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      Raven

      “I fucking hate you,” she growled.

      “Good,” Connor muttered as he supervised the therapy exercises that had been prescribed to her. “Keep hating me and keep telling me all about it. That strengthens your lungs.”

      She growled again.

      Then because it felt as though her lungs—those lungs she was supposed to be strengthening—were filled with glue, their membranes sticking together so they wouldn’t inflate properly, she stopped growling, clamped her lips together, and switched to glaring.

      Why—oh why—hadn’t she replaced the wiring in her entire house instead of only her kitchen?

      If she had, the fire wouldn’t have started, and she wouldn’t be here.

      Here being Connor’s house.

      Connor Jackson, her archnemesis, and…the biggest pain in the ass she had ever met.

      Ever.

      And considering she was a doctor in a busy county hospital’s emergency department, she’d met a lot of pains in the asses over the years.

      But Connor took the cake.

      Not because he was bad at his job, or even an asshole. He just…managed to push every single button she possessed. This would be annoying under most circumstances, but it was made more challenging because her best friends were tangled up with his brothers and his family was close and inclusive and held a party for every freaking thing. So even if she only accepted a few of the invitations they sent her way (and usually, she accepted as many as possible because the Jacksons—minus Connor—were fun and their parties were awesome), that still meant lots of crossover. Then add in that Connor was a nurse in the same fucking emergency department as she worked, and it was nearly impossible to get away from him.

      And now…

      She was staying in his guest bedroom.

      Because Connor was the “best person to help” her during the recovery process.

      This was according to her close friend, Kim, who’d hooked up with Caleb, who was—not a surprise because the universe hated Raven—a Jackson brother. And while it had been a logical statement from her friend, it was also annoying because it was logical.

      Raven didn’t want logical if it got her stuck in Connor’s guest room during her convalescence.

      She could take care of herself.

      She was a doctor—she knew what to watch out for.

      Unfortunately, between Kim’s logic and Raven’s house being torn apart and rebuilt due to the fire (caused by faulty wiring)—meaning it wasn’t exactly livable and wouldn’t be until the damage from the fire was repaired—she’d ended up here, anyway. Yes, she could stay in a hotel, but—and this was something she wouldn’t ever admit to Connor—her famous infallible energy had failed her.

      She had never been this tired in her life.

      The idea of fighting with Connor about staying here until she got her way was insurmountable, let alone packing her things and getting her ass to a hotel. It was a fucking effort just to push out of bed, to get dressed, to take a shower. It was hell to wash her hair, a nightmare to shave her legs.

      She’d gone to medical school, had survived a residency.

      And she’d never been this tired.

      That didn’t mean she was too tired to fight with Connor—she just didn’t have it to fight about her living arrangements.

      For now.

      “Two more reps,” he ordered when she didn’t reply, namely because she was trying to catch her breath and not yak up her breakfast.

      Both of which would be painful since her lungs were still healing.

      Fucking smoke inhalation.

      And goddamned second- and third-degree burns.

      She would have permanent reminders of that night—not that she remembered much, just flashes of Caleb in her room, of heat and pain, of someone carrying her.

      Of Connor carrying her.

      He’d saved her life, and she was never going to hear the end of it.

      “Fuck off,” she muttered.

      “Two more and you’re done,” he cajoled. “And then you can sit your lazy ass on the couch.”

      “Lazy—”

      She broke off in a coughing fit, hating that his hand came up and rested in the space between her shoulder blades, rubbing gently, hated that the touch felt nice, hated that she knew he wasn’t being a jerk, that he was just trying to piss her off so she’d finish her exercises (she was the jerk, the ungrateful one, the one who was a total bitch, mostly because that kept him at a safe distance). Oh, and most of all, she hated that Connor was right. She needed to finish her exercises, even though they left her feeling like she’d been run over by a truck.

      Jerking away from that gentle palm on her back, she grasped the railing of the pyramid of three stairs—up, up, platform, down, down, floor—and began hauling herself up.

      Fucking hated him (or so she wished).

      Fucking hated this (being here, feeling like this).

      Up.

      Up.

      On the platform at the top, a moment of rest.

      Down.

      Down.

      Hitting the floor.

      One rep down. One to go.

      Slowly, she turned and reversed her grip on the steps, black spots spinning in her eyes, exhaustion pulling at every cell.

      Up.

      Up.

      Platform.

      Down.

      Down.

      Floor.

      Done.

      Her head was spinning, her throat absolutely burned, her legs felt like they weighed five hundred pounds each.

      Except Connor had called her lazy.

      She wasn’t lazy.

      Hadn’t ever been.

      Wouldn’t ever be.

      So, she turned again, reversing her grip, lifting her leg. She’d do ten more, fifteen, just to show him that—

      A hand on her shoulder. “You’re done.”

      She shook him off, kept lifting, raising her foot the six inches it took to rest it was on top of the first step, pushing up, lifting her other leg, slowly and painfully.

      Up.

      U—

      Those black spots expanded, consuming all of her vision, but she kept lifting. Just a few more inches. Just a few—

      She wavered, started to fall back, fingers clutching at the railing.

      Clutching but slipping, not strong enough to hold her up.

      She heard a curse, but she was falling by then, toppling backward…

      Strong arms wrapped around her, hefting her up.

      And she was against Connor’s chest.

      Again.

      Only this time she was conscious and the blackness consuming her vision dissipated and…

      He was staring down at her, his hazel eyes annoyed.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      A sharp tone. That felt normal.

      She was weak. Undeserving.

      Lazy.

      Eyes burning, Raven turned her head away, not wanting him to see. He couldn’t see—

      His hand gripped her cheek, turned her head back.

      And, God fucking dammit, a tear slipped free.

      And, God fucking dammit, his entire face changed.

      “Sweetheart—”

      He was seeing too much. He was looking too closely. She was too near to the edge. Too close to revealing—

      Agony ripping through her middle.

      Fear and pain prompted her next action.

      But need and desire fueled it.

      Her hands gripped his shoulders, she found just enough strength to close the distance between their mouths, and…

      She kissed her mortal enemy.
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      Connor

      Her face.

      Fuck, it killed him.

      Raven was fire and light. She was bubbly and sweet (albeit not with him). She was confident and smart and bright.

      A huge, beautiful presence…that drove him absolutely nuts in most instances.

      Mostly because she was smart and beautiful and funny and kind.

      Just not with him.

      A tear slipped down her cheek and he stopped thinking about all the things she was—both with and without him—and focused on the issue in front of him.

      Triage.

      Focus.

      His thumb stretched, reaching for the droplet, wanting to catch it before it skated down her cheek or dripped into her hair. “Sweetheart—”

      He didn’t get there, didn’t get the chance to wipe it away.

      Because she was lurching in his arms, and he nearly dropped her.

      A curse as he scrambled to hold on, to not lose his grip on her.

      One of her palms clamped onto his shoulder. Then the other. Her face changed, fear and hurt and sad replaced with something else, something he only got a glimpse of before her mouth was slamming onto his.

      Not gently.

      Slamming.

      Her tongue flicked out, slipped between his lips, and then it wasn’t slamming, it was gentle…and not. It was a kiss that sent heat scorching through him while at the same time making him completely aware that she was weakened and fragile and needed all that gentle.

      She’d nearly died and—

      That thought had him ripping his mouth from hers, lifting his head. His heart was racing and need for her was tearing through his insides.

      He’d wanted this, dreamed about it, jerked off to it, way too much.

      He couldn’t have it.

      Further, she didn’t want it.

      “What the fuck, Raven?” he snapped, walking over to the couch, and setting her onto the cushions.

      Gently.

      Because she was still healing, even if she was doing stupid shit like taking her exercises too far and kissing him to—

      Well, fuck if he knew the reason Raven did anything.

      She tried to tuck her elbows beneath her, to press up, but he dropped his hand to the center of her chest, slowly, inexorably pushed her back down against the length of the couch. “You need to rest,” he snapped.

      Her eyes slid to the side. “I need to—”

      “What?” he asked, leaning close enough that she sucked in a breath, unusual topaz eyes flaring and sending a resulting pulse through his middle (through his cock). He put a little distance between them, lifted a brow, knowing his tone was sardonic, but not giving a damn. “You need to try to distract me again, so I don’t see you’re trying to avoid a conversation?”

      She glared at him, cheeks reddening. “I’ve had enough conversations with you to fill a fucking textbook.”

      “Newsflash, sweetheart,” he muttered. “Same.”

      A huffed-out breath. “Great.” She tucked her elbows under her with a wince. “Are we done here?”

      Yeah. They were done. He was fucking done. Of her bullshit. He bent again, putting his face in hers. “If I leave you on the couch and go do something that’s not taking care of your stubborn ass, are you going to try and murder yourself by going up and down those stairs again?”

      Her lips—lips that were damp and swollen from his lips—pressed flat. “No.”

      “No?” he asked. “Or no, as in you’re just trying to shut me up so you can do what you want?”

      “No, as in,” she snapped, “no. Now you can go.” A wave of her hand. “I can take care of myself.”

      A snort. “Sure, you can.”

      Her eyes sparked and then she did something that told him exactly how tired she was—she turned her head to the side and closed her eyes.

      Avoidance.

      Only this time, it wasn’t avoidance by kissing. It was just plain avoidance.

      Shit.

      He sucked in a silent breath, let it out just as quietly. Then, temper in check, asked, “Want something to eat?”

      She pretended to snore.

      Christ. This woman. Eyes rolling to the ceiling, he tried again. “Drink?”

      Silence.

      “The TV on one of your crappy shows?”

      Her body twitched, but she didn’t turn to face him, didn’t do anything to further acknowledge him.

      “Swear to God, Raven,” he threatened. “I will cancel that damn subscription you made me pay for and hide your phone so that you can’t get your fix.”

      A slow swivel, her eyes open just enough to glare at him. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      Somehow, her tone made him want to smile. “Wouldn’t I?”

      She pushed up, a wince etched so completely into her face he felt a twitch of sympathy pain in his own chest. But she didn’t lie back down. Nope. Of course not. Because freaking Raven Montergo was stubborn to a fault. Instead of being smart and carefully lowering herself back to the cushions, she froze, holding still for several long moments. Then, like she was made of porcelain, she sat the rest of the way up.

      He would have reached for her, started to actually, but her head whipped toward his extended hand, pain flashing through her eyes, and he drew back.

      “Give me the remote,” she ordered, eyes going from his to the TV, a muscle flexing in her jaw.

      Avoidance.

      Distance.

      He was finally getting it.

      “Why are you always nice to everyone but me?”

      A droll look. “Do you really need me to answer that question?”

      More avoidance—spiked, snarky, asshole avoidance.

      He moved across the room, grabbed the remote from where he’d left it on the coffee table—something that had been pushed aside so Raven could begin her home therapies. A toss and it landed on the cushions next to her.

      But she didn’t reach for it, so he took advantage, asking, “What triggered you?”

      Her shoulders tensed. “Nothing.”

      “So, you just kissed me for shits and giggles?”

      A painful-looking shrug. “It was better than listening to you bitch at me.”

      So, kissing trumped bitching. That was an interesting thought to file away.

      “For a woman who was saved from certain death twice now”—considering her fall off those stupid stairs would have landed her right back in the hospital—“you’re certainly ungrateful.”

      “I didn’t ask for your help.” A glare. “Then or now.”

      “Or let you fall?” A beat. “You’d rather me leave you to burn?”

      She shuddered, and he couldn’t blame her. How close she’d come to being gone off this planet, out of his life, not around to torture him, was something that gave him regular nightmares. The flames. The heat. His brother unconscious. Having to choose who to take first. Who to leave behind. Carrying Raven out. Leaving Caleb. Seeing Kim and Cole on the grass, terror in their eyes, knowing he’d left behind—

      Going back. Hoping he hadn’t just killed his brother…

      The smoke.

      The pain.

      The worry.

      All of it added to the bad dreams, made it so he woke frequently and walked down the hall to make sure she was okay, frequently checked in on Caleb, frequently drove by Raven’s house, half-expecting it to be ash.

      “No,” she whispered after a moment. “I’m glad you didn’t leave me to burn.”

      There. Progress. Thank God.

      He turned toward the kitchen. “Watch your show. I’ll get you some snacks.”

      A huff. “I want peanut M&Ms.”

      “I’ll get you your M&Ms.” He glanced back. “But I’m getting you some vegetables too.”

      She made a face but didn’t bitch. Something that was a miracle, considering she acted like she was allergic to anything green.

      Naturally green.

      Because he’d certainly watched her demolish a bag of Sour Patch Kids and gummy bears and candy that was more dye than real food.

      But she stayed far, far away from broccoli and spinach and brussels sprouts…

      And anything good for her.

      He made it into the kitchen, grabbed the giant ass bag of peanut M&Ms, and poured some into a bowl for her. He also made up a plate of carrots and pepper slices and cucumber rounds (the only vegetables he’d determined she actually ate). Of course, he added a small dish of ranch dressing in deference to her junk food obsessed nature.

      Dip.

      Eat.

      Hopefully, her body would absorb some nutrients.

      Only, when he returned to his family room, bowl and plate in hand, she was snoring.

      For real this time.
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      Raven

      She woke with her side aching, like it always did.

      And her leg.

      And her calf.

      And arms.

      The burns.

      Those were the worst, mostly because she knew that they would take the longest to heal, that they would leave her scarred for life, and probably with pain—or at the very least, discomfort—for just as long.

      The first-degree burns were already healed, faded to a reddish pink, as were the skin grafts she’d had in the hospital. The second and third-degrees were in progress. The grafts were healing well, and she was lucky, all things considered—that the more severe burns hadn’t been as extensive as her first-degree ones.

      Lucky. Yes.

      Even if she felt very far away from that notion.

      But she was alive, and healing, and—

      Connor had dragged the coffee table over in front of her, and her M&Ms were there. Along with a plate of veggies.

      Ick.

      At least he’d put a ramekin of ranch next to them.

      She could dip them, drown out the awful taste of vitamins and fiber.

      And could she please talk about the fact that Connor had a ramekin in his house—that he probably had an entire set of them? Art on the walls. A throw blanket and pillows on the couch—the former of which was draped over her, and one of the latter was tucked behind her head.

      Connor fucking Jackson.

      Ramekins, throw pillows, fuzzy blankets, and one of her pain pills set on a napkin next to a glass of water. Art on the walls, a big heart, and a penchant for driving her crazy…and for taking care of her.

      Ugh.

      Since he was nowhere in sight, she ignored the pain pill and glass of water and pushed herself up.

      Night through the windows. The TV screen blank.

      But the remote was there.

      And her phone.

      Thank God. She snatched them both up, turned on the television, and unlocked her cell. Connection to the outside world. An ability to do something, even if that something was scrolling social media and clearing her inbox of junk emails.

      She had weeks more of this shit, though she was getting stronger, so hopefully the weeks of recovery would be happening on her own.

      In a hotel.

      Or her house.

      God, she would love to be in her house.

      Her couch. Her bedroom. The walls she’d worked so hard to afford. The space. The privacy. The fact that it was hers and hers alone.

      “You’ll get there,” she whispered.

      But as she struggled to reach the bowl of candy, to lift the remote, to keep her eyes open for any decent length of time, she knew that it wouldn’t come soon enough. Knew that she was stuck here…knew it was going to destroy her.
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      Clattering had her eyes peeling open, the bright rays of the sun shining through the windows of the guest bedroom.

      Not the family room.

      Not the couch she’d fallen asleep on every night of the last week.

      But the bedroom that had become hers since she’d been discharged.

      The pillow next to her was indented and when she carefully shifted, pressed her nose to the surface and inhaled.

      Fucking man.

      He’d slept next to her.

      Again.

      He had a perfectly good bedroom with a king-sized mattress, and yet he continued sleeping next to her, sharing the double bed.

      Of course, he didn’t ever do it in a way that she could catch him—could catch him and yell at him and—

      The door swung in, Connor carrying a plate laden with food and a steaming mug.

      Coffee. Thank God.

      She needed caffeine before she started thinking about—

      “Give me,” she demanded grumpily, cutting the thoughts off, shifting her elbows beneath her, and trying to shove the pillows behind her back.

      “Please…” Connor taunted lightly, setting the plate and mug on the nightstand and moving to help her, shifting the pillows, and getting her into a seated position far more efficiently than she would have managed on her own.

      Ugh.

      “Coffee,” she demanded again, mostly because she needed to think about anything that wasn’t how good it felt to have Connor fussing over her.

      That wouldn’t last.

      Already, he was glancing down at her with annoyance in his hazel eyes as he repeated, “Please.”

      “Please,” she muttered, hating the annoyance, but embracing it. She had to. Otherwise—

      He handed her the mug. “I have a shift today.”

      That sent a tiny bolt of fear through her. It shouldn’t. She was fine on her own, was always fine on her own—and even if she wasn’t, she always found a way to be. “Of course,” she said. “You already took enough time off on my account. Don’t worry about me”—a small sip of the steaming black brew—“I’ll be fine. Actually, I just need a few more days, and then I’ll be out of your hair completely—”

      “My mom will be over in a couple of minutes,” he said, talking right over her, taking the mug after she’d sipped and swapping it with the plate of food. “She’ll hang with you today and then when my dad comes over this afternoon, he’ll spot you on your exercises.”

      “I’ll be fi—”

      “Cole and Kim will be over after school,” he said, still talking over her. “They’ll make sure you get dinner and then hang around until—”

      “Connor, I’ll be fi—”

      More talking. “My shift ends at seven. I’ll come back after that and—”

      “I’ll be—”

      He shoved the fork at her. “Eat. You’ll need to keep up your strength if you’ll be dealing with my mom fussing over you all day.”

      Irritation bloomed through her.

      The man had no clue how good he had it.

      “Your mom is great,” she snapped, taking the fork that was practically jabbing her in the eyeball.

      “Yeah,” he said. “She is. But she’s going to fuss, and she’s going to do it intensely.” He stood. “This is the first day I’ve let the crew come in, Rave.” That was true. She’d had a constant flux of visitors to her hospital room, but she’d been out two weeks now, and aside from the first day when his mom and Kim, Maggie, Soph, and Misty had dropped by dinner and supplies to get her through the next little while, it had just been her and Connor.

      Probably why she was ready to tear her hair out.

      It was far too much together time for her and Connor.

      “That break means they’re worried,” he said. “Which means they’ll come in hot and intense and fussing.”

      “I can handle your mother.”

      He smiled that sexy half-smile of his. “Oh, how naïve you are.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I don’t know if you know this, but I’m a handful myself.”

      “Really?” he asked dryly. “I would have never known.” A glance down at her, and yeah, her bitter, broken heart warmed slightly when concern entered his eyes.

      Didn’t matter. It couldn’t.

      She lifted her chin. “I’ll be fine.”

      His gaze held hers, that concern clearly evident. “Text me if it’s not. I’ll send in reinforcements.”

      Dammit. She couldn’t do sweet with this man. “I’ll—”

      He cupped her jaw, giving her that sweet that threatened everything, sending her pulse skittering, her lungs squeezing. “Text me if it’s not,” he ordered. “Enough of the independence bullshit.”

      Even that filled her with warm fuzzies.

      Not that she dared show it.

      “It’s not independent bullshit,” she snapped, and as it often did when this man got to close to her and she had to engage evasive maneuvers, she started blurting shit out. “And you’ve been helping me far too fucking long as it is. I’ll never be able to make up for this, and you’ll—”

      His fingers flexed, and she clamped her teeth together.

      Rewound what she said.

      Fuck.

      “Rave.” A soft voice. Her name spoken so gently she threatened to melt.

      She forced herself to hold his gaze. Bluffing. Bluffing. And she smiled. “I’ll be fine.”

      His hand slid forward, shifting from just fingertips pressing into her skin to his entire palm cupping her jaw. “Is that what this attitude has been?”

      Yeah, nope.

      Not going there.

      Instead, she played dumb, widening her eyes as she asked, “What are you talking about?”

      Connor gave her a look that told her he saw right through her. “You’re a pain in the ass, Rave, but you’re normally not this prickly.”

      “I’m not prickly—”

      “You are.” A beat. “And it’s because you’re feeling insecure about someone helping you.”

      No.

      She was feeling insecure about him helping her.

      “You’re used to taking care of yourself, but”—a smirk that was so goddamned sexy she felt it straight in her pussy—“you’re just gonna have to deal, sweetheart. We’re here. We’re helping. Stop wasting your air on protesting.”

      God, could the man just go?

      She jerked her head out of his hold—and immediately regretted the action when pain radiated through her side. “Should I waste my air on telling you to leave?” she gritted out, wanting to sound far bitchier than she actually managed—which was a breathless sort of annoyance.

      And still, there was concern in this man’s eyes. “Easy, sweetheart.”

      Longing in her belly—to hear him call her that every day, to look at her like he was every day, to be hers…every day. But it couldn’t happen.

      So instead, she growled, “Don’t. Call. Me. Sweetheart.”

      A flash of amusement through hazel eyes. “Sure.” A beat. “See you later.” Another longer beat as he released her and stood, moved to the door. He glanced back over his shoulder, his smile sexy enough to send her pulse skittering.

      “Sweetheart.”

      That gnawing need in her belly, scoring through her insides. “I—”

      He walked out.

      That hurt.

      And it was also exactly what she so desperately needed.
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redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:
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2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.
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Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
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must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
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DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
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