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      Jex Steele adjusted his helmet, said a quick but heartfelt prayer for safety, and pedaled his mountain bike slowly around the parking lot at the top of Kauai’s Waimea Canyon. The parking lot had been cleared of vehicles; the cars lined the winding road below it. His fans were held back by temporary barriers that sectioned off the parking lot, clamoring for a picture of him or begging him to stop and talk or take a selfie. He gave the crowd nothing more than a wave. After the upcoming stunt, which would be broadcast onto the huge television screens set up throughout the parking lot, he’d mingle and mix with the crowd, hold babies, give little boys tips on extreme sports, and fend off the too-aggressive women. His faithful followers knew that he didn’t talk to anyone before the event—except for his closest friend and business manager, Pearl.

      Pearl was the only one in the parking lot, besides the camera and safety crews. Today only some drones and his helmet camera would be recording because of the dangerous route. He never wanted to risk anyone else’s safety as he did stunts or adventures for his YouTube channel and social media posts.

      He pedaled up to Pearl. The cameras were rolling, and it was time to tease and flirt with her. The crowds loved their interactions as much as they loved his stunts. He couldn’t blame people for loving any view they could get of Pearl, but he didn’t flirt with her for better ratings. He flirted with her because he’d fallen in love with her over the past six years of working together, and he kept praying that someday, somehow, she’d move past friends and co-workers and fall for him. Every other woman seemed to fall for him. Why not Pearl?

      “I love you, Jex!” a woman yelled from the crowd.

      “Marry me, Jex!” someone else yelled. Then there were so many shouts that he couldn’t even try to distinguish them.

      He waved, but his smile was only for Pearl. She was tall, almost five-ten, and she always wore heels. He still had her by several inches at six-three. He adored her for wearing heels, even though he teased her about it too, especially when they were in some primitive spot where her heels were sinking into the mud. Then he’d get the opportunity to pick her up and carry her. He teased her mercilessly on those days, but he would never complain about any chance to touch her.

      As he approached her, he saw that she was dressed impeccably, as always. Today she wore a blousy polka-dot black-and-white shirt with a red pencil skirt. Whew. He had to pray hard to keep his focus on her gorgeous face. Her highlighted brown-and-gold hair was twisted in a funky updo, and her unique teal-colored eyes lit up as she said, “Hey, boss.”

      “Hey, beautiful.”

      Her cheeks turned pink. Man, he loved her. The shouts of brazen women in the crowd now begging to have his baby were drowned out as he drank in Pearl’s sweet smile.

      He climbed off the bike, propped it against a nearby fence, and eased closer to her. The crowd finally quieted in anticipation as his mic picked up his and Pearl’s exchange.

      “Is today the day?” he asked.

      She arched her eyebrows, pretending he hadn’t asked the same questions before each stunt for almost a year now. “The day?”

      “The day you agree to change your last name to Steele? One syllable has to be an appetizing offer.” He hoped he was an appetizing offer, not just that she’d go from Pearl Davenport-Jacobsen to Pearl Steele and save hand cramps when she wrote thank-you cards.

      She smiled, and he awaited her answer. His questions rarely changed, but her answers varied day to day. Sadly, none of them had been anywhere close to an acceptance … yet.

      “I might consider it …” Her teal eyes sparkled at him.

      His eyebrows were the ones shooting up now, and his pulse started racing. She’d never “considered” before, usually just shot him down with a cute little grin. “If?” He licked his lips and stepped in closer. The crowd was so quiet he could hear his shoe scuff the asphalt. Everyone loved their interludes—part of the experience, he supposed—and since he had a mic on, everybody could hear it. He didn’t care about fans, his producers, or money right now; all that mattered was Pearl and her response.

      “If you take me to JoJo’s for shaved ice tonight, it might be a start to warming me up to the idea.”

      His stomach lifted and his blood ran so hot he felt like he was on fire. He could fling himself off a two-thousand-foot cliff in a wingsuit and not experience the adrenaline rush and excitement of this moment.

      He tried to play it cool, but that was an almost impossible order. His dream woman was maybe agreeing to marry him. “I could arrange that,” he said in what he hoped was a smooth, calm, confident voice.

      She grinned and ducked her head slightly in the sweetest, most attractive gesture ever made by womankind. It was her signature move, and he loved it almost as much as he loved how such a professional, with-it woman could also be innocent and fun and absolutely perfect for him.

      “Does that mean …” The answer to his other question, which she always responded to in the negative, might just change today. Forget riding a bike on the ledge of a two-thousand-foot drop-off on each side. If she’d say yes to his other standard question, he was going to focus on kissing the beautiful Pearl Jacobsen-Davenport. This could be the most important moment of his life. The stunt could wait all day, for all he cared.

      She met his gaze, her teal eyes gleaming. He often thought it was a gleam of desire, but then she’d reject him, and he’d be left wondering if she was simply playing for the crowd or if she just liked to toy with him. She was an angel … with a teasing side that kept him coming back every day, begging like a dog with his tongue hanging out.

      “Mean what?” She tilted her head, and the desire in her eyes morphed to a challenge.

      Jex chuckled easily, but his insides were churning and he felt like his future was riding on this question. He stepped even closer, cupped her smooth cheek with his palm, and said, “Will you give me a kiss for good luck?” He held his breath as he awaited her answer. How many days had they repeated this pattern, and how many days had he tasted disappointment instead of her sweet lips? He didn’t waste time calculating, but it was around a year ago that he’d grown brave enough to ask her these questions every day.

      Pearl’s gaze dropped to his lips, then returned to meet his eyes. His heart leapt and his pulse was racing as she leaned closer to him. His other hand went naturally around her trim waist. She placed both of her palms on his chest, and he caught his breath. This was happening. Him and Pearl. Forget the stunt. If she’d kiss him, agree to marry him, he’d sweep her off her feet and find a preacher somewhere on this beautiful island, and they’d be married on the beach at sunset. Every muscle tightened as he waited for her to say yes to his question—or even better, answer by kissing him. How he’d dreamt of kissing her.

      Her pulse was pounding so fast, he could see it thrumming in her neck. He ran his fingers down to that pulse point and brushed it. She let out a soft gasp that made his own pulse speed up. The smooth skin of her neck was so appealing. He wanted to kiss it, after he kissed her lips.

      She arched up, sliding her hands around his neck, but instead of going in for the kiss, she darted her lips around to his ear and said, “Not today. Ask again tomorrow.”

      The camera must’ve picked up her answer, because the crowd roared in disappointment. Jex barely heard it. Nothing could match the disappointment rolling through him in dark waves.

      She released him and stepped back. “Be careful,” she whispered.

      Jex swallowed hard and nodded to her. He grabbed his bike and waved jauntily to the crowd. “Another day, another rejection from the beautiful Pearl,” he said.

      They screamed back at him, clapping and hollering answers he couldn’t distinguish. He glanced at Pearl, wondering if rejecting him was simply routine for her, an automatic response. It hurt him every time, but he was Jex Steele and he had to push on and do his stunts like the brave madman he was. Brave. Ha! If he was brave, he’d go for a kiss at night, when he and Pearl were alone, but somehow her rejection in front of millions of people was easier to stomach than a rejection when it was just the two of them.

      He gave her a wink and a grin, as if his heart wasn’t aching for her and her lack of reciprocation didn’t matter one way or another to him, and pedaled off and around the fence barrier. This route wasn’t for mountain bikers and wasn’t even an official hike because of how dangerous it was, but of course he’d gotten permission to use it for a show.

      He cruised down the trail pell-mell, dodging rocks and jumping over tree branches on autopilot. Not today, not today. The words echoed in his head. What day, then? Why did the only woman he wanted reject him outright? Tonight, he reassured himself, they’d go to JoJo’s, then for a walk on the beach. Maybe he’d finally get brave enough to claim a taste of those full, pouty lips. They’d become close friends over the past six years of working together, and yet he never tried to kiss her when they were alone every night. His brothers would say he was the biggest wimp they knew, and they’d be right. It was easier to put the charade in a video that millions of people would see rather than be rejected in private and know she truly didn’t want him.

      “Where’s the dialogue from our favorite extreme sports guy?” Pearl’s voice asked in his earpiece.

      Shoot. He’d been stewing about her and needed to get his head in the game.

      The muddy trail suddenly dropped ten feet. He and the bike dropped with it, no problem, but the vicious drop-off he had seen on the virtual ride his safety guys took him through this morning appeared on his right. He flirted with it but brought the bike back in control and shot off through the bramble bushes, almost to the spot where the trail narrowed to a couple feet wide with game-ending thousand-foot cliffs on both sides. “Whew, friends, that was a close one. Guess my brain’s a bit muddy with another rejection from my dream woman.”

      He heard her soft laugh in his ear, but her voice was tart. “You’ve got so many takers, I’m sure one woman doesn’t matter much to you.”

      He shot out of the bushes, and the trail narrowed and the world fell away on each side of him. People called this a creepy-crawler hike, because some hikers’ fear of heights overcame them and they literally crawled on hands and knees rather than walk upright on such a dangerous precipice. He supposed most people would say he was insane to be biking it, but it was a normal day of work for him. He felt alive and invigorated. He was on top of the world, like usual. If only he could get Pearl to fall for him.

      “Ah, that hurts.” He spoke into his mic. “Pearl thinks I’ve got too many women after me, but you all know she’s the only woman I want.” He pedaled furiously toward the end point, his bike solidly on the trail. With his skill set he was in little danger, though it was a brutal drop. He looked down into nothingness. No coming back from that one. The views of the Napili mountains, the insane greenery deep below him, and the beautiful coastline beyond were inspiring. “I guess I’ll have to just prove I’m devoted to her.”

      “That would be a miracle,” she said.

      Jex smiled jauntily. “Well, love, I specialize in miracles.”

      She let out a small gasp, obviously watching the cameras as he flew toward the dead end of the ride: a rounded and flat spot that seemed suspended in the air with sheer green cliffs on all sides. The only way back to safety was the thin trail he’d just pedaled along to get here.

      Gripping his hand brake, he realized he was coming in faster than he’d planned on. He hadn’t had his head in this game. Pearl was the only thing on his mind. The best mountain bike tires anyone could buy chewed up the muddy surface, trying to gain traction and keep him and the bike from plunging off the rapidly approaching edge. Chances of survival if he went off were nonexistent, but that was what he did—face death every day to give people a thrill and let them live vicariously through him.

      The bike flew toward the ledge and he grinned. He released the bike handles and kicked off the seat, reversing his trajectory and flying into the air just like he planned. The trick was landing in the middle of the trail. A half foot too far on either side and he’d plunge to his death. Flipping in the air for added effect, he watched the bike plunge over the edge. He couldn’t worry about losing a favorite mountain bike. He had to stick this landing. Focused on the muddy spot, he bent his knees and landed only a few inches off-center. Pretty sweet trick, if he did say so himself.

      He heard Pearl’s scream as his momentum and the slick mud carried him toward the edge once again. His stomach tumbled, but he didn’t let fear enter the equation. He rotated over onto his hands and knees, grabbing at nothing. Was this it? Would he plunge down into the beautiful greenery below and never get that chance to kiss Pearl?

      Digging into the mud with his fingers, he clawed around in the softness, praying, hoping. Come on—in all this greenery, there had to be some kind of branch or a rock ledge. His body slid off the side, and he could hear Pearl screaming into the headset. “Jex!”

      Jex didn’t want to leave her; it wasn’t his time. He was scratching viciously for something to hold on to; any microsecond now and his body would be completely separated from anything solid. He felt a root with his fingertips and clamped on to it. His body jerked violently, and his shoulder felt like it would be wrenched out of its socket, but the root held. His feet and lower body dangled over the side of the sheer drop-off. “Yes!” he hollered, punching the air with his other fist.

      Clinging to the root, he vaulted his body back onto solid ground, stood, and lifted both hands over his head. Tilting his head down so the camera would pick up just how far he would’ve fallen, he said, “Wow, that was a ride, my friends!” He gave a pretend shudder, but there was no fear in him. He’d come off the victor, like he always did. He truly did specialize in miracles—though maybe it was more likely that his mom, his little sister Lottie, and Pearl prayed him safe every day.

      Jex turned and jogged back up the narrow trail, anxious to see Pearl. Maybe she’d be so distraught over this near-death experience that she’d fling herself into his arms.

      “Jex?” Pearl’s voice in his ear.

      “Yes, love?”

      “Are you okay?” Her voice trembled and gave him some hope that she cared for him as deeply as he did for her.

      “Never better. We might need to get hold of our sponsor at Yeti. It appears I’ve lost another mountain bike.”

      Pearl let out a gurgle that might have been a strained laugh. “You’re insane.”

      “It’s what you love about me.”

      Jex picked up his speed down the thin trail. As he waited for Pearl’s answer, he made it through the bramble bush section and then reached the ten-foot drop-off where he’d almost lost the ledge earlier. He grabbed roots and branches and scaled it easily.

      “It’s not what you love about me?” he finally asked.

      “Let’s just say that after that little stunt, I’m not going to be rushing to change my last name, even with the appetizing one-syllable offer.”

      Jex’s gut churned. Dang. “We’re still on for JoJo’s?” He wasn’t ready to give up. How many years had he been in love with his beautiful assistant/manager, yet she’d kept him at arm’s length? He’d tried to date other women, hoping to either find someone he liked well enough to transfer his desperate affection from Pearl, or maybe make Pearl jealous enough to declare her own affection. Neither had worked. Over the past six months, he’d given up on dating anyone else and increased his flirtations with Pearl. He knew no one but Pearl would do for him, and he’d been so close today. Curse him getting distracted and almost going over the edge. It was a normal day’s work for him, and he knew it would get millions of views, likes, and shares. Great for publicity, but not so great for his relationship with Pearl. Instead of flinging herself into his arms like he dreamed, Pearl often closed off emotionally when he had a near-death experience. His ratings and earnings went through the roof, so you’d think she’d be happy.

      “We’ll see.” Did her voice sound a little choked up? If his luck today held she would get emotional and throw herself into his arms. A guy could hope. “Just get back here safe, please.”

      “You got it, love.” Please. And that sweet little catch in her voice. Maybe she did want him holding her.

      Instantly, she retorted, “And don’t call me love.”

      Jex grimaced. Or maybe not. He upped his run to a sprint, anxious to get a read on the situation with Pearl.

      He saw her as soon as he rounded the fence. She had her arms folded tightly across her chest. Her entire body was tense and closed off. Even a concerned frown couldn’t mar that lovely face that he adored. Why couldn’t she fall into his arms after he flirted with death? Most women would’ve responded that way. Not his vivacious and irresistible Pearl, unfortunately.

      The crowd saw him. They exploded. The barriers couldn’t keep them back as they rushed to him, wanting to slap his back, shake his muddy hand, see his scratched-up knees and elbows, and relive the stunt over and over again—which was easy to do, as that was exactly what the large screens were replaying.

      Pearl was pushed farther and farther away from him. He wanted to shove everyone out of his way, holler her name in desperation until she finally saw that he wasn’t teasing or joking, that he loved her and wanted only her.

      He clamped down his desires—he was afraid they’d never be reciprocated anyway—and concentrated on the brunette gushing over how brave he was. Brave? His brother Gunner, the ex-Navy SEAL who rescued children from slavery, protected innocent people, and took out drug dealers, was brave. Jex was just a crazy adrenaline junkie who got paid lots of money to show off. He wasn’t even brave enough to kiss the woman of his dreams.

      The crowd finally started thinning after hours of gushing over him, and he spotted Pearl over a petite redhead’s curly hair. Pearl’s face looked … resigned, almost sad. Her teal eyes met his, and she searched his gaze for a minute before shaking her head slightly and turning to talk to one of the camera guys.

      That wasn’t the look of a woman who thought her man was brave. That was the look of a woman who didn’t want a crazy man. Dang.
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      Pearl Davenport-Jacobsen grabbed a few pieces of sushi—a rainbow roll, she thought—off the platter on the granite kitchen counter. The floor-to-ceiling windows of the open living area showcased the beach beyond but she was so upset she couldn’t focus on the gorgeous view. She hurried through the massive rental house and up the stairs to her room. Jex’s stunt had been over since early afternoon, but his fans, as usual, had surrounded him, gushing over him for hours. Jex’s events were always advertised on their social media sites, and the past couple of years had drawn increasingly larger local crowds hoping to meet and greet the celebrity. Jex never disappointed them, especially the ladies.

      She, the cameramen, the safety crew, and Jex had ridden back to the rental house on Hanalei Bay in miserable silence. The drive lasted over an hour, and even the youngest camera guy, Brent, who seemed oblivious most of the time, sensed the tension between her and Jex. Jex kept giving her concerned glances, but she didn’t know what to say. She’d let down her guard before his event and told him she’d think about changing her last name, and she’d almost let herself kiss those lips she dreamt about.

      Jex risked his life more often than most people checked their Instagram account. Most of the time she thought she dealt pretty well with watching the man she loved almost die, watching women fawn over him, and teasing with him for the crowd. She yearned for his smile, his teasing words, and a simple touch of his hand, but today it was all too much. She was tired. Maybe it was time to move on. Jex paid her an insane amount of money to manage his finances and investments, his schedule and events, keep everything behind the scenes flowing well, and flirt with him for the crowds and cameras. She’d always been attracted to him and thought he was a chill and amazing guy, but over the last six years, they’d become close friends. For the past year, they’d innocently began each show with flirtatious banter. The cameras had picked up on it, and his fans loved it.

      Pearl usually loved teasing with Jex, and she knew she loved him. But today had left her horrified. She vividly remembered every angle on the big screens, from his helmet cam to the drones following him, showing him almost go off that thousand-foot drop. Twice.

      When she’d realized he wasn’t stopping fast enough on the bike, she’d screamed, sure that her life would be over when his ended. Then he kicked off the bike and used that momentum to stay in the safe zone. But that wasn’t enough for Jex Steele; the adrenaline junkie did a flip in the air to show off and then slipped toward the other edge of nothingness. Watching him scramble for some kind of handhold as his body almost plunged over the edge had taken years off her life.

      Gone. He would’ve just been gone. She didn’t even know how they would’ve recovered his body. How would she have consoled his mom and his sister, Lottie? How would she have gone on with life without Jex and his teasing, irresistible smile?

      No amount of money would be worth losing him. And as much as she loved spending day after day with him, the generous paychecks were starting to feel like hazard pay, but with his life on the line instead of hers.

      Today was far from his worst near-death experience, but each one was harder for her to watch. She knew how desperately she loved him, and she also knew that even if the playboy crazy man truly did care for her and would settle down with only one woman, it was inevitable that one day a stunt would go wrong and she would have to watch him die. She imagined if she finally gave in and kissed him, she’d only be more in love and more committed to him.

      Slamming into the spacious suite that overlooked the tan sand and rolling waves of Hanalei Bay, she clicked around the hardwood floor in her heels. She was anxious and upset but also tired, so tired. Ripping her heels off, she slid out of her skirt and quickly unbuttoned her blouse.

      A loud knock came at her door.

      “What?” she hollered. All decorum had gone out the window.

      “Love?” Jex’s deep, irresistible voice called. “You ready for shaved ice?”

      Shaved ice? Shaved ice? He’d almost killed himself today, and he was holding her to her silly comment about going for shaved ice? She realized she was overreacting as he almost killed himself most days, but the cumulative damage of watching it over and over again was wearing on her, and she couldn’t remain casual and detached much longer.

      She rushed to the door and flung it open. “Are you insane?” she yelled at him.

      Jex’s beautifully stubbled jaw dropped open, and his deep brown eyes with those gorgeous long lashes were so wide they looked like saucers.

      “What?” she flung at him.

      Jex’s eyes darted up and down the length of her body; then he gestured to her. “Uhhh ….” He shoved a hand through his hair, squeezed his eyes shut then grunted again. “Uhhh ….”

      Pearl looked down at herself and let out a squeak of surprise. She slammed the door in his face. Even though he couldn’t see her anymore, she wrapped her open shirt around her bare abdomen, humiliated. Her bra and panties were more covering than most bikinis, but still … What in the world had she just done? She was so unsettled and mad at him that she hadn’t even stopped to realize she was undressed.

      Oh, my, goodness.

      She rushed to the closet, hung up her polka-dot shirt, yanked out a white sundress, and pulled it over her head. Then she stormed back to the door and flung it open.

      Jex was still standing there, looking shell-shocked. “H-hey,” he murmured.

      If Pearl had been in a better frame of mind, she might have thought it was adorable to see the ever-charming, ever-teasing Jex Steele flabbergasted. How many hundreds of women had shown up at his events in bikinis much skimpier than her underwear and thrown themselves at him? He would simply tease with the women and act like the display of skin was no big deal. Pearl had every indicator that did she affect him and that he loved her like she loved him—not that either of those truths would change him or his lifestyle.

      Guilt rushed in. She didn’t want to change Jex, but she didn’t know that she could let herself commit completely to him and one day watch him die.

      She folded her arms across her chest and acted like she hadn’t just opened the door in her underwear. “Yes?” she asked haughtily.

      “Wow, Pearl.” He pushed a hand through his wavy hair. “You sure know how to greet the man who adores you.” He winked.

      Pearl narrowed her eyes at him, not ready to tease yet. “What do you need, Mr. Steele?”

      He chuckled. “Shaved ice with my girl.”

      She wasn’t his girl, but he gave her that irresistible grin that always got her. The sculpted lines of his manly, handsome face softened, and his dark eyes drew her in. Pearl stared him down, wanting to say changing her last name for shaved ice had been a joke. He knew that, but she inwardly wanted that change of name, that commitment to him. He was also fun for her to tease with, most of the time.

      “Dang you,” she muttered. “You know I can’t resist JoJo’s.” They’d stayed in Kauai a couple of years ago and discovered JoJo’s, not far from this gorgeous rental house. She’d become addicted to the fluffy ice with exotic, tropical flavors and the macadamia nut ice cream at the bottom.

      Jex grinned and held out his hand. “That’s what I’m banking on.”

      Pearl put her hand in his. You’d think by now she’d be used to the warmth and thrills that rushed through her, but no. It was always a rush, and like a druggie, she wanted her next hit from Jex touching her. She was weak for this man, and half the time she just let herself be putty in his hands. The other half of the time, she hated herself for not quitting and finding a normal life with a man who would work eight to five, mow the lawn on Thursday, and give her lots of fat babies. But even fat babies couldn’t tempt her away from Jex Steele and his exhilarating touch and addictive smiles.

      They walked out of the house and through the tourist town to the shaved ice place. It was busy, but they only got some stares. No one approached them.

      Pearl ordered mango and pineapple. Jex ordered the root beer float.

      “Root beer float?” Pearl teased him. “You can get root beer anywhere. Only in the tropics can you get mango and pineapple that taste like heaven.”

      Jex smiled with his usual flirtatious hint, but his eyes were serious. “I’d rather taste your heavenly lips.”

      “They call it the stairway to heaven because it’s so hard to get there,” she threw back at him.

      Jex laughed. “Luckily, I’m an extreme athlete and stairs are a piece of cake for me.”

      “We’ll see.” She raised a challenging eyebrow, heat flushing through her body. It was March but still warm in Kauai. That was why she was so hot.

      “Pearl,” the shaved ice guy called, and they sauntered over to claim their treat.

      “Thank you.” Pearl took the delicacy, which was almost as big as her head, and plunged a bite of the fluffy mango-and-pineapple-flavored ice in her mouth. She moaned softly. “Heaven.”

      Jex smiled, holding his treat and watching her. He eased in closer and murmured, “I promise my lips taste better.”

      Pearl’s stomach took flight. She could bet he was right, but instead of admitting it, she said tartly, “I’m sure many, many women have lied to you about that.”

      Jex chuckled. “You’re the only woman I want tasting my heavenly lips.”

      Pearl shoved down the desire that rose in her, rolled her eyes, and strode away from him. Finding a quiet picnic table to sit at, she focused on her shaved ice, but her heart wasn’t in it. Of course she wanted a taste of his lips. She also wanted some reassurance that he wouldn’t plunge off the next cliff and that she truly was the only woman for him. There were so many lobbing themselves at him, but he didn’t seem affected by anyone but her, and she loved that. The list of things she loved about Jex was lengthy. The only drawback was his risky career.

      They ate a few bites in silence; then Jex shoved his spoon into his shaved ice, stared unnervingly at her, and said, “You’re mad at me.”

      Pearl swallowed her bite, the sweet ice suddenly tasting bitter. Mad? Confused, terrified, and desperately in love, sure, but mad wasn’t in the mix of emotions right now. Instead of getting into how deeply she loved him, she admitted, “I’m scared, Jex. I can’t watch you die.”

      He didn’t make any promises, simply stared at her for a few seconds, then said, “I’m sorry, love. I got … distracted on that ride. I was thinking about shaved ice with you.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yes, I am.”

      He actually looked serious, which surprised Pearl. Jex was patient and laid-back, but serious about life or anyone in it? Rarely. “So now I’m a risk factor for you,” she said.

      “Ah, don’t put it that way. I think if you’d just give me that kiss for good luck before each stunt and change your last name to Steele, all would be well.” He winked.

      Pearl melted, but then she stiffened. “I’m not just another of your women, Jex.”

      “I never said you were. You’re special, Pearl. And if you’ve noticed, I haven’t dated another woman in the past six months.”

      Of course she’d noticed. She and Jex were together nonstop. When he used to take women on dates, she’d be a mess the entire time, jealous and stewing over why she couldn’t simply say yes to his flirtatious offers and why he would want to date anyone else.

      How to respond now? She was special to him. It meant so much to her, but she was scared to commit to him, fall even deeper in love, and then inevitably watch him die. He was too nuts to not die sooner or later.

      Several young women squealed and rushed up to their table. “Jex!”

      The blonde with a low-cut dress cried out, “We’ve been waiting all night, hoping you’d really come to JoJo’s.”

      Jex gave his signature grin and stood. He shook their hands, not allowing them to hug him like they so obviously wanted, and signed their scraps of paper.

      “Hang with us, Jex, please,” the brunette begged.

      “Sorry, girls, I’m on a date.”

      The redhead glared at Pearl. “You ask her to kiss you every day, and she always turns you down. I’d kiss you right now.”

      Jex grinned, but Pearl could see how tight it was. Her repeated rejection hurt him. She didn’t want to hurt him, but could she share her love with him and risk losing everything? Sadly, she was already there. If he died tomorrow, she’d lose everything that truly mattered to her.

      “Sorry. There’s only one woman I want to kiss,” Jex told them. He stared deeply into Pearl’s eyes. The moment went slow and sticky, and neither one of them noticed when the girls gave disgusted grunts and then withdrew. Pearl thought he might lean in and kiss her then and there, but he simply stared at her and finally said, “Will there ever be a day that I get that kiss for good luck?”

      Pearl swallowed. “I don’t know, Jex. What about a day when you don’t catch a root by your fingertips and go over that edge?”

      Jex arched an eyebrow, pushed out a breath, and nodded. “That’ll be a rough day for my mama and Lottie. Will it be a rough day for you?”

      She glared at him, wanting to pound on his chest and demand to know why he’d keep risking his life every day when he knew how it would hurt so many if he died. There were plenty of high-risk adventures and tricks that weren’t so … risky. Last year, they’d spent several weeks at a wakeboarding adventure center in Florida. Every day was safe and fun. Every evening was spent together teasing and flirting. That had been heavenly.

      They studied each other, him awaiting her answer, her not sure how to give her heart to him.

      His phone rang and then chirped, “Lottie Steele, best sister ever.”

      Pearl smiled. “You’d better take that.”

      Jex’s gaze never left hers. “Lottie would happily wait if she thought you might answer my question.”

      The phone fell silent as they stared at each other. Then it started ringing again.

      “Please, Pearl,” he whispered.

      “I don’t know what answer to give,” she finally admitted.

      His dark eyes dimmed, and he nodded jerkily. The phone fell quiet again, and awkwardness descended on their table.

      “Why do you take such extreme risks if you know how much it will hurt us when you die?”

      His eyes lit up. “You just admitted it will hurt you when I die.”

      “You’re such a jerk,” she shot at him. “Why risk dying?”

      He shrugged. “It’s just what I do.”

      “You think you’re invincible.” She raised a challenging eyebrow at him.

      “No. I know I could easily die.” His eyes got a faraway look in them. “When I almost went off the edge today, I remember thinking I’d never get to taste those sweet lips of yours.”

      The heat of desire and the churning of despair battled within her. “Maybe if you didn’t try to kill yourself every day, I might give you a taste of my lips.”

      “You want me to quit?”

      Pearl closed her eyes. “No,” she said miserably. She could never ask that of him, and she adored Jex for all that he was. The nine-to-five guy in the suburbs wasn’t really her guy. Jex was.

      “What do you want, Pearl?” Jex asked. His voice was warm and there was a promise there, as if he’d give her anything she asked for.

      Pearl opened her eyes, staring into his deep brown gaze. She wanted Jex, even if she could only be with him for one day before he was gone forever. She wanted to tell him the truth and kiss the night away, but instead she said quietly, “I don’t know.”

      His eyes reflected hurt and confusion, and his phone started ringing again. She knew from experience that Lottie would not stop calling.

      “Answer Lottie,” she said. This conversation had gotten much too serious. They’d never even kissed, for heaven’s sake; she was his business manager and best friend, not his girlfriend. No matter how she yearned to be. They needed to go back to their teasing and not broach serious subjects that neither of them could navigate.

      He stood and pulled the phone from his pocket. “Hi, sis,” he said. Pacing away from the table, he chatted with Lottie but kept sneaking glances at Pearl.

      Pearl swirled her straw through her melting shaved ice, her desire for sweets gone. How dare he simply say it would be a “rough day” for his sister and mama when he died and ask if it would be rough for her? He had to know it would devastate her to lose him.

      What did she want? Only him.

      He strode back to the table and extended the phone to her. “Lottie wants to talk to you.”

      Pearl smiled and stood, taking the phone. “Thank you.”

      He nodded, much too serious for Jex. She didn’t like seeing him so serious.

      “Hi, Lottie.”

      “Pearl.” Lottie let out a happy giggle. Pearl loved this girl. Lottie had been born with Down Syndrome and was an absolute angel. She was adored by all of her brothers and spoiled by them as well. She’d just turned seventeen and was beautiful with her dark hair and coloring, and her mom made sure she had the best of everything. “When are you going to kiss my boy?”

      Pearl gave a nervous laugh and glanced at Jex. Had he set her up? He was cleaning up their shaved ice and appeared innocent. “I don’t know, sweet Lottie.” She looked at the handsome man that she loved and asked his sister a question she should’ve held in. “When should I?”

      “Tomorrow!” Lottie cheered. “It’s so-o perfect. He loves you. You give him kiss for good luck, and then you see.”

      “See what?”

      “That you love him too.”

      Lottie thought Jex loved her? Pearl and Jex had known each other in college at UMass, but even back then, their relationship had been teasing. They’d never gone on a date, though Jex seemed to have dated the rest of the campus. With her degree in marketing, she’d agreed to the unique and daring opportunity to be his manager and assistant when they graduated. Their friendship had deepened over the years, and Pearl’s desire for him had risen to epic proportions.

      She almost admitted to Lottie that she didn’t have to see, that she already loved him, but she knew it would get directly back to Jex and she wasn’t ready for that. Could she truly give him that kiss tomorrow, before his event? The crowd would love it—well, except for the women pining over him, but she didn’t care about the women or the crowd. “Hmm. I’ll think about it.”

      “Don’t think. Kiss.”

      “Thinking is highly overrated.”

      Jex was standing by the table, waiting for her. She gestured with her head and they fell into step, walking away from the small shopping complex and toward the rental house.

      “I’ll be watching tomorrow. You kiss my boy.”

      “We’ll see, Lottie.” Pearl glanced askance at Jex and caught him staring at her. She loved the lean lines of his face and body. She loved him. Could she do it? Kiss him tomorrow? Maybe she could claim it was for Lottie. “How’s school?” she asked, changing the subject.

      Lottie told her about prom coming up in three weeks, the boy who had asked her, her pink dress with silver sparkles, and a dozen other things. They made it back to the house and up to the door to Pearl’s room.

      “I’ll let you talk to Jex again,” Pearl said. “I’m going to head to bed.”

      “Goodnight, sweet Pearl,” Lottie said.

      “Goodnight, sweet Lottie,” Pearl answered.

      Lottie giggled. Pearl handed the phone over, ignoring the tingle when Jex’s hand brushed hers. Instead of putting the phone to his ear, he stared deeply into Pearl’s eyes. She found it unnerving and thrilling. Could she really kiss him in the morning? Why not just kiss him right now?

      Still holding the phone in his left hand, Jex leaned toward her and rested his right hand above her head on the doorframe. His eyes swept over her lips, then back to meet hers. Pearl pressed her hands into the doorframe behind her, clinging to it for support as her legs turned to jelly.

      Jex bent down, closer and closer. His lips hovered over hers, but then he swept his mouth slowly, achingly across her cheek and to her ear. “Goodnight, sweet Pearl,” he murmured in her ear, his lips lingering on the sensitive skin of her earlobe.

      Pearl caught a breath, unable to even respond. He stepped back and put the phone to his ear, giving her one last longing look before turning and striding down the hallway, talking to Lottie.

      Pearl wilted against the door. She wanted to chase after him, pin him against the wall, and kiss him until this ache and frustration went away. Instead, she slunk into her room, shutting the door firmly to stop herself from going after him. Tomorrow. Maybe she’d give him that kiss and see what it did to them. Her heart was beating so high and fast, she might not get any sleep tonight.
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      The next morning, Pearl was still jumpy and awkward around Jex. He gave her a few questioning glances during their early-morning run and workout with the local personal trainer who was helping keep Jex in his prime physical condition. They used to have a personal trainer on staff, but the man was a muscle head chauvinist and he’d hit on Pearl obnoxiously one too many times. Jex had asked her to please let the man go, declaring that they’d find a local at each different location and train with him or her. He’d claimed the variety of changing trainers every few weeks would be better for his body. Pearl couldn’t find anything wrong with Jex’s perfect physique, and she kind of liked that he was overly protective of her. She knew no man would hurt her emotionally or physically if Jex was around.

      After a quick breakfast of acai bowls, they got ready for the shoot of the day. It took them most of the morning to prep everything. The actual videos were quick, usually under five minutes, but the prep was extensive with crowd control, clearing the spot, safety measures, and cameras getting in positions with either drones or helicopters—rarely could they use a normal camera angle. Jex and the safety team researched each stunt thoroughly, but he never did a stunt before the actual moment when the crowd was there and cameras were rolling. It was part of the reason he had such an insane following.

      Today they were close to their rental house, on Hanalei Beach. The waves were perfect, in Jex’s opinion, because a storm had rolled in last night. This north side of Kauai had larger, more dangerous waves this time of year, exactly what Jex loved. So they’d rearranged stunts to make today a surfing day.

      Even with waves boasting over thirty-foot swells, today was one of the safer days of Jex Steele’s high-adrenaline life. Yet Pearl’s stomach was pitching more than it usually did. Today might be the day. Could she forget all her fears and concerns and make Lottie’s dreams, or more likely her own, come true?

      Jex was in a shorty wetsuit, but it was pulled down to his waist, revealing his perfect chest, shoulders, arms, and abs. She saw him close his eyes briefly and knew he was praying like he did before every stunt. Then he headed her direction as an even larger crowd than yesterday’s roared their approval and excitement. Jex was so confident and appealing, striding her way as if he owned the entire world. He was her world, but was she ready to reveal that to him?

      “Hi, beautiful,” he said, a charming grin on his handsome face. The crowd quieted to listen to their banter. For all the world, Jex looked as confident and unaffected as always, but she could read something deep in his brown eyes: he was hoping today might be the day as well. He eased into her space, but didn’t touch her. “Is today the day?”

      She dipped her head. “The day I change my last name?”

      He grinned. “That’s the day I’m hoping for.”

      “No,” she said simply. “JoJo’s wasn’t that good.”

      The crowd tittered with laughter, but some booed their disapproval.

      “Ah, don’t diss on JoJo’s.” His grin faded, but he looked undeterred. “Please say the next question won’t be a no.”

      Pearl suddenly felt wobbly on her heels, even though they were sunken into the sand, as his hands cupped her hips and he stepped in closer. “Wh-what question is that?” she stammered out.

      Jex chuckled, and she was amazed that this never got old. Far from it. Each day seemed more exciting than the last, and this buildup to them finally kissing had her stirred up inside and panting for air.

      “Kiss for good luck?” he murmured, his eyes dipping to her lips, then back up to meet her eyes.

      Pearl pulled in a shaky breath. She’d make so many people happy if she kissed him, most of all herself. It was risky, though, giving her heart to this crazy, unpredictable man. He was a risk in so many ways.

      Jex watched her hopefully. Pearl rested her hands on his muscular arms. She slowly ran her hands up to his shoulders. Jex let out a soft moan that the crowd must’ve caught, as some excited chatter started. Pearl wished they’d all disappear. She encircled her arms around his neck and leaned against his broad chest. His hands tightened on her hips.

      Pearl wanted to kiss him so badly, but she was hesitant to place her heart in his thrill-seeking hands. His head lowered closer to hers and he searched her gaze with his deep, brown eyes. Pearl arched up closer to him, so tempted, so in love.

      “Kiss him!” someone yelled from the crowd, breaking her concentration on Jex. A loud wave crashed on the beach, and water rolled over their feet.

      Pearl stepped back from the receding wave and from him. The hope in Jex’s expression dimmed. She tried to tease and pushed at his chest. “Go surf, you crazy man.”

      Jex held up his hand. His smile was flirtatious and fun, but his dark eyes were troubled. “I’d rather kiss you.”

      Their gazes caught and held. Another large wave rolled in and covered her ankles. She shivered, though the water wasn’t really cold. Jex laughed and swept her off her feet, cradling her against his strong chest. Pearl had no problem cuddling into him and wrapping her arms tight around his neck. She wasn’t a daredevil like him and often wondered if his adventures were anywhere near as exciting as how she felt when he held her close. If so, she didn’t blame him for choosing a new thrill each day.

      Jex carried her easily to higher ground. The crowd was cheering like crazy, snapping pictures, and women screamed for Jex to hold them.

      He stopped and let her feet slide to the sand, but held her close to his body. His head lowered close to hers. Pearl could smell his minty breath and his musky cologne. Ah, Jex. How could she keep resisting him? Why had she fallen for a man who lived for his next adrenaline hit? Was it wrong to want him to settle down?

      Jex’s chest was rising and falling steadily as she ran her hands down from his neck to his muscular shoulders. “Please, Pearl,” he murmured, studying her so intently.

      Pearl wanted to kiss him, but she didn’t know if she was ready for that leap of faith. She took a deep breath and wimped out. “Ask again tomorrow,” she murmured.

      Jex studied her for a few more seconds and then seemed to sense that she wasn’t going to cave today. She hated that her indecision was probably written all over her face. Would she somehow overcome her fears and worries tomorrow? She doubted it, and she hated herself for it.

      “Tomorrow,” he said decisively, tilting his head toward her. “Is that a firm commitment?”

      Pearl laughed shakily. “I’d say … fifty-fifty chance.”

      Jex’s dark eyes were full of disappointment, but of course he didn’t show anyone else that. He broke his concentration and grip on her and shrugged easily for the crowd. “Fifty-fifty is better than nothing, right, friends?”

      Everyone cheered. Jex grinned at her, took the surfboard a tech put in his hands, and jogged into the water. Pearl felt like she was frozen as she watched him paddle through massive waves and then dive through them on his board. He was a fabulous surfer, and she shouldn’t have this knot of fear in her stomach, but she did. Every. Single. Day. Would kissing him make the knot go away or make it grow?
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        * * *

      

      Jex thoroughly enjoyed surfing and mostly enjoyed mingling with the crowd afterward. Tomorrow, tomorrow. He’d felt like he and Pearl were turning a corner, but it was probably because of talking to Lottie last night. His sister kept insisting that Pearl loved Jex. Yet Pearl simply flirted with him and kept making him wait for that kiss. Did she thrive on rejecting him? That didn’t really fit the Pearl he knew and loved. He thought it was more tied up in her fears of losing him, like she’d alluded to last night. But how to fix that?

      They returned to the rental house and ate a late lunch with the camera and safety crew guys. Jex liked all of them, but he wanted to be alone with Pearl. After lunch, he showered and then approached her bedroom door. Visions of her opening it yesterday in her bra and panties flooded his mind, and he had to bite down on the desire that flared in him. He’d lost all ability to speak or think rationally yesterday. He doubted he’d get another vision like that today.

      She opened the door, still in her fitted pink dress and silver heels. Her golden-brown hair was in long curls down her back, and her teal eyes drew him in. She was so beautiful. “Hey,” she said, her lips turning up as she ducked her head slightly.

      Jex wanted to grab and kiss her right then and there, but he definitely wasn’t as brave as he showed on his videos. “You up for an adventure?” He winked.

      Pearl laughed. “You just never get enough.”

      “Not of you.”

      “Aren’t you lucky you get to spend each day with me?”

      Her voice had a teasing lilt to it, but Jex hoped she knew that he really did feel lucky and grateful. “It’s my greatest blessing,” he murmured.

      Pearl’s eyes widened slightly and her mouth softened. Did she believe him, or think he was still teasing? When she spoke, he was disappointed yet again. “So, what’s the adventure?”

      “Get a swimsuit on and I’ll show you.”

      “Does anyone ever tell you no?” she asked, planting a hand on her hip.

      You, every single day, he wanted to say. Instead, he grinned and said, “Why would anyone want to?”

      She laughed and shut her door.

      Jex stood staring at the closed door. “Is that a yes?” he yelled through it.

      “I’ll see you downstairs in a few.”

      He headed back to his room to change, smothering his disappointment. He loved being around Pearl. He needed to put the constant desire to kiss and hold her and beg her to marry him from his mind and just enjoy being her friend.

      He claimed to specialize in miracles. Forgetting his desire for Pearl would definitely be a miracle.
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        * * *

      

      Pearl followed Jex down the steep, muddy trail. Part of the route had ropes or PVC pipes mounted to help navigate it. “Why exactly am I wearing a swimsuit?” she asked Jex’s back.

      He glanced over his shoulder and grinned. “Because you look so good in it.”

      Pearl rolled her eyes, feeling her cheeks flush. “Where are we going?”

      “Patience, my girl, patience.”

      “I’m not your girl,” she shot back.

      “Poor me.”

      Pearl changed the subject quickly. “Hiking a muddy trail in a swimsuit. Great idea.”

      He laughed. “Don’t worry. There’s a swimming hole at the end.”

      “Queen’s Bath?” she asked. Her friend Tracy had told her all about the natural swimming pool formed from lava rock on the edge of a rocky outcropping of ocean. Pearl had planned to come here last time they were in Kauai, but they’d run out of time between Jex’s stunts and the other hikes and adventures they wanted to do. Plus, some of the locals had told them it was a dangerous spot. Not that danger meant much to Jex.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He eased down the last steep muddy incline onto the firmer lava rock and then turned back and reached up for her.

      Pearl scrambled partway down, but he wrapped his hands around her waist and lifted her down the rest of the way. “Thanks,” she said breathlessly, staring up into his dark eyes.

      “For the adventure, or saving you from breaking an ankle?”

      “Both.”

      “It’s weird seeing you without your high heels.”

      Pearl laughed. She liked being dolled up, but she also enjoyed wearing Tevas and embarking on adventures with Jex. Much milder adventures than Jex’s usual stunts but they were adventurous for her. “You like the heels better?”

      “You look amazing in anything.” His voice lowered. “Or next to nothing, like yesterday afternoon.”

      “You stop.” Pearl pushed halfheartedly at his chest, still humiliated that she’d answered her door half-clothed.

      Jex grinned. He stepped in closer and trailed a hand along her cheek. Pearl felt tingly from his touch but also felt something cold and wet smear across her face. Jex’s eyes widened as he looked at her. “Sorry.” Then he started laughing.

      Pearl reached up to her cheek and wiped. Her fingers came away covered in reddish-brown mud. “You did that on purpose,” she said.

      “No, I promise, I was trying to … have a romantic moment with you, not smear mud on your face.” He tilted his head. “Though it looks really cute on you.”

      “I’ll show you a romantic moment.” She turned and rubbed her dirty cheek against his white T-shirt.

      “Hey!” Jex grabbed her shoulders and held her back. “That’s my favorite shirt.”

      Pearl looked over the brown stain on his O’Neil T-shirt. “Well, you got mud on my favorite cheek.”

      He laughed but then sobered, staring intently at her. “My favorite cheek as well.”

      Pearl smiled, then looked around as she heard footsteps. Some people were approaching from across the lava.

      The two of them broke apart, but Jex took her hand. He greeted the people, then asked, “This the way to Queen’s Bath?”

      “Yeah, but be careful,” the man said. “Tide’s coming in and the waves are getting vicious. More than one person has been ripped out to sea and drowned this time of year.”

      “Thanks.” Jex squeezed Pearl’s hand, and they started walking across the lava. They navigated toward the well-known, somewhat forbidden swimming hole. When they reached it, there were a couple of teenagers down in the frothing blue water, and a warning placard close by showed how many people had died here.

      “Well, that’s morbid,” Pearl said.

      “Yeah. Who knew swimming was so dangerous?”

      A wave crested over the pool and smacked into the boys. They yelled in surprise. The wave rushed back out to the ocean. The boys screamed in horror as the wave pulled them toward the ledge and the angry ocean and vicious rocks forty feet below.

      Jex sprang away from Pearl and dove into the pool.

      “Jex!” Pearl screamed, rushing to the edge and looking down. It was probably about ten feet to the water. Jex’s shallow dive took him quickly across the pool toward where the water was rushing out and the boys were grappling for something to hold on to.

      Pearl held her breath and prayed desperately that Jex and those boys wouldn’t be another notch on the death board behind her.

      Jex surfaced, screamed, “Dive!” and grabbed the boys by an arm and a leg to drag them back under the water. The boys luckily caught on, and Pearl could see through the clear, though turbulent blue water as they all dove down to the bottom of the pool, protected for a second while the tow from the wave finally slowed and then stopped flowing out to sea.

      When they surfaced, Jex pushed the boys in front of him toward the lower rock ledge to the right of where Pearl waited. Another large wave was rolling in.

      “Jex!” Pearl yelled, pointing behind him at the wave cresting.

      The wave slammed into them from behind, lifting them up toward the rock ledge. Jex shoved the boys to safety, but as Pearl watched in horror, the swell crested and then rushed back toward the open ocean, dragging Jex with it before he could climb onto the ledge.

      Instead of resisting, Jex turned and swam with the current, and then he angled his body down and swam toward the deep bottom of the pool. Pearl’s hands were clammy and her heart was racing out of control. She finally caught a breath as the wave receded.

      Jex popped up to the surface, swimming to the rock ledge and flinging himself out of the water. He and the boys picked their way along the lava as Pearl hurried down toward them. More loud waves crashed into the pool, but luckily no one was in danger of getting tugged to their death.

      “Thanks, man,” one of the boys was saying. “My mom would’ve killed me if I went over that ledge.”

      Jex chuckled. “The ocean or the fall would’ve killed you first.”

      The kid’s eyes widened. “Oh, you’re right!”

      Pearl reached them. Jex’s shirt was clinging to his muscular body, and his face lit up when he saw her. “You okay, love?”

      “Am I okay? Am I okay?” Her voice was reaching a feverish pitch. She flung herself against his chest and hugged him fiercely. “Stop risking your life, you idiot!”

      Jex simply laughed and held her close. “I had to save these idiots’ lives.”

      Pearl pulled back and turned to scold them. “What were you thinking, jumping in when you saw how big those waves were?” She flung her hand at the board counting the deaths created by this deceptively beautiful spot. “And after seeing that sign?”

      The blond boy shrugged. “We’ve come before and it was fun. Today it wasn’t bad when we first got in. Just some waves coming in and out, giving us a ride, but not yanking us like that last one did. I think the tide is coming in.”

      Jex nodded. “Always be careful and research before you do something like this. We didn’t do our research today either. I never would’ve risked this pretty lady at an unpredictable spot like this.”

      The dark-haired kid whirled to stare at him with an open mouth and said with reverence, “You’re Jex Steele.”

      Jex smiled. “Yeah.”

      “I heard you were on the island. We’re coming to your stunt tomorrow.”

      “Thanks.” Jex shook both of their hands, chatted for a little while, and then they thanked him for saving their lives and headed for the trail. He pulled off his soaked shirt and then turned to her with a slight grin. He looked irresistibly good, and Pearl just wanted to hug him again.

      “You’re a hero today,” she said.

      Jex shook his head. “Don’t tell Gunner or Lily. Being the hero is their job.”

      “Don’t deflect, Jex. I’m super proud of you.” She put a hand to her chest. “I was so scared, though.”

      “Sorry I scared you, love.”

      “Did you mean what you said?”

      “Which part?” He tilted his head slightly.

      “You said you wouldn’t risk me in an unpredictable spot. What about risking yourself every day?”

      “But you, I, and the safety crew do our research every day, and I’m like Superman. You don’t have to worry about me, love.”

      Pearl stared at him for a few seconds, wishing she could really not worry about him. She turned and started walking to the trail. Jex shared many similarities with a superhero, but he was still mortal and could easily die at any moment.
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      Pearl was on the edge of a rocky cliff. She stared down into the oblivion, searching, searching for Jex. She finally spotted him, flying alongside the cliff as if he were a bird. Realizing he was in a wingsuit, she calmed her racing heart. He was okay. Jex was brilliant in a wingsuit.

      Suddenly, the wingsuit disappeared and Jex’s fall went wild. He plummeted toward the ground far below. He looked up at her, reaching out a hand and calling, “Pearl!”

      “Jex!” she screamed in horror. “Jex!” His body slammed against the jagged rocks, and she flung herself off the cliff, desperate to reach him yet aware that she was sealing her own fate.

      “Pearl! Wake up, Pearl!”

      Pearl jerked upright, pulling in a loud breath. The room was lit only by a lamp, and she stared into Jex’s handsome face as he held on to her shoulders with both hands. He wasn’t shattered on some rocky cliff. He was safe.

      “It was a dream, love. Just a dream. You’re okay.”

      “Yeah, but are you?” she croaked out of a very dry throat.

      Jex grinned. “I’m always okay, love.”

      Pearl wrapped her hands around his bare back and clung to him, whimpering. “You’re not always going to be.”

      “Ah, love.” Jex cradled her close. “Don’t worry. I’ll be okay. For you, I’ll be okay.”

      Pearl leaned back and looked at him. “How can you say something like that? You risk your life every day.”

      Jex stared at her, more serious than she’d ever seen him. “Do you worry about me, then?”

      “Do I worry about you?” Pearl pulled from his grasp, pushed past him, and stood. “You’re going to drive me to an early grave, Jex Steele.”

      Jex eased to his feet. Just watching him move was irresistible and awe-inspiring, especially when he was only wearing some cotton shorts. “Pearl …” His voice was deep and throaty. “We’ve spent a lot of time together the past six years.”

      Pearl wrapped a hand around her throat. Where was he going with this? “Yes, we have.”

      “And in all that time, have you learned to trust me at all?”

      Pearl blinked. “What do you mean?”

      “Have I ever not followed through with something I’ve told you I’ll do?” He arched a challenging eyebrow.

      She thought about it. “No.”

      “Have I ever lied to you?”

      “No.”

      “Have I ever let you down?”

      Pearl pursed her lips. No, he hadn’t. He terrified her almost every day, but he’d never let her down. He always survived his stunts, specializing in his miracles; he always made her laugh and smile and want him; and he was there for her in every possible way. “No, Jex.”

      “Pearl.” His voice deepened. He took a step closer and tenderly ran his hand down her arm, then wrapped his hand around hers. “You’re my best friend. I will always be there for you.”

      Pearl’s body heated up from his simple touch and the meaningful look in his eyes. “You’re my best friend too, Jex.”

      “I’ve been trying for the past few years, but especially the past six months, to show you how much I care, to show you that you’re the one for me.”

      Pearl’s eyes widened and happiness traced through her.

      “But I’ve been a wimp.” He stepped even closer, his strong body overshadowing hers. Squeezing her hand, he released it and wrapped both arms around her lower back. His touch seared heat through her thin tank top.

      “I don’t think anyone could call Jex Steele a wimp.”

      He smiled. “I’ve called myself it repeatedly.”

      “Why?” She moistened her lips and gazed up at his handsome face.

      “Because every day I tease with you about changing your last name, about kissing me, but I’ve never been man enough to ask you when we’re alone, far away from the crowds and the noise.”

      Pearl swallowed hard. If he asked her right now, she simply couldn’t resist him. She struggled to remember why she would even try to resist such a man.

      “Pearl. I can’t promise I’ll never die, but you know how well trained I am and how careful I am about my stunts. I promise you I’ll do everything in my power to stay safe, to keep spending each day with you.”

      There was so much sincerity and—dare she hope?—love in his words. He called her love all the time, but they’d never told each other they loved each other. They’d never even kissed, despite all their teasing, meaningful looks and touches, and time spent together, yet she felt so deeply about him and knew she’d love Jex Steele forever, even after he died.

      “Please say you trust that I’ll be there for you, Pearl, and please, please say you’ll kiss me.”

      The words hung between them. This was no tease, no play for the crowd; this was raw vulnerability and a beautiful plea, between only the two of them.

      Pearl couldn’t swallow or speak past her dry throat. She ran her palms along his jaw, and he groaned deep in his throat. The warmth in her body became an inferno of desire.

      Pearl pulled in a shaky breath and finally was able to get out in a quaky tremor, “Yes, Jex.”

      “Yes?” His voice rumbled with excitement.

      “Yes, I’ll trust you. Yes, I have been dying to kiss you for months.”

      “Months?” He grinned impishly. “Years, love.”

      Pearl laughed and pulled herself onto tiptoes. Their mouths were centimeters apart when she admitted, “Years and years, love.”

      “Ah, Pearl,” he moaned out, and then he pressed his lips to hers.

      The dark room seemed to explode with joy. Pearl ran her hands down to his broad shoulders and clung to him. Jex lifted her up and into his chest, his lips caressing hers eagerly. His mouth was warm and hungry, as if he’d been waiting for this moment longer than she had. Well, he’d be wrong about that. She returned the kiss with all the ardor and passion that had been piling within her. They moved and breathed together in a symphony of delicate and beautiful maneuvers that put every stunt he’d ever performed to shame.

      The kiss took on a life of its own, and Pearl felt like she was floating. Her head was light, but her heart was full to bursting. She wanted to shout to Jex that she loved him. He’d dodged past her barriers, convincing her to trust him, to give him a chance, and finally, finally to kiss him with all the devotion and desire she’d been storing up these past years.

      They broke apart, both pulling in quick breaths. Jex rested his forehead against hers and smiled gently. “Was it worth the wait?”

      Pearl grinned and admitted, “You’re worth the wait, Jex Steele.” Truer words may have never been spoken. She waited for him every day, watching with bated breath to see if he lived or died. It wasn’t easy, but she wouldn’t want to be anywhere else or with anyone else.

      “Ah, that was cheesy and cute, my love.”

      Pearl started to protest, but he cut it off by capturing her mouth again. Pearl threaded her fingers into his hair and hung on. Life with Jex Steele was a roller coaster, but the thrills were more than worth the terrifying plunges.
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      The next morning, Pearl still felt like she was floating. Jex had kissed her for a good, long time; then he’d tucked her into bed and promised they’d talk more soon. Though she’d been soaring from his kisses, she was grateful they hadn’t pushed too far physically, or gotten into a deep discussion after their kisses. She’d been emotional and so high on love that she would’ve agreed to change her last name last night. Would he still ask his questions today? Her stomach pitched with excitement as she thought about kissing him again.

      Today they were set up in the same parking lot as two days ago. They’d do a short spiel for the crowd, then jump in a helicopter to get Jex into the right spot above the Na Pali coastline. Jex was going to do a skydiving discipline called swooping. He’d float down from the helicopter with his highly maneuverable parachute, his camera angle giving views rarely seen by the average person of this breathtaking area. Then he’d swoop above the jungle, skimming the treetops. The landing would be the most dangerous part, as he would come in fast and have to stop on the remote Kalalau Beach. Worst case, he’d plunge into the water. It was a dangerous spot of water because of the vicious waves and undertow, but he’d survived almost going off a cliff two days ago and Queen’s Bath at high tide yesterday, rescuing two boys to boot. She wasn’t any more concerned than usual.

      As far as stunts went, this one wasn’t particularly dangerous. Jex could be injured by a tree catching the chute or the landing not going according to plan, but he wouldn’t be plunging off any thousand-foot cliffs on a mountain bike without any kind of safety harness.

      Jex was all suited up, except for his helmet. She saw him close his eyes briefly and watched as he had his private moment in prayer. He opened his eyes, focused on her, and crossed the space separating them. Pearl hurried to meet him.

      “Hi, beautiful.” He wrapped his arms around her. Pearl loved that they’d exchanged their first kisses last night and it had been private and beautiful. She also loved the way his touch and smile made her feel. “Is today the day?”

      She pumped her eyebrows. “The day I change my last name?”

      “I’ve been waiting for six years.” The depth of love and commitment in his eyes made her so happy. He had been waiting for her, and she’d been waiting for him. Now the waiting was over and only happiness lay in front of them.

      “But you don’t have a ring.” She winked.

      The crowd erupted in excitement. None of them knew what had happened last night, but she was certain they loved having this private insight into Jex Steele’s happiness.

      Jex’s eyes widened. His breath rushed out, and she felt his body tremble against hers. “Seriously, love? You’d seriously consider marrying me?”

      He was so cute and uncertain, completely unlike his normal, over-confident self. She loved both. Pearl’s heart thudded uncontrollably, and she wanted to reassure him and kiss the day away. She leaned in closer and whispered, “Seriously, love.” Pulling back, she squeezed his arms and said flippantly for the crowd, “Get a big diamond ring, and we’ll see.”

      Jex whooped and lifted her off her feet. He swung her around, then set her down gently. “I’ll have that ring so fast your head will spin.”

      She laughed, happiness flooding her. “You do that and pray hard for a positive response.”

      “You’re on.” Jex stared deeply at her. “Kiss for good luck?”

      She nodded and murmured, “Kiss for good luck.”

      Jex whooped again, but the cheers from the audience drowned him out. He captured his mouth with hers. His lips seared into her as if they were on fire, and their bodies melded as if they were one. The kiss drew out in beautiful splendor, and when he deepened it, she knew she’d never feel love and desire like this with anyone but Jex Steele.

      She finally pulled back to catch her breath, staring up into his dark, beautiful eyes. The crowd was roaring loudly. Jex lifted her off the ground and kissed her again. She laughed and clung to his neck, feeling free and light and so in love.

      Jex set her back down and grinned. “Now that was a kiss for good luck.”

      “No,” she murmured, “that was a kiss because I love you.”

      His eyes widened. Pearl wondered if she shouldn’t have admitted that, but she’d all but admitted it last night. Jex bent close and tenderly kissed her; then he whispered, “Does that mean you will change your last name to Steele when I produce that big diamond ring?”

      Pearl pushed at his chest. “Don’t get ahead of yourself.”

      “I’m not the one who just admitted that she loved me.” He winked.

      “Oh, my!” Pearl released her grip on him. She wanted him to say he loved her back, not tease her. “Go do your stunt, you jerk.”

      He chuckled. “One more kiss.”

      She shook her head stubbornly, but then she couldn’t resist his pleading glance and she started laughing. “You’re incorrigible. One more,” she agreed.

      Jex leaned in, framed her face with his hands, and captured her lips. The kiss was full of passion, desire, and love. She had no power to resist him. He cradled her in close like she was a priceless treasure and then gently trailed kisses to her ear, whispering for only her to hear, “I love you, Pearl Davenport-Jacobsen. You have no idea how happy you’ve made me.” He pulled back and stared deeply into her eyes. “I love you, Pearl!” he said, louder this time.

      Pearl’s cheeks filled with heat, but she didn’t care. She framed his face with her hands and kissed him again. “I think you’ve had enough kisses for good luck. Go show off, my love.”

      He gave her a fierce hug and then waved to the crowd, but then he turned back and swooped her off her feet, cradling her against his strong chest.

      Pearl’s arms instinctively went around his neck as her high-heeled feet dangled in the air. “What are you doing?”

      “You’re coming with me in the helicopter.”

      She laughed. “I forgot.”

      “I know. My kiss could make you forget your own name, especially a name as long as yours.”

      She shook her head and cuddled against him. His kisses last night and this morning had made her forget a lot of things, most importantly her fears for his safety, but last night he’d asked her to trust him. She had to take that leap of faith, because his kiss had also helped her realize a lot of things. She loved him, and she wasn’t about to let him go.
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        * * *

      

      Jex was soaring, literally and figuratively. The view as he swooped over the lush tropical forest toward the isolated Kalalau Beach was incredible, but it had nothing on the memory of Pearl in his arms, her mouth dancing with his, her firm body pressed against him. Last night she’d kissed him and agreed to trust him. Today she’d said maybe if he got a ring she’d marry him, and then she’d said she loved him.

      “She loves me!” he yelled to the trees below him, and he was rewarded with Pearl’s giggle in his headset.

      “Don’t let it go to your head, big guy,” she said.

      “It’s taken years for me to get you to kiss me and admit you loved me. That’s nothing to get cocky about.”

      Pearl laughed again and changed the subject, “That view is incredible.”

      “It’s nothing compared to your beautiful face.” He pulled on the parachute and swooped farther to the left.

      “You’re on target to land on the beach,” Pearl said. “Start slowing for your approach now.”

      Jex would slow soon, but he caught a glimpse of a small waterfall and clear pool of water below. He dipped to show his viewers. “Isn’t that amazing? From what I’ve heard, a group of locals live here, the naked hippies. Campers who hike the eleven miles to Kalalua might get an offer of pizz—”

      A taller tree that he hadn’t seen on his virtual tour jutted out of nowhere on his left-hand side. He corrected right quickly, but one of the ropes of his parachute snagged on a branch. His flight was abruptly brought to a screeching halt. His body was flung around the tree and he crashed through branches, speeding toward the earth. He wanted to grab a branch to slow his fall, but that would probably rip his arm off. He focused on getting his feet down so he didn’t hit his head or back first.

      A stirring of fear filled his gut but Jex ignored it. He never allowed himself to doubt only to act. Everything would be fine.

      He could hear Pearl screaming his name as the ground rushed up to meet him. His right leg crumpled, taking the brunt of the impact. Pain radiated through him as his head slammed into the ground, and then merciful blackness embraced him.
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      Pearl watched in horror as the tree appeared on Jex’s camera and then the view went wild. He was flung around the tree and slingshotted toward the ground. She expected him to grab a branch, do a Superman-worthy flip, and hit the lower canopy feet first, but all she saw was his rapid fall through greenery. It did appear he got his feet under him but there was no sign that he had any chance to break his fall.

      “Jex!” she cried out, gripping the bar above her in the helicopter. His camera showed a tilted angle of tropical forest, but no sound came from Jex. “No! Jex!” She glanced frantically around, but there was no place to land the helicopter. “Can you lower me down there?” she asked the pilot.

      “No,” he said. “I can land on the beach, about a mile away.”

      “Go!”

      The pilot nodded and the helicopter shot forward.

      Pearl’s only thought was her overwhelming need to get to Jex, but she needed to think rationally, she needed help. She shakily tapped a request into the phone to the safety team. They’d get help coming, but it was a remote area. It wouldn’t be coming fast.

      She could hear the pilot talking into his headset, probably sending out his own request for emergency help. She should tell him she’d already made the request, but she would welcome anyone who could rescue Jex.

      How badly injured was he? She squeezed her eyes shut tight and prayed desperately. Please help him. Please help him!

      The helicopter descended on an open spot of beach. One of the safety guys, Nels, helped Pearl out. Sand was flying around, stinging her eyes and her face. She didn’t care. With her head down, she ran out from under the rotors and toward the thick forest, hoping she could navigate it. Her heels were slowing her down, so she ripped them off and dropped them. Barefoot through the sand wasn’t bad, but when she reached the tree line and harder surfaces, rocks and twigs poked at her. She pressed on with Nels right behind her, and Greg, the cameraman who’d been in the chopper, took up the rear.

      They headed up a trail of sorts, and some people wandered out of their campsites, staring at the helicopter and them running past. “You okay?” a man yelled at them.

      “No!” Pearl flung back. She slowed long enough to ask, “Does this trail go to a small waterfall and pool?” That was the last thing she’d seen before Jex went down. She realized she still had her earpiece in, but Jex was making no noise. Her stomach churned, and she tried to remember if she could usually hear him breathing.

      “Yeah. Why?”

      Pearl ignored him and ran on. She heard Nels tell him, “One of our buddies went down in his chute.”

      “I’ll come with you,” the guy said. “I’m an EMT.”

      Pearl appreciated the support and sprinted up the uneven trail. Time dragged on, her lungs were on fire, and her feet got thrashed by the rough terrain as the four of them ran. The EMT guy didn’t say she was going the wrong way, so she pressed on.

      Jex! She could remember him yelling into the headset, “She loves me!” And then she could picture him careening to the ground and saying no more. Please help him, she prayed, a desperate plea to protect the man she’d finally admitted to loving.

      Pounding footsteps came from the other direction. Jex! Pearl raced on. It had to be him. He was okay. Jex was going to burst through that foliage any minute, sweep her off the ground, and tease her about being barefoot and how she shouldn’t wear heels in a jungle. His mic must’ve gotten damaged in the crash, but here he was, racing toward her. Tears of gratitude pricked her eyes. He did specialize in miracles.

      A man burst through the foliage, but it wasn’t her man—far from it. Her stomach dropped with disappointment and her eyes widened in shock. This man had long, blond hair in dreadlocks and wore absolutely no clothing. He appeared to be a laid-back, happy guy. He wasn’t smiling right now, though.

      Pearl jerked to a stop, the man behind her plowing into her. She caught herself on a tree trunk before she could hit the ground.

      “You haoles looking for the flying man?” he asked.

      “Is he okay?” Pearl burst out.

      The man shrugged his thin shoulders. “He’s breathing,” he said.

      Breathing? That was the best news he had? She was grateful he was breathing, but he must be in bad shape by the way this man was acting.

      “I’m Quinn,” the man said. “Follow me.”

      Pearl nodded. The man turned and broke into a quick jog. Pearl followed his bare backside, trying not to stare. She wanted to go faster, but she was still recovering from the fast sprint up the trail. Jex was breathing. He’d be okay. He had to be.

      They ran silently up the trail; then the man darted off into the forest. Pearl followed him. This route was even more vicious on her feet, and she almost cried out a few times as branches or rocks felt as if they were poking through the soles of her feet, but she bit her tongue and pressed on.

      She saw the bright blue parachute first, shredded in a tree. Her eyes scanned the ground below, and there he was.

      “Jex!” she screamed, rushing to his side. Another skinny, naked man knelt next to him. He scooted out of her way.

      Jex was crumpled on his side, his eyes closed. Splotchy blood was on his face, and it looked like one of the men had used a strip of cloth from Jex’s suit to bind his head up. His clothes were ripped and bloody. His right leg was angled the wrong direction, obviously broken—no, shattered was a better description. Another strip of cloth had been wrapped around his right thigh, and the blood on the ground beneath his leg was sickening.

      “Oh, Jex, no. No, no, no.” She dropped to her knees, tenderly touching his cheek, then bringing her fingers under his nose. He was indeed breathing, and she could see the pulse point in his neck, see his chest rising and falling, but he was a mess.

      “We didn’t dare move him,” Quinn said from behind them.

      “That was smart,” the EMT guy said. He knelt behind Jex and started probing his back and neck.

      Pearl held her breath, watched Jex’s face for signs of pain or any response, and prayed nonstop.

      Finally, the EMT guy met her gaze over Jex’s body. “Is help coming?”

      “Yes.” She hoped it wasn’t hours before they got here.

      “I’d rather not move him without a collar and a backboard.”

      “Did you find anything … in his spine?”

      He shook his head slightly. “Nothing I could detect, but he’s pretty … beat up. I wouldn’t rule out a spine injury.”

      “Okay,” she whispered, concentrating on Jex’s face. It was horrific to see this strong, confident man crumpled and beat up. What if he had a broken neck and never walked again? She shoved those thoughts away. She didn’t need to make this worse.

      The EMT guy turned to Nels and Greg. “Would you go meet the medics? Tell them we need a C-collar and a backboard.”

      “Sure,” Greg answered for them. They both took off at a jog.

      “What’s your name?” the EMT guy asked.

      “Pearl.” She cupped Jex’s cheek. “This is Jex.”

      “I’m Brandon.”

      “Thanks for helping us.”

      Brandon shrugged. “Wish there was more I could do. The wounds look mostly superficial, except his leg and the head wound. Nice job binding them both, guys.”

      Quinn’s friends nodded.

      “You good here?” Quinn asked. “If medics are coming, we’ll scoot on out. They might bring the coppers. Us and authorities are … no friendly together.”

      “Thank you,” Pearl said to the young men.

      “Mahalo,” Quinn said. They saluted her, and then their bare cheeks faded into the trees.

      Pearl focused on Jex. It was so hard to look at him bruised, torn, and broken, but she couldn’t look away either.

      “I guess the hippies of Kalalau aren’t as standoffish as some claim,” Brandon said.

      “They seemed like nice guys,” Pearl muttered. “Though some shorts wouldn’t have been out of order.”

      Brandon laughed. The sound seemed unnatural and wrong, and she felt guilty for making him laugh. If Jex wasn’t okay, would she ever laugh again? Brandon’s laughter faded quickly, and silence fell in the tropical forest again.

      Pearl listened intently for any sound from Jex and any movement in the trees. “How long do you think they’ll take?” she asked Brandon.

      He shrugged. “I’m not a local, so I don’t know their response time.” He cleared his throat and muttered, “Hopefully they aren’t as laid-back about first response as they are about the rest of their life. I’m worried about that leg. He must’ve landed on it first.”

      “It looks bad,” she agreed.

      Brandon gestured to the tourniquet above Jex’s right knee and all the blood below him. “They did the right thing with the tourniquet. I think you would’ve lost him if they hadn’t stopped the blood loss.”

      Pearl swallowed hard, shock and fear rolling through her. She bit at her lip until it bled. Would’ve lost him? She couldn’t lose him. Yet Jex couldn’t lose his leg. His entire life was his stunts and adventures. How would he deal with losing a leg? She didn’t want to know, but she had to ask. “Could he … lose his leg because of the blood flow being cut off?”

      “I doubt it,” Brandon reassured her. “You’d have to be without blood flow to the limb for eight hours. We’ll get him help long before then.”

      Pearl relaxed a little bit.

      “How’d this happen?” Brandon gestured to Jex’s broken body and then to the parachute up in the trees. The hippies had also cut that away. They’d done as much as they could for him.

      Pearl’s shock was lessening, and suddenly emotion flooded in. Tears pricked at her eyelids and rushed down her cheeks. The moisture was hot and irritating. She didn’t want to cry; she wanted to make Jex better. “Jex is an extreme sports guy,” she muttered through her tears. “He was doing a soaring stunt to show his viewers this remote spot.”

      “This is Jex Steele?” Brandon’s eyes widened. “I follow him on Instagram.”

      Pearl swiped at the tears on her cheeks and swallowed hard. Did Jex look so horrible that one of his followers wouldn’t recognize him? She bit at her cheek and fought more tears. He did. He looked like death warmed over. No! She wouldn’t think about death. Jex would be okay. He had to be okay.

      Her body shuddered as a sob ripped out of her. “Jex,” she groaned.

      Brandon stood and walked around Jex. He knelt next to her and wrapped his arm around her. “I’m sorry.”

      Pearl leaned into some stranger, not even caring that he smelled like he’d been camping for a few days and needed a shower. She didn’t care that she was basically alone with a stranger in this forest. Without Jex, nothing mattered.

      She closed her eyes and prayed for Jex. Please, please let him be okay. Please don’t take him.

      “I crash-land in a forest, and you hug some other dude,” Jex’s voice said from below her.

      Pearl’s eyes flew open and she screamed, “Jex!” She wanted to throw herself on him, but she didn’t dare.

      He groaned and rolled onto his back.

      Brandon released his grip on her, holding out his hands and cautioning him, “Don’t move.”

      “Sorry,” Jex said unrepentantly. “Who are you, and why are you hugging my girl?”

      “Jex! He’s the EMT. Are you okay?”

      “No, love. I feel like dog dung.” He stayed on his back but reached down toward his right leg. “My leg is on fire. What’s going on?”

      “It’s a …” His eyes darted to Jex’s mangled leg and he cleared his throat. “A bad break and you were losing a lot of blood, so they put a tourniquet on it,” Brandon explained. “How’s your neck and back feel?”

      Jex licked his lips. “Like I crashed through a tree.”

      “Please don’t move,” Brandon said. “They should be here soon with a backboard.”

      “Okay.” Jex closed his eyes for a few seconds, pain evident on his handsome face, but at least he was lucid.

      “You lost a lot of blood and you’ve been out for probably fifteen minutes,” Brandon said. “Are you feeling lightheaded?”

      Jex nodded. “I feel like somebody put a battering ram to my head and then set my leg on fire.”

      The whir of a helicopter came overhead. They couldn’t see it through the thick forest, but Pearl increased her prayers that help would get here soon.

      “All these years,” Jex said, “and now we have the answer.”

      “What?” Pearl stared down at him.

      His eyes fluttered open, and though he was hurting, his dark eyes sparkled with a teasing glint. “I guess your kiss isn’t good luck.”

      Pearl’s mouth fell open. “If you weren’t beat up, I’d smack you.”

      Jex chuckled, but his breath hitched and he held his chest. “Oh, that hurts.”

      “Oh, Jex.”

      He winked at her. “You can kiss everything better as soon as a doc fixes me up.”

      Pearl shook her head, happy he could tease.

      “I’m just teasing about the bad luck, love. I’d take a little injury for a kiss from you any day of the week.”

      “Jex, this isn’t some ‘little injury.’”

      He gave her a roguish smile. “I’ll be back doing tricks by next week.”

      Did he not realize he might lose his leg, he might have a broken neck or back, or he might have a dozen other injuries that could end his career or make his life extremely difficult? Today they’d finally admitted their love for each other. Would this affect how Jex felt about her, about their future together? No. She had to stay positive like he was doing.

      Brandon chuckled. “There’s that Jex Steele unconquerable spirit. You’re going to be fine.” He stood. “I’m going to go help the EMTs get in here.”

      “Thanks,” Pearl murmured as he took off.

      “All alone now, love,” Jex said, but then he let out a groan of pain.

      “Jex?” Pearl didn’t dare touch him, and had no clue how to help. “Oh, Jex, does it hurt so much?”

      “Yeah.” He pumped his eyebrows. “But I think I know what could distract me from the excruciating pain.”

      “What?” She leaned in closer. She’d do anything to help.

      “Those beautiful lips.”

      “Jex! How can you joke at a time like this?”

      “I’m not joking. Your kiss will be my morphine.” He smiled softly at her. “I’d kiss you passionately if you were on death’s door.”

      “Don’t say death.”

      “Then kiss me.”

      “You’re incorrigible.”

      “But you love me,” he reminded her. “I remember everything—the chute catching on something, crashing through those trees—” He pointed up. “—but most importantly, before that my gorgeous, brilliant, flirtatious assistant Pearl kissing me like the sun wasn’t going to shine anymore and telling me how desperately she loves me.”

      “I didn’t say desperately.”

      He chuckled but stopped quickly. “Don’t make me laugh.”

      Pearl bent down close. “Just kiss you, huh?”

      “Yes, please.” His dark eyes seared into her.

      “Well, since you’re injured, I guess it’s the least I can do.”

      “That’s the spirit.” He wrapped his hand around the back of her head and pulled her down to meet his mouth.

      Pearl planted her hands on either side of his torso so she wouldn’t jostle him. Their lips met, making her lightheaded. Jex’s kiss was tender yet firm, transporting her away from the stress and fear of the past half hour and into a world where only the two of them existed. They could get through anything if they were together. All she needed was Jex close.

      Something crashed through the bushes, yanking her from the euphoric state, and she pulled back in time to see several men carrying a backboard.

      “Maybe he’s not as injured as we thought,” one of the men said.

      Another guy chuckled. Pearl’s cheeks reddened.

      “Somebody’d better be dead,” Jex growled. “Interrupting a man’s morphine like that.”

      “Sorry, but you’re close to dead, man,” Brandon said. “Come on, let’s get you to a hospital.”

      Pearl noticed Brandon and the other men’s eyes flickering to Jex’s leg. Reluctantly, she withdrew from Jex.

      He reached out a hand to her. “Stay close, please.”

      “I will,” she assured him.

      She watched helplessly, wishing she could ease his pain, as they transferred him to the backboard. They carefully repositioned his leg, and Jex grunted, panting and clutching the edges of the backboard. His face went white, and Pearl was certain he would pass out again. Maybe that would be better, though, if he could sleep through all of this and they could get him to the hospital and some real morphine.
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      Jex was in and out of consciousness as they carried him down the trail and onto the helicopter. He felt worse than anything he could recall from previous injuries. His head hurt, his leg was on fire, and his body was scratched and scraped. Worst of all, he felt helpless. He hated that feeling, almost as much as he hated that Pearl had to see him broken and useless.

      No. He couldn’t be negative. He’d heal quickly and be back doing tricks, flirting with Pearl, kissing her nonstop, and talking her into marrying him. He clung to those thoughts. He was going to be okay, stronger than ever, and soon this would just be something to joke about.

      They made it to the hospital and started shooting him full of something that made him even drowsier, but at least numbed the pain. He clung to Pearl’s hand as they rushed him down a hallway. “Don’t leave me,” he slurred out.

      “I won’t, Jex. I’ll be here. You’ll be okay.”

      He hated being so needy, but he needed Pearl. Everything besides their connection was fuzzy and disjointed. He closed his eyes and could feel her slipping away from him. “No,” he tried to yell, but it came out as a croak. “Pearl, Pearl,” he pled.

      The world went black.
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        * * *

      

      Pearl paced the small hospital room where they’d brought Jex to recover after hours of surgery. Her stomach churned and her heart raced. Sweat pooled in her bra and slid down her back. She wanted Jex to wake up from the anesthesia, but at the same time, she didn’t. How was he going to deal with this news? His whole life had changed in a split second. Of course Jex knew what he did was dangerous, but he also thought he was invincible, was always joking about specializing in miracles. Despite various minor injuries, he had seemed to live a charmed life. Well, they needed a miracle now, and she didn’t know that the good Lord really worked the way she wanted Him to.

      Jex stirred, groaned, and blinked his eyes open. “Pearl,” he croaked out.

      Tears sprang to her eyes. She wanted to be strong for him, but she was deeply touched to know that he’d called to her first. “I’m here.” She hurried to his side and took his outstretched hand.

      “You said you wouldn’t leave me,” he muttered.

      “They wouldn’t let me in the operating room—something about a medical degree, I don’t know,” she tried to joke, but her voice was uneven.

      Jex chuckled, then coughed.

      “Do you want some ice chips?” she asked. “They said you could have those when you woke up, then progress to water. If you’re a good boy, you might earn a juice box by tonight.”

      He smiled up at her. “You’re so pretty.”

      Pearl grinned weakly. She wished with everything in her that she didn’t have to deliver this news. Could she wait until his family arrived? They were en route, but a private jet took a bit longer than commercial to fly from Boston to Kauai. Well, the flight speed was a bit slower, but they didn’t have security or layovers to deal with. She released his hand and spooned some ice chips in his mouth.

      “Thanks,” he murmured. He let go of her hand just long enough to push the button to lift his bed up. He rotated his head and said, “I’m feeling pretty good. Clear, just a little headache. Guess the head injury wasn’t too bad?”

      “No.” Hopefully her face wasn’t blanching, because she suddenly felt lightheaded. “You bled a bit, but the head injury wasn’t too bad. You do have a broken rib, but they said that will heal well.” They’d cleaned up a lot of his surface scratches and wounds.

      He took another bite of ice chips and smiled. “Sweet. Yeah, I’m feeling really great, especially considering the crash and that I was out for a while.” He looked to her as if expecting her to confirm that he was fine.

      “You did lose consciousness,” she squeaked out.

      “My right leg feels weird, but that’s probably just the anesthesia wearing off.” He shrugged. “So I know how you work, sweet Pearl. You’ve rescheduled this week, already scheming which older stunts you can replay to keep the fans happy. Maybe next week we double up the tricks so we fit in all the Kauai stuff before we move on. Is it Switzerland on the schedule next? Man, I’m stoked for that trip.” His grin became intimate and he squeezed her hand. “Especially now that my beautiful manager and I are on kissing and I-love-you terms. If you were a betting woman, and I bought a really huge diamond ring, how long would you bet it takes for me to talk you into changing your last name?”

      “Um, uh …” Pearl was choking. She had to tell him. She had to.

      Jex’s face clouded. He set the ice chips down. “Please, Pearl. Don’t get all freaked out because you finally admitted you’re gone for me and then I got hurt. I’ll be more careful.” He smiled gently at her, as if she were unstable and he needed to tread carefully. “Everything that happened before the accident is still true. I still love you; you still love me. You can trust me to always be there for you. It’s all going to be fine.”

      No woman on earth would be able to resist his brilliant, charming smile. Even lying in a hospital bed, he was so confident, so attractive. She did love him, but his optimism might not continue once he knew.

      “Jex, it’s not about us.” She could hardly choke it out.

      “What is it, then? The sponsors are upset?”

      “N-no,” she managed.

      “Oh! My leg. It’s broken, isn’t it? I’d totally forgotten how bad it looked and how much it hurt before. It’s all numb now. Did they have to set it? Am I going to be longer than a week’s recovery?” His grin grew. “You know what? Maybe this is fate, beautiful girl. I’ll buy a huge diamond, talk you into marrying me, and we can elope tomorrow.” He winked cockily. “What does it take a bone to heal? Six weeks. A six-week honeymoon will be incredible. Just me and you, holed up on a private beach. I’m so happy you finally admitted to desperately loving me.”

      His dark eyes seared into her with a smoldering look that made her week in the knees. A six-week honeymoon? Their own private beach? She wished. Oh, she loved him more than desperately, but love wasn’t going to conquer all when he found out the truth. She wrung her hands together, her neck tight, her stomach churning.

      Maybe she was underestimating how great Jex was. Maybe he’d take this news like the patient, laid-back, optimistic guy he was and just soldier on. Maybe the months of recovery and the fact that he’d never do a stunt again wouldn’t faze him. And maybe if she prayed hard enough, a doctor or his family would rush in and Pearl wouldn’t have to be the one to break the truth.

      “Please, sweet Pearl. I love you. Say you’ll marry me.” He waited with an expectant smile on his handsome face.

      Pearl licked her lips, swallowed hard, clung to his hand, and finally knew she had to spit it out, “Your leg’s a mess, Jex. Irreparable damage is what the doctors said. They put rods and screws in to straighten and support it, hoping the shattered bones will someday heal. They used donor ligaments for your knee that should heal in four to six months. The nerves are … destroyed. They should reroute, but Jex …” She couldn’t even look at him. “Even with extensive physical therapy, you may never walk normally again, let alone run, bike, or do most of your other stunts.”

      She forced her gaze to meet his. Jex’s dark eyes were full of disbelief and shock. He looked down at his leg, which was covered with the white sheet, then back up at her. Blinking as if trying to see through the fog, he released her hand and ripped the sheet off, revealing that his right leg was tightly wrapped in Ace bandages. His face blanched and his lips tightened. “No,” he murmured.

      Pearl pulled in a shaky breath, her body trembling. “Jex, I’m so sorry.”

      “No!” He roared. “No!” He leaned forward and started ripping at the bandages.

      “Jex, stop.” Pearl hurried around the bed so she could restrain him, grabbing on to his hands. “Jex!” she begged. “Stop.”

      Jex stared at her, his eyes wild and unfocused. Pearl felt fear trace through her. Jex was strong, much stronger than her. Would he hurt her? The Jex she’d known and fallen in love with over the years never would have, but this Jex didn’t even look like the man she loved. He looked out of control, horrified, and desperate.

      Jex pulled his hands free, wrapped them around her forearms, and very, very gently pushed her back. “Pearl,” he said in a much saner voice than she’d expected. “Please step back. I would never hurt you, but I am going to look at my leg.”

      Pearl’s heart was thundering out of control. “Thank you for being in control, Jex. Can you let me get some help, and they’ll unwrap your leg and explain your prognosis better than I can?”

      Jex stared at her for a few beats. Pearl’s pulse was calming down, but there was something more terrifying about him now than his craze of a few seconds ago. Now he was growing cold and detached. She could almost feel him shrinking away from her, from everything. He released his hold on her and leaned back into the bed. “Okay,” was all he said.

      “Okay.” Pearl hurried around the bed, pushing the button for the nurse and explaining they wanted the doctor to explain the prognosis and unwrap the leg to show Jex what they’d done. She stood uncertainly next to Jex’s bed after the nurse assured her the doctor would be there as soon as possible.

      Nodding in what she hoped was a convincing way, she said through her too-dry throat, “It’ll be okay, Jex. It’s going to be okay.”

      Jex stared straight ahead. He didn’t look at her. He didn’t answer her. Chills started in Pearl’s spine and worked their way out as she shut her mouth tight, worried her lip, and wrung her hands together. There was no reason to lie further. Nothing was going to be okay.
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      Five of the most boring yet terrifying weeks of Jex’s life passed. That was about all he could say about them. Time dragged by as he had nothing to do but heal. His leg was such a mess that they hadn’t even started physical therapy yet. His family had arrived at the hospital in Kauai not too many hours after his pathetic state had been revealed to him by Pearl and then explained by the doctor. They’d all returned to the States two days later and gone to several specialists. Everyone concurred with the doctor from Kauai and said he’d done the very best he could.

      His mom had begged him to come recover at their house south of Boston. He probably should’ve. At least Lottie, all the happily engaged or married couples, and his parents could’ve kept him company, but he couldn’t stand it. He couldn’t stand the pity in anyone’s eyes. So he’d gone home to his house in Boca Raton, Florida. He’d rarely spent more than a few days at a time here. It was a nice place, right on the river, a block from the beach. He liked it. And he was miserable.

      Pearl had come with him. Of course his faithful Pearl hadn’t left his side. She was far too good for him, and he had nothing to offer her now.

      Pearl had hired all kinds of help: nurses, housekeepers, and a world-renowned chef delivering their meals. The physical therapists, occupational therapists, and who knew what other therapists would come as soon as they got approval from the docs. What did it matter? Jex would never return to full health. He would never do another stunt again. What did anything else matter?

      Pearl strode into the room, looking breathtakingly beautiful in a fitted pale blue dress and spike heels with polka dots on them. She mattered. She was the only bright spot in his life. He loved her. He adored her. He needed to let her go.

      “Good morning, love,” she said, all bright and cheery.

      Jex knew she was trying to bring him out of the funk he’d been in the past few weeks, but he couldn’t rise out of it, even for her. He was as independent as possible, getting around on crutches, even doing stairs so he could get up to his main level from his bedroom or gym. This morning, he’d already done the weightlifting moves he could do for his upper body and good leg in his home gym, which took up the space above his four-car garage, before he’d showered and gotten ready. He didn’t want Pearl worrying about him—or worse, being disgusted by him—but he was depressed, and even Pearl couldn’t bring him out of it. He’d tried so hard to stay positive and normal for the past five weeks, but nothing was going to change and he’d finally admitted it to himself: it was past time to let her go live her life.

      “You look good.” She bent down and kissed his cheek. She smelled so good, like coconut and vanilla. He wanted to pull her onto his lap and kiss her until he forgot all about his aching leg and his lost future. They hadn’t shared a real kiss since he’d regained consciousness in the forest on Kauai. Her kiss had taken away all of his pain that day. He imagined it would help him now as well, but he couldn’t be that selfish.

      “Thanks. You look beautiful as ever.”

      She smiled. “So I talked to the doc and told him you’d been lifting on your own with your upper body and … good leg. He was thrilled with how well you’re doing and that you’re maintaining your strength.”

      How good he was doing? Maintaining what strength? His strength didn’t matter if he could never run, bike, hike, swim, wakeboard, surf, soar, or do any of his stunts again. He smiled encouragingly, knowing she saw straight through him, but not willing to drag her into his darkness.

      “He recommended a physical therapist. I contacted the lady, and she’s going to come meet with us today. Is that all right?” She was so sunny and bright that Jex wished he could shield his eyes or put a curtain over her like he did the windows. She was too beautiful for him, and he wouldn’t constrain her to this life. It hurt to even look at her. How did he get her to leave him without hurting her? It would destroy him to lose her, but that was his life now.

      “Of course. Thank you. You’re too good to me.” He winked. Anyone from the outside looking in would think he was reacting to his injury like a champion. What a joke. He could see the flicker of unease in Pearl’s eyes, but she didn’t want to delve into any of his issues either. Were they both just wimps who hated confrontation, or was this pain simply too deep to even try talking about it?

      “I went through your finances last night.”

      Jex jerked. Pearl had done so much for him over the years, and he trusted her implicitly. She had access to all his accounts and worked with his financial consultants to invest, donate, and manage his money. Maybe now that he had nothing better to do, he’d take a more active role in that crap. He’d always hated math, and reading, and science. Unlike his brothers, he’d barely limped through school. Limped. That was fitting. The only thing he was truly good at was being crazy and using his physical strength, coordination, and talent to show off. He was such a loser now. How could Pearl even stand to be around him?

      “Am I still rich?” he tried to joke.

      Pearl laughed shakily. “Very much so. But, um … you aren’t going to like this.”

      Jex couldn’t help but let out a frustrated grunt of a laugh. Not going to like this? He didn’t like anything right now. Except her. “Lay it on me. I can handle it.” He pushed out his chest as if he were cocky and gave her what he hoped was his irresistible grin. He didn’t think anything about himself was irresistible anymore, yet Pearl stayed with him. Why?

      “I’ve been pretty busy with setting everything up with the house and the doctors and responding to all the media inquisitions,” she began.

      Jex pushed up to his feet—well, his one foot. He didn’t grab his crutches, but lightly held on to a side table for balance. He immediately felt a little better, not gazing up at Pearl like he worshipped her—which he did, but something was more wrong than normal and he didn’t want to take the news sitting down. “You’ve been amazing.” He wished he could add sweetheart or love, but he’d tried very hard to cut anything like that out of his vocabulary the past few weeks. He didn’t know why she stayed, but he didn’t want to influence her.

      It hit him like a ton of bricks: everything she’d been doing had been setting him up so she could leave. He almost sank back to the chair, but he held his core tight and spread his toes to balance better on his good leg. Every muscle was tight. Pearl was leaving him. How had he not recognized it before now? It was for the best. It was what he wanted.

      No, that was a blatant lie. He wanted Pearl, but he wouldn’t hold her to him when he had nothing to offer her. Sure, he was wealthy, but he had no purpose, no drive to succeed anymore, nothing in his future. He’d keep taking care of himself and pretending for the world that he was dealing with this injury like Jex Steele did everything: with a joking smile and a patient attitude. It would all be a lie. And he’d tell himself the hugest lie of all: that when Pearl left, he wouldn’t spiral into a hole so black and deep that it was impenetrable.

      “Thank you, Jex.” She ducked her head slightly and bit at her lip, and he wished with everything in him that he could kiss her, really kiss her. Maybe when she left, he’d kiss her goodbye. That was at least something to look forward to.

      “Lay it on me. I can take it. Wait, let me guess first. I’m going to lose all my money and have to go live on an island in the Caribbean with snakes.” He grinned and pumped his eyebrows. “Preston and Ally acted like it was so tough, but I think I could hack it.” He could hack anything if Pearl was with him. Well, anything but losing the function in his right leg. Over a month ago they’d finally admitted their love for each other, and within minutes his future had been stripped from him. The good Lord had a perverse sense of humor.

      The thought left Jex with instant guilt, and he should’ve said a silent prayer of repentance. It wasn’t his Father in Heaven’s fault that Jex was good at nothing besides risking his life. Yet he hadn’t talked to the good Lord in five weeks, and he didn’t think today was the day to mend that relationship. He used to pray before every stunt, and look where that had gotten him.

      Pearl’s beautiful lips turned up. “You’re not going to live with snakes, but I agree with Ally on that one.” She gave an exaggerated all-over shudder, and Jex had no choice but to focus on her exquisite shape. A shape he’d never hold close again. “I couldn’t have handled the snakes.”

      Jex let his eyes trail over her perfect face. “You’re an impressive lady, Pearl Davenport-Jacobsen. You could’ve handled the snakes.” If only she could handle the darkness deep inside of him and the fake way he was dealing with his disability. He hated the word “disability”: so proper, so fake. Lame or handicapped fit so much better in his mind. He wanted to pound his fists on his chest and yell that he didn’t need anyone’s help. He had a bum leg. No big deal. Except it was a very big deal, for him.

      “Well, thank you, Jex Jefferson Steele.”

      “Whoa, going for the full name. This must be serious.” He hadn’t teased her about changing her last name since that day in the hospital. She hadn’t brought up those empty hopes again either.

      “You went for the full name, you dork.”

      “Oh, I’m the dork?” He put his hand on his chest.

      “Irresistible dork.”

      “That’s right. You love every inch of me, and you know it.” The teasing had made him forget his current situation. He clamped his mouth shut and wished he could take the last sentence back. Her teal-blue eyes darkened with desire, and she gazed at him as if she truly did love every inch of him. Jex cleared his throat and quickly said, “So, my financial troubles?”

      Pearl stepped back as if he’d slapped her. Jex’s stomach swam with guilt, but he couldn’t lead her on. He knew she could see through his false happiness, but in the past few seconds he’d let it get too real. It was a fine line he walked, pretending he was fine so Pearl couldn’t call him out on what a mess he truly was, even though he knew she knew. Yet he also couldn’t fully tease and let her see how much he loved her. He wouldn’t bind her to him when he had nothing left.

      She swallowed hard, and he watched that smooth neck bob. If only he could kiss that neck, just one more time. Maybe he could live in the memories of it. He had the memory of those kisses they’d shared that fateful day five weeks ago. They had to be enough, except they weren’t enough for him. He was such an adrenaline-craving jerk. He wasn’t going to take advantage of Pearl and guilt her into staying just because he needed her worse than he needed to fling himself out of an airplane.

      Pearl collected herself and said, “So there’s an account you have with a credit union here in Florida that we don’t use very often. It’s received an infusion of millions of dollars in the past few weeks.”

      His eyes narrowed. “My family?” His family wouldn’t do that to him, would they? They were all wealthy and successful as well, but he’d patiently explained to each of them individually over the past few weeks that he didn’t need anything, especially not money. His mom and Lottie had stayed the first few days after they’d returned to the States, but luckily, he’d been able to convince them that he was fine, that he had Pearl. Except he didn’t have Pearl.

      She shook her head. “Various donors—some for only a few dollars, some for thousands. After you shut down all the GoFundMe accounts, this bank put it out there that people could donate to you through them after your accident.”

      Jex’s jaw clamped and anger made his blood pump faster and faster. He was not a charity case. Never. That was why his lawyers had very effectively convinced GoFundMe to close every account started in his name.

      Several tense seconds passed as he fought for control. His balance wavered, and he had to lean on the table for support. Pearl’s eyes flickered to his right hand clinging to the table, then back to his face. He pushed away from the table and used every ounce of balance and strength he had to stay steady on his left leg.

      “Donate it,” he finally managed to growl.

      Pearl pulled in a quick breath.

      Jex cleared his throat and tried to not come across as angry, embarrassed, and humiliated. People meant well, but he hated handouts worse than he hated his right leg right now. He tried to speak, but his throat was still gravelly and full of anger. He swallowed several times, licked his lips, and focused on the view of the river and a beautiful yacht sailing past headed out to sea. “Please donate the full balance in that account to the charity of your choice.” Good for him. That had sounded pretty level and unemotional. “And please shut down the account and explain to the bank that what they did was unacceptable, and we are withdrawing all funds from them.” He forced himself to meet Pearl’s gaze and hoped his own eyes weren’t full of all the emotions roiling around inside of him—anger, frustration, and love for her.

      “Sounds great.” She forced a smile.

      “Anything else?” He smiled in response. So fake.

      Jex waited, patiently. He used to be the patient one; all his life, his mom had told people how patient he was. Not anymore. Now everything made him impatient and very, very angry.

      Anything else? As in you can’t handle me or this fake existence any longer? He hoped he was giving Pearl the opening she needed. She would tell him she was going to visit her mom or brother for a few days; then those days would stretch into weeks. They’d talk less and less frequently. She’d eventually stop texting or calling. Some smart man would snatch her up.

      He felt like Gunner had just slugged him in the gut. He bowed forward, lost his balance, and would’ve gone down if Pearl hadn’t rushed to him, wrapping her arms around his waist to steady him. Jex automatically wrapped his own arm around her shoulder, bracing himself. He put the thought of her and another man out of his head and simply savored Pearl being close, drinking in her smooth curves and her soft scent. He let himself brush his lips against her forehead. Pearl. He loved her so much.

      Pearl glanced up at him, so beautiful and irresistible that he almost bent closer and kissed her. But then he noticed the strain on her face. She was giving a lot of energy to simply help him stay upright. He was leaning on her. No! What kind of a weak man was he? Horror and anger and embarrassment rushed through him. Jex released his grip on her, grabbed on to the table, and shuffled backward. He couldn’t look at her, didn’t want to know if he’d hurt her feelings. That was the last thing he wanted, but if she was leaving him, she’d probably be glad he pushed away.

      “Anything else?” he pushed out.

      “Um … not right now. I’ve got to run some errands. I’ll be back for lunch.”

      Jex nodded, studying the view, not able to make himself pretend right now.

      “Jex?” Her voice was so sweet and full of almost begging that he had to look at her. It was worse than he’d feared. Her teal eyes were bright, and a single tear splashed past her thick lashes and down her cheek. He wanted to brush it away. He wanted to kiss it away. He didn’t want to ever make her cry.

      She swallowed, and he watched that smooth neck pulse. Then she asked something that he didn’t know how to answer: “Are you ever going to … kiss me again?”

      Jex clung to that side table until his knuckles turned white. Why did she have to go there? His body warmed at the thought of kissing her, while he cussed himself for being a primeval man. He couldn’t answer her. He couldn’t even think of a way to joke around this one. He wanted to kiss her more than he wanted the use of his leg back, but he wouldn’t allow his selfish desires to chain her to him and sink her future. Instead of answering, he sat back down in his chair and reached for his laptop. Clicking on his mail, he saw there were thousands of unopened messages.

      Pearl’s heels clicked away, and he heard the door slam shut. He cringed, set the laptop back on the desk, and grabbed his crutches. Hurrying through the second story of his mansion, he made it to the open loft area with windows overlooking the street. A few seconds later, her Lexus eased out and then headed south.

      Jex’s heart was heavy. Would she come back? He prayed she would, and then cursed himself again.
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      Pearl made it out of Jex’s room without letting any tears squeak out, but as soon as she got in the car, the floodgates opened. She cried through most of her errands, putting on a happy face when she saw other people but breaking down every time she got back into the Lexus.

      She deliberately missed lunch but by the time she got back to the house to meet with the physical therapist and Jex, she was under control and ready to continue this fake, heartbreaking existence they’d fallen into the past five weeks. Anyone from the outside peering in would think Jex was handling his injury like a champion. He’d even fooled the psychiatrist he met with once a week into thinking he was dealing “superbly.”

      Jex was kind to Pearl and never got upset. He exercised far past most people’s point of exhaustion every day, and he kept himself looking handsome and clean. But he was not himself, not by a long shot, and though Pearl appreciated that he wasn’t blowing up in anger or being grumpy, she wanted real. She wanted Jex. But maybe the injury had taken her Jex away. Life happened, and sometimes it wasn’t happy or easy.

      The physical therapist, Mary, was great. She put Jex through a workout and she was tough and pushed him, which wasn’t easy to accomplish with him being in such fabulous shape. Mary could also joke and take Jex’s teasing. Pearl used to believe there was a special teasing Jex reserved for only her, but now he teased with her the same way he teased with everyone.

      Did he still love her? She thought it was in his eyes, but as the days passed and he never brought up love or changing her last name, she doubted his love more and more. He wouldn’t kiss her, even when she opened herself up like she had this morning. His refusal to even answer her had crushed her.

      Mary finished, and Pearl saw her out. When she returned upstairs, Jex’s bedroom door was shut and she could hear the shower going. Everyone else took it as a very good sign that Jex took such good care of his hygiene and kept exercising hard and pretending for the world that he was doing great and that his injury wasn’t affecting him.

      Pearl knew better. His mom seemed to sense the same things Pearl did: Jex was depressed and in a dark spot. It had only been five weeks since his life was upended. What did Pearl expect? That he’d hash his anguish out with her? That he’d confide in her? That he’d still love her? She wanted all those things but didn’t think it was fair to expect them. Maybe with time and prayer. Lots of both.

      Pearl went to Jex’s office and responded to the requests that kept pouring in for Jex to come speak, give seminars, or teach stunt classes. So many people were seeing the opportunity in his injury, an opportunity to make a difference and teach rather than be the stuntman. She kept putting them all off. She hadn’t dared ask Jex yet. Maybe at dinner.

      Dinner was delivered, and the salmon, sweet potatoes, and salad were delicious. Jex ate everything, taking seconds of the salmon. Pearl knew it was an act, and she could hardly eat half of her plate. Whenever she took meals with Jex, he ate like he had a voracious appetite. The few times he ate alone, she’d seen glimpses of him on the cameras as he pushed food around and then threw most of it away.

      He caught her gaze and winked. “I’m starved after that double workout today.”

      Pearl swallowed. The tears were right at the surface today. “Mary seems great,” she said.

      Jex’s gaze sharpened. He’d noticed the quaver in her voice. “Yeah. Thanks for setting that up.”

      “Of course.” Pearl waited. She kept wondering if he’d talk about healing and either trying to go back to the stunts he could do, with a few alterations, or teaching or something, but he hadn’t referenced the future at all. Give him time, give him time, she reminded herself. “So I’ve got a lot of emails with opportunities for you,” she blurted. Oh, shoot! Her flapping jaw.

      Pearl froze as Jex’s eyes widened. He set his fork down, and a few seconds passed before he said in a low voice, “Opportunities?”

      This definitely wasn’t giving him time, and maybe it was the wrong moment, the wrong approach, but if Pearl wanted real, she had to give him the chance to open up and express what he was feeling, where he wanted to go from here. Not just with his work, but with them.

      “There are so many emails about them.” She leaned forward. “There are people wanting you to be a motivational speaker at seminars, youth groups, or church groups. There are people hoping you’ll consider teaching your stunts: wakeboarding, mountain biking, snowboarding, wingsuits, whitewater kayaking—the list is long, Jex.” She paused and tried to gauge his reaction, but he was stone-faced. He didn’t appear mad, but he didn’t appear interested either.

      Pearl had to take a chance and put it out there. She stood, hurried around to his chair, and dropped to her knees in front of him. Jex kept his eyes on her, but he made no move to reach out a hand like the old Jex would’ve done.

      “We could travel again, Jex. Go to different spots around the world and either teach or speak. You’d be amazing at it. People are knocking down my door to get you to—”

      “No.” He interrupted her pleas with the simple word.

      Pearl’s breath caught and the warning bells were clanging. She should stop, give him more time, but she felt like he needed this, needed a goal, a drive, a sense of purpose. Before the accident, she’d never met a more driven, hard-working, and confident man. Even though he’d come across to most people as a crazy adrenaline junkie, she knew how much time, dedication, and study it took to excel at such a variety of stunts. Most stuntmen focused on one area; Jex had excelled at anything he put his mind to.

      “Please, Jex, just think about it.”

      He gave her a very forced smile and said, “No, Pearl. Thank you for asking.” Then he used his arm strength to push away from the table. His chair spun backwards and away from her, as she was still kneeling on the floor. He lumbered to his feet, grabbed his crutches, and left the dining room without a backwards glance at her.

      She stayed in the same spot, listening to him navigate the stairs, and then she heard his bedroom door close. The sound seemed so final. He was giving up on life, and he was pulling away from her. She had no clue how to stop him. Tears raced down her cheeks. She was too tired to move, too tired to push the tears away. She understood that Jex’s future had been changed, but if he refused to change with it, he might just ruin both of their lives.
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        * * *

      

      Pearl couldn’t sleep. She tossed and turned, punching her pillow, taking melatonin, and trying to read, but nothing helped. Ah, Jex. If only she could get through to him, feel close to him again. She loved him so desperately. Whenever she thought of that word, she remembered him teasing her that fateful day about loving him desperately. Why couldn’t he tease her anymore, talk to her? They used to talk and plan and work so well together. He still had a bright future; it was just different. Would he ever see that? Was it fair to expect him to?

      After dinner, she’d closed herself in her room and called Tracy, her best friend since childhood. They hardly saw each other, but still could be right back to laughing and baring their souls in a minute. Tracy had listened and finally suggested that Pearl leave. The very idea had floored her. Leave Jex? She couldn’t imagine her world without Jex. The way he was acting right now, he didn’t really seem to need or want her around. She wanted to be here for him, but if he didn’t need her, she would have to pick up her shattered heart and carve a different life than she’d imagined five weeks ago.

      The slower pace of the last five weeks had about killed her, but she’d rather run meaningless errands, respond to emails, and set up and go to appointments with him than be without him. Leave Jex? She’d ended the call shortly after, but not before Tracy told her there was always a VP position waiting for her at her marketing agency in Miami. Pearl had said thanks, but no thanks.

      She rolled onto her back, squeezing her eyes shut and letting the ceiling fan cool the heat in her face. She was depressed, lonely, and angry. She wanted Jex back, but that was selfish of her. He was dealing with something horrific, and all she knew to do was stay with him and wait. Prayer wouldn’t hurt, though. Rolling off the bed and onto her knees, she made a forlorn plea for patience and inspiration. Did Jex need her, or was she making life harder for him as he pretended all was well for her? She begged the good Lord to tell her how to help Jex. The prayer ended, but she stayed on the fluffy rug next to her bed. The guest suite she was staying in was a couple doors down from Jex’s master. If only she dared go to him, hold him, talk to him.

      A low moan came from down the hallway, and Pearl could’ve sworn she heard her name. Was this the answer to her prayer? “Thank you,” she said to the ceiling, and she jumped to her feet. Rushing out of her bedroom door, she hurried down the hall, but stopped outside Jex’s door. She waited, leaning closer.

      “Pearl,” came the low call. “Don’t leave me!” The words were said with such desperation that Pearl’s breath rushed out and a sense of purpose washed over her.

      She turned the handle and pushed the door open. The room was dark, but the blinds on the windows that overlooked the river were open, and light from the half moon and the boats anchored on the river shone in. Jex writhed on the bed. The covers were pushed off and revealed his beautiful shape, as he was only wearing some cotton shorts. His wounded leg only had some bandages on it, and he looked as if he were completely healthy.

      “Please, Pearl,” Jex begged. “I’m sorry. Don’t leave me.”

      Pearl rushed across the wood floor, climbed up onto the bed, and wrapped her hands around his firm shoulders. “Jex, I’m here. I won’t ever leave you.” Earlier tonight, she’d toyed with the idea. Tracy’s words and her own doubts about Jex even wanting her any longer had gotten in her head. He’d rejected her twice today, and he rejected her every day by holding her at arm’s length, but she’d known deep down that wasn’t the real Jex. Here was her answer. Jex needed her. As he slept, the truth came out: he still wanted her with him.

      Jex abruptly sat up in the bed. Pearl jerked back in surprise. His eyes flew open and he looked over her face with a hungry gaze. “Pearl.” He said her name so sweetly, so reverently.

      “I’m here, love. I’ll always be here.”

      “Ah, Pearl.” He wrapped his arms around her waist, tugged her against his chest, and claimed her lips with his.

      Pearl slid her arms around his back and held on, savoring the insistent warmth of his mouth and the strength of his torso pressed against her. Joy and desire rose and burst within her as she returned his eager kisses.

      Jex! She wanted to scream and laugh. He was back. He needed her, he wanted her, and he loved her. The kisses continued, taking on a life of their own. Jex scooted back to the headboard, leaning against it and tugging her with him. He explored her mouth with a passion that was all Jex and made her want more.

      When he finally pulled back, they were both gasping for air. Jex’s gaze was still full of passion and love, and Pearl smiled, hardly able to contain her happiness. “I would never leave you, Jex. I love you so much.”

      Instead of returning her sentiment, he blinked and shook his head as if he was coming out of a daze. He swallowed hard, put his arms around her waist, and gently lifted her off the bed and onto her feet.

      Pearl stood next to his bed, looking down on him, confused and stunned. “Jex?”

      He cleared his throat. “Forgive me, Pearl. I, um, had a nightmare. I apologize for being so …” He took a deep breath like he didn’t know what to say.

      “Amazing?” she asked.

      He stared up at her and then muttered, “The exact opposite of amazing. Wrong. Forgive me for taking advantage of you.”

      Anger and frustration filtered in. “Advantage of me? I’m pretty sure I was a willing participant there.”

      Jex didn’t say anything. His gaze traveled over her, heating her up; the desire was still evident, even though he was doing a fabulous job of controlling himself. He turned and pointedly stared out the window. “Please, Pearl. Don’t make this harder than it is.”

      She glared at him, even though he wasn’t looking or caring. She didn’t trust her voice for a few seconds; then she muttered, “All I’m trying to do is love you, Jex.”

      His gaze swung quickly back to her. His eyes looked tormented as a muscle worked in his jaw. Finally, he said, “Please don’t.” Then he turned away again.

      “Don’t what?” Pearl’s voice rose, and she prepared herself for an epic battle, a drag-down, all-out, hair-pulling, nails-scratching fight. Either he would admit he still loved her and they would somehow move forward, or he’d kick her out of his house. “Don’t love you?” She jumped back onto the bed, and he looked at her, his eyes wide with surprise. Pearl framed his face with her hands and said fiercely, “I’ve got news for you, mister. I’ll love you until the day I die, and nothing you try will make me not love you.”

      She thought he’d either finally share what was going on in his head, grab her and kiss her again, or at least laugh and tease her. Jex didn’t move. She could feel his chest rising and falling quickly as she pressed herself tighter against him. The Jex she used to know had loved holding her close. He wasn’t holding her right now, but she was helping him feel exactly how great it was when they were close. Reject that, buddy!

      He simply stared at her, his eyes so conflicted and filled with pain that she wanted to cry for him, for them. Had his accident changed him so much that he didn’t even love her any longer?

      Jex lifted his hand and caressed her bare shoulder, his fingers playing with the strap of her tank top. Warmth and desire filled her abdomen. She prayed he would break down and kiss her or at least talk to her. Though she longed for his kiss, it was far past time that they talked.

      “Ah, Pearl,” he murmured. He bent down and placed a kiss on her shoulder.

      Pearl sighed from the intimacy and sweetness of it. “Jex,” she begged. “Please. Come back to me. Talk to me. I love you.”

      Jex closed his eyes and pushed out a heavy breath. “I can’t,” he said.

      “Can’t?”

      “I can’t do this. Please, if you care for me, please just go.”

      “Go?” Pearl held his face in her hands, forcing him to look at her. “Go?” Her voice escalated with fear and panic.

      He nodded solemnly. “It’s the best thing.”

      Pearl’s chest was tight, and her heart beat irregularly. She released his face. “The best thing for who?”

      Jex pulled in a shuddering breath. He held her gaze as if trying to make her understand. “For both of us,” he said. There was so much finality in his words that they stabbed clear through her as if an ice pick had just pierced her soul.

      Pearl gave a shuddering gasp, pushing away from him and to her feet. She stood there, trembling, and made the mistake of looking into his eyes, praying she could see past the rejection to the man who adored her. His eyes were dark and cold. She bit at her lip and barely held in the cry of pain.

      Whirling from him, she hurried to the door, trying to contain the sobs. For both of us? If he’d claimed it was best for her to go, she would’ve known he was being noble and would’ve tried to talk him out of it—but he wanted her gone? It couldn’t be true.

      Her shaky legs carried her down the hall to her room, but it was all she could do to push the door closed and collapse onto her bed. Go? Where would she go? Jex Steele was her love, her life, her everything. Over six years she’d invested in developing his brand, growing his career, and falling deeper in love with him. Now he wanted her gone. Sobs racked her body as she curled herself into a ball. Jex was the love of her life, and he’d just rejected her for a third and final time. She didn’t know what she’d do without him.
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      Jex knew the night must’ve passed, but he had no clue how. He listened for footsteps on the stairs, for the garage door to open, for her car to drive away. Nothing. Unless he’d drifted off at some point and missed the sounds of her leaving, Pearl was still here. Of course, there was the very real possibility that she’d leave this morning, but he kept hoping some miracle would happen and she’d tell him off, put him in his place, and tell him he’d be nothing without her.

      Of course, that was true, but she had so much potential and opportunity. He couldn’t selfishly hold her back, and for what? To either waste away in this house or maybe go with him to teach rich kids how to throw a trick, or go be a motivational speaker and lie to audiences about how he’d risen above his career-destroying injury. He cringed at the shallow deceit of either option. He had nothing to offer the perfect Pearl Jacobsen-Davenport any longer, and the more often he reminded himself of that fact, the better.

      He rose when the sky showed the faintest tinge of pink. Maybe lifting weights would take his mind off Pearl for a while. Go. He’d told the most amazing woman in the world to go. What an idiot. He hated himself, but at least he was being honorable, not trying to tie her down to a worthless man simply because she was so fabulous and claimed to still love him.

      Moving quickly on his crutches, he balanced to open his door, then pushed out into the dimly lit hallway. He saw a slim figure coming from the direction of the gym—Pearl heading to her bedroom.

      “Crap!” he heard her exclaim; then she darted as if to go around him, but her foot caught his right crutch and took it out from under him.

      Jex stumbled to the side, knocked into Pearl, and they both went down. In midair he was able to push the crutches away and semi-catch himself with his arms so he didn’t hurt her with his full body weight. He still ended up on top of her with his arms on either side of her torso on the floor and his chest pressing into hers. He stared at her beautiful face. “Sorry,” he muttered. He should push off of her, get away, but he couldn’t force himself to do it.

      “My fault,” she said breathlessly.

      A few beats passed as she held his gaze, and Jex felt her heart thudding against his own chest, felt her breath against his mouth, felt her. He loved her. What was he doing trying to push her away? Their breath intermingled and he wanted to kiss her again. Holding her last night had been heaven and felt exactly like he’d said the day he got hurt, as if she was his morphine. He’d forgotten every pain, every fear, every heartache.

      “Did I hurt you?” Jex asked, his voice sounding just as out of breath as hers did.

      “No.” She lifted her hands and ran them up his arms. “You look amazing, Jex.”

      His breath was coming in pants now from her touch and her compliment. Could she still be attracted to him, even now that he was … not complete? “You always look amazing,” he said.

      Pearl smiled softly. “Even all sweaty from the gym?”

      “I didn’t even notice,” he murmured. Sweaty? She was perfect, no matter what. Why did he have to be less than perfect now?

      She trailed her fingers up his arms and across his shoulders; her touch on his bare skin shot warmth clear through him. Why couldn’t he just claim her lips like he had last night, kiss away the angst and sadness, and take her morphine and beauty into his soul? She could heal his pain. He knew it.

      Cold hit him square in the face, as if one of his brothers had thrown a bucket of ice water at him. Take. That’s all he was now, a taker. He had nothing to offer.

      He pushed off of her and onto his left side. Pearl didn’t move, still lying on the floor, staring up at him. She looked so appealing, but fire appeared in her teal blue eyes. He’d ticked her off. He loved when she got all feisty.

      Jex fought to hold himself away from her. “You’re okay, then?” he asked. It came out stiff and heartless.

      “I’m better now than I was last night,” she threw back at him.

      Why did she have to do this? Jex couldn’t go there. He wasn’t a serious guy by nature, but the past five weeks and his lack of a future weighed heavily on him. “I apologize,” he forced out; then he rolled farther away from her, grabbed his crutches, and pushed himself to his feet.

      Pearl sprang up to her feet and almost knocked him off his crutches again as she surprised him by wrapping her arms tightly around his lower back and pressing her beautiful form against him. She held him fiercely, desperately. Jex didn’t have the heart to push her away, and he didn’t want to. Selfish, as usual. That’s what he was with Pearl now.

      She glared up at him, so defiant and adorable he could hardly stop himself from kissing that angry tilt off her lips. “What are you apologizing for now, Jex?”

      “I …” He wanted to apologize for getting injured, for changing, for not being able to be the man she deserved, but he couldn’t get into those deep discussions or she’d dig truths out of him that he wasn’t ready to deal with or even admit to. It would be much smarter to get her to leave quietly, and then she’d realize that she didn’t want to come back.

      “For falling on you,” he said simply, praying she’d leave it at that, that she’d release him and let him go lift weights and push through the anger and frustration the only way he knew how to right now. That psychiatrist was worth nothing to him. Maybe if Jex didn’t lie through his teeth at every appointment, the guy would have a chance of helping him.

      Pearl moistened her lips. She was too appealing to him. How could he resist her? “I don’t want your apologies, Jex.”

      “What do you want?” He shouldn’t have asked. He couldn’t give her anything that she wanted.

      “I want you.” She ran her hands over his shoulders and to his chest, seeming to savor the muscles of his chest. “I want you, Jex.” She pushed closer to him. “All of you.”

      Jex let out a moan of desire and frustration. He wanted her more than she’d ever understand, because he’d never tell her. He would not bind her to him when she had all the potential, talent, and opportunity in the world, while he was a washed-up has-been.

      “Please, Jex,” she murmured, staring up at him sweetly. She was as close to an angel as he’d ever encounter.

      Didn’t she understand that he couldn’t just let himself be with her when she deserved more? If he was weak enough to beg her to marry him, someday she’d come to resent him and realize how much more she deserved.

      He stared down at her, aching to pull her close. He didn’t allow himself to drop his crutches and cradle her against him. Not that he physically could. To hold her close with both arms like any normal man, he’d have to lean heavily on her. It was amazing how easy it was to remember his disability and why he had to stay strong around her.

      Jex used his crutches to swing backwards out of her reach. Separating from her helped him stay a little stronger, but it was still too hard being able to see her and smell her. She had that delicious swirl of vanilla, coconut, and musk, even though she’d been exercising.

      Pearl’s face showed confusion, sadness, and anger. Jex clung to his crutches and couldn’t look at her anymore. The hallway was gradually lightening as the sun got closer to cresting. Pearl seemed to shine with the light. He wanted so badly to touch her again. Instead, he looked out the windows and muttered, “Maybe you should go visit your brother or mom for a while.” Pearl’s dad had died in the military years ago and her mother had never remarried, raising her children alone. She was a strong lady, like Pearl. Pearl was strong enough to get over him and move on. He had to be strong for her. He forced himself to meet her gaze rather than look away like the coward he’d turned into.

      Pearl’s teal eyes were bright. She stood like a statue, confusion and sadness warring on her face. Jex’s jaw worked, and he wanted to take his words back, beg her to never leave him.

      No! That was his weakness thinking. He had to get her out of here so he didn’t keep waffling and confuse her even more. She claimed she still wanted him, but he was realistic enough to know that would wear off as his pathetic life without two legs became more and more evident to her. The doctors had little hope that his leg would function normally again. He might get some mobility back, but he’d always walk like a cripple. His life was basically over, and he wasn’t sucking Pearl into the vortex of his downward spiral.

      He said nothing as he studied her. What was there to say? If he revealed how much he loved her, she’d stay with him. He knew her goodness and her dedication. He refused to do that, to eventually be a charity case to her, and he didn’t want to lie and tell her he didn’t want her or didn’t love her, so he stayed silent. It about killed him.

      Pearl stepped up close, and Jex drew in a breath, praying she wouldn’t touch him again. A man could only be so strong.

      Her eyes flashed, and she punched him in the gut. Jex grunted in surprise but then smiled. A punch was better than a hug at this point.

      “What are you smiling about?” she yelled at him.

      Jex shook his head and wiped the smile off his face. “Nothing.”

      “So this is it, just … ‘go and visit your mom’? How lame of a write-off is that?”

      It was lame. He was lame. In more ways than one. There he went, thinking politically incorrect terms again. He liked them. “It would be for the best,” he said, “if I had some … time to figure things out.”

      “What then, Jex? You’re going to figure things out and call me when you’re ready?” She arched an eyebrow. “What if I’m not just waiting around at your beck and call?”

      That was exactly what needed to happen: for her to move on. With work, anyway. The thought of her with another man carved pain into his gut, but he knew that needed to happen for her too. He didn’t know how to respond and not play his hand, reveal how much he loved her. He forced a smile and said, “Have a good trip. Tell your mom hi for me.”

      Then he whirled away and pounded to his room on his crutches. He could feel her eyes drilling into his back, but he couldn’t stop. He finally made it to his room and shut the door behind him. He made it to his bed and fell onto it. Then he allowed himself to do something he couldn’t remember doing in his life. Jex Steele cried.
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      Pearl stared at Jex’s door for so long she thought she might drill a hole through it or he’d come back out of it simply by force of her willpower. But no. The door remained stubbornly closed to her, just like Jex was. Was this truly goodbye, or was there any chance he would figure things out and come find her?

      She trudged down the hall to her room, her shoulders bowed, pain turning her stomach. It felt like goodbye. She hurried through a shower, then started packing her suitcases, slowly, carefully at first as if she were a robot, but then the anger and the desperation overtook her trembling limbs and made her movements jerky and quick. Everything ended up thrown in and jammed into the suitcases. She had to kneel on them to zip them closed.

      Weary to the bone, she glanced around the room. It was as if she were saying the final goodbye to Jex. He hadn’t given her a chance to fight for him, to work things out. He’d claimed he needed time. Well, she’d give him time, but she didn’t know that her heavy heart could give him much more. She adored him, and he didn’t seem to care about her enough to even ask her to stay. On the contrary, he’d asked her to go. Twice now.

      Where would she go? Not to her mom or brother. They were both great, but they were also successful and independent, her mom as a realtor in Dallas and her brother as a chiropractor in San Diego. She couldn’t admit to them that her shining star, her life work, Jex Steele, was gone. She hadn’t really thought of it before, but investing her career and heart on one person probably wasn’t too smart.

      Walking out of the room, she tugged the suitcases down the hall and passed Jex’s room. She paused, but heard no sound inside. What if he was downstairs waiting for her? Hope filled her, but as she thumped down the stairs and then through the spacious kitchen and living area, he was nowhere around. What did she expect? Jex hated sadness and confrontation. He probably hated his life right now. Maybe he thought asking her to go was noble, letting her move on, but it was stupid to her. He was stupid. She wished she could slug him again. She really wished she could kiss him again.

      She made it out to the garage and to her Lexus without crying. Packing her suitcases in the trunk, she settled into the driver’s seat, pushed the start button, and clicked the garage door opener. She eased out of the garage and onto the street, waiting, praying that Jex would chase her down. 7:03 a.m. She’d give him ten minutes. The minutes ticked by slowly, yet too quickly. The garage remained empty. The front porch remained empty. Her eyes flicked from the car’s clock to the front porch, back and forth, back and forth. Nothing.

      7:13 arrived, but she’d never liked unlucky number thirteen, so she waited one more minute. Sixty seconds had never gone so quickly. The car clock flipped to 7:14. It was done. Clinging to the shard of pride she had left, she rolled down her window, tossed the garage door remote onto the grass, and then sped away.

      Tears clogged her vision, and she had to swallow them down. She didn’t know where she was driving to or what she’d do. She had plenty of money in her private accounts. Jex had always been more than generous with her. That thought made her cry even harder. Maybe she should just go on an extended vacation to Costa Rica or somewhere. She mulled that around for a while, but it held no appeal. Her life with Jex had been busy, but it had been a nonstop vacation too; being with him was a vacation. Now she needed distraction, to be busy, to be needed.

      She pushed the button on the steering wheel. “Call Tracy Labrum.”

      “Hey, girlie.” Tracy’s happy voice came through.

      Pearl cried harder, not even able to force out a hello.

      “Pearl? You okay, sweetie?” Tracy’s voice got panicked. “Pearl?”

      Pearl pulled over in front of a large home on Jex’s quiet street. Her shoulders shook with sobs. She shoved the car into park, leaned her head back, and finally managed to speak. “I left.”

      “Oh, friend. I’m so sorry. Can you make it to me?”

      Blinking past the tears clouding her vision, she said, “I’ll get there sometime today.” It was a one-hour drive and it was seven a.m. Making it there sometime today sounded like a lofty goal.

      “Okay. Be safe. Call me if you need anything. I’ve got a great apartment, and your perfect job waiting for you. It’ll all be okay, sweetie. I promise.”

      “Thanks,” she said; then she pushed the end button. Letting the tears fall, she knew her best friend was lying to her. The perfect job for her was with Jex, and nothing would be okay without him.
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      Jex pushed through another set of overhead presses. The mirrors in his gym reflected his image, and he smirked at himself. Pretty-boy muscles. That’s what his brothers would call the way he looked now: a pretty boy with nothing in his head and no thoughts for the future. He had thoughts for the future, but it was a dark place. Eighty-seven days had passed since Pearl left. In his mind, time revolved around when he’d last seen her.

      He finished his evening workout. He was doing workouts twice a day, a couple of hours each. It was meaningless but it kept him busy and helped with the frustration and anger. He still met with the psychiatrist. It was the only time he left the house. Luckily, the doctor’s office was pretty quiet, and the receptionist and nurses were professional enough they didn’t share anything on social media about the fallen warrior, the formerly mighty Jex Steele, limping into the office. If any of his fans saw him shuffling around like a penguin, he would literally die.

      The meetings with the psychiatrist were a waste of time, but for some reason, he hadn’t changed anything Pearl had set up: housekeepers, food deliveries, the physical therapist, and the psychiatrist. It amused him that the guy still believed his lies. His family didn’t, but they were all busy with careers, charities, and upcoming weddings, the life he’d never live. They could only sneak away for short visits, so that helped him stay in his fragile shell.

      Pushing to his feet, he grabbed a chilled towel and water bottle from the mini fridge. The housekeepers did a nice job keeping everything supplied and clean. He downed the water bottle, wiped off his sweat with the towel, and then shuffled through the gym and toward his bedroom. He planted his weight on his strong left leg and then, through sheer grit and determination, dragged his right leg slowly forward. He hated it so much.

      The ligaments in his knee were healing, and the bone was strong because of the steel plates and rods. He could actually stand on both legs pretty well now. The nerves were the problem for walking normal again. Some of them had rerouted, returning sensation to his foot, and he was able to do his pathetic stutter walk. Being an extreme athlete was another life, another person. But still, in his dreams, he could remember what it felt like to fly and to hold heaven in his arms. How he missed Pearl.

      His doorbell rang and then someone pounded on his front door. Then the doorbell rang again and again. Jex froze for half a second. Neighbors didn’t come knocking on his door, and his parents had been here several days ago. That left one of his siblings or … he didn’t dare think her name for fear of jinxing it.

      Would she come back? They’d had no contact since that horrible day he’d told her to go visit her mom or brother. Told her he’d work things out. Lies. He had no hope of “working things out.” What was there to work out besides resigning himself to a fruitless, lame existence? He loved using the word lame. It shocked his mom and made him feel vindicated.

      The doorbell kept dinging obnoxiously as he slowly made his way down the stairs, clinging to the handrail. He heard his phone going off in his bedroom. Whoever was at the door was probably calling him as well. On his phone or in his bedroom or office, he could see who it was on the camera. Making it to the bottom of the stairs, he almost detoured to the office to check, but if it wasn’t Pearl, he didn’t want to know. He wanted to live with the anticipation that she might return for a few more seconds.

      Swinging the door wide, he felt swift disappointment, but it was followed closely by joy he only felt when he saw three of the nine people he loved most in the world, besides Pearl.

      “Jex!” Lottie launched herself at him.

      Jex could barely stay on his feet. He bent low and cradled her close. His sister. The delight of his life. She smelled like flowers and sunshine. “Lottie,” he choked out, which was so unlike him. He’d cried the day Pearl left. Never before. Never again.

      She pulled back and wrinkled her nose and forehead. “You stink, bro.”

      Jex chuckled. “Sorry. Just got done working out.” He straightened and offered his hand to his new sister-in-law, Ally. “I’d give you a hug, but apparently I stink.”

      Ally ignored his hand and squeezed him around the waist. “You think I’m not used to stinky men being married to him?” She pulled back and grinned at Preston.

      “Hey!” Preston protested. “I smell like manly musk when I work out.”

      “Keep telling yourself that.” Ally gave Jex a conspiratorial look. “Manly something,” she muttered under her breath.

      Jex laughed. How he loved his family.

      Preston came at him, and they shared a back-slapping hug. “You smell awesome,” Preston said. “It must run in the family that our sweat is like the dew from heaven.”

      Jex and Preston chuckled as Ally rolled her eyes and Lottie’s eyebrows drew together. “I love my boys,” Lottie said, “but you are smelly. Go shower.”

      Jex gestured them inside. “Come get comfortable while I shower. Are you here for a while?”

      “As long as you need us,” Ally said.

      Jex blinked down at her. Ally wasn’t very tall, especially compared to Preston. She had a shapely, voluptuous body next to all of Preston’s muscles. They looked great together. Jex was happy they were here, but he didn’t need them. He didn’t need anyone. “You’re welcome as long as you want to stay.”

      Lottie pushed out a heavy sigh. “It’s time, bro. We’re here, and you get Pearl back.”

      “Lottie,” Ally said in an undertone. “We were going to ease into that one.”

      “Sorry.” Lottie shrugged unrepentantly.

      Jex’s shoulders, back, and neck stiffened. What could he say? Of course his family had questioned Pearl’s absence, but everybody was pretty careful with him nowadays. Nobody but Lottie wanted to upset the cripple.

      “I’ll be right back,” he mumbled rather than tell them to keep their Pearl fantasies to themselves. He had enough Pearl fantasies tormenting his day and night dreams; he didn’t need any more.

      Lumbering up the stairs, he could feel his neck prickle and the muscles in his back tighten. He knew they were watching him cling to the dang railing and use the strength in his good leg and arms to literally haul himself up the stairs. Preston would carry him up the stairs if he didn’t realize Jex would pummel him for trying. He hated knowing they were watching, and he was trembling from the failed effort to climb like a normal man by the time he cleared the last stair and then made it to his room.

      He showered quickly, dressed in a T-shirt and cotton shorts, and hurried back downstairs—well, as much as he could hurry. He found them outside on the back patio, enjoying a beautiful Florida night as a yacht motored past on the river and the cicadas buzzed.

      Luckily, Preston’s and Ally’s backs were to him, so only sweet Lottie had to witness as he dragged his lame leg along and made it to the patio chairs. Unease filled his gut. They would’ve heard the patio door open, seen Lottie waving her hands at her head in excitement, and heard his loud, annoying shuffle across the patio. They hadn’t turned around because they didn’t want to see how low he’d sunk, or maybe they didn’t want to make him feel bad. Both options stunk and filled him with self-loathing.

      Sinking next to Lottie on one of the comfortable patio couches, he forced a smile at their expectant looks. “Anybody hungry? I’ve got a great chef and there’s always way too much food for me.”

      “We eat on plane.” Lottie scooted closer and Jex put his arm around her, cuddling her soft form against him. He’d missed her, and it had only been a few weeks since she’d last come to visit. “Sorry I make you sad.”

      Jex shook his head quickly. “I’m not sad, Lottie-love. I’m doing great. I feel great. I’m busy. I’m happy.”

      “Aw, Jex.” Lottie sighed. “You’re such a dum-dum sucker.”

      Jex laughed, but it wasn’t a genuine laugh this time. He loved Lottie, but she could see right through him. She’d brought up Pearl on other visits, but the family had steered the conversation away. Were Preston and Ally here to ruin his fragile existence?

      “We’ll talk about him being a dum-dum in a second.” Preston winked at Lottie. He and Ally were cuddled up across from them. “Are you on steroids?”

      “Excuse me?” Jex straightened but didn’t pull away from Lottie.

      “You’re insanely huge.”

      “What else do I have to do?” Jex shrugged. “I work out, I read, I manage my vast financial assets.” He was pretty proud he’d learned how to manage his money and estate without Pearl, but what else did he have to do? Boredom wasn’t strong enough to describe his lackluster life. He did let himself watch one video a day of his and Pearl’s flirtations, especially the fateful day that he’d crashed, the morning after he’d finally gotten her to kiss him. He didn’t wallow in watching his stunts, but he wallowed in watching himself and Pearl, reliving every look and touch she used to give him. She’d loved him. It was obvious on the videos. He missed her more than he missed his thrills and pushing his body to do insane tricks. He’d been the luckiest guy in the world before his accident.

      “It’s time to do more,” Preston said simply, acting as if he were the older brother. Jex still had him by eighteen months, even if he had him by nothing else.

      So here it was, from a brother now. His parents had gently tried to talk him into moving on, doing something with all his publicity or going another direction and maybe starting a company or charity with all his resources, but they had backed off when he’d stonewalled them and redirected the subject time and again.

      “Cheesecake,” Jex declared. “I know how Lottie loves cheesecake. I’ve got a chocolate peanut butter one in the fridge you’re going to die over.”

      Lottie turned to him and took his face between her hands. “Stop being a tater tot.” She made a face. “Tater tots are yucky, greasy. You get a life. You get Pearl. The end.”

      Pain raced through him. His life felt like it was at the end. “Pearl’s gone,” he finally muttered.

      “Then you go find her.” Lottie smiled. “Preston has the plan.”

      Oh, my. His siblings were all determined, but Lottie took it to the next level. “I’m sorry. I’m not ready for a plan.”

      “Jex.” Lottie’s voice drew out into a whine. It if had come from anyone else he would cringe, but this was Lottie and he never got upset with her. She turned toward him and hugged him tight. “I mad at you. You’ve got to stop being a selfish dum-dum.”

      “What would you like me to do?” He wouldn’t get upset with his innocent sister, but right now he was a little … annoyed. Why did everyone have the answers for his life? They weren’t living with a bum leg, didn’t have to show their lame walk in public after being one of the most versatile and accomplished athletes in the world. Maybe he was too prideful, but it was easier to hide in his house rather than put himself out there as a tenth the athlete he used to be. Less than a tenth. All he was now was a pretty boy with upper body muscles. He’d tried to ride a stationary bike the other day, and after an hour of frustration and pain trying to get his right leg to cooperate, he’d finally given up and only used his left leg. If he couldn’t pedal a bike in the gym, basic mountain biking was still out of the question. And extreme mountain biking was only one of the many things he used to be able to do and couldn’t anymore.

      “Preston has a plan. You teach kids and make them happy; then you not be a dum-dum, and you get Pearl back.” She smiled happily and waved her hands at her forehead, her signal that she was really excited.

      Preston and Ally watched him with wide eyes. Nobody but Lottie could be this blunt with him. He wasn’t mad, he could never be mad at her, but he was growing … more than annoyed. She couldn’t grasp where he was, what he was going through. Not that he really could grasp how to make his life a life again. What did it matter without Pearl?

      Jex pushed to his feet. “Cheesecake?”

      Everyone stood as well, but Lottie was glaring at him. Jex shuffled toward the patio doors that opened into his spacious kitchen. Cheesecake. Then maybe he could talk them into a movie. Then hopefully he could go to bed, take the sleeping pills the psychiatrist prescribed. He tried to only take them once a week, maybe twice. But he needed to knock himself out tonight. How long were they staying?

      Suddenly, the joy to see his family morphed into panic. He wouldn’t kick them out. But he’d kicked Pearl out. Maybe he’d have to push his own family away to stay in his safe bubble. The thought made him so sick he could hardly stomach cheesecake, and redirecting Lottie away from Pearl and him getting back together was getting harder and harder.
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      Lottie fell asleep during Black Panther. She absolutely loved Shuri, but she’d had a long day with flying here and trying to convince Jex all through cheesecake to go find Pearl and marry her. Jex felt as exhausted as Lottie looked, curled up against him, her head lolling to the side. She was so beautiful and innocent with her dark hair and eyes, smooth olive skin, and the distinctive features of Down Syndrome.

      Jex pushed a button to shut the television off and another button to bring up dim lighting in his theater room. Ally and Preston were watching him expectantly, as if they’d just been waiting for the movie to be over so they could tell him their “plan.”

      “I’ll carry Lottie to bed,” Jex said. He tried to jump to his feet, but his right leg couldn’t offer much support. It slid out and he hit the carpet on his right side. He lay there, first surprised and then humiliated. He’d forgotten. Four months of his leg not functioning, and in a moment he’d forgotten and taken himself out.

      “Jex!” Ally exclaimed, rushing to him. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” he said from between clenched teeth.

      “Do you need …” She stopped, as if she understood how badly he hated someone offering to help.

      He used the couch to lift himself back up. Preston didn’t say anything. That alone made him churn inside. Usually a brother would joke or tease or push you back down. Not anymore. His own brother couldn’t even tease with him. His life officially sucked.

      Preston scooped up Lottie and started toward the hall that led to the bedrooms. Jex sat there, hurt inside. He’d wanted to carry Lottie to bed like old times. Preston had taken the responsibility to help without saying anything to him to demean him further. It still ticked him off.

      He avoided looking at his sister-in-law. He liked Ally, but this was awkward. “So,” he asked, “isn’t Preston close to regular season practices starting?”

      She nodded. “Next week. That’s one of the reasons we came and surprised you.”

      He grimaced. It wasn’t feeling like such a great surprise anymore.

      “That and Lottie wouldn’t take no for an answer anymore.”

      His head darted up. “Lottie’s been to visit me every few weeks.” He didn’t add the obvious “since the accident.” Before, he’d take breaks to go home and visit Lottie and his parents, or they’d fly to one of his locations for a vacation. They’d all fallen in love with Pearl on those visits, not that he blamed them.

      “Yes, but she came up with her plan and has been honestly driving us all nuts saying she had to see you and tell you.”

      Fabulous. Back to the plan.

      “Jex.” Ally’s voice was soft. “You don’t know me very well.”

      Jex shrugged and looked at his hands. He liked Ally, Mae, and Lily, but he didn’t know any of them that well. It was an interesting phenomenon. Someone married into your family, and all of a sudden you were supposed to be comfortable around them like you’d grown up together.

      “I understand, maybe a little better than most, what you’re going through.”

      Jex blinked at her. Anger rose in his chest. Nobody understood. Okay, some people had similar injuries, but had they been at the top of the world before? A versatile, famous athlete adored by the likes of Pearl Davenport-Jacobsen? No. “How so?” he muttered.

      Preston came back in and sat next to his wife. He took her hand, and she gave him a smile that Jex noticed was a little wobbly. Was she nervous to talk to him? Jex didn’t want her to be uncomfortable, but he was uncomfortable himself.

      Preston squeezed his wife’s hand and smiled encouragingly at her. The back of Jex’s neck prickled. They were planning something. If he could stride out of this room with his legs functioning normally, he would. Only humiliation at how he’d have to leave and his deep loyalty to family kept him in his seat.

      Jex held up his hands. “I don’t need any intervention, bro.”

      Preston nodded as if he agreed, but then he turned on Jex. “Actually, you do.”

      Jex groaned. He was the oldest, though nobody believed that; Preston, Slade, and Gunner were all more serious than him—or at least they used to be. He’d been much too serious lately and he was getting sick and tired of it, but he didn’t know how to get out of his funk either.

      He squinted at Preston. “I’m still the oldest, and I can still thump you.” Fighting might be harder with one leg, but the rest of his body was as strong as he’d ever been, and right now, he was ticked. Intervention? He’d give Preston an intervention.

      “I don’t doubt that.” Preston laughed. “You might want to ease up on the ’roids, bro.”

      “You want me to humiliate you in front of your girl?” A good fight would be better therapy than his stupid psychiatrist. The man had recommended Jex go to a gym for wounded vets and start sparring. He’d been tempted, but his pride held him back. Now he could at least thump his brother for some real therapy.

      Preston stood and gave a sweeping bow. “Come hither, my good fellow,” he said in a lofty, fake English accent.

      Jex let out a surprised laugh at the brothers’ old joke. As teenagers, their mom had gotten sick of them saying, “Come at me, bro.” So they’d changed it to what they thought a right proper Englishman would say and gotten away with the jest for a while, until their mom got even madder that they were making fun of her. Jex remembered hugging her and saying, “Calm down, Mama, just calm down.” Surprisingly, that had calmed her down and she’d laughed with them.

      Preston started laughing now as well. Ally whirled and stared at him as if he were a few bricks short of a stack, and that made Jex laugh louder, which set Preston off. Before too long, they were laughing as if they were teenage boys again. They’d almost calm down, and then Ally would give them another look of confusion and it would set them off again. Jex laughed so hard his stomach started to hurt. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d laughed this hard. It felt good. Maybe as good as hitting Preston would’ve felt.

      “Sorry, love,” Preston finally got out, pulling her against his side. “Old inside joke with our brothers.”

      “Definitely could tell it was an inside joke.”

      Jex grinned at her. “You’re the one who wanted to get to know me better.”

      “I didn’t say I wanted to get to know you better; I said you didn’t know me very well.” Ally tossed her hair, all sassy.

      “True.” Jex liked her. She was perfect for Preston. “Thanks for being here,” Jex said to both of them, and he actually meant it. “I’d better head to bed.” Humiliation of having them watch him walk wasn’t as important to him at the moment. Now that his anger had subsided, he needed to get out of here before he said something he’d regret. His guard was down, and he could easily reveal how dark and desperate he was inside to his brother, who he had trusted and loved his entire life.

      “Wait.” Ally held up a hand. “There are some things I need to say that will be easier … without Lottie here.”

      Jex tilted his head to look at her. The brothers didn’t exclude Lottie, and despite how good the laughing session had felt, he didn’t want to talk anymore.

      “I adore Lottie,” she said, “but I’d like to talk uninterrupted.”

      Lottie was very good at interrupting conversations, but someone interrupting wasn’t necessarily a bad thing at the moment, as Jex didn’t want to have this conversation. Preston must’ve guessed as much, because he held up a hand and said, “Just give her a few minutes, bro. Everyone has been worried, and we just want to help.”

      “Join the club,” Jex muttered.

      “We are.” Ally tossed him such a feisty, haughty look he found himself laughing again. She smiled and then turned serious and said, “When was the last time you prayed?”

      Jex’s eyes widened. He wanted to tell her it was none of her business, but he admitted, “I haven’t since the accident.”

      “Why?”

      Jex shrugged. “At first I was mad, and now … it’s just been too long. Why would He want to hear from me?”

      “Stop,” Ally commanded, fire in her dark eyes. “You’re not a wussy whiner. Stop with the talk about Him not wanting to hear from you. He’s your Father, and He loves you.”

      Jex didn’t feel it would be wise to say anything.

      Ally studied him, and then she nodded. “I’ll take your silence as permission to continue.”

      Preston gave Jex a look that said he would be wise to say yes. Jex wasn’t mad; he just didn’t know how to respond. He appreciated Ally’s words, and she was right: he’d never whined, even during recovery and physical therapy. He knew his Heavenly Father loved him. It was Jex’s fault he’d grown distant. “Yes, you can continue,” he finally said, shifting on the leather couch.

      “So first we’re going to say a prayer, and then we’re going to chat.”

      “Am I going to say anything in this chat or just listen obediently?” he couldn’t resist asking.

      Ally smirked at him. “A wise man would just keep his mouth shut.”

      Jex nodded. He could handle her telling him what she thought. Truthfully, he didn’t like his existence right now, and part of that was probably due to his lack of communication with his Father above—but most of it was his lack of Pearl.

      “But I actually will let you talk.” Ally winked.

      “Thanks.”

      “Preston, can you please pray for us?” Ally asked.

      Preston nodded obediently. Jex had the random thought that his brother had been whipped into shape, but he knew that wasn’t the case. Preston adored his wife, and that was why he did what she asked. Jex wondered if he’d ever have a relationship that was so comfortable, fulfilling, and still full of fun. He doubted it. Not without Pearl as his other half.

      They all bowed their heads and Preston gave a heartfelt prayer, thanking the good Lord for blessing after blessing and then asking for Jex’s heart to be open and soft, asking for Jex to know how much he was loved and to look outside himself for fulfillment and happiness, and asking that Preston and Ally could be sensitive and helpful to him. Then he finished by blessing Jex to heal as the Lord would see fit and for him to find his purpose in life.

      Purpose. That sounded wonderful. Jex knew he had his family and the Lord’s love. He wanted to find his purpose and move on from being a cripple. Most of all, he wanted Pearl back, but that wasn’t happening.

      “Thank you,” he murmured to his brother.

      Preston nodded, then gestured to his wife. “This is your show.”

      She elbowed him softly in the side, then kissed him before turning to Jex. “Back to why I understand.” She took a deep breath. “You feel like less because your leg isn’t working anymore. You’ve pushed Pearl away because you don’t feel worthy of her. In your mind, you don’t feel like you have anything to offer her, or anyone else. Without your stunts and your tricks, you’re nothing.”

      Jex stared at her and then tugged at his T-shirt collar. It was hot in here. Preston drummed his free hand against his leg.

      “Well, just give it to me straight,” Jex tried to joke.

      “I understand, Jex. I mean, I’ve never lost the use of my leg, but I’ve always felt like less because I’m … big.”

      Jex blinked at her and was jolted away from all the truths she’d just stated about him, all the things he thought he’d been able to hide from the world. Ally thought she was big? She wasn’t willowy thin like Pearl or super fit like Gunner’s Lily or Slade’s Mae, but she was petite and had a curvy shape, and next to Preston, she looked teeny. “You think you’re big?” he asked, his voice full of disbelief.

      “You think your future is shot?” she said, arching an eyebrow.

      “Come on.” Jex rolled his eyes. “That’s not the same at all. You can look in the mirror and see that you’re … pleasantly shaped.” His neck got hot; he didn’t know how to compliment and yet not compliment his brother’s wife. “I can look at my future and know I have nothing to offer anyone.” He clamped his jaw shut. He hadn’t admitted anything that honest to anyone, especially not his psychiatrist who he met with every week.

      Ally’s dark eyes glinted, and she leaned forward. “Because of some vicious teen boys and my parents not wanting to compliment their daughters on physical attributes, I believed my whole life that I was chubby and not appealing to anyone. Only Preston helped me to feel attractive and get over my misguided feelings. You’ve only believed you have no future for four months. I’m sure with some redirection, prayer, and possibly reconnecting with Pearl, you can see that hundreds of opportunities are open to you.”

      “You had to bring up Pearl.”

      “What’s making you more depressed: your leg, or losing Pearl?”

      Jex’s jaw worked and he knew he shouldn’t admit it, but he couldn’t hide from Ally’s determination. He glanced at Preston, who was studying him intently, and finally grunted out, “Pearl.”

      “And you really think you have nothing to offer her?”

      “Did I say that?” he growled.

      “You said you have nothing to offer anyone. Do you believe that?” She pinned him with a look that was full of fire and challenge.

      “Yes.” He clenched his fist and glanced down.

      “Did she leave on her own, or did you ask her to go?”

      Jex jammed a hand through his hair. “I’ve met car salesmen who weren’t this pushy,” he said to Preston.

      “How do you think she got me?” Preston winked and grinned.

      Ally rolled her eyes. “He pursued me so hard I finally gave in.”

      “Yes, I did, love.”

      They shared a kiss, and Jex glanced away to give them privacy. He was thrilled that his brothers were all so happy, but it didn’t make being alone very easy.

      “Back to the question,” Ally said. “Did she leave on her own?”

      Jex shook his head and clutched his hands together. “I told her to go. Twice.” He was embarrassed to admit it, but it felt very freeing. He had always thought of himself as an honest person, but over the past four months he’d gotten pretty fabulous at lying to everyone, including himself.

      “Jex,” Preston breathed. “You love her. Why would you do that?”

      “I am not worthy of her!” Jex roared, surprising even himself with his vehemence. His anger at himself and his situation was always simmering below the surface, but this was the first time he’d let it flare at someone else. He took a long breath and then said, “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry,” Ally said. “This is exactly what you need. Talk it out. Let it out. You’ve been bottling and holding all of this in for four months.”

      “I should pay you and fire my psychiatrist,” Jex muttered.

      “You couldn’t afford me.” She smiled.

      Jex chuckled. It did feel good to admit the truth to somebody, to get upset, and to laugh.

      “So let’s fix it,” Ally said brightly.

      The good feelings fled. Jex gestured to his bum leg. “I can’t fix it, Ally.”

      “Not that.” She waved a hand. “Everybody has scars and broken and beat-up parts, Jex. It’s called life.”

      “I could have a career-ending injury tomorrow,” Preston interjected. “Or get replaced by someone younger and faster.”

      Jex acknowledged their comments with a shrug.

      “No,” Preston said. “You’re not listening. You lost your career. That sucks. It’s hard for you to walk, and you have to adjust. That sucks. Those things weren’t your choice, but other people have things like that happen and they deal with them. You’re Jex Steele. You’re stronger, braver, funnier, and more versatile than any man I’ve ever met.”

      “I’m not braver than Gunner,” he shot back.

      “Let me compliment you for once.” Preston arched a challenging eyebrow. Jex gestured for him to keep talking, though he was uncomfortable. “You’ve got this, bro. I’ve looked up to you and admired you my entire life, and I know you’re so much stronger than you’re acting. You can rise above this and do great things, but you have to make the choice to do it. Open your mind, find a different solution, and stop being a selfish dum-dum sucker.”

      “And then I get Pearl back?” Jex said in a sarcastic tone.

      “I don’t know if you’ll get Pearl back,” Preston said seriously. “But I do know that you’re wasting away here, and it’s sickening. I don’t know what your path should be, Jex, but stinking do something. If not for you, do it for Mom and Dad, for Lottie, for all of us who love you and just want you to be happy. Your fans. The little kids who look up to you. Pearl. Our Heavenly Father, who has a plan for you to do good with this. So many people want you to be happy, to find your path, to stop wallowing. You truly are being more selfish than I ever thought you capable of being.”

      Jex stared at Preston, the brother he’d played with and teased with his whole life. Selfish? Jex was being selfish. Four months had passed, and he could honestly say that he hadn’t stopped to consider how hiding away in this mansion was affecting those who loved him, those who looked up to him. Pearl. He’d been so focused on his misery, on not being a burden to anyone, but he could see from the anguish and concern on Preston’s face that he was making those he loved miserable too.

      “I am being selfish,” he muttered.

      Preston simply nodded, never one to make someone feel worse. “Are you ready to stand up and be Jex Steele again?”

      “Stand up?” Jex actually laughed.

      “Sorry, bad choice of words. Balance on one leg and be Jex Steele again.”

      Jex burst out laughing at that.

      Ally was staring at the two of them oddly again. “Boys,” she said, shaking her head.

      Jex pushed to his feet, and Preston sprang up and crossed the room. He yanked him into a fierce hug, almost knocking him down again.

      Preston pulled back and grabbed Jex’s shoulders. “I’m feeling all pumped up. Like we just won the Super Bowl.”

      Jex chuckled. “It’s not that great, bro. I haven’t agreed to do anything yet.”

      “But can’t you feel it? We’re going places, man. The question is, where? What’s brewing in that mind? Who are you going to help? What are you going to do?”

      Jex remembered what Lottie had said earlier tonight. “You have a plan already, something about teaching children. Give it to me.”

      Preston shook his head. “No. I can feel it. My big brother’s back. Your plans were always so much better than mine, except when we burned down Mr. Housley’s shed.” He slapped him on the shoulder and then turned to Ally. “Let’s go to bed, love. Jex has a lot to stew about.”

      “Thanks a lot,” Jex said sarcastically.

      “For leaving you stewing, or because you know I’m going to hold this beauty close all night?”

      “Wow.” Jex’s neck heated up again. “Just go.”

      Preston winked, and they turned to leave.

      “Thanks,” Jex said to their backs.

      “Of course,” Ally said.

      They left, and Jex sank back down on the couch. He wouldn’t be getting any sleep tonight, but his mindset was different, from the prayer or Preston’s and Ally’s strong words or maybe just because he was finally ready to look for good things and make a change. Preston was right. Jex could feel things brewing in his mind and opportunities waiting. It was time to start looking to the future. To start planning something. To stop looking inside and start focusing out. Yet could he really swallow his remaining pride and go out in public dragging a bum leg around?

      There was a more important question in his mind as well. Would he get Pearl back? He didn’t know. He’d treated her pretty horribly, pushing her away like he had and never calling her. He still didn’t know that he was worthy of her, that she deserved an alternate future from what he’d planned for her before the accident, but at least he wanted to try.
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      Jex slept fitfully, different ideas and visions stirring in his mind. His alarm sounded at six a.m., and he pushed snooze. He normally never pushed snooze, waking for his early-morning workout, but he figured he could skip one workout. His brother thought he looked like he was on steroids. He wanted to be fit, but not over the top.

      As he lay back on his pillows, a vision of Pearl swam before his eyes. He smiled and let himself drift back to sleep, her beautiful face right there in the forefront of his mind.

      Soft hands wrapped around his arm and tugged at him.

      “Pearl,” he sighed, quickly opening his gritty eyes to see her.

      “Not Pearl, you tater tot.” Lottie shook her head at him and tried to pull him out of bed. “You have to get your Pearl. I’m ready for your plan, and let’s go to Broken Egg!”

      “Lottie.” Jex groaned. He glanced at the clock: 8:32. He’d really slept in. He thought about her innocent request. Another Broken Egg Café. He’d forgotten about that place. Lottie loved their banana pancakes. How could he explain that he didn’t go out in public anymore?

      Wait. Today was a new day. He was going to take back his life and somehow show his lame leg in public and not be embarrassed. Going out for breakfast might seem like a stutter step to some, but it was a huge leap for him. Hopefully, his left leg didn’t collapse when he leapt.

      “The plan,” Lottie insisted. “And Broken Egg. Yummy!”

      Jex smiled at her, though uneasiness stirred in his gut. Preston thought his big brother was back, thought he was brave. Jex could do this. For Lottie. For Pearl. For his family. For himself. “You are the determined one. Let me shower, and we’ll go.”

      “Then you tell me plan?”

      The plan. It had come to him in the night, but he didn’t know where Pearl fit in, and he had no fabulous ideas for winning her back. He could just try to call her or go find her, but even when she’d been here, he’d held her at arm’s length for weeks before finally telling her to go. Now a lot of time had passed. It was like his relationship with the good Lord. Jex was the one who had stopped praying, and he needed to turn back to his Heavenly Father. Praying and worshipping again seemed like easier steps than winning Pearl back. He felt like he needed something earth-shaking, and he wanted to make sure he was healed mentally and as much as he could be physically before he fought for her.

      “Yes,” he tried to reassure Lottie.

      “Okay.” She rolled her eyes. “Hurry!”

      She finally released his arm and left the room. Jex groaned again but forced himself to push up to his feet and drag his right leg, maybe a bit quicker than normal, to his bathroom. He did hurry, as much as he could, through his shower and getting dressed.

      As he left his room, he could hear voices floating up from downstairs. He smiled, really happy that they were here. Would Preston, Ally, and Lottie approve of his idea? His smile slid away. Could he really go to a restaurant? What if people recognized him?

      He squared his shoulders, ignored the stupid fears like he used to do when performing a stunt few in the world would attempt, and thumped down the stairs. He might be deluding himself, but his leg felt stronger. He felt stronger. He still didn’t know if he could admit that his leg would never be healed, that he’d have to move on as a partial person. No that was wrong. His family thought he had value, and with Lottie’s insistence he did have a plan now. His leg might never heal completely. That was a reality he had to accept, but this morning there were a whole lot of other realities that he was actually excited about, and he felt brave and powerful like he used to. His life before the injury had been exciting every day, but it’d been so long since he’d felt excitement that now it felt almost foreign to him.

      Preston, Ally, and Lottie were waiting for him, their faces filled with expectation. Jex paused on a stair, clinging to the railing and balancing as well as he could on both legs. He wanted to look at their faces for a few seconds. They didn’t look worried about if he was going to fall. Preston didn’t look like he wanted to swoop him up and treat him like a child. None of them looked disgusted by him. He realized this was his family and of course they wouldn’t be disgusted by him, but it meant a lot that they looked excited to see him rather than concerned.

      He smiled and finished easing down the stairs. Lottie plowed into him, hugging him fiercely. He braced himself firmly on both legs and hugged her back. She pulled back and smiled. “Broken Egg?”

      Jex felt that quiver of anticipation in his abdomen. He pushed it away. “Sure.” He smiled at Preston and Ally.

      Preston got the door, and they walked slowly to his rented Escalade. Lottie chattered about how Mae and Slade had been working with her to help homeless people in San Francisco, which was across the bay from Mae’s hometown of Sausalito. Jex listened, but his plan was stirring in his mind. His whole family did so much to help others. He’d always donated a lot of money to Lottie’s charity and other charities and been friendly to children and those with disabilities. Now he felt like he was a child with more disabilities than his leg. But he was going to do something about it.

      They parked outside the busy restaurant, Lottie wrapped her arm around Jex’s waist, and they started toward the restaurant. Preston held the front door. Ally waited for him, so Jex and Lottie walked in first, Lottie talking a mile a minute and Jex bending down closer to hear her, as the restaurant’s waiting area was crowded and loud.

      Lottie was a great distraction from entering a public place where his injury could be exposed to the world. What if someone recognized him and posted a picture, or worse, a video? Panic rose in his chest. He tried to ignore it and focus on what Lottie was saying as they eased into the dark interior.

      Jex stepped on something slick with his left leg, and with Lottie not really able to support him and his bum right leg, he took them both down toward the wooden floor. He heard a string of curse words and realized he must’ve taken somebody else out too. All his fears surfaced, and he felt like he was choking.

      “Lottie!” He caught himself with both hands before he crushed her.

      “I’m okay, bro.” She grinned up at him as if it was all a fun game.

      Jex shifted quickly to his knees and lifted Lottie to her feet. Preston was right there, offering him a hand up. Jex smiled his thanks, his neck burning with humiliation. How did he think he could travel again and start charities when he couldn’t even walk into a restaurant?

      “What are you doing, you stupid handicapped retard!”

      Jex’s stomach churned as he recognized the voice of the curser, the other person he’d taken down. He pivoted to face the girl as she climbed to her feet. It was a blond girl, probably about Lottie’s age. She wasn’t looking at Jex. She was focused on Lottie.

      Lottie gave her a disdainful look and said, “That’s a bad word. Please say sorry.”

      “Sorry?” the girl growled.

      Preston and Ally started forward, but Jex held up a hand. So many feelings rushed through him—defensiveness for Lottie, fury at the girl’s insensitivity, and amazement at Lottie. Lottie didn’t even seem fazed by the girl’s horrific use of that word. A word that Jex had silently called himself many times over the past four months. He thought it had fit him with his bum leg. He would never think it fit his sweet sister. How impressive was Lottie? She truly did have a handicap, had lived with it her entire life, but she didn’t falter or cower when somebody called her a horrible name. She asked them to apologize. If Lottie could live with Down syndrome and rise above it with her charity and all she did to bring happiness to those who knew and loved her, dang well Jex could try to do the same.

      “Excuse me,” Jex said to the girl. “I’m the one who knocked you down.”

      The girl haughtily turned to him, planting a hand on her hip. Her entire demeanor changed when she saw him. “Oh, my, goodness! You’re Jex Steele! You’re so hot, and I used to watch you every day on Insta. Oh my! Oh my! Will you take a selfie with me?”

      Jex’s stomach churned with anger, but he kept his voice stable. “The girl you just made fun of is my little sister. She is not a handicapped …” He couldn’t even say the other name she’d called Lottie. “She brings light and joy to everyone she meets. Please apologize to her and never make fun of someone who is different than you again.”

      The girl’s eyes were wide and horrified. She glanced quickly at Lottie and swallowed hard. “Lottie Steele. I follow you too. You’re amazing, all the things you do with your charity.”

      “Thank you,” Lottie said benevolently.

      “I’m so sorry I …” Her voice lowered. “Said that bad word about you. I …” She looked like she wanted to make some excuse, but really, what excuse was there? “I’m very sorry.” She looked at Jex and he thought she might ask him for a selfie again, but thankfully she gave them both one more apologetic smile and pushed out the door.

      Nobody said much as the hostess gathered menus and took them to a table. Jex was acutely aware of his awkward gait—step with his left foot, drag his right—as it seemed the entire restaurant was staring at them. He held his head high and his back straight and mulled over the epiphany of the last few minutes. That girl had treated Lottie horribly, treated her as if she didn’t have value because she had a disability. Nothing could be further from the truth.

      Jex knew that about Lottie. Could he believe it about himself? It made him think of what Ally had said last night. She thought she wasn’t the perfect model, so she discounted her own value. Jex knew in theory that he didn’t have to be perfect to have value, but over these past four months he’d lost his identity and forgotten that. Bless Lottie for once again teaching him the most important lessons in life.

      They made it to the table and Jex sank into a chair, thankful to not be walking, but grateful he could be in public and keep his head held high. It would be hard, probably for a long time, but he could do it.

      The hostess handed them menus and a waitress came to take their drink orders, then left. Jex turned to Lottie and said, “I’m very sorry that girl was so rude. You know that’s not true, right?”

      Lottie nodded seriously. “Some people are dumb. It’s okay. She learn.”

      Jex pressed his lips together, suddenly emotional. He’d been dumb too, but Lottie would tell him it was okay. Everybody had things to learn, everybody made mistakes, and it was past time he learned and rectified some of his mistakes. Silence fell at the table as they looked at the menu, but Jex’s mind was far from breakfast.

      When the waitress came with his orange juice, he ordered a supreme omelet.

      As soon as the waitress left, Lottie said impatiently, “The plan.”

      Jex’s stomach tightened, but it wasn’t fear this time; it was excitement. Drawing from the strength he felt from Lottie, he focused on his ideas. “I have some ideas, but I need a little help brainstorming it all out.”

      Lottie waved him on. “Spit it out, bro.”

      Jex smiled. “After last night, I struggled sleeping. All these ideas were churning.” He looked at his hands, then gestured to his leg. “After my accident, there were a lot of people sending ideas to Pearl for me to teach seminars or teach my tricks and stunts. I shot them all down. I guess in the back of my mind I thought my leg would heal and I’d be back doing tricks—maybe altered tricks, but still. I’ve been working out for hours twice a day the past few months, doing everything the physical therapist and exercise scientists recommended and more.” He shook his head, hating to admit this even to his family, but he said, “I’m doing well. I can stand on both feet, but you’ve seen me walk. It’s going to be a long time before it heals completely, if it even does.”

      Preston and Ally nodded. Lottie leaned against him and muttered, “Sorry, bro.”

      Jex wrapped his arm around her, giving her a side hug. “Thanks. It’s been rough and I’m sure it’ll still be rough, but you were right. I’ve been selfish, and it’s time to move on.” He didn’t get into the epiphany he’d just had with Lottie. If she could be as brave and filled with light as she was with her disability, then he would be strong enough to move forward, even with a weaker right leg.

      A few beats passed with Preston and Ally giving him encouraging looks, but Lottie was not that patient. “So …?”

      “I want to teach.”

      They all smiled and nodded.

      “But I don’t want to only teach those who can afford it. I want to set up extreme-sports camps around the world, some for kids who have mental or physical impairments.” His throat caught, and he cleared it. Preston and Ally graciously pretended not to notice.

      “You okay?” Lottie asked.

      Jex smiled and nodded. “I’d also like to do some for kids who need financial help and even refugees’ children.”

      Preston nodded his encouragement, and Ally glanced at Lottie, her eyes bright. “It’s very fitting, Jex, and I can help with the marketing.”

      “Thanks. Luckily, I have plenty of money and a whole slew of followers and sponsors who I think are waiting for me to do something.”

      “The whole world’s been waiting for you to do something, bro,” Preston said.

      “But what about Pearl?” Lottie demanded.

      Jex splayed his hands. “That’s where I need some help and advice. This all came to me, and I love the ideas, the direction, and I think I’ll be really happy and busy, able to not stew about my leg or miss doing my tricks so much. But I don’t know where Pearl fits in or what kind of play I need to make to get her back. Plus, I want to be physically and mentally strong—know I’m worthy of her.”

      “Just ask her,” Lottie instructed.

      “Ah, Lottie-love, sometimes it’s not that easy. I have to do something huge.”

      Lottie jutted out her chin. She was the most determined person Jex knew sometimes. “Sometimes it is easy.”

      Preston shrugged his shoulders, and Ally smiled.

      “Maybe,” Ally said. “Maybe Pearl is just waiting for him, but maybe not.”

      The “maybe not” dug at Jex. It was his own fault. He’d pushed her away. What if she’d moved on? He’d wanted her to move on with work and her life. He still wanted her to be happy, but the thought of her moving on to another man … He cringed and frowned.

      “It’s okay, bro.” Ally winked as she stole the siblings’ pet name. “I’ve got a plan.”

      Jex sat up straighter. Ally was a smart and savvy lady. Last night, he hadn’t wanted to hear anything about plans; right now, he was more than open to them.

      “But you might not get her back tomorrow. It’s going to take some patience.”

      Preston chortled at that. “Patience, my boy, patience.”

      Ally tilted her head in confusion.

      “It used to be one of my signature lines,” Jex explained.

      “Oh, good.” Ally looked him over as if he were a test subject and she wasn’t sure how he’d respond to the torture she was going to inflict. “That patience is about to be tested.”

      Jex thought his patience had already been tested to the limits, but if it would get him Pearl back, he’d have patience. He’d do anything.
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      Pearl wandered the beach near her Miami condo. It was a beautiful early summer evening, the choking heat of the day finally dissipating. She loved walking along the sandy coastline, listening to the children’s laughter and the seagulls’ squawks, watching boats speed by and people frolic in the warm ocean. She liked where she lived right now. She hated being alone. She missed Jex more every day.

      Go visit your mom or your brother. Have a good trip. Say hi to your mom for me. What a lame kiss-off Jex had handed her. Over four lonely months had passed. Tracy had been true to her word, and now Pearl worked a demanding and interesting job with Personal Best Marketing. They represented a wide variety of clients, and she enjoyed most of her work experiences. She even traveled a fair amount, which she’d always loved with Jex. It was admittedly not as fun by herself, without her charming daredevil. Not that Jex was a daredevil anymore.

      She wished she could claim that she had no clue where he was, but that would be a lie. She and Lottie texted sometimes, and lately his sister had been sending Pearl pictures of her and Jex. Jex looked unreal in every one, but even more important, he looked happy and fulfilled. Though he was standing up in some of the pictures with greenery in the background, she hadn’t been able to tell how his leg was healing or where he was, and she was leery of asking Lottie too many questions and revealing how interested she was.

      It hurt to see him obviously moving on and happy. She had imagined that eventually Jex would return to himself, get over the disappointment and pity, and rise to be the irrepressible Jex Steele again, but she’d assumed he knew her devotion to him and he’d at least give them a chance again. Would a text be too much to ask for?

      Kicking at a rock, she stopped and faced the ocean. Closing her eyes, she breathed in the salty, humid air and said a prayer for strength and determination to somehow move on with her life. She was busy and fulfilled, but she missed him. She missed him so bad it hurt. Many times she’d daydreamed about simply showing up at his house, but she couldn’t face another rejection from him. Tracy kept telling her to dump her devotion to Jex Steele, said it was too extreme. But how did you tell your heart to shut down?

      Her phone rang, jolting her from her thoughts and her prayers. The display said Tracy.

      “Hey, girl. I have a new job for you.” Tracy was always upbeat, but there was something extra happy in her voice today. She was ultra-excited about this job.

      “Okay, what is it?”

      “I need you to travel to Costa Rica. The client is putting together a camp for the children of the refugees there. It’s so brilliant and they requested you. James Lillywhite referred them to us. I’ll send you all the details through email. You okay to fly out in the morning?”

      James Lillywhite was a recent client who owned dozens of health spas throughout the southeast. “Um, sure. You’re the boss. I have some other files that need my attention, though.”

      “Klein will do a fabulous job with them. Don’t worry, we’ll take care of everything here. Costa Rica, baby! Ooh, I’m so excited for you. Hugs!” She hung up before Pearl could even respond.

      Pearl held on to her phone and started back toward her condo. She’d need to pack. Costa Rica. She’d gone there with Jex several times. It was a decent-sized country, though, so she probably wouldn’t end up in a familiar spot. Her stomach heated up as she remembered being in La Fortuna, Costa Rica, with Jex. It had been paradise, and not just because of the unreal landscape. Jex had flirted with her and every day tried to get her to change her last name or give him a kiss for good luck. She hadn’t done either, but they’d spent some fun days there. She had so many wonderful memories of him that sometimes it felt like he lived in her mind.

      Squaring her shoulders, she marched toward her condo. It was time to pack, and way past time to live in the present. Maybe she’d meet someone amazing. Maybe this client was a charming guy who would sweep her off her feet. And maybe the beach would run out of sand, adorable children, and seagulls.
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      Pearl waited to check into the luxurious resort in La Fortuna, staring out the floor-to-ceiling windows near the front desk at the view of the Arenal Volcano. There were misty clouds at the top, but for the most part it was clear and green. Beautiful. Too bad her thoughts weren’t so clear. Why did this job have to be right where she’d been with Jex before?

      “This is a rare day, to see such beauty,” a deep voice said next to her.

      Pearl whirled and stared at a handsome, dark-haired man in a navy-blue suit. He looked like he could be a native. She gestured out at the volcano. “It’s breathtaking.”

      “Yes, it is.” He was staring at her almost too intently, especially for not knowing her. He followed her gaze through the window. “It’s rare to get a clear view of our volcano. Usually the clouds obscure the beauty.” He turned back to her. “I’m sure no clouds obscure your beauty.”

      “You’re local?” she asked, ignoring the compliment. He had no clue how cloudy she was inside. She was complimented often, but nobody could compliment her like Jex could. She didn’t want anybody to. What a mess she was. A handsome man was trying to hit on her, and she didn’t even know how to respond anymore.

      “Yes, I could show you all the sights.”

      Pearl stood there, frozen. She wasn’t sure what to do.

      “Pearl Jacobsen-Davenport?” an upbeat male voice said from behind her.

      Pearl whirled around. A young man with dark skin and hair was grinning widely at her.

      “Yes?” she questioned.

      “Whew, that name is a mouthful. Have you ever thought about changing it to something shorter?” He winked at her.

      Pearl blinked. Had he watched her and Jex’s videos and was teasing her? Or maybe there was there a different underlying meaning? Or maybe was he flirting with her?

      Both men were watching her expectantly. “I’ve thought about it a few times,” she finally admitted. She’d thought about it more than a few times—every day when she used to be with Jex.

      “Well, maybe somebody could help you with that name change,” he suggested with another wink.

      “How do you know me?” she demanded. This was feeling like a setup.

      “I’m supposed to pick you up, ma’am. Take you to the camp. If you’ll come with me.”

      “Oh.” That made sense. “I haven’t checked in yet.” She gestured to the front desk. The line had dwindled. Her suitcases were sitting right next to her.

      “No problem, ma’am.” He spoke English extremely well. Was he local also? He gestured with his hand to the front desk staff. “Please check Miss Davenport-Jacobsen in and get her suitcases to her room.” He looked back to her. “Would you like to freshen up first, or are you ready to see the facility? The owner is waiting to meet with you to discuss marketing ideas.”

      Pearl took a long breath. Tracy had sent her information, but not nearly enough. Basically, it was a retreat of sorts for refugees’ children. The children came to the camp during the day while their parents worked or looked for jobs. The owner was a Dirk Miller. She hadn’t been able to find any information about him online, but Tracy promised it was all on the up-and-up.

      “That’s fine.” She’d freshened up her makeup when she landed at the airport in San Jose. It had been a couple hours’ drive, but she was fine. She already had the job, and she didn’t need to impress anybody. The only man she cared about impressing had told her to “go” and hadn’t contacted her in over four months.

      She rode with the young man down a semi-paved street and toward the east. The mountains surrounded them and Arenal Volcano towered behind them. They approached a gated area with large trees surrounding it. Another mountainside rose next to the beautiful spot. The young man, Alfonso, spoke to the guard, and they drove along a gravel road with a river on their right side.

      “Why the security?” Pearl asked.

      “The refugees are a prime target for trafficking. The children must be protected while their parents are working.”

      Trafficking. It was such an ugly reality that seemed to be a never-ending battle. She nodded her understanding and looked out the window. She saw kayaks going down the river, carrying both children and adults. They were all laughing and having a great time.

      Alfonso parked the Land Rover next to a large pavilion. There were numerous tables and chairs in the middle, and a buffet of food and drinks lingered on the edge. More children were congregated here, scarfing down an evening meal. Pearl’s heart twisted. They were adorable, and they looked much more neglected than any child she’d seen in America, or even in her travels with Jex.

      Alfonso ran around and got her door. She thanked him and drank in her surroundings. On the right, a trail was winding up the wooded mountainside; horseback riders exited it as she watched.

      He gestured to the trees on the left, and as they walked that way, Pearl heard children’s peals of laughter and some screams. Looking up, she saw children zip-lining through the trees, going from platform to platform. Workers were waiting at each platform to help them transition either to another zip line or to walking across a hanging bridge or another obstacle. They looked like they were having a fabulous time. Pearl found herself smiling as she watched.

      A muscular man swooped out of the trees like Tarzan. He swung from rope to rope as the children screamed in delight and cheered for him. Pearl’s jaw dropped open. She couldn’t tear her eyes from the man’s handsome face. “Jex,” she said breathlessly. She wanted him to see her, to come to her, but she couldn’t find her voice to call to him.

      He was grinning in delight at the children. He did a somersault through the air before grabbing another rope, swinging wildly a few times and then sliding to the ground. Everyone let up a cheer and he waved in acknowledgment, still holding on to the rope as if to brace himself; she noticed he was balancing pretty well on both legs, only slightly favoring the left. A few of the children rushed to him and gave him fist bumps or a quick hug before running off again.

      Pearl stood rooted to the grassy earth, stunned. His eyes swung to her, and his smile changed to a look of awe. She saw his mouth form her name. Pearl.

      Then he started moving toward her. It was not the determined stride she remembered, more of a determined limp as he pushed off with his left foot and dragged his right foot along. But he was walking, and without any brace or crutches.

      She wanted to run to him, knock him off his feet, and tell him exactly how much she’d missed him and how she loved him, but she held back. If he still felt the same about her, he would have contacted her. She had no clue how to respond to seeing him again.

      Jex crossed the distance and stopped right in front of her. He looked amazing, strong and tall, his dark skin glowing with health and his deep brown eyes clear and bright. His gaze traveled over her, and he said, “Ah, Pearl, I’ve missed you.”

      “Then why haven’t you called me?” she demanded, suddenly confused and upset. “Why are you here? Who’s Dirk Miller?”

      Jex chuckled, but his eyes grew more serious. “Dirk Miller’s a friend of mine. I used his name to get you here, but this …” He gestured around. “Is mine. It’s a prototype. I want to create extreme sports camps throughout the world to help disabled and underprivileged children.” He smiled softly at her. “And I need a manager and social media expert. Are you interested?”

      Pearl could not believe him. Well, she could believe that he’d found his purpose, and she loved the idea of him teaching and helping children. She loved the idea of doing it alongside him, but how could he not contact her for four months, then bring her here and ask her to be his manager? She wanted to marry him. Didn’t he know how desperately she still loved him?

      Instead of answering his question, she let herself breathe out, “Four months, Jex. Four months ago, you told me to …” She swallowed, hating to say it. “You told me to go. And it’s been four stinking months without you.” Her voice rose along with her hurt. He’d pushed her away, and now he thought she’d just come back to being his manager?

      Jex reached out a hand. “Will you come on a walk with me?” He tiled his head toward the groups of children watching them, some with wide eyes and open mouths. “I don’t mind if you hit me or yell at me. I just don’t want to scare them.”

      Pearl nodded. She put her hand in his, and warmth she hadn’t felt in months flowed through her. Jex. Holding his hand felt so right. But the insensitive jerk still shouldn’t have deserted her for so long. Instantly, she felt guilt. She knew what he’d been going through. To see him happy and confident was wonderful, but where did she fit in?

      They walked slowly and quietly through the trees to a quiet spot by the river. She was impressed with how well he was moving, but not so impressed with the idea of being his manager again. She was way past a manager in her mind. She wanted to be his girlfriend and love, eventually his wife.

      Pearl pulled her gaze from his handsome face to take in the thick greenery. As soon as they stopped, she pulled her hand free. “Jex. You pushed me away, told me to go. I understand you were in a dark spot and struggling, and I didn’t blame you for being a mess, but I wanted to be there for you.”

      He simply nodded, which made her frustration rise further.

      “You need to explain. You haven’t even tried to contact me, let me know you still care. Why? I need some answers.”

      Jex pushed a hand through his hair and studied her. “I love you, Pearl.”

      Her eyebrows shot up, and even though these were the words she’d been craving, her frustration reached its peak. She pushed at him; Jex stumbled but regained his balance. “You can’t just ignore me for four months and then, instead of explaining anything, the first thing you say to me is that you want me to be your manager again and you love me.”

      Jex smirked. “It wasn’t first thing. First thing I told you was how I’ve missed you.” He tenderly cupped her cheek with his palm. “Both the missing and the loving are true.” He dropped his hand and let his gaze wander to the river. “I was a mess, Pearl. I didn’t think I was worthy of you. I didn’t think I had much worth at all. That’s why I pushed you away. I didn’t want to drag you down with me. I was in such a dark spot, thinking I had nothing to offer anyone. I faked it pretty good for the psychiatrist, doctors, the physical therapist. My family saw through it, knew I was struggling, giving up on life. Lottie, Ally, and Preston called me out. I believe Lottie’s exact words were ‘yucky tater tot and selfish dum-dum.’” He smiled.

      “I’m with Lottie,” she said.

      Jex laughed.

      “So they called you out and then you found yourself again?” She was glad he had such an amazing family, but it stung that she couldn’t have been there for him.

      “Ally shared some pretty great insights with me, got me thinking that I needed to look outside myself, but then Lottie …” He glanced at the river and blew out a breath. “I hadn’t left the house except for doctor’s appointments. I went to breakfast for Lottie, slid, and knocked her and some teenage girl down.”

      Pearl winced, hating that on his first attempt out that had happened. She nodded for him to continue.

      Jex pushed a hand at his hair and said in a low voice, “The girl called Lottie a … ‘handicapped retard.’” He squinted up at the sun filtering through the trees as outrage rolled through Pearl for Lottie, and for him. “The crazy thing is I’d called myself similar words repeatedly over the past few months, but to hear somebody say that to Lottie …” He shook his head. “I told the girl how I was the one who knocked her down and how Lottie had more value and light than anyone I knew. That’s when it hit me: even if I’m not physically perfect anymore, if I can’t do my stunts, I still have value. I can still do great things.”

      Pearl smiled her encouragement, though her eyes were cloudy with emotion.

      “I still have my family, people who love me, plenty of money, and a reputation that allows me to reach out and help.”

      Pearl nodded. She was one of those people who loved him. She loved that he’d seen he was more than his injury. She loved that Lottie had been instrumental in that.

      “My leg isn’t completely healed,” he continued, “but it’s doing great. I’m in a great spot.” He wrapped his hand around hers again and gave her a meaningful look. “But I could never be happy without you.”

      Pearl felt a sob rise up in her chest. She flung herself against him and thumped her fist on his chest.

      “Whoa.” Jex released her hand and cradled her close against him. “Are you okay?”

      “If you’ll promise never to be stupid and selfish and leave me again.”

      “I can promise that.”

      “No matter what, Jex,” she said fiercely, tears pricking at her eyes. “You cut your stinking leg off, but don’t turn away from me. Let me work through things with you.”

      Jex tilted his head to study her. “Okay.”

      “That’s it? ‘Okay’? That’s all you’re going to give me?”

      Jex smiled. “Is all this emotion and strong language your way of trying to tell me that you love me almost as much as I love you?”

      Pearl pushed out a huffy breath. She slid her hands around his neck and tugged him closer. “Are you horribly sorry for the way you treated me?”

      “Oh, love.” Jex shook his head. “I am desperately sorry for the way I treated you, for pushing you away. Please say you’ll forgive me.”

      She tilted her head and pursed her lips. “Did you miss me every moment of every day?”

      Jex bent down closer, his warm breath brushing her cheek. Her stomach heated with anticipation. “Do I really have to answer that one?”

      “Ah!” She sputtered. “Yes, you jerk, you do.”

      He chuckled. “I ached for you every moment of every day, my love.” He sobered and studied her. “I’m sorry I got in such a dark place mentally, and I’m so sorry I told you to go. Please forgive me. I’ve learned a lot, and I won’t push you away again. I love you so much, Pearl. I can’t stand the thought of you not changing that horribly long last name very soon.”

      Pearl blinked up at him, willing the tears to not flow. “I think I’m the sappiest pushover I know. I forgive you, and … I love you too, Jex.”

      Jex grinned and didn’t waste any time. He bent close, lifting her onto her tiptoes, and captured her mouth with his. His kiss was full of love and extreme devotion to her. Pearl knew life wouldn’t always be easy, but it would always be with Jex, and that was all she could ever ask for.
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      Two busy weeks had passed since Pearl had come to Costa Rica. This camp and a few others in the country were up and running. Soon they’d return to America and start setting up camps there before branching out to other countries. Pearl loved every fulfilling day, and she loved being with Jex most of all.

      She studied his handsome face as they stood at the top of a tower, wearing safety harnesses. She’d seen the camp participants use similar towers for zip-lining, but she couldn’t see a zip line here. They were sixty feet above the ground, with massive trees surrounding them. Looking down through all the green to the forest floor far below made her nauseated, so she focused on Jex.

      “What’s the plan here?” she asked.

      Jex chuckled. “No plan. I just wanted to be Tarzan and wondered if you’d be my Jane.”

      “I think you have to wear a loincloth to be Tarzan.” Terror rushed through her at the thought of swinging from branch to branch like she’d seen him do. Jex was strong and she knew he’d never let her fall, but clinging to him like Jane didn’t sound very safe or smart.

      “Ha! Where’s my loincloth when I need it?” He winked. “I can see that panicked look on your face. Don’t worry. I would never risk your safety.”

      “Like you risk your own?”

      “Exactly.” He leaned in. “Kiss for good luck?”

      Pearl pushed at his chest. “Last time I gave you a kiss before a stunt, it didn’t end very well.”

      Jex roared with laughter at that. “You’re right.” He squeezed her hand. “I’m not letting you go for four months ever again.” He pursed his lips as if thinking, and then he tilted his head and smiled at her. “Okay, then. Kiss because you adore me.”

      “That I can do.” Pearl met him halfway. She thrilled at the sweet touch of his lips and the strength of his body.

      Jex pulled back and clamped her onto the cable, then clamped himself on. Then he swept her off her feet and instructed, “Wrap your legs and arms around me.”

      “That I can do,” she said. She wrapped herself around him and held on, amazed at how strong he was. He could hold her easily even without his right leg being back to full use.

      Jex let out a whoop and launched them off the platform. They swung in a free fall and Pearl screamed and clung to him, her stomach pitching to her throat. They swooped past the ground and swung through, flinging almost as high in the other direction. She looked at the ground far below, and the scream of terror got stuck in her throat as she latched even harder onto Jex.

      They rushed back toward the ground again and up toward the platform, Jex giving out a Tarzan yell and her burying her face in his neck and trying to keep her lunch down. They kept swinging back and forth. Each swing had less and less momentum until they finally, mercifully settled in the middle, still a dozen feet above the ground.

      Pearl’s heart was thumping out of control. She hugged Jex and then cussed him. “You could’ve warned me. I thought we were doing a zip line.”

      Jex chuckled. “Aw, c’mon, you know me better than that.”

      “It’s a good thing I love you, or I’d be ditching you for the next four months for that stunt.”

      They hung suspended in the air, her still wrapped around him and her heart still racing. Being this close was heaven, now that the terror of the free fall and swing was over.

      “No, don’t threaten awful things like that.”

      Pearl sensed movement above and below them. Looking up, she saw a man slowly releasing their cable, and then they eased to the forest floor. Looking down, she saw Jex’s entire family and her mom, her brother, and Tracy congregating below them. Even Gunner and Lily were here. She knew they were involved in the anti-trafficking battle in South America and spent time on other security jobs throughout the world, but they rarely took a break. It meant a lot to see all the people they both loved, and the sight made her excitement and nerves rise. What was Jex planning now?

      “It’s time, Jex!” Lottie yelled up at them, clapping her hands and then happily waving them at her forehead.

      Mae was wearing a T-shirt that said, It’s not a food baby. Pearl wanted to hug her and congratulate her and Slade on the baby, but it wasn’t time for that right now. According to Lottie, it was time for something else.

      “Time?” Pearl asked.

      “You agreed to marry me, right?” Jex asked, holding her tight against him.

      “Well, sort of. I think I may have agreed to change my last name.”

      “Good enough.”

      “Really?” she challenged him. They hit the ground, and she still clung to him.

      Jex grinned. “Pearl Jacobsen-Davenport, will you marry me and finally ditch that awful last name?”

      Pearl kissed him and whispered against his lips, “Yes.”

      Jex pulled a ring out of his shorts pocket. No box, just a huge round diamond glittering in a thick white-gold band.

      “You took me serious when I said a big ring.” She grinned.

      “Yes, ma’am, I did.” He slowly slid the ring on her finger, and she trembled from the tenderness and promise in his gaze.

      Then he lowered his head and proceeded to kiss her, making her entire body tingle until Lottie yelled, “Stop it, you tater tot!”

      Everyone laughed. Pearl released her tight grip on Jex and stood on her own two feet. A worker came and took off their harnesses, and then Jex wrapped his arm around her and turned them toward their families. “Thanks, everybody, for traveling down here. I finally convinced the beautiful Pearl Jacobsen-Davenport to change her too-long last name.” He winked at her. Pearl’s heart raced faster than it had on their crazy swing. “No offense, Mama Jacobsen-Davenport.”

      Pearl’s mom waved her hand. “None taken, future son-in-law.”

      “Today is Sunday, so the camp attendees aren’t here. If it’s okay with Pearl, we’ll have a quiet ceremony next to the river with only our families, and my mama’s planned some fancy dinner.” He smiled lovingly at his mom. “Then we’re ditching all of you to go on a honeymoon.” He lowered his voice and whispered in Pearl’s ear, “To Bali for at least a few weeks, then maybe visit some of the countries in Europe that we’ve missed. I know about your secret dream of those castles in Wales.”

      Pearl beamed up at him.

      “Is this all okay?”

      “Do I get to wear a white dress and heels, or am I getting married in a T-shirt and shorts?”

      “You and your heels.” His voice lowered. “I love you in them.”

      Her body heated up at the smoldering look in his eyes and the anticipation of being married to this man.

      “Don’t worry,” Jex said. “Lottie’s picked out the most beautiful dress and shoes you can imagine.”

      “Yes!” Lottie hollered. “We love you, Pearl!”

      “I love you too, Lottie.” She turned to Jex. “It’s better than okay. I love you.”

      He kissed her soundly, and Pearl enjoyed the cheers from their family members as they enjoyed their first kiss as an engaged couple. It would be a short engagement, and that was perfect for her. Jex Steele and helping children throughout the world was her future. She was more than ready to change her last name and make him hers.
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      Lily Bella Jewel rushed through the restaurant’s kitchen, picking up the plated pork mac ‘n cheese that was ready to serve. “This smells delectable,” she sang to the cook.

      “Thank you, sweetheart,” James returned with a grin. The fifty-something guy reminded her of her dad, very laidback and well-liked by everyone, but James was twice as thick and muscular as her tall, thin father. James also seemed concerned about her, something her father had never revealed in her lifetime. “Aren’t you done for the night? I don’t like you riding that bike in the dark.”

      “Don’t worry about me, my friend. I’ve been riding that bike throughout the good old US of A, and small-town Idaho is the safest I’ve ever been.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Just finish that order and get your skinny behind back to your trailer, or I’ll make you wait until I’m plum done and drive your keister home.”

      She smiled. “Oh, the threats.” Bustling through the door, she ignored his growl of a reply. It was adorable how her fellow employees and the owners of this cute restaurant took responsibility for her well-being, especially as she’d never asked them to. She loved real people, but she’d worked hard to learn how to protect herself.

      Hurrying to the closest table in the small restaurant, she set down the dinner. “Now if you don’t love this bit of heaven, I don’t know what to tell you, but you may have flawed taste buds.”

      The lady smiled, winking at her husband who was maneuvering his mouth around the thick bacon cheeseburger Lily had delivered to him a few minutes ago.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled with a mouthful, “I shoulda waited.”

      “Don’t worry, darlin’, you’ll be waitin’ on me to eat this.” She looked to Lily. “It smells delicious. Thank you, sweet girl.”

      “Do you need anything else right now?” Lily asked.

      “We should be happy and busy for a while,” the lady answered.

      “Y’all enjoy it.”

      They both smiled at her put-on Southern accent. She wasn’t from the South but had loved her stay of a few months last fall on Hilton Head Island working for Shar Heathrow’s Beach Cottage restaurant. Waitressing was not only the easiest job to come by, Lily enjoyed meeting people and fully appreciated free food. Free food had helped her survive on her own since she’d turned eighteen, dropped the Jolie part of her last name, and told her mother she was going to live her life without any help or any contact from her.

      She checked in with her dad once in a while. He sometimes responded to her emails and didn’t seem to be disappointed in her. But the famous Jamison Jewel didn’t get riled about much of anything, least of all that his daughter was going to amount to nothing, as her mother used to remind her. Thankfully, she hadn’t seen Bella Jolie in six years now. Blissful. That’s what an existence without her mother was. Sometimes, throughout the years, she’d felt as if someone were watching her, maybe someone who guessed the connection to one of her famous parents. When that happened, she simply upped her self-defense training and relocated.

      Glancing around the quiet restaurant, she startled as she saw a man sitting in the corner booth. He was incredibly handsome with dark coloring, a well-trimmed beard, and a muscular frame, but he was also watching her intently. It wasn’t a creepy look, more of a gaze of either interest in her, or possibly recognition. Aw, shoot. She hated when someone put together whose daughter she was, even worse when it was a man that good-looking, because she wouldn’t let herself flirt with someone who knew who she was. No, strike that; she wouldn’t flirt with anyone who wanted a claim to fame because they’d figured out her lineage.

      It was the one luxury she allowed herself—flirting with handsome men. She rarely dated, as safety was her highest priority, and though she’d won every fight she’d been in, she never underestimated anyone or put herself in stupid positions; but flirting she liked, a lot. Tugging at her long braid, she hoped she looked presentable after rushing around a hot kitchen for hours. She’d given up on makeup, fancy haircuts, and manicures years ago, one more way to spite her mother, but she liked to be clean and presentable.

      Lily gave him a forced smile that he barely returned. That worried her even more. If he was interested in dating her he’d smile or wink or something. This man appeared much too tough and serious. It was unsettling. She turned and hurried back into the kitchen.

      Hanging up her apron, she called to the owners Kristen and James, “I’m out. See you tomorrow for lunch.”

      “Be safe,” they both returned.

      She smiled. They had no clue how many different places she’d lived over the past six years, some of them very un-safe, or the fact that she’d been trained by her bodybuilder of a nanny behind her mother’s back and taken a variety of self-defense classes throughout the past six years. She was capable of protecting herself.

      “I always am.” She hurried back out into the restaurant before they could fuss about her anymore. The man in the corner booth caught her eye again. Sarah the waitress closing tonight should come wait on him, he’d be fine, but when their gazes caught she felt an unfamiliar connection to him. Maybe it was because he seemed to know her, but it might be something much more intriguing. His very build shouted safety and protection, unless he wasn’t on your team, and his dark eyes tugged at her. She could see herself becoming a fan of this man.

      Forcing herself to walk through the restaurant and past the deli counter, she exchanged goodbyes with the girls manning the counter and burst through the front door into the dry Idaho summer heat. It was after seven-thirty, but it stayed light until close to nine in late August. She’d be fine with daylight on the thirteen-mile ride to her lakeside home. Well, home was a loose word, but she loved her little camp trailer.

      Walking around the side of the building, she found her commuter bike propped right where she’d left it and undid the lock. The lock was pretty superfluous in this little town, but habits were hard to break, and she didn’t want to risk losing this bike. It was a good one and had taken her months to save up for, costing almost a thousand dollars.

      As she pushed it toward the road, the front door of the deli opened, and the man from the corner booth strode out. The air suddenly became oppressively hot as she couldn’t tear her eyes from him. The way he walked was like he was the world, so confident and appealing, yet not posturing or trying to put on airs. His very presence made her heart race. His dark gaze focused in on her, and he didn’t play any games. He walked right up to her, stopped a foot away and said, “Hey.”

      Lily clung to her bike, so she didn’t tip over. His sculpted muscles were semi-hidden by a soft t-shirt but nothing could fully disguise a build like that. His face was smooth and tanned with just enough facial hair to make her want to touch it and see if it was soft or rough. How would it feel if she simply brushed her cheek against it?

      Instead of asking him if she could touch his cheek with her own, she sputtered out. “Are you just in charge of the whole world, military boy?” He was many maturity levels above a boy but teasing was imperative right now.

      His eyes registered surprise, but he gave her a slight smile. “If I was, I’d ask you to dinner.”

      Lily’s breath rushed out in a half-laugh, half-longing sigh. “Oh, you would, would you?” She flipped her long hair and pushed a hip out. “And where would you take me on said dinner, oh, hot and mighty one?”

      His smile only grew slightly, but she could sense she amused him; he was simply a serious one. Ooh, he’d be fun to break.

      He pointed back at the restaurant. “This place had fabulous reviews on Trip Advisor.”

      “Hmm. But I get food for free there so that’s a pretty lame date.”

      His chin lifted, and his smile became a fraction more generous. She was going to have to work for a grin. Work, she could do. He was so tough and almost solemn, reinforcing her suspicions of a military background. He tilted his head across the street. “Should we try Big J’s instead?” It was obvious from the sound of his voice he wasn’t too impressed with what looked like an ordinary fast-food restaurant.

      “Oh, I think I’ve got your number. You’ve traveled the world and think a simple fast-food dive is below you?” She arched an eyebrow and dared him to challenge her. He simply lifted a shoulder. “You’ll have to be schooled then. It is completely unacceptable to use that tone of voice with Big J’s. Their bacon cheeseburger could make you sing, and they have a pizza bomb that I’m salivating about just saying the words.” He was making her salivate, but she didn’t want to let on. What was a man like this doing showing up in her small town? She didn’t know everybody in the valley, but she would bet all twenty-seven of the hundred-dollar bills she’d worked so hard to stash in her trailer that he wasn’t a local.

      “Salivate?” His gaze traveled over her face and truly made her salivate for more. “I’ll have to try both of them then. You in?”

      She was incredibly tempted, but it was a long bike ride in the late summer heat, and she didn’t prefer doing it in the dark. There was no way she’d let this man take her home, and she hated to put James out as he lived the other direction of where she needed to go, up a beautiful canyon called Cub River.

      “Not tonight, but thanks for the offer.” She smiled and pushed her bike away, hating to walk away from such appeal.

      “Are you working tomorrow?” he said to her back.

      She glanced over her shoulder. “I’ve got the lunch shift.” Yes! He wanted to see her again.

      “When do you get off?”

      She wanted him to smile fully. He was much too serious, no matter how much she teased. Still she saw no harm in getting to know him a little bit, maybe a date or two, maybe a kiss or two. His lips were a firm, manly line that she wouldn’t mind a taste of.

      “Four,” she admitted.

      “I’ll be waiting for you right here. Then I can salivate …” He actually gave her a larger smile. “Over the pizza bomb.”

      “What if I’m not ready to salivate?” she asked, winking sassily at him.

      He shrugged. “Then I’ll be waiting the next day, and the next day … until you decide you are ready.”

      “Persistent, aren’t you?”

      He actually chuckled and grinned. The combination robbed the oxygen from her body. “Handsome” didn’t do justice to this man when he grinned.

      “You have no idea,” he said.

      “I guess we’ll see if tomorrow’s your lucky day.”

      He sobered and stared deeply into her eyes. “I guess we will.”

      The moment seemed to draw out between them, and Lily was lost in the depths of his dark gaze. This man had seen the world and the pain that was in it. Lily wanted to hold his hand and help him to see the happiness that was in it too.

      Find The Committed Warrior here.
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