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      Devlin Darby moved her hips to the music, her skin vibrating with the bass beat thumping through the sound system as sweat rolled down her back. She stood on the dance floor of one of Denver’s trendiest night clubs, losing herself to the feel of the music washing over her. As a professional photographer, she traveled the world and loved every minute of it, but sometimes being back in the states gave her the chance to refuel in a way no other place on earth could.

      Bonus points if that visit included good friends. This one did. Reuniting with her best friend, Maggie Lawrence, was just the break Devlin hadn’t even known she needed. Of course, watching Maggie dance was enough to bring a smile to anyone’s face. She watched Maggie with amused fascination, unable to stifle a laugh.

      Her friend’s hands waved spastically above her head as if she were flagging down a plane, her hips gyrating with the music. She was more than a bit offbeat, but who cared. Maggie laughed, her smile brighter than the flashing lights overhead. They were here to have a good time, and obviously Maggie was.

      Maggie lived in Canyon Creek, Colorado, a small town Devlin had always considered her home, even though she’d only lived there until she was twelve. Despite Devlin’s countless moves around the world after leaving—thanks to her father’s military career and now her job as a photographer—Maggie and she had remained close.

      In a little over a month, Maggie would marry the town hottie, Ben Sumner, something that might bring out a twinge of jealousy in even the best of women. Ben was handsome, successful, devoted and most of all, loyal. But Devlin harbored no feelings from the green-eyed monster. She had absolutely no plans to tie herself down to one man for the rest of her life. She was a free spirit, a gypsy, and she liked it that way.

      She rarely stayed in one place more than a month anyway, and she didn’t see herself ever settling down, no matter how hot and successful the man was. Or how much fun they might have between the sheets.

      Devlin glanced around the dance floor. A small group of Maggie’s closest friends congregated around them. Devlin mimicked their moves, laughing and dancing, not used to the female camaraderie.

      She and Maggie met in elementary school when Devlin marched up to the shy girl hiding behind the monkey bars, and proclaimed, “We’re best friends now.” Maggie nodded without protest, and from then on, that’s exactly what they’d been.

      Maggie Lawrence was no longer that shy girl hiding on the playground. She’d found her place in the world and a man she loved. For that, Devlin was truly happy.

      “I’m so glad you’re here!” She yelled over the music. The overhead lighting danced across her sweat-streaked face.

      Devlin laughed as she took in her friend’s attire from head to toe. Maggie’s outfit announced to everyone why they were there. Her friend’s bachelorette party.

      A bedazzled headband sat on top of her curly auburn hair, two light-up penises wiggling above her head from springy coils. Across her chest lay a satin sash that read “Same Penis Forever.” Apparently her fiancé had found the sash before the party and written “huge” before the word penis with a permanent marker.

      Devlin didn’t want to think about the size of Ben’s junk, but if his was anything like his brother’s then the banner held some truth.

      She ignored the shiver of arousal that ran through her at the memories that never dimmed.

      Max Sumner and Devlin had hooked up a month ago when she’d flown in from New York City on a previous visit. She’d been scouting locations for a coffee table photo book she was working on and had returned to the small Colorado town, believing the breathtaking mountain views and fresh air would provide the perfect backdrop for the project. She knew there were other reasons she’d been drawn back to Canyon Creek Mountain. It was the only place that had ever felt like home to her.

      Still, the hookup with Max hadn’t been planned, and if she’d taken a minute to think, she would have stopped herself. Sadly, he had a way of frying her brain anytime she kissed him. Devlin had always had a no-strings-attached attitude toward men. She wanted one thing only from them: sex. Good sex. And Max had given her just that.

      Devlin had grown up in a house run by a dictator. Namely, her father, Louis Darby, Gunnery Sergeant. He’d controlled every aspect of her and her mother’s life. From telling them how to dress, how to wear their hair, and even her mother’s exercise regimen. His attitude toward women in general had been disgusting.

      She had vowed early on in life never to let a man have that much control over her, not the way her father still did her mother.

      She shook her head, banishing memories and bringing herself back to the dance floor. She focused on the addictive beat of the music, before realizing, addictive or not, she had to take a break.

      Devlin leaned into Maggie, shouting in her ear above the music. “I need to go sit down, I’m beat.”

      “Okay, hold on, I’ll go with you.” Maggie turned and yelled to the other women in the bachelor party group, pointing toward the general area where they’d highjacked a few tables earlier. She turned back to Devlin and grabbing her hand. “Let’s go to the bathroom.”

      “No sweeter words.” Devlin laughed. She’d been drinking water tonight, volunteering to be the designated driver, but even sweating on the dance floor hadn’t stopped Devlin’s bladder from nearly exploding.

      Maggie led her through the mass of people gyrating and jumping on the dance floor. They stood in a small line, their backs resting on the wall as they both fought to catch their breath.

      Devlin tilted her face toward Maggie. “You having fun?”

      Maggie’s eyes remained closed as a huge smile split across her face. “A blast. I’m having a blast, Devlin. It’s the best.” Her eyes fluttered open and she turned to Devlin. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “I told you I would be.” She’d come for Maggie but even a nomad like Devlin had to admit it was nice to hang out in one place for a few weeks. She rarely stayed at her apartment in New York for that long.

      The line moved quickly and both women used the facility and washed their hands. Maggie slipped her arm through Devlin’s and practically skipped toward their table.

      “Oh, shit,” Maggie said, coming to an abrupt stop, her hold on Devlin’s arm making Devlin stop with her.

      “What?” Devlin stared around the club.

      “There.” Maggie pointed toward their table.

      When her eyes followed Maggie’s finger, she echoed her friend’s sentiment. “Shit.”

      Standing around their table were three burly men, eyes flashing with a mischief that said the night was about to get more interesting.

      Ben Sumner stood tall above the other men, his hazel eyes glowing as he raked a hand through his dark hair, searching the dance floor.

      Maggie grinned and released Devlin’s arm, walking toward him.

      Devlin muttered under her breath. “What’s the point of a bachelorette party if the bachelor shows up?”

      Ben’s brother, Emmett, stood next to Ben, his gaze searching the dance floor as well, probably for his fiancée, Elle. Emmett looked so much like Ben it was uncanny.

      Beside Emmett stood the town contractor, and second resident hottie, Shawn Braddock—affectionately known by all the girls in Canyon Creek as Shawn “Big Cock” Braddock. Devlin couldn’t validate Shawn’s nickname, but as she joined them at the table she couldn’t help but notice him. Clad in snug fitting jeans, shaggy blonde hair brushing against the collar of his button-down shirt, arresting blue eyes—yeah, Devlin would definitely buy a ticket for the Big Cock ride.

      A little voice inside her head taunted, liar. She would never admit it to anyone, not even to herself, but since her time with Max, she hadn’t desired anyone else the way she had him. Without realizing it, she found herself searching the area for him like a love-struck fool. Idiot.

      “Looking for someone?” a deep voice growled behind her.

      A smile spread across her face and her girly parts tingled when she recognized the voice.

      Max Sumner.

      He pressed his body into hers, and without realizing it, she sank into him, his heat both tempting and teasing her.

      She breathed in, inhaling his familiar scent. Mistake. She remembered his spicy cologne from their night together. The aroma had set off a chain reaction in her body the moment she’d nuzzled against his chest and breathed him in. The scent had clung to her body for days after their time together, despite several showers.

      It had been a month since they’d slept together—although what they’d done would never be called sleeping. Or even sex. It was more like red-hot-monkey-sex. Red-hot-dirty-as-sin-monkey-sex.

      Despite the good time they had together, she’d known immediately that sleeping with Max had been one of the dumbest things she’d ever done. The minute he’d rolled on top of her and slid inside, she’d realized that giving her body to him had been a mistake. Devlin only gave men one night, maybe two at the most. But with Max, she’d immediately wanted more. There was something about the big, sexy, alpha-male football player that was addicting. Like that first bite of a chocolate chip cookie as it comes out of the oven, warm and melting in your mouth—

      “What’s going on in that beautiful mind of yours?” Max’s voice was at her ear, his breath caressing her skin like a silk scarf. She knew if she turned around, she would find light brown eyes staring into hers, and the wavy dark hair she’d sunk her hands into that night in bed.

      Shit.

      Devlin swallowed hard.

      “You look like you’re about to come all over yourself.” His lips gently brushed the shell of her ear.

      Heat bloomed in her belly and she damn near did come as a dull ache throbbed between her legs.

      “Which is fine by me,” he continued, “although I’d prefer for you to come underneath me, or on top of me, or—”

      Devlin held up a hand to stop him. “I get it.”

      He stepped back and chuckled.

      She choked back a moan as the deep rumble of his laughter vibrated through her body.

      Double shit.

      This, this right here, was what would get Devlin in trouble. Dirty talk from a sexy-as-sin ex-NFL player with more ego than good sense. Getting caught up with Max would be like giving a gallon of ice cream to a woman on her period. Nothing good would ever come of it.

      Against her better judgment, she turned and studied the man in front of her. He was wearing a navy-blue sweater that clung to his muscular body like cling wrap.

      Triple shit.

      His faded jeans showcased powerful legs that had been honed to perfection. He might not be in the NFL any more, but you’d never be able to tell from that drop-dead body.

      His dark brown hair was cut short on the sides, a bit longer on top. All the better to grab during the throes of passion, she knew from personal experience. His dark hazel eyes studied her intently, as if trying to learn her every move. No wonder his face had donned the cover of sports magazines across the world. He was, in a word, hot-as-fuck. Okay, that was three words, but she’d hyphenated.

      Devlin turned her attention to Emmett who was now moving across the dance floor. She didn’t have to guess where he was going. Emmett Sumner would always find Elle Noble, no matter where she was. Moth, meet flame.

      Devlin watched Elle as she gyrated on the dance floor. She was a professional dancer and owned her own dance studio, which gave her an advantage. Elle’s body was toned and lean and just the right amount of sexy to make men melt, and women want to scratch her eyes out.

      Devlin had photographed Elle several times, even winning an award with a photo she’d taken of Elle before a ballet performance in college. Elle was a cancer survivor and Devlin planned to make her the centerpiece of her new coffee table photograph book benefiting an organization that provided support for cancer patients as they went through treatment.

      But at the moment, Elle was lost in the music, eyes closed. Emmett honed in on her, forcing the circle of men around Elle to part with a lethal glare. Smart men. Elle finally opened her eyes and a huge grin transformed her face as she reached out to Emmett. Devlin couldn’t help but smile as the two moved together, his hands pulling her in, close and intimate as though the dance floor was theirs alone.

      Devlin’s eyes scanned the floor. Maggie and Ben were off in another corner, her arms entwined around his neck, fingers in his hair, with eyes only for him.

      “So much for the bachelorette party,” Devlin said, crossing her arms and glaring at Max and Shawn.

      Kayleigh Montgomery, another member of the party, marched toward the table. “What are you guys doing here?” Her white-blonde hair flowed behind her, blue eyes narrowed as she studied the men.

      Fast on Kayleigh’s high-heels, Lily Sumner joined the growing group around the small table. Lily was Sally Sumner’s daughter and the boys’ cousin. Last Devlin heard, Sally was now dating Elle’s father and Maggie was pretty sure Lily had the hots for Shawn but was denying it with a vengeance.

      Good God, the whole group sounded like an incestuous bunch of hillbillies, a bad soap opera gone horribly out of control. As much as Devlin loved Canyon Creek, there was no way she could ever live in a place where everyone knew your name, and all your business too.

      “Did you see my cousin with Elle?” Lily asked, her cheeks flushed from dancing.

      “You mean book boy?” Kayleigh said, referencing Emmett’s profession as a bestselling author.

      “Yeah,” Lily nodded. “I guarantee you, he’ll sneak her out of here in the next half an hour.”

      Devlin looked back to the dance floor. She had a feeling Ben and Emmett hadn’t been able to stay away tonight. Sometimes she wondered what that kind of love felt like. That all-consuming love that made you crazy with need and ready to fight to the death.

      Max raised his hands. “Just for the record,” he stared at all the women, “I tried to talk them out of this brilliant idea.”

      The all-too-innocent look on his face made Devlin wonder if that was true.

      “So why are you here?” Lily asked, hands on hips as she glowered at Max and Shawn.

      “Easy, tiger.” Kayleigh laughed, patting Lily’s shoulder. “Look, obviously these yahoos aren’t going anywhere,” she pointed a thumb toward frick and frack. “Let’s go dance.” She moved her hips to the beat of the music now thumping through the club. Her tight mini skirt rode higher, her top lower. Male eyes from every direction fell out of their heads, tongues wagging as they stared at Kayleigh, including Max.

      “Holy shit,” he said.

      Devlin elbowed him. He just laughed. Where had that jealous streak come from?

      Lily picked up the headband with wiggling penises that Maggie had abandoned on the table and put it on her head. “Dance, dance, dance!” she shouted, grabbing Max’s hand. She jumped up and down, the lighted penises bouncing above her head.

      “Lil, you have to take those things off before I’ll go out there,” Max said.

      Devlin quirked a brow. “I think Max should have to wear them.”

      “Oooo.” Lily rubbed her hands together.

      “Yes! Yes!” Kayleigh and Lily chanted in unison while Devlin grinned.

      “Absolutely.” Shawn smiled.

      “No! Hell no,” Max said, holding up a hand, as if he could stop them. “Come on Shawn, help me out. Men stick together.”

      Shawn shook his head. “Sorry, man, but my vote is for the Dick Head to wear dicks on his head.”

      Everyone burst into laughter, everyone except Max.

      “Screw all of you,” he growled.

      Shawn reached up and removed the head band from Lily’s head.

      “Put on the dicks! Put on the dicks!” Kayleigh chanted as she clapped to the beat of the music. Soon they all joined in, cheering and chanting.

      Other patrons stared at the circus unfolding in front of them.

      Devlin wasn’t sure what got into her. One minute, she was strategizing how to get away from Max and all the temptation he brought with him, and the next, she was teasing him. She took the headband and slipped it onto her own head before tilting her head up to look at Max. “Come on, you big baby.”

      Max snarled and let out a low growl. He leaned in close, whispering low against her ear. “I’m no baby. And if I remember correctly, you know damned well just how much of a grown-assed man I am.”

      Devlin drew in a deep steadying breath.

      Mistake.

      Instead of calming her sexual appetite, another shiver of desire racked her body as Max’s rich, very male scent invaded her senses. Images of him as he lowered himself over her flashed through her mind. Memories that weren’t just images of their night together. These flashbacks were physical, visceral, affecting her as if he were running his fingertips across her skin even now.

      “See, you do remember.” He chuckled as he slipped the headband off her head and placed it on his, nearly busting the plastic he was so huge. “Now, I believe the challenge was extended to me.” He touched the tip of his finger to his broad chest. “And as everyone here knows, I never turn down a challenge.”

      Devlin cocked her head and laughed. “Obviously, Dick Head.”

      “That’s dicks, plural.” Max pointed to the two penises bouncing above his head.

      “Max!” someone shouted behind them. “Max Sumner!”

      Max turned and a flash of cameras lit the area.

      “Ah, shit,” he groaned.

      “Seems like Mr. NFL Player of the Year just got caught wearing dicks on his head.” Shawn laughed. “That shit will go viral in like…” He glanced down at his phone then lifted it to take his own shaming picture. “As soon as I can post this.”

      “Don’t you dare,” Max warned.

      “Done!” Shawn shouted as he held up his phone to show his picture already posted to social media.

      “I’m going to kill you.” Max stepped toward Shawn. The two had been working together recently and seemed to be growing close, but Devlin wasn’t at all sure their friendship could tolerate penis pics online.

      Sensing imminent homicide, she grabbed Max’s beefy arm and yanked him toward the dance floor. “Let’s go, Dick Head, before you really do kill him.”

      Max shot Shawn a middle finger as they walked away. More flashes went off.

      Devlin had never stopped to think of Max Sumner as a celebrity, but his illustrious career in the NFL mixed with his playboy ways had put him in the spotlight a lot. Being out of the country most of the year, the stories never reached Devlin. Until now.

      Getting involved with Max lost even more appeal. Anonymity was not only part of her business, she’d made it part of her life. She had no interest in being at the center of attention.

      “On second thought,” Devlin said, releasing his arm.

      “Oh, hell no, shorty, if I go down, you’re going down with me.”

      Devlin had never considered herself short but staring up at this hulk of a man she felt short now, and petite, and vulnerable. Whenever Devlin felt vulnerable, she turned to humor as a shield.

      She quirked a brow. “You go down, Max?”

      “Someone could get hurt.” He leaned closer. “But maybe later, if you’re lucky, I’ll go down.”

      She blushed, remembering the escapades. God, that was so unlike her to be shy.

      He leaned in closer. “And so will you.”

      Quadruple shit.
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      The lively, obnoxious and ever-growing bachelorette party stumbled into the great hall of the Crawford Hotel in downtown Denver, better known as LoDo. The area was known for its rich historical significance, including the hotel. The Crawford was built within Denver’s iconic Union Station, utilizing some of the building’s original architecture. The train station was over one hundred years old and still operating so the architecture was incredible.

      It was also lost on the group. The gaggle of semi-drunken women erupted in fits of giggles that echoed through the mezzanine and pounded in Max’s head like a drum.

      “That way to our room!” Lily shouted, pointing in the air at no place in particular.

      Every head in the lobby turned to stare at them which, luckily, wasn’t many since it was nearly two in the morning.

      “I’m sooo tired,” Lily sighed, leaning against Kayleigh.

      “Did you guys get a room?” Maggie asked Ben.

      All the men stared blankly.

      “I’ll take that as a no.” Kayleigh laughed.

      Great. If they were going to have a place to sleep tonight, he had to be the brains behind this idiot adventure. But he was getting more than one room. No way in hell was he sharing a room with anyone other than Devlin.

      “We actually have a suite,” Elle said. “There’s enough room for all of us.”

      Emmett shook his head and pulled Elle tight to his side. “Uh-uh, baby. I got us a room.” He grinned at the other guys in a message that clearly said they were on their own.

      “How many bedrooms are there in the suite?” Shawn asked.

      “Two bedrooms,” Kayleigh said, “but the suite sleeps,” she paused, counting on her fingers. “eight!” She put her arm around Maggie. “Nothing but the best for our girl.”

      Max quickly did the math and let his eyes find Devlin’s. “I’m getting my own room. There’s no way I’m sleeping with any of these idiots.” He threw a thumb toward the men.

      “Okay, so let’s see,” Elle took charge. “Ben and Maggie, you get the master room because, well,” her eyes lit with amusement, “because. There are two beds.”

      Kayleigh held up a hand. “Hell no. None of us can share that. There’s no frigging way I’m sleeping in the same room with you two if you’re going be knockin’ uglies all night.”

      “Knockin’ uglies?” Max laughed.

      “Yeah,” Kayleigh smiled. “Ridin’ the skin boat to tuna town, boppin’ the bologna pony, burying the boner, slappin’—”

      Elle covered Kayleigh’s mouth with her hand. “Stop!”

      Max roared with laughter. “I think you’re my new best friend, Kayleigh Montgomery.”

      Kayleigh pushed Elle’s hand away and took a bow.

      Ben stared at Kayleigh. “I think you might actually be crasser than my brother,” he said, nodding toward Max. “If that’s possible.”

      Max mimicked Kayleigh and bent into a low bow. “I take that as a compliment, brother dearest.”

      “Wait, so where does that put the rest of you?” Maggie asked.

      “And I’ll leave you all to it,” Max said, walking toward the front desk to get a room. With any luck, he wouldn’t be in it alone.

      “Meet up with you for breakfast, say eight?” Maggie hollered.

      Max glanced over his shoulder. Devlin stared at him, her eyes wide with what? Disappointment? God, he hoped so. He had a plan—a trap of sorts—and she was walking right into it.

      “Make it ten,” Max said. “I’m a late riser.”

      “That’s not what I heard,” Kayleigh yelled, her voice echoing through the mezzanine.

      The group burst into laughter.

      “I think I love you, Kayleigh Montgomery,” Max yelled back as he turned to make his way to the front desk.

      “Ahh, that’s what they all say, as they walk away.” Kayleigh laughed. “And that’s doctor Kayleigh Montgomery to you.” As the town’s veterinarian, she spoke the truth.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he saluted her. “Doctor.”

      “Hey Max,” Maggie called out as he approached the front desk. “I think they stop serving breakfast at nine.”

      “Actually,” the receptionist said, looking at Max across the counter, “we have a Sunday brunch that lasts until one.”

      “Sunday brunch,” Max yelled back. “See you downstairs at the restaurant at ten.” Max turned back to the receptionist.

      She smiled broadly. Too bad her smile didn’t have nearly the effect on his body that Devlin’s did.

      “May I help you, sir?” she asked. Jesus, had she actually fluttered her eyes?

      Max studied the young woman. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a tight bun which accentuated cat-like eyes. The corners tipped at the edges and the color reminded him of dark emeralds.

      There was no mistaking the smile on her face. She was willing, and able, in more ways than one.

      Max gave her one of his best panty-melting smiles, knowing he needed her help in securing a room, but his mind strayed to the dark-haired temptress he’d just walked away from. Would Devlin follow him? “Yes, I’d like to book a room.”

      “Of course.” She began clicking on her keyboard but every few seconds her eyes would cut up to meet his, a small smirk quirking the side of her lips. “How many, sir?” The way she said sir left no doubt in anyone’s mind what she had in mind.

      She was beautiful and sexy as hell but oddly enough, Max felt no stirring in his jeans. He glanced over at Devlin who stood with the group but watched him intently.

      Her gauzy, peasant-style top hung off one shoulder, revealing smooth tanned skin. Her blouse was white, and standing there in the bright light of the hotel lobby, he could just make out the silhouette of her breasts. Christ, that got his monster stirring. Had she been braless the entire night? And why the hell hadn’t he noticed earlier? And what the hell was she doing wearing that shirt to—

      “Excuse me, sir, how many beds?” the woman asked.

      “Two,” Max finally answered. One to screw in, one to sleep in, he thought.

      “We only have the LoDo suite available, Mr. Sumner.”

      Max turned back toward the husky voice of the desk clerk. She knew him. It wasn’t completely unheard of for a woman. Denver was a football town and a lot of their fans were chicks. It helped that he had posed three times for the Hot Jocks and Big Cocks calendar.

      “I’m afraid it’s rather expensive, given the time of evening.”

      Max glanced down at her name tag. “Nonsense, Marissa.” Max chuckled.

      She gave an innocent shrug and another one of those smiles that said she would be willing to share one of the suite rooms with him.

      “It’s only,” Max glanced up at the wall which held clocks from all around the world, “two in the morning. I would think you’d be trying to pawn that suite off on anyone who would take it.”

      The woman glanced up at the clocks and turned back to Max.

      “Or are you trying to charge me on Tokyo time?” He asked with a wink. There was no fucking way he was sharing a room with those chicks and Shawn.

      The woman laughed, a deep, throaty, sexy laugh that Max found mildly irritating. Not like Devlin’s laugh. Devlin’s laugh wasn’t sexy at all. In fact, some would call it hyena-like, but it was full of life, and genuine. She was genuine. That was one of the things he liked about her most.

      “That’s fine, I’ll take the suite,” Max said. Thanks to an illustrious career in the NFL, he could afford the finer things in life.

      He thought about his mother. Her business, her future, hell, the entire mountain his family had grown up on was in real jeopardy of being foreclosed on if they couldn’t meet the terms of the monstrous loan she and his father had taken out before his untimely death. It pissed the shit out of him that she refused to accept his money to save her hotel. The Lodge at Canyon Creek was his mother’s dream. And his brothers’ constant source of worry.

      His mother and father had leveraged the family land on Canyon Creek Mountain, taking out an enormous loan to finance the lodge after running a smaller bed and breakfast for many years. When Max’s father had died from a heart attack it became clear she was in over her head so he and his brothers had come back home to help save her dream.

      “I’ll just need your driver’s license and credit card,” the receptionist said.

      Max pulled out his wallet.

      The woman darted her eyes around as if looking for spies. “Oh, you know what,” she waved her hand in the air, “never mind. I know who you are. I mean everyone knows who you are. Max Sumner.” Her hand covered her heart and he swore he saw stars in her eyes.

      What the fuck?

      “My sister bought your calendar one year.” Her gaze wandered up and down his chest and Max felt molested, and mildly offended for some strange reason. Usually he liked it when hot chicks ogled him.

      “Did you get the room, honey lips?” A familiar voice spoke beside him.

      Max glanced down and watched as Devlin slipped an arm into his, cuddling up next to him like they were together.

      He bit his cheek to keep from bursting into laughter. “Oh, yes, lamb chop, I did.” He reached down and kissed the top of her head. “But I’m afraid they don’t have all the porn channels you like.”

      Without missing a beat, Devlin delivered a perfect line as a seasoned actress might. “Oh, that’s okay, sweet ’ems, I only ask for them because sometimes I know it’s hard for you to uh,” she glanced down at his dick, “get the old soldier up.” She turned to look at the clerk. “If you know what I mean.” Then she drew her fingers across her lips in a zipping motion, twisting them as if asking the woman to hold his secret of impotency.

      Max didn’t know whether to bow at Devlin’s feet or strangle her.

      “Oh, um,” the receptionist sputtered a cough, “um, certainly. I understand.” She busied herself, clicking away at the keyboard. “Let me, um, just get your key card, Mr. Sumner.”

      “Please, call him Maxwell.” Devlin rubbed his chest. “Mr. Sumner is so formal. Of course, I call him—”

      Max pressed his hand to Devlin’s lips. “Let’s keep our pet names private, huh, sugar tits?” Max felt Devlin’s smile against his hand as she nodded. Yeah, this girl was a wild cat but he was going to have fun taming her.
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      Devlin curled up on the sofa of Maggie’s suite as she watched everyone try to sort out rooms and sleeping arrangements. The whole thing gave her a headache. She almost wished she’d taken Max up on his offer to spend the night in his plush king-sized bed.

      The ping of an incoming text drew her from her thoughts. She pulled her phone from her pocket and glanced down at the screen

      STUD MUFFIN: Call me.

      Devlin laughed at Max’s nickname. He’d listed himself as Stud Muffin when programming his number into her phone weeks earlier.

      “It’s like a real-life circus.” someone said beside her.

      Devlin glanced up and saw Shawn standing next to her. “Uh, what is?”

      Shawn plopped down beside her, nodding to the mildly-controlled chaos as their friends shuffled about the suite, carting suitcases and pillows from room to room. “Crazy town.” He nodded behind him.

      “Oh, yeah, totally.”

      “I told them I’ll sleep on the floor,” he said.

      “No need. I’ll sleep here,” Devlin pointed to the love seat they were sitting on. “That way you can have the fold-out sofa bed. Kayleigh and Lily can share the other bedroom since it only has one bed.”

      Shawn extended his long legs across the coffee table. “No, I can’t make you sleep on a loveseat. It’s too small. You take the sofa bed.”

      Devlin laughed and looked at his legs. “Shawn, you’re like six-two. There’s no way you can fit on this thing, and the floor of a hotel room is—” She shivered just thinking of the gunk on hotel carpet.

      Shawn laughed. “I’m six-three actually.” He splayed his large hands along the back of the love seat as if taking measurements and Devlin was struck by the fact that he should have been as tempting to her as Max was. Sadly, he wasn’t.

      “You’re probably right.” He glanced at Devlin. “You sure you don’t mind?”

      “Nah,” she shook her head. “I’ve slept in worse places.” And she had. Her job as a photo journalist meant she’d slept in cramped quarters, sometimes outside, most of her life. Her career was worth it. And staying out of Max Sumner’s bed would be worth one night on a loveseat.

      Devlin watched as Shawn’s gaze tracked Lily as she wandered around the suite.

      “Can I ask you something?” Devlin said.

      Shawn stood and removed the cushions from the sofa opposite them. “Sure.”

      “What happened between you and Lily? I mean, if you don’t mind me asking. Why does she always seem so upset with you?”

      Shawn watched Lily for a long moment then turned back toward Devlin, his eyes filled with sorrow and regret, two things Devlin knew all too well. “It’s a long story, Devlin.”

      She nodded. “I understand.” And she did. He wouldn’t want to share that story with just anyone. “Here, let me help.” Devlin stood but Shawn motioned her away.

      “Nah, I’ve got it. You stay put. I’ll find us some blankets.” He pulled on the handle that drew the bed up and out of the couch bottom with ease and the double sized mattress sprang to life.

      “Here you go, Shawn.” Kayleigh plopped down a blanket and pillow on top of the mattress, then handed another pillow to Devlin. “You sure you don’t mind sleeping out here?”

      “Nah, I’m good,” she said, fluffing the pillow and arranging it on the love seat.

      Devlin watched with mild amusement as Kayleigh and Shawn went to work, spreading the blanket over the sofa bed. What should have been a simple task was made into a bad comedy sketch from “I Love Lucy” as a still drunk Kayleigh repeatedly tried to pull her side of the blanket down to one corner, then got pulled off balance when Shawn tried to pull his side straight.

      It was obvious Shawn would have been better off without Kayleigh’s help, but the big man grinned as he tugged Kayleigh off her feet again and again.

      In the end, both of them ended up laughing and falling on the bed together as Devlin took in the show. Suddenly, Shawn sat straight up, pushing away from Kayleigh, all amusement gone when Lily walked past. It was sad how crestfallen the guy could look over Lily. He had it bad.

      Another text pinged.

      STUD MUFFIN: Call me or I’m coming up there to get you.

      “I need to make a phone call,” Devlin said, moving toward the door, sure her cheeks must be flushed with annoyance, and embarrassment. She didn’t blush. Ever.

      It was time for her to tell Max there wasn’t going to be a repeat of their night together.

      Kayleigh followed her. “Got a hot date tonight?” She teased as they walked toward the entry.

      Devlin turned her phone screen away. Not that Kayleigh would be able to tell who Stud Muffin was, but still. She didn’t want to advertise that she and Max had hooked up, and she really had no excuse for having his number in her phone.

      Either Kayleigh had superpowers or she knew Max well enough to guess it might be him. She leaned in and whispered. “Have fun with Max.”

      “What?” Devlin cried. “I’m not going for a booty call with Max.”

      “Well, whoever it is, enjoy a shag for me, will ya? It’s been ages since I’ve had the real thing.” She sighed in an overly dramatic way, but there was a look of true regret in her eyes. “Being a veterinarian in a small town doesn’t bring in near the action you might think, if you know what I mean?”

      Devlin laughed.

      “Oh, and just a word to the wise,” Kayleigh said, glancing around like she was about to impart a big secret.

      It hit Devlin then that Kayleigh and Max might have hooked up at one time. The man was a notorious flirt, and bad-boy player. Devlin certainly had no claim on him, and she wouldn’t want to. But she couldn’t explain why the thought of Max being intimate with Kayleigh, or any other woman, upset her.

      Kayleigh leaned in closer.

      Devlin swallowed down the sour taste at the thought that Kayleigh might impart some knowledge that only people who’d been intimate with one another would  know.

      “Watch out for Valerie,” she said.

      That was unexpected. “Valerie Sumner? Max’s mother?” Devlin asked. She glanced over at the couch, to see if Shawn was listening to them.

      His tall body was sprawled out on the sofa bed, feet dangling over the edge, hands laced behind his head with his eyes closed. Lily was nowhere to be seen so she must have been sleeping in one of the other rooms.

      “Yeah, that’s the one.” Kayleigh smirked and raised a brow. “That lady is cunning.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Kayleigh pointed at the master bedroom where Ben and Maggie were. “Exhibit one.” Then she pointed toward the door. “Exhibit two.”

      “Who?” Devlin asked.

      “Emmett and Elle. Two boys down, four to go.”

      “You think Valerie had something to do with Ben and Emmett finding women?”

      Kayleigh shrugged. “Those boys were single for over thirty years and were committed to staying that way. Now within months they’re both engaged. You tell me.”

      “Well, maybe it’s just coincidence.”

      “Valerie tried to hook me up with her son, Aaron, the doctor, a few months ago.”

      “Really?” Devlin shook her head. Although, if she thought about it, she realized most women would be happy to have a doctor pushed on them.

      “Yeah, but he was kind of a dick to me and I wasn’t interested. Not saying that’s what’s going to happen with you and Max, but if you don’t want your relationship going further than sex, I’d make sure Valerie Sumner doesn’t catch wind of it.”

      Devlin remembered the look on Valerie’s face the night she and Max had slipped out early at karaoke night over a month ago. They might be too late in the secrets department.

      “Hey,” Kayleigh shrugged, “maybe not. Maybe love is just in the air.” She closed her eyes and waved her hands above her head as if spreading the scent of a fragrant flower.

      Love?

      “Uh, no. Not for me,” Devlin said. And hopefully not Max either. What she and Max shared wasn’t love, but it was definitely life-altering. As she turned away from Kayleigh, she knew she’d eventually give in to Max’s texts. It wasn’t every day you found someone willing to show you a no-strings-attached good time. And when that guy was good-looking, funny, and gave you more orgasms in one night than most woman got on their own in a month, you didn’t pass that up.

      “Yeah, me neither.” Kayleigh said. “Straight up booty calls for this girl.” She jabbed her chest with her thumb. “See you downstairs for brunch in the morning?”

      Devlin twisted the knob and pulled open the door. No sense acting like she was sneaking out now. “Yeah, I’ll see you tomorrow.” Devlin almost had the door closed when Kayleigh caught it from her.

      “Remember, one good shag for me.” She wiggled her brows.

      “Just one?” Devlin laughed.

      “Okay, maybe two. With multiples.” Kayleigh winked then quietly closed the door.

      Devlin glanced down at her phone and debated, picturing herself tearing the leaves off a daisy.

      Call the man.

      Go back inside and go to bed.

      Call the man.

      Go back inside and go to bed.

      The problem was, when the daisy was in your head, you could just keep adding petals and never get to an answer to your dilemma. Did she call Max and take advantage of a sure thing? Or go back inside and scrunch her body up on a loveseat for what was sure to be a hellish night of little sleep. Only one sounded appealing.
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      Max sat on the edge of the tub in his hotel suite, watching as it filled with steaming water. He glanced down one last time at his phone before stepping in. No new message, no new call.

      “What the fuck?” he groaned, wondering when he’d turned into such a wuss. It wasn’t like him to pine over a woman, beg her through texts and phone calls to come see him. Women flocked to him, for God’s sake. He was a pro football player, NFL player of the year, Super Bowl Champion.

      The obnoxious voice in his head added the words washed up to the front of each of those titles.

      He laid the phone down on the edge of the tub and leaned back in the water, contemplating the question that had clawed at his mind for the past two months now. Who the hell was he without football?

      The day Max had decided to retire—or rather, the day he had to admit he could no longer play through the pain—was the first time in his life he’d truly been scared.

      As a wide receiver he’d been chased and tackled by 300-pound defenders, slammed so hard he’d been knocked unconscious more than once, even carried off the field on a stretcher a few times. But none of that scared him half as much as the thought of never playing football again. The day he walked off the field in Tampa for the last time was the day he felt a part of himself die. And he wasn’t sure if he’d ever feel truly alive again.

      The buzz of an incoming call jerked him from his melancholy thoughts. He picked up his phone.

      Devlin. The little minx.

      Max cleared his throat, trying to sound sleepy, his voice raspy and rough. “Um, hello?”

      “Oh, my gosh, I’m sorry Max, were you already asleep?” Devlin whispered. Her soft, throaty voice had his dick standing at attention.

      Max smiled. “Yeah,” he groaned.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I’ll just—”

      “Who is this?”

      Silence.

      Good. She deserved it for making him wait.

      “Amanda?” Max asked with a wicked smile.

      More silence.

      He pulled the phone away from his ear and glanced down at the screen.

      Disconnected.

      He wanted to laugh, but her voice had left his dick hard as stone. He needed Devlin Darby more than he wanted to admit.

      He redialed her number. It rang once and went to voicemail. She was ignoring him. Shit. He’d pushed her a little too far.

      Max had known Devlin had a hot temper the night they’d first slept together. Their intimate time together had been over a month ago but strangely it seemed like just yesterday. With that first taste of her against his tongue, the feeling of her soft, wet skin wrapped around him, he’d known he’d never get enough of her. Shit, now he was harder than the ceramic tub he was laying in. He liked to consider himself a smart man but when it came to Devlin Darby, he had no problems admitting he was a complete dumbass.

      In a calculated move to see her again, he’d planted the seed of doubt in Ben’s ear, making him think of all the fun his fiancée would be having in Denver without him. His plan had worked, and he and the other men had set out for Denver earlier that evening. Max only had one thought on his mind. Seduce Devlin. Taste Devlin. Lose himself inside Devlin one more time. Okay, so maybe he had more than one thought in mind. But every sordid, disreputable thought included the sexy photographer, naked and in his bed one more night.

      Ah, who the hell was he kidding? It wasn’t just one night he wanted. He wanted her a hundred more times, in a hundred different ways. But he knew he only had tonight. She’d be off, jet-setting around the world by three o’clock tomorrow afternoon when the girls dropped her off at Denver International Airport. And now he’d ruined his shot by poking the lion.

      Time to regroup.

      MAX: I know you want me.

      HOT MINX: Who is this?

      Max laughed. That was exactly why he’d nicknamed her “hot minx.”

      MAX: Who do you want it to be?

      HOT MINX: Geoff Eaton?

      Okay, who the hell was Geoff? Devlin knew damned well it was Max texting her. He’d programmed his number into her phone weeks ago.

      MAX: Who the hell is Geoff Eaton? And who spells Jeff, GEOFF? He sounds like a wimp.

      Okay, so this obviously wasn’t Max’s finest hour. He prided himself on never losing his shit—on or off the field—but there was just something about Devlin that screwed with his head and made him crazy.

      HOT MINX:  He’s not, trust me, but I might show him mine tonight.

      She was screwing with him. He knew it, but he still couldn’t stop himself from taking the bait.

      HOT MINX: I met him in the lobby after you left. He invited me to his room since the suite is full.

      Max growled.

      HOT MINX: Hopefully I’ll get lucky. I’ll let you know tomorrow if he’s a wimp or not. But I’d say probably not. He had some muscles on him.

      Max gripped the phone tighter, his teeth clenched as his core temperature rose, and not from the scalding bath water. His phone buzzed again and he glanced down. Three dumbass winking emojis flashed across his screen.

      HOT MINX: J/K Stud Muffin.

      Yes, she was most definitely a hot minx.

      MAX: You deserve a spanking for that.

      HOT MINX: Is that a threat?

      MAX: Come find out. I’m naked. And hard as steel.

      Again there was a pause and Max held his breath. Why was he so desperate for this girl? For a second he debated adding an emoji or two but there was no fucking way he was going to puss out that much.

      He stared at his phone. Still nothing. Fuck. He needed to try a different tactic. Be more romantic.

      MAX: I’m all alone and waiting for you. I opened a bottle of the hotel’s finest Champagne.

      That was a lie, he rarely if ever drank, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

      Still nothing. Dammit.

      MAX: I’m quite the connoisseur, you know.

      HOT MINX: Did you know how to spell connoisseur or did you have to use your phone’s auto speller?

      MAX: I’m offended! You’re talking to the Canyon Creek Elementary Spelling Bee Champion two years in a row. Fourth AND fifth grade! Nuff said.

      HOT MINX: Bullshit.

      MAX: No way, I’m totally serious. Ask Ben or Emmett.

      A lot of people considered Max a dumb jock, and most of the time he didn’t mind. It meant he didn’t have to live up to their high expectations. What few people realized was that his IQ was close to the genius level. The sports broadcasters would sometimes mention his biomedical engineering degree from Duke, but most people assumed he’d been handed the degree for playing football without having to actually earn it. They’d be wrong. He’d earned every credit, and it hadn’t been easy.

      Max waited, watching the dots that indicated Devlin was responding.

      HOT MINX: Still thinking about spanking me?

      MAX: Yes. You’ve been a very bad girl.

      He sat still, praying she’d say agree to come see him.

      HOT MINX: Got a blindfold?

      MAX: Pretty sure you’re gonna want to see what I’m packing.

      HOT MINX: Oh, trust me, I know what you’re packing.

      Max laughed. Yeah she did. Their night together had been spectacular.

      The little dots kept going. She was writing something else.

      HOT MINX: What’s your room number?

      Max smiled nearly as big as the day he won the Super Bowl. Devlin Darby was a trophy all right. And he couldn’t wait to wrap his arms around her.
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      Devlin should walk away right now.

      Max Sumner was the kind of guy your mother warned you about. He was an admitted player who didn’t take life seriously and wouldn’t stick around long enough to let a woman sink her claws into him. He had an ego the size of the Grand Canyon and wasn’t afraid to let people know it. A smart woman would walk the other way.

      All those qualities were ones she actually looked for in a man. The harder the player, the less likely they were to want more from her. The cockier a man was, the easier it was to walk away after a night or two. By all rights, Max Sumner fit her needs perfectly.

      Walking away from him a month ago should have been the easiest decision she’d ever made. But it hadn’t been. And she didn’t want to admit why.

      Devlin didn’t invest time or energy into relationships. Sex was sex, nothing more, nothing less. It was a way for two people to find release without the burden of more. But the night she and Max had spent together, something inside her changed, like the key twisting inside an old lock, clicking it open. And she did not want to open that lock. It secured something very precious. Her heart.

      Devlin had learned about love the hard way—from her parents. Her mother had foolishly given her heart away to her father at a young age. He wasn’t worthy of anyone’s love as far as Devlin was concerned, least of all her mother’s. She’d been forced to watch helplessly as her father broke her mother’s spirit with every indiscretion, stole small pieces of her soul with every harsh word.

      Nothing her mother had ever done was good enough for him. Devlin would watch her mom try to stretch their budget by switching out meals for whatever was on sale that week. She’d clip coupons and try to make things work, only to have him fly off the handle because the food she made wasn’t good enough.

      The next week, he’d call her mom an idiot because she couldn’t balance their checkbook, all while he traipsed around town with other women whenever he damned well pleased. Day by day, little by little, he’d chipped away at Devlin’s mother until all that was left was the shell of a woman. A woman Devlin didn’t recognize or respect anymore.

      She’d vowed never to give any man the power to destroy her the way her father had her mother. Never. Until a month ago, that decision hadn’t been a problem. Then Max Sumner strolled in.

      She couldn’t figure out for the life of her why she was so drawn to this man. She’d had every intention of steering clear of him and yet, just like a magnet, she was drawn back to him.

      She stopped outside his hotel room, debating whether to knock. She was attracted to him, of course, anyone in her right mind would be. He had a body that could go all night, and had. Just thinking of spending the night with Max again had her legs tingling with excitement. But her heart burned with a warning.

      It was just one night, she told herself. She was leaving for New York early in the morning. She nodded, mind made up. That settled it. She’d get one last taste of Max, one last feel of his—

      Her phone pinged in her pocket. She pulled it out.

      STUD MUFFIN: You coming? The water is getting cold.

      Water?

      She pressed her lips together, and her thighs. Oh God, was he in a bathtub? Just picturing Max Sumner, naked and stretched in a tub was…She shook her head. Yeah, she needed one more fix.

      Devlin reached out to knock on the door but found the door propped open. For her? Max was obviously very trusting. Too trusting.

      Devlin pushed the door open and walked inside the suite, quietly closing and locking it behind her. She walked up three steps in the entryway and found a small living area that was furnished in the same style as their penthouse suite, only on a smaller scale.

      Max’s room was a loft-style suite with exposed beams and vaulted ceilings. She glanced over the railing and saw a massive king-sized bed in a sunken room just below her. The bedroom. To the right was a barn-style door on rails that slid open and closed. Through the crack he’d left open, she saw the rim of a tub with one large male foot dangling over the edge.

      She smiled. She couldn’t help it. Even Max’s feet were sexy.

      Her phone buzzed again.

      STUD MUFFIN: I’m hungry. How much longer are you going to make me wait?

      Hungry? Was he ordering food? She thought for a moment then sucked in a breath. Oh, damn. No way was he talking about room service right now. He was hungry for her. Suddenly she was ravenous too.

      She texted back.

      DEVLIN: Order room service.

      Devlin slipped off her shoes and stepped down into the sunken bedroom area, making her way to the bathroom. She stood in the open doorway, studying Max Sumner.

      His hair was wet from the steam of the bath water, a little darker now with a few strands falling against his forehead.  One leg hung over the side, his thigh muscles clenching and releasing as he rocked his foot back and forth to a rhythm only he could hear. God, he had amazing legs, thighs so strong he could squeeze her in two if he wanted. Images of those strong legs pressing her against the wall flashed through her mind, sending a current of need racing down her spine.

      Her phone pinged again and she stifled a laugh since she’d just watched him send the text.

      STUD MUFFIN: Room service doesn’t have what I want. Bring your sweet little ass into the bathroom, Dev. Now.

      Max sat up, rivulets of water trickling down his muscled back and arms.

      She licked her lips, fighting back the urge to suck up every drop of water streaming down his chiseled body. Suddenly she was lost in the erotic image of running her tongue along Max’s—

      “There she is.” A deep voice growled.

      Devlin startled out of her lurid thoughts and focused on his face. Such a gorgeous face. His strong jaw was covered with dark whiskers. He hadn’t shaved today. Good.

      He tossed his phone to the side of the tub and moved to stand.

      “What are you doing?” she shrieked, as if she hadn’t seen him naked before.

      He laughed as he stood, that deep throaty sound that sent shock waves of pleasure straight through her.

      “The bath water is cold. It took you forever to get here.” He cupped himself. “My balls are shriveled up to raisins and my dick looks like a limp pickle.”

      Limp pickle? She bit her cheek to keep from laughing.

      Her gaze slid down Max’s body—broad shoulders, muscled chest, ripped abs.

      Max released himself.

      Her eyes drifted lower. He didn’t look shriveled in the least. He hadn’t been holding a pickle. She licked her lips again. Oh no, he held a huge cucumber, long and hard and mouth-wateringly—

      “You are a little minx, aren’t you?” He chuckled.

      She jerked from her thoughts, again, purposely turning her gaze away from Max’s naked body. “You, uh,” she half coughed, half choked, “need a towel.” Walking toward the wall, she slid a white bath towel from the shelf. “Here.” She held it out to Max, her head turned so she wasn’t tempted. Why was she acting like a shy virgin?

      Max didn’t take the towel. He grasped her wrist instead and before she knew what happened, she was in the tub, sitting on top of him, straddling his lap, clothes and all.

      “Max,” she shrieked, slapping at his chest.

      He laughed and, again, that growl of amusement vibrated through her.

      “My clothes are all wet.” She scolded him.

      He stared at her chest.

      She followed his gaze. Shit. She wasn’t wearing a bra and her soaking white shirt was now stuck to her breasts like a second skin. Her erect nipples poked through the linen like neon signs saying, take me, take me now.

      She moved to cover her chest but Max grasped her wrists and held them to her side. She made the mistake of looking him in the eyes.

      Max’s greenish-brown eyes were darker tonight and half-lidded, his expression one of lust.

      Why was she shocked by his desire? This was why she’d come, to have one more night with him, right? Still, the intensity of their connection threw her off kilter.

      Max lowered his head to her chest, his eyes locked on hers as his mouth devoured one nipple, sucking it through the material of her shirt.

      “Oh, God,” she sighed, her head falling back as she pressed her chest into his mouth. She was shameless, unable to care if he thought she was too forward or pushy.

      “Mmm,” he purred against her body as he sucked and laved and licked her nearly to orgasm.

      No man had ever pushed her so close to the precipice of ecstasy so fast. She rocked her hips against him, wanting him, needing more.

      “Max,” she moaned.

      Max released her hands and slid his down to her waist, tracing her belly with his thumbs.

      She shuddered on his lap.

      His lips moved to her other breast, his suction the perfect mix of pleasure and pain.

      He tugged her shirt off and threw it on the floor, staring at her breasts as he smiled wickedly.

      Her heart flipped.

      His fingers nimbly worked the button then the zipper of her shorts. She didn’t protest. This was what she wanted. She wanted Max inside her.

      He tugged at the waist band.

      Devlin lifted onto her knees and fell back against the tub. He tapped her ankle and she lifted her legs as he slid her shorts down with ease before tossing them onto the floor with a wet thud. His gaze found hers and she gave him what he wanted, spreading her legs for his perusal. Why play hard to get?

      Max looked down through the water, his bold gaze lighting her on fire. Before she could take another breath, he dove under the water, his face heading straight for her.

      She jolted and let out a shrill cry of surprise when his mouth caressed her most sensitive flesh. He was under the water, his face buried between her legs. What the hell?

      Unable to move, she watched the top of Max’s head now completely submerged. His tongue stroked her lightly at first, then more firmly. She panted, pushing her hips toward him. Her head fell back and she wondered how long he could hold his breath. She hoped a long time because his wicked tongue was pushing her closer to release with every stroke.

      Before she could topple over the edge, Max raised out of the water, shaking his head like a wet dog. Devlin laughed as she turned her head to avoid the spray.

      “That was a delicious midnight snack,” he said, settling himself between her legs.

      She laughed and wrapped her arms around the large man, thrilling at the feel of him. “It’s like three in the morning, not midnight.”

      He rocked his hips against her. “I want you.”

      “Yeah, no shit.”

      “Now,” he growled.

      Devlin smiled as her eyes dropped to his full lips. His mouth was designed for kissing. A flush of panic washed over her. She might never be able to tell this beautiful man no, and the thought of that frightened her to the core.

      She slid her hands around his neck and pulled his head toward her. Lifting slightly from the tub, she stopped when her lips were a breath away from his. “Then take me,” she whispered.

      He wasted no time, standing and pulling her with him. He lifted her from the tub as though she weighed nothing.

      Her desire for him was desperate, almost primal. She needed him inside her more than she needed her next breath. Devlin couldn’t help but wonder if it would always be like this with Max.

      Always? Where the hell had that come from? This was her last time with Max Sumner, she reminded herself.

      The thought that she might never be with Max again unnerved her. God, what was wrong with her? She had to rein this shit in, make decisive lines with this man like she always did.

      Max reached into his overnight bag that sat on the floor of the bathroom and pulled out a box of condoms.

      “Seriously, a box?” she asked. Devlin wanted to take the words back. She knew damned well that Max probably always had condoms on him. He was a known player.

      He froze for a split second before grinning at her with an expression she recognized. It was his mask. The one he slid on when dealing with fans, the public, anyone he wanted to fool into believing he was nothing more than a dumb jock.

      She knew the truth, though. He wasn’t. And she hated that he was using that shield against her now. It was a cool reminder that with Max Sumner there wouldn’t be anything deeper than this.

      “You know me.” He chuckled low. “I’m like a boy scout, Devlin. Always prepared.”

      She winced inside at the flippant remark. She hadn’t desired or been with another man since she and Max had slept together. But if he was still walking around with condoms in his bag, clearly he didn’t feel the same way. Devlin scolded herself for being such a needy idiot.

      Max’s gaze wandered down to her breasts and a slow smile tilted the corners of his lips. It should be illegal how fast this man revved her heart. Goose bumps rippled across her skin and she moved to cover herself.

      Max advanced quickly, like the trained athlete he was, scooping her up easily.

      She gazed up at him as her arms instinctively wrapped around his neck, her head falling against his shoulder. It felt so right to be with him, and yet scared the shit out of her at the same time. Being cradled in Max’s arms was something she could get used to—a man carrying her, a man caring for her.

      Max moved them toward the shower.

      She lifted her head and looked at the shower door. “What are you doing? Aren’t we going to bed?”

      “You’re dirty, Devlin Darby.”

      Those words, that voice, his scent that was so uniquely Max—it was all too much, making certain body parts go soft and needy. What the hell was this man doing to her?

      “That nightclub left you with the scent of other men on your body,” he said, voice low and oh-so-sexy. “I won’t take you to my bed unless you smell like me.”

      Oh, my damn, that was good. Devlin laid her head back, giving Max no further resistance. Showering with Max Sumner sounded like one of the most decadent things life had to offer. She would indulge, if only for one more night.
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      Max pulled the shower door open and stepped inside, daring a peek at the woman in his arms. Her head was still tucked against his shoulder, her dark hair spread against his chest. Instinctively, he pulled her closer. Her arms tightened around his neck and he couldn’t help but smile.

      When she’d asked about the condoms, he’d slipped into self-protection mode. He hadn’t wanted to let on that he hadn’t had the urge to be with anyone but her since their last encounter.

      Canyon Creek didn’t offer a huge selection of eligible women but even still, he hadn’t needed anyone else, hadn’t wanted anyone else but Devlin. In fact, he’d tried.

      Max and a few of his teammates had gone on a weekend trip to the Bahamas. The luxury hotel suite had been filled with women more than willing to spread their legs for an NFL superstar. His former teammates had taken advantage. He hadn’t.

      The thought of being with one of the women who’d draped themselves over him had left him cold. He’d gone to bed alone with nothing but memories of his night with Devlin to keep him company.

      In fact, the bag he’d had the condoms in had never even left the trunk of their rental car during the entire trip to the Bahamas. But tonight was different. He’d brought the bag to the room specifically with Devlin in mind. He knew she’d be at the party and he’d hoped to christen the box of condoms with her.

      Finally being alone with the real Devlin, not the memory, holding her in his arms, knowing he would have her any minute now, had him throbbing. It was the idea of needing her the way he did that scared the shit out of him. For a man who’d prided himself on one-night-stands and zero relationships, he now saw possibilities. And the chance—scratch that, the fact—she didn’t feel the same way ate at him.

      He could see her casual attitude in her actions, the way she answered with sarcastic answers, never revealing too much of herself. Most days that would suit him just fine. Most days. But Devlin was different and he didn’t know why. She might be willing to let him into her bed, but she always maintained distance, keeping her walls up at all times with him. And for the first time, that worried him.

      He shook off the pain in his gut as he realized she would never see him as more than a fun lay. That should be his attitude, too. Instead, he would focus on being with her, in the moment.

      Max released her, letting her petite body slide against his chest. He glanced down and saw her head tilted back, her caramel-colored eyes staring up at him. What was she thinking? Too afraid to ask, he reached behind her and turned the knob for the shower. Cold water sputtered from the head.

      Devlin shrieked and practically jumped into his arms. “Max! You did that on purpose.”

      He laughed and she swatted his shoulder. He laughed harder.

      Slowly, the water warmed and he again turned her toward the spray, resting her back against his chest.

      Devlin tilted her head back and he watched with rapt fascination as the water splashed against her throat, sliding down between her breasts and lower.

      His hands traced the pattern of the water on her skin and she shivered against him. He wrapped an arm around her waist and leaned around her, adjusting the water to warm her more. He grabbed a bottle of shower gel and squeezed a liberal amount into his palm before replacing it on the shelf. They both watched as a rich lather formed as he rubbed the gel between his hands.

      Max pulled her close and watched over her shoulder as he ran the soap down her back. He stared at her ass, giving himself time to appreciate every square inch of the goddess standing before him. He spread his fingers over her, cupping each cheek.

      “You have the sweetest ass, Devlin,” he said.

      “Hmmm,” she said, “so do you.”

      He laughed as he moved the soap against her skin, letting his hands travel up to her lower back. She had the sexiest curves he’d ever seen. He had to think of chemical equations and football stats so he didn’t embarrass himself. His hands moved higher, caressing her back, delighting in every inch of her soft, supple skin. He worked over her shoulders, squeezing and massaging, wanting to bring her pleasure in every way. He wanted her to melt for him.

      “Oh, God, Max,” Devlin sighed. “That feels so good.”

      He worked his hands down her sides and around to her stomach. Making slow circles, Max moved his hands over her slippery skin, working his way up until his fingers grazed the undersides of her breasts in a teasing glide.

      “Yes, more please,” she moaned.

      Devlin didn’t have to beg him for more, ever. His hands cupped her breasts, his palms molding to the supple form as his thumbs skimmed over her nipples.

      She squirmed against him, releasing a raspy groan, her voice vibrating against his chest. She pressed her hips back against him and now it was Max’s turn to moan.

      He grabbed the shower gel again and squirted more into his palm. “Lift your arms,” he said.

      She willingly obeyed, her eyes still closed as she sagged against him, her body like his second skin.

      Max lathered the gel then trailed his hands up her sides. Her body shivered against him and he smiled. He moved higher, washed under her arms, then moved out until his hands met hers, intertwining their fingers. “Put your hands behind my neck.”

      Her head lolled to the side as if she was losing consciousness but she did as he asked.

      Max couldn’t resist the exposed skin of her neck. He lowered his head, his tongue tracing along her throat as his hands worked down her abdomen, moving lower. His fingers worked through the damp creases where she was hot, slick, and ready for him.

      Devlin released a little mewl and rocked her hips against his hands. She might be ready but he wanted more.

      His hands fell away and she moaned in disappointment. Max stifled a laugh and knelt down on the shower floor. The hard marble hurt his knee like a motherfucker, but the desire pumping through his body overruled the pain.

      He washed each of her legs with more care than he knew he was capable of. He’d never washed another person, never really wanted to until he’d smelled something other than Devlin’s unique scent when he’d nuzzled her hair at the club. She’d smelled of smoke and reeked of other men’s cologne, all the fucking assholes he’d seen panting over her on the dance floor.

      He didn’t know how to tell her he’d been dreaming of her scent for the last month, and he wouldn’t. He’d scrub her clean until he found it again.

      “Raise your foot,” he said.

      She placed one hand on his shoulder and lifted her foot.

      He caressed her ankle, rubbing along her arches.

      She wobbled and giggled.

      “Ticklish?” he asked, glancing up at her, wanting to know everything there was to know about Devlin Darby.

      She was nodding her head, her wet hair clinging to her body like a sexy swimsuit model. Her eyes were still closed and she looked just as lost in this erotic play as he was.

      Max set down the first foot and tapped her other ankle. Without words, she lifted her foot. He treated it with the same care as the other before placing it back on the floor. He kissed her calf then the back of her knees.

      “Ah, Max,” she sighed.

      He moved to stand but his knee caught and he swore under his breath, steadying himself on the wall.

      “Max,” Devlin turned and looked down at him. “Oh, my gosh, here, let me help you.” She bent to help him.

      Fuck. There it was. That face he hated. He watched as Devlin’s expression changed from desire to despair, the look gutting him. He hated sympathy, from anyone, but especially from Devlin.

      “I’m fine,” he muttered through clenched teeth, knowing he wasn’t. He never was. Sweat broke across his forehead. He needed the pills and she was suddenly all business, their magical moment lost as she tried to tend to him.

      “No, you’re not fine,” she said, “you’re in pain.”

      “I’ll be fine, just…give me a minute.”

      “What is it? Is it your knee?” Her eyes scanned his body, her fingers tracing the path of her gaze along his skin.

      “Yeah,” he said, straightening, “it…it catches sometimes.”

      “Here.” She motioned toward the tile corner seat as she pushed against his chest. “Sit.”

      “I said I’m fine, Devlin,” he ground out, his voice harder than he’d intended, but damn, he hated feeling weak. “I’m not an invalid.”

      She stood back, hands on hips, one brow arched high as she stood stark naked, water cascading behind her. She was gorgeous, a wet dream come to life, and she was his for the next twelve hours. He’d be damned if he was going to waste it sitting on a goddamn bench feeling sorry for himself.

      He stood and pulled her back to him, groaning at the feel of her slick body against his.

      She smirked, her look of concern fading. “I need to clean you now,” she said above the noise of the water.

      “I have a better idea,” he said.

      Her smirk became a full on grin, a wicked smile he loved. The kind of look that said she knew what he was thinking and was happy to head there with him. She pulled back and stroked him once, twice and Max lost all coherent thought.

      “Oh, God,” he groaned, “Devlin, you’re going to end this before it gets good.”

      “It’s already good, Max,” she said, sliding down his body.

      Her hands caressed his thighs then skimmed around his legs to cup his ass as she knelt before him. She tilted her face and stared up at him, whiskey-colored eyes locked on his.

      Hell, he was going to come just from that look.

      Devlin’s tongue slid across his flesh. If she wasn’t loving the taste of him, she was damned good at pretending. Her expression said he was now her new favorite dessert.

      “Devlin,” he moaned, steadying himself on the wall.

      Her hands joined her mouth, sending him to heaven.

      Max hissed through clenched teeth. “Devlin.”

      Her gaze held his as she took him in as deep as she could.

      “Devlin,” he pleaded, blood roaring in his ears, heart pounding like he’d run an eighty-yard pass play for a touchdown. He swore as he tried to step back, but her mouth moved with him. He wanted this to last longer, but if she kept this up, he wouldn’t last thirty seconds.

      He grasped her shoulders and yanked her to her feet.

      “Max,” she moaned, her eyes half-lidded with desire.

      He reached for the condom he’d stuck on the soap dish and donned it before sliding his hands under her thighs and lifting her off her feet.

      “Max,” she squeaked again. “Your knee.”

      To hell with his knee. Besides, the woman weighed next to nothing. He spread her legs wide and slowly slid her down his length.

      He released a low moan in tandem with hers. God, she felt good.

      “Max,” she whimpered, her voice raspy with desire. “You can’t hold me, what about your knee, it’s—”

      “You’re not that heavy, sweetheart.” Before she could protest further, Max seared his mouth to hers, languidly caressing her tongue.

      Her hips rocked to meet his and he pumped harder, moving to press her back to the shower wall for more leverage.

      She shrieked, the sound muffled against his mouth.

      Shit, had he been too rough? Max broke their kiss and gazed down.

      “Cold,” she said. “The wall is cold. But don’t stop.” She clutched him tighter, her legs gripping his waist with surprising strength.

      Not one to disappoint, he moved his hips in slow circles, pressing in and pulling out.

      “Faster,” she pleaded against his lips.

      “Slow,” he said.

      “Max,” she growled.

      “If I move faster I’m going to come in two seconds.”

      “I don’t care, just,” she panted, “move. Faster.”

      “Touch yourself. I want you with me.”

      She did as he asked and her head fell back against the marbled wall as she called out his name.

      He’d heard his name chanted inside stadiums by adoring fans hundreds of times before but the sound of it rolling off Devlin’s lips…God, could there be a sweeter sound? He’d never heard it if there was.

      His hips moved faster, sliding in and out with ease, she was so wet. He thought he might pass out, the feeling of her clenching around him sending him closer to release.

      “Oh, Max,” she panted as her hand continued to move between them, her other clutching his neck.

      “Come on, baby, I’m close.”

      “Me, too.”

      “Let me have you, Devlin,” he growled, “let me have all of you.”

      With one last thrust, Devlin squeezed his length, drawing him in deeper as she cried out his name. There it was, the sound that was even more beautiful than he’d thought possible, his name flying from Devlin’s succulent mouth during the throes of orgasm.

      Max tilted her hips to prolong her release as he continued to pump inside her.

      She arched her back, clinging to his shoulders. She screamed something incoherent, her cries echoing in the small bathroom. “It’s too much, it’s…I’m coming again…” She clutched his neck, digging her nails into his skin as she pulsed around him.

      Jesus Christ, he was about to pass out. Max thrust deep, his blood on fire, heart beating so hard he feared he might collapse.

      Devlin released another cry, biting his neck.

      Her teeth sent him over the edge. Holding her tight, he exploded deep inside with a guttural moan, his orgasm ripping through him. His vision faded as he lost himself to the sensations. His chest heaved as he drew in a ragged breath, fearing he might fall.

      Devlin sagged against him. “Wow,” she breathed, speaking into his chest, her lips teasing his skin.

      “Yeah, wow,” he echoed. Max clutched her tight as if she might float away. She might kill him before the night was over.

      He was delirious, high from his orgasm, but one thought raced clearly through his mind as the water beat down on them. He never wanted to let Devlin Darby go.

      And didn’t that just suck, since she seemed to have one foot out the door at all times with him?
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      The sheets pooled just above Max’s hips and Devlin traced small circles around his belly button, mesmerized by the rippled muscles of his abdomen. “I don’t think I’ve ever really seen an eight-pack before.”

      He laughed, causing his stomach to clench underneath her, the muscles flexing even more.

      “What?” she asked, turning to look up at him. Max’s dark green eyes held hers. He was spell-binding, and all hers for the next five hours. From his compassionate love-making to his obvious intellect, Max Sumner truly was a mystery to most, but not to her.

      “I’ve never had a woman tell me that before.” His eyes twinkled with mischief. “I’ve actually gotten a little flabby since I’m not working out with the team.”

      She pushed up onto one elbow and looked at Max. “Are you serious? Flabby?” Her hand pressed hard on his stomach, sliding it up to his chest. “This is flabby to you?”

      He placed his hand over hers then used it to tease hers back up and down his skin. “Maybe not flabby, but I’m not as lean as I used to be.”

      Devlin shook her head, unable to understand his comment. “Does it bother you?” she asked.

      “What?”

      She was sure he knew what she meant so she lowered her body, wrapping her arm around him as she rested against his chest. Maybe not staring him in the eyes would help him be honest.

      “Football,” she said quietly.

      His chest rose with a deep breath that he held for several heartbeats before sighing, his entire body sinking into the mattress with the weight of that breath.

      She shouldn’t have pushed him. “You don’t have to answer. I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry for what?”

      “For prying,” she said. “I know we’re trying to keep this light between us.”

      Max reached under her chin and raised her head.

      He was smiling and parts of her body roared to life despite the two times they’d already made love.

      “You can ask me anything, Devlin. I have nothing to hide.”

      She nodded once.

      “It’s you that seems to hide,” he added, giving her a look.

      She shifted so she could see him better. “What does that mean?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing, sorry. I know you want this light, right?”

      “Don’t you?” she asked, completely perplexed.

      “Yes, I miss football,” he said, ignoring her question.

      “You loved playing?”

      “Yeah.” Max absently twisted a piece of her hair.

      “I’m sure it’s hard, walking away from a career you love.”

      He looked up at the vaulted ceiling as his hand fell away from her back. “I’m more than football, Devlin. At least, I hope I am.”

      “I know, I didn’t mean it like that.”

      He glanced down at her. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Anything,” she smiled, knowing that he could ask, but she wouldn’t necessarily answer.

      He lifted a brow in obvious understanding, but apparently chose to ignore the unspoken part of her answer.

      His fingertips trailed over her shoulder and down her arm. “What do you think you’d do if you weren’t a photographer?”

      Devlin was surprised by his question. She fell back on the bed, as she contemplated the idea. She’d never thought of a world without photography. It was her escape. A way to live vicariously through others. If she were honest, she would admit it served as a barrier between her and her feelings. The camera was a mask she hid behind so she didn’t have to get too close to her subjects.

      Devlin closed her eyes and contemplated his question. What other passions did she have? “Can I teach photography?” she asked. “Or is that cheating?”

      “You can do whatever you want.”

      She opened her eyes and turned to him, suddenly realizing that he was torn because the choice to leave football had not been his own. She couldn’t imagine what that would feel like to have the thing you loved most, the thing you were good at, taken away like that.

      “So can you, Max. You can do anything you want.”

      Devlin had read a little of Max’s history. He’d blown out his knee two seasons ago. Years before it would have ended his career but thanks to advances in orthopedic medicine and aggressive physical therapy, an athlete was now able to return to the game.

      He closed his eyes and drew in another deep breath. “You didn’t answer my question, Devlin.” A small smirk spread across his face.

      “Yes I did. I said I’d teach photography.”

      His smile deepened, revealing a small dimple in his right cheek. When his eyes met hers they sparkled with mischief. “I’d take your class,” he said. “Could we do nudes?”

      She laughed.

      “Of the instructor?” He raised a brow.

      “No, only nudes of students,” she said, rubbing his chest. “You’d make a nice model.”

      He rolled his eyes.

      Devlin shifted on top of him. “What? I’ve seen you on the covers of sports magazines. They don’t do you justice.” She nuzzled his neck, spreading kisses up his jaw, stopping just before his lips. “What would you do, Max?” she asked.

      “You mean besides bury myself deep inside you every day?”

      She shook her head. “You know I’m leaving this afternoon. I won’t be around every day.”

      Max rolled her over, spreading her legs with his as he hovered close. “Then we shouldn’t waste our time talking.”

      He lowered his head, drawing a nipple into his mouth, sucking and scraping his teeth against the peaked edge.

      She twisted underneath him. “Oh, God.” Devlin arched up, pressing her breast further into his mouth. “That feels so good, Max.” She dug her fingers into his soft, thick hair.

      After they’d made love in the shower, they’d washed one another again, no inch of skin left untouched. Max had insisted on washing her hair, saying it didn’t smell like her, whatever that meant. She’d forced him to let her wash his as well, having to sit him on the marble bench so she could reach him.

      He caught one on her nipples in his mouth, distracting her from her task.

      “Do the other one,” she said, nudging his head.

      “So bossy,” he murmured against her skin as his lips trailed across her chest to her other nipple, giving it the same attention as he squeezed her breast.

      “Ow,” she said, pulling back, surprised at how tender she was.

      Max lifted his head. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” she smiled, “just sensitive, I guess. That mouth of yours.” She shook her head. Every part of her body seemed to respond to him differently. She’d never felt such a strong connection between her breasts and the rest of her body, but just the touch of him there made her whole body catch on fire now.

      He chuckled and lowered his head, playing with her breast more gently.

      Devlin’s hips bucked as a sharp tingle of pleasure shot from her nipple straight between her legs. “Max,” she moaned, not used to the sensitivity.

      His lips left her breast as he raised his head and Devlin felt his loss more deeply than she was comfortable with.

      “Your mouth should be illegal.” She laughed.

      He grinned, that Max Sumner expression that made her heart flutter. Shit, where had that come from? Devlin was not one of those girls, all poetic and romantic. Nothing on her fluttered, especially not her heart. Well, maybe some things fluttered, between her legs.

      “Do you want to break the law, Minx?” he asked.

      She watched him, her face most likely revealing how much she wanted him despite her need to remain closed off.

      Max pressed a kiss against her chest bone, trailing another one down her abdomen.

      “Oh, God,” she whimpered, knowing exactly where he was headed.

      His tongue circled her belly button, dipping inside.

      She squirmed and giggled.

      “Ticklish?” he murmured against her skin.

      “You know I am.” And he did. Their last night together, Max’s mouth had touched nearly every inch of her body. Who knew she had so many erogenous zones. She was ready to be worshipped in the way only Max seemed to be able to do.

      He trailed lower, his nose nuzzling her skin, pressing soft kisses against her tender flesh.

      Devlin’s head arched back as her fingers curled into his hair. Her legs unconsciously fell open.

      “Jesus, Devlin, you’re so damned ready for me,” he whispered against her opening.

      “It’s you, it’s what you do to me.”

      His tongue darted out and stroked her.

      “Ahh,” she cried out. “Max,” she moaned, her head twisting side to side.

      He whispered against her skin. “I could live here forever, you taste so good.”

      “Max…please.” Devlin didn’t recognize her own voice. She’d never been one to beg but Max was driving her insane. “Please,” she implored.

      He didn’t disappoint. His hands and mouth continued their magical dance against her skin. Moments later, Devlin came hard, screaming out unintelligible words that rang through the room.

      Before she could catch her breath, she heard the rustle of a condom wrapper and then Max grabbed her hips and flipped her over. Devlin landed on her stomach, her hands stretched above her head.

      His hands gripped her hips and he yanked them up higher, kicking her legs apart with his knees. The needy urgency to his movements was hot and arousing on its own. Then, with no warning, Max plunged inside her to the hilt.

      “Max!” Devlin screamed.

      He stopped. “Too much?” he asked, leaning over her.

      “No, it’s…God, it’s perfect.” And it was. Max wrapped around her, buried deep inside, losing control…she had never felt anything so incredible. “Don’t stop, Max. Please.”

      That was all the encouragement he needed. He pulled back and plunged inside her again, as she pushed back to meet his stroke.

      She pressed against the headboard, her hips pushing back against him.

      “Shit, Devlin, I’m not gonna last.”

      She smiled into the sheet, excited that she could elicit such a physical response from a man who had his kind of reputation. Then she felt her body begin the climb back up to another orgasm.

      “Max, I can’t—”

      “You can and you will,” he growled in her ear, licking her lobe.

      Oh, holy hell, she felt herself spiraling.

      He pounded into her, his hips moving frantically.

      He swelled inside her, stretching her to the limit but feeling so incredible she was going mad. “Max I need it faster, please.” God, she was starting to sound like a beggar.

      Giving her what she needed, he reached around her, finding her center, his fingers pressing against her in slow caresses so different from the movements of his hips.

      She screamed into the bed as her body came apart.

      Max’s hand slipped away as he gripped her hips with both hands. His body clutched hers, slamming into her several more times before coming inside her with one final thrust, releasing a low, guttural groan.

      She collapsed on the bed, her body spent. She’d heard of mind-blowing sex before but thought it was just an expression. She’d been wrong.

      Mind. Blown.

      Max fell on top of her, his body blanketing hers. It felt decadent, lying on top of the soft sheets with a huge man draped over her.

      He began to move from atop her, pulling out.

      “Don’t move,” she said, another pleading tone to her voice. “Not yet.” An inexplicable peace she’d never known existed washed over her. Being cocooned by this man felt like heaven.

      He moved only slightly, removing some of his weight but remained on top, pressing feather-light kisses against her neck as he nuzzled her hair. “God, Devlin, I don’t think I’ve ever come that fast in my life. I’m kind of embarrassed.”

      “Don’t be. Girls like it when they know they can make a man lose control.”

      He remained unusually quiet, his breathing matching hers in rhythm.

      “I’ve never had multiple orgasms before,” she said, embarrassed to admit her secrets.

      He lifted and pulled out, taking care of the condom, before turning her around on the bed. “Really?” He gazed down at her, and she had the distinct feeling he could see right through her.

      She shook her head with an embarrassed smile, reaching out to stroke his cheek. “You’re like a drug, Max Sumner.”

      He stiffened.

      “What?” she asked, trying to rise up, but Max held her down with his weight.

      “Stay with me longer,” he said with a husky need evident in the words.

      She swallowed, reality finally hitting her hard. “I still have a few hours before my flight leaves.”

      “I meant longer.”

      She shook her head. “You know I have work in New York, Max. I have to get back to my hotel room and pack up soon.”

      He remained silent but rolled off her and onto his back.

      What was he asking? For more?

      She couldn’t give him more. She never gave anyone more.

      “I’ll be back in a month for the wedding,” she said, suddenly sad to be leaving as well.

      It would be five weeks and three days till the wedding, she thought, but who was counting?

      “How long will you stay for that visit?” he asked, ending the awkward silence.

      Devlin rolled to her side, her head balanced on the palm of her hand. “For a week or so.”

      He turned his head and stared at her, his eyes speaking words he couldn’t.

      “Max,” she whispered, stroking his face.

      He lifted her hand and pressed a kiss against her palm.

      She stared at him, her eyes stinging. Was she actually going to cry? What was wrong with her? It must be time to start her period, she thought.

      He released her hand and let his fingers trace her lips, his somber look disappearing, replaced with the trademark smirk of the man she was falling for.

      Falling for? Oh, hell.

      She nipped at his fingers then sucked one into her mouth, twisting her tongue around the tip.

      “That’s a good way to get me started again.” He smirked.

      She released his finger, but smiled at him. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      He tapped her nose, then ran his fingertip down her lips and over her chin, his hand sliding across her jaw to cup her face. He was gorgeous, sex personified, and all hers, for the next few hours anyway.

      Max placed a gentle kiss on her lips and Devlin sighed. She hadn’t felt this peaceful in a long time. Only behind the camera did she feel so comfortable, so contented. She felt a pang in her heart and something cold began to melt.

      She pulled back, trying to break free from the vortex of Max Sumner. The storm threatened to pull her down into oblivion. “Can I ask you something?”

      He stared at her. “Yes.”

      “You’re in a lot of pain, aren’t you? I mean, more than you let on.”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Is it something you’ll always have to live with?”

      He shrugged. “Football is a violent sport. We all know that going in.”

      “What do you do, for the pain?” She ran one hand down toward his leg, letting it rest on his hip.

      “I ice it, wrap it with aromatherapy oils and take herbal supplements an acupuncturist mixed for me.”

      Devlin raised a skeptical brow. “You see an acupuncturist?”

      “Don’t act so surprised. I went through some intense physical therapy for a year after my second knee surgery. I was in a lot of pain but determined to return to the field. I was willing to try anything. They have a clinic in southern Florida dedicated to holistic medicine.”

      “You don’t take any traditional pain medication?”

      He shook his head. Devlin sensed there was more to Max’s story, but she didn’t press him.

      “My therapist recommended an osteopath,” he said, “and the doctor recommended acupuncture.”

      “A what?”

      “An osteopath. A doctor who looks at the whole body, not just individual systems like specialized doctors do. They have a hands-on approach and believe the body can heal itself if given the chance.”

      Devlin stared at him, dumbfounded.

      “What?”

      She shook her head. This man was an enigma. She’d never figure him out.

      “I’m not a dumb jock like everyone thinks, Devlin.” He was upset, affronted. Obviously this was a sore subject.

      “I know you’re not dumb, Max. I never said that. I just didn’t see you as an alternative medicine kind of guy.”

      “I have a degree in biomedical engineering. I know a lot about alternative medicines.”

      Devlin sat with her mouth open. She knew Max was smart, but this? This was more than she’d expected. “Wow, that’s amazing, Max. Have you done anything with your degree?”

      “I just retired from the NFL, Devlin. I didn’t have time for a side gig while I was driving my team to the Super Bowl.” His tone was condescending, as if she were an imbecile, and she wanted that playful tone he usually had back.

      But this was better, his comment was what she needed now. She wanted out of there, needed out of his room before she got in any deeper than she already was with this man. “Right,” she said, turning over to sit up.

      “What are you doing?” Max slid across the bed.

      “I should probably get going.” Devlin stood and walked into the bathroom. Her clothes were still in a wet heap on the floor. “Shit,” she said under her breath.

      Max’s arms wrapped around her waist from behind, tempting her to return to the bed with him. “Don’t go yet,” he whispered into her hair. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be an ass, it’s just…”

      His voice trailed off and Devlin had the feeling he wanted to share something personal that he hadn’t admitted to anyone, even himself. A small part of her wanted to turn and take him in her arms, whispering to him to pour out all his fears as she held him, safe. That part might be small, but it was mighty and it scared the ever-loving crap out of her.

      “It’s okay, Max. I’m fine.” She needed to cut this off. She didn’t want her time with Max to turn into a discussion of family secrets and personal fears. She needed to get the hell out of there. Now.

      With one sentence, Max blew through her defenses. “The truth is,” he said, backing up against the bathroom wall, “I’m…scared.”

      Devlin turned and glanced up at the six-foot-three, NFL wide receiver, shocked that this mass of a man would be scared by anything. “Why?” she asked softly.

      “All I know is football.”

      Giving up on protecting herself from her feelings for him, at least for the moment, she grabbed his hand and led him back to bed, lifting the covers and sliding in, motioning him to join her. She propped up pillows, leaned against the headboard, then patted the bed. What the hell was she doing? Inviting story time?

      Max turned but didn’t follow her, just focused on her as he leaned against the door frame as if he had nothing left inside. Or maybe he was as frightened as she was by opening up.

      “Come here, Max,” she said, patting the mattress again. He didn’t move. This was the point where she would have to break one of her cardinal rules. She needed to share something equally as scary with him. That, or walk away. She wasn’t going to analyze why she didn’t want to.

      “When I was sixteen I caught my father having sex with another woman in his car only a block away from our house.”

      “What?” Max started, pushing off the doorframe and crawling into bed with her. He leaned against the headboard next to her. “Devlin, that’s horrible.”

      She shrugged. “It wasn’t his first time, and it wasn’t his last.”

      “I’m so sorry. What did you do?”

      “Well, first I screamed because, I mean come on, it’s pretty scary seeing your dad screwing anyone, let alone when it’s not your mom.” She laughed nervously to cover the pain of her father’s betrayal. Discovering his affair had been pivotal in her life. It was the moment her trust in people began to fade away.

      “Yeah, that’s, um,” Max seemed to stumble for words, “not something I would want to see either.” He moved closer and tossed an arm around her shoulders, pulling her against his warm chest. “Did you tell your mom?

      She shook her head. “No, but she caught them a few weeks later.”

      “What did your mom do?”

      “Surprisingly, not much. Apparently, my father had been having affairs for years.”

      “And she was okay with that?” Max asked, with as much surprise and shock as she’d had at sixteen. Of course, she was older now. She understood that by the time her mom had caught him, he’d eaten away at her confidence.

      Her father used to say things to her mother that would make any woman doubt her value, doubt that she could ever be loved by someone else. Her mother probably truly believed she was worthless and ugly.

      Devlin’s dad had tried the same tactics on her. When she was a teenager, he’d tried telling her she was unattractive and overweight. When she wanted to start dating, he’d told her he couldn’t trust her with boys, because the only way a boy would want her was if she spread her legs for him, and she was probably easy enough to do it.

      As a teenager, it should have been easy for him to convince her she was worthless, to beat her down emotionally the way he had her mom. The only reason she’d been able to keep him out of her head was because she’d seen the truth about her mom years before. She knew her mom was gorgeous. She knew her mom was a good person. And she knew her dad spewed nothing but lies and poison.

      “My father was a hard man to live with. Let’s just leave it at that.”

      “It doesn’t mean your mother should have to put up with that kind of infidelity. Or keep you in that environment.”

      Devlin drew the sheet up, covering her chest as she clutched the material close. “That’s true. But she stayed anyway. All I knew was that I never wanted to be like her. Or him.” They sat in silence as Devlin looked vacantly down at her lap. Why had she decided to share such an intimate piece of her? She was trusting Max, and that was dangerous.

      Moments later, her tactic paid off, but Max’s soft voice still surprised her when he spoke. “Sometimes I think people only see me as a dumb jock.”

      Devlin looked up. “That’s because that’s all you allow them to see, though, right? I mean, I got the impression you sort of feed into that.”

      Max smiled. “Are you sure you don’t have a degree in psychology?”

      That made her laugh. “I don’t have a degree at all.”

      “You don’t? I thought you went to the same art school in New York as Elle.”

      “I did, I just didn’t graduate. I received offers for staff photographer positions from several big magazines and couldn’t say no. Even for a degree.”

      “Oh.” Max nodded, caressing her shoulder, winding her hair around his finger. It seemed like something he did a lot when he was around her.

      “So what do you want to do with your life now?” she asked.

      His hand stilled and he drew in a deep breath. “That’s just it.” He blew out. “I have no idea. And it scares the shit out of me.”

      “You have time, you don’t have to decide anything right away,” she said. “I mean, I’m assuming you have a shit ton of money, so that’s not an issue, right?”

      “You’re right. I’m just not used to not having a goal. Something I’m aiming for. Ever since middle school, I’ve known exactly where I was headed and what the end goal was. Right now, I’m…” he shrugged a shoulder, “just kind of floating, I guess.”

      “Your family obviously needs you. From what I’ve heard you’ve been a huge help to Shawn and his crew.”

      “I used to do construction in high school,” Max said.

      Devlin turned to face him. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. My dad didn’t believe in free rides so all my brothers and I had to get jobs when we were old enough to work.”

      “Fathers.” Devlin laughed dismissively. Max remained silent and Devlin remembered his dad had died recently, sobering at the thought. “I’m sorry you lost yours.”

      His eyes met hers and she saw the sorrow deep within them. “Thanks. You know, all I ever wanted was to make him proud.”

      “I’m pretty sure winning two Super Bowls made him very proud.”

      “Yeah, I guess. It’s just…”

      She scooted closer.

      “How do I make anyone proud now that football is gone?”

      “I don’t think it’s about your dad or anyone else, Max. I think it’s about you. You need to do something that fulfills you and say to hell with everybody else.”

      He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “You’re right. Thanks. Sorry to get so deep on you. I know that’s not what our relationship is about.”

      He said relationship. She stiffened.

      “Calm your jets, Minx. I didn’t mean relationship as in boyfriend and girlfriend. I know neither of us are looking for that. I meant this kind of relationship.” He pulled her on top of him.

      Devlin spread her legs to straddle on either side of his powerful thighs, her center preciously close to his.

      “This kind of relationship.” He echoed, pressing his hips against hers.

      Devlin felt him hard and ready. She leaned over and grabbed another condom, quickly slipping it on. She lifted up, her hands wrapping around his neck as she pressed her lips close to his. Slowly she lowered herself onto him, moving her hips against his. “I can do this kind of relationship.”

      The truth was, sex was the only kind of relationship Devlin had ever been able to have with a man.

      “Oh, I know,” Max said, his gaze holding hers.

      And in that moment, she knew Max understood. She pressed her lips against his, unwilling to reveal more, wanting only this relationship, but wanting it for as long as it would last.
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      Max glanced around the conference room in his family’s lodge. Ben and their mother flanked Maggie and he wondered if they had intended what looked like a show of support in their stance. Shawn sat to Max’s right and across from Max was Emmett. Emmett’s blank expression proved he was as clueless as Max. Something was off.

      “I’m sorry to take you away from the construction site,” Maggie said as she sat at the head of the conference table.

      “What’s going on, Maggie?” Max asked the obvious question.

      “Well, you guys are aware of the terms of the loan.”

      Max, Shawn, and Emmett nodded.

      “Not only do we have to make monthly payments, we also have to meet minimum sales requirements each quarter. Up until now, it hasn’t been a problem. The cabins are nearly finished and we’re already starting to book them.”

      A tight band gripped Max’s gut. If they missed one payment or one of the stipulations set out by the bank, the lodge, the land it sat on, and their portion of Canyon Creek Mountain could be taken away.

      He could cover his mom if it looked like they’d be short on a payment. It would be hard to get her to swallow her pride and accept it, but he would find a way. Dealing with the minimum reservations stipulations were harder.

      “What’s the problem?” Emmett asked. “I thought the forecasts for the next quarter were good.”

      “They were,” Maggie stuttered, “I mean, they are, it’s just…”

      Max raised his brows and glanced to Ben. If Maggie couldn’t spit it out, maybe Ben could.

      “One of the couples who booked a wedding in the barn backed out. They’re worried we won’t have it ready in time.” Ben raised his hand as Max and Shawn both began to speak. “We know you guys will, and Maggie and Mom assured them you will, but they wouldn’t budge. They’re within the refund period on their deposit so they want to go a safer route.”

      Maggie took over. “And another couple had to change their date for later in the year. The groom’s mother is undergoing medical treatments and they had to schedule some of it for right before the wedding. They want to push things later to be sure his mother can attend.” She looked around the group. “So, while they’re still using us, it won’t be in this quarter, and that’s when we need them.”

      “So what’s the bottom line, Ma?” Max said.

      “We have a solution.” His mother turned to Maggie. This must be bad if his mother couldn’t even say it.

      Maggie took in a deep breath and let out a long sigh. Ben slid his hand across the table and held it tight. “I know the grand opening of the barn was supposed to be our wedding.” Maggie glanced at Ben and smiled.

      They were so happy in love, Max wanted to puke. He wasn’t jealous, just…hell, he couldn’t put a name on it, and he didn’t want to. It’s not like he wanted a long-term relationship. He’d never had the desire to marry and settle down. Of course, he would have said the same thing of his brothers six months ago, but now Ben and Emmett were both over-the-moon in love.

      Shawn nodded. “I told you we’re on schedule, even a few days ahead so we’ll have time to test everything. I don’t want you to worry, Maggie. The barn will be ready for your wedding in five weeks.”

      Maggie smiled at Shawn. “I know, thank you so much. I know the build-out has gotten a little behind schedule, with the storm damage.”

      Max shuddered at the memory of the massive spring storm that had blown through Canyon Creek two weeks ago. High winds had whipped through the area so hard, several large tree limbs had snapped off and fallen onto the already battered roof of the barn. Thankfully, no one was hurt, but the disaster had caused water damage and a host of other complications that set back Shawn’s build-out schedule.

      “You’ve handled them all so well, Shawn,” Maggie said. “You’ve been amazing.” She smiled, that expression that turned Ben to mush, and Max knew in that moment the guy would do whatever it took to help her. Hell, they all would.

      “So what’s the problem then?” Max asked.

      “We’ve found a way to increase the sales for this quarter.”

      Max nodded. His mother had already said that. What they hadn’t said was how, and he had a feeling he and Shawn were about to be screwed.

      “But it means more work for all of us,” Maggie said.

      “In what way?” Shawn asked.

      Maggie bit her lip, her eyes darting toward Ben. He nodded.

      Oh hell, here it came.

      “We’ve rented out the barn for a big event,” she said.

      “That’s great.” Emmett smiled.

      Wait for it…

      “It’s in two-and-a-half weeks,” Maggie said, her face wrinkling like she’d eaten a lemon as she winced.

      “What?” Shawn nearly shouted.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me, Mags?” Max asked simultaneously.

      “I wish I was, guys,” she said with a look of genuine apology on her face. “I know this cuts your build-out time—”

      “Almost in half, Maggie,” Shawn stormed. “In half!”

      “It’s only ten days early,” Ben said.

      “Yeah, but that means I have to get the inspectors out here even earlier,” Shawn said.

      “I know. I’m so sorry,” Maggie said again. “We would never have done this to you if it wasn’t absolutely necessary.”

      Shawn fell back in his chair, head tilted up as he closed his eyes and raked his fingers through his hair. It was starting to feel like he was one of the family nowadays, but Max wondered if they’d just pushed him too hard. “Shit,” he murmured.

      It was unlike Shawn to curse.

      “I’m already pushing these guys, Maggie,” Shawn said, finally lifting his head. “Half of them come from other towns. The drive is killing them.”

      “We can all pull together,” Ben assured him. “We can hire extra people, shuttle them in from other towns. They can even stay here in the lodge. We’ll be all-hands-on-deck. Whatever we need to do, Shawn. We’ll do.”

      Max didn’t say anything. His knee was hurting him like a son-of-a-bitch and he honestly didn’t know how he could push himself even more, but his family needed him now and he wouldn’t let them down. He let out a deep breath while the others talked, then raised his head and turned to Shawn.

      “It’s gotta be done, man, so let’s talk logistics.”

      Maggie reached into a folder and drew out a stack of papers, taking one from the top and passing it around. Max should have known there was bad news when he saw a red folder in Maggie’s hand. She always stored schedules in a red folder.

      “Shawn, this was your original build-out schedule.” Maggie slid the paper she’d pulled off the stack over to Shawn.

      Max took the stack of papers his mother handed him, pulling off a sheet for himself before passing it on.

      “I know the original build-out schedule was tight,” Maggie continued, “and cutting it even by ten days will really screw you over. I have faith in you though, Shawn. We all do.”

      Max glanced at Shawn who was studying the sheet as he scrubbed his fingers through his shaggy blond hair. The man was oblivious to Maggie’s attempts at flattery.

      “I think if we started from the top of the list…”

      Max listened as Maggie negotiated what items could be sped up and what items could be put off until later, her words trailing off.

      He watched his future sister-in-law in awe. When he’d first come back to Canyon Creek amidst his family’s turmoil over possibly losing the land that had been in his family for generations, Maggie hadn’t always seemed sure of her position at the lodge.

      It had taken her awhile to get her footing as the General Manager of the Lodge at Canyon Creek. But now here she sat, unafraid to do the hard things that had to be done. Not only did she love his brother and his mother, she loved this lodge and the land as if it were her own. And on top of all that, she was planning her own wedding. Suddenly he saw the exhaustion on her face. She was wearing herself thin at a time when she should be enjoying preparations for her wedding.

      Max glanced down at the sheet, not really paying attention to the dates and details. All he knew was he would do this, for his sister-in-law and his family, no matter the cost or the pain.

      “We can do it, Maggie,” Max said, raising his head to smile at her.

      Her green eyes caught his, wide with concern, worry lines etched across her forehead.

      “We can do this,” he repeated. Max turned to Shawn and gave him a look. It was the kind of look that said, we can suck this up for Maggie. “Can’t we?”

      “Uh, sure, yeah, Mags,” Shawn said, his declaration unsure. “We can work this out. Don’t worry about it. Max and I will look at the schedule and come up with something that works.”

      Max turned his attention back to Maggie. Tears filled her eyes. “I truly don’t deserve you,” she said. Her gaze darted around the table. “This family, what you’ve done for me…”

      Ah, hell. If there was anything worse than a crying bride-to-be, Max sure as shit couldn’t think of it now. He hoped this wasn’t a precursor to what life working in a wedding barn would be like—psycho brides who could cry at the drop of a hat.

      “What’s the event we’re speeding up this whole build-out for anyway?” Emmett asked, thankfully changing the subject.

      Maggie quickly wiped her cheeks and sat up.

      “An employee appreciation party for an investment firm from New York. They want to do a weekend retreat and they’re going to stay over at the ski resort, but the resort’s event center is booked for something else.”

      “I thought it was a wedding barn?” Emmett said.

      “Right now, it’s an anything-we-can-book barn,” Maggie said.

      “Warner suggested the barn,” his mother said. “I think Sally told him about the loan and what we’re going through.”

      Leave it to Aunt Sally to blab her mouth to the competition. Despite his original protests, it seemed their families were now working with each other. Whatever.

      It was a change from the generations of feuds the families had in the past, but the current generation hadn’t much cared about the old arguments. Now that Emmett was engaged to Warner Noble’s daughter, Max guessed their involvement couldn’t really be helped. Not to mention they were all reasonably sure Aunt Sally was sleeping with Elle’s father, Warner. Who knew they’d been in love since high school and just never acted on it?

      “Does Warner know I might shove a hammer in his hands and put him to work?” Shawn asked. “We’re going to need all the help we can get.”

      “I know he’ll help if we need it,” Valerie said.

      “Okay, Max, let’s meet up in say,” Shawn glanced down at his watch, “an hour in the office and we’ll come up with a new schedule.”

      “Sounds good,” Max said as he rose from his chair.

      “We’re having dinner at my house tonight, Shawn,” his mother said. “I’d love it if you could come.”

      Shawn glanced down at the sheet then raised his head and gaped at Max’s mother like she had three heads.

      “I mean, well…” she stuttered, “you could take a break. I mean we, we could take a break from work and eat.” It seemed to be dawning on her that they would all be wielding hammers and saws if they wanted to get this project done on time. Max wondered if his mother even knew the difference between a hammer and a screwdriver.

      “You’re not getting anywhere near that construction site, Ma,” Max said. After her heart attack scare a few months ago, just weeks after his father’s passing, he and his brothers had been coddling her. Thankfully the episode had been diagnosed as an anxiety attack and everyone had tried to ease her stresses. Speeding up this build-out would not help.

      “Yes, really, Valerie,” Shawn said with a small smile. “Max and I can handle this.”

      “I’ll bring you some dinner,” she said. “I’ll bring all of you dinner. In fact, it will be like a huge picnic in the barn.” She beamed as if she now had a purpose, and she was probably as glad as Max was that it didn’t involve a drill.

      “That sounds amazing, Valerie.” Shawn smiled. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll meet you in the office in an hour?” Max said.

      “Yeah,” Shawn answered, pushing up from his chair. “I just want to go check on the crew and grab a bite to eat.”

      “Oh, I’ll walk you over to the bakery,” Valerie said. “I can have Sally whip something up I’m sure, a sandwich maybe.”

      “Why doesn’t she sell more than bakery stuff there, Ma?” Emmett asked. “She’s a great cook. We could make it more of an eatery than just coffee and cake.”

      “We talked about that in our brainstorming meeting last month,” Ben said as he helped Maggie from her chair. She looked wiped out and Max couldn’t help wonder if she was getting sick. That would be horrible, right before her wedding.

      They all began moving toward the door. “We can talk about it after the wedding,” Maggie said. Thankfully, she looked like she was going to be the sane one who put a stop to his mother’s expansion plans on any more of the lodge’s services until they got a handle on the wedding barn. Hopefully, she’d have more luck than he and his brothers had been having lately. His mother had been intent on growing the business before his father died, but now, she seemed driven to make the lodge the biggest business in the area.

      Max turned his thoughts to the wedding barn. He knew cutting the build-out schedule even by a week would be a nightmare. Ten days was insane. He wanted to help Shawn as much as he could. Not lingering any more, he made his way down the hall and to the huge room that held the desks of all the heads of staff for the lodge. While he and Shawn didn’t necessarily hold a specific seat, he knew he’d find an empty one. The day-to-day business of running a hotel meant people rarely sat at their desks.

      Pushing open the door, Max made his way to Ben’s desk, sitting down and examining the spreadsheet Maggie had just handed out. Christ, how were they going to do this?

      Before he could really dive in, his phone vibrated in his jeans. He pulled it out with an expectant smile.

      HOT MINX: What are you doing, Stud Muffin?

      Max chuckled. He and Devlin had been texting—okay sexting—a lot after their night in Denver. She was on assignment in Mexico doing some swimsuit photo shoot for a travel magazine.

      MAX: Looking at a boring spreadsheet. What are you doing?

      HOT MINX: Do you really want to know?

      MAX: If you’re sitting on a beach, sipping a fruity cocktail then no, I don’t want to know.

      HOT MINX: I wish. I’m guessing you’ll think this is a lot better than drinks.

      MAX: What?

      HOT MINX: Taking pictures of half-naked women. They’re soaking wet, standing in the ocean.

      He wanted to see her half-naked, maybe in a red string bikini and wet, for him.

      MAX: Send nudes.

      HOT MINX: Not funny.

      MAX: Do you need an assistant? I could help the models change, maybe rub oil on them.

      HOT MINX: Uh, no. Stewart helps me out just fine.

      Stewart? Who the hell was Stewart? He didn’t type the question, but she answered it anyway.

      HOT MINX: He’s my assistant.

      Why hadn’t Max ever heard of Stewart before? And why the hell was he suddenly feeling territorial and jealous? Devlin and he were just friends with benefits. They’d agreed. Her time in Colorado would be short and they decided to keep it light, knowing each of them wanted different things. Didn’t they?

      HOT MINX: My very hot, gay assistant.

      MAX: You had to add hot didn’t you?

      HOT MINX: Yeah, I kinda did.

      Three seconds later she sent an emoji with hearts for eyes. Devlin and her emojis. He laughed.

      MAX: I said send nudes not hearts.

      HOT MINX: Of me or the models?

      MAX: Either, I’m not picky.

      He almost stopped himself from hitting send on that one. The fact he wanted to stop the urge was enough to make him hit send. He couldn’t let this go further than it had. He needed to keep this light and completely noncommittal.

      HOT MINX: Ass.

      MAX: Maybe, but if I recall you said I had a great ass.

      HOT MINX: Don’t let it go to your head.

      Head? Max groaned. That word brought too many images to mind. Devlin’s head buried between his legs. His head buried between hers. He readjusted his dick that was now growing.

      “What are you doing, brother?”

      Max jumped at the sound of Emmett’s voice. He turned and saw his brother staring at him, smiling like he knew exactly what Max was doing.

      HOT MINX: Okay, gotta go, sweet cheeks. Duty calls.

      MAX: Talk to you tonight?

      HOT MINX: If I can get away. We’ve got a late-night photo shoot.

      MAX: Well, if you can’t talk, send nudes.

      Devlin filled the screen with emojis, crying with laughter. At least she appreciated his crass humor.

      MAX: Miss you.

      Oh, God. Miss you? Where the hell had that come from? He was turning into the biggest pansy on earth. His fingers had typed out the two words and hit send before his brain could stop himself. Silence rang through the air waves. He’d gone too far. They’d agreed this was casual.

      HOT MINX: Miss you too, Stud Muffin ;)

      A few moments later she sent a picture of her pink-painted toes burrowed in the sand with a caption, ‘Wish you were here!’.

      “Aw, that’s so sweet. Heart emojis,” Emmett cooed, reading the screen over Max’s shoulders.

      When had Emmett come so close? Max tucked his phone into his pocket, turning to glare up at his brother. “Fuck off,” he pushed at him. “Don’t you have a fiancée to bother? Or a book to write?”

      Emmett fell into the chair opposite Max. “Nope. Book is on schedule. And my fiancée is still in Denver.”

      “What for?”

      “She and Lily are checking out some wedding place, looking at ideas for the barn.”

      “And you didn’t want to tag along?”

      “Hell no,” Emmett said, lifting his legs and propping his feet on Ben’s desk.

      “Too bad.” He shook his head. Emmett could be annoying as hell sometimes.

      Emmett laughed. “So, what’s the deal with you and Devlin?”

      Like now. Max bent his head and studied the spreadsheet, trying to prioritize the tasks they still needed to do to complete the build-out. And avoid his brother’s question.

      “Not gonna answer, huh?” Emmett pressed.

      Max remained silent.

      “That must mean it’s getting kind of serious.”

      “It’s not getting serious, you jackass. We’re just…” We’re just what?

      “Uh-huh,” Emmett said.

      Max turned and with one swift move, knocked Emmett’s feet off the desk, nearly sending him toppling over. Instead of getting pissed and starting a fist fight like the old days, Emmett righted himself in the chair and burst into laughter.

      “You are so screwed, bro,” Emmett said, shaking his head.

      “No, I’m not.” Yes, yes you are.

      Devlin was becoming more important to Max than he wanted. He was sharing things with her, private things that he’d never shared with anyone. He’d told her about his fears now that football was no longer a part of his life, about his pain and how he tried to manage it without drugs. But he hadn’t told her

      “Dude,” Emmett said, “you text her like a hundred times a day, talk to her every night.”

      “What the hell? Are you stalking me or something? And how do you know who I’m talking to?”

      “I can tell exactly who you’re talking to because you have that sappy ass look on your face.”

      “And what look is that?”

      Emmett’s face morphed into the sappiest mask Max had ever seen, his head tilting and resting on his hands as his eyes fluttered.

      “God, please tell me I’m not as ugly as you.” Max tossed a paper clip.

      Emmett ducked, then righted himself. “You’re totally falling for this girl.”

      “Piss off. I am not.”

      “Are, too.” Emmett laughed.

      Max grumbled but bit down on the urge to throw another denial at Emmett. They weren’t in third grade.

      “Hey, I’m just fuckin’ with you, man,” Emmett said. “But it is good to see you smile.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “I know you’re in pain, Max,” Emmett said, sounding no more surprised than if he were rattling off the weather forecast.

      Max’s head fell as he returned his attention to the spreadsheet, focusing on nothing in particular now. He wanted the conversation over. Like, ten minutes ago.

      “Okay, man, I get it.” Emmett stood and reached across the desk between them, slapping him on the shoulder. “We won’t talk about it. We’ll be men and bury it deep in our psyche where we never have to acknowledge it. Just let me know what you need me to do at the barn. I’m all in for the next two weeks. We’re putting everything else on hold to help out.”

      “Who’s we?” Max asked.

      “Ben will be there. And Tanner and Brody said they’d come for a few days over the next couple of weeks. They don’t have to be at the resort every day.”

      Tanner and Brody were Elle’s brothers. The Noble family had warred with the Sumners over family feuds that went back generations, but their generation was putting an end to it, or so it seemed. Although Max hadn’t been friends with Tanner and Brody when they were growing up, he hadn’t had anything against them, for the most part. He’d steered clear of them only because of their last name.

      As a teenager, it hadn’t occurred to him that judging them by their last name because of some centuries old family feud was stupid. Now, just how idiotic the whole thing was had become all too evident to him. Elle was going to be family.

      Still, the fact that Tanner and Brody would take time away from their own family’s business to help out his family wasn’t something he’d been expecting. “Wow, that’s really cool of them.”

      “Her brothers are actually pretty great once you get to know them.” Emmett smiled. Max had forgotten that soon, the Nobles would become Emmett’s family too. It was nice to see that family mattered to them as much as it did to the Sumners.

      Max nodded, but then remembered what this all meant. A hell of a lot more work from him and Shawn. “Look, I have to get to this spreadsheet before Shawn gets back.”

      “Sure man, I’ll let you get to it.” Emmett turned to leave but turned back at the last minute. “You know, it’s not so bad, Max.”

      Max took in his brother’s dopey-ass grin. “What’s not so bad?”

      “Being in love. Trusting another person.”

      Ah, hell. Not the love speech. “Says the man who turned his back on the love of his life for,” Max glanced up at the ceiling, “oh, yeah, his entire freaking life.”

      Elle and Emmett had been best friends growing up, and would have probably grown into something more if not for a misunderstanding in high school. It was only recently that they found each other again and decided to give love a chance.

      Emmett laughed. “Yeah, I had my head stuck pretty far up my ass for sure. But once I came to my senses I realized what I’d missed.”

      “And what’s that, being hen-pecked by a nagging girlfriend?”

      “No, man.”

      Max sat in silence, waiting for his brother’s response.

      “Caring for someone other than yourself. Having someone to care for you, share your burdens, help you reach your dreams. It’s actually pretty amazing if you take the leap and trust someone with your heart.”

      Max needed to shut this conversation down. “Are you writing the screenplay to a Hallmark Channel original movie or what?”

      Emmett chuckled, unfazed by Max’s blatant sarcasm. “When you stare death in the face like Elle did,” Emmett continued, “every other petty thing just…doesn’t matter. It’s a pretty amazing deal. She taught me that.”

      Elle had battled breast cancer five years ago. She was healthy now, or at least had been since her last scan a month ago. He wouldn’t ever compare what he’d been through with Elle’s fight with cancer, but in some ways, he wondered if he shouldn’t be learning from what she went through and applying it to his own situation. She’d had her career torn away from her because of her health. He hadn’t had to fight for his life the way she had but he’d battled a war of a different kind.

      “Taught you what?” Max asked, suddenly interested in his brother’s golden nuggets of wisdom.

      “That you can’t build your life on accomplishments and talents alone. It doesn’t mean shit how many books I sell or how many dance awards Elle wins, they don’t define us.”

      “Then what does?” Max asked, sitting still, afraid of his brother’s answer. His entire adult life, Max had only been known for one thing—being a football star who would find a way to catch the ball if it got within ten feet of him. What was he without that?

      “Our lives are built on the moments we make ourselves vulnerable, moments when we trust someone else. They’re built on who we choose to share our lives with. It’s okay to need someone, Max. And it’s amazing when that someone needs you too.”

      Max didn’t need anyone. “You sound like a fucking self-help book.”

      Emmett chuckled, nodding. “Yeah, yeah I do. But I’m okay with that.” And without another word, his brother walked out of the room, leaving Max with a sinking feeling that maybe Emmett was right.

      He pulled his phone out and stared at Devlin’s picture and her message.

      Wish you were here.

      Would she feel the same way if she knew everything? Probably not. No one would.

      The truth was, Max would never return to his career as a wide receiver in the NFL. He’d made a deal with the devil—aka his head coach—that prevented him from returning to the sport he loved.

      Ever. Which meant he had nothing to give to anyone else. Especially Devlin Darby.
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      Devlin dropped into the seat of the cab with a sigh, exhausted and worn out after her flight back to New York City. She’d spent the last week in the heat of Mexico, taking pictures for a travel magazine that often contracted her work. The scenery had been gorgeous and she was sure they’d love the shots she got, but the trip hadn’t gone smoothly.

      Mid-week, she’d been overtaken by a stomach virus or food poisoning, she didn’t know which. Unable to cancel the photo shoot, Devlin had muddled through, taking breaks to puke her guts up. Her assistant, Stewart, had saved her. He’d gone above and beyond the usual handling of lights and calling out light meter readings. He’d brought her all kinds of medicine and made sure she’d stayed hydrated. He’d even cleaned up her mess once when she couldn’t make it to the bathroom. She really needed to pay him more.

      “Where to, miss?” The cab driver asked, looking at her in the mirror.

      Devlin rambled off the address of her apartment in Chelsea then sagged back in the seat. It was too easy to succumb to the sheer exhaustion that had nagged her the entire time she’d been in Mexico.

      Normally, Devlin had more stamina than anyone on set, no matter the location. This time, heat, long hours, and late-night shoots in Mexico had left her completely zapped. Most nights she passed out as soon as her head hit the pillow.

      Her phone buzzed in her bag. She dug it out from the pocket, not surprised—and more excited than she should be—to see it was Max. She giggled when she saw his nickname. Stud Muffin.

      STUD MUFFIN: You make it home yet?

      DEVLIN: Just got in the cab, headed home. Can I call you in a bit?

      STUD MUFFIN: Sounds good. If I don’t answer it’s because I’m ass deep in barn work.

      DEVLIN: Ass work? Sounds like fun;)

      Devlin laughed. Max had shared the dire straits his family was in, having to adjust their build-out schedule for the barn they were renovating. Sometimes it sounded like they were totally rebuilding the thing from the ground up.

      He sent an emoji with little eyes bugging out in shock. She smiled, realizing she was bringing the big manly Max Sumner into the emoji world.

      STUD MUFFIN: Still sick?

      DEVLIN: I think I’m getting better.

      STUD MUFFIN: Good. Call me soon. Glad you’re back safely.

      She smiled. It was nice to have someone worry about her. When was the last time anyone had cared if she made it home safely? Sure, there was her mom, but she was supposed to worry like that.

      DEVLIN: Me, too. Talk to you soon.

      Devlin held the phone close to her chest, thinking of Max Sumner and all the wicked ways he’d made her feel incredible the last time they were together. If she were honest, she’d admit she was more than a little excited about seeing him again.

      What she would never admit though was the fact she was counting down the days on her phone with a special app. She pulled the phone out and clicked on the icon. Eight days. She ignored the fact that the counter still showed quite a high number of hours after that eight. The important thing was that she was close to the one week mark.

      Devlin planned to return to Canyon Creek a few days earlier than originally scheduled so she could help Maggie with last minute preparations for the wedding. Although, given Devlin’s lethargy, she wasn’t so sure how much help she would be. She wasn’t even sure if she could drag her luggage up three flights of stairs to her apartment.

      Even three days of puking couldn’t diminish Devlin’s excitement for her best friend’s upcoming wedding. She was so happy for Maggie and Ben.

      Maggie had a shit time growing up. Her mother left the family when Maggie was young, and her father had turned to Jim Beam and beer to ease the pain. He’d found his passion in berating his daughter, verbally abusing her and forcing her to care for him when it should have been the other way around. Thankfully, her father was sober now. It was just a few months, but it was something.

      And now that Ben was there to support and encourage her, Maggie was thriving. She was continuing to take classes online toward her college degree and was managing the lodge with the skill of a seasoned executive. Devlin couldn’t be prouder of her friend.

      She looked down at her phone, staring at Max’s message.

      Glad you’re back safely.

      For all his bravado about being a player who couldn’t care less about anything or anyone other than football, Devlin was starting to realize there was so much more to Max Sumner than most people realized. More than he wanted to reveal. She knew how that felt.

      Devlin closed her eyes, wanting to catch a quick minute of sleep as the cab worked its way across the city.

      “Ma’am,” someone called out.

      She snuggled deeper into the seat.

      “Ma’am!” the voice came louder this time.

      Devlin jerked awake, eyes darting around, trying to orient herself. She was in a cab, the same cab she’d been in earlier. She must have fallen asleep. She glanced down at her watch. Had it truly been forty-five minutes? She felt like she’d only closed her eyes for a minute.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you,” the driver said, offering a small smile as he regarded her through the Plexiglas partition. “We’re here.” He nodded toward the passenger side window.

      She glanced up at her apartment. She shook her head, trying to wake up. Instead she was rewarded with another wave of nausea. She threw open the door, just in time to dry heave all over the pavement.

      Good God, when was she ever going to get over this virus?

      She paid the driver and pushed herself out of the cab, wondering how in the hell she would ever make it up to her apartment with no elevator. If she were lucky, maybe the body builder in apartment 1B would be home. He was always looking at her like she was a protein bar.

      She stumbled toward the back of the cab to grab her bags and found the driver had beat her there.

      He’d already taken out her two pieces of luggage. “Do you need help with these?”

      “No,” she sighed, “I’ll be fine.” She didn’t believe herself, but she also didn’t feel great about inviting a stranger up to her apartment, even if it was to help carry her bags. She dug in her purse, pulling out two twenty-dollar bills. “Here you go. Thanks.”

      The man glanced down at the cash and back up with her with a blank stare.

      “What?” she asked.

      “You, uh, gave me two dollars.”

      “What?” Devlin looked down at the bills in his hands. Sure enough, they were one-dollar bills. What the hell was wrong with her? She had to get upstairs and fast.

      “I’m sorry.” She rummaged around in her bag for more cash, her head falling back when she couldn’t find anything. “God, could this day get any worse?” she said to no one in particular.

      “I can swipe a card,” he said helpfully, although he looked like his patience with her might be waning. She had, after all, just come pretty close to losing her lunch in his car.

      She nodded and handed him the credit card, then waited while he walked back to the cab and ran it through his machine.

      “Take care of yourself,” he said after she’d signed and added a tip.

      The driver walked around his car and slipped inside, leaving her in the middle of the sidewalk, wondering how the hell she would ever make it upstairs.
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      Devlin bolted straight up, eyes popping wide open. Where was she? Her hands fumbled around her, feeling cool material beneath her fingers. Sheets.

      Her eyes began to focus, taking in her surroundings. She was in her bedroom and she was still fully dressed. God, what time was it? She must have fallen into her bed, too exhausted from the effort of lugging her suitcases to undress. She glanced toward the window and noted that evening was fast approaching. Dim light filtered through the curtains.

      She rubbed her palms over her face as her phone began to vibrate from her nightstand. She slid across the bed and scooped up the phone, pushing the hair from her eyes so she could see. Six missed phone calls and a slew of text messages. She’d been completely out of it.

      Two of the calls were from her mother. That couldn’t be good. Two were from her assistant. Again, not a great thing.

      And the other two stole her breath. Max.

      Unsure of who to call back first, she opened up text messages. She had friends all around the world thanks to her travels over the last ten years. Well, maybe acquaintances was a better term. Several of the texts were from them, but the bulk were from Stewart and Max—fourteen from Max. His last message surprised her.

      STUD MUFFIN: If you don’t call me ASAP I’m going to board a plane to NYC. I’m not kidding. CALL ME!

      He was genuinely worried about her, and something in her heart squeezed. Devlin noted the time of the text. Just a few moments ago.

      The missed call had been from Max as well. As much as she wanted to see him, she knew Max and his family were swamped trying to finish the wedding barn. There was no way she wanted him to leave Colorado and come to New York. Not that he would.

      Just to be sure, she dialed his number.

      “What the hell, Devlin? Where are you? You scared the shit out of me,” Max growled.

      “Well, hello to you, too.” She smiled but tried to keep the amusement from her voice. He was obviously upset.

      “Where were you? Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. I just passed out as soon as I got home.”

      “That was nine hours ago, Devlin.”

      Devlin glanced over at her alarm clock. It was just after seven in the evening.

      “I’m sorry, Max. I guess I was worse than I thought, I’m just…” What was she? She’d never been this tired and worn out before. Or this sick. Maybe she had mono. A friend of hers in high school had it and her symptoms were eerily similar.

      “You don’t sound good.” Max’s voice was low and gentle now.

      “Gee, thanks.” Devlin made her way out of her bedroom and into the small kitchen. She was hungry but the thought of food made her nauseous. Just as well. She knew without looking, there would be nothing in her fridge.

      She opened the pantry and looked at her choices. Cereal or crackers. Crackers seemed like a wise choice.

      “Are you still sick? Still throwing up?”

      “I haven’t in the last nine hours.” She laughed.

      “You’ve been asleep.”

      “Exactly.”

      Devlin could hear conversation in the background.

      “My mom said you should try powdered ginger,” Max said. “She said they sell it at the drug store in capsules. Oh, and Vitamin B 12. She said that helps too.”

      Something ached in Devlin’s chest. He’d been worried enough about her that he’d told his mom. Devlin didn’t have the heart to tell Max she’d have trouble carrying herself to the bathroom right now, let alone go shopping.

      “Thanks, I’ll go to the store in a bit.”

      “I’m worried about you.”

      Devlin shook off the feeling his concern gave her. She was beginning to see that Max was the kind of guy who cared about his friends and family. She was his friend—a friend with great benefits—but still just friends. Naturally, he cared about her. She couldn’t, wouldn’t let her heart turn this into some foolish fantasy.

      “I’ll be fine,” she said, plopping down onto her sofa. “I just need to catch up on sleep.”

      “I can’t wait to see you.” His voice took on that rich, husky tone that told her why he couldn’t wait to see her. She had to admit, the “benefits” of this friendship were pretty drool-worthy.

      “Right now, I look like a mess.” Devlin had no desire to scare herself by looking into the mirror, but she could guess she looked like something a dog wouldn’t touch.

      “I’m sure you look as beautiful as ever.”

      The statement would have sounded cheesy coming from anyone else but something in his voice said he was being sincere. She warmed from the inside out. He thought she was beautiful.

      “How’s the barn going?” she asked, not wanting to let the conversation end, even though she knew he had work to do.

      “Surprisingly well, actually. It’s amazing what you can do when forced to.”

      “Tell me,” Devlin laughed, kicking her feet up on the coffee table.

      “You’re still coming in early, aren’t you?”

      Devlin could hear the hopefulness in his voice. At least it sounded like hopefulness. Maybe it was wishful thinking on her part.

      “To Colorado, I mean,” Max continued, “to help Maggie with stuff.”

      Of course, he was asking because they needed help. Maggie must be just as swamped as he was and the poor woman was trying to prepare for her wedding on top of it all.

      “Yes, I’ll be there in a week.” She didn’t want to tell him it was actually eight days. In fact, her app told her it was eight days, five hours, and forty-two minutes, but that just sounded sad and pathetic.

      “Great. I can’t wait to see you, well, I mean for you to see what all we’ve done. A lot has changed since you were here last.”

      Devlin bit back a laugh. Max was nervous. Because of her.

      “How long do you think you’ll stay?” he asked.

      “I’m supposed to fly out Monday afternoon, after the wedding. I have a shoot in Turkey the following week so I need to get some things lined up in New York with my assistant. And I’m meeting with the publisher about my photo book.”

      “Oh yeah, the one featuring cancer survivors. It’s going to be awesome. Elle is really excited to be in it.”

      “I’m excited, too,” she said. “I’m so glad Emmett helped me get a foot in the door with his publisher.”

      Max remained quiet.

      “Max, you there?”

      “Oh yeah, sorry,” he answered, “they’re just delivering a few more supplies.”

      “Well, I’ll let you go.”

      “Maybe you could stay a little longer, in Canyon Creek, I mean,” he said, sounding nervous again.

      She let out a small giggle. The thought of Max Sumner nervous around a woman was quite amusing.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked.

      “Nothing.” Devlin shook her head. Wrong move. Another wave of nausea hit her hard. “I have to go, Max. I think I’m going to be sick again.”

      “Okay, but call me later. Or I’ll call you. Go get that stuff my mom mentioned.”

      “I will.” Devlin rushed to the bathroom, wondering what in the word she could possibly have inside her that could still be fighting to come out.

      “Take care, sweetheart,” Max said quietly.

      Sweetheart? Devlin didn’t have time to psychoanalyze, she was about to puke all over her expensive Persian rug if she didn’t make it to the bathroom.

      She clicked off the phone and threw open the bathroom door just in time. She was surprised to find that she indeed had more inside her. After she was finished, she closed the lid and flushed the toilet, holding her head in her hands. That’s when she noticed it. The calendar, sitting next to her vanity in the basket with several magazines. It’s where she tracked her periods.

      She searched every day that month, seeing no red star indicating the start of her last period. She flipped through to the month before and no red dot. What the fuck?

      Turning back another month, she found one small star. Nearly two months ago. How had she not noticed? She’d been busy lately, but that busy?

      Devlin felt sick to her stomach and this time, it had nothing to do with a stomach virus. She fell back against the wall, head in hand as she mentally added one more item to her grocery list. A pregnancy test.
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      “Dig in everyone,” Max’s mother said as she sat down at the head of the table.

      Max glanced around the dining room, not surprised to see Aunt Sally sitting where his father used to, opposite his mother. It was Aunt Sally’s way. She had loved her brother deeply and meant no disrespect to his memory, but she had a new mission in life and that was to help her sister-in-law move on. Filling his father’s spot at the dinner table was a reminder to them all that life went on no matter how much they wished it didn’t have to.

      His Aunt Lisa sat next to his mom. That was her way. She was the one who would quietly be by your side whenever you needed her. She wouldn’t push the way Sally would, but she would be the first person there to hold up his mom if she needed her.

      Lisa was married to his father’s younger brother, Mark. After their parents died, Max’s father left college to come back to Canyon Creek and raise Mark and Sally. They were only teenagers at the time. His father had sacrificed his own dreams to make sure his siblings were well cared for. Now Sally and Mark—and Lisa—were repaying the favor by fulfilling his mother’s dream.

      “Max,” his mother said, “how’s the barn coming along?”

      “It’s good,” he said, scooping on piles of food. He’d been working from sun-up to well past sundown the last week, trying to meet the ridiculous deadline Maggie and his mother had put on the construction crew.

      “Your Uncle Mark is so sorry he can’t get back from Denver. This new job is so demanding.”

      Mark was an accountant and had just taken a new job with a big firm in Denver. He used to work from home in Canyon Creek but recently he and Aunt Lisa had racked up some large expenses, including college tuition for their three kids.

      Begrudgingly, Uncle Mark had taken the job. His commute was long and sometimes he stayed in Denver overnight at an apartment the firm owned. Max had noticed during his time home that Uncle Mark was gone a lot more than he used to be. And Aunt Lisa didn’t smile nearly as much.

      “How are you?” Aunt Lisa asked, as if she could see right through him.

      “Good,” he said, shoveling a fork full of potatoes in his mouth so he wouldn’t have to explain how much pain he was in. He didn’t want his mom or Maggie feeling guilty. The supplements and herbal compresses he’d been relying on weren’t helping any more. Since anything more than over-the-counter pain killers weren’t an option for him, he needed to get off his feet before his knees gave out.

      Unfortunately, telling his family he needed a break wasn’t an option. There wasn’t room in the schedule, not to mention, he didn’t want them asking any questions about his injuries. No way in hell did he want anyone knowing what had really happened.

      “How much more do you have to go to finish the barn?” Sally asked.

      “Well,” Max said, thankful for the reprieve from thoughts about his legs, “most of the heavy lifting is finished but we’ve got a lot of little work still to go. Shawn had the electricians and plumbers out today to do last minute tweaks before the inspectors come out next week. Everything looked good on their end, so he’s pretty sure we’ll pass.”

      “What still needs to be done?” Maggie asked.

      “We still need to sand and stain the floors, finish trim work, add some railings. Just small stuff, but there’s a lot of it,” Max said. “Then we need to work our way through the punch list.”

      “What is the punch list?” Sally asked.

      Max set down his fork and leaned back. His mother’s cooking was worth coming home for but if he didn’t slow down he’d weigh five hundred pounds soon. “It’s a list of things that need to be fixed or completed. Like, if something wasn’t installed right or something was damaged during the build-out, it goes on the list. Any little last-minute details.”

      “What about the balcony?” Maggie asked, hopefulness in her eyes.

      The balcony addition to the barn had been Maggie’s dream. She wanted to have a place for the bride to toss her bouquet and a staircase for the newly married couple to descend once their arrival was announced to their guests. He hated to tell her it wasn’t going to happen.

      “The balcony might not be ready by your wedding, Maggie.” Trying to secure joists to support the balcony Maggie wanted had been a logistical nightmare.

      “Oh, okay,” she sighed, the disappointment clear on her face. “That’s fine. It’s okay.” Anyone could tell that it wasn’t okay for her.

      “We’ll try, Maggie” Max said quietly. “We just don’t have the parts we need for it yet.”

      She smiled and waved away his answer. “But we’ll be ready for the event next Saturday though, right?” Maggie asked. “I mean, minus all the extras?” He could hear the desperation in her voice.

      “Yeah,” Max answered. “As long as the inspections go through I think we’ll be fine.”

      “Oh, good.” Maggie’s sigh as she sat back in her chair would have been comical if they didn’t all have so much riding on this.

      Ben slipped an arm around her shoulders and rubbed her neck. “It’s going to work out, sweetie. I told you.”

      “So, when’s Devlin coming back to town?” Emmett asked.

      Max ducked his head and shoved in another mouthful of potatoes to keep from shouting the answer. Potatoes were turning out to be his best friend at this table.

      He’d been counting off the days in his mind until Devlin arrived but didn’t want to admit that fact to his brother. Max was worried about Devlin, afraid she’d be too sick to travel back to Colorado. She really hadn’t sounded good and whatever this was didn’t seem to be leaving her system quickly.

      “I’m not sure,” Maggie answered for him. “She’s been really sick lately.”

      The room fell silent and Max raised his head, surprised to see the entire table staring at him. “What?” he said around a mouth full of food.

      “I just wondered why you let Maggie answer for you,” Emmett said.

      “Why would I know?”

      “Uh, because you’ve been talking to her like twenty times a day.” Emmett laughed.

      Ben and Maggie snorted.

      Max swallowed his food. “What are you talking about? I don’t talk to her twenty times a day.” Maybe he thought about Devlin twenty times a day, dreamed about her a hundred times a day, not that Max would ever admit that.

      “She told me yesterday that she’ll be in on Wednesday,” Maggie answered for him again.

      “Really?” Max asked. “She told me she’d be in on Sunday.”

      Everyone stared at him.

      “What?” he shrugged.

      Emmett’s gaze went from Max to Ben. “Oh, you’re right, he’s got it bad, man.” Emmett smiled.

      Ben nodded.

      “Do you like her, Maxwell?” his mother asked.

      “Maxwell.” Emmett snorted.

      “What’s up with the full name, Ma?” Max asked. “I didn’t even curse.”

      “She also uses the full name when she’s asking a serious question, as in,” Ben cleared his throat and raised the pitch of his voice, “Benjamin, when are you going to make me a grandmother?”

      “Valerie!” Maggie shrieked. “Did you really ask that? We’re not even married yet.”

      His mother shrugged. “I’m anxious, what can I say?”

      “Your mom and I have a big bet going,” Aunt Sally said.

      Maggie glanced between the two of them. “What kind of bet?”

      “Tell them the terms, Val.” Sally grinned.

      His mother’s gaze fell to her plate. “I don’t remember.”

      Sally laughed. “She remembers. She just doesn’t want to say.”

      His Aunt Lisa was just shaking her head. She probably hadn’t taken the bet.

      “What is it, Ma?” Emmett asked.

      Max couldn’t help but lean toward Aunt Sally. This was going to be good.

      “Whoever gets a grandbaby first,” Sally started, “gets to make the other person wear a T-shirt of her choosing for a week.”

      “That doesn’t sound bad,” Elle said.

      His mother rolled her eyes. “She didn’t tell you what the T-shirt she’s got picked out says.”

      Maggie turned toward Aunt Sally. “What does it say?”

      Sally snorted.

      “What?” Max asked, knowing he probably didn’t want to know the answer. This was his Aunt Sally after all.

      “You know all those ‘Keep Calm’ T-shirts and stuff?” Aunt Sally asked.

      “Yeah,” everyone said in unison.

      “Keep calm and carry on,” Elle said.

      “Oh, God.” His mother groaned as her head fell into her hand.

      “Do we want to know?” Maggie asked.

      “No, you don’t,” his mother said. “That’s why I need a grandbaby first.”

      “So what does her shirt say?” Emmett asked.

      Everyone leaned toward Aunt Sally.

      Aunt Sally’s eyes glittered with evil laughter as she smirked. “Keep Calm and Try an Ale.”

      “That doesn’t sound bad,” Max said. “I mean, Ma’s not a big beer drinker but…”

      His mother narrowed her eyes at her sister-in-law. “Tell them the rest, Sally.”

      Everyone turned back to Aunt Sally.

      She shrugged. “I might have blacked out a few of the letters,” she said innocently. Nothing his aunt had ever done in her life was innocent.

      “One letter,” his mother half shouted, raising a finger. “She blocked out one letter, one very important letter.”

      Everyone’s expressions went blank as they tried to figure out what letter could be so—

      “Oh, my God!” Maggie shouted.

      “What?” Ben asked. “What letter?”

      “Aunt Sally!” Max yelled, finally figuring it out.

      Emmett’s head moved around the table. “What letter is it?”

      “The ‘e,’” Aunt Sally said, bursting into laughter.

      Emmett gazed into space, his brows knit together like he was doing long division. “That doesn’t make any sense. The ‘e?’ I don’t get it.”

      “Big surprise there,” Ben snorted. “Squish the an and the al together.”

      “Keep calm and try anal?” Elle said, eyes going wide. “I think I’m glad Emmett didn’t get that right away.”

      “Aunt Sally,” Emmett yelled, “that’s gross.”

      Aunt Sally laughed, no sign of guilt or remorse in her blue eyes. She lifted her fork, pointing to Max and his brothers. “You boys better get on the stick,” she laughed, “if you know what I mean. Otherwise your mom’s going to get a lot of funny looks, and a few propositions.”

      The entire table groaned.

      “Seriously, Aunt Sally?” Ben raised a brow.

      “What?” She shrugged innocently.

      Emmett shook his head. “I feel so sorry for your daughters.”

      “My daughters are very fortunate to have me.”

      Thinking of Aunt Sally’s worthless ex-husband, Max had to agree.

      “So how are things with you and Warner?” Maggie asked, a suggestive leer on her face.

      “For the love of all that is holy,” Ben moaned, “I’m trying to eat here.”

      Warner Noble, Elle’s father, had thrown a small engagement party for Emmett and Elle a few weeks before.

      Apparently Sally and Warner Noble had once been involved in high school but had a falling out and went on with life. Just like Elle and Emmett, time hadn’t been able to stop the feelings they had for each other.

      Warner and Aunt Sally had been spotted more than once around town with each other. From what Max had heard, more than one of those sightings included things he didn’t want to know about. No one wanted to picture their aunt making out behind the church.

      His mother brought the topic back around to the bet with a smile at Sally. “There’s no way I won’t win. I’ve got two on the way to the altar, and I’m guessing Max will settle down soon.”

      Max’s head shot up at that.

      “Nah, he’s still a playboy,” Emmett answered. “He was a player in more ways than one in the NFL.”

      Max the playboy. It had been true once, but he wondered if it really was anymore. Images of Devlin popped in his mind.

      “That was rude, Emmett,” Maggie said.

      “Not rude.” Emmett shrugged. “True. And sometimes the truth hurts, doesn’t it Max?” Emmett raised a brow and Max understood what he was doing. Emmett was setting a trap, baiting him.

      It didn’t matter that he couldn’t get Devlin out of his mind. He wouldn’t take the bait. He nodded his head. “Yep, I’m the consummate playboy.”

      But inside, he wasn’t so sure any more.
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      Devlin stood outside the Denver airport, searching for Maggie’s car. She glanced down at her phone for another text. She’d told herself she was hoping to hear from Maggie, but in truth she knew she was looking for a text from Max.

      “Oh, my gosh!” Maggie’s scream cut through the crowd.

      Devlin glanced up and saw Maggie rushing toward her, arms wide as she practically jumped into Devlin’s arms. “I’m so glad you’re here!”

      Devlin braced herself against her luggage, afraid that her friend might actually knock her down. She wrapped her arms around Maggie, tears stinging her eyes. She was so sick of being overcome with emotion, but these feelings were genuine. She loved her best friend and knew she had made the right decision coming in a few days early.

      As much as she embraced all the travel her job required, more and more lately, she found herself wanting to come home. And when she pictured that home, it wasn’t her apartment in New York anymore. It was her friends in Canyon Creek who called to her.

      One more than others at the moment.

      Maggie pulled back, her hands braced on Devlin’s shoulder as she studied her. “Sweetheart, you look awful.”

      She felt awful. “Thanks,” she grimaced. “So sweet of you to say.”

      “You’re not still sick, are you?”

      “No, I’m over the worst of it.” She didn’t disclose to her friend that she’d just tossed her cookies in the airport bathroom not fifteen minutes before. She wasn’t worried about being contagious and getting Maggie sick before the wedding.

      No, she had a lot of things to worry about, but being contagious wasn’t one of them.

      “Well, come on,” Maggie slid her arm around Devlin’s waist and grabbed her bag, rolling it toward Maggie’s car. “I brought someone with me.”

      Devlin groaned. She’d really hoped to have Maggie alone for the ninety-minute drive to Canyon Creek. There were things she needed to talk about, things only your best friend could help you with.

      Maggie popped the trunk and easily lifted Devlin’s bag, throwing it inside. Devlin was thankful for the help. She was dog tired, dead on her feet and had no idea how she’d make it through this week that would surely be filled with wedding errands and last minute details.

      Maggie walked around the car and slipped in the driver’s side. Devlin made her way around the car and literally fell into hers.

      “What’s up skank?” came a voice from the back seat.

      Devlin turned, not surprised to find Kayleigh Montgomery spread across the back seat, her head leaning against one door, feet propped near the other.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Well, it’s nice to see you too.” Kayleigh laughed.

      Devlin grinned. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant, I know you’re super busy. How did you get away?”

      Kayleigh owned the veterinary clinic in town and was usually swamped caring for sick and injured animals.

      “I had supplies I needed to pick up in Denver and some veterinarians I needed to consult with.”

      “Consult with?” Devlin choked back a laugh when she saw Kayleigh’s face go serious.

      “Veterinarian medicine is a serious business in Colorado,” Maggie said.

      “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “I know,” Kayleigh nodded, but Devlin had a feeling she’d stepped on the woman’s toes.

      “She’s just pissed because her and Aaron got into it earlier. Again.” Maggie glanced at Kayleigh in the back seat.

      “He’s an ass,” Kayleigh said, picking at her nails as if she couldn’t care less. Anyone could tell it was an act. She cared.

      Maggie pulled away from the curb.

      “You still playing bam-bam in the ham with Max?” Kayleigh asked.

      “Kayleigh!” Maggie shrieked.

      “What?” Kayleigh held up her hands. “Like we don’t already know it. She went out for a late-night booty call at your bachelorette party.” She sat up and leaned between the front seats. “Did you get one shag in for me like I asked?”

      Devlin laughed. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe?” Kayleigh swatted her shoulder and fell back into the seat. “I knew I should have taken Dr. Hartlow up on his offer for dinner.”

      “Dr. Hartlow?” Maggie asked, looking in the mirror as she merged onto the highway. Canyon Creek was a ninety-minute drive from Denver, longer if the roads were bad. If there was dirt on a doctor, they’d get it out of Kayleigh before they arrived. “Isn’t he the crotchety old vet over in Silverthorne?”

      “Yeah,” Kayleigh sighed. “But he’s my only real hope of a serious shag in three counties.”

      “Eww,” Devlin said.

      “Agreed. Eww. Also, doubtful,” Maggie said. “There are always guys up at the resort drooling over you.”

      Kayleigh shrugged. “So, what’s the deal with you and Max?” she asked again, deflecting the attention. This time her question was a lot less colorful.

      “Nothing,” Devlin said quietly.

      “It’s definitely not nothing,” Maggie said. “Emmett’s been giving Max crap since you left last month.”

      “Why?” Devlin asked.

      “All the Sumners know about you and Max.”

      Devlin’s mouth fell open and she gripped the dash as she turned to look at Maggie. “Are you serious?”

      “So much for your late-night booty calls.” Kayleigh laughed. “I think you made the right choice in Sumner boys if that makes you feel any better. I’ve always thought Max was the hottest.”

      “Hey,” Maggie said, glancing over her shoulder.

      Kayleigh raised her hands in defense. “Just kidding.”

      Devlin turned to look at Kayleigh with a smile.

      “No, I’m not,” Kayleigh mouthed. Her long blonde hair was pulled in a high ponytail and it swung from side to side as she shook her head.

      Devlin laughed. Then a thought hit her. Kayleigh was a doctor. Maybe she could help Devlin. Did vets use pregnancy tests?

      She had been too scared to take a pregnancy test in New York, putting it off until she was with Maggie. She knew she would need support if the test was positive, and after reading all the symptoms on the internet, Devlin was pretty sure it would be.

      Honestly, she had no desire to confirm what she already knew was true. If there was no test, then she could pretend all of this was just a nightmare. That’s why she’d hoped for the ride alone with Maggie. Maybe with her best friend’s help, she could find the courage to do what she hadn’t been able to do since she’d realized how late her period was.

      “Max and I are just having fun,” Devlin said, hoping her words were more convincing to Maggie and Kayleigh than they were to herself.

      “Sure you are,” Maggie laughed under her breath.

      “How long are you in town for?” Kayleigh asked.

      “I fly out for New York next Monday.”

      “I’m so glad you flew in to Denver,” Maggie said, patting her knee.

      “That’s the only place to fly into, Mags.” Devlin shook her head.

      “I still have a few more errands to do in the city. We need to pick up our dresses and I need to confirm with the DJ that he’s got all the music I want. It would be so much easier if all these people were in Canyon Creek.”

      “Maybe you guys should think about hiring out some of those people locally,” Kayleigh said.

      Maggie shook her head. “We don’t have a dress shop or music store.”

      “Maybe if you advertised, told business owners you were opening a wedding barn, you’d have some vendors come to town,” Devlin said, welcoming the distraction.

      “That’s true,” Maggie nodded.

      “Are you still coming down the aisle to ‘Somewhere Over the Rainbow’?” Devlin asked.

      “Oh, I love that song,” Kayleigh cooed in the back seat. “It’s one of the first songs I learned on the violin.”

      “You play the violin?” Maggie asked, glancing up at the rearview mirror.

      “Yes,” Kayleigh said quietly as if sorry she’d mentioned it.

      Maggie nodded toward Devlin. “Well, Devlin’s not a fan of The Wizard of Oz.”

      “I like the song just fine,” Devlin said, glaring at Maggie, “but when you’re forced to watch the stupid movie twenty million times as a kid, you kind of get sick of the song.”

      Maggie laughed. “It was my favorite movie, and my favorite song.” Maggie looked at Devlin and her expression fell. “I’m just glad your family had the video.” Her silent words spoke volumes. Maggie had spent most days at Devlin’s home growing up because hers was so volatile. Not that Devlin’s was functional, but at least there were no drunk, irate parents.

      “What song would you walk down the aisle to?” Maggie asked.

      Devlin laughed. “You know the answer to that.”

      They stopped at a red light and Maggie turned to look at Kayleigh. “Devlin doesn’t plan to get married.”

      “Ever?” Kayleigh said.

      “Nope,” Devlin answered.

      “Why?”

      “Let’s just say I didn’t have the best role models.” Devlin resisted the urge to snort at her own comment. Not the best role models was putting it mildly. Very mildly.

      “Does anyone?” Kayleigh asked. Before Devlin could question her, Kayleigh pointed to the windshield, “Green light.”

      “What about you, Kayleigh?” Maggie asked.

      Kayleigh shrugged. “We’ll see.”

      Devlin knew better than to ask more questions. She didn’t want anyone digging into her drama. She sure as hell wouldn’t dig into someone else’s.

      “We’re here,” Maggie said, sliding into a parking spot and putting the car into park. “I don’t have time for us to check the final alterations of your dress.” She turned to Devlin, looking apologetic. “I’ve got to get back to the lodge and help with the barn. Our first event is in three days and everyone is going a bit crazy.”

      “That’s okay. If anything, I’ve lost weight since the last fitting,” Devlin said. “I’m sure it will fit fine.”

      “Oh, good. I’ll just run inside and grab them. You guys can stay in the car.”

      Thank God, Devlin thought. She really had no idea how she was going to help Maggie with last minute errands.

      Maggie opened the door. “I’ll be right back.”

      As Maggie walked away, Kayleigh leaned through the space between the seats again.

      “Does she know?” Kayleigh asked.

      Devlin glanced over her shoulder. “Know what?”

      “That you’re pregnant?”
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      “Hey, Lily, where do you want me to put this?” Jake asked as he entered the barn where Max was still sanding the floor.

      It was good to have Jake home. He and Aaron had both arrived earlier that day in preparation for Ben and Maggie’s wedding. Neither one of them took time off work often, so having them home for even a short time meant a lot.

      Max glanced up from his spot on the floor and saw his brother carrying a huge trellis.

      Their cousin, Lily, searched the barn. “Um, over there, in the corner,” she finally answered. She was directing everyone like a stage manager before opening night. “Max can set it up outside later.”

      “I still have to sand the back quarter of the floor and finish the trim, Lily,” Max said with irritation. Even though they’d had the barn ready for the first event a week ago, and the party had been a huge success, Max still had a to-do list a mile long of smaller things to finish before his brother’s nuptials. Maggie had dreamed of perfection for her wedding, and Max, Shawn, and the crew were going to give it to her, come hell or high water—or Lily Sumner.

      Lily leveled him with a look that said she expected him to do that and more. And to do it without complaint.

      “Hey, don’t look at me. It was mom and Maggie who moved up the build-out schedule,” Max said.

      “I know,” she sagged against the wall behind her. “I’m sorry, I’m just nervous. There’s so much riding on this event.”

      Max nodded toward the back hallway. “Put it over there, Jake. I’ll get to it.”

      “Sure thing,” Jake said.

      Max stood from the spot where he’d been sanding the floor and flicked off the machine. The final stain could wait until after the event.  “Why are you nervous? You do this shit all the time.”

      She shrugged. “It’s Maggie’s wedding. Besides, I just know how important these first few events will be. Aunt Valerie and you guys really need this venue to do well.”

      Max walked toward his cousin and squeezed her shoulder. She looked as dead tired as he felt. “It will be fine, Lily.” Max looked around the barn. It had turned out even better than anyone could have envisioned. “This is a small event anyway, don’t worry.”

      “It doesn’t matter how big or small an event is,” Lily said, tossing her braided hair over her shoulder. “Every event has to be perfect. And an event for twenty can blow up in your face just as hard as one for two thousand.”

      There had been some kind of catastrophe at Lily’s old job in Denver but Max had never really heard all the details.

      “Hey, Lily,” Shawn called out as he came into the barn. There had been tension between his cousin and the contractor, but he’d noticed they were working better together nowadays.

      Lily turned. “Hey, Shawn.”

      “The guys from the party warehouse supply in Denver are here. They want to know where to put the tables and chairs.”

      Lily glanced down at her watch. “I totally forgot they were coming. Where the hell am I going to put this stuff if you’re still sanding the floor?”

      “It’s okay, Lil,” Shawn said. “I’ll help you figure out. Come on.”

      Lily gave a small nod but didn’t accept the hand Shawn held out. “Thanks,” she said quietly, following Shawn out of the barn.

      “Hey, man,” someone called behind Max.

      He turned and saw Jake holding out a box.

      “Ben said you might need more sandpaper.”

      “Thanks.” He walked toward Jake and grabbed the box, kneeling to place it on the ground, grimacing as he did. Fuck, his knee hurt.

      “Dude, are you okay?” Jake asked.

      “Yeah, why?” Max asked, wiping his brow.

      “You just groaned and winced like you’re in pain.”

      Max remained silent, fiddling with the sander, but he was grinding his teeth together. He hated that everyone thought they needed to check on him all the damned time. Like he couldn’t do anything because he’d gotten a little beat up in the game.

      “Is it bad? Your knees, I mean?”

      “This physical shit doesn’t help, but I’ll be fine.”

      Jake stepped closer. “Are you sure?”

      Max glared at his brother, thankful it wasn’t Aaron the doctor. None of his family knew the full extent of what Max had gone through with his knees and his back, but Jake had visited a home game once when Max had been out of it, and not because of the concussion he’d suffered. Jake was a smart guy and Max had no doubt he’d realized something was wrong.

      “I’m fine, man. I’m using some holistic stuff. It’s helping”

      Jake nodded.

      “What’s up with you?” Max asked, staring his brother up and down. He looked like he’d been worn ragged. “You look like something hell puked up. Senator got you running crazy?”

      Jake knelt beside Max. “Something like that.”

      “What gives? You look like hell.”

      “Gee, thanks.” Jake’s head fell back, but he didn’t say anything more.

      “Your guy is running for the U.S. senate now, right?” Max asked.

      “Yep. He’s all in.”

      Max eyed his brother. “Are you?”

      Jake shrugged.

      “The guy seems like a dick to me.” Max had never liked Jake’s candidate, but he hadn’t ever said so before.

      Jake rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “Yeah, I get that. Honestly, I’ve accepted a lot of flaws in his personality because his views and policies are solid. He can help a lot of people and make a lot of good things happen for the people he represents.”

      “And now?”

      Todd Douglas, Jake’s boss, had always wanted to run for political office. He’d been a businessman, but from what Jake said, Todd understood the little guy and knew hard-working people were what made this country great.

      Jake shook his head. “He just seems to be changing his mind about a lot of things, lately.” He scanned the barn. “Hey, what’s up with Warner Noble being here? I know we’re not sworn enemies anymore, but isn’t it a pretty big deal to be taking time away from his own business to help ours?”

      Changing the subject. Typical for Jake Sumner. Max had to admit, it was typical for any Sumner.

      Max followed Jake’s gaze, not surprised to see Warner now helping Lily with decorations and set-up, Sally not far behind.

      “You haven’t heard?” Max asked.

      “About Emmett and Elle?”

      “No, about Warner and Aunt Sally.”

      Jake sat straight up. “You’ve got to be shitting me. They’re together?”

      Max raised his brows. “Yup. Together, together.

      Jake shoved his shoulder. “That’s gross man.”

      Max laughed. “Yeah it is. But it’s nice to see the softer side of Aunt Sally. Apparently, they had a thing back in high school.”

      “Who knew?” Jake laughed.

      Max shoved the sander at Jake. “Here, why don’t you carry some of the weight around here?”

      Jake did just that, taking the machine with a grin and running it over the floorboards closest to him.

      “So what are your plans for after the barn build-out?” Jake asked above the noise of the sander.

      “Move the sander around you moron, you’re gonna burn through that plank.”

      Jake laughed again. “You didn’t answer me.”

      “I’m not sure. I’ve got a few ideas.”

      “Do they involve staying in Canyon Creek?”

      “Some do,” Max said.

      Jake looked up. “Like what?”

      “None of them are concrete.”

      “So you said. But what are they?” Jake moved the sander around the floor, dust particles floating up to his face.

      “You need a mask.”

      “Stop changing the subject,” Jake said, cutting off the machine.

      “Warner and I have talked about a summer sports camp for kids. They’ve got the space to build fields.”

      “Yeah, I heard Ma and Maggie talking about other ideas to increase tourism. They said something about a film festival, hoping to get Grant here.”

      “That was one. They’re also kicking around other ideas.”

      Max didn’t want to share the biggest idea he had. No one except his brother Aaron knew.

      “Like what?” Jake asked.

      “A wine festival, some yoga retreat, maybe a wildflower festival.”

      “Those sound good.”

      Max shrugged. “I guess. Ma will still need help with other stuff even after the barn is done. I’ll stick around for a little while.”

      “I’m really sorry I haven’t been able to come back sooner to help out, and that I can’t stay longer. There’s a lot of shit going down with the campaign right now and I have to get back.”

      “It’s okay, dude. I get it. You guys have other stuff going on right now.” Max didn’t want to pry. Jake already looked beat and Max didn’t want to pour on more guilt.

      Jake turned the sander back on and began to work again.

      “I think Ma’s in good shape for the next few months,” Max said, “especially if we can get the barn and cabins finished up and start implementing some of these festival ideas. Sally’s been helping out a lot. And Uncle Mark has been trying to step in more to lend a hand when he’s here.”

      They worked quietly side-by-side for a while before Max had to take a break. He sat back against the wall. His knees protested with each inch of the transition, until he finally settled with them stretched out in front of him

      He waited until Jake shut the sander off before speaking. “I’ve been approached by the University of Colorado for an assistant coaching position.”

      “Are you shitting me?” Jake asked. “That’s great.”

      Max shrugged. It was great, if that’s what he wanted to do. He just wasn’t sure any more. “It’s a four-hour drive from here.”

      “Yeah, it is but what’s wrong with that? Emmett made the commute just fine for holiday breaks when he attended CU.”

      “Nothing.” Max tilted his head to the ceiling. “Maybe.”

      “When do they want you?”

      “They’re having a coaches’ clinic in two weeks. They want me to come up and look at the team and talk to the staff.”

      “Dude, why didn’t you say anything earlier?”

      “They actually just contacted me a week or so ago. The NCAA just allowed for a tenth assistant coach. I would primarily be dealing with recruiting. Traveling a lot, talking to potential players.”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “I don’t know. I thought about coaching when I first retired. I never thought of myself as a recruiter though. It would probably be easier, physically, although I’m not sure I want to go back to so much travel.”

      “What the hell are you idiots doing over here?” Emmett asked, slipping up beside them.

      “Max was just telling me—”

      “Where’s your fiancée?” Max asked, cutting Jake off. He didn’t want to share the news of this job offer with his family. Not yet.

      “She’s at the dance studio. She needs to finish up with the girls, then she’s headed over to help out.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” Jake said, “she bought the dance studio she grew up training in, right?”

      “Yep.” Emmett beamed with pride.

      “Dude, why are y’all standing here dickin’ around,” Ben yelled, coming in with an armful of cleaning materials. “We’ve got a barn to finish.”

      The bottles and cloths he carried were wishful thinking. They weren’t ready to start cleaning up yet.

      “Where did you come from?” Max asked.

      “And who the hell put you in charge?” Emmett eyed his brother up and down.

      “Maggie did.”

      “Speaking of Maggie, where is she?” Max asked.

      Ben glanced down at his watch “They should be back any minute.”

      “They?” Max asked.

      “Yeah, Kayleigh went with Maggie to the airport.”

      “Kayleigh?” Emmett grinned. “Good thing Aaron isn’t here.”

      Jake set down the sander. “Why?”

      “Let’s just say, the two didn’t hit it off a few months ago when Ma was in the hospital,” Ben said.

      Jake looked around to each of the brothers, brows raised in a clear question. He wanted the story.

      “Aaron might have called her a pet doctor, or questioned her credentials or something like that.” Emmett laughed. “I thought the girl was going to throat punch Aaron.”

      “Speak of the devil,” Jake said, nodding toward the barn door.

      “Devils,” Emmett corrected.

      Max followed their gazes, his eyes narrowing. Maggie stood in the doorway, Kaleigh at her side. The women were grinning, that evil kind of grin that said they were up to something, and Max’s gut tightened.

      Maggie and Kayleigh slid apart from each other and Devlin stepped between the two, her long dark hair blowing in the wind, whipping around her like a sea goddess. His fingers itched to touch her. Hell, who was he kidding? The urge didn’t stop at his fingers. His whole body wanted her. Wanted on her, in her. Before he could stop it, Max’s face split into a huge grin.

      “No, it’s not serious at all between you two, huh, Max?” Jake laughed, bumping his shoulder.

      “Piss off,” Max said. Without conscious thought, his feet closed the distance between them. Max stopped in front of Devlin, his hands glued to his side. He didn’t want to seem as excited as he was. And he certainly didn’t want to offer his brothers another reason to give him shit.

      “Hey,” Devlin said with a tentative smile.

      He studied her face, concern rushing through him when he saw the dark circles under her eyes. Her skin was ashen and she looked as if she’d lost weight she couldn’t afford.

      “Hi,” Max said quietly. “How are you feeling?”

      Her arms slipped around his waist and without thought, he wrapped his hands around her, pulling her in tight. It was overwhelming how much he liked holding her close, feeling her soft curves against him.

      Devlin drew in a deep breath and sighed against his chest. “Better now,” she whispered against his shirt.

      Max placed a small kiss on her hair, inhaling her familiar scent. “Me, too, Minx,” he whispered. “Me, too.”

      Jake might be right. This thing between them might be turning into something more, but in that moment, with Devlin in his arms, he didn’t want to fight it. She was safe, and she was his, for a little longer at least.
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      Devlin shrieked as Max gripped her by the waist and hauled her out of the barn, nearly lifting her off her feet.

      “Shhh,” he said, glancing behind them.

      “Wh-what are you doing? Where are we going?”

      “Anywhere but in there,” he murmured in her ear.

      “Well, it’s nice to see you too.”

      He stopped and turned toward her, staring down like he wanted to eat her alive.

      Devlin shivered, a lusty need racing down her spine.

      Broad hands slid around her jaw, his fingers digging into her hair as he pulled her toward him. Before she could stop him, his lips covered hers. The kiss was possessive and hard, and everything Devlin wanted.

      She returned the passion, grabbing his wrists to anchor him to her. She forgot where they were as he deepened the kiss. Devlin’s lips parted, allowing Max to plunder and take what he wanted, what he needed because honestly, she needed it too, whatever it was. Her heart squeezed painfully tight when she realized, he needed her.

      “Get a room,” someone shouted behind them.

      Devlin tried to pull away but Max held her still, refusing to let up. “Max,” she whimpered, not really wanting him to stop but knowing they needed to.

      He pulled away with the unhurried ease of a man who knew he was tempting her, lips breaking in a devilish smirk. “Hi,” he said, his eyes fluttering open.

      Devlin released his wrists and brought a hand up to touch her lips. “What was that?”

      “It was my way of saying I’ve missed you.”

      She smiled, her heart reacting more to his confession than it should be.

      “Come on.” He grabbed her hand and tugged her back along the rocky path she’d just walked on her way to the barn.

      “You’ve made a lot of progress with the barn, huh?”

      He didn’t answer, just continued at a pace that had Devlin nearly running behind him.

      “Max!” she shouted, tripping behind him.

      Max turned and caught her just as she was about to fall. His capable arms lifted her in the air with ease, as if they were honeymooners crossing the threshold. Where the hell had that image come from?

      He walked like man on a mission.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      Max veered from the main path and walked several yards, leaving the barn far behind them. When he ventured from the main path and turned toward one of the cabins set at the foot of the mountain, she sighed his name and sank into him.

      “This one in empty for the night.” He stalked up the steps and stopping just outside the front door. He reached for the knob and twisted. It was locked.

      “Dammit,” he growled. He released her body and she slid to the floor, steadying herself on his shoulders as she watched him reach for the top of the doorframe. His grin was pure wicked delight as he turned toward her, key in hand.

      “Max.” Her scolding was weak, but if anyone asked later, she could say she’d made the effort to stop him.

      Before she knew what hit her, Max had ushered her in, slamming the door behind him. He walked around the small room, pulling curtains closed as he went.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Blocking out my nosy brothers, and any other perverts who might wander by.”

      After making sure the cabin was secured from the glut of peeping Toms Max apparently expected, he turned to her, his wolfish grin making everything below her waist tingle. She loved that he could make her laugh one minute, then turn her on the next.

      Devlin backed up, her legs hitting the bed. Max closed in, looming over her. Maybe that should have felt threatening, but Max had only ever threatened Devlin’s sanity. She trusted him with her safety.

      She just wasn’t sure she trusted him with her heart. And she definitely didn’t trust herself not to fall for this man. She was falling. Hard and fast. It scared the hell out of her.

      He reached out and wrapped his hands around the hem of her shirt, slowly lifting it. She raised her arms, nearly whimpering when his hands skimmed her sensitized skin. He tugged the shirt off and tossed it behind him, then slid his hands under her arms to heft her in the air and throw her backward.

      “Max!” She laughed as she bounced, her body landing in a heap on the mattress.

      Offering no apologies, Max tugged his own T-shirt over his head and tossed it aside, lazily placing one knee on the bed and crawling toward her.

      God, he was beautiful. Sculpted shoulders hovered over her and she could feel a tingle begin in her fingers. It was the urge to reach out and smooth her hands over him. The tingle didn’t end there. It whirled through the rest of her body, cranking up the heat that had started the minute she saw him.

      Devlin scooted back on her elbows until she hit the headboard. “Max,” she whispered.

      Max’s eyes dropped to her lips. Heat pooled between her legs and spread through her limbs. He continued stalking up her body. She stared up at his light brown eyes, ensnared in his trap.

      He lowered on top of her, careful to rest his weight on his elbows as he swept her hair back from her face.

      “Hi,” he growled, his deep voice vibrating against her skin.

      “Hi.”

      “I missed you,” he said.

      “You already said that.”

      “I thought it was worth repeating.” He held his lips a breath away from hers. “Did you miss me?”

      She didn’t want to admit it, but she had, more than she should. Devlin slipped her hands around his neck, her fingers sinking into his soft hair. She tugged his head down to close the gap between them and brushed her lips against his, hoping her kiss would give him the answer that her brain couldn’t.

      Devlin moved to break the kiss but Max pressed into her, his tongue licking against the seam of her lips, demanding entrance. She tilted her head and opened her mouth, giving Max what he wanted most. Her.

      Some small part of Devlin knew she was getting what she wanted most at the same time.

      He groaned, deep and male, into her mouth. His hands wound in her hair and he held her steady, his body molding into hers.

      Devlin’s fingers traveled down his neck and over his chest, marveling at the sheer mass of his muscles. He was so much bigger than her, so powerful, but she didn’t feel overpowered. Overwhelmed but never overpowered.

      “I want you, Devlin.”

      She smiled against his lips. It was nice to be desired. She spread her legs in answer.

      Max broke the kiss and stared down at her, his eyes darker and half lidded. He trailed his lips over her chin and down her neck, stopping at the lace of her bra. His hands slid around her back and he popped the hook with ease.

      “You’ve done that a lot haven’t you?” she teased.

      Max smirked and gave a shrug. “It’s the first thing you learn in Boy Scouts.”

      “Long live the Boy Scouts.”

      Max saluted like a Boy Scout before he slid her bra down her shoulders, tossing it to the side with their other discarded clothing.

      Devlin’s nipples puckered in the cool air of the cabin.

      Max’s hands cupped her breasts, his thumbs scraping across her nipples. “Jesus, I must have really missed you.”

      “Why do you say that?” Devlin asked.

      He lowered his mouth and took one pert nipple in his mouth, drawing a moan from her. His touch was both pleasure and pain mixed into one overwhelming sensation that had her rocking up into him. She sucked in a breath at the feeling. Her breasts were so sensitive.

      “I’ve been dreaming of these breasts for weeks,” Max hummed against her skin. “I don’t remember them so big. They’re even better than I remembered.”

      Devlin’s body went still.

      Max’s gaze rolled up to meet hers, his brows knitted. “What?”

      She shook her head, not wanting to break the moment. She was too aroused to pull herself out of the moment. She dug her fingers into his hair and pulled him back down toward her breast.

      Distracting him turned out to be easy. He gave her a wolfish grin and returned.

      “Oh, God, that feels so good, Max.”

      “Yeah?” Max continued to suckle.

      “Ow.”

      He pulled back instantly. “Too much?”

      She didn’t want to think of why her breasts were so sensitive so she pulled his head up and tugged him toward her mouth, searing him with a deep kiss.

      He pulled away. “So?”

      “So, what?” she asked, her mind in a pleasure-induced fog.

      “Did you miss me?”

      She tried to hide the smile that threatened to split her face in two. “Yes,” she finally answered.

      “Good.” He kissed her nose, then across her cheek, then deliberately worked down her body, trailing kisses until he reached the top of her jeans.

      She sucked in a breath.

      He made quick work of her button and zipper, slipping them down her hips along with her underwear. “God, I missed this,” he whispered against her tender flesh. He lowered his face between her legs and moaned. It was clear from the sound he was about to partake in what he considered a feast.

      Max held still, his huge hands pressing against her thighs.

      Devlin rose up on her elbows as his eyes came up to meet hers, his heated gaze holding her captive.

      He raised a questioning brow. What was he asking?

      “Yes, I missed you,” she repeated. “A lot.” And she had.

      Max gave her a dazzling smile that would have melted her panties, if she’d had any on.

      He lowered his face and Devlin moaned as his tongue stroked against her sensitive skin. “Oh, God, Max. That feels so…” She couldn’t finish her statement as his magical tongue worked her over. He added a few fingers to the mix and before she could even blink, her eyes fluttered closed as her body skimmed the edge of release, fighting off an orgasm.

      “Let go, Minx,” Max moaned against her skin.

      She was so tired, so worn out, and yet with Max she felt alive. Giving herself over to the man who was willing to take her, Devlin let go, sagging back against the pillows as her body tumbled over the edge.

      Devlin screamed out his name, and some other random words, as her hands fisted the comforter, her head thrashing about. “Max, please,” she panted, her legs squeezing together but he continued his ministrations.

      It was all too much, almost to the point of pain, but Max kept up the pace, pushing her toward another release. She gasped for air, her hands slowly working down toward his hair, gripping his head and holding it in place as her hips bucked up against him. God, this was amazing. Her entire body was hypersensitive to his touch.

      Max pressed his mouth against her skin, his fingers and tongue moving, the pressure so perfect, it should be illegal. With one final flick of his tongue, Devlin came hard, again. Harder this time. Her hips bucked against the bed, her legs clamping against his shoulders as she fisted Max’s hair. She wouldn’t be surprised if she’d snatched him bald.

      She moaned again, gasping for breath. She released his hair and flapped one her arm over her eyes as the other dropped to her side. “God, Max. That was…”

      What was it? More intimate, more spectacular than anything she’d experienced before. She felt exposed, more vulnerable than she wanted to be.

      Max popped off the bed like he’d been electrocuted and worked to undo his pants. He quickly yanked them down his legs and stood, gloriously naked.

      Devlin ogled his body. “Yeah,” she sighed. “I missed you, a lot.”

      Max smiled triumphantly, eyes dancing with mischief. Devlin’s chest tightened and her stomach clenched. This time it had nothing to do with being nauseous. It had to do with fear.

      Fear of losing her heart to this man.
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      Max drank her in as he undressed, her body slack and sated, hair spread across the sheets like a goddess. Long lashes danced against her skin as she blinked dazedly up at him. He knew he should let her rest. She’d just flown in from New York City, and she had to be dead on her feet. He could see it in the circles under her eyes. But he was a selfish prick, so he crawled on top of her body.

      Devlin smiled and splayed her legs.

      It felt like coming home.

      He showed her the condom he’d pulled from his pocket moments earlier. “I’ve never once been tempted to go without one of these,” he said, meaning it. He’d known early on in his career that there were women who would try to trap him with a pregnancy he didn’t want. In fact, he’d never even let a woman be in charge of supplying the condoms. He supplied them so he could be sure they weren’t tampered with.

      He never in a million years would have taken a woman’s word for it that she was covered with another type of birth control. With Devlin, there was no doubt in his mind. If she said she was clean and they were covered, he believed her.

      Still, there was something in her eyes, and it surprised him when he realized it was doubt. He might not be doubting her, but what if she was doubting him?

      Devlin’s brows creased. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m tempted with you,” he said, pausing and meeting her eyes. “I’m tempted to go without protection, if um, I mean, you said you were on birth control, right? And, um I’m clean.”

      How could he ask this without sounding like a total dick?

      “Are you asking if I’ve slept with anyone in the time we’ve been apart?” Her brows rose and she tilted her head, daring him to ask the question. She’d told him when they were first together that even though she was clean and on birth control, she preferred to use a condom for safety. He’d respected that.

      He remained silent. His mother hadn’t raised a fool.

      “Wait,” she pushed up from under him, “have you?”

      “What?” Max faltered. “No, of course not.”

      “Then why did you think I have?”

      “I’ve been stuck in Canyon Creek,” he explained. “You’ve been in…”

      She arched a perfectly manicured brow but said nothing. Smart woman.

      Max fought the urge to squirm under her scrutiny. “You’ve been at a super sexy, super romantic location in Mexico with super sexy models.”

      “Who were all chicks, Max,” she said, clearly not amused.

      Damn, why had he started this? “What about Stewart? He was in some of the photos you sent me.”

      Devlin pushed up on her arms, scooting back to lean against the headboard and look at him as if he’d lost his mind—which he very well may have. Words couldn’t describe the jealousy that had hit him when Devlin sent any photo with her and that dipshit.

      “Stewart is my assistant.”

      Max didn’t feel mollified.

      “And he’s gay, Max. As in, he’d rather see you naked than me. I told you that already.”

      Max sat back on his heels, suddenly feeling like an ass. Now that she said it, he did remember her telling him that Stewart was gay.

      She stared at him like he was an idiot, which he was at the moment. “Stewart spreads oil and shit all over the models’ bodies all damned day and feels nothing for them, because they’re girls.” She annunciated the last three words.

      Max shook his head, not understanding his own jealousy. “Look, I’m sorry,” he said, “I’m just…” Just what? He couldn’t admit to himself, let alone Devlin, that she was becoming more to him, whatever the hell “more” meant.

      “Were you jealous, Max?” She looked like she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the answer.

      He wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her underneath him. He spread her legs apart with his knee and slowly slid inside her, without the damned condom. “Yes,” he growled like the predator he was.

      Devlin’s eyes fluttered closed. “Oh, God. That feels so good. You feel so good.”

      Max pulled back. “Are we good?” he asked.

      Her eyes opened. “I just said so,” she smiled.

      “I meant protection. You’re okay with no condom?”

      She slowed her movements, her hand stroking his face. For a minute he feared she would say no. “Yes,” she whispered.

      Thank the little baby Jesus for that answer.

      Max slid back in to Devlin’s heat. She was so wet, so tight, so fucking perfect. “I missed you,” he said, sounding like a total idiot, but he didn’t care. He’d said it many times already, but he had to say it again. Had to get her to believe she meant something more to him than just a one-night-stand.

      Her eyes opened and she stared up at him. “You only missed my body.”

      No, it wasn’t just her body he’d missed. They’d grown close over the last few weeks, sharing text messages, talking on the phone, slowly revealing things to one another. Before all that, it might have been only her body Max missed. Now, it was so much more. She was so much more.

      She clamped her legs around his hips and pulled him in deeper as her hands slid over his shoulders and around his neck. “Max?” she said quietly.

      “Yeah,” he answered with a raspy growl.

      “I missed your body, too.” She squeezed around him and Max saw stars.

      “Devlin,” he ground out, “I’m not going to last if you keep that shit up.”

      “So don’t,” she challenged. “Take me.” Her hands tightened on his neck and she pulled him down, her lips pressing against his in a fevered kiss.

      He surged inside her.

      “Mmm,” she hummed against his lips.

      Having her, skin-on-skin, was surreal, unlike anything he’d ever felt in his life. Without another thought, Max pumped into Devlin with a fervor he’d never felt before, consuming her, possessing her. Or maybe it was Devlin doing the possessing and he was the one being consumed.

      As she moaned into his mouth and ground her hips against his, he really couldn’t give a fuck less.
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      Maggie hefted two dress bags with one arm and reached to lift them to the bar in her closet with the other.

      “Here, let me help,” Lily said, taking one of the bags. “Can I see your dress?”

      “Is it bad luck to try it on before the wedding?” Maggie asked

      Devlin leaned back on Maggie’s bed. “I don’t think so. Just pretend it’s a fitting.”

      Kayleigh sat beside her. “You haven’t tried it on since your last fitting, anyway. I want to see it now that it’s all tucked and nipped.”

      “All right but you need to try yours on, too,” Maggie said to Devlin. “You look thinner thanks to that stomach virus.”

      Kayleigh cocked a brow at Devlin but thankfully remained quiet.

      Devlin wanted to stay in the happy-land of denying she was pregnant, even if Kayleigh seemed to be sure she was. She unzipped her dress bag. “I’ll try mine on in the bathroom,” she said, scooting past Kayleigh and Lily.

      “Do you need help?” Kayleigh asked.

      “No, you stay with Maggie. Hers is way more complicated than mine.”

      Devlin slipped into the bathroom and quietly closed the door, hanging her dress bag on the hook. She slipped out of her sundress and stood in front of the mirror, staring at her stomach. It didn’t look any bigger. She turned sideways. It looked like she’d lost weight. It was probably only stress, and being sick from her trip to Mexico, that had made her late. Those two things could mess with your cycle, couldn’t they? By eight weeks? She sagged on the door. Yeah, probably not.

      She closed her eyes, wishing she could get a hold on the confusing emotions crashing over her. Did she want a baby? She didn’t know. She couldn’t explain what she was thinking or feeling any more than she could explain how she could have gotten pregnant in the first place. How was she going to explain this to Max when she couldn’t even explain it to herself?

      Devlin moved to the toilet and sat in her bra and underwear, remembering her afternoon with Max yesterday. God, he was so sexy. But he was a known player. He’d never want to settle down and raise a family. Not that she did either. Hell, she had no idea how to be a mother. Her own family had been so dysfunctional that Devlin had decided long ago never to have children, even if some small part of her wondered how it would be to love a little baby. To let herself love it and cherish it. To believe she might be capable of that.

      How could she have let this happen? She’d taken Depo shots for years, never missed a doctor’s appointment. But she’d changed doctors two months ago. Her old doctor’s office used to call and remind her, so she’d never had to schedule her shots on her calendar. Her life took her all over the world, she would never remember. Apparently, the new doctor wasn’t going to remember for her.

      Still, they’d used condoms until yesterday. Why on earth she’d let him go without one yesterday, she would never know. A little voice in her head whispered to her that she’d allowed it because it was too late. She was pregnant and denying it wouldn’t do her any good.

      Devlin drew in a deep breath. Her head throbbed and her stomach ached. Thankfully she hadn’t thrown up since she’d returned to Canyon Creek, but she also hadn’t been sleeping well.

      Resigning herself to the inevitable, Devlin removed the dress from the bag and eyed it. It was strapless, a pale yellow, and went well with Devlin’s caramel colored skin.

      She unfastened the back zipper and slipped one leg inside, then the other. She tugged it up, praying it would fit. It slid easily over her hips and her stomach and she smiled. She’d been worried for nothing.

      The smile vanished when she tried to draw the zipper up. Her breasts.

      They’d been overly sensitive, but apparently, they’d also been growing. They were swollen to the point that the zipper didn’t want to close. At least not easily.

      Devlin jumped at a knock on the door.

      “Need some help?” Kayleigh asked.

      Fuck.

      Devlin turned her back to the mirror. There was no way she could zip it up herself.

      “Nah, I’m good.” She’d rather deal with a dress that didn’t fit than face the scrutiny of Dr. Kayleigh Montgomery.

      “Come on, I want to see it,” Maggie said.

      Damn. She couldn’t disappoint the bride.

      Devlin opened the door, and gasped when she saw Maggie in her wedding dress.

      It was a simple sleeveless dress, the straps and bodice covered with lace and intricately woven with roses of satin. Ben’s cousin Holly was a fashion designer in New York and had insisted on designing Maggie’s dress. Devlin would bet Maggie was glad she had. She looked incredible as she turned to show Devlin the full effect.

      The simple yet elegant dress fit her best friend’s personality to a tee. The bodice was a pale pink that brought out the undertones in Maggie’s skin but was barely noticeable underneath the white lace overlay that covered it.  A satin belt wrapped around her slender waist and fell down her back nearly to the floor. The dress was a work of art, truly breathtaking and Devlin had never seen her friend look so beautiful, or so happy

      Devlin choked back tears, cursing herself for being so damned emotional.

      All of the women slipped into the tiny bathroom.

      “Isn’t it amazing?” Maggie asked, turning her back to the mirror, glancing over her shoulder.

      “It truly is exquisite,” Kayleigh said. “I know Holly is a fashion designer but does she normally design wedding gowns?”

      “I don’t think so.” Maggie  wiggled around, studying the dress from different angles.

      “No,” Lily answered, “she works for a beast of a designer.”

      “Well, she should,” Kayleigh said. “She’d make a killing.”

      Maggie glanced at Devlin in the mirror. “Oh, Devlin, your dress is perfect, just the right color for your skin.” Her friend turned and pushed Devlin toward the mirror. “Let me see the back.”

      “It’s not zipped up.”

      “Turn around, I’ll zip it for you,” Lily offered.

      She drew in a deep breath, hoping Lily would be able to make the fitted dress zip, but she had a feeling taking a breath wouldn’t do anything to shrink her breasts. She changed tactics and blew her breath out, trying to shrink them down.

      Devlin could feel Lily working the zipper.

      “Kayleigh,” Lily called, “come pull the material together at the top.”

      Devlin cringed. She’d been measured for it several months ago before her breasts had swelled to watermelons.

      “Maggie,” Devlin stared at her friend in the mirror, trying to figure out how to explain this.

      “What the hell did they do to your dress?” Maggie met Devlin’s reflection, her dark brows knitted together. “They had to have gotten the measurements wrong.”

      Devlin had been measured by a shop in New York who then called the measurements in to the shop in Denver for alterations.

      Devlin’s eyes caught Kayleigh’s. Kayleigh knew it wasn’t any error in transcribing the measurements or screw up on either wedding shop’s part. And so did Devlin.

      She swallowed hard. “Maggie, I need to tell you something.”

      “What the hell are we going to do?” Maggie asked, oblivious to Devlin’s attempts to explain. “I can’t believe they screwed up your dress.”

      “Maggie,” Devlin tried again.

      “We only have a few days left. I don’t have time to take it back to Denver.”

      “Maggie!” Devlin nearly shouted this time.

      “I know,” her friend said triumphantly. “We’ll have Holly fix it. She’s supposed to be here on—”

      Devlin cut her off. “I think I’m pregnant,” she forced the words out.

      “Hopefully she travels with sewing stuff, don’t you think she would?” Maggie glanced at Lily, apparently either applying selective hearing to the situation or so far gone in bride mode, she truly wasn’t hearing a word Devlin was saying. “Could you ask her?”

      Lily stood, mouth open, staring at Devlin. She’d heard it loud and clear.

      “Wait,” Maggie shook her head, turning to Devlin. “What did you say?”

      “I think I’m pregnant,” Devlin whispered, tears burning her eyes.

      “Oh, Devlin, what the…” Maggie stuttered. “I mean, what makes you think… how could?”

      Devlin cocked a brow.

      Maggie nodded, looking like she was putting the pieces together now. “How late?”

      “Over a month now.”

      “Well, you’ve been traveling,” Maggie said. “Maybe it’s stress.”

      “I travel all the time.”

      “But you were sick with a stomach virus, maybe that could have—”

      “My boobs are the size of beach balls.”

      “Oh shit.” Maggie’s hand covered her mouth. “It wasn’t a stomach virus was it?”

      “No,” Devlin choked out as her eyes filled with tears.

      “Oh, honey,” Maggie grabbed her and pulled her into her arms with surprising strength. “It’s all right.” She soothed Devlin with soft words as she stroked her back. “We’ll figure something out.”

      Devlin leaned back. “What’s there to figure out? I can’t be a mother, Maggie, you know that. I can barely keep a house plant alive, and you told me there was no way I could own a pet.”

      “Plants and animals are a little different than babies,” Kayleigh said.

      “Yeah, totally. If my mom can do it, you can, Devlin.” Lily smiled.

      Devlin had forgotten the other women were in the room. Before she could stop them, tears streamed down her face. “My boobs are the size of a baby elephant, I puke anytime I even smell peanut butter, and I can’t stop this damn crying. All the fucking time. I won’t be any good at this.” She hiccuped the words through sobs.

      “It’s okay, just calm down.” Lily rubbed her shoulders.

      “Are you sure?” Maggie asked. “Have you taken a test I mean?”

      Devlin shook her head and wiped at the tears streaking her face. “No, not yet.”

      “Well,” Maggie straightened, “first things first. We’ll get a test and make sure you are, in fact, pregnant.”

      “Then what?” Devlin asked, rolling off toilet paper and blowing her nose.

      “One step at a time, my friend.” Maggie smiled, that glorious grin that had made Ben Sumner fall in love with her, Devlin was sure.

      “Okay,” Devlin sniffed. “Wh-when?”

      Maggie glanced down at her watch. “We’re supposed to be at Valerie’s in half an hour. Why don’t we take a separate car from the guys and stop by the drug store? We can do it at Valerie’s.”

      “I don’t want to do it at Max’s mother’s house,” Devlin said.

      “Is he the father?” Maggie asked.

      Devlin wasn’t surprised, she’d anticipated the question. Should she protect him, protect herself?

      “The sooner you find out, the better,” Maggie said, apparently not needing confirmation. “This could all be a false alarm.”

      “Maybe your boobs are the size of the Goodyear Blimp because of some weird hormone imbalance,” Kayleigh offered. “I can stop and pick up a test on the way to Valerie’s. The pharmacist won’t think anything of it if I buy one.” She laughed and Devlin smiled. It was good to share her worry with other people.

      “Okay, tonight then?” Maggie said.

      The women stared at Devlin. She sucked in a breath, knowing she’d waited long enough for the answer. It was foolish to put it off any longer, especially if doing it now meant she’d have support with her while she waited for the results.

      “Tonight,” she finally answered. “Tonight,” she repeated silently to herself, garnering strength from the women standing with her. Devlin realized she was going to need them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      The doorbell at his mother’s house rang and Max rushed toward it, knowing Devlin would be here soon. His family was gathered to celebrate the wedding, but he was looking forward to spending time with her. He’d just arrived himself.

      Ben beat him to it, swinging the door open wide. “There you guys are.” He swept Maggie into a warm embrace as Lily skirted to the side and ducked around the pair.

      Max watched anxiously for Devlin, surprised at his reaction when he saw her standing just inside the doorway.

      Aaron stepped up behind Max. “Where’s Kayleigh? I thought she was coming, too.”

      “She had to stop by the pharmacy,” Lily said, quickly. “She just needed to get something… um, supplies, or something.”

      “Vet emergency?” Aaron was a renowned cardiologist in Chicago. He wasn’t normally a snob but obviously something in his earlier meeting with Kayleigh had rubbed him the wrong way and he now seemed determined to rib her about being an “animal” doctor any chance he got.

      “Dude, you better watch your mouth,” Ben warned. “That chick could totally kick your ass.”

      “And probably will,” Lily added.

      Max wrapped his arm around Devlin. “You okay?”

      She glanced up and nodded with a weak smile.

      He pulled back and looked at her, but she gave a small shake of her head. “Just tired.”

      “This is my mom’s house,” he said, swinging out his hand.

      His childhood home was filled with laughter and boisterous conversation. The Sumner brothers had arrived in Canyon Creek and they’d brought up the noise level in the small town by a few decibels in the process.

      Glancing over the girls’ heads, Max spotted his brother Grant, his hands flailing in wild movement as he regaled their family with a story. His success as an actor was a no-brainer with all the drama the guy stuck into everything. Max noticed Grant looked better, more at peace than he had a few months ago at their father’s funeral. It made him grin to think he could give him shit now that he wasn’t down.

      Grant stilled and turned to Max, as if sensing him. “Douchebag!” he shouted over the noise.

      “Hey, fuck face!” Max answered.

      “Boys!” their mother shouted, eyes popping wide. “We have guests.”

      Max glanced down at Devlin. She wasn’t a guest, she was…what was she? Family? He surveyed the room, noting the relatives that had already arrived for the wedding.

      Aunt Sally sat in the easy chair, Warner Noble by her side as they chatted with Sally’s daughter, Lily, and Warner’s daughter, Elle. Next to Lily was her sister, Mia. She must have just arrived from Chicago that day. Her hair was a tame platinum blonde this time. Mia was a hair stylist and she varied the cut and color of her hair almost monthly. She never limited the colors to anything traditional. Max knew Maggie would be relieved not to see turquoise hair in her wedding photos.

      Grant made his way around the furniture, stalking toward Max, stopping just in front of him. They stood eye to eye. The Sumner boys all had similar features, but even Max could admit that Grant was by far the most handsome. Magazine covers around the world obviously agreed, naming him the sexiest man alive for several years in a row. Although Max had graced a few covers himself, albeit sports magazines.

      He and his brothers had never laughed so hard as when they’d sent Grant one of his own magazine covers, completely covered with Max’s irreverent doodlings, including unflattering male parts penciled in at anatomically impossible spots.

      Max studied his brother from head to toe. “You look good man,” he said, grasping Grant around the shoulders.

      “These are better circumstances,” Grant said as he hugged Max and patted his back, before pulling back to stare down at Devlin. “And this is the lovely Devlin Darby, is it not?” Grant smiled, a sparkle in his green eyes, and Max could swear he saw Devlin swoon. “It’s good to see you again, Devlin. I remember you from school.”

      “We weren’t in the same grade,” she whispered as if in a trance.

      Fucking Grant.

      Grant’s lips curved in a salacious grin. “Doesn’t mean I don’t remember you.”

      The asshole winked.

      “Back away.” Max growled. “She’s taken.”

      Grant looked from Max to Devlin. “Is this true, angel?” he asked.

      Angel?

      Fucker.

      Devlin shrugged and glanced up at Max, her caramel colored eyes holding his gaze with an amused glint.

      He didn’t want amusement. He wanted to hear that she was claiming him the way he’d just claimed her. He’d never wanted to commit himself to anyone the way he did Devlin.

      Her smirk turned into a dazzling smile, lighting up her beautiful face. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure I’m taken,” she answered, her eyes never leaving Max’s.

      Max released a deep breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. He slid an arm around Devlin’s shoulder and pulled her tight.

      Devlin turned her attention back to Grant and winked. “Feel free to check back tomorrow. This doof might piss me off later.”

      Grant barked with laughter. “Excellent news.” The asshole leaned down and kissed Devlin on the cheek.

      Max slid her behind him. He would have more than that tonight, he’d make sure. “All right, jackass, go steal someone else’s girl.”

      The doorbell rang again, and thankfully Grant strolled off.

      Devlin squirmed in his arms, her smile falling. Shit, he’d gone too far.

      “I’m sorry, I—”

      “Devlin,” Maggie called from the other side of the room. Max noticed Kayleigh was now standing beside her. “Do you want to see Ben’s suit?”

      “Uh,” Devlin stuttered, “yeah, sure.” Devlin glanced at Max and he had the sense she was pulling back.

      Yep. He’d pushed when he should have given her more space.

      He forced lightness to his tone. “I’ll see you in a bit.” He released her and watched as she walked away. Just before she reached the stairs, Devlin glanced over her shoulder and gave him a tentative wave. He needed to rein it in if he had a chance for longer than just the weekend with her.

      “Dude,” Grant returned to his side, bumping Max’s shoulder, “you’ve got it bad. I’ve never seen you like this.”

      “Like what?” Max asked, his eyes watching as Devlin walked up the stairs.

      Grant laughed. “All goo goo over a girl.”

      “Lily!” Maggie shouted, waving her hand. “Come with us.”

      Lily popped up like she’d been electrocuted by the chair she was sitting on and Max wondered why the hell they’d all want to see a suit. He’d probably never understand women.

      “Dude, what’s the story with that Kayleigh chick?” Grant asked as Jake walked up. “She’s a vet, right?”

      “Yeah,” Jake said.

      “She’s smokin’ hot,” Grant said, fanning himself. “I nearly fell to the floor when I opened the door just a minute ago.”

      Ben and Emmett had joined them and they burst into laughter along with Max, even though they all knew Grant’s interest was fake. He was into one woman, and one woman only. His estranged wife.

      “What?” Jake and Grant asked in unison.

      Ben turned to Emmett. “You’re a writer, Em. How would you describe Dr. Kayleigh Montgomery?” He emphasized the word doctor.

      Emmett glanced at the ceiling and rubbed his chin, feigning deep thought. “In a word?” he asked, lowering his eyes and studying brothers. “A dirty-talking-more-than-you-can-handle chick.”

      “That’s more than one word,” Grant said.

      “I’m a wordsmith, deal with it.” Emmett laughed.

      “Oh, and able to whip Aaron’s ass with one swing,” Ben added. “Probably will before the weekend’s over.”

      “Why?” Grant asked.

      “He offended her a few months ago,” he said. “She holds a grudge. Forever.”

      “It was just a joke,” Aaron said with a shrug.

      “Not to Kayleigh,” Emmett shook his head. “Forever,” he repeated.

      “Oh, Damn.” Grant shook his head. “Big brother Aaron doesn’t stand a chance. I could tell with one look she’s a firecracker.”

      “Yeah,” Ben said. “I think Ma is trying to play matchmaker.”

      “Again,” Emmett said.

      “Worked for you two dip shits,” Grant said, his eyes darting between his brothers.

      Emmett and Ben turned to one another and shrugged, as if falling in love wasn’t the worst thing in the world.

      Emmett cocked his head. “You make that sound like a bad thing.”

      Grant’s smirk fell. “Maybe not for you, but for some of us it is.”

      Grant was estranged from his wife, Sophie Day, a mega pop idol sensation. For some reason unknown to any of them, the couple still wasn’t divorced. Their break-up had been horrible, splattered all over the tabloids with rumors Grant had an affair with a co-star on the movie that had catapulted him into world-wide fame and earned him an Academy Award.

      Max had seen Grant stare at Sophie with the same adoration and love that his brothers showed their fiancées. There was no way he would cheat on Sophie.

      He should ask Grant if they were still talking, if he thought there was any chance they would reconcile. Max knew better than to pry now, though. Grant looked better than he’d looked in a long time. Max didn’t want to bring up memories that could set him back.

      Ben turned to Max. “Jake tells us you’re thinking about taking a position at the University of Colorado in Boulder.”

      Max was thankful for the change of subject, but pissed his brother had shared information that wasn’t his to share. He gave Jake what he hoped was a menacing glare. Jake returned the look. Max forgot that Jake worked in politics. He was used to douchebags.

      “They made an offer,” Max said, noncommittally.

      “What else are you thinking of doing?” Grant asked.

      Max shrugged. Did he want to tell his brothers what he’d been thinking about since before he’d retired?

      “I’m looking at stuff related to my biomedical engineering degree,” he said. There, that wasn’t a lie. He didn’t need to tell them everything he’d been looking into.

      Max had traveled to New York City before returning to Canyon Creek. He’d found several teaching hospitals and colleges in the tri-state area that were doing remarkable things with orthopedic biomechanics. He’d been fascinated by their work.

      “So, you’re not going to stay here?” Ben asked with what sounded almost like disappointment tinging the question. “After the build-out?”

      Max’s long-term dreams had never included Canyon Creek but being close to his family had changed something in him. He wasn’t sure he wanted to leave now.

      “It’s okay,” Ben said, “I didn’t mean to pressure you. I’ve just gotten used to having your ugly ass around here the last few months.”

      Max had to admit, being closer to his family had been good for him as well. Still, he remained noncommittal. “We’ll see.”

      “Max,” a soft voice called behind him.

      Grant’s smile grew. “Well, hello, sweetheart.”

      Max didn’t need to turn around to know who it was. Grant was screwing with him, just the same as he’d do to Grant if their positions were switched.

      Devlin’s small hand touched his arm and the sensation raced down to his groin. He couldn’t wait to get her alone tonight. Although logistics would prove difficult, considering he was sleeping in his mother’s house.

      He turned and looked down at her, surprised to find she was white as a ghost and her face gleamed with sweat. “Devlin, are you sick again?” He took her shoulders and pulled her close.

      She shook her head. “Can we, uh…” she glanced around the circle of his brothers. “Can we talk?”

      Max’s stomach clenched. “Uh, sure.” He searched the room, having no idea where to take her for privacy, other than his bedroom. And that was a bad idea seeing as she looked like she might pass out any minute.

      “Everyone!” his mother shouted. “Dinner is ready. Let’s get to the dining room. Aunt Sally has really outdone herself this time.”

      “Oh, hell yeah,” Grant said, pushing past his brothers.

      Everyone moved, except Max and Devlin. Her head fell as she stared at the ground, but Kayleigh interrupted before Max could find out what was going on.

      “Come on girl, let’s eat,” Kayleigh said, sliding her arm around Devlin’s waist, dragging her away. “You look hungry.”

      “Devlin,” Max called as the two women moved away from him.

      She glanced over her shoulder.

      “We’ll talk after dinner?” It was a question and something in the pit of his stomach told him whatever she wanted to talk about couldn’t be good. Was she leaving? Did she not want to do this with him, have any kind of relationship?

      She nodded once and he saw the tears brimming in her eyes.

      “Hell.” He moved to grab Devlin and take her away from Kayleigh but just as he reached them, Maggie scooted Devlin into the hallway bathroom and shut the door.

      Max stood outside, waiting, listening for any sign Devlin needed him.

      “Come on, dude!” Jake slapped him on the back. “Let’s get in there before Grant eats all of Aunt Sally’s peach cobbler.”

      Max felt sick to his stomach, his appetite gone as he stood outside the bathroom door, wondering what in the hell Devlin wanted to talk about. And why the hell she’d literally shut him out.
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      Devlin scooted her chair closer to the table, nestled between Maggie and Kayleigh. She’d never felt one hundred percent at ease around people like the Sumners.

      One of the reasons Devlin and Maggie had been friends when they were younger was because other families had seen Devlin as trouble. Maggie’s dad hadn’t been around enough to care, but Devlin had seen the looks passed between other mothers anywhere she went.

      Devlin was the troublemaker. The one who was always getting their kids to do things they didn’t want to. When she’d seen the original Footloose movie, Devlin had identified with the main character, the one whose dad was a minister. That character had always been trying to break free from the shell her father cast around her.

      It was the same way for Devlin. Her dad was the strict military man. The Marine who demanded absolute obedience to a rigid set of rules. Rules he was obviously immune to. In true military-brat fashion, she’d rebelled, a lot. Truth was, she’d always been a little bit wild, and she had her father to thank for that.

      As she looked around the table, she couldn’t help but wonder how the hell had she gotten here, sharing a meal with the entire Sumner family? More importantly the family of the man whose baby she was officially carrying.

      The double stripes on the pregnancy test had been too convincing—on all four tests Kayleigh had purchased.

      Devlin knew her face was a blotchy mess. She hadn’t needed to look in the bathroom mirror earlier. She’d cried her eyes out upstairs, wondering how in the hell she was going to raise a baby. Especially with a man who was as noncommittal as she was. She’d been an idiot to carry this relationship on as long as she had. But there was just something different about Max Sumner.

      As if feeling his eyes on her, Devlin lifted her head, not surprised to see Max staring straight through her from across the table. He’d made a seat for her by his side, but Lily had escorted her between Maggie and Kayleigh. Thank God, these women seemed to know exactly what she needed right now.

      “You’ll be fine.” Kayleigh leaned over, whispering in her ear.

      Devlin felt Maggie squeeze her leg under the table. She turned to look at her best friend. In Maggie’s eyes she found strength and…unconditional love. Whatever Devlin decided to do, Maggie would stand by her. She always had.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered quietly. She’d never wanted to spoil Maggie’s wedding weekend, but between her fiasco of not fitting into her bridesmaid dress and now being knocked up, she was pretty sure she’d totally fucked it up.

      Devlin had always been a screw-up in one way or another, so her father said, but she thought she’d left that behind. As an adult, though, she thought she’d found her footing. She was a renowned photographer. She was a good person, with good friends. She wasn’t that kid anymore.

      She felt like a troublemaking teenager right now, though. Just as lost. Just as confused. Bringing Maggie down with her.

      Maggie patted her leg and gave her a warming smile.

      “We’ll be fine,” she said.

      We. That’s why Devlin loved Maggie Lawrence. She’d always considered Devlin as part of her family.

      “The Sumners are an amazing family,” Maggie said quietly, “this will be okay, you’ll see.”

      Devlin’s eyes scanned the huge dining room table. All the Sumner boys were home, and some of their extended family as well. Could they make room for one more? Devlin glanced down at her stomach. Well, two. Did she even want to be part of this family? As much as she’d deny it, the thought of being surrounded by people like Maggie, who loved you unconditionally, gave her great peace.

      Devlin glanced back at Max, not surprised to see his brows knitted together as he studied her.

      “Dude,” Jake hit his arm, passing a huge bowl of mashed potatoes.

      Max took the bowl, his eyes never leaving Devlin’s.

      Feeling self-conscious under the weight of his stare, she ducked her head and fumbled with her napkin.

      “Devlin, dig in.”

      She raised her head and looked down the table. Valerie Sumner was staring at her. The Sumner matriarch. What would she think of Devlin getting knocked up by her son?

      Devlin reached for the salad bowl, scooping a small amount onto her plate, wondering how the hell she was going to eat anything.

      Maggie pushed a plate of roast beef in front of her.

      Devlin sniffed carefully, judging whether her stomach would be able to handle the food or send her running to the bathroom. Thankfully, she was hit by the delicious aroma and her stomach growled. Devlin grabbed the platter and added several slices to her plate.

      “Dang woman, you eating for two?” Ben snorted.

      Devlin went still as a statue, nearly dropping the plate of roast. Thankfully Maggie grabbed the tray.

      “She had a stomach virus for a week, Ben, you know that.” Maggie scowled at her fiancé. “She’s trying to catch up.” Poor Ben had no idea what the hell was going on.

      That made two of them.

      “I’m glad you’re feeling better,” Valerie said.

      Devlin looked at the woman sitting so far away. Valerie’s eyes were warm, her voice so genuine and concerned. She was everything a mother should be. And everything Devlin never could be. Devlin swallowed down a sob.

      Maggie leaned toward Ben’s Aunt Sally, cutting off Devlin’s eyeline to Valerie in the process. “Oh, hey, Sally when will Holly be here?”

      “Tomorrow afternoon,” Sally said. “She put off making reservations until Ivy had her flight information from Paris. The girls had hoped to connect through JFK and fly home together, but Ivy’s connection is actually through Houston for some reason.”

      The table chuckled but Devlin couldn’t find any humor inside her.

      “Do you think she might have some time in the next day or two?” Maggie asked. “We need her to look at Devlin’s dress.”

      “What’s wrong with your dress?” Max asked in an unusual display of concern over fashion.

      “Oh, it’s nothing.” Maggie waved a hand. “The bridal shop messed up her measurements and we need her to make some adjustments.”

      “Oh, that’s awful,” Valerie said.

      “I don’t see why she couldn’t,” Sally said. “I still have all her sewing stuff at home. I’ll have her call you as soon as she gets in. Can you come to my house?”

      Devlin could see the worry in Maggie’s eyes. She was stressed beyond measure. Not only was Maggie trying to plan this wedding and run the huge lodge, now she was trying to shield Devlin and cover up her secret.

      “I can go by myself.” Devlin patted Maggie’s leg.

      “I can take you,” Max offered.

      “Um, no you can’t.” Ben raised both brows as if reminding him of something he didn’t want anyone else to know. Everyone at the table turned to stare at Ben. “I just mean, he’s going to be busy finishing up some last-minute stuff at the barn, right Max?”

      “Oh, uh, yeah.” Max’s eyes widened as if he’d finally figured out Ben’s secret code. “I’ll be busy.”

      Devlin hoped she and the girls were better at covering secrets than the guys were. Because, they sucked at it.

      “Oh, I’ll take you,” Lily said. “That way I can see all my sisters.”

      “Aren’t you busy with planning?” Valerie asked.

      “Oh, please, Aunt Val.” Lily waved a dismissive hand in the air as if she’d been underestimated. “I’ve got it all under control.”

      “She’s good,” Sally said at the other end of the table.

      “You guys should do this professionally,” Aaron said.

      “Do what?” Sally asked.

      “Wedding stuff. A company,” he said.

      “Would that be considered a professional career, Aaron?” Kayleigh asked with sarcasm.

      “Kayleigh, I told you I was sorry.” Aaron rolled his eyes, obviously exasperated. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      The room went silent for an uncomfortable moment before Kayleigh laughed. “I’m just messing with you, doctor” she said lightly, breaking the tension. Everyone laughed but Kayleigh still held a wicked gleam in her eye.

      Devlin wondered if she really was just teasing, or if she was just doing her best to make Maggie’s wedding weekend go as smoothly as possible.

      “That’s actually not a bad idea,” Elle said. The woman had been so quiet during dinner, Devlin hadn’t even noticed her.

      Emmett stared at his fiancée. “What?”

      “The wedding business,” Elle answered. “Maggie had to go to Denver for almost everything. It was a big hassle.”

      “Yeah, I did,” Maggie answered. “Even the DJ and the photographer are coming from Denver for the day.”

      Devlin had wanted to capture Maggie’s special moments on film as her photographer, but Maggie had forbidden her, saying she wanted her best friend to enjoy the day. She’d probably slip a camera in anyway. She couldn’t help it.

      “Daisy is a florist,” Elle said.

      “And Ivy could cook. She’s becoming a cook, right?” Emmett asked Sally.

      Sally raised a brow. “Chef, Emmett. Ivy is becoming a chef.”

      Emmett smiled and winked. “Got it.” He tapped his temple.

      “Holly does fashion design and could do the dresses,” Ben said.

      “Abbie’s a photographer,” Maggie added.

      Valerie smiled as if solving an intricate puzzle. “And Mia does hair and make-up.”

      Mia held up a hand in the air. “Oh, hell, no. No offense, Aunt Valerie, but I have no desire to come back to Canyon Creek and do hair. Could you picture it? It’d be like something out of that Magnolia movie. What was it called.”

      “Steel Magnolias” several people answered in unison.

      “That’s the one,” Mia said, spooning in another fork full of potatoes. “No thanks. I’m happy as a clam in Chicago.”

      “Well, it’s certainly something to think about,” Sally said, her gaze locked on Valerie’s. A silent conversation was being exchanged between the two women and Devlin wondered how much those two were manipulating things behind the scenes.

      “Oh, God.” Lily laughed. “You’ve given these two a wicked idea, I can tell by the gleam in their eyes that wheels are turning.”

      “It would up my chances of being a grandma first.” Sally smiled.

      Devlin sputtered on her water.

      “Not that stupid bet,” Lily groaned.

      “What bet?” Devlin asked. Unless one of Sally’s daughters showed up with a baby bulge she hadn’t told anyone about, Valerie was now going to win.

      “They have to wear an embarrassing T-shirt for a week,” Lily explained.

      “That doesn’t sound bad,” Kayleigh said.

      Lily shook her head, aiming the gesture at her mom. “It’s what the T-shirt says. Tell them, Mom.”

      “No!” Max, Ben and Emmett shouted in unison, their deep voices echoing off the wall.

      Sally laughed and Devlin could only imagine what T-shirt she had planned for Valerie.

      “If I know my Aunt Sally,” Grant said, “it’ll be dirty and mortifying.”

      Whatever the T-shirt had on it, Devlin was happy Valerie would never have to wear it. Then she remembered she still had to tell Max and his family about the baby. Fear set in, hitting Devlin in the gut, chasing her appetite away. Or maybe it was the baby.

      “Hey, Valerie,” Maggie called down the table, “Ben is going to stay here until the wedding.”

      Ben’s entire face pinched like he’d eaten a sour grape. “I am?”

      “Yeah, you are. It will be…” Maggie paused and glanced around the table.

      “She thinks a few days of celibacy will make you a virgin again.” Grant laughed, his brothers joining in.

      “Kayleigh and Devlin are going to stay with me,” Maggie said, glancing at both of them.

      “Oh, I want to come,” Lily said.

      “Yeah, me, too,” Mia added.

      “No,” Sally barked. “I haven’t seen you girls in forever. Tonight, you stay with me.”

      Lily rolled her eyes “Mom, you see me almost every day.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I want both my girls with me tonight.” Sally reached out her hand and squeezed Mia’s arm.

      A bolt of jealousy hit Devlin square in the chest. Her mother loved her, Devlin knew that, but there was a special connection between Sally and her daughters that she’d never had with her own mother. Probably because Sally had been strong enough to escape an abusive relationship.

      Sally had been with her ex-husband for several years, long enough to produce six girls, despite his abuse. And yet, she’d found the strength to leave him when her daughters were still young and hadn’t looked back.

      Even though Devlin’s father wasn’t physically abusive to her mother, it didn’t mean that he hadn’t beaten down her self-esteem. The fact her mother had stayed impacted Devlin in more ways than she’d ever realized. She would never allow a man to have that much power over her. Ever.

      Without thinking, her gaze traveled to Max. He was staring at her, that same worried look on his face. She knew he’d probably assumed they would spend the night together but honestly, Devlin needed her distance right now. There was too much going on in her mind, too many things she needed to figure out. She couldn’t do that with Max Sumner in her bed. He had a way of distracting her, in the best ways.

      A smirk spread across his face as if he’d read her mind. Hopefully he couldn’t see everything she was trying to hide.

      “Okay,” Lily said. “Tomorrow then. It will be like a slumber party. And by then Abbie, Holly, Ivy and Daisy will be here, too.”

      Sally had named all her daughters after flowers. The girls were often teased in school but they were just as fierce as their mother. The idea to name her girls after flowers hadn’t been done on purpose. She’d never learned the full story, but if it was Sally, Devlin was sure the story would be epic.

      “When are Ivy and Holly planning to get here?” Valerie asked.

      “All four are supposed to get in at varying times tomorrow,” Sally answered. “I’ll need to rent a cargo van like old times, right Val.” Sally laughed.

      Devlin could only imagine. The thought of having one kid scared the hell out of her. She couldn’t imagine twelve.

      “Wait, so, you’re seriously kicking me out of my own house?” Ben asked. Devlin actually felt sorry for him. He probably hadn’t known that the last time he’d had sex with Maggie would be the last time until their wedding night.

      “Oh, suck it up, dude,” Grant said. “Jake hasn’t gotten laid in,” he glanced over at his brother, “three, four years now? However long you’ve been working on that asshole’s campaign.”

      Valerie swatted her son on the head. “Alexander Grant Sumner, watch your mouth.”

      “Alexander Graham Bell,” all the other Sumner brothers said in unison, like it was a song.

      “The inventor?” Devlin said.

      “It’s stupid,” Grant answered. “They’re stupid, don’t mind them.” He graced Devlin with another panty-melting smile.

      Devlin cocked a suspicious brow.

      “Well, finally,” Ben said triumphantly to Grant. “Someone who’s not affected by that sap-ass smile of yours.”

      “Oh, I’m affected,” Devlin corrected, her lips curling into a smirk. “I’m just good at ignoring hot guys. I photograph them all the time and most are gay. Are you gay, Grant?”

      The table broke out into a fit of laughter.

      “Well, hell,” Grant sagged back in his chair as if actually wounded. “I met my match. No, sweetheart, I am most definitely not gay, and I’ll prove it.”

      “Grant,” Valerie said in warning.

      Devlin had completely forgotten Max’s mother was present. She looked at her down the table. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Sumner.”

      Valerie laughed. “That’s quite all right dear. I like seeing my boys knocked down a notch or two. Especially the cocky ones.” She glanced at Grant. “And technically you’re still married young man, so no flirting.”

      Grant’s smile fell, his easy humor vanishing.

      The room fell silent again and Valerie actually looked nervous.

      “So, Max,” Sally broke the silence, “Warner tells me you’ve talked about buying land around the mountain to build your own sports facility?”

      “What facility?” Jake asked.

      Yeah, what facility, Devlin wondered. He hadn’t mentioned that to her.

      “I thought you said you were looking at going to the University of Colorado,” Jake said.

      “Max,” his mother said, “is that true? Why haven’t you told me?”

      Max remained quiet, staring at Devlin. “I haven’t made up my mind. I’m looking at a lot of options now that I’m retired.”

      Why was she disappointed? She had no plans to stay here in Colorado. Hell, she had no idea what her plans were, so why should she care if Max hadn’t mentioned any of this to her?

      “Warner and I were just discussing possibilities,” Max said. “Nothing is set in stone.”

      “I think a sports camp would be amazing,” Mia said. “Can you imagine, all those hulky pro football players prancing around in those skin-tight pants.”

      Max cleared his throat. “It was more for youth sports.”

      “Oh,” Mia sighed with a look of disappointment. “But maybe with your connections you could bring a pro team here, right Maxi Pad?”

      Devlin snorted, choking on her water again. She needed to give up and stop trying to drink at this meal.

      “Oh, my God,” Lily cried, “Maxi Pad. I totally forgot about that nickname. Maxi Pad, Maxi Pad.” Lily and Mia burst into laughter, along with the rest of the table.

      Max rolled his eyes. “I’m so glad I don’t have sisters.”

      “That’s why you have us,” Lily beamed.

      “Yes,” Max said with such sarcasm it nearly dripped from his sexy lips. “so thankful to have the wild flowers.”

      “Wild Flowers!” Kayleigh shouted.

      Devlin jumped.

      “What?” Jake asked.

      Kayleigh pointed toward Lily and Mia who were still laughing from Max’s nickname. “The name of your wedding business. All your daughters are named after flowers. They’re obviously wild. It makes perfect sense.”

      “Wild Flower Weddings,” Sally said with a smile.

      “Wild Flower Weddings,” Valerie repeated with a nod like something had been decided.

      “Um, hello, what part of, ‘I ain’t coming back to Canyon Creek’ did you guys not understand?” Mia growled.

      “Oh, sorry,” Kayleigh said, slipping back into her chair.

      “It’s a great idea,” Ben said. “Even if the girls don’t do it. I think we should look into something like that for the barn. With the new size and scope of the lodge, we need to have an event staff in place instead of handling it loosely like we always have.”

      The conversation faded away in Devlin’s mind.

      Her gaze fell on Max, his expression so unlike those of his family. There was a sense of foreboding in his eyes, an uncertainty that mirrored her own. Neither one of them had a clue what their future held, especially Devlin.

      The mass of voices fighting to be heard around the table was deafening. This large family had an energy Devlin had never experienced.

      What the hell was she doing here, with these people, with this man? Devlin wasn’t sure of a lot of things, but one thing was crystal clear. She couldn’t rely on Max to settle down with her and raise this baby together. He had no more idea what his future held than she did.

      She needed to do what her mom had never done. She needed to make a family and a home for her child on her own. If a father came into the picture at some point, whether it was Max or someone else, so be it. But she wouldn’t rely on that. She couldn’t.
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      Max heard footsteps in the barn below him and looked down to see Ben staring up at him.

      “Holy shit man, this looks amazing,” Ben said, staring up at the nearly completed balcony in wonder.

      The balcony had been Maggie’s vision of marital perfection, but they’d had to scrap all hope of having it done on time. Ben had begged Max to get it finished as her wedding present, even putting in his own sweat-equity. Having all the Sumner brothers home for the wedding now meant more hands on deck and they were close. They might make it.

      “Yeah, man,” Max yelled down. “It looks great doesn’t it?”

      “I just can’t believe it.” Ben stood on the floor, hands on hips as he looked at the structure as if it were some sort of miracle, and in a way it was. The balcony still wasn’t finished yet, though.

      “We have to finish a small section of floor, sand it and then stain it to match the barn floor and fixtures,” Max said, trying to tamp down his brother’s enthusiasm.

      “Man, you guys really outdid yourself,” Grant said, stepping up next to Ben.

      “It was all Shawn, really,” Max said.

      “Hell no, it wasn’t,” Shawn said, sidling up next to Max. “None of this would have happened if it weren’t for Max.”

      Max shrugged. He did have a knack for building things. He found the construction of the barn had fulfilled him in a way football hadn’t. Seeing the structure finished to completion gave Max a sense of real accomplishment, and it was something that would stand for generations to come. He hoped like hell those generations were his family and not someone else’s if the bank foreclosed.

      “Shawn, did you hand make those balusters?” Aaron asked as he walked up the steps.

      “Be careful,” Max warned, “we still have to add the hand rails to the stairs.”

      Aaron didn’t listen, his attention transfixed on the intricate carvings of Shawn’s balusters that ran along the front edge of the balcony. Ben followed behind, staring just as intently.

      “Yeah,” Shawn said looking almost embarrassed at the attention to his work. “I kind of wanted to surprise you and Maggie.”

      Ben walked along the railing of the balcony, squatting to run his fingers over the supporting posts. Grant and Aaron squatted next to him.

      Shawn had hand-crafted all 125 balusters, but there were some with more intricately carved places in the pattern. He was a master artisan and woodworker, having some of his sculptures showcased in a Denver art museum last year.

      “Dude, these are fucking amazing,” Grant said. “Look, they’re each a little different in their own way.”

      “I gave some of the balusters their own personalities, based on everyone that worked on the barn.” Shawn stepped up to the railing and pointed to the main support post.

      On one, Shawn had carved out their father’s name. It was small and hidden in the design, but it was there. His father was there, in the barn he had envisioned.

      His brothers and he stood silent, and Max would bet they were all fighting the emotion he was battling.

      Sometimes they were so caught up in the need to save the lodge, they forgot why they were all there in the first place. Their dad’s death had brought them all home, and it was what would keep his brothers coming back over the course of the next year to pitch in. And now, on Ben’s biggest day, their father wouldn’t be there. Life was too short. Shawn’s work was a reminder of that.

      “Shawn, it’s…” Ben tried for words.

      Shawn looked down. “I just thought it was only fair that your dad be here for your wedding, you know?”

      The brothers were all quiet, nodding, and Max thought Ben looked like he might cry. For years Ben had basically hated their father, thinking their dad never thought he was good enough. But coming home had changed Ben’s mind.

      Their mother had shared with Ben all the sacrifices their father made for him and his brothers. Max knew Ben’s biggest regret was not being able to say thank you to their father, to have the relationship he’d always wanted. Now Ben could come to the barn and be close to their father anytime he wanted.

      “Thanks, man.” Ben stepped forward and took Shawn in an embrace, pounding his back hard before stepping away and turning his back on the group of men.

      “Shawn, that’s just,” Grant fumbled for words.

      “It’s amazing, Shawn.” Max finished for him. “My mom is going to love it. Maggie is going to love it.”

      “Yeah, it’s…” Aaron also was at a loss for words.

      “Your dad was a great guy,” Shawn said, looking around at the barn. Max would bet he was thinking about the vision his dad had when he’d planned the transformation. “He envisioned this barn. I just wanted him to have a permanent place here.”

      The brothers became uncommonly quiet, Max reflecting on his father, the man who’d always seemed larger than life, until he’d lost his own.

      “Ben!” someone yelled from below.

      The men glanced over the railing and saw Lily, red-faced and out of breath.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s Maggie,” she gasped for air, leaning her hands on her knees, as if she’d been running. “She’s coming. She wants to check measurements and stuff.”

      “Shit.” Ben flew down the stairs.

      Shawn shook his head. “Man, that guy’s got it bad.”

      Max laughed. “He does.”

      The other men turned in unison to look at him.

      “Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Max said, turning back to his work. He knew damned well he had it just as bad for Devlin. The only trouble was, she didn’t seem to feel the same way. Or if she did, she wasn’t going to admit it.

      And he wasn’t sure he was ready to admit it yet either. He had no idea where he was headed in life or what his world would look like in a year.

      His brothers weren’t on board with his shut-down-the-conversation plan.

      “When Maggie scooted Devlin out of Ma’s house before you could get to her last night,” Grant said, “I thought you were actually going to cry.” Grant glanced at Shawn. “I bet he did cry a little in his bedroom last night.”

      “Crying out Devlin’s name while he stroked the pony.” Emmett laughed.

      “Yeah, I definitely heard crying,” Aaron added, staring at Max. “He always was an emotional wuss.”

      Shawn laughed.

      “Fuck off,” Max growled. “I didn’t look at Devlin like that. And I didn’t cry.”

      He had been pissed all night, though.

      “I’ve seen you look at her like that, too,” Shawn said.

      “Like what?”

      Shawn mimicked Grant’s puppy dog pose, leaning into Grant so the two of them could taunt Max side-by-side.

      Max narrowed his eyes. “Thanks for the support, friend.”

      Shawn shrugged.

      “There’s nothing wrong with having it bad for Devlin,” Aaron said.

      “Yeah,” Grant agreed, “I mean, she’s super hot, no doubt. And she’s making a good living on her photography, so you know she’s not after your money or fame.”

      Grant and Max both dealt with fame and fortune as part of their everyday lives. Both had a difficult time knowing if someone was a true friend or just a leech, along for the free ride or, in Grant’s case, looking for a break in the movie industry.

      “It doesn’t matter if I have it bad or not,” Max said. “Devlin is a gypsy. Her life is like a traveling circus. She’d never settle down.”

      Aaron raised a brow. “So you do want to settle down with her?”

      “No,” Max answered, rubbing his gut as though that might take away the tight knot that had formed there. “Well, hell I don’t know.”

      Yes. Hell, yes! His conscience could scream all it wanted at him. It didn’t change the facts of who he and Devlin were.

      “I’ve heard Maggie say Devlin has some commitment issues because of her family life,” Shawn said.

      “When did she tell you that?”

      Shawn shrugged. “Maggie and I work together, and Devlin’s one of her best friends. Honestly, I think she hoped she could set me and Devlin up for a while. No one had any idea you two were between the sheets until recently.”

      Max felt a spike of jealousy claw up his back. The idea of Devlin with Shawn was ridiculous.

      “You could always travel with her,” Grant said.

      Max shook his head. “I’m not sure I want to travel anymore.”

      Grant’s eyes went wide with surprise. “You actually want to stay in Canyon Creek?”

      “I don’t know.” Max drew a hand through his hair. “It’s definitely an option. It’s not so bad, not like when we were kids. I really liked building the barn, and I’m good at it. It’s nice to be good at something other than football. And I know Ma could use the help. Plus Warner and I have talked about the football camp thing.”

      “What about the University of Colorado?” Aaron asked.

      Max drew in a deep breath and released a heavy sigh, not even sure he could say the words out loud. His life had centered around football since the age of seven. Existing off the football field was scary, but exciting too, filled with possibilities. He never would have realized that if he hadn’t come home to Canyon Creek.

      “I like being around family,” Max declared. “And honestly, I’d like to try something other than football.”

      Grant stepped back as if trying to avoid the bite of a rattlesnake. “Holy hell, Max Sumner wants to walk away from football completely? I never thought I’d see the day.”

      “You walked away from the movie industry for a while.” Max shouldn’t have gone there, but he didn’t want anyone digging into his reasons for leaving the game. No one needed to know how bad things had gotten there at the end.

      Besides, he had a feeling being anywhere close to the world he’d inhabited when he was in the NFL might be too much for him to handle right now. He needed to get away from old habits, old triggers.

      Grant’s face fell. “Not by choice.”

      Max knew the truth and felt like a heel for saying anything. Grant had practically lost everything, and it still remained to be seen if that toll would include his wife. Although Grant’s outbursts and fist fights after the implosion hadn’t helped matters any, a lot of it had been the industry and the tabloids that set everything in motion.

      Shawn looked at Grant. “Maybe you should come back to Canyon Creek, too. It could do you good to get away from those plastics in Hollywood.”

      “I’m actually not in California as much anymore. I took a gig directing an indie film on location in Utah. I really like it.” Grant gave a little tilt of his head like it was no big deal, but Max knew it was. Grant had been floundering before he tried sitting in the director’s chair. “I’m starring in the movie too so it’s challenging, wearing both hats, but I like it. I think I’m good at it.”

      “I’m sure you are,” Max said, meaning it.

      “Hey,” Shawn said, “you know they’re trying to bring more tourists to Canyon Creek. Maybe you could premiere your film here.”

      Grant looked uncomfortable. “I don’t know. Indie films are always released at festivals, and the producers are hoping to bring this one to Toronto if we can. I can talk to them, though. If I can get enough interest from other directors and producers who could commit to premiering at a film festival in Canyon Creek, I might be able to swing it and bring our film here.”

      “What’s the movie about?” Max asked.

      Grant shook his head as if embarrassed. “It’s about a kid from a small town who makes it big in Hollywood then loses it all.”

      Aaron’s brows rose. “That sounds like a documentary of the life and times of Grant Sumner.”

      Grant laughed. “It’s not about me, but I did help some with the screen play. That was fun, too. I have a knack for it I think.”

      “Great, another writer.” Max rolled his eyes.

      “Well, it sounds amazing,” Shawn said. “I can’t wait to see it. If the film festival thing works out, that would be a big help to the town. We need more tourists.”

      “Ma needs the business,” Max continued, “and I hate to admit it but your ugly mug would definitely bring in the tourists.”

      “I’ll think about it,” Grant said. “In the meantime, what can I do to help?”

      Shawn pulled a hammer from his tool belt. “We need to finish the flooring. Max can show you guys what to do. I need to check and see if Ben needs help keeping his tornado of a fiancée out of the barn.”

      All three brothers burst into laughter.

      “Yeah, Maggie’s hell on wheels,” Shawn said. “But she’s perfect for Ben.”

      She was. And Elle was perfect for Emmett. Could Devlin be perfect for Max?

      He shook off the thought and led Grant and Aaron over to a pile of plywood. “We just need to nail in a few more pieces and then we can sand and varnish.”

      Grant nodded.

      “You okay, man?” Aaron asked Grant.

      Grant glanced up, a rare look of insecurity in his hazel green eyes. “Yeah, it’s just hard being around all this.”

      The shift from talking about the movie to talking about Grant’s wife stopped Max. Through all this lovey-dovey wedding shit, Grant was separated from his wife and going through a nasty divorce.

      Max should have said something sooner to let Grant know they were here for him.

      He tried now. “I’m sure it’s hard, man.” He sounded like an idiot, but he didn’t know what else to say. “Well, it’s nice to have you home.”

      Grant smiled, looking like he was willing to forgive Max for being a Neanderthal with no idea how to comfort someone. “It’s good to be home.”

      Max smiled. It was good to be home with all his brothers again.

      Ben climbed up the stairs two at a time, his breathing labored, Shawn behind. “Damn, that was a close one,” he said.

      “You stopped her?” Aaron asked.

      “Yeah, I told her we were laying one more coat of varnish and she couldn’t walk anywhere and the fumes were bad.”

      “And she bought your lame bullshit?” Max asked.

      Ben scowled. “It wasn’t lame.”

      “He’s not getting any.” Grant chuckled, waggling his brows. “Makes a grown man angry.”

      Max had to agree. He hadn’t been with Devlin since the day she arrived and he was quite angry.

      “This is bullshit,” Ben said. “She’s my fiancée. Why the hell can’t I be with her before the wedding?”

      “She’s actually kicked you out of the bedroom?” Aaron asked.

      “Worse,” Max answered. “She kicked him out of the entire house. Brought in her girlfriends.”

      Grant laughed. “Well, you could always break into her house, crash the slumber party.”

      “Crash her party again?” Max raised a brow in warning. “No way, not good.”

      An evil smirk spread across Ben’s face as he looked at Max. “Why shouldn’t we? Crashing her bachelorette party worked out pretty good for both of us, didn’t it?”

      It did, Max had to admit, if only to himself.

      “You in?” Ben asked Max.

      Max paused, but only for the minute it took to imagine Devlin spread out naked on his bed. “Yeah, I’m in.”

      Aaron snorted. “Yeah, this is gonna end well.”

      “Hey,” Ben said, turning to Shawn. “Lily will be there, too.”

      Shawn shook his head. “No thanks. I’m pretty sure that ship has sailed.”

      Ben squeezed Shawn’s shoulder. “I’m sorry about that man.”

      “What about you, Grant? Back us up?”

      “Hell no, your fiancée is a hell cat. I like having my eyes.”

      “Aaron?” Ben asked.

      “Is Kayleigh going to be there?” he asked.

      “Talk about a hell cat.” Max laughed.

      Ben shrugged. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure.”

      Max watched as Aaron’s eyes searched the circle of men as if asking for advice.

      “I think as long as you keep your mouth shut and don’t insult her again, you’ll be fine.”

      “I didn’t mean to insult her,” Aaron said. “She’s too sensitive.”

      Grant laughed. “Try telling her that. Should go over well. Then we can watch her kick your ass from here to Denver.”

      “She totally could,” Shawn said.

      The men laughed.

      “Okay, I’m in,” Aaron said, still a little apprehensive.

      “We better get back to it if you want to show your fiancée this balcony before the wedding,” Shawn said gesturing to the planks that still needed to be sanded and stained.

      Grant scratched his head and gripped the hammer. “Such a weird wedding present, man.”

      “Boys do weird shit when they’re in love,” Max said.

      “It’s actually perfect for Maggie,” Shawn added.

      Grant walked toward the pile of plywood. “How so?”

      “She’s supported your mom for a long time now,” Shawn said. “It’s kind of symbolic.”

      The brothers were all silent, knowing Maggie had been there for their mom at times they hadn’t.

      “Well, let’s get this balcony finished,” Ben said, helping Grant with a piece of wood. “We have another party to crash.”

      Max couldn’t help but smile…and maybe whistle a little too.
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      Devlin plopped down on Maggie’s couch. She was dog tired, and scared shitless. She’d be a horrible mother, and this poor baby wasn’t going to have an active father to fall back on. There was no way Max wanted a family. Not with his record with women.

      “Do you guys want frozen margaritas or daiquiris?” Maggie called from the kitchen.

      “Ooo,” Kayleigh hummed, “I vote for margaritas. Strawberry margaritas. I haven’t had one of those in a while.”

      Devlin almost asked for tequila straight up before remembering her current state.

      Maggie came out from the kitchen, catching herself on the corner of the wall and skidding to a stop. “Oh, Dev, I forgot. I’m sorry. I have herbal tea or hot chocolate. Or milk. Pregnant women need calcium, don’t they?”

      Devlin’s head fell back with a weary sigh. “Great. This is my life now.”

      “Not forever,” Maggie said. “Just like, nine months.”

      “More if she breastfeeds,” Kayleigh put in helpfully.

      “Oh, yeah, I forgot,” Maggie said. “Are you going to do that?”

      “Do what?” Devlin asked, only half hearing the conversation. Her mind was fuzzy and she had a difficult time focusing on anything.

      “Breastfeed,” Maggie repeated.

      Breastfeed? Good, God, that sounded horrible. She should be getting all mushy and soft and mommy feeling at the idea, and instead, all she could think about was how much that might hurt. A kid latched on to your nipple, especially now that they were so sensitive. Thank you, but no.

      “Are you going to keep it?” Kayleigh asked.

      “Keep what?”

      “The baby,” she said quietly

      “Yeah.” Devlin sunk further into the couch and pinched the bridge of her nose, fighting off the headache threatening. “I mean, yeah,” she said again, not really knowing what to say to the question.

      As much as she knew she’d screw this up six ways from Sunday, she hadn’t thought she could give the baby up. That just wasn’t an option for her. She couldn’t really say why. It was just part of the mass of jumbling emotions and fears.

      Somewhere under all the mess and muck that was her current state, she knew she would keep this baby and do her best by it. Even if that best fell far short of what it should be.

      She turned her head and stared at Kayleigh, surprised how close they’d become in just a few days.

      “Yes,” Devlin said, “I’m keeping the baby. Beyond that, I have no idea what the hell I’m going to do. I’m going to be a horrible mother. I don’t even want to breastfeed. I’ll screw this kid up so much.”

      Maggie plopped down next to her. “That’s what therapists are for.”

      “I’m serious, Maggie.” Devlin sighed. “I have no frame of reference here. My mom was good but…”

      “I didn’t have any mother,” Maggie said, pushing a stray piece of hair from Devlin’s face. “It doesn’t mean I won’t be a great one though.”

      “Yeah, well you have June Cleaver here to show you everything.”

      “Who?” Kayleigh asked.

      “June Cleaver, the perfect mother,” Devlin repeated. “Leave It to Beaver, the television show?”

      “No clue.” Kayleigh shook her head.

      “Valerie,” Devlin and Maggie answered in unison.

      Maggie turned to Devlin. “Yes, I have Valerie and Sally and a host of other people who will want to help. But I think instincts will kick in at some point, don’t you?”

      “I hope so,” Devlin said. “Otherwise, me and this kid are both screwed.”

      “Well, you have to tell Max,” Maggie said. “Soon.”

      “Why?” Devlin asked.

      Maggie narrowed her eyes. “Are you serious, Devlin Darby?”

      She shrugged.

      “Of course she’s going to tell him,” Kayleigh said with confidence.

      Devlin turned to see Kayleigh sprawled on the arm of Maggie’s couch, her long blonde hair hanging down her shoulders.

      “Unless you plan to run first,” Kayleigh said. “Are you running from something?”

      “Why would you ask that?”

      Kayleigh shrugged.

      Devlin’s head snapped to Maggie. “What did you tell her?”

      “Devlin, you know I love you to pieces.” Maggie played with Devlin’s hair. “You’re one of my best friends in the world.”

      Devlin braced herself. This wasn’t going to be good.

      Maggie scooted closer, gently laying her hand on Devlin’s leg. “You’re running from your past, sweetie. You’ve always been running.”

      “What the hell are you talking about? I travel for my job. That’s it.”

      “I know you love to travel and you have to sometimes for work. I get it,” Maggie said. “But you’ve been globe-trotting for ten years. You haven’t committed to anything else longer than a month or two at best, and the truth is, you could take jobs that don’t require travel. You could have settled in and worked locally in New York after paying your dues. Hell, you could write your ticket now with your reputation. If you haven’t done it, it means you haven’t wanted to.”

      “I’ve had an apartment in New York for several years.”

      Maggie raised a brow. “What’s the longest you’ve stayed in your apartment at one time?”

      Devlin thought about it.

      “You sublet it half the year,” Maggie said.

      “That’s just smart money sense.”

      Maggie shook her head. “It was for the first five years you did it. Now, it’s an excuse.”

      “I’m an adventurer,” Devlin said.

      Maggie rolled her eyes.

      Devlin felt her patience fading and her defenses rising but she clamped down on the urge to snap at Maggie. Or cry. She could go either way at this point, and she hated being that weepy.

      “Don’t get upset.” Maggie squeezed Devlin’s leg.

      “How am I not supposed to get upset? You’re basically telling me I’m terrified of life and hiding from it. Would you take that kind of criticism well?”

      Maggie drew in a deep breath and Devlin’s heart raced. “I think you’re running because you’re afraid of becoming your mom. Of ending up in a marriage like your parents’ where you rely on a man because you’re weak and afraid. And now that you’re pregnant you’re really freaked out, because you’re actually going to be a mom and you don’t want to rely on anyone.”

      Devlin sank back into the couch. It was true. Her worst fear was becoming as weak and trapped as her mother was. She’d just thought she’d been exploring the world before, but it turned out she was afraid and running from her past.

      “Do you like him?” Kayleigh asked.

      “Max?” Devlin said.

      “Yes, your baby daddy.” Maggie laughed.

      Did she like Max? She liked being with Max—given her current condition, she obviously liked it a little too much. But was “like” enough?

      “I think you feel like if you stop and just be, that you’ll be invested,” Maggie continued. “And if you become invested in something, in someone, they could hurt you. So, you run first.”

      “It’s a very valid fear, Maggie,” Kayleigh said.

      Devlin glanced up at Kayleigh.

      Kayleigh studied her. “What happened with your parents?”

      Devlin squirmed, having no desire to talk about her family life. Maybe Maggie was right, though. Maybe she needed to get past this, and wasn’t talking about it the first step in moving on?

      “Let’s just say my father didn’t take his marriage vows as seriously as my mother did, especially the ‘forsaking all others’ part.”

      Kayleigh sat up straighter, her eyes widening and Devlin thought she saw a glint of old hurts in her eyes. Maybe Kayleigh knew how it felt to have someone cheat on her.

      “Look, even if you don’t want to stay with Max,” Maggie said, “you’ll need to settle down somewhere for the baby.”

      “There are plenty of kids who travel around the world with their parents. Hell, I did it every time my dad changed posts.”

      “True,” Maggie said.

      Devlin squirmed in her seat. “If I really want to settle down I could do it in New York.”

      “You could,” Maggie said. Devlin could hear the disappointment in her friend’s voice.

      She gaped at Maggie. “What, you think I’m going to move back to Canyon Creek and raise this baby?”

      “Max is here.” Maggie pointed out.

      “But he’s not staying here, Maggie. Didn’t you hear them at dinner? He’s looking at a job at the University of Colorado in Boulder. That’s like four hours away. And what the hell would I do here?”

      “There’s lots of stuff to photograph here. Maybe Canyon Creek could be your home base. You’d have help with the baby, and you could photograph Colorado landscapes and,” Maggie shrugged, “I don’t know, stuff. Colorado stuff.”

      A loud knock sounded at the door and Devlin gave a silent prayer of thanks for the interruption. She couldn’t talk about this right now, about her phobia of commitment. She needed to figure things out on her own first. Then she needed to talk to Max. Because as much as she was pretending she didn’t have to tell him, deep down, she knew she did. She just needed to get up the courage to do it.

      Maggie raced toward the door, excitement in her voice. “It must be the girls. Holly and Ivy got in this morning.” She pulled open the door and the noise of what sounded like hyenas being slaughtered erupted in the entryway. Devlin slammed her hands over her ears. She wasn’t used to this girly shit.

      Before she could pull down her hands, five women piled into the entryway, each squeezing Maggie like she was their long-lost sister.

      A pang of jealousy hit Devlin like an arrow to the heart. In less than two days these women would be Maggie’s family. They’d be cousins by marriage, as close as sisters in this family. Devlin tried to convince herself that she wouldn’t lose her best friend, but she couldn’t help feel alone in a room filled with people.

      Maggie dragged the group into the living room. “Kayleigh, Devlin, this is Ivy, Holly, and Daisy.” She pointed to three girls who looked similar and yet uniquely different. “And you already know Elle, Lily, and Mia,” she added.

      Maggie turned to the other women. “Devlin’s dad was transferred to a base in Texas when she was in fifth grade.”

      “I thought there were six of you,” Devlin said.

      “Abbie’s plane was delayed in L.A.” Lily shrugged. “Who knew. She should be here later this evening.”

      “I’m Ivy.” A tall, slender woman walked toward Devlin, extending her hand.

      “You’re the chef,” Devlin said, taking her hand.

      “Well, according to Emmett last night, my sisters tell me I’m a cook now.”

      All the girls laughed.

      “She makes the best food,” Lily said. “I do wish I could talk her into coming here to cook for the barn events.”

      Ivy laughed but Devlin noted she didn’t say no like Mia had.

      She studied Ivy from head to toe. She didn’t look a lot like Sally but she was still gorgeous with medium length dark brown hair, light brown eyes and a splattering of freckles across her nose.

      “Well,” Devlin said, “you must not eat much of what you cook. You have an amazing body.”

      “She’s a runner,” Mia said. “Seven miles a day, rain or shine.”

      God, Devlin couldn’t think of anything she was that committed to, other than Ben and Jerry’s ice cream.

      A tall woman with long, strawberry blonde hair stepped forward. She had the body of Marilyn Monroe and eyes that looked like emeralds under the Caribbean ocean. Devlin was mesmerized by her beauty.

      “Hi, I’m Daisy,” she said cheerfully, “it’s nice to meet you.” She had a welcoming smile that would warm any heart and Devlin couldn’t help but be instantly drawn to her.

      Devlin stepped toward her. “It’s nice to meet you, Daisy.”

      “And this is Holly,” Maggie said, pushing forward another sister.

      Holly was petite, like her mother, with honey blonde hair that was pulled back in a high ponytail. Her gaze was intense, her dark blue eyes studying Devlin. She was dressed impeccably in tailor-made pants and a peasant-style top that hung off one shoulder. She looked like she’d just stepped out of a fashion magazine, not a hair or thread out of place.

      “She’s the fashion designer from New York I told you about,” Maggie added.

      Well of course she was, Devlin thought.

      “Not really designer,” Holly corrected, “I’m more of a—”

      “Stop, Holly.” Mia cut her off. “You work for a witch. That woman steals your designs and calls you a seamstress.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with being a seamstress,” Holly said.

      “No, not if that’s what you’re doing,” Lily butted in. “But you’re not. You single-handedly designed her entire spring collection. And she’s taken credit for it.”

      “Twice!” Mia added, holding up two fingers.

      “Okay, so anyway.” Holly turned from her sisters and smiled at Devlin. “I hear we have a bit of dress crisis on our hands.”

      And with that, Holly whisked Devlin away.

      “Thank you for saving me,” Devlin whispered to her.

      “No, thank you.” Holly laughed.

      Devlin smiled when she realized she’d made another friend. With a Sumner. In Canyon Creek of all places.
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      Max watched as Ben steadied himself on the window sill of Maggie’s home. It was dark now and a damp coolness hung in the air.

      “What can you see?” Jake asked.

      Max and his brothers were standing outside, acting like voyeurs. It was official. They were idiots.

      “It’s Devlin,” Ben said, lifting higher. “She’s wearing a dress and Holly is messing with it.”

      “Devlin?” Max asked, suddenly becoming an active participant in this crime.

      “Uh-huh,” Ben said.

      “With our cousin, Holly?” Aaron asked.

      “Yeah, I think it’s her. Maggie put up those stupid cotton gauze curtain panels a month ago and I can’t see shit.”

      Emmett chuckled. “Cotton gauze curtain panels? When the hell did you become Nate Berkus?”

      When Emmett had discovered Elle would be at Maggie’s tonight, he’d quickly volunteered to help them bust up the slumber party.

      Ben hopped off the ledge, dusting his hands on his jeans. “Who the fuck is Nate Berkus?”

      “Forget it, you idiots.” Max gritted his teeth. “What’s the plan?”

      “Someone’s excited about seeing his sweetie.” Jake blew kisses in the air.

      “Piss off, douchebag,” Max grunted.

      “I say we storm the front,” Ben said. “Surprise attack. I kidnap Maggie.”

      “Where are you going to take her? Ma’s house?” Emmett asked.

      Ben rubbed his head and nodded. “Good point. Okay, new plan. We bust in and you guys herd everyone else out and I’ll take Maggie to the bedroom and lock her inside until the wedding.”

      Aaron, Jake, and Emmett laughed in response.

      Ben and Max shared a look. Max clapped his hands. “Sounds like a great plan. I’ll grab Devlin. You guys get the rest.”

      “Wait!” Aaron shouted. “Where are we supposed to take the girls?”

      “Who’s in there?” Emmett asked, stepping up onto the ledge.

      “Kayleigh and Devlin for sure,” Ben answered.

      “Elle, too,” Emmett added. “And I think all of Sally’s daughters, except Abbie. She hasn’t gotten here yet.”

      Aaron counted on his fingers. “Okay so there’s…”

      “Need a minute to take off your shoes to add it all up, Einstein?” Max laughed.

      Aaron slapped Max’s head. “Fuck you, do you want to see Devlin or not?”

      Max held up his hand in surrender. “As you were.”

      “Excluding Maggie, there are eight subjects inside the dwelling.” Aaron held up his fingers as if still unsure.

      “Subjects inside the dwelling?” Jake wrinkled his brow. “Dude, volunteering for Junior ROTC in high school totally messed with your head. Are you a fucking Navy Seal now?”

      Aaron flipped him the bird. “Obviously you idiots need some discipline. Is anyone else going to lead this little clusterfuck?”

      They all looked at one another and shook their heads.

      “I didn’t think so,” Aaron said. “I say we go Stormin’ Norman on their asses. They won’t know what hit them.”

      All the boys nodded. “Sounds good,” Ben mumbled.

      Aaron turned to Ben. “You take Maggie and secure her in the bedroom until the house is cleared.”

      Ben saluted his brother.

      “Good, God,” Emmett groaned.

      Aaron ignored him. “Max, you grab Devlin and take my car.” Aaron tossed him the keys to his rental car.

      “Where should I take her?”

      “Christ on a cracker, man, do I have to do everything?” Aaron sighed, raking a hand through his hair. “Max, take Devlin to the old B and B. Kayleigh is staying in town tonight at her clinic.”

      “How do you know where Kayleigh is staying tonight?” Jake asked, narrowing his eyes.

      Aaron shook his head. “Irrelevant. Emmett, you take Elle to her place. Jake and I will wrangle the cousins. We’ll take some of the girls to Aunt Sally’s, the rest can go to Ma’s.”

      “Well, whoever ends up in Ben’s room needs to wash the sheets first,” Emmett said. “Wet dreams and all.”

      Aaron shushed them. “Everyone, man your stations.”

      All five men squatted down as if preparing to start a race.

      “Where the hell is Grant?” Jake asked.

      “He’s a wimp. Wasn’t man enough for the mission,” Emmett said.

      “Everyone ready?” Aaron asked.

      The men nodded.

      “Go!” Aaron yelled.

      His brothers all raced toward the front door, but Max stayed by the window. He had a different plan for Devlin. He knew she’d fight him if he plowed inside there like a caveman, so he changed tactics. He’d need to take his time, convincing her first, and he knew the best place for that to happen was in the bedroom.

      Max stood on the brick ledge and wiggled the window until it slid open. He needed to talk to Ben about putting locks on these windows. It was Canyon Creek, but still.

      His cousin’s voice floated into the night.

      “I can totally fix this,” Holly said. “I’ll take out the zipper since it won’t close and add a corset closure to lace up the back.”

      “Oh, God, Holly. Thank you so much.” Devlin’s relief was plain, but there was a twinge of something underlying it. Something like guilt, which was strange since it wasn’t her fault the dress shop had messed up her measurements.

      Max pushed back the curtain and looked at the two women now standing in a tight embrace, with Devlin holding her dress together at the back with one hand.

      “Sorry about this,” Devlin said quietly.

      Holly walked over to the bed to sit. “It’s okay. I’ll fix it and the dress will look even better than the original. Just take it off and leave it on the bed. I’ll work on it tonight at my mom’s house. We still have two days before the wedding. That should be plenty of time.”

      Devlin sagged in relief before turning toward the window.

      Max ducked to the side of the window, hoping she hadn’t seen him. He needed her alone before he attacked.

      “Thanks again, Holly. I really appreciate it.”

      “You okay, Devlin?”

      Max thought back to Devlin’s appearance earlier in the day. She looked drained. He’d noticed her somber mood last night at dinner but thanks to his soon-to-be sister-in-law whisking her off last night, he hadn’t been able to talk to her.

      He didn’t think it could be from the pressures of her best friend’s wedding, either. That wouldn’t explain how run down she’d looked. Even the stomach virus she’d had probably wouldn’t leave her so worn out.

      “Yeah, I’m good,” Devlin said in an unconvincing tone. “I’ll be better now that you can fix the dress.”

      “Leave it to me. No worries.” Holly patted Devlin’s bare shoulder. “Well, at least no more worries about the dress.”

      Holly moved toward the door but turned just as her hand landed on the knob. She faced Devlin. “You know, when we were little my mom used to say ‘No amount of sleep in this world can cure the tiredness I feel.’”

      Devlin sighed as if she understood.

      “Of course, she also used to say, ‘You can’t trust a man farther than you can throw him.’” Holly giggled. “My dad was a big man.”

      Devlin laughed and for the first time since she walked through his mother’s door that night for dinner, Max saw the sparkle in her eyes and the tiny dimple at the corner of her lips. Her smile made something in his heart swell. He wanted to wipe away the dark circles under her eyes and hold her as she slept, until whatever was chasing her let her rest.

      “It will all be okay in the end.”

      Devlin nodded, her face grim again.  “Thanks.”

      Without another word, Holly slipped out of the door.

      Devlin turned toward the mirror of the dresser. “What the fuck are you going to do, girl?” she whispered to herself.

      “You could try talking to me,” Max offered as he hoisted himself through the window, falling to floor with a thud.

      Devlin screamed.

      Max popped to his feet and grabbed her around the waist with one hand, his other pressing against her mouth. “Be quiet and no one gets hurt,” he whispered in her ear, hoping if he could bring back some of the lightness their conversations usually held, he could get her to talk to him.

      She mumbled something unintelligible just before her elbow connected with his stomach.

      Max let out a humph and fell to his knees. “Jeez, Devlin.”

      “What the hell are you doing?” She seethed, fire in her eyes, her hands fisted on her hips, dress sagging just below her naked breasts.

      A devious smile spread across his face.

      “What?” she asked, finally glancing down at her chest. “Oh, shit.”

      She moved to raise the dress but Max was on her in a second, holding her arms by her side.

      “Max!” she yelled. “Let me go.”

      He couldn’t help himself, he was starved for her. He lowered his head and took one puckered nipple in his mouth.

      “Oh,” Devlin moaned, arching her back.

      Max laved her breasts, keeping her hands locked at her sides, afraid of what other body parts she might strike.

      She seemed to shake herself out of the fog, but only halfway, as she pressed her chest further toward him. “What…what are you doing here?”

      She struggled against his hands, but not much.

      “I’m taking you hostage.” He pulled away from her breasts and stood to look at her.

      Her eyes fluttered open. “Why?”

      “Because I haven’t tasted you in days.”

      Her eyes widened in understanding. “Oh.” She smiled and moved closer. “Okay.”

      A raucous noise outside the bedroom pulled her attention from him.

      “Take ’em down!” someone yelled. Emmett was so dramatic, Max thought. He should have been the actor.

      “What the hell is going on?” Devlin stepped back, racing toward the door.

      “Your dress,” Max nodded toward her bare chest.

      “Oh, shit” she squeaked again, bring the material up to cover her breasts with one hand, grabbing the door with the other. “What’s going on out there?”

      He caught her wrist. “Ben is here to storm his castle.”

      She looked up at him. “Storm his castle?”

      “Yeah, capture his maiden.”

      Devlin raised a perfectly arched brow and curled one side of her lip in a delicious smile. “Are you calling Maggie a maiden?”

      Max moved closer. “Maybe.”

      Women shrieking and men barking orders echoed through the door, but there was a lot of laughter accompanying it.

      Devlin glanced at him in confusion. “Who’s here?”

      “The Cavalry.” Max bent as if to scoop Devlin up, but she backed away, holding out a hand.

      “No, way. I’m not going with you.”

      “Why? A minute ago, you were all for it.” She hadn’t said as much but he’d been sure of it. Max cocked his head, genuinely disappointed.

      “I have to leave the dress. Holly is going to fix it.”

      Max took in her petite form. “Take it off.”

      “What?”

      “Take it off. Where are your clothes?” He searched the small master bedroom.

      “They’re in the bathroom in the hall.”

      He shrugged off his shirt and held it out.

      Devlin’s eyes raked over his chest and Max felt a surge of desire race straight to his dick. She did things to him no other woman could. He both hated her effect on him and loved it at the same time.

      “Take off the dress and put on my shirt. We’re going out the window.”

      “What part of ‘I’m not going with you’ did you not understand, soldier?” She pointed toward the drapes now blowing in the cool breeze. “And there’s no freaking way I’m going out the window.”

      Max shrugged. “Suit yourself.” He bent and hefted Devlin over his shoulder in a fireman’s hold.

      “Max!” she screamed, beating him on his back. He hesitated but heard laughter in her voice. “Put me down!”

      “You can come willingly or not, princess, but either way, I’m taking you with me.” So much for his plan to be more suave than a caveman.

      “I’m not the fair maiden in the castle, you dipshit. It’s Maggie you want.”

      “No. Ben wants Maggie, but he’s on his own. It’s you I want. And you I’ll have.”

      “Oh, my God, you sound like a Shakespearean tragedy.”

      “Come, fair wench.” He slapped her on the ass.

      She beat his back. “Put me down, Maxwell Sumner or I will kick you in the—”

      His laughter cut off the rest of her plan.

      “Maxwell?” Max chuckled. “You sound like my mother.”

      “I’m going to tell your mother and then you’re going to be in a lot of trouble.” She laughed as if realizing how her threat sounded.

      Max stalked toward the window.

      “You’ll never get us both out at one time.”

      He could hear the fight leave her voice, replaced with desire. She was changing her mind. She wanted to come with him.

      “And you have to let me take off this dress,” she said.

      “Okay.” Max had to agree, there was no way he could get them both out without ruining the dress. “I’m going to set you down. You take off the dress, let me ogle you a bit, then I’ll put my shirt over you and we’ll get out of here.”

      Hearing no arguments to his directive, Max let Devlin slide down his chest, not trying to hide his ever growing erection. Hell, what this woman did to him.

      She stepped back, pushing her long black hair away from her face. “Stay back,” she warned, one hand held up toward his face before she spun, unzipping the dress the rest of the way, and wiggling out.

      Max watched, slack-jawed and dry-mouthed as Devlin stood before him in nothing but a purple lace thong. He didn’t know how he’d get her out of here and home in the condition she was putting him in.

      Any attempt at a solution was interrupted when the door burst open and Ben stepped inside, Maggie hanging over his shoulder in a hold similar to the one Max had used moments before.

      Devlin screamed, crouching down.

      Maggie screamed, popping up and straining to look over Ben’s head.

      “Oh, jeez!” Ben hollered, covering his eyes. “What the hell, Max? You knew I was coming to the bedroom.”

      Devlin snatched Max’s shirt, quickly yanking it over her head. When she stood up, his shirt hit her almost at the knees, and the result was sexy as fuck.

      Devlin tossed the bridesmaid dress over a chair in the corner and turned to Maggie. “Give the dress to Holly for me?”

      Maggie nodded, her face now red from being turned upside down, but Max saw an amused smirk on her face.

      Devlin stalked toward the window, all her pride intact despite having been caught with her dress around her knees. “Let’s go, Casanova,” she said, climbing through the open window as though she hadn’t been fighting him on it minutes before.

      Ben glanced at Max and both men shrugged.

      “Prince Charming!” Devlin yelled from below. “Get your sweet ass down here. It’s cold.”

      Ben flipped Maggie on the bed and she grinned at Max. “Good luck with that one, Max.” Maggie said.

      “Thanks, Maggie. Lord knows I’ll need it.” Max stepped through the open window knowing he’d need much more than luck to tame Devlin Darby. In a sick way, he was looking forward to the challenge.
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      Devlin stared out the car window at the striking house in front of them. It was Victorian style with a welcoming wrap-around porch lined with large flower pots and a wooden porch swing.

      “Where are we?” she asked, turning toward the driver’s seat, but Max was gone. Her door opened and he extended his hand.

      “My lady,” he said with a small British accent.

      “Why, thank you, kind sir,” she answered in her sappiest voice, laughing as she realized she sounded more like a bird than the feminine voice she’d been going for. She studied the woods that surrounded the house. She knew they were close to the lodge but didn’t know exactly where. “Where are we?”

      Max tucked her under his arm and closed the car door. “We’re at my parents’ bed and breakfast. They ran this before they built the lodge but now Lily lives here, and Kayleigh occasionally, when she can’t drive back into town. Several of us are staying here for the wedding weekend. The others probably won’t be home for another few hours.”

      “Oh,” Devlin said, still taking in the quaintness of the whole place. It seemed odd that such a large house could be called quaint, but that’s what it was. “It’s beautiful here, so quiet.”

      “I know, I love the B and B.”

      Devlin looked up at Max. “You do?”

      “Yes.” He led them up the three steps until they stood on the porch. “Why does that surprise you?”

      She shrugged, not really sure why the fact he loved the bed and breakfast surprised her. She supposed it was hard to picture a big football player loving what she associated this type of lodging with—soft frills, an overabundance of decorative pillows, and comforting tea or hot chocolate on a cold night.

      “Believe it or not, I like things simple.” He twisted a key in the knob and opened the door, ushering her in.

      “I hardly think life in the NFL is simple.”

      He shrugged. “It wasn’t most of the time, but I guess it made me appreciate a simple life all the more.”

      “A simple life,” Devlin said under her breath. Could she ever do that? She’d thought her entire life had been spent chasing a dream, but maybe Maggie was right. Maybe she’d been running from a nightmare without ever stopping to face it.

      “You okay?” Max asked.

      Devlin took in the entry way. A large staircase with a rose-colored carpet sat to the left. Ahead was a formal living room and off to the right, a sitting room with cushy couches that just begged a person to sink into them and curl their feet up with a book. Even from the entry, Devlin could see an ornate fireplace in the living room that must have once served to heat the whole house, or at least the downstairs.

      Past that, a dining room in shades of deep blue with an elaborate paneled ceiling beckoned. She moved toward it, as if drawn in to the idea of sitting with a large family to share a meal.

      “The bedrooms are on the second and third floor. There’s a small deck on top for star gazing.”

      Devlin was in awe. This was the house of her dreams, a home she hadn’t dared to dream of as a child. Her parents had moved around so much, she’d never known what roots were. But this house, this B and B, it felt like it had roots. It felt like a home.

      “I love it,” she said, staring up at the ceiling. “It’s amazing.”

      “You’re cold,” Max said, coming up behind her and rubbing her arms.

      Devlin shivered, and she wasn’t sure it was from the temperature. “I forgot how cool it can get in Colorado even in the summer time.”

      “It’s the mountains,” Max said. “We’re closer to the top here.”

      “Oh,” she said, her mind still entranced by the house.

      “Here,” he turned her toward the stairs. “My room is on the third floor, the last one at the end of the hall. I’ll grab some hot chocolate and meet you up there. I can light the fireplace and get you warmed up.”

      “Oh, don’t build a fire. It’s too much—”

      Before Devlin could put up much protest, Max gave her a gentle push toward the stairs. “We had all the fireplaces converted to gas years ago. It’s a flick of a switch, I promise.”

      Devlin could get used to this. She climbed the stairs, in awe of the décor in the hallways. The home was beautiful with its wide wood floorboards and the crown molding and details that made it stand out from any other home.

      When she got to Max’s room, she drew in a breath. Although the bedroom itself was small, it had a room off the back of it that was circular in shape with windows on three sides. Soft couches drew her in and what looked like a small wood stove sat in one corner. She flicked a switch near the stove and flames lit instantly, licking ceramic logs.

      “I’m sorry I don’t have any clothes here for you.”

      Devlin glanced up and noticed Max leaning against the doorway to the sitting room, arms crossed against his broad chest. “Although to be honest, I don’t really want you in clothes tonight.”

      Devlin smiled. Yeah, she could get used to all of this.

      Max winked and her heart skipped a beat, making her think of a sappy romance novel.

      She stared at the fire, the light dancing against the glass opening that covered the front of the stove. She felt lost and she had no idea what to do. She was pregnant. With Max’s baby.

      The only thing she was sure of in all this mess, was that she had to tell Max. Tonight.

      Max set two mugs of hot chocolate on the table in front of the couch, then came to sit next to her. He brushed a piece of hair over her shoulder and kissed her neck.

      Or maybe she could wait until tomorrow to tell him the news. No need to ruin the moment just yet. Devlin laughed.

      Max pulled back. “Did I tickle you?”

      “No,” Devlin shook her head. “I liked it. I like you.” She bit her lip, surprised the words had come out. “I mean, I like what you do to me. That’s what I like.”

      Max raised a brow but said nothing, instead pushing her onto her back. There was lust in his eyes, but something more. “I like you too, Devlin Darby.” That wicked grin spread across his flawless face. God, that mouth. She wished he’d like her with that tongue of his.

      As if reading her thoughts, Max lowered his head, nuzzling her neck before moving down toward her belly.

      She squirmed under his touch.

      “Someone’s sensitive,” he said, pushing up her shirt. “I love these.” He ran a finger along the top edge of her panties. “But I think you look better without them.” Max dipped his head, his eyes still on her as his mouth opened and he bit down on her panties and tugged them off.

      Max sat back on his heels, taking the underwear in his hand and stuffing them into his pocket.

      She huffed out a laugh but the breathless quality of it made it sound closer to a pant. “What are you doing with my underwear? You’re taking all my clothes.”

      He ignored her, going back to her body with a flick of his tongue across one hip bone.

      “Max,” she growled, but she wasn’t sure if it was in protest or plea.

      “Devlin,” he murmured, his lips caressing the soft skin of her thighs. Oh, God, if he stayed there forever, Devlin thought she would die a happy woman.

      He made his way up her legs, skipping over the spot where she wanted that mouth the most. Instead, his fingers lifted the hem of the t-shirt he’d loaned her, pulling it up and over her head. He gazed down at her, his eyes heated.

      “God, you’re so beautiful.”

      Devlin glanced down at herself. Her breasts were bigger and she thought she could see a small rise in her belly, though given how early she was in her pregnancy she was probably only imaging it. God, she had to tell him before she turned into a Jersey cow.

      “Max,” she whispered quietly.

      He ignored her, dipping his head low and taking one beaded nipple in his mouth.

      She dug her fingers into his wavy hair. When his mouth was on her she couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. He moved to the other breast, taking his time with his feast.

      “Your breasts are so amazing,” he whispered against her skin.

      “Oh,” she jerked, surprised when his teeth scraped against her.

      “You okay?” he asked, looking up to watch her carefully.

      She nodded. She was fine—super sensitive, but fine.

      Max returned to his ministrations, giving each breast ample time as she wriggled beneath him.

      Devlin’s hips lifted of their own accord.

      Max chuckled. “Someone’s eager.” Without having to ask, he worked his way south.

      She whimpered as his tongued licked a trail downward. “Oh, God.” Yep, he was there, where she wanted him the most. “God, you’re so good at that. You must practice a lot.” Even as the words slipped through her mouth, Devlin wished she could take them back. The thought of Max being intimate with other women made her stomach sick.

      Thankfully Max ignored her comment, allowing his tongue to skate across her sensitive flesh.

      She shivered, but it had nothing to do with the cold.

      Max paused. “Are you still cold?”

      Hell no, she was burning up with pleasure. Pleasure, desire, and need. For him.

      Max unzipped his shorts and lowered them until he sprang free. He had a beautiful cock. That sounded horrible to say, but it was true.

      “You want this?” he asked, stroking himself.

      Devlin nearly came on the spot. “Yes,” she choked out.

      Max roared with laughter and lowered himself, his body hovering just above her, a teasing glint to his gaze that said she was in trouble. “You look so goddamn beautiful in the firelight.” He spoke with reverence. “It’s like you’re glowing from within.”

      She slid a hand around his neck, drawing him closer. “Please, Max.” She wasn’t the sort to beg, but right now she wanted Max more than her next breath.

      His chest rubbed against her nipples sending a wave of desire straight between her legs as his lips brushed against hers. “You’ll never have to beg me, sweetheart. I’ll always give you what you want.”

      His words warmed her almost as much as his body had. Devlin wasn’t used to terms of endearment or soft words. Her father had been a hard-ass growing up, treating her like one of his marines.

      “What do you want, Devlin?”

      A shiver of dark desire raced down her spine. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him toward her.

      “You,” she whispered. “All I want is you, Max.”

      He slowly slipped inside.

      Devlin moaned with relief.

      “I want you, too.” His warm breath caressed her ear. “More than you know.”

      She was too overcome with emotion and longing to ask any questions, too overwhelmed with her own feelings of wanting more from this man, more than she’d ever wanted before. Instead of talking, she clutched him tighter, praying that after she told him the truth, he’d still want her. Because if she were being honest, she would admit she was tired of running. She needed roots.
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      Max woke slowly, enjoying the feel of Devlin’s soft body in his arms. He liked the way she fit so perfectly against him, loved the way her warm breaths tickled his skin.

      She stirred and looked up at him, blinking away the sleep. “Hey.”

      “Hey yourself.” He smiled.

      She began to pull away, but he tightened his hold, stilling her. “Let’s be lazy and stay in bed for a bit,” he said. He had work to do at the barn but he wasn’t ready to let her go. He wasn’t sure he’d ever be.

      Shit, where had that thought come from.

      She paused as if contemplating his request, staring up at him with those gorgeous light brown eyes. The moment quickly passed and she returned his smile, settling back into his arms, her head resting comfortably on his shoulder.

      “I can’t be too lazy,” she warned. “I have wedding details to work on.”

      Max ran a hand up her arm and then slid it down to curve over her hip and backside. His body stirred. Much more of this and he wouldn’t be letting her out of bed anytime soon.

      She nuzzled closer, lifting her leg to rest on top of his. “Does that hurt you?” she asked, beginning to pull her leg away.

      He caught her before she could move far and drew her leg back over him. “Not at all. My knees definitely ache some, but you’re not heavy enough to contribute to the problem.” Even if she were, he’d never complain.

      “Do they hurt a lot?” she asked.

      Max shook his head. “Not all the time.” For some reason, her questions about his old injuries didn’t bother him the way it did with other people.

      He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, trying to decide whether or not to tell Devlin everything. For reasons he didn’t want to explore right now, he didn’t want any secrets between them. Probably because he felt like Devlin was keeping plenty of her own.

      “I didn’t leave the NFL because of my knees,” he said on a sigh. “Not exactly, anyway.” When she didn’t answer, he kept going. “I left because I was addicted to pain meds. I got hooked on them and had to go to rehab.”

      She pulled away from him.

      He opened his eyes, meeting her gaze. Her eyes were wide with shock, but he also saw concern in their depths, and best of all, no judgment.

      “That’s why you try to manage the pain without medication now?” she said.

      He nodded and pulled her back down. It was easier to talk about this when he didn’t have to look into those eyes of her. She might be concerned now, but he didn’t know how he would handle it if that turned to disgust, or worse yet, pity as the news sank in that he was a weak son of a bitch.

      He moved his eyes to the ceiling. “I was lucky. My coach figured out what was happening and got me into a rehab without the press or anyone else finding out.”

      “Not even your family?”

      He could hear the shock in her voice. “No. I didn’t want them to know what I’d done.”

      She placed both hands on his chest and pushed up, staring down at him. She refused to let him hide, and he both hated and loved her for that.

      Her caramel-colored eyes were darker now, filled with an emotion he couldn’t decipher, and that scared the shit out of him.

      “What do you mean, ‘What you’d done?’” She stared at him. “You didn’t do anything, Max, except give your heart and soul to a sport that didn’t love you back.”

      He stared up at this fierce woman. He’d always thought he was tough, playing with pro football players, but the look in her eyes actually scared him more than a 300 pound defensive lineman ever did.

      She narrowed her eyes. “You’re talking about this as though your family would love you less for suffering from a problem that many people struggle with every day. You didn’t start out taking the medicine for shits and giggles, did you?”

      “No, but—”

      “Uh-uh.” She held up one finger and shook her head, her long hair grazing his chest. “No buts. You were in pain. I’ve seen the way you feel some days. I can tell you’re hurting.”

      Well, hell. He thought he’d been doing a good job hiding the pain.

      “I can’t imagine how it was back when you were playing,” she continued on. “You needed those pills, at first. And you fought back against the addiction when you had to, and got off of them. Right?”

      He nodded.

      “That says a lot about your strength, about the kind of man you are. Your family wouldn’t think any less of you if you shared this with them. They’d be just as proud of you, probably even more so.”

      He studied her. She meant what she said. “I’m glad I told you. I didn’t want this secret to be between us. I don’t like keeping it from everyone.”

      She looked down at that, and he wondered if he’d pushed too much. He could almost see her putting her walls up. He didn’t want that.

      He slid a hand into her hair and tugged her close, covering her mouth with his. If he needed to keep her physically close to keep her heart close, that’s what he would do, for now.

      In minutes she was moaning against his mouth, her earlier look of fight-or-flight gone. Her beautiful eyes begged for his touch and he obliged. He wanted to dive into her sweet soft heat and pretend she wasn’t always trying to push him away. He would talk to her in the one way they both understood.

      He made love to her, slowly, gently, saying with his body what he couldn’t with words. Every kiss, every deep stroke, every caress, he whispered her name and worshiped her body. He wished she would trust him but he would take this, their physical connection, until he could have more of her than just her body.

      When they were both worn out and spent from the throes of passion, they collapsed together, falling asleep in a tangle of legs and arms. They were closer now than when he’d awoken earlier, but somehow, Devlin felt further away than ever. And he knew it wasn’t because she thought any less of him because he’s shared his story of addiction. He was getting closer to her heart, and it didn’t take a genius to see that scared the hell out of Devlin. The truth was, it scared the hell out of him too, but he was willing to take a chance on this dark-haired minx.

      He clutched her body close to his, smiling as she melted into him with a low sigh. He would take things slow with Devlin, break down the barriers that surrounded her heart. His game plan was easy, he’d fight for her the same way he fought for recovery every day…one step at a time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Devlin walked down the hall and heard the hushed voices inside Valerie’s room.

      “It’s mine, Aunt Valerie,” Lily said.

      Devlin walked further into the room, panic flooding her entire body when she saw what Valerie held in her hand.

      The pregnancy test.

      Fuck.

      Devlin rushed in, nearly tripping over her feet as she studied the room. Valerie on one side, Maggie and Lily on the other.

      Maggie’s eyes were wide, her lips pressed in a tight line.

      “It’s mine,” Lily said before Devlin could form a coherent word.

      “What?” Valerie said, turning to stare at Lily in shock.

      How the hell had Valerie found the test?

      “It’s mine,” Lily repeated, standing up straight like she had nothing to hide.

      “But, but, how? W-who, Lily?” Valerie stammered.

      Lily stared Valerie down as if Valerie was the one in the wrong for invading her privacy.

      Valerie held up the pregnancy test in her hand, almost embarrassed to have said anything. “I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

      A long moment of awkward silence filled the room. Devlin had no idea what the hell to do.

      Valerie finally spoke, staring at Lily. “Does your mother know?

      Devlin stood in stunned in silence. She hadn’t thought this question through.

      Maggie’s eyes grew even wider, her brows lifted almost to her hairline as she gestured with her head toward Valerie, trying to communicate some secret message to Devlin.

      “Where did you find that?” Lily asked, not answering Valerie’s question. She moved toward Valerie and took the stick from her hand.

      God, this chick was good. Even Devlin was afraid to question Lily’s story, and she knew Lily was lying through her teeth. She had no idea how fierce Lily Sumner could be.

      “I found it in the trash,” Valerie answered. “I was cleaning the house, getting ready for the rehearsal dinner tonight and there it was.”

      Devlin turned to Maggie in horror. “I shoved it to the bottom of the trash can.”

      “Why didn’t you take it with you?” Maggie whispered.

      “It doesn’t matter. What’s done is done,” Lily said, raising her chin.

      Valerie reached a hand out to Lily. “Oh honey, you need to tell your mom.”

      “Oh, give me that.” Devlin yanked the test from Lily. The lie had gone far enough. “It’s not hers, Valerie, it’s mine.”

      Valerie’s head snapped up. “What?” She glanced from Devlin to Maggie, a small measure of disappointment in her expression.

      “It’s mine,” Devlin repeated.

      “But…” Valerie stammered, “I thought that… Maggie?”

      Maggie nodded. “It’s Devlin’s,” she said quietly.

      “I’m, I’m so sorry, Devlin,” Valerie said with genuine remorse. “But, may I ask, why did you take it here?”

      And that’s when the real shit hit the fan. She couldn’t explain that the baby was Max’s and she’d taken the test here because she was too scared to do it on her own. She hadn’t even told Max yet.

      “It’s a long story, Valerie,” Devlin finally answered.

      “Does the father know?” she asked.

      Devlin looked down at the floor and shook her head.

      “Do you know who the father is?”

      What the fuck? Her head snapped up and she glared at the woman.

      “Valerie!” Maggie scolded.

      “Aunt Valerie,” Lily added.

      “Oh, my goodness,” Valerie’s hand covered her mouth. “I’m so sorry, Devlin. That came out wrong.”

      It didn’t come out wrong. Valerie’s question hit Devlin like a slap to the face. She’d slept with more than her fair share of men, but never more than one at a time.

      She slipped the test stick into her pocket and walked toward the door. “Yes, I know who the father is, Valerie. I’m not that kind of girl. I don’t need a paternity test to know who the father of my baby is.”

      “Devlin,” Valerie reached for her. “I’m so sorry, I never meant—”

      Devlin pulled out of her grasp. This was not where she belonged. Not with this family. Not in this town. Devlin Darby was a loner, a drifter, a free spirit. She’d stay for Maggie, be a part of her wedding but then she’d go home—wherever that was.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll head back to your place, Maggie,” Devlin said in an unusually quiet voice. “I have a headache and I don’t feel well.”

      “I’ll drive you,” Lily said.

      Devlin bit her cheek to keep the tears at bay. She would not break down here. She was stronger than this, stronger than the insinuations. Her resolve to keep the baby was fading, though. What kind of mother would she be? Not a good one, she thought, especially if the grandmother of said baby truly believed Devlin was a tramp.

      The word adoption had been whispering through her mind over the past week, but she’d never actually let it surface. Maybe it was time she thought about it. Maybe she and Max could find a couple who would give this baby the kind of loving, stable home it deserved.

      “Devlin, wait.” Maggie caught her wrist. “I’ll come with you.”

      She glanced back at her friend, her best friend. Maggie would make a wonderful mother some day. She was surrounded by people who loved her, who wanted only good things for her. Maggie was exactly where she should be.

      “I’m okay, Mags,” she said, gently pulling from Maggie’s grasp. “You stay, enjoy your party. It’s your special time. I’ll see you when you get home.” Devlin glanced over Maggie’s shoulder and saw Valerie standing still, her arms wrapped around her waist, remorse clear on her face.

      “I’m so sorry, Devlin,” she whispered. Tears shimmered in her eyes.

      “Don’t be,” Devlin said calmly. “I might have asked the same question. I’d just ask that you not tell anyone, please. Until I can tell the father.”

      Valerie nodded. “Of course.”

      Devlin walked down the hall and straight to the front door.

      Lily raced to her side, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. She tugged open the door and ushered her out.

      Devlin chanced one last look over her shoulder. Behind her the Sumner family filled the huge house, laughter ringing through the air. Though her baby might one day be a member of this clan, Devlin knew in her heart she never would be. It was better to leave now.
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      Max stood beside the barn, looking out over the crowd gathered for Ben and Maggie’s wedding. It was so beautiful outside, Lily had convinced them to move the ceremony outdoors.

      Max had tried to find Devlin all day but had been yanked away every time by Lily or Aunt Sally to finish up one more task before the wedding. Now he was anxious and nervous, and knew he’d stay that way until they finally talked.

      “Okay, dude, I gotta go,” Grant said, rushing toward him.

      “Where are you going?”

      “You didn’t hear?”

      Max shook his head. “Hear what?”

      “I’m playing the wedding march with Kayleigh.”

      “The wedding march?” Max stared at his brother like he was a lunatic. “Are you shitting me? What instrument do you play?”

      Grant dusted off his jacket as if he was the shit. “Several, if you must know.”

      “Bullshit!”

      “Maxwell,” his mother fumed, coming up behind him and slapping his head. “Language.”

      “Ouch,” he said, rubbing his head.

      God, it was creepy how quiet she could be when she wanted to.

      Ben and Emmett stepped up beside her. “Don’t fuck with Ma,” Emmett said, then jumped out of her reach as she swatted at him, too.

      Max turned when he heard Jake and Aaron laughing behind him.

      “Grant, Kayleigh has the instruments and music set up front,” their mother said. “I think she’s waiting for you.”

      “Are you seriously playing?” Max asked.

      “Yep,” Grant said, turning to leave.

      “Wait,” his mother called after him. Grant turned and they all looked at their mother.

      Valerie Sumner was a striking woman, even in her mid-fifties. Tears welled in her eyes and he knew where her thoughts were going.

      She reached out to touch each of them. “I, I just…I just want to say.”

      Ben wrapped his arm around their mother, tugging her close. “We know, Ma.”

      “I’m just, so grateful to all of you. You’ve helped me and Maggie, and I just…”

      Jake stepped closer and wrapped an arm around her other side. “We miss him too, Ma. It’s okay.”

      She nodded, her eyes darting around the circle of her family.

      Max’s own eyes stung with emotion.

      “I love you boys so much. And now, now I get another daughter.” She laughed through the emotions and the boys joined in.

      Grant straightened.

      Their mother had always welcomed Grant’s wife, Sophie, into their family but Grant and Sophie were both so busy with their own separate careers that they didn’t see Sophie the way they did Maggie. She wasn’t part of their everyday lives. Still, Max would bet the comment hurt Grant on some level.

      His mom gently wiped under her eyes. “Mia will kill me if I ruin my make-up.” She laughed nervously. “It took her almost two hours to make me look like this and I promised not to ruin it with tears.”

      Max studied his mother. She was wearing more makeup than usual, but her natural beauty still shone through. Her medium length hair was wrapped in some kind of intricate bun. Max marveled at the work, which truly did appear to have taken some time. She wore a sleeveless, pale yellow dress that hung to the floor in layers of soft, billowy material. She was beautiful, whether in wedding attire or jeans and a T-shirt.

      His mother let out a huge sigh and turned to Ben. “Well, okay, are you ready?”

      Ben nodded.

      “Places everyone.” She clapped once.

      Emmett moved around the now filled chairs and stood at the front of the altar while Grant went the other way toward Kayleigh, sitting off to the side, two music stands in front of her.

      “Let’s go,” Jake nudged his shoulder and he, Max and Aaron walked down the aisle and into the front row. He noticed a flower arrangement topped with a bell sitting on top of the chair next to his mother’s. Max smiled, realizing Lily and her sister Daisy had made a special arrangement to represent his father. Maggie would be pleased.

      The boys all sat and the music began. To his surprise and astonishment, Max listened as Grant played the ukulele. It wasn’t an instrument he would have thought of as beautiful, but somehow, it was.

      Grant strummed the polished instrument, the refrain of “Somewhere Over the Rainbow” ringing through the small field. After a few beats, Kayleigh joined him with her violin and the combination was magical. Magical. Max laughed at himself. How many times had he thought that word today?

      He glanced out over the mountain that sat in front of them, giving thanks to his father for creating this space for them. It had been hard in the beginning, stressing and wondering how they would pay off the massive loan, but they were doing it. He knew his father would be proud.

      “Here she comes, dude,” Jake whispered.

      Max turned just as the barn door opened and watched in awe as Devlin appeared, her long dark hair now pinned on top of her head, wayward strands blowing in the gentle breeze. She wore a halo of white daisies, and her yellow dress sparkled in the setting sun. Truly, he had never seen anyone so beautiful in all his life.

      His eyes were glued to Devlin as she moved down the aisle, her eyes trained anywhere but on his. Just as she passed their row, her head turned slightly, and their eyes met. He saw so much sorrow, his heart ached. He didn’t know what was going on with Devlin, what she wasn’t telling him, but he sure as shit was going to find out. Tonight. Wedding be damned.
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      Devlin had almost reached the front of the altar when she felt his eyes on her. She knew she wasn’t showing yet, but she pulled her small bouquet of daisies and chrysanthemums over her stomach anyway. She felt exposed, like her secret was on display for all the world to see.

      She tried to keep from looking at Max, but her eyes seemed to have a mind of their own. They cut to the right, not surprised to find Max staring at her intently, his eyes burning with questions. And if she weren’t mistaken, desire too. Something low in her belly fluttered and it wasn’t the baby. She’d already begun reading baby blogs and knew she wouldn’t actually feel the baby for a few more months.

      Devlin broke their gaze and stepped onto the platform, turning to face the guests. The barn door was closed to hide Maggie from sight. Lily said her entrance had to be “grand.” Maggie didn’t like all the attention, but she’d looked so beautiful today, so happy, that Devlin knew all eyes would be on her best friend whether she wanted it that way or not.

      The guests all stood and turned toward the barn, anticipating the bride’s arrival. Devlin took the moment to sneak a glance at Max. Her breath caught when she found his eyes glued to her instead of the back of the barn like the other guests.

      Shit. He knew. He had to. That look in his eyes said he was determined. Maybe his mother had told him about the pregnancy test she’d found.

      The sound of a collective “Ah” broke through Devlin’s thoughts and her attention was drawn back to the barn. The doors were open and in the middle stood Maggie, eyes shining, a wide grin spread across her beautiful face. She was glowing, happy and in love.

      Devlin’s eyes burned with unshed tears and she remembered Mia’s stern warning earlier. She swallowed back her emotions and watched as Maggie and her father made their way down the aisle. As she approached, Devlin glanced over at Ben. His gaze was locked on Maggie, eyes transfixed, as if nothing in that moment existed but her.

      Until that moment, Devlin hadn’t known that kind of adoration existed outside of books and movies.

      Fairytales.

      Maggie stopped just before the platform and Ben stepped down, shaking her father’s hand and taking Maggie’s, placing it under his arm. He whispered something in her ear that made her smile grow even wider then helped her onto the platform. They moved in unison until they stood before the preacher.

      Devlin listened intently as Ben and Maggie shared their vows. They spoke of commitment, not the traditional words to love, honor, and obey. They promised to support one another, forgive and inspire one another, and never go to bed angry because tomorrow was never guaranteed for anyone. The added line hinted of Ben’s father’s death and everyone’s eyes welled with tears at his memory.

      Before Devlin even realized it, Grant and Kayleigh were playing another song and Emmett was holding out his arm to escort her up the aisle. The ceremony was over before it had even started. This time Devlin didn’t dare chance a look at Max. She was too overcome with emotion from the ceremony. If she saw even one glimmer of hope for something more in his eyes, she’d lose it.
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      Devlin was avoiding him. That much Max knew. He just didn’t know why.

      Sure, they were all being pulled in different directions. The photographer needed them to pose for ‘one more picture,’ which turned into twenty. His mother wanted furniture moved around, for the hundredth time. And Aunt Sally had him running back and forth to the caterers. Thanks to the chaos, every time he’d set eyes on Devlin, she’d slipped out of sight before he could catch her.

      “Hey,” Maggie said.

      Max glanced up at his new sister-in-law. She was beautiful, glowing even, if that was possible.

      “Is this seat taken?” she asked with a smile, gesturing to the chair beside him.

      “Nope, saving it for you gorgeous.” He made a show of looking around. “They let you escape?”

      “Only for a minute.” Maggie laughed. “I saw you watching Devlin.”

      “Oh yeah?” He could pretend nonchalance with the best of them.

      “She likes you.”

      Max shrugged. “I like her, too.” Didn’t mean it was going to change anything.

      Maggie kept her eyes locked on him.

      “What?”

      She remained silent, clasping her hands together as she stared up at him with those doe eyes.

      “God, now that you’re family, are you trying to play matchmaker like my mother?”

      She shook her head, her expression one of genuine concern for him. Ben had done well. Not only was Maggie beautiful, she had a heart overflowing with love.

      “She’s my best friend, Max.” Maggie said.

      “I know. And now what, are you going to say if I hurt her you’ll put my balls in a vise?”

      She laughed. “No, not that.”

      “Good, because she’s leaving tomorrow and that’s that. No way I’ll be able to hurt her.”

      “Tomorrow?” Maggie sounded surprised.

      “That’s what Lily told me earlier.” Which pissed him off even more. Devlin didn’t even have the decency to tell him to his face. She was running away.

      “That little shit,” Maggie growled under her breath.

      Max stiffened. “What?”

      “She’s afraid, Max. She’s running away.”

      He already knew that, he just didn’t know why.

      “From you.” She added, squeezing his arm.

      “I know that, Maggie, but it makes no sense. Why would she run from me?”

      “You’re the first person who’s ever broken down her walls, gotten in to see the real Devlin, and it scares her.”

      “I’m not going to lie. It scares me, too. I never thought I’d grow to care for her like I do, but she’s made it clear she doesn’t want this to go further.”

      “So you do care for her, right?” Maggie smiled hopefully.

      Max raised a skeptical brow. “I just said I do.”

      “Have you told her, how much you care for her, I mean?”

      “Not in so many words, but I think she knows.”

      “Tell, her,” Maggie blurted out, nearly jumping from her chair. “Tell her how you feel, Max. I know she’s tired of traveling, she wants to settle down, even if she says she doesn’t.”

      “That’s not what she’s told me, or anyone else I know.”

      “She’s full of shit,” Maggie said, leaning in squeezing his shoulder.

      Max laughed. “What are you trying to do, Maggie?”

      “I’m trying to save my best friend from herself. She thinks she knows what she wants, but she doesn’t. She’s just afraid.”

      “Of what?”

      “Of becoming like her mother. She doesn’t want to be weak, to rely on a man to take care of her, even if she finds a man who won’t treat her the way her father treated her mother. Devlin is fiercely independent.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      “But that’s just it, Max. She’s lying to herself. She’s afraid to trust someone, but I know in her heart she wants to. She wants to trust you. It’s just her weasel of a father and her timid mother have warped her way of thinking about relationships.”

      “Relationship?” Max reared back. He’d never said anything about a relationship.

      “Oh, please.” Maggie swatted his arm. “You know you want her to stay. You want a relationship with her no matter what you say to the boys.”

      He did.

      “I know you’d at least like the chance to explore more with her, right?”

      “Maggie, her life is in New York,” he said. “She’s not going to stay here.”

      Maggie sat back, staring at him for a long moment as if she wanted to say something more but couldn’t, or wouldn’t.

      “Just talk to her, Max. Tell her how you feel, what you want, before she leaves. I think that’s what she’s waiting for. Devlin will never be the first one to admit she needs someone. She’ll be the last person to show just how vulnerable she is.” Maggie paused. “But I know she needs you. You’ll be good for her. And she’ll be good for you.”

      “God, Maggie, now you really sound like my mother.”

      “Valerie pushed me toward your brother and look what happened.” She waved her hand around the inside of the barn.

      “I don’t want to get married if that’s what you’re getting at.”

      But even as he said the words, the tension inside him eased at the idea of marrying Devlin, of building a life with her.

      “Neither did Ben or I six months ago.” Maggie reached out and touched his cheek. “Please, just tell her. If you want to take a chance, she’s worth it.”

      Max genuine love in his sister-in-law’s eyes. Love and concern for her best friend.

      Someone behind him cleared his throat. “If you’re quite finished seducing my wife, I’d like to have her back.”

      Max turned and saw Ben standing over him, but the grin on his face told Max that his brother wasn’t at all worried.

      “Congrats, brother,” he said. “You’re a lucky man.”

      “I know.” Ben nodded and held his hand out for Maggie. “Come on love. The sooner we get through the pictures and the reception, the sooner we can get the hell out of here and get to the good stuff.”

      Maggie giggled but her eyes twinkled with anticipation.

      Max groaned. “You’re making me sick to my stomach.”

      Maggie stood, but stopped just to the side of Max. “Find her,” she whispered in his ear. “Please.” She gently kissed his cheek and before he could turn to speak, the couple was gone.

      Max stood, too. He needed to find Devlin. This had gone on long enough.

      “Max!”

      He looked up to find his cousin, Abbie, calling him over for another round of photos. She couldn’t be serious. He gritted his teeth and walked toward her. It was no use making excuses. If he ran, she’d send his Aunt Sally and all her demon spawn after him.

      He’d suck it up, take the pictures, then find Devlin and tell her how he felt.

      Now if only he could figure out what exactly it was he was feeling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Devlin walked numbly through the next hour as Abbey positioned them for photos. For once, Devlin was happy to relinquish the stress of photographing the event. Instead she just followed all of Abbie’s requests for position and posing.

      Several times, Max moved closer to her, but just as he did, Abbey would pull her in a different direction for a photo. It was almost as if Abbey understood she couldn’t talk to Max. Not here, not now.

      “How you doing?” Maggie asked, leaning over as they posed for a shot together.

      “Fine, why?” Devlin smiled for the camera.

      “I’ve seen Max staring at you the entire afternoon.”

      “And?”

      “Maggie,” Abbey called out.

      “Oh, sorry.” Maggie turned back to the camera and smiled.

      “I’m not going to talk to him here, if that’s what you’re asking,” Devlin said through her smile.

      “But soon, right Dev?”

      Devlin stood silent.

      “I think it’s breaking Valerie’s heart,” Maggie whispered. “She feels awful for what she said, and I’m pretty sure she knows it’s Max’s baby, even though I haven’t said anything.”

      “What about Lily?”

      “No,” Maggie shook her head, “she’d never say anything. She’s loyal to a fault. Kayleigh too.”

      Devlin shrugged, unsure who to trust any more. These damn pregnancy hormones had her mind racing.

      “All right,” Abbey called out, “next up are the brothers.”

      Devlin made a quick exit, skirting around the chairs before Max could grab her, and made a bee line for the barn. She circulated around the packed area, now filled with friends and family. Servers weaved through the crowd with trays of champagne.

      God, what Devlin wouldn’t do for a drink. She’d read the list of things she needed to avoid for her baby’s safety. Alcohol was only the beginning. If she wanted to keep her baby healthy—and she did—she needed to avoid cold cuts and potato salad if it had been sitting out at all, soft cheeses, and even certain types of fish.  God, who knew all that shit was bad for a baby? They should come with warning labels or something.

      She let her hand fall to her stomach wanting to feel the infant inside her. She was starting to ache for the need to know this little being. To explain that she’d probably screw up a lot but that would never mean she didn’t love her.

      Her. Devlin laughed when she realized she’d already declared her baby a girl.

      The evening progressed and somehow Devlin was able to avoid Max’s attempts to single her out. She stood at the other end of the barn as Maggie and Ben descended the steps of the balcony when they were announced as Mr. and Mrs. Sumner for the first time. Maggie’s face was filled with such joy everyone in the room had to have felt it. Ben’s gift of the balcony couldn’t have been more perfect. And Shawn’s personalized touches on the balusters were icing on the cake.

      A small bell chimed and everyone was asked to find their seats. Devlin took her place next to Maggie. Max had tried to sit next to her, but he’d been shuttled away by the catering staff to his assigned seat. Thank God.

      It was bad enough that Valerie was at the table. She tried to avoid the woman’s gaze but it was difficult. She was a mom and could track anything. Valerie’s eyes seemed to hold a silent plea of apology and Devlin did not want to go there. Not tonight. This was Maggie’s day.

      “Maggie,” Elle said, “this meal is fabulous.”

      Devlin stared down at her plate. The food was incredible, but she’d barely touched anything. Her stomach was tied in knots, dreading the moment when Max would finally pin her down. And he would, there was no doubt. What was she going to say?

      “Ivy prepared it all,” Maggie said. “She cooked some in Sally’s bakery and some at Valerie’s house. I felt horrible that she had to juggle everything around.”

      “I heard you’re thinking of adding on a kitchen,” Elle said.

      Emmett groaned.

      Valerie opened her mouth to speak.

      Ben held up a hand. “No, Ma. Not yet.”

      Valerie nodded once but slipped a smile toward Maggie. These two were lethal when put together.

      The catering staff cleared the dishes just as a man at the side of the barn asked for their attention. He was a Karaoke DJ from the Noble’s resort. Warner had loaned his music equipment and his employees for the evening when the one Maggie booked from Denver suddenly backed out.

      Maybe Kayleigh had been right the other night at dinner. This town needed a full-service wedding company.

      “Excuse me everyone,” the DJ said. “I hope you all are enjoying your meal.”

      Everyone practically moaned a collective “yes.”

      “Good, good,” he said. “Well, we’ll give you some time to digest before we do the wedding cake. But for now, Maggie has a few words she’d like to say and then we’ll watch the happy couple take their first dance.”

      Ben leaned in to Maggie “What are you up to?” he asked in a stage whisper.

      Maggie smiled and patted his shoulder, remaining silent as she pushed back from her chair and walked toward the DJ.

      “Do you know, Ma?” Ben asked.

      Valerie shook her head.

      Ben turned to Devlin. “You?”

      “Nope. No clue.”

      “Hello, everyone,” Maggie said into the wireless microphone. “I want to thank you all for coming to our wedding. It means so much to Ben and me that you’ve chosen to share this special moment with us.” Maggie’s eyes found Ben’s and they shared a look that only people who were connected on a soul level could.

      “As many of you know,” Maggie went on, “this barn was a labor of love for me and Valerie.” Maggie held out her hand to her now mother-in-law. “But it was a dream that one man envisioned and brought to life.”

      Devlin swallowed hard. This was going to be a tribute to John Sumner. Adding an emotional speech on top of her crazed hormones could be really bad.

      The room went silent as all eyes fell on Maggie.

      “Without him, none of this would have happened. And I never would have fallen in love with his son, the man who will continue to build onto his legacy.”

      Devlin’s eyes burned.

      “John Sumner,” Maggie said quietly. “He was a mentor and friend to so many people in this room but he was more than that to me. In John and Valerie, I found surrogate parents who believed in me, who inspired me, who entrusted me and allowed me to become part of their own dreams. For that, I will be grateful forever, because without knowing it, they changed me. Changed me into someone who finally felt worthy of love.” Tears shimmered in Maggie’s eyes

      Devlin glanced over the table and noticed Valerie’s cheeks stained with tears. Devlin reached out and grabbed her hand. Without taking her eyes off Maggie, Valerie squeezed Devlin’s fingers.

      Ben scooted over and sat next to his mother, wrapping an arm around her.

      “I know I promised Mia I wouldn’t cry and ruin my makeup,” Maggie smiled through her tears, “so I’ll make this quick.”

      Everyone laughed but the emotion in the room was heavy with the bittersweet memories of a man they’d all loved and lost.

      “I wish John were here today,” Maggie continued, “to be a part of this chapter of my life, to see how happy I am, how happy his son is, and how strong Valerie has become. To see how much we’ve accomplished because of the foundation he built.”

      Maggie took a deep breath, using her fingers to press under her eyes as though she could keep the tears from falling.

      “We still have lots of dreams for the Lodge at Canyon Creek,” she said, “but the biggest ones were John’s visions, and with the help of many of you, his family and friends, we’ve made them come true.” Maggie swallowed hard and Ben moved to join her but Maggie waved him off.

      “I know John would be proud of everything we’ve accomplished,” she said “He would be especially proud of his sons, knowing how they’ve rallied around Valerie, the way they’ve supported her visions and worked hard to ensure the future of the lodge. We’ve still got a ways to go, but I know I can count on all of them and so does Valerie.

      “John’s no longer here physically but he’s here,” Maggie glanced around the room, her hand waving toward the ceiling, “in spirit. In every nail we hammered, in every piece of wood we used to refurbish this barn, John’s been here, pounding right alongside with us.” Maggie closed her eyes and gently lifted her hand to her heart. She drew in a slow breath, obviously trying to calm herself. After a few quiet moments, her eyes fluttered opened and tears spilled over her lashes.

      “John was always my biggest champion, besides Valerie.” She laughed and Valerie joined in. “I miss him every day.”  Maggie’s chin shook and she wiped away tears but still waved off Ben. “I wanted a way to remind myself that just because I can’t see him doesn’t mean he’s not still with me. I wanted a way to remind myself that he’s still here, on those days when life is hard and I feel like I just can’t do it. In those moments I want to give up and tell myself I can’t. But especially on days like this, my wedding day, a moment he should be sharing with me, with all of us.”

      Maggie paused, drawing in several deep breaths before continuing. “John’s favorite movie was ‘It’s a Wonderful Life.’”

      The room let out a collective groan. Obviously, the Sumner family did not share John’s passion for Jimmy Stewart.

      “Shush.” Maggie waved them off, laughing. “John said he loved that movie because it was his life, a wonderful life. But he always joked that he would never get his wings in heaven no matter how many bells rang.” Maggie swallowed and her eyes filled with even more tears.

      “I don’t believe that,” she choked out. “John Sumner was an angel. To me. He didn’t have wings, but he had—” Maggie covered her mouth with the back of her hand to cover a sob.

      Ben jumped from his seat and wrapped her in his arms.

      Hot tears streamed down Devlin’s own cheeks before she could stop them.

      “It’s okay,” Ben murmured to Maggie.

      Maggie nodded silently.

      Devlin glanced around the room, watching as guests wiped their eyes. It seemed that Maggie’s speech and John’s heart had touched more than one person in Canyon Creek. Her gaze stilled on Max.

      His hazel green eyes were glassed over with his own emotions. He leaned toward his brother, Jake, his hand squeezing his brother’s shoulder as he wiped at his eyes.

      She wanted to go to him, to hold him the way Maggie and Ben were supporting each other.

      “Sorry,” Maggie said quietly, her breath ragged as she pulled away from Ben’s hold. She released one long sigh before continuing.

      “Coming in to the barn, you all may have seen the huge bell we hung to the side of the barn door,” she said. “I had it custom designed and built by a metal artist in Denver, and it was finally delivered yesterday. I stayed up late into the night with Grant Sumner, something every girl dreams of,” Maggie waggled her brows, “and together we got the bell hung in time for today.”

      Grant stood and waved his hand like he’d just won another award.

      “Sit down, you idiot!” Emmett yelled.

      The room burst into laughter, breaking the somber mood.

      “In many cultures and communities,” Maggie continued, “a bell is rung in memory of a loved one. This bell is for John. I had it inscribed with the following words. ‘For John Sumner: A man who needs no wings, but still this bell will ring.’”

      “Oh, Maggie,” Valerie choked out.

      “I hope that as you all leave tonight,” she said, “you’ll ring the bell to remind us all that John’s never far from our thoughts. That you remember his laughter, and his love. He loved his sons. He loved me.” She waved her hand around the crowd. “He loved all of you.” Maggie moved toward Valerie. “But you,” she said, moving toward her mother-in-law and taking her hand, “you, he loved most of all.”

      “I loved him most of all, too,” Valerie choked out.

      Maggie nodded. “I always remember John telling Valerie, ‘Thank you for loving me.’ It was a Bon Jovi song they said, but every time I heard him say it I always wondered if I would ever thank someone for loving me like that.”

      Maggie released Valerie and turned toward Ben, taking his face in her free hand. “I know I’m not the easiest person to live with, and at times I drive you mad. But I want to say tonight what I always dreamed of saying one day.”

      Ben’s eyes shone with tears, and love, as he looked down at his wife.

      “Thank you for loving me, Ben Sumner.” She pulled him down and pressed her lips against his. Ben’s arms wrapped around her waist and he bent her over in an epic dip, drawing applause and whistles from their friends and family.

      Devlin stumbled to her feet as she dashed away the tears, wondering the same thing Maggie had. Would she ever get to thank someone for loving her?

      Her eyes were drawn to Max when she saw him walking toward her but she quickly looked away when he stopped near Valerie. He leaned low and whispered in his mother’s ear. She nodded and Max drew her into a long hug.

      Maggie turned to the crowd. “Let’s dance!” she yelled.

      Music burst from the speaker of the Karaoke machine and people filled the dance floor.

      A warm hand slid along the bare skin of her back.

      “Dance with me?” Max’s deep voice sent her body into that expectant frenzy that started whenever she heard him.

      Devlin swallowed down the emotions welling up inside of her. She glanced up into his beautiful face, a small smile escaping her lips despite the raging sea of emotions in her chest. “Okay,” she said quietly.

      This was it. She had to tell him. She couldn’t put it off any longer.
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      Devlin walked around the edge of the dance floor toward the back of the barn. She’d wanted to wait until after the wedding but she couldn’t avoid him any longer. He’d been stalking her all night like a lion. He was no fool, he knew something was wrong, and leaving him wondering wasn’t right.

      “Where are you going?” he asked as she walked past the dance floor. She didn’t respond, just continued toward the barn door.

      As they stepped outside, he pulled her to a stop. “I’m not going to take one more step until you tell me what’s going on, Devlin.”

      She turned to face him. “I’ll tell you, just, not right here,” she nodded to the open barn door, “not so close to the reception.”

      “Is it that bad?”

      Yes, she wanted to say.

      “I’d just like to be alone with you, that’s all.” Without another word of explanation, Devlin turned and walked down one of the pebbled paths, surprised when Max followed with no protests.

      They weaved in and out of the trees and Devlin couldn’t help but think she’d found such a peaceful place to deliver life-changing news. She’d forgotten how much she missed the beauty of Colorado. The fresh mountain air, the amazing views. Could she get used to one place? This place?

      Max reached out and grabbed her, turning her to face him. “No one can see us here. What’s going on, Devin?”

      Devlin shuddered as she felt Max’s thumb gently caressing her wrist.

      “I like you Devlin,” he said with such honesty and raw emotion her heart ached.

      She’d prepared herself for a battle. Not this, though. Not gentle Max.

      “I, I know this started out as a temporary thing, but for me…” Max released her hand. Devlin felt the loss of his touch to her core. He raked a hand through his thick hair and looked up at the sky. “I know you want to leave, but I think you should stay here.” He straightened his head and looked straight at her. “Stay here, with me.”

      “What?” Devlin was stunned.

      Max’s hands fell away from his head as his arms wrapped around her waist, trapping her against his body. “I want us to try this, this thing called a relationship.”

      She squirmed out of his hold and his face fell, his green eyes shadowed with disappointment.

      “I have to tell you something Max.”

      He tilted his head, his brows lifted. “Okay. What?”

      Her fingers twisted together and she bit her lip, studying the ground.

      Max slid a finger under her chin and tilted up her head. She looked into eyes so beautiful, so incredibly sincere she nearly cried.

      “Just tell me, Devlin.”

      “I’m pregnant.” The words burst from her mouth before she could stop them.

      Max released her face and stepped back. “You’re what?”

      “I’m pregnant,” she repeated.

      “How the hell…you said you had it covered. Did you lie?”

      “Why would I lie to you?”

      “Oh, I don’t know?” His face went hard as granite, all the emotion that had been there moments ago, washed away. “Maybe to get money from the rich NFL player for child support?”

      All the peace and tranquility she’d felt earlier in his arms was gone, knocked away by his harsh accusation. “Are you serious right now?” She seethed, stepping backward. “I don’t need your money, asshole. I didn’t plan to be a mother any more than you planned to be a father.”

      “Is it mine?”

      Her body shook with rage, her teeth clenched so tight she feared she’d break a molar. Before she could stop herself, she reached out and slapped his face. Hard. She glared at him, eyes wide, nose flared.

      He cupped his jaw but didn’t seem surprised. “Neither one of us have ever claimed to be saints, Devlin.”

      “You’re right, Max. I’ve narrowed it down to you and three other guys I’ve been fucking in the last two months.”

      “How the hell am I supposed to know, Devlin?” He threw his hands in the air. “You’ve been all over the world in the last two months.”

      “Well, I guess I’m sorry I told you then.” She turned to walk away but Max grabbed her arm. She yanked away.

      “I’m sorry, Devlin, I’m just…” He raked both hands through his hair. “I don’t know. I don’t know what I’m saying.”

      Devlin shook her head but didn’t turn to face him. She’d expected him to be shocked, maybe upset, but never to accuse her of doing this on purpose. Or sleeping around. “We never claimed monogamy when we first slept together,” she said. “But for me, there hasn’t been anyone else since you.”

      His hand slid over her shoulder and gently turned her to face him. “You’re sure? About being pregnant, I mean?”

      “Four tests.” She laughed with no humor.

      Max fell back against a tree. “Fuck.”

      “Yeah,” Devlin echoed. “Fuck.”

      “How long have you known?”

      She swallowed down her fear. She knew he’d be upset. Honestly, she’d lost track of the days, her brain was so fuzzy now. “I don’t know, a few days, maybe a week at most.”

      “A week,” he half shouted. “And you haven’t told me?” Max shook his head, his lips pressed in a hard line, eyes narrowed. This was his game face, she thought.  “Who else knows?” Max glared at her. “Maggie?”

      Devlin nodded.

      “Who else?”

      “Lily,” she said quietly.

      “Lily,” he shouted. “What the fuck, Devlin? You told my cousin but you couldn’t tell me?” He jabbed a finger to his chest. “Wait.” He held up a hand as if to stop her from answering. “Did you know you were pregnant the night we raided your girls’ party at Maggie’s?”

      “Yes,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “Well, fuck me. Thanks for trusting me, Devlin, I really appreciate it. It’s my baby and you would think that—”

      “All right, Max!” she yelled. “I get it. I should have told you. I’m sorry. I just don’t know what the hell I’m doing here. I have no business being a mom. I don’t even think I want to be one.”

      Max winced, his eyes wide.

      Her admission, now spoken aloud, hurt both of them. She could see the pain etched on his face and suspected her own expression mirrored his.

      Max stepped forward. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying…” God, what was she saying?

      Max looked down at her, his face a mask of rage. “You’re telling me you would seriously have aborted this baby and never told me?”

      ”No! God, no.” She’d thought of a lot of options, but never that. She opened her mouth to explain, but she had no words to describe the Tsunami of emotions whirling inside her mind.

      Some part of her loved this baby already, a large part if she were honest. She was surprised to find maternal instincts were already kicking in, thinking of how to protect their baby. And yet, another part feared the fact that keeping this baby would tie her to Max for life.

      Suddenly her heart lightened at the thought. What would it be like to have Max in her life? Always. With a baby. She let the idea of a family tumble through her mind, surprised when she wasn’t gripped by an anxiety attack at the thought. She’d never wanted to be in a committed relationship with a man, never even thought of it. Until now. Until this man.

      “Fuck, this.” Max said, turning away and walking toward the barn.

      Suddenly she was slapped back into reality. He must have mistaken her silence for something else. Tears welled in her eyes but she willed them away. She was so sick of being so emotional.

      Max stopped and did an about face, glaring at her. “I have as much right to that baby as you do, Devlin. You may not want him, but I do. And I’ll get him too.”

      His words hit her like a punch to the gut. Was he threatening to take this baby from her? “What are you saying?” she squeaked out.

      “Exactly what I just did. He will be a part of my life, even if he’s not part of yours.”

      Devlin’s face flamed with anger and her vision narrowed on Max. “Are you threatening me?”

      He remained silent.

      She shook her head in disgust. “Finally, the leopard shows his true spots.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?” he asked, hands on hips.

      “You seriously think you’ll take this baby from me?”

      Max stood in silence. Which was probably a good thing, considering she was about to rip up one of the trees next to her and throw it at him.

      “You’re just like my father,” she said through gritted teeth, “always trying to control me. If you think you’re going to use this baby to tell me what I can and can’t do, you’re in for a shock. This is why I would never marry a man like you.”

      Max let out a bark of unamused laughter. “I never asked you to marry me, Devlin.”

      Devlin bit her cheek to keep from lashing out in hurt and anger.

      “Max!” someone shouted from close to the barn. “Max, we need you!”

      “Shit,” Max mumbled. He glanced from whoever had called his name back to her, pointing a finger. “We’re not done, Devlin.”

      Oh, they were definitely done, she thought.

      “Where are you staying tonight?” he asked.

      Not in Canyon Creek, she wanted to say.

      “Devlin?”

      “Maggie’s.” She lied.

      “After Maggie and Ben leave and we get things cleaned up, I’m coming over. You’re not going to shut me out of this baby’s life. We have a lot to talk about.”

      “Not really,” she said under her breath.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Max!” Another shout came from closer now. “Let’s go.”

      “I’ll text you,” Max said.

      Devlin watched Max jog down the path back toward the barn like a seasoned athlete. She followed his steps, stopping at the fork in the path that led to the barn. She would be damned if any man ever controlled her.

      Instead of making her way back to the reception, she turned and walked toward the cabin where she and Maggie had finished dressing. Maggie’s car keys were inside. If she left now, she could pack her things and be on a plane bound for New York City by midnight.
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      Max rounded the corner of the barn door, his breathing labored both from running, and from the news he’d just received.

      He was going to be a father. A father. His heart hammered in his chest.

      And he’d just been an absolute ass to the mother of his child. Like he’d take their baby away from her. He was about to turn around and find Devlin to apologize when someone shouted at him.

      “Max!” Emmett yelled.

      He glanced up and noticed his brothers all lined up near the dance floor.

      “Hello, everyone,” Jake said next to the Karaoke machine. “My brothers and I have a special treat for the newlyweds.”

      “Come on,” Aaron mouthed, motioning for Max to join him, Emmett, and Grant behind Jake.

      God, the last thing he wanted to do right now was this stupid song his brothers and he had drunkenly choreographed last night.

      “Dude, what’s wrong with you?” Jake asked. “You look like you’re going to hurl.”

      Max wasn’t sure that he wasn’t. Finding out Devlin was pregnant definitely had been the biggest surprise of his life. And he’d been less than supportive of her. He silently laughed. That was putting it mildly. He’d been a complete ass, actually.

      They would talk tonight, after the reception. They’d sort it all out, he’d apologize and together they would figure out what to do next. Fuck that. He couldn’t wait until tonight. He’d find her after this ridiculous song and make her talk.

      No, Devlin hadn’t planned this pregnancy, he knew that. He’d responded to her news the way he had before when two other women claimed to be pregnant by him a few years ago. They weren’t. All they’d wanted was his money, and the prestige that came with tying yourself to a pro athlete. Yeah, he’d been burned before, and his reaction to Devlin’s news had been instinctual. And wrong.

      He knew Devlin’s heart. She wasn’t like most women from his past. She was a lot of things, but dishonest wasn’t one of them. If she said she was pregnant, she was. And if she said it was his, it was. God, just the thought of her pregnant with another man’s baby had him seeing red.

      And there was no way she’d planned it. Why would she? He knew for a fact she never wanted to tie herself down to anyone. Especially not to him, or a baby. Maybe this pregnancy would change her mind though. Maybe she would stay after all.

      A sense of peace washed over him as he thought of starting a family with Devlin. This pregnancy may not have been planned but he’d do everything he could to keep her and the baby here. Wait, did that mean he was staying in Canyon Creek?

      Emmett looked him up and down. “Dude seriously, what the fuck is wrong with you? You look like you’re about to pass out. If you forget a step it’s no biggie.”

      If Emmett and Aaron only knew, it wasn’t their stupid performance that had him rattled.

      Before Max could answer, the music began and the familiar sounds of Queen’s “Another One Bites the Dust,” rang throughout the room.

      Grant led the brothers in their horribly choreographed dance, wiggling their asses to the beat of the song.

      The room burst into laughter as they recognized the tune.

      Jake had the best voice out of all of them, which really wasn’t saying much, so they’d elected him to sing. As the music played and the laughter built, Max felt his tension ease and a smile spread across his face. This was what he had wanted all along. A family, that laughed together, that celebrated together.

      As the chorus rang out and the boys sang along with Jake, their fists pumped wildly in the air to the words, “Another one bites the dust,” Max sang, laughing in spite of himself.

      His eyes scanned the barn but he didn’t see Devlin anywhere. Maybe she was still outside. As soon as the song was over, he’d find her.

      Surprisingly Max remembered most of the moves despite the shocking news he’d just received. The audience was singing along, their own fists pumping along with the words as they all laughed.

      The song came to a close and Max as his brothers danced their final steps. The crowd roared and stood to their feet. His brothers and he bowed and waved. They all moved back toward the tables as Grant stood and waved.

      “Sit down, you idiot!” Ben yelled.

      Brothers, Max thought, smiling. His family. Maybe one day his own sons would razz each other the way he and his brothers did. Oh shit. What if he had a girl? What did he know about raising a girl?

      “You okay, Max?” Elsbeth asked. Emmett’s fiancée reached out and stroked his arm.

      “Uh, yeah, just tired from all the exertion I guess.” He laughed.

      “Please don’t sing that at our wedding.” She smiled. How the hell had his dipshit brother, Emmett snagged this beauty? No wonder Devlin had chosen to focus her coffee table photography book of cancer survivors on Elle Noble.

      Devlin. Shit.

      “Will you excuse me,” Max said, standing. “I need to find someone.”

      Elle’s lips curled into a knowing smile. “If you see Emmett, tell him he owes me twenty dollars.”

      “What for?” Max asked.

      “He said there was no way they’d get you out there dancing and singing.”

      “You didn’t bet against me?” Max asked.

      Elsbeth shrugged. “I’d never bet against you, Max. I have faith in you.”

      “Thank God someone does.”

      “I’ll give you twenty dollars if you’ll keep your brothers from a repeat performance at my wedding.” She laughed.

      “Deal.” Max smiled, leaning down to kiss her cheek.

      Max made his way through the crowded room, searching for Devlin. He stopped and visited with friends and family who stopped him, but a nervous unease crawled up his spine as it became clear she wasn’t in the barn.

      He’d been spiteful and mean to her. Shit, that was putting it mildly. He’d been a grade-A asshole. He needed to find her, apologize. And then they’d figure out how to make this work. Together. He would never try to control her like her father had. They’d compromise and figure their shit out, for them, and for their baby.

      He stumbled over his feet. Baby. He was going to have a baby. What the fuck? He smiled as he realized the fact wasn’t nearly as scary as it had been when Devlin told him.

      “Where is she?” someone said behind him.

      Max turned to find his mother, scowling, an equally upset Maggie by her side.

      “I’m assuming you’re talking about Devlin,” Max said in a stern voice, staring at Maggie. “The woman you knew was pregnant with my child and failed to tell me.”

      “Oh, don’t get pissy, Maxwell,” his mother said.

      Max’s brows lifted high. Pissy was the equivalent of a curse word for her.

      She puffed out her chest. “I knew too.”

      “What?” he yelled.

      “I just found out, so calm down,” his mother said.

      Max turned his skeptical glare on Maggie.

      “It wasn’t my place to tell you, Max.” She shrugged. “This was Devlin’s news to share.”

      “Well, share she did,” he said. He looked over their heads. “Where is she?”

      “We were coming to ask you the same question,” his mother said. “I haven’t seen her since I left you two earlier.”

      Max glanced down at his watch. “How long ago was that?”

      “I’m not sure, an hour or so,” his mother answered.

      Maggie stepped forward. “What did you say?” Her stern tone was surprising. “When Devlin told you about the baby, what did you say?”

      Max stood still, a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach as the spiteful words he’d spewed at Devlin rang through his head.

      “Oh, God, Max,” Maggie shook her head, “what did you say?”

      “You mean before or after I accused her of doing this on purpose?”

      “You what?” Maggie shrieked.

      He waved her quiet. “I know, I know. Not my finest hour.”

      “Why in the world would you think she’d done this on purpose?” Maggie asked.

      “She wouldn’t be the first girl to claim she was pregnant with my baby. Chicks do it all the time, trying to get money from me.”

      Maggie shook her head as it fell into her hands. “This is not good.”

      “I know,” Max agreed.

      She lifted her head as if sensing more. “What else did you say?”

      Max cleared his throat, ashamed to answer.

      “Max?” Maggie’s eyes narrowed as she glared at him.

      “I may have asked if it was mine.”

      “Oh, Jeez.” Maggie’s gaze darted around the room. “We have to find her.”

      “I asked her the same thing,” his mother said quietly.

      “What did you say?” Max asked, surprised by his defensive tone. He had no right to judge his mother, not after the things he’d said to Devlin.

      “I asked if she knew who the father was.” His mother clamped a hand over her mouth. “God she must think we’re awful. We have to find her.”

      “What’s wrong?” Ben asked, sliding up next to Maggie.

      “Apparently, I’m a bigger fuck-up than even I realized,” Max answered.

      Ben laughed. “No surprise there.” His brother’s eyes darted between the three of them before settling on Maggie’s. “Seriously, what’s going on, Maggie?”

      She shook her head. “We just need to find Devlin.”

      “What’s wrong?” Ben asked. “Is she sick?”

      “No,” Maggie answered, the nervousness ringing in her voice.

      “She’s pregnant,” Max blurted out.

      “What?” Ben’s head snapped back. “Who’s the father?”

      The three remained silent.

      “Fuck me, it’s yours, Max?” he said.

      “What’s Max’s?” Grant said, slipping an arm over his shoulder.

      “Nothing,” all four of them answered in unison.

      “Where was the last place you saw her?” Maggie asked, ignoring Grant.

      Max raked a hand through his hair. “I left her on the trail, about thirty yards west of the barn.”

      Maggie glanced around the group. “And none of you have seen her since then?”

      They shook their heads.

      Maggie stepped closer. “Max, I need to know exactly what you said.”

      “I…I, can’t remember it all.” He didn’t feel comfortable sharing their entire conversation.

      Maggie gave him a look.

      He lowered his voice. “She said something about not knowing what she wanted to do and I told her it’s my baby and I would raise it. I think I might have said something about taking it from her.”

      “Baby!” Grant yelled.

      “Shhh,” his mother slapped Grant on the shoulder.

      “Who’s having a baby?” he whispered.

      They all ignored him.

      “So, in summary,” Maggie raised a brow, holding out her fingers as she ticked off his offenses. “You accused her of getting pregnant on purpose to steal your money, of her being promiscuous, and then, as if that wasn’t bad enough, you threatened to take the baby away from her?”

      “Maggie, that’s not fair.” Max tried to explain. “She’d just told me she was pregnant. With my baby. I don’t know what the fuck I said.”

      ”You’re having a baby?” Grant yelled. “Seriously? With who?”

      “Devlin,” they all yelled back.

      “Holy shit.” Grant blew out.

      “What else?” Maggie said, sensing his despair.

      “She may have said something about my spots coming out and me trying to control her…I don’t know it all kind of blurred together after she slapped me.”

      “She slapped you?” his mother asked.

      Max hung his head in shame.

      “Good for her.”

      Max snapped his gaze up, not surprised to find his mother glaring. “You weren’t any better.” He reminded her.

      She raised a brow, wearing an expression he saw often as a child. It was her warning glare. Her first, and only. He needed to get his shit together.

      “This is bad,” Maggie said, shaking her head. “We have to find her.” Maggie lifted the skirt of her dress as if readying to run.

      “Where do you think she could be?” Max asked.

      “I’m hoping back at my house maybe,” Maggie said, moving toward the door of the barn.

      Max grabbed her arm. “Stay, it’s your wedding. I’ll go.”

      She jerked her arm away. “The hell you will,” she all but seethed. “You’ve screwed this up enough, Max. She’s my best friend. Trust me, you’re the last person on earth she wants to see right now.”

      Maggie was right. But it didn’t mean she was going without him.

      Maggie began walking. “I’ll grab my keys from the cabin and we can drive back to my house.”

      “I’m going,” Max said.

      Maggie studied him from head to toe.

      “Please, Maggie.”

      “All right,” she said, still scrutinizing him. She waggled a finger in his face. “But you say nothing when we find her. Got it?”

      Max nodded, knowing Maggie was right. He’d already said too much, acted like a jerk. Devlin was probably as worried and scared as he was.

      “I’m coming,” his mother said.

      No one argued.

      “Me, too,” Ben said.

      “No, honey,” Maggie turned and pressed her hand to his chest. “You stay. I’ll be back as soon as I make sure she’s okay.”

      Ben took her hand in his and kissed her palm. “Have you already forgotten our vows, my beautiful wife? Where you go, I go.” He leaned down and kissed Maggie softly. When he drew back, Maggie smiled and nodded once.

      Without even realizing it, his brother was showing Max just what he wanted. Someone to love him, unconditionally, like Maggie did.

      Maggie’s eyes darted around the small group. “Let’s go,” she said but stopped when she got to Grant. “You. Stay here. And keep your big mouth shut.”

      “But—”

      “I’ve found it best to follow her directions,” Ben said.

      “Fine,” Grant said with a huff.

      “If a word of this leaks, I will find you and cut your tongue out, you got it?” Maggie raised a brow.

      Grant stepped back, hands in the air as if affronted. “Jeez, you married a little hellion.” He looked at Ben as he pointed to Maggie.

      “No, she married me.” Ben smiled, wrapping an arm around Maggie. “And I’m the luckiest asshole on God’s green earth because of it.” He stared down at his wife. “Let’s go.”

      And without another word, Ben, Maggie, their mother and Max all quickly but quietly left the reception.

      They wound their way down the path and stopped at the cabin where Maggie and Devlin had dressed.

      “Let me run inside and grab my keys.” She said.

      They waited anxiously at the bottom of the steps as Maggie slipped inside.

      Max’s palms broke out in a sweat and his throat went dry. He wondered if he would be able to get any words out when he saw Devlin. Yeah, he’d promised Maggie he wouldn’t say anything when they found her but that was a lie.

      Maggie stepped out, holding a note, her face crestfallen.

      “What happened? What is it?” Max asked, bounding up the steps.

      “She’s gone.”

      His eyes knit together. “What do you mean. She went to your house, right?”

      Maggie held out the note and Max took it from her hand, reading it.

      I borrowed your car. I’m sorry. It will be at the Denver airport. I’ll text you when I get back to New York.

      Love you, D

      “She ran,” Maggie said quietly. “Like always.”

      Max had screwed up. He’d handled this all wrong and now Devlin was gone. He needed to get to her, to tell her what an idiot he’d been and beg for her forgiveness. He had to fix this.

      “I’m going after her.” Max turned to head to the lodge.

      “Me, too,” Maggie said, bounding down the steps. “Valerie, I need your car.”

      “I’m going too,” his mother said.

      Ben stepped in front of Maggie. “Maggie, it’s our wedding. We can’t just leave.”

      “Ben, she’s my best friend. She’s hurting, and she’s all alone.”

      Ben studied Maggie then glanced up at Max, nodding. “Let’s go.”

      And wasn’t that the definition of family, Max thought. Always there for you no matter how stupid you were. Devlin had never had that. But if Max was lucky enough to catch her, that’s exactly what he’d give her.
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      Devlin stuck her hand in the family-sized bag of potato chips and pulled out a wad, shoving the crunchy goodness into her mouth like she hadn’t eaten in days. She glanced down at the clock on the dashboard and realized it had only been a few hours since the wedding meal. For a pregnant woman, that was a long time between meals. Devlin had quickly discovered if she didn’t eat every hour she became quite the bitch. Okay, so maybe she was a bitch even when she ate.

      Her headlights skimmed across the pavement as she fiddled with the stereo in Maggie’s car. It was hard to receive signals in the valleys between the Colorado mountains. The only station coming through was the local animal report from public radio. Small towns sucked. New York had never looked so good. Devlin could hardly wait to get back. To what, though?

      A job she loved? Some days.

      Friends? She had no close friends really, only acquaintances thanks to her hectic travel schedule.

      Family? That was a definite no.

      She talked to her mom, but there was always tension between them. Her mother had allowed her father to emotionally abuse not only herself but Devlin too. She had never once stood up for either of them. Devlin couldn’t help but hold some animosity toward her mom.

      “You will not feel sorry for yourself,” she said out loud. “You have a great life. You don’t need anything.”

      Devlin didn’t believe the statements any more now that she’d spoken them out loud than she did the entire time she’d been packing to leave Canyon Creek. Her life needed to change, but she wouldn’t think about that right now. Everything was a mess. She’d just stranded Maggie and Ben at their own wedding. Someone would get them to the airport and she knew her best friend would understand.

      When she’d told Max they were going to be parents, he’d been overbearing, presumptuous, and authoritative, just like her father. Memories of her childhood had flashed through her mind as Max stood there and berated her, insults flying like swords.

      She’d done what she hadn’t been able to do as a child. She’d walked away.

      Well, first she’d lashed back. Devlin knew it had been cruel to infer she might have an abortion. She had no support system, no experience, no anything. But she would make it. She and the baby could do this, would do this. As much as she knew she would inevitably screw this baby up—hey, she’d pay for psychotherapy when the kid got older—it was hers, and she’d never abort her baby.

      Leaving Canyon Creek now was for the best. Max might say he wanted to be a part of the baby’s life but he didn’t realize how difficult it would be, raising a child by yourself. Devlin had witnessed the struggles her mother went through. Even though her parents were married, her father was usually gone to war, or gone off to play house with some other woman-of-the-month.

      Devlin always considered her mother weak for putting up with her father’s affairs. He didn’t respect her mother. And in turn, her mother didn’t respect herself.

      That would never happen to Devlin. She would never be that weak. She could find a way to co-parent with Max, she was almost sure. But she would never co-exist with him, baby or no baby.

      Devlin’s phone rang and she glanced down. It was her mother. Again. It was the third call since she’d left the wedding. Devlin had a bad feeling in the pit of her stomach as she dusted her hands off on her jeans and reached for the phone and pushed the speaker to answer.

      “Hello?”

      “Oh, Devlin. Finally.” Her mother’s voice sounded frantic.

      “Mom, are you all right?”

      “Yes…no…I don’t know.” Her mother sounded excited and nervous all at the same time.

      “Tell me what happened.”

      “I left your father,” she blurted out.

      “You what?” Devlin gripped the wheel and slowed going into the next turn.

      “I left him, Dev.”

      “When?”

      “This morning. I just, I don’t know, I woke up and I, I just realized I’d had enough.”

      “This morning? Are you serious?”

      “Yes.”

      Devlin was about to ask her mother why she hadn’t called sooner but remembered the missed calls from earlier.

      “Are you driving?” she asked her mother, wondering if she’d really left or was sitting out in the car fantasizing about leaving.

      “Yes,” her mother said triumphantly.

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m almost to Baltimore. I’m going to stay with your Aunt Karen for a few days. She just had shoulder surgery and isn’t doing well. That’s really how all this started.”

      “How what started?”

      “I told your father I wanted to go and stay with my sister while she recovered, and he said no. As soon as the word ‘no’ flew out of his mouth, I just…snapped.”

      Devlin leaned back in her seat, unable to visualize a scenario where her mother snapped.

      “Devlin?”

      “Yeah, I’m here mom, I’m just…wow.”

      “I know. I’m quite proud of myself.”

      “Me, too.” She meant it. She might not have thought this day would ever come, but she would support her mom in this, one hundred percent.

      “I thought maybe after I spend a few days with Aunt Karen, I could drive up to New York, come see you. I know we haven’t spent much time together in the last few years. I want to make up for that.”

      Her father rarely let her mother leave the Marine base in Quantico, Virginia, let alone fly all the way to New York City.

      “That would be great, Mom. I’d love to see you.”

      “I’m sorry to call during the wedding, I just didn’t want you to worry if your father called.”

      “No,” Devlin said, “I’m not at the wedding.”

      “Isn’t it today?”

      “Yeah,” Devlin said, trying to shake off her guilt. “I left early.”

      “Why?”

      “I needed to get back to New York, for work.” It wasn’t a complete lie. She did need to arrange her work schedule. And plan doctors’ appointments. And figure out where she could set up a crib in her tiny apartment.

      “How was the wedding?” her mother asked. “I’m sure Maggie made a beautiful bride.”

      “She was gorgeous.” Devlin smiled at the memory of Maggie walking down the aisle in her wedding dress.

      “Oh, that’s wonderful.”

      Devlin could hear the disappointment in her mother’s voice. Since Devlin could remember, she’d always told her mother she would never marry.

      “Hey, Mom.”

      “Yeah, sweetie.”

      Devlin blinked several times, fighting back tears. She needed her mom, now more than ever. “I just, I need to tell you something.”

      “Of course, you can tell me anything.”

      Devlin blinked away tears. “We can talk about it when you get to New York.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah,” Devlin said as a lone tear rolled down her cheek. “Listen I probably need to let you go. I need to keep driving if I’m going to make my flight, and these Colorado roads are really treacherous.”

      “Okay, sweetie. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “That sounds good.” Devlin swallowed hard. “I’m proud of you, mom.”

      “I’m proud of me, too.” She could hear the excitement in her mother’s voice. “And you. You gave me courage, Devlin. It took a while, probably much too long, but you helped me get here even if you weren’t with me when I made the decision to leave.”

      Devlin smiled. “I’m glad, mom.” She choked back a sob. “I really need to go,” she said as she gripped the wheel, knowing she wouldn’t be able to stop the tears once they started. She needed to get off the phone and focus on getting herself home. She could break down then.

      “Call me when you get home,” she said.

      Before Devlin could answer, her headlights lit on a huge mass in the highway. She jerked the steering wheel, trying to avoid the animal, as she pressed hard on the brake, but just as she did, the massive beast moved.

      “Oh, shit!” she screamed, as she jerked the steering wheel back the other way.

      “Devlin, what’s wrong?” her mother asked.

      Devlin dropped the phone, gripping the wheel, bracing for impact. There was no way to avoid the collision. No way to stop what was happening, even as time slowed and she felt her chest clench and her gut go tight, instinctively protecting her baby.

      She blinked once just before something hard hit her face and her world went black. The deafening sound of tearing metal and the crumpling of safety glass breaking filled the car. The impact felt like she’d hit a brick wall. A stabbing pain shot across her chest and down her abdomen. Oh God, the baby.

      “Devlin!” She could barely make out her mother’s voice from somewhere in the darkness. “Devlin!”

      She tried to speak but no words came out. The only thought in her head was that of her unborn baby.

      Stay safe, little one, she prayed. Stay safe.
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      “What if we don’t get to her in time?” Max asked from the back seat of Ben’s SUV.

      “I’ve checked all the departing flights out of Denver to New York City,” Maggie said. “She wouldn’t be able to make the 10:15pm flight, she didn’t have enough time.”

      “What time is the next one?” Ben asked.

      “There’s one at 10:45pm and then one at 11:20pm.”

      “God, I’m such an idiot.” Max shook his head.

      “I’m going to kill her soon,” Maggie growled from the front seat. “She hasn’t answered any of my phone calls or texts.”

      “Mine either,” Max said. “I thought it was just me she was ignoring.”

      “Wait a minute,” Ben said. “What if she’s already bought a ticket. We can’t get through security to the gate.”

      “I’ll buy a ticket,” Max said. He rubbed his hands over his face. “I’ll fix this.”

      “You’re damned right you will,” Maggie agreed.

      “Maggie,” his brother tried to cut in, but Maggie wasn’t hearing it.

      “What?” She glared at his brother. “He accused her of lying, of getting pregnant on purpose for money, and asked if the baby was his.” Maggie glanced over her shoulder at him. “Does that cover it all?”

      Max closed his eyes. “Yeah. I think so.”

      Maggie turned back around to Ben. “See. He fucked it up.”

      Ben glanced at Max in the back seat. “Yeah, you kind of did, bro.”

      “All right,” Max stormed, “we all agree that I fucked up. Can we please move on? How the hell are we going to find Devlin before she leaves?”

      “We may not be able to,” Maggie said. “She’s pretty stubborn.”

      “Ya think.” Max stared out at the dark night sky.

      Ben snorted.

      “What?” Maggie asked.

      “Um, pot, it’s the kettle.”

      “Are you calling me stubborn, Ben Sumner?” Maggie cocked a brow.

      “Yes I am, Maggie Sumner.”

      Maggie’s defenses fell and she broke into a huge smile, sliding her hands around Ben’s arm. “Say it again.” She looked up at Ben like she was a love-sick puppy.

      “Maggie Sumner,” Ben repeated.

      “That’s sounds so sexy.”

      Max rolled his eyes. “Really? Now?”

      Maggie cut her eyes toward Max. “This is your fault. I should be in the honeymoon suite at the lodge.”

      “We don’t have a honeymoon suite,” Ben said.

      Maggie turned and looked at his brother, waggling her brows. “We do now.”

      “What do you mean?” Max asked.

      “I converted one of the suites, made a few minor adjustments.”

      “Such as?” Max asked.

      “Did you put more condoms in the bedroom drawer?” Ben laughed.

      “Married people don’t need condoms, silly.” Maggie glanced over her shoulder. “Which, by the way,” Maggie waggled her finger, “you should have used so we wouldn’t be in this situation.”

      Max gritted his teeth. He wasn’t going to explain to Maggie that they’d used two types of birth control and both had failed. How does that happen? He was sure someone could give him the statistical probabilities on it, but it wouldn’t change the facts.

      Max wished he had headphones so he could drown out the noise of his sappy, in-heat newlywed brother and sister-in-law. He turned and looked out of the window. “It’s too dark for her to be out on the road. What was she thinking?”

      “She wasn’t thinking,” Maggie said. “She was reacting. She really should have been a redhead.”

      Max had no comment so he said nothing.

      “So what do you want, Max?”

      Max turned his head and saw Maggie staring intently at him, her gaze genuine.

      “I want this, Maggie,” he said pointing to the two of them in the front seat. He wanted what his brother had found.

      She smiled and nodded.

      “What the hell?” Ben asked as the car slammed to a stop.

      Max leaned forward as he looked through the windshield at all the flashing lights ahead.

      “It looks like an accident,” Maggie said. “A bad one.”

      “This is a really sketchy road at night,” Ben said. “It’s probably a tourist going too fast.”

      Max’s heart tripped and stomach plummeted. Devlin was driving on this road. “How long ago do you think she left?” he squeaked out.

      Maggie turned. “It’s not her, Max. She’s okay. It is going to delay us, though.”

      “Maggie,” Ben said, a somber tone to his voice.

      Something in the pit of Max’s stomach burned.

      “What is it?” Maggie leaned forward. “Oh my God,” she whispered, her hand covering her mouth.

      “What?” Max lurched forward. “What is it?”

      Ben glanced over his shoulder, his eyes wide with fear, his face ashen. “It’s Maggie’s car.” There was a beat of silence that deafened him. “It’s Devlin.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Devlin’s body screamed with pain. She felt like she’d been tossed around in a hurricane. Her head throbbed, her ribs burned and her ankle pounded in agony, and she wasn’t even moving it.

      It sounded like someone was calling her name, but she couldn’t make out who. The voice was muffled, like they were in a well. Or maybe she was. She had no idea, her brain was so fuzzy. The only thing she knew for sure was she hurt like hell. Everywhere.

      Suddenly her eyelid was pulled open and a piercing light blinded her. She jumped and groaned from the movement. She swatted at the source of the light but her hand hit something hard. She forced the other eye open, blinking several times to focus.

      “Well, hello.” A deep, male voice she didn’t recognize said from her side.

      She grabbed her head, hoping to dull the ache, but felt material wrapped around her skull.

      “Where am I?” she asked, surprised by the gravely tone of her voice. She coughed and winced in pain, clutching her ribs. No, she was wrong. It wasn’t just her ribs that hurt. It was her whole torso. Her whole body.

      “You’re at Hope Hospital,” the deep voice said.

      Devlin narrowed her eyes. Finally, the light seemed to even out and she was able to see the man beside her. A white coat covered blue scrubs and a stethoscope hung around his neck. Her gaze traveled up to find he was smiling at her, two deep dimples gracing each cheek. His blue eyes crinkled at the sides.

      “Hospital?” Her eyes moved from the man beside her down to the bedrails.

      “Apparently you and an elk played a game of chicken. He lost.” The doctor said dryly.

      Images flashed through her mind. The last thing she remembered was driving on the highway, talking to her mother on the phone. “Are you saying I hit an elk?”

      “Yep,” he said. “You’re lucky. Most of the impact happened on the passenger’s side. Your car’s destroyed though. Sorry about that, Margaret.”

      “Margaret? I’m not Margaret.” Devlin said.

      “That’s who the car was registered to.” The doctor glanced through his folder. “A Margaret Anne Lawrence from Canyon Creek, Colorado.”

      “That’s my best friend. I was driving her car.”

      “Oh.” The doctor said, as if he’d never heard of someone borrowing a car.

      “Did I pass out? I don’t remember much.”

      “The paramedics said you were in and out of consciousness during the ride.”

      “The ride?” she said.

      “The ambulance ride that brought you to the hospital.”

      Devlin shook her head and the pain intensified. “Ouch.”

      “You’re lucky,” the doctor said. “A lot of people are killed every year on the roadways because of wildlife crossing. Were you distracted?”

      She didn’t answer.

      “Radio? Phone? Eating?”

      Devlin remained quiet. All three.

      The doctor nodded once and didn’t ask more. “Well, you’ve got a pretty bad cut on your forehead.”

      That would explain the headache.

      “Your airbag deployed so we’re pretty sure you didn’t hit the steering wheel. It was probably an unrestrained object in the car. A phone, soda can, suitcase. We’ve seen just about everything in the ER. If it’s not buckled in it can become a projectile during a crash.”

      “It was probably the cell phone,” she said quietly.

      “It happens.”

      “My ribs and ankle are killing me. What else is wrong?”

      “I think you’ve broken a few ribs and your left ankle. Nothing life threatening. You had us worried going in and out of consciousness. It was most likely due to the level of pain you were in, and the shock. We’re about to send you off to X-ray. I’m glad you regained consciousness, so we could get a medical history from you first.”

      Medical history? Devlin could barely remember her own name.

      No, that wasn’t right. She remembered one crucial thing right now. She was pregnant. Devlin’s chest filled with dread as she realized her baby might not have survived the accident.

      “The baby,” she whispered.

      A nurse entered the room and went straight to the monitor by her side. “Ah, sleeping beauty awakes.” She smiled down at Devlin, her straight white teeth gleaming against the dark skin of her face. Her black hair was twisted up in a bun.

      “Jo, I want you to get her history and get her right down to x-ray. I don’t want to wait any longer than we already have to get a film of that ankle.”

      “No,” Devlin said, clutching the bedrail in pain. Even talking hurt.

      The doctor looked down at her, his brows furrowed as he studied her. “I need to make sure your ankle isn’t broken. If it is, we might have to do surgery, depending on the severity of the break and its location.”

      “We can’t,” Devlin squeaked out. “I can’t have an X-ray “.

      “Oh, it’s not an MRI, sweetie,” Jo said, scrolling through the laptop screen. “You don’t have to go in that awful tube.”

      A large man wearing brown scrubs matching Jo’s slid open the glass door of Devlin’s tiny room. “Someone call for a camera crew?” He laughed.

      “Always the jokester, huh, Xavier?” The doctor shook his head but smiled.

      The nurse began asking Devlin questions. Her head spun and she thought she might vomit.

      “Date of birth, sweetie?” she asked as the man unlocked her bed and she began to move.

      She had to stop them. Through her muddled brain, something finally clicked into place.

      “I’m pregnant,” she shouted, wincing in pain.

      “What?” the nurse stopped and glanced down at her.

      “I’m pregnant,” she said through clenched teeth as she breathed through the pain. Tears burned her eyes at the thought that maybe she wasn’t any more. Maybe the accident…She wouldn’t go there.

      “Doctor Pennington,” Jo yelled to the doctor who’d already started out of the room. “We have a problem.”

      Devlin wanted to grab the woman and shake her. This was more than a problem. She needed to know if her baby was okay, and she needed to know now.

      “What’s going on?” Dr. Pennington came back in, a slight look of impatience on his face.

      “She thinks she might be pregnant.”

      “I am, pregnant,” Devlin cut in. “Four tests.”

      She hadn’t been to the doctor yet, but four tests had to be right, didn’t they?

      The doctor gave only a short nod. “All right. Let’s get a urine sample to be sure. You can still have x-rays. We just double up on the lead aprons over your abdomen. It’s perfectly safe.”

      Devlin stared at him in disbelief. “I can’t walk to the bathroom.”

      “We can insert a catheter—”

      “Oh, hell no,” Devlin shouted. She could remember vividly, sitting outside her grandmother’s hospital room as a teenager, listening to her Nana cuss and scream as nurses tried to insert a catheter when they thought she had pneumonia.

      Jo cocked a brow.

      “No. I can make it.” Devlin moved to swing her legs to the side to sit up but gasped in pain.

      “Let me get the railings down, sweetie,” Jo said, “then I’ll help you.”

      No, this wasn’t embarrassing at all.

      “Are you sure you’re pregnant?” Jo asked.

      “Four tests,” Devlin repeated as Jo helped slide her legs to the side. They had her ankle stabilized with a brace, but the swelling was bad and it hurt like hell.

      Jo smiled. Something in her warm expression made Devlin feel more relaxed, despite the excruciating pain she was in.

      The orderly who had brought the rolling bed in returned, this time with a wheelchair that he rolled to the side of Devlin’s bed.

      Jo stood in front of Devlin and put her hands under Devlin’s arms. “Okay, on the count of three, push up on your good leg, but keep your weight on me. We’re going to transfer you to the chair then roll you to the bathroom.”

      “Hunt me down as soon as you have the results, Jo.” The doctor smiled and left the room, Xavier the orderly behind him.

      Jo fanned her face dramatically, “Too bad he’s engaged, right? I mean, he could have starred alongside Clooney in that show.”

      Devlin let Jo wheel her into the bathroom as she realized she hadn’t spared a thought to the doctor’s good looks. But Jo was right. He was good looking.

      Max Sumner had truly ruined her for all other men.

      She realized then that she wanted Max there with her. More than anything, she wanted his strong arms there to carry her instead of this wheelchair. She wanted to lean on him and have him with her as she found out if their baby was safe, despite how awful he’d been to her.

      Before Devlin could respond, Jo lifted up her gown. “Can you pull down your undies or do you need help?”

      “God, this is so embarrassing,” Devlin moaned.

      “I’m afraid you’re going to have to get used to it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Having a baby will take all your humility away. Over the next nine months, you’re going to let your doc or a nurse peak at your hoo-hah every other month. In the final weeks, it might be every week or two. And on the day of? Well, by then, you’d better be well past any concerns of privacy.”

      Devlin reached under her hospital gown and pulled down her underwear.

      “There you go,” Jo said, helping her sit. “Let me just grab a container.”

      “A container?”

      “For the urine test. I need to collect a sample to confirm the pregnancy.”

      Devlin hung her head and that’s when she noticed it.

      Blood. On her underwear. Everywhere.

      “Jo!” she screamed, ignoring the pain in her body, consumed with only the despair in her heart. “Jo!”
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      Max shoved open the door and ran past the trail of cars stopped on the highway. He froze when he saw the car. If it was possible for both fire and ice to run through his body at the same time, he’d say that’s what happened. He was cold with dread and fear, hot with rage at himself for doing this. He’d basically sent her away with his harsh words. He’d upset her to the point she ran.

      Maggie’s car was demolished, destroyed. There was no way Devlin wouldn’t be severely injured…or worse.

      He bent at the knees, throwing up the remnants of the wedding meal.

      “Oh, my God,” Maggie whispered, coming up beside him.

      “Shit,” Ben said.

      Max stood and wiped at his mouth. Devlin couldn’t be dead. She just couldn’t.

      “What happened?” Max heard Ben ask someone.

      Max turned and saw a uniformed officer directing a tow truck. He made it to him in two strides. “What happened to the woman in the car? Is she okay? Where did you take her?”

      The officer looked at them. “Are you family?”

      “I’m her fiancé,” Max said soundly.

      The patrolman narrowed his eyes, obviously not believing him, before turning his attention to Maggie. “Is that a wedding dress, ma’am?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said, smoothing down her dress. “We were at my wedding to him,” she said with a nod to Ben. “That’s my car.”

      “Seriously?” The officer’s eyes darted between the car and Maggie.

      Maggie stood ramrod straight, her eyes filled with worry, but glittering with the kind of hardheaded determination that had won his brother’s heart. “Where is she?”

      “They took her to Hope Hospital.”

      “What’s her condition?” Ben asked.

      Max realized he was shaking, partly because of the urge to strangle the officer in front of him if the man didn’t start talking, and partly because he couldn’t be sure he wasn’t about to lose the woman he was pretty sure he loved.

      He was so thankful for his brother and Maggie. He was in shock, tongue-tied, unable to process the scene before him.

      Several patrol cars surrounded Maggie’s car, lights flashing but sirens off. The silence was what got to him. It was almost like the cars were taunting him, letting him know there was no longer any reason to hurry. No longer a reason to hope for life.

      Firemen littered the area, sweeping up debris as the tow truck driver secured his winch under Maggie’s car. Max stared at the roof, caved in on one side, windshield shattered, the front end pushed up to the front tires.

      “Don’t.”

      Max turned.

      Ben stood beside him, rubbing his shoulder. “The officer said he’ll take us to the hospital.”

      “What did he say was wrong?” he asked.

      “They said she was unconscious when they loaded her. She had some injuries but they got to her right away. Let’s just get to the hospital and see how she’s doing, okay?”

      Max grabbed Ben’s shoulders and squeezed. “What are you not telling me?” His voice broke with emotion. “Is she alive? Is she going to be okay?”

      “Her head was bleeding. He didn’t know how bad the head wound was.”

      “Fuck!” Max ran a hand through his hair, grabbing it by the roots. “Why did I have to open my big, fat, fucking mouth? I chased her out of there.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Ben tried to calm him.

      “The hell it isn’t. I’m the reason she was running away.”

      “Look, let’s just get to the hospital and we’ll find out more.”

      Max’s eyes went wide. “The baby, oh God, the baby.”

      “Max.”

      Max barely registered Maggie’s voice as she stood next to him, squeezing his arm.

      “Devlin’s tough. She’s going to be okay.” Maggie shook him. “So is the baby.”

      He stared down at her, red and blue lights flickering across her face. She looked just as worried as he did. “How can you know for sure?”

      “She’s been through a lot in her life. She’s tough. No matter what she said, she wants this baby. And I’m pretty sure she wants you, too. She just doesn’t want to admit it, to you or anyone.”

      Max let her words wash over him. Maggie was right. He hadn’t known Devlin for long but he did know she was stubborn enough to protect her baby if saving it was within her power. She would be an amazing mother. And if there was anything they could do to make sure this baby came into the world—if it was within their power at all, he would be by her side as they fought to save it.

      “Okay, let’s go.” Max stalked toward the patrol man, not looking at the carnage behind him. The only thing that mattered now was Devlin and their baby. “Can you take us?” Max asked.

      The police officer looked at him.

      Max pointed back at the long line of cars. “It’s going to be awhile before you open this back up. I need to see my…” he stumbled, “my fiancée as soon as possible. Please.”

      The man nodded once and led them to his car.

      The ride to the hospital was the longest of Max’s life. Ben and Maggie exchanged pleasantries with the highway patrolman, but Max registered none of it.

      He tried not to think of the images of the crumpled car. The officer told them Devlin had collided with an elk. He seemed to think she would be all right, but until Max saw her, talked to her, he would be worried sick.

      When the hospital portico came into view, Max jumped from the car before it even rolled to a stop. “Come on,” he yelled at the sliding glass doors as they slowly squeaked open.

      “Max, wait!” Maggie yelled but he ignored her.

      He scanned the small atrium, quickly making his way to the front desk. “Devlin Darby.” Her name rushed from his lips like a prayer. “I need to see her.” No truer words had ever been spoken.

      The woman manning the desk looked at him as if he’d grown two heads.

      “Sorry, Brandy,” the patrol man said, coming to a stop beside him. “They’re trying to find his fiancée. She arrived by ambulance about twenty minutes ago.”

      The woman stood and looked past Max. “Is that a wedding dress?”

      Max turned and saw who the woman was talking to.

      “Um,” Maggie stuttered. “Yes.”

      “Well it’s just about the prettiest—”

      “Where is she!” Max shouted.

      Brandy’s head cocked back and she crossed her arms over her chest.

      He breathed in deep and released a heavy sigh. He needed to get his shit together if he wanted to see Devlin. “Look, I’m sorry.”

      “Have a seat,” Brandy said with tempered fury.

      Maggie stepped forward. “I’m sorry, we’re just very worried about my sister-in-law,” Maggie said.

      Sister-in-law?

      Brandy’s body relaxed and she sank back in her chair. “Well, of course, honey, let me just check the system.”

      The patrol man grabbed Max by the arm and pulled him aside. “Word to the wise there, son. The ER staff don’t take too kindly to being yelled at. I’d suggest you calm down before you get back there. It won’t help your fiancée’s condition if you’re yelling at everyone.”

      “I’m sorry, I’m just…” he couldn’t explain what he was because he’d never felt like this before. Someone was ripping his heart out of his chest.

      “I’ve seen a lot of accidents. I’m sure she’ll be all right. But you have to remain calm. Okay?”

      Max looked into the man’s dark eyes wondering if he knew what it felt like to be on this side of things.

      “Wait,” the officer’s eyes narrowed. “Well, I’ll be damned. You are Max Sumner, wide receiver for the Tampa Bay Stingrays.” He glanced around Max. “Brandy, we’ve got a celebrity here. Max Sumner.”

      “Who?” Brandy asked, unimpressed.

      “Max, Max Sumner. He plays for the—”

      Brandy jumped to her feet. “Are you Grant Sumner’s brother?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Oh, well why didn’t you say?” She rushed around the corner of the desk. “I just love your brother’s work. Follow me. I’ll take you back.”

      Max had never been so thankful for his brother’s fame than he was at that moment.

      Brandy rattled off questions that Max couldn’t answer, his mind was so focused on Devlin. He barely heard Ben and Maggie talking as he followed the woman down a hallway past several doors before they finally stopped in front of one.

      Devlin lay in the bed, her face ashen white, her head wrapped in gauze, one leg covered by a heavy brace and propped on pillows.

      “There it is,” a man sitting beside the bed said, turning a computer monitor so Devlin could look at it.

      Devlin’s attention was focused on the screen, a small smile spreading across her face.

      In that moment he didn’t just think he was in love with Devlin Darby, he knew he was, heart and soul. And he’d do whatever it took to win her back.

      Finally, Brandy stopped speaking and they all stood in the doorway, listening to the rapid whooshing sound coming from the monitor.

      That’s when Max noticed Devlin’s gown was pushed up, exposing her bare abdomen. A man was pushing an ultrasound wand over her stomach.

      “That’s her heartbeat?” Devlin asked, her voice choked with emotion as she stared at the machine.

      “Yep,” the man said, “good, strong heartbeat. The baby is fine.”

      Max swallowed back his emotions as he watched tears stream down Devlin’s face.

      The baby is fine.

      The baby is fine.

      The doctor said more but Max didn’t hear anything except, the baby is fine.

      Max’s head fell and he blew out the breath he’d been holding since he’d first read Devlin’s note at the cabin. The baby was fine.

      “Max?” Devlin called.

      He looked up, meeting her eyes.

      Devlin’s lids were red-rimmed and shadowed with dark circles. She was in pain, exhausted and worn out, but joy shone from her caramel-colored eyes. Her lips spread wide into a smile and her face transformed.

      Max held his breath, caught away by her beauty. Again.

      “She’s okay.” Devlin held out her hand toward him. “Come, look.”

      “It’s a girl?” Max asked, taking her small hand in his, leaning over the railing to stare at the computer.

      “We don’t know yet,” the doctor said. “Won’t be able to tell for a few more weeks.”

      “I’m only six weeks, Max,” Devlin said.

      Max’s gaze traveled from the monitor down to Devlin. She was smiling. That had to be a good sign. At least she wasn’t throwing him out.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, dropping down lower so he could look in her eyes. He lifted a hand and touched the bandage around her head.

      “I’m good. A few broken bones but I have a hard head.”

      “Is this your family?” the doctor asked, removing the ultrasound wand and wiping Devlin’s stomach with tissues. Max wanted to growl at the man for touching Devlin, but the officer’s warning echoed in his mind. He probably shouldn’t bite off the heads of the people taking care of Devlin.

      “That’s her fiancé,” Brandy said behind them.

      Shit.

      Devlin’s eyes went wide but she didn’t say anything. Her look said it all, though. She wasn’t happy with him. She’d get over it.

      “It was the only way they’d let me see you,” he whispered. “I had to see you, Devlin, make sure you and the baby were okay. Please don’t be mad.”

      Devlin looked at him a long moment. “Okay.”

      “Devlin has a concussion and two broken ribs,” the doctor said. “She also has a broken ankle, but it doesn’t require surgery. We’ll be getting her into a boot for that within the hour. She’s pretty beat up and will need to rest for several days. I’d like her to be off her feet for at least a week because of the spotting, at least until she sees an OB/GYN. But she should make a full recovery.” He turned to Devlin. “Just be sure to get a follow-up with your obstetrician in the next day or two. I don’t want you to put that off.”

      Max’s gut clenched. “Spotting?” Did he mean she’d been bleeding?

      “She’s okay, now?” Maggie asked the doctor, wiggling her way to Devlin’s bedside. “The baby and her?”

      “Yes,” the doctor said. “She just needs to rest.” His gaze travelled around the small room. “Something tells me that might be hard for her.”

      “No, it won’t, I’ll make sure she rests,” Maggie said. “She’ll stay with me.”

      “No, she’ll stay with me,” Max stood. “I’ll take care of her. You’ll be on your honeymoon.”

      “I need to get back to New York,” Devlin protested. She moved to sit up higher but winced.

      “No, you don’t,” the doctor leveled her with a glare that even scared Max.

      Devlin glanced around the room at everyone staring at her, looking a little cornered and trapped. Maggie had been right about Devlin’s urge to flee.

      “Our mom will take care of her,” Ben said.

      Good call, Ben. No one could outrun their mother. Especially now that she knew Devlin was carrying her first grandchild.

      The doctor nodded and smiled. “Well, it sounds like you’ve got a lot of family to take care of you. I’ll keep you here a few more hours to monitor your concussion. We’ll have someone from orthopedics fit you for a boot, and then I think we can release you into the care of some really good people.” He looked toward the group. “One of you will need to rent crutches for her. The nurse can give you information for several pharmacies nearby that rent them.”

      Devlin glanced up at Max as if not believing the doctor’s words, as if she truly had no one. For Devlin, actions spoke louder than words. He knew that now. It was time to show her how many people truly cared about her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Tears sprang to Devlin’s eyes as soon as she heard her mother’s voice on the other end of the phone. She’d been relieved to hear that she was on her way to Colorado to be with her, and even more thankful her mother wasn’t going back home to her father.

      “I’m okay, Mom,” she said. “I promise.”

      “What did the doctors say?”

      Devlin didn’t want to disclose every injury, fearing her mother may go over the edge. “Cracked ribs and a broken ankle, but the ankle was a clean break, so it should be fine.”

      “Oh, Devlin, I was so scared. I heard you scream, and then nothing. I thought I’d lost you.”

      “You’re not going to lose me, Mom.” She smiled, knowing her mother needed her now more than ever if she truly was going to leave her father.

      There were still things to discuss between she and her mother, the most important why she’d left Devlin in such a toxic home, but there’d be time. Now wasn’t that moment. They would find a way to work through the pain.

      “Mom, I need to tell you something.”

      She heard her mom take in a shaky breath.

      She drew one in as well as she spoke on a sigh. “I’m pregnant.”

      There was an audible gasp on the phone.

      Devlin blinked back tears. Her mom was going to tell her how stupid she was for letting this happen. That she was going to be just as trapped by this baby as she’d been her whole life with Devlin’s father.

      “Devlin that’s…”

      She held her breath, preparing for her mother’s scolding.

      “That’s wonderful, sweetheart.” There was genuine joy in her mother’s voice. “That’s just so… wonderful.” She giggled. Her mother actually giggled. “That’s the only word I can think of. Wonderful, wonderful, wonderful. You’re going to be an amazing mother.”

      “You really think so?” Devlin’s voice cracked with the uncertainty.

      “Let me tell you something, honey. You have always been the strong one. You were always so much surer of yourself than I ever was. You never would have stayed with a man like your father the way I did. I’m sorry for that.”

      Devlin brushed away the tears already falling. Damn hormones.

      “I don’t know how I got so lucky,” her mother said. “You’re an amazing daughter. I’m so sorry I wasn’t strong enough to leave when you were young. It’s just…” Her mother’s voice caught on a sob.

      “It’s okay, Mom.” It wasn’t, but Devlin knew it would be.

      “I’m even more sorry I didn’t follow you when you left. But I’m following you now. I’m on my way to see you and I can’t wait to squeeze you and that little grandbaby of mine. I want to be there for you now like you’ve always been for me.”

      “I’m going to need you now more than ever,” she said.

      “Good. And I’ll be there for you this time, Devlin. I promise.”

      Devlin couldn’t think of a better place for her mom to be than by her side, together, navigating this scary thing they called motherhood.
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      Devlin readjusted her foot on the pillow and sat back in the recliner, staring out over the trees that surrounded the bed and breakfast on Max’s family’s land. She loved this house, with its cozy alcoves, lush landscape, and the wrap-around-porch she sat on now.

      Canyon Creek Mountain peeked over the treetops as the sun dipped low in the sky. Devlin wished she had her camera to capture the moment. She’d always considered herself a gypsy, but even she could imagine herself staying here, rocking on this porch forever.

      It was the only place that had truly felt like home to her in years.

      She drew in a deep breath—as deep as the pain in her ribs would allow—absorbing the clean mountain air, trying to forget the childish way she’d run from Max. Not only had she endangered herself, she’d brought possible harm to the baby too. She’d been lucky, she realized now. The accident could have been much worse.

      The outpouring of concern after the accident had been overwhelming. She smiled, remembering how everyone had argued over who would care for her once she was released from the hospital. Well, everyone but Max. He said he’d take care of her at the hospital, but then he’d let his mom and Maggie take over. He hadn’t been by to see her in two days, and his absence hurt more than it should have.

      It had been Maggie who decided the bed and breakfast would be the best choice for her to recuperate in. The house was central so everyone could take turns caring for her and it had enough space for Devlin’s mom to stay with her for a while. Devlin hated having to rely on others to do the simplest of things, but she’d relented.

      There was a slight chill in the air despite the summer season. She reached over and grabbed the blanket next to her, unfolding the material and covering her lap.

      “There you are,” someone called from the sliding glass door.

      Devlin glanced over her shoulder, not surprised to see Max’s Aunt Sally walking out with a tray of food.

      “Sally,” she laughed, “I haven’t finished the food you brought for lunch a few hours ago.”

      “Oh, it’s not me. It’s Ivy. She’s decided to stay a few more days rather than fly back to Paris tomorrow. She’s trying out some new recipes.”

      “I feel bad that you guys are having to take care of me.”

      “Nonsense,” Sally said. “Sometimes it’s good for people to take care of someone else. And it’s nice to be taken care of because, trust me,” Sally glanced down at Devlin’s stomach, “you’ll be taking care of that little bundle of joy for the rest of your life. Enjoy this treatment while you can.”

      “Well, it’s nice of you, and of Ivy, and everyone here.”

      “Believe me, I know it’s hard to ask for help, and even harder to accept it sometimes, Devlin. But sometimes life forces you to swallow your pride and do it anyway.”

      Not wanting to acknowledge how right Sally was, Devlin remained quiet. She propped up higher in the seat and took the tray onto her lap. A bowl of steaming soup sat next to a sandwich stacked so high, Devlin feared it might topple over. The meal looked like it belonged on the cover of a food magazine. “I almost feel bad for eating this, it looks so beautiful.”

      Sally grinned. “Ivy seems to believe in the go-big-or-go-home method of cooking. And I love having her home to share the kitchen.” Sally looked at her in anticipation. “Eat. Tell me what you think. I made the brownies.”

      Devlin glanced down and noticed a huge brownie sitting next to her plate. “I love brownies,” she purred.

      “A little birdie told me.”

      “Are those marshmallows?”

      “Yep. You gotta have a secret ingredient in every dish.” Sally grinned.

      Devlin reached for the dessert, but Sally swatted her hand. “Not before you eat the soup and sandwich, young lady.”

      “You know I’m over thirty years old, right?”

      Sally quirked a brow in question and Devlin understood her silent statement. She’d been rash and immature in her attempts to avoid dealing with Max two days ago. And she’d ruined her best friend’s wedding as a result. And her car.

      “Touché,” Devlin said, straightening the tray.

      Sally reached over and undid the napkin, laying it gently in her lap. “There. Eat.”

      Devlin slipped a spoon into the soup. “You surprise me, Sally Sumner.”

      “I surprise most people.” The statement was laced with pride.

      Devlin laughed, taking in a big spoonful of the soup. God, it tasted so good. “What is this?”

      “Loaded baked potato soup.”

      “It’s amazing,” Devlin moaned, going back for another bite. “What’s in it?”

      “Potatoes, milk, bacon, cheese, lots of butter, and a secret ingredient.”

      “Oh, yes,” Devlin smiled as she swallowed another bite. “You have to have a secret ingredient. What’s Ivy’s?”

      Sally slapped her chest and her eyes went wide as if offended. “A good chef never reveals her secrets.”

      “But, you just told me your secret ingredients for brownies.”

      “I’m not a good chef.” Sally laughed.

      “You’re an amazing baker.”

      “That I am.” She leaned back in the chair and smiled, closing her eyes. “It’s sour cream. That’s Ivy’s secret ingredient.”

      “I thought you weren’t supposed to tell me.” Devlin dove into the sandwich, taking a bite as she began to realize just how hungry she was. She’d gone from barely being able to look at food without throwing up, to wanting to eat everything in sight. She hoped things didn’t swing back the other way.

      “Oh, please.” Sally shook her head. “I hear you can’t boil water. There’s no chance of you reproducing Ivy’s recipe.”

      “True,” Devlin murmured around her mouthful of food. She held up the sandwich. “This is incredible, too.”

      “You won’t get any more secret ingredients out of me, Devlin Darby.”

      Devlin wiped her mouth and laughed. “Okay.”

      “How you feeling today?”

      “Good. Sore, but good. The doctor said that was normal.”

      “Are you taking pain meds?”

      “Just Tylenol.” Devlin patted her stomach. “It’s all I’m allowed, but I’m fine, I don’t need anything stronger.” It was a lie. She was in horrible pain, especially her ribs, but she didn’t want to endanger the baby, and Tylenol was all she was allowed. “I am due for another dose, though. Would you mind grabbing them for me? They’re on the table, there.”

      “I should make you sit there and suffer for what you’ve done to me.” She turned and reached for the medicine.

      Devlin swallowed hard, afraid to hear the laundry list of wrongs she’d done in the past few days.

      Sally handed her the pills and held up her glass of water.

      Devlin took them without protest. “What did I do?” she asked, not sure she wanted to know.

      “You and junior there,” Sally pointed to her stomach, “cost me the biggest bet of my life.”

      Devlin remembered the bet between her and Valerie, and the shirt the loser had to wear. She laughed but sucked in a breath and clutched her ribs when searing pain shot through her chest and abdomen.

      “Oh, Devlin, I’m so sorry.”

      “I, c-can’t…breathe,” Devlin choked out through tears of laughter, and pain.

      “Here, I’ve got you.” Sally slid her hands around Devlin’s shoulders and eased her back. “Take a deep breath.”

      “Can’t. Hurts too much.”

      “Oh, yeah, sorry. I’m horrible at this.” Sally sat back down. “My kids always wanted one of their sisters to sit with them when they were sick.”

      Devlin was finally able to catch her breath. “Horrible at what?”

      “Empathy,” she said. “I’m more of a ‘Suck it up, buttercup’ kind of person.”

      “But you have six girls.”

      “I blame it on them. Oh, don’t get me wrong,” Sally said, sitting back down in her chair. “I love my girls, but come on, there were six of them. I didn’t have time to coddle them.” Sally glanced at Devlin’s stomach. “Stop at one, trust me. And whatever you do, stay awake during the delivery.”

      “Uh, that’s my hope. Why would you say that, though?”

      “You know all the girls are named after flowers, right?”

      “Yes, I think it’s sweet.”

      Sally narrowed her eyes and shook her head. “It’s not. Trust me. It’s ridiculous. And done behind my back.”

      Devlin could sense a story but wasn’t sure if she should ask.

      “My ex-husband was an alcoholic,” Sally said with no prodding. “He named my girls on a bar-room bet.”

      “What? How? Didn’t you have to sign the birth certificate?”

      “Yeah, but I was seriously doped up.”

      “Why?”

      Sally drew in a long breath and exhaled as if this would be a difficult story to tell. “With my first girl, I had a full placental abruption. Had to go under so they could save the baby.”

      “Oh, no.” Devlin couldn’t imagine the pain Sally must have been in.

      “They ended up doing an emergency C-section.” She continued. “Then with the second, they planned a C-section but she started to come early and by the time we got to the hospital, she was in distress so they knocked my butt out again. Long story short, I always wanted to name my daughter Sherrie.”

      “Sherrie? Why?”

      “From ‘Oh Sherrie,’ one of Steve Perry’s best songs. It was written for a muse he had a short love affair with.”

      “You wanted to name your daughter after the lover of Steve Perry?” Devlin stared at her blankly, trying hard not to laugh.

      “Yeah, my friends used to think it was weird too, but, whatever. I would pretend Steve was singing the song to me and it made me feel better.”

      “Something’s wrong with you, you know that, right?”

      Sally nodded with a smile. “Oh, I’m completely aware that my obsession borders on the insane.”

      Devlin worked hard to bite back a laugh. “Okay, as long as you know.”

      “So anyway, when I woke up, my dick of an ex-husband—Dick was his name, by the way.”

      “Seriously?” Devlin asked.

      “Well, it was Richard, but Dick is a nickname so…”

      Devlin, bit back a laugh. The pain would be too intense. “Got it.”

      “So anyway,” Sally said, “Dick named our daughter Ivy instead of Sherrie. He was always jealous of Steve, but who can blame him, really? I mean, come on, he’s Steve Perry.”

      A small chuckle burst from Devlin and she winced. “Okay,” she said, holding her side, “but why Ivy?”

      “Another long story,” she sighed.

      “I like Ivy. It suits her.”

      “It does,” Sally said, leaning back in her chair. “I hate to admit it, and I never would to her father, but he picked a good name. She grows on you, like ivy.” Sally laughed.

      “I think the flower names are really sweet.”

      “Yeah, well you won’t when you hear the story of why they’re all named after flowers.”

      “Ivy isn’t really a flower though, is it?” she asked.

      “Exactly,” Sally said, punctuating the word with a finger in the air. “Dick wasn’t the brightest bulb on the tree, if you know what I mean. Some species of ivy do bloom though so, he’s not a complete moron I guess.” Sally turned to stare at her, cupping her mouth. “But don’t tell anyone I said that.”

      Devlin nodded and mimed zipping her lips. “Your secret’s safe with me.” She patted her chest. “So, what’s the story on the flower names?”

      Sally let out a heavy sigh. “One of the assholes down at the local bar bet my ex-husband that I would never have a boy. Well, Dick was so sure our next baby would be a boy that he bet the guy and said we’d name every girl I had after a flower until we had a son. Of course, you know I only had girls, hence the names.”

      “What did he bet? Couldn’t you have stopped it?”

      “He bet my new Toyota Celica Supra, my pride and joy, the asshole. Hence, the ex part. I’d saved up years for that car.” Sally stared off into space as if reliving her love affair with her car. “If he didn’t name the kids after flowers, the guy would get the title to my car.”

      “So, you had to keep naming them after flowers, if they were girls, or else lose the car?”

      “Yeah, something like that.” Sally sat quiet. “Joke was on me, though.”

      “Why?”

      “I lost the car anyway.”

      “How?” Devlin asked, setting the tray on the table.

      “Because apparently Dick the prick thought gambling his monthly wages at a poker table was more important than paying our mortgage. Lost the car. And the house.”

      “Oh, no.”

      “Oh, yes. Well, next came another girl, as you know. I was out for that one, too, and he named her Mia.”

      “Mia’s not a flower either,” she said.

      “It’s short for Camellia.” She turned and looked at Devlin. “And yes, before you ask, it’s a flower. But there was no way in hell I was going to call my daughter Camellia for the rest of her life. I still have no friggin’ clue how the dipshit came up with that flower. I mean seriously, there was Rose and Heather and a shit ton of others.”

      Devlin laughed and groaned in pain.

      “Oh, sorry.” Sally patted her shoulder.

      “It’s okay.” She shook her head. “Go on, this is a great story.”

      “Maybe to you.” She scoffed. “Anyway, by the time we got to the third girl, flower names had kind of grown on me, not that I would ever admit that to Dick. Eight years later, no boys, and I end up with a flower shop of daughters.”

      “Well, I love it. And I love your daughters too. They’re amazing.”

      Sally’s smile held a mother’s pride. “They are. Despite what I put them through, they’re amazing girls.”

      “What do you mean, what you put them through?”

      “My ex-husband wasn’t just an alcoholic.” Sally paused and something in Devlin’s gut tightened. “He was abusive, physically. To me.”

      She slipped her hand over Sally’s and squeezed.

      “I should have left him. So many times, I should have left.”

      “It’s hard,” Devlin said. “I get it.” And part of her did. Sally was one of the strongest, fiercest women she’d ever met. If she hadn’t found the strength to leave an abusive marriage, how could her mother have?

      They sat in long silence, both reliving memories best kept in the past.

      “What if I screw this up?” Devlin said softly, almost to herself. “For life, I mean.”

      “Oh, you will,” Sally laughed, “trust me.”

      Devlin swatted her hand. “I’m serious. I’m not maternal. I have absolutely no idea what I’m doing here, Sally.”

      “None of us do, in the beginning. Thirty years later and I’m still clueless.”

      “That’s comforting.” Devlin grinned.

      “Hey, I’m a realist.” She shrugged. “The only advice I can give is to love them, more than you love yourself. That’s all I can say.”

      Devlin thought about Sally’s advice for a moment. The thought that she might have lost this baby because of the car wreck had almost brought her to her knees in the hospital. She already did love this baby more than she’d realized. She thought back to her father. Had he ever loved her that much? Loved her mother that much?

      “What happened?” Devlin said. “I mean with your ex-husband. I know you moved back to Canyon Creek when the girls were young.”

      Sally sat quietly for a moment, in reflection.

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.”

      “No, it’s all right.”

      “It’s just, I’m kind of inspired by your courage.”

      Sally’s brows knitted together. “What courage?”

      “You left him, left an abusive situation, right?”

      “It took me a long time, but I did, finally. I know I stayed too long, though. There were times when he was great. We even went for several years when he got sober and we were in anger counseling or whatever, and everything seemed to really turn around. He just never seemed to be able to hold onto that.”

      Devlin watched helplessly as Sally’s usually vibrant smile vanished.

      “By the time it ended, things had gotten really bad,” she said, speaking softly. “It wasn’t an occasional slap here and there anymore. I had to start hiding the bruises. And then one day I came home and found Lily playing with her Barbies.” Sally sat silent, lost in a daze, or a nightmare.

      Devlin swallowed hard, not sure if she should ask what happened next.

      “She was holding Ken in one hand and Barbie in the other. Ken was yelling at Barbie, calling her names and then…” Sally bit her lip.

      Devlin rubbed her arm.

      “She swung her Ken doll into Barbie so hard, it tumbled to the floor. When I asked Lily what she was doing, she said, ‘That’s how boys treat girls.’ It hit me in that moment like a bat to the gut, and I knew I was screwing them up more by staying. I had to get the girls out of there.” Sally’s gaze met Devlin’s, a sheen of unshed tears glimmering in her blue yes. “The girls had problems for years.”

      Devlin twisted her fingers in her lap and lowered her voice. “At least you left. My mom never did. I’m so afraid sometimes that I’ll end up like her, even though she always tells me I’m nothing like her.”

      Sally reached out and touched her arm. “Was your father abusive?”

      “Not physically. He was just…” how could she explain it?

      “I understand,” Sally patted her arm. “There are always bruises you don’t see,” she said quietly. “It’s those bruises I worry the most about for my girls.”

      Devlin could hear the heartache in Sally’s voice.

      “You did the right thing, Sally. No matter what.”

      “You know what I’ve learned, Devlin? How I’ve kept some of the guilt at bay?”

      She shook her head, feeling as if great words of wisdom were about to fall from this otherwise lighthearted woman.

      “It can happen to anyone. You don’t have to be weak or stupid, or anything like that to end up in an abusive relationship. I know a lot of people who are raised in dysfunctional homes find themselves in abusive situations,” she said. “But the funny thing is, I had a great childhood—parents who adored me, two brothers who loved and protected me—and I still ended up with an abusive spouse.”

      Devlin sat quietly, knowing Sally wasn’t finished.

      “It was stupid and rash. I knew it when I married him. But I was angry and hurt about someone else, and I thought Dick was my dream guy. He was, sometimes. But most of the time...”

      Devlin looked at Sally, the older woman’s usual carefree attitude gone.

      “Most of the time, he was my worst nightmare.” She turned and Devlin could see the anguish in her eyes. “I was afraid to leave, but I thought of the girls. I couldn’t put them through that, risk having them be abused too. Physically, I mean. So one day I sucked up my pride and did what I had to do. I asked for help.”

      They both sat silently, the only sound coming from the leaves moving in the early evening breeze.

      “I couldn’t have done it without Valerie and John. Or Mark and Lisa. If they hadn’t have taken us in, the girls and me, I just couldn’t have done it.”

      “That was probably my mom’s problem,” Devlin said. “She really had no one. My father had isolated her a long time ago.”

      “You know you’ll always have family here in Canyon Creek.” She smiled and Devlin felt a bubble of hope rise in her chest. “You’re carrying a Sumner now.”

      She’d thought about that fact a lot lately. She’d be tied to this family, this town, forever now that she was carrying Max’s child.

      “Don’t be too hard on your mom, Devlin. I know it seems easy enough to walk away, but trust me, it isn’t, even if you have a support group of family and friends. It’s hard to admit you were wrong when you’re afraid of what people will think. You’re afraid people will stand in judgment, waiting to say they told you so.”

      Devlin sat and contemplated Sally’s words for a moment.

      Sally broke the silence. “Is that why you’ve never settled down? Because you’re afraid you’ll end up in a situation like your mom was in?”

      “I think so. I didn’t realize until recently that I was doing it, but yeah, I guess. I don’t really know.”

      “That’s what I worry about for my daughters too. The example I showed them growing up, putting up with an abusive spouse, has put them off of marriage.”

      “My father was very controlling over my mother, and me to some extent.” Devlin said. “I never wanted that when I grew up, but I think maybe I’ve taken that to the extreme.”

      “A man telling you what to do?” Sally asked.

      “Exactly.”

      “Makes sense. I can see that in my girls.” She nodded and paused. “But not every man is like that, Devlin.”

      “What’s that?”

      “When you have the right man, it’s totally different. I never knew. I just lumped them all together.”

      Devlin looked at Sally with surprise. “Maggie told me a little about you and Warner Noble. You were high school sweethearts?”

      “Something like that. But life got in the way, stupid misunderstandings, and immature actions by a silly teenage girl cost me a lot in life.” Sally turned and faced Devlin. “It took me over thirty years to figure it out. Don’t let it take you that long, sweetie.”

      “Hey,” a voice called from the doorway.

      Devlin’s heart tripped in her chest at the sound of his deep, rich voice. She turned and looked up at Max, feeling relief and excitement at the sight of him.

      He stood tall in the doorway, strong hands on either side of the frame, his T-shirt pulled taut across his broad chest. His dark hair was mussed and sexy as hell and his hazel eyes were trained on her. God, he was gorgeous.

      “Am I interrupting a girls-only meeting?” He laughed, and the sound traveled straight between Devlin’s legs. The books were right. Pregnancy definitely heightened your sexual desire.

      Sally stood and strode to Max. “Hey, sexy.” She smiled.

      “You know that’s totally gross considering you’re my aunt.”

      She nodded as she wrapped her arms around her nephew. “I know. I do it for the shock affect. Keeps you guys on your toes.”

      Max engulfed her in his arms. “That’s why you do everything,” he laughed, kissing her head, “for the shock effect.”

      “And usually it works.” She pulled back from Max’s embrace and glanced back over her shoulder. “Make her eat the rest of her dinner, then put her into bed.” She winked at Devlin.

      Devlin felt her face flush.

      “Will do.” Max smiled, but his eyes were on Devlin now, not his aunt.

      “Bye kids.” She waggled her fingers in the air. “Her ribs are cracked, Max,” she called from inside the house, “use caution, get creative. I have faith in you, stud muffin.”

      “Oh, my God,” Max shook his head.

      “Sally!” Devlin shrieked, clutching her ribs in pain. But somewhere inside all she could picture was getting creative, with Max Sumner.
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      Max was still shaking his head as he walked toward Devlin. “Sometimes late at night, I pray that she was left on my grandparents’ doorstep, just so I can believe we’re not blood-relatives.”

      Devlin laughed but clutched her ribs. “Stop,” she cried. “Laughing hurts.”

      “I’m sorry.” Max felt awful enough, leaving her for two days without checking in on her. But he had things he’d needed to take care of. Decisions to make that could no longer wait.

      He leaned down and gently scooped her in his arms. “It’s getting cool out here. Let’s get you inside.”

      Devlin didn’t argue. She wrapped her arms around his neck and laid her head against his chest. Something tightened in his gut. This strong, vibrant woman was in pain and it had all been because of him.

      He walked her through the huge house and into the master bedroom, pulling back the covers and gently laying her down on the king-size bed. He stacked pillows behind her until she was comfortable then propped more pillows under her foot.

      “Is that okay?” he asked. “Do I need to put your ankle higher?”

      “No, that’s good, thanks.” She wiggled against the pillows behind her. “Could you just toss me that small throw pillow on the chair? I need something under my knee.”

      Max snatched up the pillow, upset he didn’t realize that she needed it earlier. He’d had tons of injuries as a football player and knew how to properly elevate a foot.

      He secured the pillow under her knee and straightened the covers. “You’ll probably need some ice soon.”

      “In a bit,” she said. “Sally just gave me some Tylenol so I’m okay.”

      “Is that all right for the baby?” Max knew a lot about injuries but nothing about pregnancies, or babies. That’s what had scared him the most when she’d first told him.

      “Yes, I can have Tylenol.”

      “Is it enough?” Max thought back to his battle with narcotics for his own pain.

      “It will have to be,” she said quietly.

      He nodded, not surprised that Devlin would sacrifice her own pain for their baby.

      Their baby.

      It was still such a foreign concept to him.

      “When do you go to the orthopedist?” Max asked.

      “I made an appointment for Wednesday. The ER doctor said it’s a clean break so there’s no rush, for surgery I mean.”

      “I can come with you, if you want.”

      “Maybe,” she said quietly.

      There was something in her voice that told Max she had no intentions of taking him. She didn’t want his help.

      He wanted to ask when she would see the obstetrician. She’d probably want him in that room even less, he would guess, but he’d be damned if he was going to miss that appointment. He had tons of questions of his own.

      She patted the side of the bed. “Sit, you’re making me nervous, staring down at me.”

      “Sorry.” He hadn’t meant to intimidate her but hadn’t wanted to assume he had the right to be near her, even though she was carrying his child.

      Something had changed between them. It was as if they were meeting for the first time. No, it was worse than that. If they were meeting for the first time, he could flirt. He could charm her. Right now, all he could do was hope he didn’t screw this up any more as he tried to explain where the hell he’d been for two days.

      “They say the baby is about the size of a pea right now,” she said.

      Max’s gaze went to Devlin’s still-flat stomach before his eyes traveled up to meet hers. “It’s incredible.”

      “I know, right?”

      They sat in silence, an ocean separating them, and Max didn’t know how to swim.

      “What’s going on, Max? You seem…”

      “What?”

      She smiled but there was a sadness to it. “My normal, cocky, confident Max Sumner is gone.”

      “My Max?” He laughed but the guilt still wrapped around his shoulders like a vice. He leaned back on the headboard with a sigh, crossing his ankles, trying to figure out where to start.

      “I’m sorry, Devlin.”

      “For what?”

      “For the things I said, the way I treated you before you left the wedding.”

      Devlin tried to turn to him, but stopped, wincing in pain.

      “Don’t move.” Max adjusted himself in the bed so they could face one another.

      “I’m sorry too, Max. I shouldn’t have left the way I did.”

      “No,” he shook his head. “it was me, Devlin. I said all the wrong things. I handled the news horribly.”

      “I should have chosen a better time to tell you than your brother’s wedding.”

      “Devlin, I accused you of lying, of getting pregnant on purpose for money.”

      She tilted her head. “Yeah, you did, didn’t you? Okay, you were worse than me. Continue with your apology.” She smiled, and this time her expression was playful and warm. Max’s anxiety eased, slightly.

      He dragged in a deep breath, gathering his words more cautiously this time. He wanted to explain exactly how he felt now that he’d had time to digest the news that she was pregnant.

      “First, I’m so glad you and the baby are okay. I swear I lost twenty years off my life when I saw Maggie’s car crumpled on the highway.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “No, please, it wasn’t you. It was me, remember?”

      She smirked. “Yes, it’s all your fault. Go on.”

      “I talked to Maggie and she told me a little more about your past.”

      He could see Devlin stiffen. She’d told him some about her mom and dad, but he had a feeling she would hate the idea that he and Maggie were talking about her. Damn, he should have kept his mouth shut. He rushed on.

      “I know you’re probably worried that I’m going to try and control you,” Max said, “control your life now that you’re carrying our child. And the way I talked to you at the wedding probably didn’t help matters.”

      “It had occurred to me.”

      “Well, I’m not, Devlin. I don’t want to change you. I love the person you are.”

      Her brows raised in question but Max went on.

      “I know you love your job, you love to travel. I don’t want you to give that up just because we’re having a baby. I mean, if that’s truly what you want to do, I’ll support you any way I can. Or if you don’t want to travel, I’ll support that, too. Whatever you want. I just want you to be happy.”

      She sat quietly. Max didn’t know if that was good or bad but he continued anyway.

      “I just want to be a part of your life Devlin, a part of our baby’s life, whatever that looks like, wherever that is. Here in Colorado or in Timbuktu, it doesn’t matter to me.”

      Tears welled in her eyes and his gut clenched. Crap, he was upsetting her.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

      “No, no,” she dashed at her tears, “it’s all right. I’m not upset.”

      Max’s eyes focused on the window beside them, unable to look at her. “Ever since I came home, I’ve been struggling to figure out my place in this world, since I left football, you know.”

      “I do,” she said quietly.

      He turned at her voice and saw her nodding.

      “I mean, football was my life,” he said, “my passion, the only thing that made me feel good about myself. What did I have if I couldn’t catch a ball?”

      She reached out and touched his arm. “You’re so much more than football, Max.”

      “I’m figuring that out but it’s taken me a while to find my place, off the field. I had a need to be part of something, and my injury took that away. I wasn’t part of a team any more, if that makes sense. I wasn’t needed.”

      “It does make sense. And now, where is your place, Max?” She glanced up at him expectantly.

      “I’m still figuring that out, but I have some plans, some ideas.”

      “What about the University of Colorado?” she asked. “I thought they offered you a coaching position.”

      “They did. That’s where I’ve been the last two days, in Boulder.”

      “Oh.”

      “I went and toured the facility, met with the coaches and staff.” How could he explain that the sport he’d loved nearly all his life no longer brought him the feeling it once had. He was looking for something more.

      She raised a brow. “It didn’t fit?”

      He shook his head. “Not in the way it used to.”

      “I kind of felt the same way when I was on my last photo shoot. I mean, I love photography and all, but I don’t know. Maybe Maggie’s right, maybe I am running away.”

      Max leaned forward more. “What are you saying?”

      “What are you saying?”

      He laughed. “I’m saying I want to be a part of this baby’s life. I’d love for that to be here, in Canyon Creek but if it’s not, if it’s not where you see yourself, I’m okay with that. This baby needs me, and more importantly than that, I need the baby. If you don’t want to stay here, I’ll follow you.”

      Devlin fell back onto the pillows, her eyes fluttering closed.

      Max moved closer. “What?”

      “I…I, just don’t know, Max. I mean, I love it here, this house is incredible.”

      “It is a great house.”

      “It feels like home in a lot of ways. I’m just afraid that one day it’s going to feel like a prison.” She almost whispered the words.

      Max understood. She wasn’t one to plant roots. They wanted different things. The only commonality was the baby.

      “Look, Devlin, I’m not trying to force you to do anything, but…”

      She sat up, her eyes narrowed. “But what?”

      He could hear the defensiveness in her voice but he didn’t care. He was trying to make concessions but she obviously wasn’t willing to meet him half way.

      “I’m going to be a part of this baby’s life, whether you want me to or not.”

      “I never said I didn’t want you to be a part of this baby’s life, but you can’t expect me to just change everything. For you.”

      “I just told you I was willing to change for you.”

      Devlin shook her head.

      Max slid off the bed, knowing he needed to leave before he said more hateful words that could push her away. “I’m not asking you to change anything for me, Devlin. It’s for the baby. Our baby.”

      “So, what? Is that an ultimatum?”

      “No,” he shook his head, “it’s a promise.”

      “Of what?”

      “I want joint custody of this child.”

      She sucked in a breath and he could see the pain in her face. “After everything you just said about not trying to change me. You’re forcing me to stay here? Is that it?”

      “I just told you I would follow you if you didn’t want to stay here. I’m making every effort, here, Dev, but work with me.”

      “Yeah and two minutes later you were pressuring me to do what you want. To stay here because that works for you.”

      Max could feel the tension building in his jaw, his neck, hell, everywhere. “Look, I want you. I want this baby, and that’s not going to change, wherever you go. I’m willing to commit to you.”

      “Well, isn’t that nice of you. For how long, Max? It’s not like we were in a relationship before.”

      Max laughed quietly. She was right. They didn’t really know each other. Neither of them knew what they wanted. This was a disaster.

      “You’re right. We don’t have a relationship with each other, not really.”

      “Just in bed, right?” she said sarcastically.

      A sharp pain of regret hit Max square in the chest. Was that all he was to her? His blood pounded through his veins. She was purposely shoving him away.

      “We don’t have to be together, sexually or otherwise,” he said sarcastically, “but we do need to make this work for the baby.”

      “What the hell are you saying, Max?” She moved to stand but stopped and grabbed her ankle.

      “Devlin, stop. You’re going to hurt yourself.”

      Her caramel-colored eyes rolled up to meet his. “I’ve already been hurt.”

      “Dammit Devlin, what are you so afraid of?”

      She stilled. “I’m not afraid of anything.” Her voice cracked with defensiveness.

      Max nodded, understanding. “I’m afraid. I’m afraid of hurting you, of hurting this baby. I’m afraid of making the wrong decision, about everything. But I’m willing to try. For you.”

      She sat silently and Max knew in that moment that she wasn’t going to try. She was too afraid of her past to give them a chance at a future together.

      “Knock, knock.”

      Max turned and saw his mother standing in the doorway, her brows drawn together. She’d heard everything, he knew it, and she would be furious at him for pushing Devlin again.

      “Valerie, can you help me up?” Devlin said. “I’d like to go sit out in the garden.”

      Devlin was dismissing him so easily. His mother had given her an out and she was taking it. There was no chance for them, but he would never give up his baby.

      “Oh, Devlin,” his mother said, skirting around him as if he didn’t exist. “You look awful, sweetheart.”

      Devlin reached out her arms to his mother as if she were a small child herself.

      His mother rushed to her side and wrapped her in her arms. Great. Looked like his own mom was going to be working against him now.

      Part of him was happy his mother was here to help take care of Devlin. She needed that, and he wanted her to have the help. But for a guy who needed to be needed, her decision to cut him out of her life hurt worse than any pain he’d ever endured, on or off the field.
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      Valerie helped position Devlin in the large glider that overlooked the small garden in the back of the house, propping her foot up on a pillow.

      “Is that okay?” she asked.

      Devlin knew Valerie was asking about more than just her foot.

      “For now,” she said.

      “Devlin,” her mother called from the back door.

      “We’re out in the back by the garden, Phyllis,” Valerie hollered.

      Her mother walked toward them, and like a small child, Devlin held up her hands and burst into tears. Her mother rushed to her, sliding in beside her and taking her in her arms. Devlin’s tears came hot and hard.

      “Oh, sweetheart,” her mother rubbed her back, “it’s all right.”

      “I’ll just leave you two,” Valerie said, slipping away.

      “Oh, Mom,” Devlin choked out. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “Are you in pain?”

      “Not physically.”

      Her mother pushed her back and looked at her, wiping the tears from Devlin’s cheeks.

      “Well, I mean physically, yes it still all hurts, but it’s more.”

      “Being pregnant just messes with your hormones so much, doesn’t it?” Her mother gave a weary smile of empathy.

      “Yes,” she nodded. Devlin looked into eyes that were so much like her own. For one of the few times in her life, she saw hope shining back from her mother’s eyes. Leaving her dad had been so good for her mom.

      “I saw Max leaving just before I came in but I didn’t get a chance to introduce myself,” her mother said. “He looked pretty upset. Maybe next time I’ll be able to finally meet the father of my grandbaby.” Her mother’s eyes glimmered with tears. “I can’t believe I’m going to be a grandmother.”

      “I can’t believe I’m going to be a mother.”

      She smoothed back Devlin’s hair. “Not exactly how you planned it, huh?”

      “Not even close.”

      “Your Aunt Karen watches football. She tells me Max is very handsome. I noticed too just before he left.” Her mother winked with a knowing smile.

      “Gross, Mom.”

      “You like him, I can tell.”

      “Of course, I like him. I slept with him.”

      Her mother laughed. “Devlin, we both know that for you, the two don’t always go hand-in-hand.”

      Devlin rolled her eyes. “True.”

      “So, tell me what’s going on with you two.”

      Devlin scooted up on the glider. “You first. You never had a chance to tell me much about what happened with Dad. Spill?”

      Her mom drew in a deep breath and leaned back. “Well, your Aunt Karen called and said she was having shoulder surgery. Neither Robert nor Terri could come in to help her.”

      Devlin nodded. Aunt Karen’s kids were both busy executives at large companies. She could see them saying they couldn’t come help their mom. “What about Uncle Peter?”

      “He’d just left for his six-week stint on the oil rig.”

      “So, she asked you?” Maggie asked.

      “Not really asked but I could hear it in her voice.”

      “So you asked Dad?” Devlin knew her mother always asked her father to do things. There had never been any kind of equal footing in their relationship.

      “No,” she shook her head. “I told him I was going.”

      Devlin sat forward. “Oh, shit. How’d that go over?”

      “What is it you always say? Like a turd in a punch bowl?”

      Devlin laughed but clutched her sides.

      “I’m sorry.” Her mother scooted forward and helped Devlin prop back on the pillows in the glider.

      “So what happened?” she asked.

      “Well,” her mother paused. “He fussed and hollered but I stood my ground. Eventually, he said if I walked out that door, I shouldn’t come back. Then it hit me in that moment.”

      “What did?”

      “That’s exactly what I needed to do,” she said.

      “What?”

      “Walk through the door and never go back. I think it was fate.”

      Devlin cocked her head. “How so?”

      “Maybe God knew I needed to be here for you, so He was giving me a little backbone to stand up to your father. Anyway,” she waved her off, “I packed up and left.”

      “When he went to work?”

      “Nope. I wasn’t going to slink off. I’d had enough. I packed up while he was staring down at me in the bedroom. I bullied past him like he always used to do to me and you.”

      Devlin couldn’t help but smile.

      Her mother’s gaze traveled around the lawn in front of them as if searching for the right words. “I can’t explain it, Devlin. I’d just…I’d had enough. I thought about you, how brave you are, how much you needed me when you were young and how much I hadn’t been there.”

      “Mom, you were always there for me.”

      She shook her head. “No, I wasn’t. I didn’t protect you from your father. I know you left to escape him. I should have left, too. A lot sooner. But I’m here now.”

      “Have you heard from him?”

      “Oh, yes. You know Gunnery Sergeant Darby doesn’t tolerate insubordination.”

      Devlin grinned. “True. Have you called him back?”

      Her mother shook her head. “Nope. He’s not my commanding officer. Not anymore.” She smiled and Devlin saw the determination in her eyes. “I have a daughter and a granddaughter who need me now.”

      “We don’t know what the baby is yet.”

      “She could be a girl. I’m going to call her girl until I’m told otherwise, so get used to it.”

      “So you’re really not going home?”

      “Not yet.” Her mother stroked Devlin’s arm. “Valerie said I could stay here for a while, with you.”

      Devlin’s gaze fell and she picked at the yoga pants she was wearing. “I don’t know if I’m staying or not.”

      “Well, of course you’re staying, silly,” her mother said as if it were the easiest thing in the world.

      “Mom, I’m serious. Max is giving me ultimatums and saying he’s not going to control my life, but then he is.”

      “Has it ever occurred to you that he’s just as scared of this as you are, Devlin? Scared of you hurting him?”

      Devlin thought about her mother’s words. She hadn’t. Max had always seemed so strong, so sure of himself. She loved her cocky Max. She’d never want to change him.

      “What exactly did Max say that has you so upset?”

      Devlin sat in silence trying to recall their conversation.

      “Did he say you have to stay here?”

      Devlin shook her head, remembering the hundreds of times her mother had wanted to do things, go places, but her father had forbidden her.

      “Did he say you have to give up your profession?”

      “No,” Devlin said quietly. “He actually said the opposite.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He said…” Devlin swallowed, finally understanding just what Max was willing to give up. For her. He was willing to let go of the things most precious to him—his family, and his own dreams of staying in Canyon Creek. “He said he’d give up everything just to be with me. To be with the baby.”

      “Do you love him?”

      Devlin swallowed. Did she? “I barely know him, Mom.”

      “Well, maybe that’s where you start?”

      Devlin looked up at her mom. “What do you mean?”

      “Your father whisked me off my feet when I was nineteen. I felt like I was Debra Winger in ‘An Officer and a Gentleman.’”

      “Who?”

      “Never mind.” Her mother waved her off. “The point is, I didn’t take the time to get to know your father. I just said ‘yes’ when he asked me. He was a big tough Marine and I was a love-struck girl, high on romance novels. I thought I was in love. I thought he’d carry me off for a life filled with romance and adventure.”

      “But he didn’t.” It wasn’t a question.

      “No, he didn’t. I’ve always regretted not getting to know your father before I said ‘yes’. Maybe I would have seen the signs of his controlling personality.’” Her mother’s gaze met hers, love shining deep inside her. “But one thing I never regretted was having you. I’d do it all again, put up with everything he did to me just to have you. The only thing I would change would be in staying with him for so long. Putting you through all of his abuse.”

      Devlin’s chin quivered as she bit back tears. She was so tired of crying, but her mother’s words warmed her like a blanket. Devlin understood the unconditional love a mother had for her child. She already felt it for her unborn baby. She’d just never believed her mom felt that for her. She always saw her mom as choosing her husband over her daughter.

      But maybe her mom had needed to get to the point where she could love herself enough to allow herself to be strong for Devlin.

      And maybe Devlin needed to do that for her own child. Maybe she needed to heal, to get past the way her dad had crippled her, so that she could make the right decisions for herself and her child instead of always just being on the defensive.

      “Get to know him,” her mother said. “Find out what Max is really like. I think you’ll be surprised. It’s okay to need him. He’s not like your father, Devlin.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Call it mother’s intuition.” She winked. “I’ve developed better instincts over the years. You spend thirty years with a man like your father and you come to recognize him in others pretty quickly.”

      Devlin shook her head. “But you haven’t met Max, in person.”

      “I didn’t have to. I talked to his mother. Valerie is the one who picked me up from the airport. We talked all the way from Denver to Canyon Creek.”

      “And?” Devlin raised her brows in question.

      “Give him some time, Devlin. He’s just as worried as you are. Let him prove that he’s not going to try to change you. Prove that you’re not going to try to change him. But you have to remember something.”

      “What?”

      “Love isn’t about changing someone. It’s about being changed, because of their love.” She brushed a piece of hair from Devlin’s face and tucked it behind her ear. “Your father didn’t give me that kind of love but it doesn’t mean every man is like that.”

      Warm tears trailed down her face. “And what about for you, Mom?”

      She smiled. “Maybe. Who knows, maybe your father can change. I’m not going to wait around and find out, though. He’s kept me away from you for far too long. I’ve kept myself away. I’m here for you now, wherever your life leads you and the baby.”

      “That’s what Max said.” Devlin said on a sob.

      “He said he’s going to be there for you?”

      “And the baby, wherever that is,” Devlin said.

      “Well, that’s a good place to start.”

      Devlin had to agree. Max and she needed to start over. An idea popped into her mind, but she’d need some help. She was surprised to find that this time she wasn’t afraid to ask for it.
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      Max stood in his mother’s kitchen, staring at her as she peered into the oven. He’d smelled the lasagna baking from upstairs, the mouthwatering aroma drawing him down to the kitchen.

      She stood up straight and smoothed her dress. “You sure you don’t want to come? Karaoke is at the lodge tonight,” she said. “You could come after you eat.”

      Karaoke, Max thought. The lodge and the resort alternated hosting it each week as part of their effort to increase their revenue. He’d met Devlin on Karaoke night at the resort. He shook his head to rid the memories.

      “I’m sure,” he said. “How much longer on the lasagna?”

      She smiled knowingly. “About five minutes. Just make sure it sits for at least ten to twenty minutes after it comes out to soak up the juices.”

      “Sure.” Yeah, like that was going to happen. Max was starving.

      “Is everything all right, sweetie?” she asked.

      “I’m good,” he said. “Just tired. I’m going to eat and probably call it an early night.”

      “Aaron!” his mother shouted. “You coming?”

      Max had completely forgotten that his brother Aaron was still in town.

      “Man, what smells so good?” Aaron asked behind him. “You didn’t tell me you were making lasagna.”

      “It’s not for you,” his mother said. “We’re eating out tonight.”

      “Why can’t I have lasagna?” Aaron’s eyes darted from their mother to Max.

      “What are you still doing here?” Max asked. “I thought you were flying back this morning with Grant.”

      “Doc Olson wants to meet with me.” Aaron shrugged. “I had a few more days leave from the hospital, so I stayed.”

      “You didn’t tell me you were meeting with Doc Olson.” Their mother looked at Aaron.

      “You were kind of busy with wedding stuff, Ma.”

      “What does Doc Olson want?” Max asked.

      “Don’t know.” Aaron shrugged.

      Max could tell by the way his brother wouldn’t meet their gaze that he was lying, but Max wouldn’t pry.

      “Kayleigh Montgomery is going to be at Karaoke tonight, Aaron, and I want you to be nice to her.”

      “I have been nice, Ma,” he almost whined.

      “Dude, you called her a pet doctor.” Max laughed.

      “What? She is a pet doctor. I still don’t understand what’s so offensive about that. People call me a heart doctor.”

      “Well, you should apologize.” His mother smiled and Max recognized that look.

      “You better get the hell out of Canyon Creek while you still can,” Max said. “I think Ma’s got her matchmaker hat on again.”

      Aaron rolled his eyes. “Not a chance, Ma. I love you but my career is in Chicago. You know that.”

      “I know,” his mother sighed, “but you can’t blame a mom for trying.” She checked the lasagna again, then turned back to them. “Max, are you still working on your special project with Shawn?” His mother said, switching topics. She was a master at changing the subject.

      “How the hell did you find out about that?” Max had wanted to keep the project a secret until he was done but apparently Shawn and Emmett were unable to keep their big mouths shut. Shawn was a quiet guy, so his bet was that Emmett had spilled the beans.

      “I’m your mother.” She laughed, tapping her temple. “I know everything.”

      “I really need to find my own place,” Max muttered.

      “Does that mean you’re staying?” His mother’s brows rose as she smiled.

      He shrugged. “It was a figure of speech.”

      “Hmm,” his mother said, moving quickly around the kitchen.

      Max’s gut tightened. She was up to something, he just didn’t know what. And he probably didn’t want to.

      “You going to Karaoke tonight?” Aaron asked.

      “Nah, I’m going to stay home and take it easy tonight.” His knees were giving him trouble, and his heart wasn’t in much better shape. The last thing he wanted to do was be social.

      “How’s Devlin doing?” his mother asked.

      He looked at his mother suspiciously. “What brought that question on?”

      She remained silent.

      “I haven’t seen her since I got back from Denver,” he said. “Her mom took her to the doctor. She said she’s still in a lot of pain. Mostly from her ribs, I think.”

      “Why haven’t you seen her?” his mother asked.

      “She doesn’t want to see me, Ma. Leave it alone.”

      Aaron laughed.

      “Okay, okay.” She waved her hand in defeat. Max noted she had conceded way too easily. Valerie Sumner didn’t do that. Ever. “Broken ribs can take a while to heal,” she said, slipping on a bracelet and reaching for a pair of earrings she’d left on the counter.

      “How do you know? And what are you getting all dressed up for?”

      “I know because I cracked a rib one time while we were building the bed and breakfast. And I like to look nice. Is that so wrong?”

      Aaron walked to the fridge and grabbed a bottle of water, tossing it to Max before getting one for himself. “How’d you manage to break a rib, Ma?”

      “You two aren’t the only ones who can swing a hammer.” She smirked.

      Max glanced at his brother. “Apparently I’m the only one who can without hurting himself.”

      She laughed. His mother’s laugh felt like home. Suddenly, visions of Devlin flashed in his mind.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Nothing.” He shook his head.

      His mother leaned a hip on the counter. “So, Devlin really likes the B and B doesn’t she?”

      “Yeah. She said it’s the first place that’s felt like home to her in a long time.”

      “Yes, her mother was telling me a little about that on the way here from Denver. That reminds me.” His mother went to the desk drawer in the corner of the huge living room.

      “What did her mother tell you?”

      “That Devlin really hasn’t found her place in this world yet, but that she really liked Colorado.”

      “Neither have I,” Max said under his breath. Although, thanks to Warner Noble, of all people, he had a feeling he just might figure it out.

      “Here.” His mother slid an envelope across the bar.

      Max reached out and took it, turning it around to open it.

      “No, don’t open it yet.”

      “Why?” he asked, brows up. “What’s going on?”

      “Just, open it later, after I’m gone.”

      Max studied his mother then looked at Aaron. She was definitely up to something.

      “So what did you find out when you were in Boulder at the university?” His mother asked, trying for casual, but not really achieving it.

      Max slipped the envelope in his back pocket and sat down on one of the stools. “I found out I don’t want to coach. Too many hours, too many long drives and flights to away games. It’s not what I want, especially with the baby on the way.”

      “I still can’t picture you as a dad,” Aaron said.

      “Me neither.” Max had no idea how he would handle it, but he would. Of that much, he was sure.

      He didn’t mention that the University of Colorado had also offered him a consulting job. They wanted him to analyze game film and offer suggestions on play and strategy. They’d even offered him the opportunity to do it from home, wherever that was, but Max wasn’t sure if he wanted that life any more. He wasn’t sure of anything anymore.

      No, that was wrong. He was sure of one thing. He wanted Devlin, and the baby, even if she didn’t feel the same way.

      “What about their rehab facility?” his mother asked. “Didn’t you want to look at that as well?”

      “Yeah, U of C has one of the best in the nation. I think we could learn a lot from them, if Warner is serious about opening up a camp and rehab place here.”

      “With your college degree and clout in the NFL, and Warner’s land and business background, I’m sure you two could build a state-of-the-art training and rehab facility here in Canyon Creek,” she said. “And it would be a real boost to the economy. If that’s what you want.” His mother turned to Aaron. “And your brother could consult for you. He’s a doctor.”

      “Ma,” Aaron warned. “I’m a cardiologist. Big difference.”

      His mother swatted the air and turned her back, effectively dismissing his objection.

      Max didn’t say anything.

      Warner had approached Max several weeks ago, before Max had found out Devlin was pregnant, about opening up some kind of athletic facility in Canyon Creek. Warner had played college football, as well. Once Warner discovered Max had a degree in biomedical engineering, the conversation had quickly turned to rehabilitation as well as training.

      Oddly enough, Max had found himself sharing his story of addiction to painkillers with Warner. He’d told him about the rehab and how he’d turned to alternative medicines for help. Warner believed that with Max’s degree and Colorado’s commitment to alternative medicines, they could create a place where people could come for all kinds of healing.

      Max had stayed in Denver for two days after dropping his brothers off at the airport, touring two rehab facilities. He knew Devlin needed distance after the accident, so he’d used the time to gather more information about whether opening a place here in Canyon Creek was even an option.

      Warner and Max’s plans were still in the infancy stages but Max had quickly realized that opening a sports rehab facility was a possibility. He’d also realized it was a possibility that he liked. But he would give it all up in a heartbeat if Devlin didn’t want to stay here. Warner knew that and said he would support Max’s decision either way.

      The doorbell rang at the same time that the timer for the oven went off.

      “Can you get that, Maxwell? It’s probably Aunt Sally and Warner,” his mother said as she opened the oven to remove the lasagna.

      Maxwell? He hadn’t even cursed. Yeah, she was definitely up to something.

      “Why would Aunt Sally ring the doorbell?” Aaron asked.

      “Come in,” Max shouted.

      “Maxwell!” his mother scolded. “If I wanted you to yell, I wouldn’t have asked you to open the door.”

      Again with the Maxwell. “Calm down, Ma.”

      “Go get the door,” she growled through gritted teeth.

      Aaron moved toward the entry.

      “No! Not you, Aaron. Max, you go.”

      Max shot a look at his brother as he slid off his stool.

      Aaron shrugged and shook his head as Max walked cautiously toward the entryway. He pulled the door open and his mouth fell in surprise as he stared down at the person in front of him.

      “Hi,” Devlin said, a bottle of wine in her hand.

      Max’s gaze traveled down her body and noticed one leg cased in a walking boot.

      “Did you drive here?” he asked. Where the hell had that come from?

      “No,” she nodded behind her. “Your Aunt Sally and Warner gave me a ride.”

      “Oh, hello Devlin,” his mother said, scooting around him. “What a lovely surprise.”

      Max rolled his eyes. This was no surprise.

      “Good night, darling.” She kissed Max on the cheek, then Devlin. “Aaron, come on. Aunt Sally’s here.”

      Aaron pushed past them, squeezing Max’s shoulder in sympathy. “Sorry dude, I had no clue,” he said quietly.

      “You kids have a lovely time. There’s lasagna fresh out of the oven, Devlin, and a salad in the fridge. Aaron and I will probably spend the night at Aunt Sally’s tonight.”

      “Wait, what?” Aaron said.

      His mother grabbed his arm and in an unusual display of strength, dragged his brother across the yard toward the car.

      “Have fun kids!” Aunt Sally yelled from the passenger’s window. “I would say not too much fun, but that ship has sailed!”

      Max leaned down and saw Warner in the front seat, an amused look on his face as he shook his head, as if to say “I’m sorry, I can’t control her.”

      His mother shoved Aaron into the car like a policeman with a prisoner, then shot around the back and jumped inside before Max could question her. Max stared in disbelief. His mother was all kinds of messed up.

      Max turned his gaze to Devlin. She wore jeans with a loose top. Her long, dark hair hung over her shoulders. She was beautiful and didn’t look pregnant at all.

      “Hi,” she said again, sticking out her hand. “I’m Devlin Darby.”

      “Is that wine? You’re not supposed to drink wine.”

      “You must be Max,” she said, completely ignoring his question. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “What’s going on, Devlin?”

      “Well,” she said, her voice wavering. “It occurred to me that you don’t really know me, and I don’t really know you. Not in the ways that matter. I thought, maybe we could start over. From the beginning. Like a couple is supposed to. This is sparkling water by the way, not wine.”

      They stood, staring at each other, bathed in the light of the front porch.

      “I’m Devlin,” she repeated, sticking her hand further out.

      Max studied her face, her honey-colored eyes holding his as a spark of something more than desire flickered between them.

      He smiled and took her hand in his, the spark of arousal that was always there hitting him hard. There was something else that struck him even harder, though. The way she was holding her ground against him, sticking up for what she wanted. Making sure they didn’t rush into something she wasn’t ready for.

      He liked that. A lot.

      He also liked the idea of getting to know her better, outside the bedroom. It wasn’t something he’d ever desired in another woman before. There was a buzz in the air around them, a churning pulse of excitement, knowing something amazing was coming. Something that was going to change his life forever. Something that had the power to transform him. Transform them both.

      He squeezed her hand lightly. “It’s nice to meet you, Devlin. I’m Max Sumner.”
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      “Come in,” Max said with his deep voice that always hit Devlin in spots better left alone for the time being. They needed to get to know each other on a deeper level this time around. A level that had nothing to do with the crazed sexual chemistry that arced between them.

      He took the bottle of sparkling water from her hand as she walked through the door of his mother’s house, more scared than she’d ever been in her life.

      She’d hunted down wild animals in Africa to capture the perfect picture, clung to small dinghies on huge ocean waves to get the perfect angle for a photo, and put in exhausting hours to earn her stripes in her chosen field. But this kind of fear, being near to Max Sumner and opening herself up completely, felt wholly different.

      Making herself vulnerable to a man was the scariest thing she’d ever done. And there was no doubt about it, her heart was defenseless when it came to this man.

      “Are you hungry?” Max asked, setting the bottle on the counter.

      As if on cue, her stomach rumbled. “Actually, I’m starving.”

      He laughed. “Your stomach sounds like me after a game. I’m a football player, by the way.”

      Devlin smiled. She liked this getting-to-you-know time. “Yes, I think I’d heard something about that.”

      Max took her arm and led her into the kitchen. “How’s your ankle?”

      “It’s good. The doctor said it’s a clean break.” It still hurt like hell sometimes but she wasn’t going to mention that.

      The smell of fresh baked lasagna accosted her as she stepped further into the house. She feared she might be nauseous given her recent history with strong aromas, but her mouth watered and her stomach grumbled louder. Apparently, she was over the stage where food was going to be a problem.

      “Oh look, my innocent mother left us bread, with directions.” Max rolled his eyes but there was humor in them.

      “Bread sounds good too.” She watched as Max made his way around the kitchen. He was comfortable here, in his childhood home.

      “Have a seat.” He motioned toward the kitchen bar. “Or do you need to put your foot up?”

      “It’s fine, for now. I should probably put it up after we eat, though.” Her pain had decreased marginally since taking pain reliever earlier. But more so because she’d been too nervous about seeing Max again to concentrate on the pain.

      “Why don’t we go to the living room,” he said. “I can make a spot for you on the couch and prop up your leg.”

      “I’ll be okay here for a bit.”

      “You’ll tell me if it hurts too much?”

      She smiled and nodded. “Yeah, I’ll tell you.”

      Max grinned and something deep in Devlin’s belly caught fire. And it wasn’t the baby. How could he have such a visceral effect on her?

      “So, Devlin,” Max said, cutting into the lasagna with a large spoon, “what brings you to Canyon Creek?”

      She twisted a napkin, shredding it to pieces. Her original plan of getting to know him better had sounded better in theory than it did right now. Why was she so nervous? Probably because she’d never been on a real date, if she were honest. The men she met were superficial.

      “Devlin?” Max prompted.

      “Oh, uh, sorry. My best friend got married.”

      “Maggie Lawrence?” he asked, turning and sliding a plate filled with lasagna on the counter in front of her.

      Devlin looked down at the plate. Steam rose from the messy goo of noodles and cheese. “Yes.” Her gaze lifted and her eyes caught Max’s.

      “Devlin,” he tried again.

      She shook her head. “Sorry. What did you ask?”

      He smirked, and that devilish grin that had won the hearts of woman everywhere, including hers, spread across his face. “I asked if you would like some salad.”

      “Sure.”

      Max turned and rummaged through the refrigerator. “So how long are you planning to stay in Canyon Creek?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said softly. “For a while. Maybe. It depends.”

      He straightened, holding the refrigerator door, but didn’t turn around. She could tell by the stillness in his body that he was holding himself rigid, as though the answer mattered a great deal to him.

      “Depends on what?” he asked, finally turning, the bowl of salad in his hand.

      “Well,” she stammered. How could she say this? Admit that she needed him? “I guess, the thing you should know from the start is that…I’m pregnant.”

      He set down the salad and looked at her with a look of mock horror. “He’s a lucky guy.”

      Devlin cocked her head, genuinely confused. “Who?”

      “Your baby daddy.”

      Devlin laughed. “I’m not so sure he would agree with you.”

      Max’s face lost all playfulness and his eyes turned somber. “He would agree with me. He would one hundred percent agree with me, Devlin.”

      She swallowed down the rock of nerves threatening to choke her. “I’ve been kind of mean to him recently. Told him things that weren’t exactly true.”

      He spooned out salad on her plate. “Like what?”

      “Honest answer?”

      “Always.”

      Devlin couldn’t stand the space between them. She wanted to touch him, to feel his warm skin under her fingertips. But that’s what had gotten her here in the first place. She’d replaced emotional intimacy with physical too many times in her life. It had never been important to avoid the two. Until now.

      “You should also know I’m an independent person,” she said.

      Max stepped back and leaned on the counter opposite her, crossing his arms over his broad chest. “Okay. And you should know I’m all right with that. I don’t like mousey women.” He paused and she could see there was more.

      “And?” she asked.

      “But a man also wants to be needed sometimes.”

      “So does a woman.”

      They held each other’s gazes for a long moment, Devlin willing her words to break free. She needed to find a way to say what needed to be said.

      “I need you, Max.”

      His face remained passive. She deserved that.

      He didn’t trust her. She’d given him no reason to.

      “I grew up with a very dominating father who controlled everything,” she said, knowing he already knew this. “When I grew up, I vowed never to be controlled by a man. Ever.”

      Max remained motionless.

      “I’ve only just recently realized there’s a difference between control and need. It’s going to take me some time to really incorporate that lesson into my life.”

      “I don’t want to control you, Devlin.”

      She nodded. “I know. I know you would never do that. I was just scared. I am scared.”

      He pushed off the counter and walked around the bar toward her until he was standing just in front of her stool. “You think I’m not scared?”

      She shrugged.

      “I’m really scared, Devlin.”

      “Of what?” she whispered.

      “Of fucking up this baby. Of making the wrong choices. Of hurting you, losing you.”

      “What do you want to do, Max?”

      He shook his head, his eyes wandering past her to a spot over her shoulder, as though the answers might be written on the wall for him.

      Oh, shit, had she pushed him too far?

      “What if we took it one day at a time,” Devlin said. “Build up our trust, figure out what we want, from each other and from life. Do it together.”

      Max’s eyes came back to meet hers and she tried to bite back her desire. They needed to focus on their relationship. But she couldn’t stand not touching him. She reached out a hand and placed it on his broad chest.

      “You’ve changed me, Max. I never dreamed of starting a life, having a family. But with you…”

      He stepped forward.

      Her hand fell away but he caught it.

      “But with me, what?” he asked quietly.

      The timer for the bread rang through the room. “Great,” Max growled, releasing her hand and making his way into the kitchen. He opened the oven door and the delicious smell of fresh baked bread and butter enveloped her in the kind of cozy comfort that only that kind of food could bring.

      Devlin was thankful for the temporary distance from Max as he slid the bread to a cooling rack. She was falling into the sexual vortex of Max Sumner. Their conversation had gotten heavy, and she was so afraid he’d tell her he couldn’t do this with her. That she was too damned screwed up for this to go forward.

      “I haven’t seen you in a few days,” she said.

      “I’ve got some things I’m working on.”

      She could tell he was holding back, but it was her own fault. Why would he share everything with her when she’d taken so long to let him in? “I hope everything is okay.”

      “It’s good. Or at least, I think it will be.” He sliced the bread, putting two pieces on her plate. “Eat,” he encouraged.

      Unable to speak, she slipped a bite of lasagna in her mouth. “God, this is so good,” she moaned around a mouthful.

      Max slid into the chair beside her and began to eat. “My mom makes the best lasagna.”

      “Maybe she can teach me how. I’m a horrible cook.”

      He gazed down at her with a questioning stare. “How long are you staying in town?”

      “I’m not sure. For a while, I hope. I have some things to work out with my baby daddy.”

      “So, is your baby daddy going to be a part of your life?” He shoved in another bite of food and she got the sense he was as glad for the distraction of the meal as she was.

      Devlin glanced up at him, skimming her gaze over his strong jaw and the way his eyelashes fanned out, framing gorgeous eyes. “Yes,” she whispered. “Or at least, I hope he is. If he’s willing to be patient with me while I figure stuff out.”

      Max remained quiet.

      “I realized something while you were gone.”

      “What’s that?” He was still focused on his plate, but he’d stopped eating.

      “I’d miss you if you weren’t in my life, Max.”

      “I was only gone a few days.”

      She didn’t answer. Those few days had told her a lot about what Max meant to her.

      “So, absence really does make the heart grow fonder?” He quirked a teasing brow.

      “I don’t know about that. But for me, it made me realize how important you are to me.”

      He sat still.

      “I don’t want to change you either, Max.”

      “You’re not changing me,” he said.

      “If you leave your life for me and the baby, leave Canyon Creek, I’d be changing you.”

      “It would be my choice, Devlin. You’re not asking me to leave. I’d choose to leave to be with you and the baby. You’re more important to me than this.”

      Warm tears broke past her lashes and rolled down her face. “I’m scared, Max. I, I want to stay here. I…” she stuttered but Max made no move to comfort her. She straightened, knowing what she had to tell him, what was in her heart. “This place feels like home to me.”

      “It does to me, too, Devlin. I’m not asking for forever.”

      “I love you.” She blurted out.

      And there it was. The three words that had been pressing at her, trying to break free. The three words she’d never said to any man before, because she’d never felt it, never allowed a man close enough to see how scared she was.

      Max sat motionless. His eyes darted between hers, his face expressionless.

      Seconds felt like hours, but she sat stoically.

      “How do you know that?” he asked. “You barely know me.”

      “I know the most important things about you.”

      “Like what?” His eyes were glued to hers.

      “That you care enough about me and the baby to change your life just to be a part of ours.”

      He nodded.

      “That you care enough about me to let me go if that’s what I want.”

      He sat quietly.

      “That you’re not my father. You want me to be happy and you’ll do what it takes to give me that.”

      “I would, Devlin.”

      “That you love your family and would do anything they need to help them.”

      “Yes.”

      “And now, I’m part of your family. It might not have been on purpose. We might not have chosen each other.”

      “Who says I didn’t choose you,” he smiled.

      Before she could answer, Max leaned toward her, his lips just inches away from hers.

      “Wait.” She pressed her hand to his chest. She felt more than heard his growl. “We started off with a physical relationship.”

      “Yes.”

      “I think maybe we should put the physical on hold, for a while, until we really get to know each another, emotionally.”

      Max’s brows knit together and he sat back on the chair, silent for a moment. “Yeah,” he finally said, “you’re probably right.”

      “Wait? What did you say?” She’d never dreamed he’d go along with her idea. Sure, Devlin had thought it a good idea to put off their physical relationship for a while, but sitting here so close to Max, smelling his intoxicating scent, touching his muscled body, she knew she couldn’t wait.

      “I said, you’re right,” he answered. “We should probably wait on being physical until we know each other better.”

      Devlin slumped back with a disappointed sigh.

      “You thought I was going to argue?” He smiled, shoving a piece of lasagna in his mouth as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

      Lust was coursing through her veins like hot lava, pooling between her legs. She could feel her body pulsing with need. These damned pregnancy hormones were killing her. They hadn’t slept together in almost two weeks.

      “Devlin?” He cocked a brow.

      “I guess, I just thought, maybe you would argue with me.”

      “Arguing with you is like standing in quick sand. It’s best just to agree and stay still.”

      She swatted at him. “But you always argue back. That’s one of the things I love about you. You’re not intimated by me.”

      He caught her hand in mid-motion. “Maybe this argument is too important to me. I don’t want to lose you.” He brought her palm to his lips and pressed a soft kiss against her skin.

      Good, Lord, she nearly came in the middle of his mother’s kitchen just from his touch.

      “Max,” she moaned.

      “This was your idea, Devlin.” He kissed each fingertip then gently set her hand back into her lap.

      “Uggh,” she growled.

      “Eat,” he motioned toward the plate. “My baby is hungry.”

      “He’s not the only one,” she said under her breath.

      Max laughed but made no move for her.

      They sat in comfortable silence, finishing their meal. Every few moments Devlin would cut her eyes to glance at Max. His profile was perfection.

      “You done?” he asked, reaching for her now empty plate.

      “I can’t believe I ate all of that.”

      He rounded the kitchen island and set both dishes in the sink. “Well, you are carrying my child, and I do tend to eat a lot.”

      “Here,” she said, slipping off the stool. “I’ll help clean.”

      He covered the lasagna dish and placed the leftovers in the refrigerator. They felt like a couple, domestic and partnered. And she loved it. In that moment she knew Max would always be there for her, helping her, supporting her, never controlling her.

      She scrubbed the last plate and turned off the water, grabbing a dish towel and drying her hands. “What’s for dessert?” she asked.

      Max came up behind her, slipping his arms around her soon-to-be-expanding waist, his lips nuzzling the soft skin next to her ear. “You,” he whispered.

      Devlin’s heart raced with desire as his hot breath fanned against her neck. It was foolish to think she and Max wouldn’t connect on a physical level. The chemistry between them was why they’d come together that first night.

      “Are you sure?” she asked, tilting her neck to give him better access. “Two minutes ago, you were pushing the abstinence route.”

      He pressed a soft kiss against her skin. “It’s up to you. It was your idea to get to know each other better before becoming physical. If that’s what you want, I’ll support you in it.”

      Devlin twirled in his arms and stared up into his hazel eyes now darkened with desire. “We could do both, couldn’t we?”

      “You mean talk while I make love to you?”

      “Make love?” She whispered.

      “That’s what it’s called, if you love me, right?”

      Devlin’s eyes went wide. She didn’t dare dream that he loved her.

      Max lifted her into his arms and walked them toward the stairs.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To talk,” he said, making his way up the stairs then down the hall and into his bedroom. “We’ve really got to find a place of our own. I don’t feel comfortable making love to you in my mother’s house.”

      He’d said it again. Making love.

      “What did you just say?” she asked

      “Do you have something against the words ‘making love?’” He lowered her to his bed and sank down on top of her.

      “That’s not what I was talking about.”

      Max slid his hands under her blouse, pushing up the material of her bra until his thumbs brushed over her bared nipples.

      His lips trailed the same pattern as his fingers. “What were you talking about?” he asked between kisses.

      “What, what you just said…about living together…” she stuttered, her eyes fluttering closed as her body nearly exploded from that one touch.

      “God, your body is so responsive to me.”

      And only you, she wanted to say. “Max?”

      “What? We’re talking.”

      Devlin remained quiet, needing him to hear her.

      Max pushed up and looked down at her. “What?”

      She held his gaze for several heartbeats but shook her head. She didn’t have the right to ask.

      “I love you, Devlin Darby.”

      Her mouth spread wide and tears pooled in her eyes.

      “Now is that enough talk for one night?”

      She nodded, needing him more than she ever thought possible.
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      Max slid Devlin’s shirt over her head and tossed it to the side, along with her bra. He looked down at her plump breasts. They seemed like they were growing bigger nearly every day.

      He lowered his head, taking one puckered nipple in his mouth as his hand slid down to the waist of her jeans. He slowly pulled away and glanced down. Her pants were already unfastened.

      “Someone’s anxious.” He laughed.

      “I swear I’m not showing yet, but they feel tight when I have them buttoned.”

      Max glanced down at Devlin who was wearing something akin to a scowl. “Are you growing out of your clothes?”

      “No!” She shot back an indignant glare.

      Max carefully undid her brace and set it aside. “Ankle okay?” he asked.

      “Yes.” She smiled. God, that smile. He felt himself go hard. “But the rest of me’s not.” She practically purred.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I need you.”

      And now his dick was stone. Max wiggled the jeans down her hips and tugged them off.

      She laughed. “Apparently I need new jeans too.”

      “I’ll buy you knew ones. Maybe a T-shirt that says ‘I’ve got his bun in my oven,’ and it will have finger pointing to me.”

      “Gee, thanks.” She snorted. “My mom will love that.”

      Max sat upright on his bed and looked to Devlin’s stomach. The thought she was carrying his child was slaying him.

      He hovered over her stomach.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, running her hand through his hair.

      “I want to talk to my baby.”

      She laughed. “Um, okay. But just for the record, your baby momma is kind of…” she rubbed her legs together.

      Max leaned over and kissed her stomach. “Hello baby, this is your daddy. You’ve probably heard me before, but forget that. I’m an idiot and said some mean things to your mommy.”

      Devlin laughed. “Mommy did some stupid stuff too, baby.”

      “Just to let you know, Mommy and I will probably say and do more stupid stuff over the next forty to fifty years of your life.”

      “Or longer,” Devlin added.

      “Or longer,” Max agreed. “But anyway, I just wanted to let you know that no matter what you hear us say or do, no matter how much we argue or disagree over the next forty years, we both love you very much.” Max rubbed his hand over Devlin’s abdomen as if he could feel the baby. His gaze lifted and his eyes found hers, staring back at him. “And we love each other too.”

      She smiled, that expression that both stopped his heart and made it beat faster at the same time. “Are you done with story time yet?” She quirked a brow.

      Max stood but bent down and kissed her stomach one last time. “I also want to say I’m sorry for the sounds you’re about to hear Mommy make. Trust me, I’m not hurting her.” Max drew his shirt over his head and unbuttoned his jeans. “You might hear her say stuff like, ‘please, stop,’ and ‘oh, God,’ but I promise, she’s fine.”

      Devlin laughed, the sound echoing through the room. There was no sweeter sound. Her laughter made Max believe anything was possible, for both of them. That no matter what, he was right where he belonged.

      He slid his pants down, standing before her in his boxer briefs. He studied this beautiful creature now spread out across his bed, life growing inside her. Life that he’d created.

      “Do you know how many times I’ve fantasized about this?” Max slipped his underwear off and slipped onto the bed, pushing Devlin’s legs apart.

      “Fantasized about what?”

      “Having a hot, naked chick in my bed.”

      “Well, technically I’m not naked.”

      “Yet,” Max said,

      “And I’m knocked up so that should be kind of a nightmare, not a fantasy.” She giggled.

      Max slid his fingers inside her panties and dragged them down her legs, his eyes searching hers.

      She looked so vulnerable in that moment.

      “We don’t have to have it all figured out, Devlin.”

      She nodded. “I know.”

      His lips brushed against hers and just as always, the connection sparked a fire that soon spread out of control. “Anything you want, just ask.”

      “I want you,” she whispered against his lips, winding her fingers in his hair. “I need you, Max.”

      He deepened the kiss as his hips settled between her thighs.

      Devlin pulled away, glancing up at him. He was hard as stone and feared his worst teenage nightmare might come true if he wasn’t moving inside her soon.

      “I don’t mean, I need you, as in sexually,” she said.

      Max cocked a brow.

      “I mean, I do need you that way.” As if to prove the point she raised her hips. “But I also need you as in, I don’t want to do this alone. Not anymore.”

      “It’s nice to be needed,” Max said, dropping kisses along her neck.

      Her legs spread wide and he clasped their hands, threading their fingers together as he slowly entered her. She arched toward him, her small sound of pleasure making him even harder.

      He pulled back and looked down at her. Her eyes were closed, her mouth slightly open. “And for what it’s worth,” he paused.

      Her caramel-colored eyes fluttered open and she lay utterly still. “Yes?”

      “I need you too.”

      She smiled, and his hips moved of their own accord, their bodies rocking to a rhythm only they could hear.

      They wouldn’t be a conventional couple by any means but it didn’t mean their commitment wouldn’t be as deep. For each other, and their baby.
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      “This is a really small bed,” Devlin said, rubbing her finger along Max’s chest as they lay in his room. It was only a full-sized bed, so her point was a valid one.

      The early morning light was trickling in through his window. “Didn’t seem to stop you from getting creative.” He twirled a piece of her dark hair around his finger, remembering their evening. They’d had sex before, many times, but this was different. It really was making love, and it had overwhelmed Max.

      She rolled to her side, propping herself on one elbow to stare down at him. “I didn’t hear you complain.”

      He laughed. “You’ll never hear me complain. About sex with you.”

      Devlin’s stomach rumbled.

      “Up, wench.” He slapped her ass. “My baby needs food.”

      “I can’t believe how hungry I am all the time.”

      He rolled and stood up from the bed, bending over to pick up his jeans. “I’ll go make us something to eat.”

      “I’d rather you stand right there for the rest of the day.”

      Max turned and watched with amusement as Devlin surveyed his body from head to toe. “Like what you see?”

      “Yes.” She hummed.

      “Want more?” His grin was meant to tell her how he felt about the proposition.

      “Won’t your mom be home soon?” she asked.

      And just like that, his stiffy was gone. “Probably.” He really did need to find a place of his own.

      “I need to get up too, then.” She rose from the bed and searched the room for her clothes, picking up Max’s shirt instead and pulling it over her head. “My mom is probably wondering where I am.”

      Max laughed, picking up her jeans. “We sound like teenagers, sneaking around.”

      “Well, we kind of are,” she said.

      “Sit.” Max said when she moved to stand. “You shouldn’t stand without your boot. I’ll help you put your pants back on.”

      Devlin giggled. “Bet you’ve never said that to a girl before.”

      She was right, but he wasn’t thinking of any other girl than the one still half naked on his bed. The mother of his child.

      He knelt beside her and gently put her foot inside her jeans. “Be careful of your ankle,” he said, helping her tug the pants on.

      She hissed with pain.

      “You should be wearing sweats or baggier clothes, not these tight jeans.”

      “I had a hot date last night with a super sexy guy. No way was I wearing sweats.”

      Max smiled as he tugged her jeans up then expertly slipped on her boot and buckled the stirrups.

      “You’re good at that,” she said.

      “Not my first time with a boot.”

      She didn’t need a rundown of all the orthopedic contraptions Max had worn during his career as a professional football player.

      “What time is it?” she asked.

      “Not even seven yet. But my mom’s an early riser.” Max scooped her up in his arms. She was tiny, like a fairy. His minx.

      “Max,” she shouted, slapping his chest.

      He chuckled, never stopping until he’d carried her down the stairs and into the kitchen.

      “I love your parents’ house,” Devlin said, glancing around the space.

      “Yeah, it’s great. It was a fun place to grow up in.” He opened the door to the fridge and grabbed the pan of lasagna, setting it on the counter. “Not so fun to sneak your girlfriend in and out of though.”

      “Am I the only girl who’s been in your bed?”

      Max was surprised by the vulnerability in her voice. “Of course you are. I waited until I had the perfect one.” He winked.

      “Are you serious? You’ve never had any other girl in your room?”

      “Have you met my mother?” Max asked. “She would have kicked my ass if I had a girl in my room.”

      “That’s true.”

      Max pulled down two plates and scooped out a serving for both of them.

      “Oh, don’t forget the bread,” she said, leaning over the bar.

      He laughed and turned back toward the fridge, leaning down to grab what was left of the loaf. “You damned near ate all of it last night.”

      She laughed behind his back. “Hey,” she said, “what’s that in your back pocket?”

      He felt behind him and found the envelope his mother had given him last night. He stood and closed the refrigerator, staring down at it. Nothing was written on the outside.

      “Is it a love letter from another admirer?” Devlin teased.

      Max waggled his brows. “Probably. I get them all the time.”

      “Seriously?” Again, Devlin’s voice held a hint of vulnerability.

      “It’s from my mom.” He laughed.

      “Well, she’s probably your biggest admirer. Besides me.”

      Max glanced up, surprised to see sincerity etched across her face.

      “I need to go pee anyway, so I’ll give you some privacy. There’s a restroom down the hall, right?”

      “Yeah,” he nodded, his focus returning to the envelope. “Down the hall and to the right.”

      “Get that lasagna warmed up. Your baby is starving.”

      He turned the envelope over in his hand and tore at the seam, sliding out the letter. He opened it and noticed it was dated two days ago. It was from The Cantor Law Firm in downtown Canyon Creek.

      Max scanned the paper and realized it was a letter of intent to sell a commercial property. The letter stated the seller as Valerie D. Sumner and the buyer as Maxwell James Sumner and Devlin Jane Darby.

      Jane? Her middle name was Jane?

      “What is it?” Devlin asked, coming back into the room. “A real-life love letter from a fan declaring her undying love?”

      “Is your middle name Jane?” he asked.

      “How did you know that?”

      “It’s in this letter.”

      “What the hell is that?” Devlin scooted around the bar and stood next to Max, reading the letter. “Max, this says your mom wants to sell the bed and breakfast.”

      Max glanced down at her in disbelief.

      “To us,” they said in unison.

      “Good morning, children.” His mother’s voice rang out from the entryway followed by the sound of the front door closing. “Please make sure you’re fully clothed.”

      “Ma!” Max shouted, rushing around the counter toward her. “What the hell is this?” He held up the letter.

      She ignored him and walked into the kitchen. “Ooo, how was the lasagna? Are you heating some up for breakfast?” She looked from Max to Devlin. “Make me a plate too, would you? I need to take a shower.”

      “Mother,” Max said again.

      “Yes, dear?”

      “What the hell is this?” He waved the letter in the air again.

      “Language, Maxwell.”

      Max watched, less than amused when his mother winked at Devlin. “He really does have a potty mouth, Devlin. You’ll need to tame that before the baby arrives.”

      “Mine isn’t so clean either, Mrs. Sumner.”

      “Oh, please,” his mother smiled, “call me Valerie, or Val. Or Grammy.” She looked between the two of them. “What do you think, Grammy, Nana, MeeMaw?”

      “Mom!” Max shouted. “What. Is. This?”

      “It’s a letter dear.” She spoke as if he were an idiot. Which he felt like right now.

      “I know that, but what are you doing?”

      “I’m selling the bed and breakfast.”

      “Why?”

      “The letter states it clearly. Didn’t you read it?” Max watched as his mother scooped out a portion of lasagna and handed it to Devlin. “Be a dear and pop that in the microwave for one minute.”

      “Why are you selling us the bed and breakfast, Valerie?” Devlin said, although Max noticed she also followed his mom’s instruction and popped the plate in the microwave.

      “It’s really simple.” She looked from Max to Devlin. “You kids want to stay here. You need a place to live. And you love the bed and breakfast. I want you to have it.”

      Max and Devlin stood in shock.

      “Close your mouth dear.” His mother put her finger under Devlin’s mouth and pushed it closed. “It’s not attractive.” She floated out of the kitchen as breezily as she’d arrive. “Oh, Devlin, be a sweetheart and cover that lasagna. I don’t want it to explode. It’s a mess to clean up.”

      “Ma, you can’t do this,” Max said.

      His mother turned and gave him an impish grin. “Of course I can. It’s mine.”

      “Ma, you could sell it to a real buyer and make enough money to put toward the lodge’s loans.”

      “If I wanted to sell it to someone outside the family, don’t you think I’d have already done that?”

      “What if I refuse?” he said.

      “Oh, Max,” she laughed, “do you really think I want you shagging Devlin in my house for the rest of your lives? One night was bad enough.”

      Devlin snorted and Max choked.

      His mother smirked then turned and strode toward her bedroom. “Consider it a wedding present,” she said over her shoulder.

      “We’re not getting married,” Devlin said.

      His mother stopped and turned, her eyes lighting as if she knew a secret.

      Fuck.

      “Baby shower present then.” She turned and waltzed out of the room without another word.

      Max stared at the letter, then at Devlin.

      “I really do love the bed and breakfast,” she said, “but I can’t afford it.”

      “From what this letter says, it truly is a gift,” Max said.

      “Are you serious?”

      He pointed to the line item stipulating the price. “One dollar.”

      She looked up at him, her expression unreadable. Oh shit, did she not want this?

      Finally a small smile spread across her face. “I’m pretty sure I can scrounge up fifty cents,” she said. “Can you?”
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      Devlin held Max’s hand as they followed the nurse from the reception area into the small exam room. She was excited to be here at the obstetrician’s office but she couldn’t wait to get home and put her feet up and rest.

      Home.

      It seemed weird to call the Sumner’s old bed and breakfast home but that’s what it was to her now. Although technically, it wasn’t theirs yet. Not all the paperwork had been signed but Valerie had insisted they move in immediately. Probably so that she didn’t hear them “shagging” all night, as she’d put it.

      It still seemed surreal to her that the old Sumner B and B was now her home. Their home.

      As much as Max and Devlin had argued about moving in, Valerie had said nothing would make her happier than to know her grandchild would be close enough to walk to her own house. Devlin knew Valerie wanted to gift them the house for more than just proximity of their grandchild. She was making sure Devlin and Max had a place to call their own, a place they wouldn’t want to leave. And she’d succeeded. Devlin loved their new home.

      She and Max had insisted Valerie take at least half the market value for the house, though. They’d wanted to buy it outright but fifty percent was as high as Valerie had been willing to accept, despite the fact Max had more than enough money in the bank.

      The chunk Max was paying would go a long way toward helping the family meet the loan payments on the lodge. Devlin and he had both agreed they wouldn’t feel right taking the house for less. When they’d threatened not to take the house at all, Valerie had finally caved and taken their offer.

      She and Max had both feared Lily would be upset at being relocated. She’d been living in the bed and breakfast for almost a year, with Kayleigh spending the night on occasion. But Lily agreed it was time she found her own place closer to town and was ecstatic to be vacating so that Max and Devlin could start their new lives together.

      The nurse weighed Devlin and took her vitals then escorted them into an exam room. She pulled open a drawer and sat a paper gown on the table. “Just undress from the waist down and slip into this lovely gown.” She laughed. “The doctor will be right in,”

      When the nurse left them alone, Devlin suddenly felt shy.

      Max’s laugh said he knew she was trying to figure out how to get her pants off and into the gown without him seeing her. “You know I’ve seen you naked a hundred times, right?”

      Her face heated. “Probably not a hundred.”

      He cocked a brow and grinned. “Yet.”

      Devlin swung a hand at him but he darted away.

      “Come on, woman,” Max motioned to the table, “get up there so I can see my baby.”

      “You know the baby is the size of a pea right now, right?”

      He shrugged as he helped her pull off her boot, then pants and panties, sliding the gown over her body. “Need a boost,” he nodded toward the exam table.

      “Har-dee, har, har.” She laughed. “But yes, please.” Not that she really needed the help, she’d just grown addicted to the way Max could easily lift her in the air and place her anywhere. She almost didn’t want her ankle to heal. Almost.

      Max scooped her up and positioned her on the table. They’d both been anxious for this appointment. Despite hearing the baby’s heartbeat at the hospital, they wanted the reassurance of having an obstetrician check the baby.

      There was a knock at the door. “You ready?” the doctor asked, poking her head in.

      “Yes,” they said in unison.

      Canyon Creek’s family doctor, Dr. Glen Olson, had recommended Dr. Toliver. Their small town didn’t have an OB/GYN so she and Max had driven almost an hour to Vail where Dr. Toliver’s practice was located. This was their first visit and Devlin was more nervous than normal.

      Dr. Toliver went through the regular greetings and a review of Devlin’s history, including details of the car accident.

      “Well, it sounds like you’re okay now, thankfully, so let’s get our eyes on this baby.” She rolled over a cart with an ultrasound machine on top. “That’s why you’re really here, right?” She laughed.

      Max slipped his hand in hers and they both nodded.

      The doctor pulled out the stirrups from the bottom of the table. “I’m going to do a vaginal ultrasound today, since you’re only six to seven weeks along. It’ll give us a much better image than the abdominal ultrasound they did in the hospital, and a more exact due date.”

      Devlin nodded.

      “You know the routine.” The doctor nodded to the stirrups and Devlin slowly placed her feet in. God this was going to be embarrassing with Max here.

      Max squeezed Devlin’s hand as the doctor began the scan. Thankfully he stood at the head of the table so that he could see the screen.

      Devlin tried to remain relaxed but it was difficult with a wand stuck up her hoo-hah. She tried not to think about what would be coming down her hoo-hah in about eight months.

      In less than a minute the doctor pointed to the screen. “There’s your baby.”

      Devlin stared at the screen, unable to make out a baby, or anything for that matter. All she saw was a small dot inside a darker circle that basically looked like one giant blob. God, she was already a horrible mother. She couldn’t even see her own child.

      “That’s the gestational sac,” the doctor moved her finger, “and right there is the baby’s heartbeat. Nice and strong.”

      Devlin watched as something thrummed in the center of the dot. Tears pricked her eyes. A heartbeat. She could see it.

      Their baby.

      “Wow,” Max breathed.

      “Oh, my God,” Devlin whispered.

      “Hmm” the doctor said, shifting the wand around.

      “What?” Devlin said.

      “You’re going to feel a little pressure, Devlin,” she said, “nothing painful. I just want to get another angle.”

      “Is everything okay?” Max asked, concern vibrating from his entire being. Now it was Devlin’s turn to squeeze his hand.

      “Everything’s fine,” Dr. Tolliver said as she pointed to another spot on the screen. “But...,” she paused and glanced up at them with a huge smile. “How does twins sound to you?”

      Devlin froze. This couldn’t be happening. “What?”

      “Twins,” the doctor repeated, tapping the screen, smiling.

      Devlin shook her head. “No, there’s only one in there. There can only be one.”

      The doctor laughed. “Trust me,” she said, “there are definitely two babies here.”

      Devlin peeked up at Max through her lashes.

      He was ashen, eyes wide, mouth gapping, absolutely stunned.

      “But, at the hospital,” Devlin said, trying to reason with the doctor, “they did an ultrasound. They only saw one.”

      “It can happen this early on with a doctor who might not do ultrasounds all the time.”

      Devlin looked at the screen then up at Max, who still hadn’t said a word. She wondered if he was going to pass out. Would this send him running? Would it be too much for him? Shit, it was almost too much for her.

      Twins.

      His gaze traveled from the monitor to Devlin then to Dr. Tolliver. His mouthed opened and closed several times, like a fish out of water, before he was finally able to speak. “But I only made one cradle,” he said quietly, almost to himself.

      “Excuse me?” Doctor Tolliver looked from Max to Devlin.

      “You made the baby a cradle?” Devlin asked, tears pricking her eyes as she brought her free hand to cover her heart. “When have you had time for that?”

      He looked at her like he only just realized she was there.

      Devlin laughed, raising her hand to cup his face.

      His smile was breathtaking and assured her he wasn’t going anywhere.

      She sighed in relief with a breath she hadn’t even realized she’d been holding.

      “All right,” Dr. Toliver said matter-of-factly. “I want to see you back here in four weeks.”

      Devlin hadn’t even realized the doctor had removed the wand.

      “Are you two all right?” she asked, holding out a piece of paper.

      “I don’t know,” Devlin said, staring up at Max. “Twins.”

      “Twins,” he repeated.

      Devlin took the paper from the doctor’s hand, staring down at what looked like gibberish. The picture was a black-and-white mess of nothing more than squiggly lines and waves and dark spots.

      “Your babies’ first photo.” She smiled.

      Babies.

      “Are you okay with that?” Devlin asked, glancing up at Max.

      He smiled, that glorious grin that still sent her heart racing.

      “Well, unless you have any other questions,” the doctor said, “I’ll leave you to get changed. You can make an appointment at the front desk. They’re going to have a packet of information for you to look over. There are some special precautions with twins but you should be fine for now.”

      Devlin barely registered the doctor’s voice, her gaze trained on Max. His hazel eyes held so much love and promise that she nearly cried.

      “I’ll call in a prescription for prenatal vitamins for the pharmacy you listed,” Dr. Toliver said. “Read through the packet and call me with any questions you have, okay?”

      “Twins,” Devlin said.

      Max remained silent.

      “Twice the trouble,” she said expectantly.

      Max grinned. “Twice the fun.”

      “Devlin,” the doctor called.

      She jumped. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “I said, read through the packet of information and don’t hesitate to call me or my staff if you have any questions. I’d like to see you again in four weeks.”

      “Thank you, doctor,” Devlin said, a ball of unease beginning to build in her stomach.

      Max sat frozen while she changed into her clothes, not offering to help this time.

      Devlin kept her back to Max while she took a deep breath. This was it. This was the moment he left her.

      She turned to face him. “I didn’t do it on purpose, Max, I swear.”

      His gaze snapped to hers. “What are you talking about?”

      “I don’t know, I’m just scared, I know you didn’t sign up for this. For twins, for any of it. This is more than you were bargaining for.”

      “Well, of course you didn’t do it on purpose. It’s probably my fault. I have twin brothers you know.”

      She giggled. “Yeah, I’ll blame you, even though fraternal twins come from the mom’s side.”

      “Maybe they’re identical,” he said. “I do have pretty powerful sperm you know. My boys can split an egg right in two.” He laughed.

      “You’re really okay with all of this? That we’re having twins?” She held up two fingers.

      He stood, coming close and pulling her into his arms. His hands slid under her jaw and lifted her face to his. “I’m just happy to be with you, Minx, one baby, two babies or a gazillion.”

      Her eyes went wide. “Oh, God, no, not a gazillion please.”

      “Okay, we’ll start with two,” he tweaked her nose. “How about that?”

      She nodded and smiled.

      “I guess I better get busy making another cradle.”

      “You really made a cradle?” she asked, her voice muffled.

      He nodded.

      “That’s the sweetest thing.” She pressed a soft kiss on his lips.

      “It’s not finished yet,” he said. “I’ve got a lot to do on it still. And, apparently, now I need to make another one.” He laughed. “I love you, Devlin” he said, squeezing her tight.

      Devlin couldn’t hold back her tears any longer. Max Sumner was the bravest, strongest, sweetest man she’d ever known. She collapsed against him, her hands clutching him for dear life.

      Suddenly her stomach growled.

      “Someone’s hungry?” Max laughed.

      “Three someones, actually” she said quietly.

      “Well, at least we know why you’re hungry all the time now. You’ve got two baby Sumners in there.”

      Devlin glanced up and smiled, thankful he was being so light-hearted.

      “Should we get some lunch and then go home and tell the family?” he asked.

      “Sounds good.”

      Max scooped Devlin up in his arms and swung her around as best as the tiny room would let him.

      “Max!” she shrieked.

      “God, I love you.”

      “I’m going to be sick, if you keep twirling me around.”

      Max slowed and lowered her to the ground, slipping down onto his knees. He wrapped his hands around her waist and pressed his face toward her belly.

      She didn’t have to ask what he was doing. He talked with the baby regularly now. Well, babies actually.

      “Hello babies, it’s your daddy again. I know your mommy sounds scared right now. I mean, having two babies is scary. But I just want you to know that she’s going to be okay, I’ll make sure. So if you hear her freaking out over the next few months, don’t worry.”

      “Max,” Devlin slapped his head.

      He raised his face and looked up at her. “Marry me.”

      She sucked in a breath and tried to step back but he held her tight. “Max, what are you talking about? I…I don’t…”

      Max looked at her stomach. “This is what I was talking about, babies. Don’t worry, I’ll take care of her.” He placed another kiss on her stomach and then stood, staring down at her with eyes that melted her heart.

      “Max, we just got the house, and now with the twins…I think that’s enough change for now.”

      “I’m not trying to change you, Devlin. I’m trying to keep you.”

      Her heart melted at his words. But she didn’t want him to marry her out of obligation, as much as she loved the idea. “You can’t just marry me because we’re having twins.”

      “Why not?” he asked so simply she had to question herself.

      She stared into his gorgeous hazel eyes. They were greener today, lighter than their usual rich brown, which matched his mood she’d come to realize. He was happy, and she was surprised.

      “We don’t need a piece of paper to prove we’re committed, Max,” she said.

      “Maybe I do,” he said quietly. He released his hold and turned, walking toward the exam room window.

      In that moment, Devlin realized something she never had before. Max was just as unsure of the future as she was. He needed a guarantee, proof that he’d always hold a permanent place in her life, and in the lives of their babies.

      This was about trust, not a piece of paper. She truly trusted him, not only with her children, but with her heart as well.

      She slipped up beside him, her hand resting gently between his shoulders. “Max,” she called softly.

      He turned and looked down at her, his eyes growing darker. She hated that she’d made him doubt her love.

      “Can we take out the obey part of the vows?” She bit her lip, and grimaced, unsure how he’d respond.

      He burst into laughter. “Yeah, I’m okay with that.”

      She smiled, relief flooding her. “Then yes, I’ll marry you.”

      “For better or worse?” he asked.

      “For richer or poorer?” she said. “But I’m really counting on the richer part because,” she pointed down to her belly, “twins.” She shrugged.

      “As long as we both shall live?”

      Devlin could hear the need for confirmation in his voice.

      She braced herself on his shoulders and lifted on her toes. “As long as,” she paused, “you always leave the toilet seat down.” She pressed a small kiss on his lips. “Oh, and as long as you promise to clean out my hair from the shower drain. That’s just nasty, I hate to do it. Oh, and wait, I want to add—”

      “Shut up, Devlin,” Max growled, pressing his lips against hers.

      Devlin smiled against him. She knew there was nothing Max Sumner wouldn’t do for her and their children. The thought of spending the rest of her life with him suddenly didn’t seem so frightening after all.

      She pulled away from his embrace and stared up at green eyes she hoped to see in their children one day. “As long as we both shall live,” she said softly.

      Max smiled. “As long as we both shall live.”
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