attention was something she didn’t need right now. What she needed was for everyone in town to ignore her as she worked on the next designs for the jewelry line Newmark Department stores had commissioned. If she was lucky, she could also come up with a few fresh ideas for her own online jewelry store. 
 
   As far as the townspeople were concerned, she’d come to the quiet town of Hope Falls for the mountain vistas and the inspiration she was sure the gorgeous surroundings would bring. She didn’t need anyone paying her any mind or digging any deeper than that. 
 
   Laken smiled as Levi took her bags and led the way upstairs, glad to be getting out from under that look. Because, much as she’d ignored him, the man with the too-long hair had stopped in the front doorway and stared back at her as she and Levi climbed the stairs. 
 
   It wasn’t until they had made it to the second story landing that she heard the door shut below them with a thunk. 
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Three
 
   Jason groaned as he rolled over in his bed. He had only been in town for three days and he was beginning to think Mama might have been a little off in her choice for this little improvement project. Hope Falls itself wasn’t the issue. No, the town was great. Skiing and mountaintops, and what seemed to him to be a higher than average population of insanely sexy women, was all great. In fact, the librarian looking woman staying in the room across the hall from him had fueled some pretty insane fantasies the night before when he’d finally come home and crashed. 
 
   It was the location of the bed and breakfast that was an issue. It was owned and operated by the owner of TJ’s Roadhouse. Unfortunately, it was located right smack dab in the backyard of said roadhouse. Which was why he’d spent the night playing pool and doing shots with a few guys from town. 
 
   That’s not true. 
 
   He’d spent the night playing pool and doing shots because he was still trying to avoid the reality of what he’d signed up for. Mama hadn’t just set things up for him to get away from the world for a while. She’d made damned sure he would have no choice but to become a contributing member of this town while he was here. That he gave back. 
 
   Again, that wasn’t a problem. He could do that. It was what she had committed him to doing that had him running and hiding like a baby. Or a little boy. A ten-year-old boy to be exact. 
 
   He opened one eye and cursed when the sunshine flooding the window shot pain through his head. He could deal with this later. This being reality. He had one more day before he had to face the job Mama had set up for him. The one she’d guilted him into. The one he couldn’t bail on. 
 
   He would spend that day ignoring the fact that he was shaking in his boots. He rolled toward the wall and pulled one of the overstuffed down pillows over his head. Reality sucked when you were trying to better yourself. Especially when you had as far to travel to hit better as he did. 
 
   It was then that Jason heard the first of the muffled thumps. From the hallway? No. The balcony off of his room. Who in the hell would be out on his balcony? 
 
   Hell. Had some fan already figured out where he was staying? When Mama told him about the famous people inhabiting this town that managed to live like fairly normal people, he’d thought he’d be pretty safe here. If Karina Black and Ryan Perkins—pop icons who were still huge with active careers in the music industry—could live here without being harassed, he should be able to. Right? 
 
   Thunk.
 
   Apparently not. 
 
   Jason threw himself out of the bed, maybe a bit faster than he’d intended. He overshot and his feet landed on the floor with a thump of his own, before snatching up the bed sheet and wrapping it around his waist. He wasn’t modest in the least and really couldn’t care who saw his junk, but he’d learned long ago that fans waiting outside his room often had a camera ready. If he showed up with his shorts down on one more blog, his publicist would have his balls in a vise. Her words, not his. 
 
   “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he shouted in his best, don’t screw with my ass early in the morning voice, as he opened the balcony door, without bothering to see who it was. A good fright could go a long way toward keeping these people off his balcony in the future. 
 
   The blood curdling scream he got in response had him smiling for a split second, before he realized it wasn’t coming from his balcony. It was coming from the balcony next door. Well, crap.
 
   “Oh, hey, it’s you,” he said when he spotted the hot librarian chick. She sank down into a chair, one hand on her chest, gulping for air. 
 
   Jason frowned. “Whoa. You okay? Were you running or something?” Wow, that was stupid. She’s on her balcony. Of course she’s not running. 
 
   She didn’t reply, but the look she gave him indicated she agreed with his assessment. He was an idiot in her estimation as well. 
 
   “I think I’m having a heart attack,” she muttered, more to herself than to him. She lifted her phone from the table beside her and began furiously typing. 
 
   Jason watched her with narrowed eyes. What was she doing? Calling for an ambulance? She couldn’t be serious. She wasn’t really having a heart attack. Besides, he hadn’t yelled that loudly. All right, maybe he had. But, seriously, if the chick was texting all her friends to let them know he was out here then he needed to bail quickly. He didn’t have it in him to deal with this right now. 
 
   As obnoxious as it sounded, he couldn’t handle his fans at the moment. He was hung over and trying to figure out how the hell he was going to handle the next few months of his life. Screaming women just couldn’t be on the agenda today. 
 
   “Listen, lady, I’m sorry I scared you. Are you okay?” He looked back into his room with longing, taking a step toward the door as he spoke. 
 
   She just stared at the screen of her phone, breathing deeply again and again. What the hell was up with this chick? 
 
   “Okay, then, um—”
 
   “It’s a breathing app,” she said, tilting the phone toward him a bit so he could see the shape of a sort of triangle thing expanding and contracting on the screen. She continued staring at it and breathing in and out with the rhythm of the triangle. 
 
   “Great, uh—” Jason honestly couldn’t remember ever being at a loss for words. Or ever being as perplexed and conflicted about a woman. Half of him—that half—was saying, grab this woman and haul her into your room, man. Show her what it’s like to really lose your breath. Make her lose that librarian look. Give her a dirty, satisfied-in-fifty-different-ways librarian look. It’d be way hotter. 
 
   The other half wanted to run to his room and lock the door. No wait. As it turned out, his feet had abandoned both halves of the argument. Great. Now he was in thirds. His head said run. His dick said full steam ahead. His feet had planted themselves and didn’t seem able to move at all. 
 
   She appeared oblivious to his conflict, which made sense since she was still staring at the weird triangle on her phone. “You breathe with it and it calms you down. I have panic attacks and it’s the one thing I’ve found that helps.” 
 
   Just then she looked up and the scream was back. When she finished her shriek—not the good, oh-look-it’s-Jason-Denali kind—she pointed her free hand at him, waving it from head to toe. “You’re … you don’t … you’re not—” 
 
   Her gaze went down his body just then and Jason didn’t have time to wonder how much of a tent he was making under the damned sheet, but he didn’t need to. She told him when her eyes went wide and her breath went ragged again.
 
    “—and you’re, oh my God, you’re—” 
 
   This time, she spun her finger in a circle directed at his dick, which was all but waving hello at her through the material. She sputtered, as though she couldn’t quite come up with the words to describe exactly what his body was doing in response to her. 
 
   Jason grinned. Turned out, it was fun throwing her off her game. Wait. What the hell was wrong with him? He bunched up the excess sheet around his waist, halfway managing to hide the evidence of his erection. She’d gone back to studying her phone, breathing with the triangle and damn it if his gaze didn’t drop to where her chest rose and fell with each breath. It was mesmerizing. He could watch her all day. 
 
   Yup. Going to hell, Denali. Straight to hell.
 
   He shook himself and could almost feel the whack of Mama’s hand at the back of his head. He was a pig. 
 
   “So, um, if you’re all right, I’ll just go.” He gestured lamely over his shoulder to his room, knowing he needed to move before he got himself into trouble out here. 
 
   “Wait!”
 
   Aw, hell. He turned back and raised his brows. If she asked him to hop the railing between the little wooden decks and come into her room to show her what was under the sheet, he was there. He was sooooo there. 
 
   You’re disgusting. Yeah, no shit. Like I didn’t know that before. All right, maybe the extent to which he was a pig—the actually severity of his piggishness—hadn’t been made completely clear to him to date, but he was getting it now. Coming through in shining Technicolor for him. He was the lowest of low. This woman was having a panic attack—caused by him no less—and he wanted to jump her. Impressive. 
 
   “Can you move it for me?”
 
   Jason gave himself a little shake again. Surely she didn’t mean—
 
   “The table,” she said, pointing behind her. If it matched the one on his balcony, it was carved of some kind of hardwood that matched the wood of the balcony itself, and he guessed it was pretty heavy for a woman her size. That explained the thumping. 
 
   Jason glanced down at the sheet he was still clutching to his waist, then back up to find her staring at the same spot. Only, her look didn’t match his. Her look dragged a groan from his chest. She had just the tiniest tip of her pink tongue playing at her top lip as though she were thinking about running that tongue over his skin. In a heartbeat, his cock jumped toward her and his body raged with heat. 
 
   Her eyes darted to his when she heard his groan, and her answering gasp said that she hadn’t meant to have that effect on him. Hadn’t meant it and didn’t want it. It was time to get control of himself. If there were any more road signs and barricades screaming No! from this woman, she’d be eligible for Federal Highway Safety Commission funding. 
 
   Without a word, he stepped back into his room and donned the first shirt and pair of jeans he found, sans boxers. He’d move that table then get out of her hair. Or, get her out of his hair. Whatever. He was past the point of sleeping now, so he’d grab a cold shower then maybe head out for a run. He heard the thumping again and realized she was trying to move the damned thing by herself. 
 
   Impatient much?
 
   ***
 
   “Really?” Laken grumbled to herself before turning back to the table. Not only was the guy insane—he had to be to walk around outdoors in a sheet in this weather, or any weather for that matter—he was a jerk, too. Who does that? First he nearly gave her a heart attack and then he just completely ignored the request for help with something as simple as moving a table. 
 
   Okay, she thought, as she tried to half-lift, half-nudge the table across the space. She’d just have to do it herself. It would be easy for him. It wasn’t easy for her. That should have been obvious to him, and that made him a double jerk. No triple. A jerky jerk jerk. She sounded like a child, but she didn’t care. She was desperately trying to wipe out the memory of seeing that man—whoever he was—in nothing more than a sheet. She’d been thrown enough at the sight of his chest, of the rippling muscles of his abs—the kind you only ever see in underwear ads. Then, she’d made the mistake of looking down at his—you know, his … that—and, wow. Just, wow. 
 
   Laken shook her head, half in frustration at the stupid table for being so darned heavy and half in frustration at herself for heating up all over again. Because, wow. Yeah, she was a broken record. All she seemed to be able to think was wow. But that really summed it up.  
 
   She bent over the top of the table, stretching her arms wide and grasping either edge of the round block of wood that had become her nemesis, only to hear his voice again behind her. Right behind her. 
 
   “I got it.”
 
   Laken stood so swiftly, spinning toward the object of her muttered complaints, to find him clothed—thank God (maybe?)—and her body so close to his, she forgot everything. Forgot the table, forgot to chastise him, forgot how rude he was, that his hair was too long, that he had poor manners. All of it. 
 
   Oh, and she forgot to breathe. Because clothes or not, that chest of his was too near. And the tee shirt was tight, doing little to cover the muscles she knew were just beneath the thin fabric. In fact, it was almost more enticing now. Was it the excitement of unwrapping him that had her fingers itching to reach out? Or maybe the fact that he stood so close?
 
   He seemed to lean in a little and she swore she held her breath even harder, but that made no sense at all. You were either holding your breath or not. There was no such thing as holding it and then holding it harder. But if it were at all possible, that’s what she did. It seemed like an eternity as she watched his eyes grow darker as she leaned in—heaven help her, she leaned closer—and then he opened that mouth of his and she held her breath harder.
 
   “I got it,” he said quietly. 
 
   “Oh!” Yeah, Oh. She actually said oh. And then she was breathing again. Because, what an idiot. No, not him this time. This time, she was the idiot. She’d been standing there thinking he was going to kiss her and instead of being offended that the jerky jerk jerk was going to kiss her—a woman he didn’t know from Adam—she’d been holding her breath (hard!) and hoping for it. Wonderful.
 
   Laken stepped to the side as he lifted the table in a ridiculously effortless move, all the while looking at her. She looked back. 
 
   He stood there some more. 
 
   She looked back. 
 
   He raised his eyebrows. 
 
   She looked some more. 
 
   “Where do you want it?”
 
   Gulp. Everywhere. 
 
   “Where do you want the table?” His mouth twitched at the corners and she knew he’d read her mind. 
 
   “Oh!” Great. Oh, again. 
 
   Now he was laughing at her. Laughing and still holding the table like it was nothing. She began to wonder how long it would take for his arms to grow tired, but he raised his eyebrows again and she waved her hand at the other end of the balcony. 
 
   “Over there, please. I’m just trying to get the best view of the mountain range I can. I need to sketch it and I’ll get a better angle from that side of the porch. But, who would have thought the thing would be so heavy, right? I mean, I guess it’s big and it looks pretty solid, so there’s that, but why would they make a table so big you need a giant to lift it? Oh! Not that you’re a giant or anything. I mean, unless you want to be a giant?”
 
   By now, he had put the table down where she’d gestured and was standing there, watching her vomit words all over the place. What’s wrong with me?
 
   He took one step and crossed the expanse of the balcony, closing the distance once again. 
 
   “Oh.” Yes. That was Laken saying oh again. 
 
   “Anything else?” The smoothness of his voice seemed to throw her for a loop every time he spoke. 
 
   She didn’t say oh this time, but it might have been better if she had. She squeaked. Yes, squeaked. Laken closed her eyes, willing the whole thing to go away. The whole episode, conversation, whatever it was that was happening. If she closed her eyes and wished hard enough, maybe she’d wake up. 
 
   But, she didn’t wake up. And he didn’t go away. Instead, his arms came around her, his body—including those rock hard abs and that erection she’d been drooling over moments ago—pressed into her. She didn’t just stop breathing. She stopped thinking. Stopped functioning altogether, as his mouth crushed down over hers and she was helpless to stop the hard slam of lust that rocketed through her. 
 
   Laken felt her body soften as she swayed into him. Her mouth opened and her tongue tangled with his. There was a small part of her brain screeching in protest—something about stranger danger and the man being a drunk and all sorts of warning bells sounding and red flags being waved. But, there was this other part of her—a hussy part she hadn’t known existed—and that part apparently carried a big old club in its back pocket. Hussy girl was beating screeching good girl senseless and yelling we need this! over and over. Not nice, but who was she to argue with a club-wielding maniac in her head? 
 
   Then he stopped. Rather abruptly, in fact. He put his hands on her shoulders and pushed her backward as he cursed a blue streak a mile long. 
 
   Laken’s eyes went wide at the language, the kiss, the fact that he was now holding her away. She was just now beginning to process that maybe she should have listened to the shrieking good girl in her head. What was she doing? What was he doing? She didn’t even know who he was. She had no name, no information. One minute, he had moved her table, and the next he was moving her table. Or her world. Or at least her lady parts. 
 
   “I’m sorry.” 
 
   That was that. He barked out an apology, moved around her, swung his leg easily over the balcony divider, and disappeared into his own room. 
 
   And Laken stopped breathing. Again. 
 
   Hard. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
   Jason would like to say he recovered from both his hangover and his encounter with the stranger next door quickly, but he tried not to lie to himself whenever possible. The hangover wasn’t a huge deal. He showered, went for a run, and flushed his system with as much water as he could handle and he was good to go. The girl on the other hand? She stuck with him. 
 
   Not literally. She wasn’t stalking him or anything creepy like that. In fact, when he’d seen her the following morning at breakfast, she avoided eye contact and barely mumbled a hello. Instead, she’d asked Levi where a place called Sue Ann’s Café was and took off immediately, despite the fact that breakfast was included in their stay. 
 
   Could he blame her? Not really. He’d damned near assaulted the woman. First, he’d screamed at her thinking she was a fan trying to sneak into his room via the balcony, and next, he’d grabbed her sweet ass and hauled her up against him to shove his tongue down her throat. All right, maybe he’d been a bit more suave than that, but not by much. 
 
   Okay, not by anything. There was no suave going on. None. Nada. Zip. But, the fact that she could completely blow him off like that ticked him off more than he’d like to admit. Not because women never blew him off. It happened. He wasn’t the best looking guy on his team, so there were times women threw him over for one of the other guys. That he could handle. It was the fact that she didn’t seem at all affected by that kiss. 
 
   And he—well, hell. He was affected. And then some. Having that tight little body of hers pressed against him like that, his hands cupping her ass, and feeling her melt into him. Feeling the way her body gave up all that tension she seemed to carry all the time had done more to him than he’d thought possible. He hadn’t been able to get her out of his mind the whole day. Or night. When he’d seen her at breakfast, he wanted nothing more than to sweep the dishes onto the floor, hike up her skirt, sit her on the table, then dive into her as his meal. Regardless of the fact that their host stood five feet from them at the time. 
 
   All this with a woman whose name he didn’t even know. How sad was that? 
 
   But, she sashayed on out of there without a backward glance at him. If that hadn’t put him in a bad enough mood, what he faced right now would have done it. Jason stood frozen in front of a room of thirty-odd teens wondering how in the hell his life had flipped freaking upside down so quickly. 
 
   Last week, he’d been coming down off a great season that culminated in his team winning the World Series. He’d been a part of that win, a part of the best team he could ever hope to play for. And now? Look at him. When he wasn’t obsessing over a woman he wanted to run from one minute and maul the next, he was shaking in front of a group of teens. 
 
   The guy who coached both the boys’ and girls’ basketball and baseball teams—the town didn’t have enough coaches to go around—was talking to the group. He had introduced himself as Ted Williams, with a bashful grin at the name. Yes, his parents had known they were naming him after Baseball Hall of Famer, Ted Williams—arguably one of the best hitters ever to play the game. Yes, he’d tried to live up to the name. No, he’d never gotten very far. But the guy seemed to genuinely love coaching and working with these teens. And in turn, they listened to him intently, Jason noted. 
 
   They all watched Jason expectantly while Ted introduced him. Unfortunately, he and the group of teens seemed to think Jason would be as excited as Ted was with them. That wasn’t the case. He wasn’t at all sure he could fake it. His palms were sweating and he really thought he might hurl all over the damned place any minute. That would go over well. 
 
   “All right, guys, let’s give Jason our attention and show him how eager we are to learn from him,” Ted said with a big grin Jason’s way. 
 
   The guy was a bit hokey, but Jason was counting on him to save his ass here. Because this ship was going down fast. Jason had always managed to limit his interactions with kids to signing a few balls and cards after a game without really having to engage much. He could focus on the little kids. Those he could handle. Teens. Not so much. 
 
   Ted nodded at him with that big smile on his face again, and Jason realized he needed to say something. Do something. He stepped closer to the center of the blackboard and looked at the kids. They were all grinning at him with that same look Ted had. It was a bit eerie, so many people looking toward him to know what to say. 
 
   He ran his hands through his hair, tugging at the tufts that stood out on top a little longer than they probably should. Damn. He was a mess. 
 
   “So, uh,” said Ted, taking the space right next to Jason as though he might carry him through this. Thank the freaking heavens for that. “Why don’t we start today by making a list of the things we’re hoping Jason will teach us about over the next few months.”
 
   Hands shot up around the room and Ted looked to Jason. Jason nodded—probably a little too many times as he swallowed the thick ball of fear choking its way up with throat—and then pointed to one of the boys. A tall lanky kid who had that look boys have before they’ve filled out, just too tall and bony for their own good. He reminded Jason of asparagus. A red-haired piece of asparagus. 
 
   “Weight training?” the kid asked and Jason couldn’t help but grin. It was definitely something the kid could use help with. 
 
   Ted grabbed a piece of chalk and wrote weight training on the board. “What, specifically, do you want to know about weight training, Kyle?”
 
   “Uh, how to get bigger? Bulking up?” the kid answered to a chorus of guffaws and titters. His face matched his hair now. 
 
   Ted wrote bulking up on the board under weight training. 
 
   “How about safety? Like, how to not hurt yourself lifting weights?” one girl chimed in and Jason nodded numbly as Ted added that to the list. He would have been impressed at her suggestion and the fact that she had thought about something as important as safety, but he was too distracted at the moment. The girl was older than Tiffany had been, but Jason couldn’t help feeling haunted by the girl’s dark eyes. His sister had been so damned young when she died. Too damned young.
 
   An ache in his chest spread down to his stomach and began to suffocate him from the inside out. He wondered if Tiffany would have looked like this girl had she lived that long. They shared the same dark curly hair and eyes.
 
   “That’s a great idea, Tasha,” Ted said, as Jason tried to focus on the group instead of remembering the way his sister used to laugh and tease him. The way she used to light up his world. Tiffany had been like the sun for him. She was everything. 
 
   Until she wasn’t.
 
   He blinked a few times, realizing he needed to snap himself out of this before he was forced to run from the room. He looked away from the girl, trying to focus on the others surrounding her. A blonde girl elbowed the girl next to her and whispered something, causing the other girl—also a blonde—to raise her hand. 
 
   “Yes, Jill?” Ted called on the girl. 
 
   “Diet?”
 
   She probably meant weight loss, but Ted turned that into nutrition and wrote it on the board. “Great. Let’s talk about some more specifics for that. What interests you about nutrition?”
 
   Kyle spoke up again. “Bulking up,” he said, his smile wide and laughing. The others laughed with him. 
 
   The discussion continued in much the same way—the kids calling out topics they wanted him to teach them about, while those around them either called out support or ribbed them for their suggestions. At the end of an hour and a half, they had a big list of topics and Jason had gotten through the meeting without having to breathe into a bag. A small victory. 
 
   “You’ll get used to it,” Ted promised, after Jason had signed the last backpack or baseball card shoved in front of him and the kids straggled out of the room. 
 
   “What? The autographs? I don’t mind those,” Jason said, shoving the sharpie marker he’d brought into his back pocket. “Comes with the territory.” Honestly, he had to give Ted credit. Ted had told the kids they had to wait until after the meeting to, as he put it, go all gaga over Jason, and the kids had actually listened to him. 
 
   “Nah, the kids, I mean. Standing up here and talking to them. Teaching them. You’ll get used to it after the first few times.”
 
   Jason glanced down. “It was pretty obvious, huh? I just don’t have a lot of experience with kids.” 
 
   That wasn’t entirely bullshit. He didn’t have a lot of experience with them. But, what he didn’t say was that it was by design. He’d never been able to handle being around teens. Well, sure, he’d been around them growing up when he was one himself. But, the first time he’d gone out to sign autographs for the kids and fans after a game, he’d realized how hard it was looking at them now, as an adult. 
 
   For some reason, now that he was grown up, he saw them differently. He saw Tiffany in every one of them. Some little aspect of her. The eyes, the smile, the laugh—whatever. It all hit him in the gut every time. Tiffany had been twelve when she died. She never had the chance to go to high school like these kids. Never had the chance to live her life. Sometimes it seemed to him, the more he lived, the more he was taking away from her. He’d taken enough from her. 
 
   “Don’t worry. You’ll get used to them and relax in no time,” Ted said, apparently always the optimist.
 
   Most likely, Ted knew about Jason’s sister and her death. Most people did since he lived his life in the public eye. But the other man didn’t seem to be putting two and two together to realize Jason had frozen because of his past. Why would he? Most people would assume he was over his sister’s death. After all, he was only ten when it happened. But no one knew the whole truth of that day. No one realized just how much Jason carried with him. 
 
   As he said goodbye and walked out to his car, he had that edgy gnawing feeling he’d had a lot lately. With it came the desire to hit a bar and drink himself stupid, and that pissed him off to no end. He didn’t know when he’d started turning to the bottle so damned much. It seemed to have snuck up on him. Hell, even during the season over the last year or so, he’d find himself drinking. 
 
   When he was younger, he’d gotten used to shutting down his feelings. He’d had to. His parents had mostly ignored him after his sister’s death. Well, his mom ignored everyone. She only had time for a bottle and a glass after that day. His dad paid a little attention to Jason when he was playing baseball. It wasn’t like he coached his team or anything. Nothing as Leave it to Beaver as all that. But there was interest there. 
 
   When he’d made it into the major leagues, his dad had definitely paid him some attention. He’d call from time to time to talk about the game or tell Jason what he needed to do in the next game if his team wanted to win. 
 
   That was as far as their relationship went. And Jason got it. If he were them, he wouldn’t want anything to do with the son who’d been responsible for their daughter’s death. When Tiffany died, there wasn’t anyone to blame other than Jason. He and his parents both knew that. So, Jason had simply gotten used to being tolerated. To being a reminder of what they’d lost. What he’d cost them. 
 
   When he joined the Strikers, he’d found something with his teammates he never thought he’d have. They were a family of sorts. But, somehow, with the acceptance his teammates had shown him, he’d lost the ability to stop caring. To shut off his feelings and shut out the world, and just not give a shit. With that came this desire to drown his feelings in a bottle or between the legs of a woman who meant nothing to him. He just hadn’t realized how much all of that drinking and sleeping around had become a part of who he was now. How much it had taken over. 
 
   But damn. It had taken over. So instead of steering his car to the bed and breakfast, with its much-too-easy-to-access bar next door, Jason drove to the center of town and parked outside Sue Ann’s Café. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Five
 
   Laken sipped at her third cup of coffee, knowing she’d be sorry for the overload of caffeine later. She had been in the café for breakfast, left for a few hours, then came back for lunch. Her sandwich sat half eaten on her plate in front of her as she glanced again at Sue Ann across the room. She should have had a better plan. Simply arriving in town and stalking the Perkins family wasn’t exactly the best approach. 
 
   “More coffee?” 
 
   Laken glanced up at the grumpy waitress who was raising her brows seemingly in challenge, indicating the answer should be no. She really couldn’t blame the woman. Laken had taken up a table for over an hour and a half, and at peak time. 
 
   “No. Thank you,” she said. “I’ll just take the check, please.” 
 
   She really needed to come up with some idea for approaching Sue Ann Perkins. The waitress snapped her gum, slapped a ticket on the table, and walked away. 
 
   That was when her second problem slid into the booth across from her. The guy from the balcony. She scowled at him, firmly telling the butterflies in her stomach to stand down. She didn’t need this kind of reaction now. Or ever. Yeah. Ever. That was the right word. She needed to ignore him and wait for him to leave town. She didn’t need a man in her life that could throw her into a tailspin the way he had. 
 
   Surely he must be leaving town soon. He was staying in a B and B, for heaven’s sake. That had to mean he was an out-of-towner, right? Which should mean short term.
 
   “Hey,” he said, and she had to smack and swat at the butterflies as they swirled around in her belly, practically cheering at the sound of his deep, velvety voice. 
 
   “Hey yourself.” She was going for cold detachment, but it came out a lot huskier than she’d planned. 
 
   He smiled at her and she had the feeling he intended to settle in for a good long while. Not at all what she needed. But, then the door chimed again and Karina Black and Ryan Perkins walked in, snagging all of Laken’s focus. This was what she’d been hoping for. Ryan was Sue Ann’s grandson. 
 
   She’d spent the day studying Sue Ann, hoping for some sign of recognition. Some little … something. Now she did the same with Ryan. She supposed she and Ryan shared similar eye color, but their hair color was different and his skin tone was much darker than hers. She felt herself deflate a bit. What had she hoped for? Some screeching evidence of blood relation? A birthmark that would prove their relationship? Not that she had a birthmark, but that was beside the point right now. 
 
   Across from her, Balcony Guy cleared his throat. “Into famous guys, huh?”
 
   “What?” She looked his way. 
 
   He leaned back, slinging an arm over the edge of the booth. “I’m pretty well known myself, you know?”
 
   “What?” She had this weird habit of repeating one word over and over in conversations with him. Oh or what or some other word designed to demonstrate her stupidity. Fabulous. 
 
   He looked at her and laughed, eyebrows pinched, then glanced over his shoulder at Ryan and Karina where they sat with several other beautiful men and women. You could tell they were special, and Laken felt a bit like she had in high school. A bit on the outside. Not quite a nerd, but not quite in with the right clique either. 
 
   And then Balcony Guy was talking again. “You know he’s married, right? Like, really happily married.”
 
   “What?” It was the same word again, but this time the tone was different. She almost squeaked it out. “No. It’s not. No. That’s not it at all. It’s nothing like that. Nothing.” As she spoke, she grabbed a wad of cash and tossed it onto the table, feeling her cheeks go red. This was bad. This was very bad. She hadn’t wanted anyone to realize she was here watching them. Yet, even as she had the thought, she realized how stupidly obvious she’d been. 
 
   Balcony Guy was saying something, but Laken didn’t listen. She grabbed her purse and sketchbook and bolted from the diner, not looking back. This had been a mistake. From top to bottom, and all the way through from one side to the other. Coming to Hope Falls had been a colossal mistake. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Six
 
   Jason blinked as the stupidity of the situation hit him. He still had no idea what the woman’s name was. And she’d shown zero interest in knowing his name or anything about him. 
 
   A blonde waitress interrupted his thoughts, her wide smile telling him he could get more than lunch from her with just a few words. 
 
   He almost had to laugh. Or cry. He had no interest in the woman standing before him, despite the fact that she was sexy as sin. Not to mention, he was willing to bet she loved sinning. He used to love sinning and the women willing to do it with him. What was happening to him?
 
   “What can I bring you?” she purred after she’d scooped up the dishes his mystery neighbor had left. The waitress leaned close. So close, he could snake out a hand and grasp her by the waist if he wanted to. He didn’t. 
 
   “Uh, I’ll just have whatever the special is today. You have a special, right?”
 
   Great. From the look on her face, she was about to tell him she was the special. He was saved when Ryan and Karina scooted into the booth across from him. They had a third woman with them who looked vaguely familiar, though he couldn’t place her. He’d met Ryan the other night at JT’s Roadhouse so he smiled, glad for the save from the overly friendly waitress. She flounced away with a scowl and he hoped she’d go place his order. He was more than a little hungry at this point. 
 
   “Hey, Ryan.” Jason took Ryan’s offered hand and shook it. “Good to see you again.”
 
   “Hey, man. This is my wife, Karina, and—” He didn’t get to finish. The woman bouncing in her seat to the right of Karina threw her hand forward across the booth. 
 
   “Sam,” she said, with so much excitement in her voice, he would have expected it to come from an adolescent boy not a grown woman. It wasn’t the I might get to screw a famous baseball player look he usually got from a woman. She was excited to meet him on another level. That of a true fan. He liked her right off the bat. “Sam Reynolds.”
 
   “Good to meet you, Sam” he said taking her hand and shaking it as well. “I feel like I know you from somewhere.”
 
   Karina laughed as Sam continued to bounce in her seat. “Forgive her. She’s a huge fan. And yes, you likely know her. She’s Samantha Holt.”
 
   “Samantha Holt! No way. I watched you at Nagano. You were amazing,” Jason said. He’d watched her from the stands, a tiny dot wrapped in ski goggles, a parka, and gloves. But, now that he knew who she was, the smile was unmistakable. Holt was a killer on the slopes. 
 
   She squealed a bit and bounced some more and Karina and Ryan just laughed at her. 
 
   “So, Jason, we were wondering who your friend was,” said another woman he hadn’t even noticed was standing by the booth—tall, blonde, and extremely polished. She tilted her head toward the door and he realized she was talking about his mystery neighbor.
 
    He really needed to get her name the next time they talked. 
 
   Karina rolled her eyes. “Ignore Ms. Rude-y-pants, Jason. At least introduce yourself before you interrogate him, Lauren.”
 
   The blond woman raised a perfectly manicured brow and said, “Lauren Harrison. Pleased to meet you. Who’s your friend?” 
 
   She said all of this without pause or breath, and continued to stare at him, waiting—no, expecting—an answer. 
 
   “Actually, I didn’t get her name. We’re both staying at the same inn.” 
 
   He shrugged like it was no big deal, but a big part of him was on alert, wanting to know why she seemed so intent on knowing his neighbor’s identity. That part of him also felt a driving need to defend his mystery girl. 
 
   “Knock it off, Lauren. Don’t you think if there was something to be worried about, I should be the one to worry? And I’m not worried. So, she was looking at Ryan? Plenty of women do. It’s hardly unusual.”
 
   Jason divided a look between the women before glancing over at Ryan, hoping for translation. Ryan picked up on his unspoken question. “Lauren is feeling defensive of Karina because the woman was looking at me and someone said she was in here all day. Lauren thinks she’s stalking me.”
 
   “It’s not normal. She came here for breakfast, and then supposedly sat here for over an hour during lunch. I got here before you guys did. She was hawking that door, and the second you walked in, Ryan, she locked on you.” 
 
   “Uh, for what it’s worth, she seems totally normal.” Jason could have expanded on that. Could have told them how he found her oddly fascinating despite the fact that most of the time, she seemed to want nothing to do with him. That she seemed intelligent and quiet, like she was contemplating the world around her all the time. That she made him smile and turned him on like no woman ever had, with nothing more than her presence in the room. He didn’t. For one thing, that would make him sound like a crazed stalker. He didn’t even know her name.
 
   “Drop it, Lauren. It’s not a big deal. So,” Karina said, slyly, as the waitress came and dropped a plate of amazing smelling roast chicken, mashed potatoes, and vegetables in front of Jason, “the guys are too afraid to ask you, but they want to know if you’ll play basketball with them on Thursday.” 
 
   Jason laughed as he dug into the mashed potatoes with an appreciative groan. As he swallowed, he nodded yes, before proceeding to shovel the plate of food into his mouth as fast as he could. He was going to need seconds of this. Maybe thirds. He hadn’t had food this good since Mama had last cooked for him. He could almost forget the fact that he needed to face those kids again tomorrow if he could keep eating like this in between. Almost.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Seven
 
   Laken sat in the back yard of the cabin and looked from the sketchpad to the mountain range and grumbled to herself. She tended to do that when she was frustrated, and there was plenty of reason for frustration right now. She wasn’t at all capturing what she wanted. She had hoped to be able to recreate the slope of the mountain range and then translate it into silver, making a line of earrings, necklaces, and maybe keychains that reflected the peace of the mountaintop. It wasn’t working at all. There was no texture or life to her sketches. They simply fell flat.
 
   She jumped when her neighbor dropped down into the space next to her on the wooden bench, seemingly unconcerned that he was disrupting her work. 
 
   “Jason,” he said holding his hand out to her. 
 
   “Excuse me?” She looked down at his hand, then up at his face. Her thoughts had jumped entirely too quickly to what those hands could probably do. To what they’d felt like on her body the day before. Focus on his face. 
 
   Well, that was a bad idea. When she’d first seen him, she hadn’t thought he was all that good looking. Now, she wondered what she’d been thinking. Because he was gorgeous. Sure, his hair was too long, but his eyes seemed to smile at her just as much as his mouth did and, of course, that made her remember the way that mouth had felt. This was all going downhill fast. Too fast. 
 
    His smile didn’t fade at all as he tried again. “I’m Jason. Jason Denali.” He seemed to emphasize his last name, as though she should draw some kind of information from it. She didn’t.
 
   But she did take his hand and shake it. “Laken Sky,” she said simply. 
 
   “Laken. That’s beautiful.” He hadn’t released her hand yet and Laken found herself a little torn between wanting to yank it away, and hoping he would hold it forever. Which was stupid. She pulled it from his grip. 
 
   He leaned closer to her, looking at her sketch. “What are you doing?” 
 
   She tilted the pad toward him with a frown. “I’m trying to translate the mountain ridge.”
 
   “Translate?” 
 
   She nodded. “I own a jewelry company.” It still hurt to say that, instead of saying that she and her mother owned it, as she had for so many years. 
 
   When her mother first died a year ago, she would explain that she owned the company but had started it with her mother. That led to conversations about her mom and her passing, and Laken wasn’t ready for that. At least not with strangers. So now, she simply called it her jewelry company and kept the stab of pain to herself. 
 
   She took a breath and pushed through the memories. “I sell some pieces myself online, but more and more now, I design exclusive lines for different department stores and chains. I get most of my inspiration from nature. So, the contour of a wave might translate into a swirl of silver hanging from a pendant with a brilliant blue stone at its center. I came here for the mountains and they’re stunning, but I’m somehow failing to capture them.” 
 
   The look on his face said he wasn’t buying it. “That looks pretty amazing to me.” His nod at her sketch left her flustered. 
 
   “Well, thank you. It’s technically proficient,” she said, grimacing at the drawing again, “but it’s not working yet. Usually by now, my drawings will morph away from being accurate and lifelike into the representation of the piece I’m working on. From there, the idea for the jewelry sort of just flows. It’s not happening this time.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said and she gave a little laugh. 
 
   “Um, thanks, I guess. So, where are you coming from?” She looked down at the backpack sitting by his feet and thought maybe he’d just come from a hike or the gym. He seemed to be more fit than your average guy. Ha! That’s an understatement. 
 
   Laken was trying to ignore the way her body reacted to his and pretend this guy wasn’t off the charts athletic and hot. She felt a little frumpy next to him, and she’d never really been one to obsess over her looks. But, wow. It was hard not to notice the level of sheer athleticism in the guy sitting next to her. 
 
   ***
 
   Laken, Jason thought, letting the name roll around in his head a bit. It suited her perfectly with those lake blue eyes. 
 
   When she asked where he was coming from, he felt a weird sensation in his chest. Like it suddenly mattered what she thought of him. Like he suddenly didn’t want to be a baseball player who drank too much and slept with any woman who’d have him. 
 
   “I was over at the high school. I’m teaching a few classes there for some of the kids on things like sports nutrition, physical fitness, preventing injuries, that kind of thing. I thought I might talk to them about drugs and steroids, you know,” he said with a shrug, belying the way he felt as he talked about his plans for the classes.  
 
   He liked the way she looked at him just then, her smile going wide and her eyes soft. Truth be told, his talk with the kids had gone a lot better today than it had two days ago. He’d felt himself relaxing after a few minutes and he began to see past his memories of Tiffany to the faces of the kids in front of him. They weren’t ghosts. They were individuals, each with their own sense of humor, quirks, and insecurities. They were pretty cool. 
 
   And if he could get Laken looking at him like that more often, he’d teach those kids anything they asked. Well, not sex ed. That was so not happening. But, anything else they wanted to know about. 
 
   “So,” he said, laying one arm across the back of the bench and looking over at the beautiful woman again, “you came here for the mountain views?” 
 
   Laken’s face went remarkably blank all of a sudden, as though she’d tried to wipe it clean of any expression.
 
   “Mm-hmm. I’m designing a new line for a department store and I needed inspiration. I saw a piece about the skiing in the area and they had a few shots of the mountains. It looked amazing, so here I am.” 
 
   Jason cocked his head at her. She wasn’t telling him the whole truth. He’d bet his career on it. Not with the way she’d watched Ryan and Karina that morning. “And?”
 
   “And, what?” she asked, her brow furrowing. 
 
   “What else brought you here?” 
 
   Panic flashed in her eyes, but she masked it quickly, her face glossing over. The friendliness she’d begun to show only moments before was gone and the ice queen had returned. 
 
   “Nothing else brought me here. Just the scenery.”  
 
   He studied her face for a minute before leaning in, breathing in the scent of her skin just beneath her ear. He paused for a moment, letting her fragrance seep in to him, feeling the sizzle that shot between them. 
 
   He let out a soft hum of appreciation, feeling the caress of her hair on his cheek before he spoke. “You’re a pretty little liar,” he whispered, then got up and walked away. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eight
 
   Jason took a deep breath and let it out slowly. The kids were exiting the classroom after what he thought was a fairly successful session. He’d presented on planning an appropriate workout routine for different needs. The kids had all asked great questions and they’d talked a lot about the necessity for different approaches based on different sports, body types, and fitness levels. 
 
   “Mr. Denali?” 
 
   Jason jumped at the voice, not realizing one of the kids had hung behind. He turned and saw one of the larger guys, a Latino boy who he thought might have been a sophomore, despite his larger size. 
 
   He couldn’t fit a name to the face, though, so he smiled. “I’m afraid you’ll have to remind me of your name. It’s probably gonna take me some time to figure all this out.” 
 
   “Mateo.”
 
   “What can I do for you, Mateo?” Jason tried for an open, easy look, but he wasn’t sure he pulled it off. 
 
   The kid stared at his feet and scuffed one shoe on the floor. Jason wasn’t really sure what to say, so he waited. It took a minute but the kid looked up. 
 
   “So, um, if I want to try for, like, a scholarship or something, I need to work out more, right? Like two-a-days or something?” He gestured to the blackboard where Jason had written a few notes like Ted had suggested as he’d taught his lesson. 
 
   Jason didn’t know why, but something about the kid was setting off alarm bells in his head. He leaned against the desk, hoping he could bullshit his way through this. Maybe if he pretended to know how to handle kids, Mateo would talk to him. But, damn, he wasn’t even sure he wanted the kid to talk. Maybe he should holler down the hall for Ted. 
 
   He glanced at the door, then figured he needed to man up and face the teen on his own. “What sport?” 
 
   “Baseball?” He said it like a question, but Jason couldn’t get a read on why the kid was hesitating. Maybe it was just nerves from talking to a major league baseball player?
 
   “Tell me what you’re doing for workouts.” 
 
   “During the season, I’m working out with my team and practice, and all that, but then I’m also running every morning and hitting the gym every night, too.”
 
   Jason’s eyebrows went up at that. ‘Bulking up’ wasn’t really something you wanted to do as a baseball player, and he had to wonder what was pushing this kid. Or maybe, whom? The kid didn’t seem to have his heart in this workout routine he was describing. Or maybe it was something else that was off and Jason was simply piss poor at interpreting teens. Big surprise there. 
 
   “Why don’t you write down what you’re doing on your own each day for me during the season and the off-season. I’ll touch base with Coach Williams and see what he’s doing during the season for you guys and let you know if I recommend any changes.”
 
   The kid’s response was instant. His smile lit up his face and Jason thought part of it was probably from the excitement of having a pro ball player help you with your personal workout routine, but once again he felt like there was an undercurrent of something else. Relief, maybe? 
 
   When the kid said goodbye and jogged from the room, Jason gathered his things, slinging his duffel over his shoulder and making a mental note to talk to Ted as soon as he could. He was so far out of his depth in handling these kids he felt off-center. At the same time, he liked that he was responsible for something other than winning a game or backing his teammates out on the field. He felt like he could really partner with Ted to help this kid out. And the feeling was pretty damned good. Really damned good, in fact. 
 
   Jason whistled as he left the classroom, spirits a little lighter than they’d been in a long time. He felt even better when he spotted the petite figure at the end of the hall. Jason came up behind Laken, peering over her shoulder at the glass trophy case she was looking into. She must have spotted his reflection in the glass, though, because she gasped and whirled around to face him. Fine by him. The move had put her body flush with his and he cocked a grin as he leaned closer, pressing her to the glass. He was such an ass, but hell, he just couldn’t help himself where Laken was concerned. 
 
   “Hey,” he said, watching the way her eyes sparked and grew wide at his voice. He could tell she was trying to look unaffected, but she was failing. She was as turned on by him as he was by her. That thought made his cock jerk against the zipper of his jeans. 
 
   She licked her lips then, damn near bringing him to his knees. The husky tone in her voice when she said, “hey yourself,” back to him was the last straw. He lowered his mouth to hers, thinking he’d just brush her lips with a soft kiss. 
 
   That plan went up in flames as soon as he made the connection and her moan traveled to his ears. It ripped through him, causing his whole body to clench as he struggled to keep some semblance of control. Laken pressed into him and his arm came around her, slid down her back, past her waist, and across her hips where he tugged her close. He was shocked when she ground those hips against him. 
 
   Shit, he was not ready for that. He thought she’d be tame, let him take control and run the show. Instead, she came to life against him, turning him to flame and taking over. He couldn’t give a crap. She could lead him around by the balls, as far as he was concerned. He’d follow her to the ends of the earth to hear that moan, to find out how hard he could make her grind into him, to see how fast he could make her come. How many times. How hard. 
 
   Jason would be hard-pressed to say he’d have stopped that kiss if the slam of a door somewhere around the corner hadn’t wrenched him from the spell she’d put him under. He tore his mouth from hers and took a step back, not at all sure he was comfortable with the loss of control he’d just felt. It had taken her all of three seconds to rev him hotter than any woman ever had. What in the hell was that about? 
 
   Laken seemed to shake herself awake and look around, probably realizing—as he had seconds before—they’d come damned close to tearing one another’s clothes off in the middle of a high school hallway. Just because it was after hours didn’t mean all of the kids were necessarily gone. Any student walking around would have gotten an eyeful and then some if they’d caught sight of the show he and Laken had just put on. She shook her head at him, her fingers moving to her mouth, and he couldn’t get any better read on her than he had with Mateo earlier. But, he didn’t need to be a genius to see the regret that crossed her face seconds before she took off down the hall without another word. 
 
   Well, hell. Talk about braking hard. She had slammed to a stop and u-turned faster than Mario Andretti himself could have pulled the move. Jason put a hand out on the glass of the trophy case in front of him and leaned his head against the cold surface. He needed to get control of himself fast. Needed to lock down the lust raging through his blood and pull back the throttle Laken had flipped to full open. 
 
   Some role model he was. 
 
   He got lucky. No one came around the corner for the next few minutes, allowing him the time he needed to get himself under control again. He took a few deep breathes, gave Jason Jr. in his pants a stern talking to and forced him to stand down, then went to leave.
 
   Curiosity had him turning back. When he walked up, Laken had been studying the trophy case fairly intently. He’d, of course, seen cases like this before. They graced the halls of every high school in America. This one looked like any other. It held some framed photos of teams posing in rows with their respective year and sport marked, as well as trophies for every sport from football to baseball to bowling. 
 
   Jason began at the top of the case and worked his way down, studying the photos for some sign to clue him in on why Laken had been so interested in the case. He knew she was lying to him about why she was in town. He shouldn’t care. It really wasn’t any of his business. But, something told him she might be in over her head and he wanted to protect her from whatever was going on, if he could. 
 
   His eye caught on the second shelf, knowing instantly what Laken had been looking at. A shot from 1982 of the Hope Falls basketball team. Front and center stood Ryan Perkins. Not the Ryan Perkins Karina Black was married to, obviously, but the relationship was clear. This was Ryan Perkins Sr. back in his high school years. He stood nearly as tall as his son did now, and the physical similarities were obvious. His hair a little darker, brow a little more pronounced, but the eyes and smile were dead on. 
 
   “What the hell are you up to, Laken?” Jason muttered.
 
   If he weren’t so damned attracted to this woman, he’d write her off as a crazy stalker and move on. And he had to admit, a big part of him was screaming to do just that. But somehow, he didn’t buy Laken as a stalker. She seemed too put together to be that nuts. And, yet…
 
   Yeah, there was that big and yet he couldn’t deny. Because despite not wanting to think Laken was a stalker, no one could deny she was showing an unusual amount of interest in Ryan Perkins. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter Nine
 
   Jason watched the firelight dance off the amber liquid in the glass. He’d poured the whiskey over the now-melted ice over an hour ago, but had yet to take a sip. As he sat in the bed and breakfast’s comfortable living room, he didn’t really have anything particular on his mind. Other than not taking that first sip. He focused the majority of his energy on that single goal. The rest of it was focused on pretending his dad hadn’t called to see how his off-season training was going. Or that his dad hadn’t exploded when he’d heard he was in Hope Falls teaching kids instead of keeping himself in shape for the next season. 
 
   There was a time when the chance to connect with his dad even a little bit—to simply have his dad look at him again instead of pretending he didn’t exist—had meant the world to Jason. There was a time when he would have lapped up every bit of attention he could get from his dad. But, lately, he’d begun to realize that attention was coming at a cost. And Jason wasn’t sure he wanted to pay that price anymore. 
 
   As he let his eyes stray back to the glass in front of him and the thought roll around in his brain, he was almost startled by it. The cost of his dad’s attention was playing ball. And didn’t Jason love playing ball as much as his dad loved that he played it? For the first time ever, he wasn’t entirely sure of the answer. So he went back to shutting down his brain and blocking everything out. 
 
   He swirled the glass under his nose, breathing in the scent. He didn’t know why he was torturing himself like this, but in an odd way being able to decide whether or not he took that sip made him feel better. It grounded him. Because for once, he felt in charge. He felt like he was controlling his life. Sure, Mama had been the one to set him on this path, but for the first time in a long time, it wasn’t a path designed to get his parents’ attention. He wasn’t trying to atone for his sins or somehow replace what he’d taken from them when his sister had died. That felt good. It felt freeing. 
 
   “Hey.”
 
   Jason spun around to see Laken standing in the entrance to the room, looking a little unsure of herself. He didn’t blame her. He wasn’t sure of anything where she was concerned either. He hadn’t seen her in three days. Not since she’d taken off like the devil was chasing her after that kiss that almost became a hell of a lot more than a kiss. He had a feeling he was the devil she was running from. Like him, she seemed unable to resist the pull between them. He put out his hand to her and she walked to him, taking it and letting him tug her onto the couch beside him. 
 
   “Long day?” she asked, nodding to the glass in his hand.
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   She took the glass and drank from it. He had to give her credit. She didn’t flinch as she swallowed it down, but he could see it burned all the way. 
 
   When she spoke, her voice held a huskiness he wished was there from arousal but knew came from the whiskey. “What the heck is that?” 
 
   Jason laughed, tipping his head back as he took the glass from her and set it on the table beside the couch. “Whiskey. Not something you’re used to, huh?”
 
   “No.” Her smile was rueful and she shook her head at him, but snuggled closer. It felt incredible having her so close. Natural, as though they’d known each other much longer than they had. It was intimate without being overtly sexual. That’s not to say there wasn’t plenty of sexual tension racing between them, but that’s not all it was about. There was a connection with her that reached him on a different level. It felt good. Different, but good. 
 
   He stretched his arm around her and pulled until she settled her head against his shoulder, watching the crackling firewood in front of them. 
 
   “Tell me why you’re really here, Laken.” He said it quietly and wasn’t surprised when he had to wait for an answer. But he held his breath and moments later, heard her sigh as she relented. 
 
   “I’m looking for my father.”
 
   Her answer shocked him. He hadn’t expected that. “But, then, why the focus on Ryan Perkins? Obviously, he’s too young to be your father.”
 
   She nodded and there was a catch in her voice when she answered. “But, it’s possible he’s my brother.”
 
   Jason pulled back and looked at her. She didn’t turn to him. Just stared at the fire. “Tell me,” he said, sitting back again. 
 
   “My mom died a year ago. I didn’t go through any of her things right away. I didn’t want to. So, I stuck them into storage and didn’t look at them. But I took out a few boxes a couple of months ago and found a picture tucked into my baby book next to my birth certificate. It shows my mom standing with three guys. I figured she wouldn’t have put it in there if one of the men wasn’t my father, you know?”
 
   Jason murmured his agreement and she went on. “There’s nothing written on the picture, no names, nothing to go on. But, I saw a show a couple of weeks ago on Karina Black and Ryan Perkins, and one of the scenes showed Ryan and his dad.”
 
   “His dad was one of the men?” Jason asked, finishing the story for her. 
 
   “Yeah. It’s all I have to go on. It said Ryan’s parents live in Montana. I guess I could have tried to figure out where and gone there, but I was kind of afraid to. I thought maybe if I came here and saw Ryan and his grandmother, Sue Ann, I might see some family resemblance. That I could maybe talk to them and get answers, but I’ve been afraid to approach them.”
 
   “There’s no one else you can ask?” Surely she could ask her grandparents. An aunt or uncle. 
 
   “It’s always just been my mom and me. I asked her about my dad when I was little. I used to pester her all the time, but she wouldn’t ever tell me. Her parents were gone and she had no brothers or sisters, so it was just us.” She shrugged, but he knew the motion belied what she was feeling. She wasn’t as nonchalant about this as she was trying to appear. “I just thought maybe now that she’s gone—”
 
   “You could find him without hurting her feelings.” 
 
   “Yeah.” 
 
   Jason looked down to see tears pooling in her eyes and he wanted to fix it all for her. To make everything better. “Do you want me to go with you to talk to Ryan and Sue Ann? It can’t hurt to ask them.”
 
   She didn’t answer, but he could see she was trying to work up to something. 
 
   “What is it?” 
 
   Laken tilted her head up to glance at him before looking back to the fire. “What if I find him and he doesn’t want anything to do with me? When I got here and saw Ryan and Sue Ann, it occurred to me that wherever my father is, he has a life of his own. A wife and kids. He might not want me messing that up for him.”
 
   Jason wrapped both arms around her, squeezing as he lowered his mouth to her forehead and nuzzled softly. “Not possible. He’ll want to get to know you. You’re kind and talented and beautiful. Why in the world wouldn’t he want you in his life?”
 
   She shrugged again and Jason was at a loss. He sucked at this talking thing. When you grew up in a family that didn’t hug or kiss or talk or connect in any meaningful way, it was hard to do those things as an adult. 
 
   “Did your mom ever tell you why he wasn’t in your life?”
 
   “No.” She shook her head and took a deep breath. “I know it sounds silly, but she used to get so upset whenever I asked about him or my grandparents or anything, I just stopped asking. Looking back, I really think she’d trained me not to ask by about six or seven years old. Maybe even younger. When I was a teenager, I went through this rebellious stage where I didn’t so much ask as throw it in her face. If I was mad at her, I’d tell her if she loved me, she’d tell me where my dad was so I could go live with him.”
 
   “Ouch.”
 
   “Yeah. I was a brat for a while there, but that passed pretty quickly. Honestly, every time I said something like that, the pain on her face was so awful to see, it hurt me to do it. I had to stop for my own sake as much as hers. Over time, I just stopped thinking about it. It was always just Mom and me. We did everything together. Even the business.”
 
   “Your jewelry business?”
 
   “Yeah. She and I started it together. We made jewelry at the kitchen table in the worst lighting imaginable in a tiny, one-bedroom apartment. She used to sleep on the couch so I could take the bedroom. We sold stuff on eBay, back before there was Etsy and all that.”
 
   “I don’t have a clue what Etsy is,” Jason said, earning him a snort. 
 
   “Yeah, you wouldn’t.” She didn’t explain it, just went on with her story and he was happy to listen. He found he wanted to know everything about her. To soak up anything and everything he could. “Eventually, we were selling enough to start a website and then one day a buyer from one of the department stores contacted us about some pieces they wanted designed exclusively for them. It just sort of snowballed from there.”
 
   “And you’ve been running it on your own since your mom died?” Jason wrapped his hand around one of hers, laying their joined fingers on her stomach, her back to his chest as they talked. 
 
   “Yes. I have a few people who do most of the jewelry production at this point, while I handle the designs. But, without my mom, I really need to bring in a new partner or hire more people.” 
 
   As he listened to her tell him about the things she needed to do to keep her business and career moving forward now that her mom wasn’t a part of it any longer, his mind flashed back to a conversation with Ted the day before. Ted had casually mentioned that the town needed to bring in another coach and teacher. Someone who could take over some of Ted’s workload and expand on what was being offered for their student athletes. Apparently, the town of Hope Falls was growing quickly. They had the budget, but needed to find a way to attract someone to the small town. Ted had moved onto other topics while he and Jason worked, not realizing that the casual conversation had somehow grabbed Jason. He felt … well, he wasn’t sure how to describe it. 
 
   Want, maybe. Need? He wasn’t sure. But he felt a pang, like he might want that simple life. A life of guiding kids. Of being there for them. Of teaching and coaching and supporting them. He didn’t know where that longing had come from, but ever since that conversation, there’d been a tiny sprout of something deep in his chest that he was savagely trying to shove down, to bury. Listening to Laken was undoing all his efforts to ignore the need. 
 
   Jason reached over and lifted the glass of whiskey to his lips, tossing it back in one long swallow. Screw it, if he couldn’t bury that aching need, maybe he could drown it. 
 
   ***
 
   Laken sat at the top of the steps knowing she shouldn’t be there. There were occasionally other visitors staying at the bed and breakfast with them on the weekends, but during the week, she and Jason were the only guests. They had the place to themselves. He probably assumed she had gone up to bed, but she hadn’t. She had known something was wrong with him. She’d felt a shift in him as they talked, but she had no idea what had brought it on. 
 
   He was four whiskeys into the bottle when she said goodnight. The more he drank, the more she felt him pulling away from her. It wasn’t any of her business. She was aware of that. They barely knew each other. They’d shared a couple of kisses—scorching hot kisses unlike any she’d ever experienced before—but that didn’t mean he owed her anything. 
 
   So why was she sitting at the top of the steps in the dark listening to his phone call? She didn’t know whom he was talking to since he’d once told her he had no siblings. She’d heard him say Rafe at the start of the call. Maybe one of his teammates? So far the conversation had been typical guy talk, what’s up, and that kind of stuff. But Jason’s words were beginning to slur. 
 
   “You ever think about quitting? Walking away?” she heard him ask. His voice was quiet, but it rang loud and clear in the silence of the empty darkness. 
 
   Jason was quiet for a minute, then seemed to shake himself off, offering a nonchalant, “Nah, it’s nothing,” to the person on the other end of the phone. He followed that quickly with a laugh and excuses about someplace he needed to be, about people waiting for him across the way at the bar. The room went silent and Laken knew he’d ended the call.
 
   He didn’t make any move to leave the cabin to head to the bar or to come up to bed. Instead, she heard the snap of the lamp as the light went out in the room, then nothing. Nothing other than the sound of whiskey sloshing into a glass. 


 
   
 
  

Chapter Ten
 
   Jason walked into the dining room, not knowing what to expect from Laken. Even when they were the only guests during the week, either Levi or his wife still made fresh baked muffins. They usually set out yogurt, fresh fruit, granola, and nuts as well. Jason had grown accustomed to sitting and talking to Laken or Levi while he ate breakfast and drank a few cups of coffee. But this morning, he wasn’t sure what his welcome would be like. By the time Laken had gone up to bed last night, Jason was on his way to drinking himself into a funk. Actually, maybe it was the doubts in his head that had set him on the path to his bad mood, but the alcohol was what had made him act like an ass. He’d said goodnight to Laken when she’d clearly wanted to keep talking. When she’d blatantly expected more to happen between them.
 
   And why shouldn’t she? He’d almost undressed her twice now, then he spent a good portion of the evening talking to her, cozying up on the couch with her, making her think he wanted more. Then thoughts of his dad, his future, what he wanted in life, had set in and done their worst. And he had turned into the first class ass he’d always known he was. Worse, he let her go up to bed alone. He should have spent the night making love to her, showing her how incredible he could make her feel. Instead, he spent it at the bottom of a bottle. Again. 
 
   Jason swallowed what little pride he had, walking into the dining room ready to apologize to Laken. She surprised him with the wide smile she gave him, as though he hadn’t blown her off the night before. 
 
   “Hi.” He crossed to the table and took the seat next to hers, turning the chair so it faced her more than it did the table. He opened his mouth to say he was sorry but choked on the words. What could he say? I’m sorry I’m such a dick? That I should have been nicer to you because I want in your pants before I go back to my life in San Francisco? Because that was the truth, wasn’t it? Even if he wanted more with her, that wasn’t going to happen. They were both here temporarily. They’d be going back to their real lives soon, moving in different directions. 
 
   How had things changed so much? Last month, he hadn’t cared enough about the three women he’d had in his bed to even know their names. Now he felt something kick him in the gut at the thought of Laken being a one-night stand. She wasn’t. She couldn’t be. Not to him, at least. What more did he have to give her? Jason wasn’t exactly a guy who had anything to offer to anyone else. He was a fuck-up of the highest level. Someone who screwed up and couldn’t be counted on. 
 
   His team could depend on him to hit the ball, to catch the ball in the outfield when everyone was damned sure it was about to go out of the park, but that was about it. Relying on Jason Denali for anything more than that was a bad bet. 
 
   He turned away from Laken and took three muffins from the basket in the center of the table. 
 
   “Did you mean it?”
 
   His hand froze over the bowl of fruit he’d been about to plunder. “Mean what?” He glanced Laken’s way to find her watching him with a guarded gaze. 
 
   “That you’d go with me to ask Ryan and Sue Ann about my dad?”
 
   He nodded slowly. He could at least be her friend while he was here, even if it never went any further than that. “Yeah. I’ll go with you. Sure.” 
 
   She still looked uncertain, chewing on her bottom lip with those doe eyes turned his way. He pivoted his chair back her way and took her hands, pulling so she scooted closer to him. 
 
   “Hey, it’ll be okay. We can go over to the diner after the breakfast rush is over and see if Sue Ann can talk. Start with her?”
 
   “Okay.” She nodded, but he could see something was still troubling her. 
 
   “What is it?” He tilted her head, one finger gently tipping her chin up. 
 
   “What if they don’t want to talk to me? I mean, they might get mad. If you think about it, I’m accusing Ryan’s dad of knocking up my mom and leaving her.”
 
   “Is that what you think happened?”
 
   “I don’t know. I wish I did. I have no idea if my dad even knew I existed. I don’t know if my mom told him or if she had no idea who he was or … I just don’t know.” She did a sort of half shrug, half hand flutter, and he pulled her into a hug. 
 
   “They won’t be mad. You’re, what, two years older than Ryan?” When she nodded he went on. “So, his parents might not have even met each other when you were born. It’s not like you’re accusing his dad of cheating on his mom. And, like you said, if it is him, he might not have any idea you exist. Ryan seems like a pretty levelheaded guy. He’ll get where you’re coming from, wanting to know the truth. Wanting to find your family. He’ll understand that.”
 
   She nodded again and this time the movement seemed to carry weight, like she’d made a decision. 
 
   “Good,” he said. “Let me just eat five or ten of these muffins, and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
   She laughed at him, just as he hoped she would. She had been teasing him over the quantity of food he could put away since their first breakfast together. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eleven
 
   Jason could see Laken’s hands shaking as she sipped her second cup of coffee. They sat side-by-side in the booth waiting for the diner to quiet down. Obviously, they couldn’t talk to Sue Ann about such a private matter until everyone cleared out, but they also hoped Ryan might make an appearance. He and Karina had a habit of coming in as the breakfast crowd cleared out. Now Jason was second-guessing that decision. Maybe it would have been easier for Laken if they’d talked to Sue Ann alone. Facing them all at once might be a bit much for her. 
 
   He leaned his head in close to Laken so he could speak to her without anyone overhearing. “Do you want to wait and try to see Sue Ann alone another time? I could ask if we could meet her after hours or something?”
 
   She looked at him as she shook her head and he saw determination mixed with the fear in her eyes. “No. If I leave now, I don’t think I’ll get up the nerve to do this again.”
 
   He put an arm around her and held her close, as the waitress came and refilled his coffee. They sat like that another half an hour, even as Karina and Ryan came in and took a seat at a booth nearby. He tried to keep up a little conversation so people wouldn’t wonder why on earth Laken was once again spending hours in a booth at Sue Ann’s, but he did notice a few funny looks from a couple of the stragglers. 
 
   When the place was empty, save for the employees and Ryan and Karina, Sue Ann said something to the waitress, who shrugged and walked into the kitchen. 
 
   As if by unspoken agreement, Sue Ann, Ryan, and Karina approached the booth Lake and Jason occupied. Jason was relieved to see there wasn’t a trace of malice or ill will in Sue Ann’s face when she spoke. 
 
   “Maybe it’s time for you to tell us what’s going on, sweet girl.”
 
   Jason looked to Laken, feeling her tremble beneath his arm. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said, almost so low he couldn’t make out the words. She cleared her throat and sat up a bit taller. “I’m looking for my father.”
 
   “Okay.” Ryan’s tone made it clear he had no clue how he and Sue Ann fit into that search, but he also didn’t sound judgmental or angry. 
 
   “You’re going to have to start at the beginning, girl.” This came from Karina, but she grinned, and the tension was cut a bit. “Should we have wine for this talk? I feel like we should have wine.”
 
   “It’s not even noon, sweetheart. You’ll have to wait for wine,” Ryan quipped back and Jason felt Laken begin to relax next to him. 
 
   She let out a deep breath and pulled the picture of her mother with the three men from her purse, but she didn’t show it to them yet. “My mom died last year.” She paused for the murmured condolences that came from the three in front of her before continuing. “When I went through her things, I found this picture tucked into my baby book next to my birth certificate.” 
 
   Laken slid the picture across the table. Ryan was the first to speak. “That’s my dad,” he said as he pulled the picture toward him. 
 
   “I know. I saw him on a T.V. show about you and Karina. It was the only lead I had on any of the men in the picture.” 
 
   Ryan frowned and passed the picture to Sue Ann, whose immediate gasp stopped all further conversation from the others. 
 
   “Oh, honey. Ryan’s not your brother.” 
 
   Jason saw the blow hit Laken and knew she had to be feeling vulnerable. He realized with shock he would do anything to take this pain away. To take away the need to go through this. But he was useless to her here. There wasn’t anything more he could do than sit on his ass and hold her while she traveled this shitty path her mom had put her on. And that pissed him off more than was probably reasonable. 
 
   All eyes were on Sue Ann as she pointed to the picture. “Your mama, Beverly Jacobs, was sweethearts with Rick Cook. They went together for over a year before she left town and he went into the military.”
 
   Laken swallowed hard and shook her head. “My mom’s name was Lucy. Lucy Sky.” Her voice sounded small, as though she realized words weren’t true as she was saying them. 
 
   Sue Ann’s touch to Ryan’s hand was subtle and gentle, but he and Karina slid from the booth and left the diner quietly. Jason felt Laken’s hand tighten on his leg and he braced himself for what was to come. 
 
   Sue Ann pointed to the smiling girl leaning against the car with the three men and spoke, her words sad. “Honey, this girl here is Beverly Jacobs. She was born and raised right here in Hope Falls, but she always wanted to get out. To leave town and do something big. Something huge. This town just wasn’t ever gonna be big enough for her.”
 
   She paused and glanced toward the kitchen, making sure the cook’s back was still to them before continuing. “She left town just before Ricky went into the military. Her poor parents never heard a word from her. Never knew what became of her. Broke her mama’s heart. I think it broke Ricky’s heart, too. He loved your mama. He truly did. I don’t know what happened between them, but I suspect she never told him about you. He wouldn’t have stayed up on that mountain of his and let her walk away with you if he’d had a clue you existed.”
 
   “His mountain?” Laken glanced at Jason and he smiled, hoping to let her know he was there for her. Knowing it couldn’t be enough. How could he shield her from this hurt? 
 
   Sue Ann took a deep breath. “Rick Cook came home from the military and settled himself in on his grandfather’s land. He was injured overseas.” She wrinkled her brow. “I’m not sure if it was Grenada or the Gulf. I don’t know all of the details. He doesn’t do well with people much anymore. He tends to stick to himself up there. He comes down every month or so to stock up on things and to bring his sculptures to Ellie Foster over at her gallery. But, he’s a good man. A really fine man. I have to believe he would have looked for you if he’d known you were out there.”
 
   ***
 
   Laken’s head spun. Grandparents. Father. All here? Her mother had grown up here. It had never occurred to her that her mom might have been living under a different name. Why on earth would her mom have done that?
 
   No sooner had Laken had the thought then she realized she had the answer. Or at least thought she might have part of it. Her mom had always seemed to have an edge to her on the few occasions she’d said anything—no matter how small—about Laken’s father or grandparents. Her mother had even gone so far as to say Laken was better off for not having met them. Could she really have hated them, hated this town, so much she simply erased herself and her past and started over? 
 
   “Were they—” Laken swallowed and began again, “I mean, were my grandparents … were they that bad that she’d want to leave and never see them again? Never be found again?”
 
   Tears pricked her eyes and she felt embarrassed to be asking the question. Would these people think she was just as horrible as her mom for thinking that? But, she saw nothing but sadness in Sue Ann’s eyes. 
 
   “No,” the older woman said. “But, they were very strict. Very religious. Beverly never did very well with the kind of confines they tried to raise her in. They were older than most of our parents growing up. Your mom was three years behind Ryan’s dad in school, but her parents were at least ten or more years older than all the other kids’ parents.”
 
   The exact opposite of she and her mom. Her mom was only eighteen when she’d gotten pregnant and she had never been what anyone would consider a strict parent. She’d been more like a friend most of the time. 
 
   Laken tried to focus on Sue Ann. “Were? They were older?”
 
   Sue Ann nodded grimly. “I’m sorry, honey. They passed some years ago.” 
 
   Laken nodded mutely. She was stunned. She tried to figure out what her next steps were, but she was frozen. She swiveled her head to meet Jason’s gaze and he squeezed her hand as if he understood how lost she felt. As though he were trying to anchor her somehow. And it helped having him there. More than she could have imagined. 
 
   “Sue Ann, can you tell me how to find Rick Cook?” he said, taking the lead while Laken tried to process what she’d just heard. She’d come here to find her dad and now she was stunned stupid at the prospect of connecting with him. “Maybe I can go up and see him, let him know about Laken. That she’s looking for him?” Jason seemed to be dividing his glance between Sue Ann and her, and Laken nodded at him. 
 
   She felt relief at the idea that she wouldn’t have to stand on her father’s doorstep alone and face him. That Jason could help ease the transition. Relief that Jason, whom she’d just met last week but who’d already become so important to her, was by her side for this. At the same time, she knew she should be keeping him at a distance and protecting herself. She shouldn’t be relying on this man she hardly knew, who clearly had his own issues going on. 
 
   Screw it. She had enough to worry about. Laken took a deep breath and looked to Sue Ann, but the woman spoke before Laken could say anything. 
 
   “I’ll go see him with you, Jason. Introduce you guys. He’s not used to strangers showing up on his doorstep. He’ll be more likely to answer the door if I come with you.”
 
   Laken wondered what that meant. She thought back to the sculptures she’d seen at the gallery she’d visited in town. If those were by the man Sue Ann thought was her father, he was an incredibly talented artist. But, exactly how unhinged was he? Sue Ann seemed to read her mind, as she rushed to reassure her. 
 
   “Don’t worry, Laken. Ricky is a wonderful, kind man. He just prefers his privacy. Being in town around a lot of people is hard on him, but he’s a good man. I have no doubt he’ll want to meet you as soon as possible. He’ll want you in his life.”
 
   Laken nodded, suddenly hoping with all her heart Sue Ann was right. Rejection now would hit hard. Maybe too hard. 
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter Twelve
 
   Jason shoved his hands into his pockets and made his way down the sidewalk toward Sue Ann’s diner. He couldn’t wrap his head around all that had happened in the last few days. He knew if his head was reeling, Laken’s must feel like hurricane central. He and Sue Ann had gone up to Ricky’s house, knocked on the door, and within minutes told the man he likely had a daughter. 
 
   Things moved so quickly from there. Ricky’s shock had worn off, and Jason had to hand it to the guy, he’d stepped up to the plate big time. He had come to see Laken right away, not giving either of them time to get too anxious over the meeting. As Jason had watched father embrace daughter, he’d had a hard time not choking up. Laken and Ricky both had a love of art that had given them something to talk about right off the bat, and it looked like Laken planned to stay in town for a good long while. 
 
   Jason envied her the new life she was building. For so long, he’d wanted something more in his own, which seemed wrong. He had a life so many others would die for. And he wasn’t ungrateful for it. It was just that there had always seemed to be something off. Playing baseball simply didn’t satisfy him in the way he knew it should. He laughed bitterly, probably drawing curious stares, but who cared. He was a selfish bastard for wanting something else when a life of wealth had been handed to him. Wealth in exchange for playing a game most kids loved to play. 
 
   “Christ,” he muttered. “Get it together. You’re paid to play a game, for crying out loud. Who wouldn’t want that?” 
 
   The answer came back in stereo. Me. He didn’t want it, but how could he walk away? He couldn’t. It was that simple. He could no more walk away from his team, his fans, than he could cut off his right arm. He owed them. They’d given him everything. You didn’t walk away from that. 
 
   “Hey!” 
 
   Jason spun around to see a guy with a wide smile and a backwards baseball hat covering dark brown hair jogging toward him. As the man grew closer, Jason spotted the start of graying at the temples, and the lines of a man who’d seen more than one or two nights of worry and hard work throughout his life. He reminded Jason so much of his own dad, it was a little scary. 
 
   “You’re Jason Denali.” The man took Jason’s hand and pumped it vigorously. “You helped my boy tweak his workout. He talks about you all the time. It’s Jason says this and Jason says that at my house nowadays.” 
 
   The man’s grin told him he wasn’t angry with Jason for taking center stage in his son’s life. “You must be Mateo’s dad,” Jason said, understanding dawning as the man clapped him on the shoulder and fell in step next to him. 
 
   “I am. I can’t thank you enough. I just know that kid’s gonna make it big time, but having you in his corner is really gonna give him that edge, you know?”
 
   Jason stopped and spun around suddenly, giving the man a hard, cold stare he probably didn’t deserve. It wasn’t right to take his mood out on this guy, but man, he just didn’t have it in him to hold back right now. 
 
   “Is that what he wants?” 
 
   Mateo’s dad stopped short, a complete lack of understanding on his face. The man didn’t get it at all. Probably never would, but what the hell? Why not try?
 
   “Is that what Mateo wants? To play ball? To make it big? Is that what he wants?”
 
   The man just stared at Jason, shaking his head as he tried to grasp the gist of the attack. Jason felt empty. 
 
   “I hate my dad,” he told this man he didn’t know at all. The man who thought he knew him, thought he owned a piece of him, just like the rest of the country did. All because Jason played ball in a country where baseball was, after all, everyone’s favorite pastime. “I’m not angry with him, I’m not frustrated with him, I downright hate the man. There’s not even a piece of me anywhere anymore—not even in the deepest part of my heart—that wants a relationship with him. Is that what you want for you and Mateo? Because that’s what you’re headed for.”
 
   Jason knew he wasn’t being fair. This man didn’t have all the other baggage Jason and his dad had been carting around for years. There wasn’t the ghost of a dead and buried, but sure as hell not forgotten, sister and daughter between Mateo and his dad. But Jason wanted this man to see what he was doing. What he’d be sacrificing if he kept pushing Mateo the way he was. 
 
   “Have you asked Mateo what he wants? If he wants what you want for him? Or are you so busy living the dream for him you can’t see it anymore? Can’t see him anymore. Only the game and what he can bring you if he plays it hard enough? If he’s good enough?”
 
   The eyebrows on the man in front of him knit together, as he leaned toward Jason with a growl. “I love my son, mister. A baseball scholarship can get him out of here. Can get him where he needs to go in life. I want what’s best for him and that’s all I want.”
 
   Jason snorted. “Yeah. It’s always like that. But, you’ve never stopped to ask him if he wants out of here, have you? Maybe he likes this town. Maybe he wants to stay here and raise his kids here and—”
 
   Well, damn. Jason stopped. Because it was no longer Mateo he was talking about. Now it was his dream he was defending. Shit. He shook his head and stepped back. 
 
   “You know what? Never mind. You caught me at a bad time. I’m glad Mateo’s liking the new workout routine. Tell him I’ll be around another few weeks if he has questions or needs help.”
 
   He didn’t wait for an answer. Just turned and walked away. He wanted what he couldn’t have. He wanted to settle in Hope Falls. To stay with Laken, see where things might go with her. To build a life here that was far from the life he’d been living. Far from all he’d known and all he should have loved and been grateful and happy for. What a selfish ass he was. What a stupid, selfish ass. 
 
   ***
 
   Laken waited for her father in a booth at Sue Ann’s. It was still completely weird to think of Ricky as her father, even though she’d come on this trip hoping to find him. They had met for lunch every day since meeting each other and spent their time talking almost as comfortably as if they’d known each other all her life. It had been awkward the first time, but then they’d started discussing their art and things had clicked. There had been an ease about the situation since then. 
 
   Of course, they avoided the topic of her mom and why she had felt it was acceptable to keep Laken’s existence a secret from Ricky all these years, but Laken knew that conversation would have to happen eventually. She was angry with her mother for what she’d done, but she had a feeling Ricky was absolutely livid. How could he not be? 
 
   The first day they met, he had told Laken he and her mom had split up when he left for the military. Rick enlisted after his cousin and best friend had signed up. She had said if he loved her, he’d go back on his commitment to the armed services, and he’d said if she loved him, she’d wait for him to come home. She’d support him and be there for him. He had gotten a faraway look then and said he’d come back so changed, he was always glad she hadn’t waited. That he would have disappointed her. 
 
   That was as close as they’d come to the conversation she knew would come someday. But, not now. Right now, they just wanted to get to know each other. Laken just wanted to bask in the fact that she now knew who he was. That she could have a life with him. 
 
   “Hey, Sunshine,” Ricky said as he slid into the booth across from her, bringing a smile to her face. He’d begun calling her that almost from the first moment he set his eyes on her, saying she had brought a ray of sunshine into his world. 
 
   “Hi, Ricky.” She smiled right back at him. She saw his gaze cover the room, before landing back on her. It was something she’d seen him do often and she guessed it had to do with his distrust of crowds and being down in town. She had offered to meet him someplace quieter, but he’d told her he was fine with the diner. 
 
   He let his eyes come back to rest on her and smiled again.
 
   “So,” Laken began with a smile of her own, “I called a realtor in town to start looking for a house. She said she has a few properties to show me. I just need something small and she already knew of several that might suit my needs.”
 
   Laken expected a smile, but the look on her father’s face was uneasy. She felt a stab of pain at the realization that maybe Ricky had only told her what he thought she wanted to hear. Maybe he didn’t really want her to move to Hope Falls. 
 
   “Is that—did I do something wrong?” she asked, and Ricky wrapped a large hand around hers as he shook his head no. 
 
   “Not at all, kiddo. Not at all. I want you here for as long as you can stand being around me. I just want to be sure it’s what you want. I don’t want to hold you here if there’s somewhere else you’d rather be.”
 
   Laken nodded. “I do. I want to have the chance to know you better. I love this town, the people, the mountains, all of it.”
 
   Ricky nodded. “I just want you to be sure. I thought maybe there was someplace else you needed to be. Someone else you ought to be with.” 
 
   She didn’t know what he meant. She tilted her head and waited for him to go on. He seemed to be a man of few words, but when he had something to say, he didn’t to hold back. She wondered why he was holding back now. 
 
   “I just thought maybe you needed to be following that young man back to San Francisco when the season starts up again.” Ricky tipped his chin toward the large windowpane beside Laken. 
 
   She shifted in her seat, spotting Jason walking down the sidewalk toward the diner, hands fisted in his pockets, head down against the cold. Before she could speak, a large SUV pulled to a stop beside him and the doors opened to spit out three large men, as larger-than-life as Jason. 
 
   Laken turned away just as they started a round of those half handshake, half hug things men always did. His teammates. She recognized them from the googling she’d done when he’d told her he played major league baseball. His teammates were here and he’d be headed back home soon. It was where he belonged. And she was where she belonged. 
 
   Laken turned back to Ricky and shook her head. “No place else I need to be.” 
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter Thirteen
 
   Jason had to admit, he felt bad the guys had come all the way out here to check up on him after his drunken call, but part of him was happy to see them. He took another deep swallow of the soda he’d switched to after one beer and watched while Rafe kicked Gage’s ass at the pool table. He and Aiden had taken up residence in one of the booths that lined JT’s, clearly intent on closing the place down for the night. 
 
   “So,” Aiden said, raising his bottle to his mouth and taking a long draw on his beer, before continuing, “you gonna tell me what’s bothering you or do I need to beat the piss out of you to get you to talk?”
 
   Aiden had always been the de facto leader of their team, both on and off the field. He took his big brother routine seriously, but Jason always managed to keep a token wall of distance between them. For the first time, Aiden was banging on that wall with a sledgehammer and Jason wasn’t so sure he wanted to defend it any longer. A big part of him wanted to tell Aiden everything, to ask Aiden to tell him what the hell to do with his life. But another part told him to shut the hell up. To hide what he was feeling. If for no other reason than his team was counting on him. You don’t just bail on a team who’s supported you and been like a family to you. 
 
   All right, so maybe that didn’t make sense. He’d kept that damned wall up, so how much like family could these guys be? Somehow, they were. They were closer to him than his own mother and father. Before he knew what had happened, he was telling Aiden everything. 
 
   “You know I had a sister?” 
 
   Aiden nodded his head. It had always been in the papers when background stories were run on Jason. The poor kid who lost a sister at such a young age. None of them had ever asked Jason about it, though, and the story of her death had always been printed in somewhat vague detail. A hiking accident was all that was ever said.  
 
   Jason shoved his soda aside, knowing sipping the damned drink wouldn’t do him any good right now. It didn’t have the edge he needed. Aiden reached across the booth and took Gage’s whiskey on the rocks where it sat waiting for its owner to return. Without a word, he slid it to Jason, who downed it in one swallow. 
 
   “She died when I was ten. I killed her.”
 
   Aiden’s brows hit the ceiling. “Back that shit up. I know you. I know you didn’t kill her. So try again. What happened?” 
 
   Jason shook his head. Aiden didn’t get it. No one ever would, ever could. “We were hiking. My mom and dad and Tiffany and me. But, I was a spoiled fucking ass and I was pitching a fit over something. I don’t even know what. So, my mom and dad were trying to deal with me. Then they started arguing. Tiffany yelled out that she was going to keep going on her own. No one stopped her. We were all too caught up in our own shit. In my shit.”
 
   Whiskey depleted, Jason grabbed Aiden’s beer and took a long pull on the bottle. “So after a while, we head on up the mountain, thinking Tiff is gonna be there when we get to the top.”
 
   “She wasn’t?” Aiden’s question was quiet and heavy, the knowledge that this story wasn’t going anywhere good heavy in his voice. 
 
   Jason shook his head, the pain of all those years ago so fucking fresh in his mind. The fear when they realized Tiffany wasn’t anywhere to be found. “We looked all over, then called in search and rescue eventually, after we couldn’t find her.”
 
   Aiden didn’t say anything. He just waited while Jason spoke the words he hadn’t said to anyone in a long time. “She was found at the bottom of a cliff. She’d fallen over the edge. They didn’t find her for four days. She was alive for two whole days there, waiting for us to find her.”
 
   A whispered oath came from his friend’s lips as Jason stared at the dark wood of the table between them. “My mom and dad could barely stand to look me in the eye after that. Didn’t want anything to do with me, really. And I don’t blame them all that much.”
 
   “Hey!” Aiden’s voice was harsh. “It was not your fault. You were ten, man. Ten. You were doing what any kid at ten is supposed to do. You’re supposed to think only of yourself. You’re supposed to pitch a fit. You’re supposed to be an ass. You can’t take your sister’s death on your shoulders because of that.”
 
   Jason shrugged. Forgiveness wasn’t exactly something he was willing to grant himself yet. If ever. 
 
   He fast-forwarded the conversation to where it needed to be. “My dad didn’t want anything to do with me until I started playing ball, and it became clear I had some talent. That was our one way to connect.”
 
   Aiden nodded and Jason took a deep breath and went on. “I don’t think I love playing ball anymore.”
 
   The shock on Aiden’s face was clear, and Jason ducked his head, not wanting to see the disappointment that he knew would follow. He was letting down his team even talking like this. Letting down his fans. Everyone. 
 
   It no longer mattered to him that he would be letting down his dad if he quit playing ball. He had long ago given up on the idea that baseball could help him and his dad move past what had happened so many years before. It was clear now that it never would. Baseball had served as a band aid, but he could see now, it would never heal the underlying wound. That damage was done. It was soul deep and no game was going to heal that. He wasn’t honestly sure if anything ever could. 
 
   But, his fans and his team. Well, they mattered to him. Jason tipped back the bottle and finished off Aiden’s beer, setting it down as Aiden’s shocked silence stretched between them.
 
   “Then why play?” 
 
   “Huh?” Jason looked up at Aiden’s question, surprised by it. “For the team. For the people who come sit their asses in the stands day after day for us. For you guys.” He swept his hand toward the pool table where his buddies still stood, ribbing each other as they played the game. He shook his head at Aiden, trying to understand how his friend wasn’t getting this. It seemed so clear to him. “For you guys,” he said again, feeling a little like a broken record. 
 
   Aiden looked like he’d been struck. He leaned across the table and put one hand at the back of Jason’s neck and pulled. The move shocked Jason off balance, and he let his friend tug him across the table until they were eye-to-eye, faces only inches apart. 
 
   “I’d rather have you be happy, you flipping idiot, than have you back out on that field because you thought I needed you there. I’d rather have you be happy any day of the week, Denali, than take you back out there with me because you thought you owed us anything. You owe yourself more. You owe yourself more than you’ll ever owe me, man.”
 
   “Yo! You guys gonna make out or something?” Gage razzed them as he and Rafe approached the table, the pool game over. 
 
   Rafe looked from Jason to Aiden and back again. “Hey, you guys all right? Is everything okay?”
 
   Jason was too choked up on a knot the size of a freaking baseball that seemed to be wedged in his throat to speak, but Aiden answered for him. “Yeah. We’re good. We’re all good.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fourteen
 
   “I can see it, you know.” Rafe spoke over the top of his coffee mug as he and the guys relaxed on the back porch of the bed and breakfast, looking out over the mountain view. 
 
   “See what?” Jason asked, setting his own empty coffee mug onto the table beside him and grabbing another of Levi’s muffins. 
 
   “Why you’d want to stay here. Why this town would call to you.”
 
   “I never said I was staying here.” Even as Jason uttered the words, his gut fired off a warning shot over the lie. As he’d spent the day before showing the guys Hope Falls, he’d realized how much he loved the town. How much it had come to mean to him. Unbidden, Laken’s image floated through his mind, calling like the siren song she was to him. 
 
   He hadn’t seen Laken in a few days, but Sue Ann had told him she’d decided to settle here for a while and get to know her dad. The kick of envy Jason had felt was huge. It hit right alongside the punch of need to his gut any time he thought of Laken. Thought of leaving her. 
 
   He and the guys had talked about him possibly quitting the team, though he hadn’t shared the details of his sister’s death with any of them but Aiden. Rafe and Gage seemed to get that there was more going on than Jason simply being tired of the game. 
 
   The guys around him laughed, almost as if on cue, and Jason turned a scowl their way. What was wrong with them? He hadn’t said anything about his plans. 
 
   “You’re staying here, my man. If I know you, you’ll say screw it, and walk away from the last year of your contract for a pretty hefty price, but fuck it, if you don’t need the money, why not retire? Your heart’s someplace else right now, and that’s okay.” Aiden didn’t need to tell Jason he could walk away from his contract. He knew he could. For another team, or anything, but he was perfectly able to retire without any penalty financially. It was just that the thought of walking away from it all still seemed, well, selfish to him.  
 
   “This time next year, we’ll come back and visit and find you knee-deep in kids and coaching duties,” Gage kicked in. 
 
   “And a certain leggy blonde.” Rafe’s grin was wide and easy with the teasing of guys who had been a team for years. 
 
   It was Aiden’s turn next. “Yeah, I don’t know who she is, but I’ve seen how he looks at her.” Jason was surprised to find the guys all nodding. “He’ll make her his by the end of the week if he’s got an ounce of brains left to him, and I believe he’s got a tiny bit of brainpower left up there somewhere. I’ll stick money on him.”
 
   The guys were now talking as though Jason wasn’t with them and he wanted to be pissed, but he was too busy processing what they were saying about Laken. He did want her. He wanted all of this with her. Hope Falls, a future, a normal job where he could be a husband, maybe a father someday. 
 
   “Well, shit, there he goes,” Jason heard one of the guys say before he even realized he was up and moving toward the door to the cabin. Before he realized he was making a beeline for Laken. 
 
   He skidded to a stop at the top of the stairs, seeing Laken’s door open and Levi there stripping the bed sheets. The other man looked up, a grin on his face. 
 
   “Hey, Jason. Got your head out of your ass? Finally figure out you need to pin her down or lose her?”
 
   Well, hell. Was the whole damned town one step ahead of him on this?
 
   “Yeah. We are,” said Levi with that smile firmly in place. Jason must have spoken out loud. Damn. He was losing his ever-loving mind. 
 
   “Where did she go?”
 
   Shelby’s soft voice came from the hallway behind him and Jason spun around. “You gonna hurt her?”
 
   He shook his head. “No. I want to tell her I’m staying.”
 
   “And?” 
 
   He had no idea what Shelby meant. “And what?”
 
   “And what else? Just that you’re staying. She can hear that from Sue Ann when she gets her morning coffee. What else do you need to tell her?”
 
   Jason didn’t appreciate the laughter from his buddies who had now come up the stairs, or from Levi who resumed his work clearing out Laken’s room with a shake of his head. 
 
   “Well, um, just that—” He faltered. What did he have to tell her? 
 
   “Well, that’s fascinating. She’s sure to be bowled over by that.” Shelby’s words were tempered by her soft smile and tone that said she’d help him if he only let her. 
 
   “That I want to be with her. That I want to see where this goes. That I see us together and want to give that a shot, if she’ll have me.”
 
   She looked at him for a minute and nodded. “She’s at book club.”
 
   “Book club?” 
 
   The uproarious laugh coming from Levi set Jason a little on edge. He looked back to Shelby. “Book club?” he asked again. 
 
   Her Cheshire cat grin tipped him over to uneasy. She looped her arm through his. “I’m headed that way. I’ll show you.” 
 
   The boys all began to follow them down the stairs when Levi hollered after them, “No men allowed at book club!”
 
   Shelby stopped and waved a hand in the air. “Never mind that rule today, boys. I have a feeling the girls won’t mind if a few of San Francisco’s finest Strikers crash this shindig.”
 
   Great. All Jason needed. An audience to watch him crash and burn as he tried to find the words to tell Laken how he felt. Freaking fabulous.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fifteen
 
   Laken sat in Lauren’s living room surrounded by at least fifteen other women, whose names she had no hope of remembering. Stunned didn’t even begin to explain what she was feeling. One minute she’d been having coffee at Sue Ann’s and the next, Karina Black was pulling her along to a book club she hadn’t read the book for. All the woman had done when Laken objected was laugh. 
 
   “Here you go!” The smiling brown-haired woman next to her had a girl-next-door kind of appeal and a friendly face. Laken was pretty sure her name was Amy, but she had never really been good at learning new names and attaching them to faces. 
 
   “Thank you,” Laken said, taking the glass of wine the woman handed her. She sipped the cold sweet liquid and glanced around the room. 
 
   “Don’t worry, you’ll learn them all in time.” The woman had leaned in close and spoke so no one else could hear. “I’m Amy,” she whispered with an understanding smile. “You know Lauren, Karina, and Sam,” she said as she pointed toward the trio across the room.”
 
   Laken nodded. Those three she had down because she’d met them a few times now. Well, that and they were all famous to one degree or another. 
 
   “Okay, now memorize the next group.” Amy casually went through each woman, pointing them out and then telling Laken their name and something about them. What they did for a living, where they grew up, some little tidbit. Laken began to get it down as they moved through the faces, growing a lot more relaxed with Amy by her side. 
 
   She and her mom had lived a pretty nomadic existence, and a solitary one at that. She’d had friends at school and her mom was always friendly with the neighbors, wherever they were living at the time, but there weren’t any best friends who lasted over time. There were no friends so close to her mom that Laken considered them a pseudo-aunt. They just hadn’t been like that. So, this was all new. 
 
   It felt nice. Now that she’d gotten over her initial anxieties and a few of the other women had come by to chat with her and Amy, she began to appreciate how much she would enjoy having a group of women like this in her life. Hope Falls was giving her that chance. 
 
   Laken smiled as she took a minute to be thankful for that, for being where she was. For landing in just the right place. A small piece of her felt a little stab of regret that Jason wouldn’t be here with her. All right, that was a load of crap. It was a big stab of regret. She really liked him. Really wanted to see where things could go with them. But, he had his own world to go back to. And it was a pretty big one at that. He was living the dream of half the little boys in the country. Probably more. 
 
   Money, a career playing baseball, all the women he could ever want. Well, crap. That one hurt. But, it was the truth. So, they’d shared a few kisses that had sent her skidding into Lustville with her panties on fire as she panted his name, but they probably meant nothing to him. Less than nothing. The man was used to women throwing themselves at him. When he went back to his real life in the next couple of weeks, he’d have a cover model on his arm in no time. Probably already had one lined up.
 
   “Hey, Laken, are you okay? You look so sad all of a sudden.” 
 
   Laken didn’t have a chance to answer Amy before Shelby interrupted the party, four large men in tow. No. Make that five. Shelby’s husband Levi tagged in at the tail end of the group.
 
   “Sorry, ladies. We’re crashing!” called out Shelby as she led the men into the room. 
 
   Laken’s heart skipped a beat—or twenty—when she caught sight of Jason heading straight for her. She heard murmuring about allowing party crashing when it came to sexy baseball players, but her focus was only on Jason.
 
   He cleared his throat and glanced around the room before looking back at her. “Do you think we could go somewhere to talk, Laken?”
 
   “Oh, uh uh, buddy. We bought tickets to this show. We’re not going to miss the headliner.” Karina shuffled closer, shamelessly watching the pair. 
 
   “Technically, you didn’t buy anything and this isn’t a show, Karina,” came Lauren’s dry response. 
 
   “Details, details,” Karina said with a wave of her hand, not taking her eyes off Jason. 
 
   Laken wasn’t sure what to do, but before she had time to say anything, Jason began speaking, apparently deciding the audience wasn’t going to stop him. “I’m horrible at this.”
 
   “At what?” 
 
   “At us. At relationship stuff. At feelings.”
 
   “Oh.” Laken could feel a rash of ohs coming on and forced herself to say something more than her typical monosyllabic response. “There’s an us? A relationship?”
 
   “I want there to be,” he said, taking her hand and sitting down next to her as Amy vacated the spot. 
 
   Lauren felt her heart sink. “I’m sorry, Jason. I need to stay here. I need to take this chance to be with my dad and get to know him.”
 
   “I know.” 
 
   “Oh.” Well, damn. So much for complete sentences. 
 
   “I’m staying, too. Well, the details aren’t all worked out, but I want to. I’m going to retire. Maybe get a job here. If I can’t find a job that’s okay, too. I may have partied a lot as a ball player, but I wasn’t a total idiot. I set aside some money. Maybe be a stay-at-home-dad,” he said with a grin.
 
   Sam choked as she spit wine. “Are you … is she?” She turned to Karina. “How did I miss this? Is she pregnant?”
 
   Karina burst out laughing while Lauren explained to Sam that Laken wasn’t pregnant, but added an, “as far as I know,” and a raised brow toward Laken. Laken gave a little shake of her head. This was going south pretty fast. Maybe privacy would have been a better option. 
 
   Jason smiled ruefully, and took her hands in his. “I really, really suck at this. Did I mention that? But here’s the thing. I like you a lot. I love the way you make me laugh, the way I feel like a better person when I’m with you. The way you make me want to be better. I feel like a somebody when I’m with you, and I’ve never felt like a somebody before.”
 
   Laken’s brow knitted. “Jason, of course you’re a somebody.”
 
   He shrugged a shoulder at her. “Never felt it before I met you. I’ve always felt like I needed to prove myself, like I have to make up for being what and who I am. With you, I’ve almost felt like enough.”
 
   She raised her hand to his cheek and brushed her fingers over his tanned skin. “You are enough. You always have been.”
 
   “Awwwwwwwww.” Karina sighed and leaned against Lauren. “It’s so beautiful.”
 
   Jason pressed his forehead against Laken’s and lowered his voice. “I’m going to take you out of here, now.”
 
   “Yes. please.”
 
   The words were barely out of her mouth before she was lifted in his arms. Jason hurled a “find your own ride” to his friends behind him and had her in his car in three seconds flat. 
 
   Laken pinched herself as he drove them back toward the bed and breakfast. Yup. That hurt. 
 
   She smiled. She had her father, a new home, and a man she was fairly sure she was falling in love with by her side. Life was good. In fact, life was a dream. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
   “What time is your dad coming over?” Jason asked, raising his head. 
 
   Laken moaned and wriggled her hips at him. “I’m going to have to ask you not to talk about my dad when you’re down there.” 
 
   She emphasized there with another little move of those sweet hips of hers, and Jason laughed. He palmed her ass, raising her once again to his mouth, taking her sweet mound with the abandon he’d come to savor in his life. 
 
   The last three months had been incredible. He and Laken spent almost every day together, exploring Hope Falls and all it had to offer. Better yet, they’d spent almost every night exploring one another. And oh hell, what an exploration it was. Jason moved his mouth back and forth over the soft folds of this woman he was head over heels in love with and relished in the gasps and moans the movement drew from her. 
 
   He slid a finger into her, caressing gently, softly opening her body to him. 
 
   “I just need to know how much time we have, baby. I need to know,” he paused to suck her clit into his mouth, letting his tongue flick the nub briefly before easing back, teasing and taunting, “if we can do this slow and easy…”
 
   Another finger into her core sent her squirming and had his dick roaring to attention, ready to get in on the action.
 
    “…or, if we need to move hard and fast.” As he spoke, he raised himself over her, lining himself up with the sweet center he craved. He entered her slowly, inch by inch. “What’s it gonna be, Laken?”
 
   “Now,” she panted, clutching at him, attempting to pull him into her in one stroke, but he held back, not letting her have her way. 
 
   “Now? You sure, baby?” He was on the brink of losing control himself and wasn’t at all certain he could make good on his promise if she asked for slow and easy. Blessedly, she didn’t. 
 
   Laken pushed her hips up to him, took his mouth with hers, and breathed an urgent command against his lips. He complied, sinking into her and bringing them to blissful, white-hot orgasm together. Together. The thought had such a nice ring to it. 
 
   As they lay there later, his hands still roaming over her body, taking in every smooth plane, every curve, every bit of the incredible gift she was, he thought forward to the day. Her father and some of their good friends—Sue Ann, Karina and Ryan, Sam, Amy, Lauren, and their spouses—were all coming over to watch the Strikers game. 
 
   Only Laken’s dad knew Jason had another agenda for the day. A week ago, he’d asked her father for permission to marry Laken. Old-fashioned, he knew, but he also knew Laken would appreciate the gesture of recognition of her new relationship with her dad. He would ask her today after the game. He would pull her out to the swing he’d hung in the large tree in her backyard and ask her there. Give her the ring he’d picked out with Amy’s help, and try to do his best to tell her what she meant to him. That she’d become his everything. 
 
   Hopefully, where his words failed, his actions or her understanding would make up for his shortcomings. Then, they’d go back inside to celebrate with their friends. Their newfound home in Hope Falls. 
 
   Stealing home, Jason thought. The phrase had all new meaning here. He’d been given a shot at a life he wasn’t sure he deserved, but he would take it. He’d take it and do all he could to give back to this woman and this community that had taken him in. That had given him all he’d ever need and more. 
 
   “What are you thinking?” Laken asked, gently running her fingers through the hair on his chest. “Anything good?”
 
   He smiled and kissed her temple. A year ago, the question from a woman he was sleeping with would have given him hives. Now, he felt only happiness. 
 
   “Just thinking about the day, gorgeous. Just thinking about the day.”
 
   She murmured and wrapped a leg around his, leaning into him. Yeah. He’d stolen home. And he was here to stay. 
 
    
 
   To see how Jason’s teammatesRafe, Aiden, and Gage, fell in love—beginning with how Rafe was taken down by a woman in Game Changer—visit for the boxed set: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00XJ2FL28
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