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The Blackhawk Boys

Spinning Out (Arrow’s story)

Rushing In (Chris’s story)

Going Under (Sebastian’s story)

Falling Hard (Keegan’s story)

In Too Deep (Mason’s story)

 

Love Unbound

If you enjoyed this book, you may also enjoy the books in Love Unbound, the linked series of books set in New Hope and about the characters readers have come to love.

 

Splintered Hearts (A Love Unbound Series)

Unbreak Me (Maggie’s story)

Stolen Wishes: A Wish I May Prequel Novella (Will and Cally’s prequel)

Wish I May (Will and Cally’s novel)

Or read them together in the omnibus edition, Splintered Hearts: The New Hope Trilogy

 

Here and Now (A Love Unbound Series)

Lost in Me (Hanna’s story begins)

Fall to You (Hanna’s story continues)

All for This (Hanna’s story concludes)

Or read them together in the omnibus edition, Here and Now: The Complete Series

 

Reckless and Real (A Love Unbound Series)

Something Wild (Liz and Sam’s story begins)

Something Reckless (Liz and Sam’s story continues)

Something Real (Liz and Sam’s story concludes)

Or read them together in the omnibus edition, Reckless and Real: The Complete Series

 

Mended Hearts (A Love Unbound Series)

Playing with Fire (Nix’s story)

Holding Her Close (Janelle and Cade’s story)
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Hot Contemporary Romance

Text Appeal

Accidental Sex Goddess

 

Decadence Creek Stories and Novellas

Just One Night

Just the Way You Are
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An NFL player with a secret past, and the one woman with the power to turn his world inside out…

 

Former actress Emma Rothschild is partying in Vegas in disguise. But I’m not fooled. Five years ago, I knew that body better than my own, and I haven’t forgotten a single detail.

 

When Emma’s unexpectedly left alone in Sin City, I agree to spend the weekend with her. As friends. Why not? If I can knock down the toughest guys in the NFL, I’m strong enough to keep my hands to myself, even if she is the sexiest woman I’ve ever met.

 

Emma is part of my past—years so shrouded in secrets that not even my best friends know the truth about who I am. I’m a single dad now and not interested in revisiting my old ways or trying to win back the only woman I ever let close enough to break my heart.

 

But this is Vegas, where all bets are off, and with Emma, nothing ever goes as planned…
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FALLING HARD is a sexy and emotional novel intended for mature readers. It’s the fourth book in the world of the Blackhawk Boys, but can be enjoyed as a standalone.

 

Football. Secrets. Lies. Passion. These boys don’t play fair. Which Blackhawk Boy will steal your heart?

 

Book 1 - SPINNING OUT (Arrow’s story)

Book 2 - RUSHING IN (Christopher’s story)

Book 3 - GOING UNDER (Sebastian’s story)

Book 4 - FALLING HARD (Keegan’s story)

Book 5 - IN TOO DEEP (Mason’s story)


 

 

 

 

For all the little girls who prayed God might make them a statue and for the women they became. It was never your fault.
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The marble countertop is covered in red spaghetti sauce, but it’s nothing compared to the face of my fourteen-month-old daughter. Both she and my kitchen look like they were involved in either a gruesome crime or a grade-school food fight. I pull a washcloth from the drawer and run it under warm water from the faucet. I bypass the messy counters and go around to the other side of the island, where Jazzy sits in her highchair.

“Here it comes.” I reach for her with the wet rag and she grins, flashing her two tiny bottom front teeth. “Wishy, washy, wishy, washy, wishy, washy, wee!”

Giggling, Jasmine turns away from the washcloth, dodging my attempts to uncover her rosy cheeks. This isn’t my first rodeo, so I make a sneak attack on the opposite side and wipe her face clean with two swipes.

“Look at that,” I declare with mock shock. “There is a little girl underneath all that spaghetti sauce.”

Jasmine giggles again, and I lift her from the highchair. All my friends say Jazzy is the happiest baby ever, and I might be a little biased, but she certainly is the coolest I’ve met. I keep her in my arms and take long strides toward her bedroom.

“Let’s get you cleaned up before Mommy gets here.” Olivia will be here to pick her up in the next five or ten minutes and she doesn’t like Jazzy to get messy.

“If you let little girls eat spaghetti, suckers, or ice cream cones, they end up looking like they wandered out of the trailer park. No. Just no.”

Mommy’s a snob, I think, but I don’t say it out loud. Olivia might not be perfect, but she’s Jasmine’s mother, and for that I owe her everything.

I lay Jazzy on the changing table, where I make quick work of putting on a fresh diaper and pulling her pink sundress over her head. She rolls over onto her stomach and tries to crawl away from me, and I use her little maneuver to my advantage and button the back of the dress before scooping her into my arms.

When the doorbell rings, I close my eyes for a beat, holding her and smelling her sweet baby shampoo from this morning’s bath. “Daddy’s gonna miss you this weekend.”

She reaches up and puts her chubby little hands on either side of my jaw. “Da-da.”

I’m six foot four and a wall of hard-earned muscle, but when she does that, I’m fucking helpless. “Okay, okay, I’ll buy you the pony, the castle, and the Corvette when you’re sixteen, and anything else you want.”

Her grin stretches across her face as she smacks my cheeks. I swear, this kid knows she has me wrapped around her little finger.

“Mommy’s here.” I shift her to my hip as we leave the nursery and walk to the front door.

“Mama?” Jazzy says, clapping her hands. “Mama. Mama.”

“That’s right.” I open the door for Olivia and wave her into the house. Her dark hair is down around her bare shoulders. The way she smiles at the sight of our daughter makes something pull hard in my chest—grief for the family we could’ve been. “You don’t have to use the doorbell,” I tell her. “That’s why you have a key.”

“I know. It just doesn’t feel right to let myself in.” She sweeps her hair over her shoulder and reaches both arms out for Jazzy. “How’s my girl?”

“She just had dinner.” I hand over our daughter but don’t mention that I gave her spaghetti. That would be asking for an argument. “Another tooth broke through a couple nights ago. She’s a much happier girl now.”

“I bet she is.”

“We went to the park this morning and she took a two-hour nap this afternoon, so she should be in good shape until bedtime.”

Olivia beams at Jasmine as she snuggles her against her chest, and the sight makes my throat go thick. Family. That’s what we should be. That’s what Jazzy deserves.

Olivia Crowe is the mother of my child, and for a long time I wanted her to be more. When the Gulf Gators signed me after graduation as an undrafted free agent, I moved Olivia to Florida so I wouldn’t miss Jasmine growing up. Sometime during the last year, I’ve accepted that she’s never going to see me the way I’ve always seen her, but acceptance doesn’t mean the sting has gone away.

“She should have plenty of diapers in the bag.” I nod toward the bag on the floor. “I packed enough outfits for the weekend, and a few extras too. I think she has a couple more teeth trying to break through, so if she gets cranky, go ahead and give her some Motrin.”

“Keegan, I’m her mother.” She sighs heavily. “Calm down. I can handle three nights with my baby.”

“I wasn’t trying to imply—”

“But you did.” She shakes her head and reaches out to disentangle Jasmine’s hand from her hair. “I don’t want to fight. Just go be with your boys and have a good weekend. Tell the crew I said hi.”

I frown. “You could come, you know. They invited you for a reason.”

She waves away the suggestion and stoops to grab the diaper bag. “Have fun and relax. You deserve it.”

I nod. “I will. Thanks.”

“Hey, babe, are you coming?”

We both turn toward the door to see my quarterback, Dre Olsen. His face goes pale as he spots me. Well, fuck. Isn’t this awkward?

I lift my chin. “Hey, Dre.” I look to Olivia and, judging by the way she grimaces, I’m sure the question is in my eyes or—at the very least—what the fuck? is written all over my face.

“Sorry, man. I didn’t know you’d be here. I thought she was picking her up from the nanny.”

I smile, but my teeth grit together. Olivia started dating Dre shortly after I moved her down here. I was trying not to push her into a relationship she wasn’t ready for, but I thought we were on the same page—that we’d live together and see if we could give our relationship a go. I rented this beachfront condo that stretched the limits of even my NFL salary, and though we weren’t officially a couple, I thought our relationship was moving in the right direction.

Just like since the beginning of our relationship, she was doing just enough to keep me on the hook while keeping me at an arm’s length. I found out—in the most awkward way possible—that she was fucking my quarterback. Let’s just say the locker room isn’t the only context in which I can say I’ve seen Dre’s bare ass.

I turn to Dre—the quarterback, the dream man in Olivia’s eyes. “Do you think you could give us a couple of minutes?”

“Sure, man.” He turns to Olivia. “I’ll be in the car.”

She watches him go before turning back to me.

“You’re keeping Jazzy at Dre’s this weekend?”

“Where did you think I was keeping her?”

I turn up my palms. “I don’t know. Maybe that fancy apartment I pay for?”

She frowns. “I didn’t think it would be a big deal.”

“It is a big deal. Anything that has to do with Jazz will always be a big deal to me. Okay, Liv?” I drag a hand through my hair. “You picked him. I can deal with that. I’ve had six months to deal with that. But she’s my daughter, and I deserve to know who she’s going to be spending her time with.”

Olivia nods. “Okay. I’m sorry.” She cuts her eyes away from mine, and I watch as they fill with tears. “I’m just trying to have a normal life.”

I feel like an ass. A never-good-enough, discarded-for-the better-guy-with-the-bigger-salary asshole. “Just keep me in the loop, okay?”

Nodding, she lifts onto her toes and presses a kiss to my cheek. “Okay. Thanks, Keeg. You know I love you, right?”

I’m too busy mentally dissecting those words to respond, so I open the door for her and watch her leave, wondering if she was right and I was the one who never gave us a chance. When she’s gone, I go back inside and lean my head against the door.

“You say you want me, but you’re so closed off. You say you want this to work, but being with you is lonelier than being alone.”

The words felt like an excuse at the time—a way for her to justify going after her dream of marrying an NFL quarterback. But maybe she’s right. Maybe I am closed off. Maybe I’m just one of those guys whose long-ago broken heart turned him cold.

Ten seconds later, my phone buzzes with a text.

 

Mason: Are you as ready for this weekend as I am?

 

A bachelor party in Vegas with my best friends? I look out the window and watch Dre pull away with the only two people in the world I’d call my family. Fuck yeah, I’m ready.
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A weekend in Vegas with my best friend—what more could a girl ask for?

I wander around the massive suite Becky booked for us and shake my head. I know she won’t want me to pay her for this, but I’m going to have to find a way. This is too much.

“Should we come up with some sock-on-the-door system?” Becky asks as she follows me into the bedroom.

I turn to meet my friend’s sparkling blue eyes. “Sock on the door?”

“So I don’t interrupt your much-needed one-night stand.”

I snort. “Yeah, right. As if I’d even know how to have one of those if I wanted to.”

“I’ll teach you everything you need to know.” She holds out a black wig.

“What is that?”

“What does it look like?”

“Uma Thurman’s wig from Pulp Fiction?” When she just stares at me, I sigh. Socks on doorknobs and disguises aren’t what I had in mind when Becky suggested we indulge in a weekend in Vegas. We got a suite at a fancy hotel, and I thought we’d spend our days at the spa and evenings by the pool, with maybe a couple of hours here and there for a game of blackjack or a round at the roulette table. “I get that it’s supposed to be some sort of disguise, but why? What exactly do you have planned? Killing hookers and snorting blow?”

She laughs. “Look at the good girl who thinks there’s nothing between a celibate monastery life and murder.”

“I don’t live in a monastery.”

“Might as well, for all the action that goes down in your place.”

I might be offended if there was any scorn in Becky’s voice, but her evaluation of my sex life isn’t too far from the truth, so I let it slide. “I didn’t come to Vegas to screw a stranger. I came to spend time with you.”

“Can’t blame me for trying.” She turns up her palms helplessly. “Okay, one-night stands aside, when was the last time you let loose? For that matter, when was the last time you were in public without worrying someone was watching?” We both know that’s a rhetorical question, and she doesn’t wait for my response. “You can’t come to Vegas and not do Vegas. We’re here to have fun, and do you really think you can tuck a buck into a stripper’s G-string as Emma Rothschild, America’s sweetheart?”

I make a face. “Strippers? Really? That doesn’t seem a little skeevy and desperate to you?”

She shakes the wig. “It’s called fun. Have some.”

I sigh. Becky’s my best friend. We aren’t lifelong best friends like I hear people talking about—because spending your childhood in the spotlight and your adolescence in your mother’s shadow makes it hard as hell to develop meaningful relationships. We met in college, and she has been there for me through some of the craziest decisions of my life, including the rollercoaster of the last year. “Fine, but if I wear this wig, you have to get out of bed and work out with me in the morning.”

She slaps her butt. “And risk losing this?”

“You’re the one who picked out the dress I have to squeeze into next week,” I remind her. “If you’re going to have me sucking down liquid calories all weekend, I need a minimum of sixty minutes of cardio every morning.”

She wiggles her brows. “What kind of liquid are you planning to suck down?”

Rolling my eyes, I throw the wig at her chest. “Dear God, you’re the worst.”

“You love me.”

“Therein lies the problem.”
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Bailey Green tosses her long blond hair over her shoulder as she hoists her glass in the air. “To Vegas,” she says.

“To Vegas!” everyone seconds, clinking their glasses together.

“May our nights be epic and our memories be blurry.” She gives me a pointed look before throwing back her shot while the rest of the group downs theirs.

Bachelor parties, for all their various manifestations, essentially fall into three categories. There’s the “skeevy strip club” kind where you spend the whole damn thing watching girls flash their bits and pieces for tips while spending way too much money on watered-down alcohol. At a couple of these, the groom was so obsessed with lap dances that I seriously worried about the future of his union. Don’t get me wrong. I’ve spent as much time enjoying strip clubs as the next guy, but Bailey is a former stripper and likes to regale me with tales of the things the dancers would do to the guys behind the scenes; let’s just say the magic has died a little.

Other bachelor parties fall into the “poker night with the guys” category. These typically happen when the groom is afraid of his bride and wants to make sure she knows he was a good boy and didn’t need the titillation of a dancer’s tits in his face to have a good time. There are a lot of variations on this one, from paintball to golfing to a literal poker night in somebody’s basement. Regardless of the location, the focus is on the cigars and bourbon and the groom gushing about how “lucky” he is until he gets drunk enough to bitch about how she won’t let him shop for his own shoes, let alone live his own life.

And then there’s the “anything-goes wild weekend,” which really should go without explanation, because what happens in the anything-goes weekend stays in the anything-goes weekend.

This weekend’s festivities were supposed to fall into the third category. I mean, Vegas. Need I say more? Or they were supposed to, until the bride and her entourage decided to join us. Honestly, I wouldn’t have it any other way. These are my people, and what matters is what the groom thinks, and right now Arrow’s smiling bigger than a teenage boy after receiving his first hummer. His would-be bachelor party has turned into more of a college friends’ reunion than anything else, but since we haven’t all been together in a year, nobody’s complaining. Sebastian and Alex stayed home, opting for a quiet weekend with their new baby, but everyone else is here.

A week ago, the last three of our group graduated from Blackhawk Hills University, ringing in the end of an era. Before this, we haven’t been together since the other half of us graduated last May.

“Would you look at that,” Mason Dahl says. We’re at the bar at the nightclub in our hotel, crowded into a big circular booth. Mason’s opposite me and has been using his straight-shot view of the dance floor to scope out women and make Bailey jealous as hell. “Damn, she’s beautiful.”

The thing about Vegas is there are a lot of beautiful women. And the pretty women you might not notice anywhere else come to Vegas and vamp it up so much in short dresses and high heels that you can’t help but pay attention.

“Go after her,” Chris says, following Mason’s gaze. “She keeps turning this way.”

I shake my head but keep my mouth shut. There are four NFL players hanging out together in this booth. This isn’t the first time tonight it’s drawn female attention our way, and it won’t be the last. The oddity is that Mason even cares.

“I don’t think she’s looking at me,” Mason says. He raps his knuckles on the table in front of me. “She’s got her eyes on you, Keller. Black hair, long legs, curves from here to Seattle.”

“What can I say?” I ask, not bothering to turn. “My milkshake brings the girls to the yard.”

Chris snorts. “He’s cursed. The second he decided he didn’t want casual hookups, they all came running.”

“It’s a burden to be this irresistible,” I mutter before taking a long pull from my beer. A couple of years ago, I’d have been down for that, but now I’m a single dad who’s spent the last year trying and failing to make things work with his baby’s mother. I’m a business owner and an undrafted free agent who’s thanking his lucky stars he got picked up by an NFL team. These days, I’m more interested in a full night’s sleep than I am a hot piece of ass.

Mason grins. “You going after her or not?”

“And lose out on the first night with all my boys in eleven months? No way. You go over there if you’re so interested.”

Mason takes a long sip from his bourbon, and I don’t miss the way his gaze skims over Bailey before he says, “Don’t mind if I do.”

I’ve had just enough to drink that I’m about to tell them both to get over themselves and just get together already. Not a single person at this table believes Mason is going over there for any reason other than to make Bailey jealous. But before I can speak, someone laughs behind me, and I spin in my seat toward the sound. It was a big laugh—full and bright and just like…

I stop breathing when I land on a pair of familiar icy-blue eyes. “Damn.”

I’m faintly aware of Mason sliding out of the booth, but I can’t take my eyes off the girl standing beside the dance floor. The dark hair I don’t recognize, but the face I’ll never forget.

My eyes are playing tricks on me. That’s the only explanation. Being in Vegas for my buddy’s bachelor party is fucking with my brain. Watching Arrow and Mia together is making me think about that intense love that turns you inside out and makes you forget everything else around you.

It can’t really be her.

The woman in question bites the corner of her lip before sliding a pair of sunglasses onto her nose and covering her eyes. It’s her. She’s wearing a black wig, but I’d recognize that laugh anywhere. The eyes and the telltale nervous habit just confirmed what I already knew.

I instinctively look for her date, but she’s talking to a brunette, and the only men around her don’t seem to be with her.

Tearing my eyes away, I climb out of the booth to grab Mason before he can get any closer. “Don’t.”

He must see it on my face. “So she was looking at you.”

“Probably.”

Mason slides his gaze down to where my hand is still wrapped around his arm, and I release it. If he’s wondering what was between us, he doesn’t ask. “Understood.” He takes his seat again, but this time he takes my old spot, giving me the side of the booth with the better view of Emma.

I take it without comment. Maybe I shouldn’t, because it’s masochistic as fuck to look at her, let alone watch her dance when I know she saw me, but I can’t take my eyes off her. I haven’t seen her in five years, and like a parched man after his first sip of water, I don’t want to do anything but take her in.

“Who is she?” Bailey asks behind me.

She’s Emma Rothschild, America’s sweetheart, the daughter of Oscar winner Miranda Rothschild. She’s the first woman I ever loved, and when I gave her my heart, she pulverized it. But I only reply, “Somebody I used to know.”
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For the first time in five years, Keegan Keller is in the same room as me, but now, instead of being alone, we’re in a dance club with hundreds of other people. Now instead of being a couple of lovesick kids, we’re full-blown adults who’ve gotten on with their lives. He has a baby, a bar, and an NFL career, for Christ’s sake. He’s carried on just fine without me.

Not that I stalk him on social media or anything. That would be creepy. God, I’m pathetic.

When he turned around, I could have sworn he made eye contact with me, but the club’s flashing lights make it so hard to tell for sure. Once he started talking with his friends, it was as if I didn’t exist, so I made myself dance with Becky so I’d stop staring.

“I told you that wig looked hot on you,” Becky says as she sways to the music.

I didn’t want to wear this stupid thing, but I get the point. I can’t go anywhere as Emma Rothschild and just have a good time. I haven’t taken an acting role since I was sixteen years old, but according to last month’s People magazine spread, I’m “Still America’s Sweetheart.” Not that America ever asked me if I was interested in that label. “The wig looks ridiculous.”

“Tell that to the hottie giving you fuck-me eyes at nine o’clock,” Becky says before her tongue returns to its lewd molestation of the penis straw in her drink.

I arch a brow and start to turn, but she stops me.

“Don’t look now.”

Sighing, I take a pull from my drink. We have been in Vegas less than two hours, and Becky is nearing “dance on the bar drunk,” while I’ve not even touched buzzed yet. “At least tell me what he looks like.” Yes, tell me anything to distract me from the fact that Keegan is over there with a bunch of his football friends and may or may not know that I’m here. Tell me anything to distract me from the possibility that the only man I ever loved saw me again after five years and is choosing to pretend he didn’t.

“Tall, clean-cut, dark hair, shoulders that would make you think about being swept into his arms and carried through a doorway but would make me think about being pounded against the nearest wall. In other words, completely your type.”

I groan, barely resisting the urge to turn and look for myself. He does sound like my type. I’d like to say I don’t have a “type,” that I’m not that predictable, but hell, isn’t what Becky just described the “type” of most heterosexual females? “Nice smile?”

“I don’t know yet. He’s kind of got that broody thing going on. Oh, fuck, he’s coming this way. Play it cool.”

I shake my head. Not to worry. I haven’t gotten nervous about a guy approaching me since I was eighteen, I’m certainly not going to start tonight. I turn toward the hottie in question, ready to paste on my confident, don’t-you-wish-you-had-a-chance smile, but when I meet his eyes, my stomach lurches forward, flip-flops, and shimmies all at once.

His steps slow and then he drags his gaze over me, shakes his head, and closes the distance between us. “Emma.”

Is it normal to get turned on by the sound of your name coming out of someone’s mouth? I love the way he shapes his lips around the syllables and the way his gaze drops to my mouth as he says them. Christ. I’m pathetic. He steps closer—maybe because the bar is loud and we have to be this close to hear each other. Or maybe because, even five years later, he feels this pull between us as strongly as I feel it. “It’s really you.”

“Keegan.” I run my gaze over his face. That strong jaw. Those dark eyes. His dress shirt is unbuttoned at the top, and he’s rolled the sleeves up to his elbows. If there was better lighting, I’d totally take a minute to perv out over his forearms, because they’re a thing of beauty. “What are you doing here?”

He cocks a brow and lifts his beer. He gestures over his shoulder toward the booth where I spotted him earlier. “It was supposed to be a bachelor party, but the bride and her friends crashed it.” His lips quirk, as if he’s mostly amused by this. Wouldn’t most guys be annoyed to have their bachelor party usurped by a bunch of chicks? He drops his gaze to my skintight, low-cut tank, another Becky idea: “Want a wild weekend in Vegas? Dress the part.” “How are you?” He looks at my hand, inspecting my ring finger—or is that my imagination? “Did you and Harry ever…?”

Harry? As I stand here, I could recite his statistics from last season, the name of his bar, and tell him a half-dozen facts about his one-year-old daughter—thank you, Instagram—but he hasn’t even paid enough attention to my life to know that I stay as far from Harry as possible? “I’m… No. I don’t even live in California anymore.”

Something passes over his face. I’d give an ovary for better lighting in this place right now, because I can’t pinpoint the emotion and I want to know what he thinks about that—or if he even cares enough to think anything of it at all. “I just saw you and thought I’d say hello.”

“I’m glad you did.”

He’s changed. He’s more hard bulk and less softness than the summer we spent together, but it’s not just his body that’s changed. There’s something in his eyes that tells me he’s wiser now. He seems older than he is, and yet, for all he’s matured, his effect on me hasn’t changed at all. My stomach is a veritable flock of butterflies. Flock? Considering the ruckus they’re making in there, infestation might be a better word. My stomach is going wild, and at the same time my chest tightens because I want to sit down and have him tell me everything that’s happened in the last five years.

“Oh my God,” Becky says, throwing her arms in the air. “This song! Let’s dance!”

Without giving me a chance to respond, she grabs my arm and drags me to the center of the packed dance floor. I look over my shoulder toward Keegan, and he’s watching us. Watching me. A waitress circles the floor selling test-tube shots, and I buy two—liquid courage time—down them, and give her the tubes back before she walks away. I’m not sure what was in those shots—cheap vodka and some sweet stuff, I’m guessing—but I can feel it hit my system, and I dance. I dance because I’m supposed to be cutting loose this weekend, because it feels good to move my body to the beat and laugh with Becky. I dance because he’s watching, and that feels as good as the vodka hitting my bloodstream. Better. Nothing feels as good as his hot gaze on me, and memories of our last nights together warm me from the inside out.

“Crap,” Becky says, laughing when the song ends. “I totally pulled you away from that guy. Did he want to dance? You should totally dance with the hot stranger. He’s looking at you like he’d like to do you against the nearest wall and then drop to his knees and use his mouth to clean up his mess.”

I gasp and laugh at the same time. “Becky!”

“What? I’m just saying it how it is.”

Is he looking at me like that? Do I want him to? That’s crazy, crazy thinking. I let Keegan go five years ago, and when I did, I knew it had to be over. I needed to end things, and I did. With a man like Keegan, there is no going back.

“Should I get him for you?” she asks.

“What? Are you crazy?”

“Or maybe you want to do the honors. We’re in Vegas, after all. Go over there and tell him you wanna be licked.”

“You’re insane!”

Laughing, she gives me a soft nudge in Keegan’s direction. “Give me a break and let me live vicariously through you.”

“You’re an impossibly bad influence.”

“If Zachary were here, he’d totally be on my side about this.”

I smile hard at the mention of her brother, my other best friend, but then the smile falls away. I’m not sure Zachary would approve of anything that would complicate my life as much as Keegan returning to it.

“Oh shit, girl, he’s coming over.”

I stop dancing and watch as Keegan maneuvers his big frame through the throng of swaying bodies and comes to stand with us.

It’s so crowded that he has to step close, and I can feel the heat rolling off his body as he lowers his mouth to my ear. Everything in me feels charged and ready for release. My body remembers him and instinctively sways into him. “I’m glad you’re doing well. I—”

I put my fingers to his lips. I don’t want to talk right now, because talking means rehashing sad crap I want to pretend never happened. Maybe because it’s been so long since I’ve seen him or maybe because I’m drunk going on trashed, I step close and lock eyes with him as I move my hips to the beat.
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I came out here to tell her goodnight, to tell her I was heading out and to remind her to be careful. But the words died on my tongue the second she put her fingers to my lips and started dancing in front of me. I’ve had too fucking much to drink, and maybe I’m hallucinating, because I can’t believe what’s happening right now. This can’t be real. Emma Rothschild is close enough to touch, and she’s even more beautiful than I remember. She’s all curves and soft skin in that outfit, and even though it’s nothing like the outfits she wore when I knew her, I love it, because it shows her off. She’s relaxed and happy, her face tilted toward the ceiling as she rolls her hips to the beat.

I lower my head to inhale the scent of her hair, and fuck, she’s so real. I’ve imagined this moment a hundred times—what I’d say if I saw her again, what I’d do. In the early months after we split, my reunion fantasies had me turning my back on her, walking away from her like she so easily walked away from me. I wanted her to feel my anger, but this is so fucking much better.

I’m forced to stop dancing when someone taps me on the shoulder. “We’re all getting an Uber and heading to Rain. Are you coming?” Bailey shouts so I can hear.

I shake my head. “I’ll catch up with you later.”

Bailey’s brow wrinkles. “Okay. But use protection, for Christ’s sake. The last thing you need right now is more baby-mama drama.”

Use protection. Those words snap me from this drugged haze I’ve been trapped in since Emma rolled her hips against mine. Fuck. What do I think I’m doing? This isn’t some random beautiful woman in Vegas. This is Emma—the woman who held my heart in her hands and crushed it. Even if we could put the past behind us, I don’t have time to start something up with anyone. My daughter is my first priority, and that’s never going to change.

Emma steps away, following her friend to the waitress weaving her way through the crowd.

What the hell did I think I was doing out here? I wasn’t thinking at all. I was operating completely on instinct and a need to touch her that’s never gone away. If I’d been thinking, I wouldn’t have let myself remember what it was like to have her close. Hell, if I’d been thinking, I wouldn’t have come over here to begin with.

As the girls hand over cash for shots, I turn to Bailey. “Let’s go.”
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At four a.m., just three hours after I fell into bed, I’m wide awake and sick of staring at the ceiling in my hotel room. It’s seven at home and I’m up by five every morning, so this is sleeping in for me. Even with the time difference, it’s too early to FaceTime Olivia so I can see Jasmine. But thankfully, the hotel gym is open twenty-four hours. I change into a pair of athletic shorts and a T-shirt, slide into my running shoes, and slip out of the room.

After seeing Emma last night, I need a good workout to clear my head. I slept like shit, tossing and turning. Remembering. Considering how she ended things, I should be pissed. I should give her a fucking piece of my mind. Or better yet, I shouldn’t give her a second of my time. It’s better that things ended when they did, right? I dodged a bullet. I got to walk away the good guy instead of being found out for what I really am. It’s not like she was the only one with secrets. I just didn’t expect hers to fuck me up so much.

Despite all that, after five years, my anger is gone and all that remains is the bittersweet nostalgia of first love. It’ll fade in no time. And if it doesn’t, I really need to see a doctor about this fist that’s been wrapped around my heart since I heard her laugh last night.

I take the elevator up to the health center and find it dark. At four in the morning in Vegas, people are too busy stumbling half-drunk to their rooms to be worried about fitting in their workout. I use my keycard to let myself in and hit the lights.

The space isn’t huge, but it has everything I need for a workout. A couple of treadmills, an elliptical trainer, a bench, and a bunch of dumbbells. I put on my headphones and climb on the treadmill. It might be the off-season, but I’m not going to be one of those guys who goes soft between seasons and pays for it at training camp. Hell, I only signed a two-year contract. I can’t afford to go soft. I hit some intervals and am getting a good sweat started when the door swings open.

Emma’s eyes go wide and she stares at me, her soft pink lips parting into a tiny O.

I hit the stop button on the treadmill and meet her gaze. She’s not wearing that ridiculous black wig this morning. Instead, her curly red hair is piled on top of her head in a sloppy bun that reminds me of lazy Sunday mornings tangled in her sheets. I want to take out the hair tie just to watch it tumble down her shoulders. I want to remember how it feels in my hands as she straddles my hips.

Her eyes skim over me, slowly taking in my sweaty T-shirt before coming back up to my face. I see the same denial in her eyes that I felt when I saw her last night. “Keegan?” she asks with a squeak.

I pull out my earbuds, step off the treadmill, and grab a towel, trying to pretend seeing her doesn’t fuck me up ten ways to Sunday. Last night was different. With the music, the dance floor, the crowd, and all the alcohol pumping through my blood, I could pretend the past didn’t happen. I could pretend she didn’t break promises and end everything with a note full of explanations that didn’t make sense and apologies I didn’t want. This morning, it’s smacking me in the face. The good, the bad, and the ugly. “Good morning.”

Her expression is a jumble of emotions, and I’d give all my pennies if it meant knowing her thoughts. Is she wishing she hadn’t run into me? Is she feeling remorse for how things ended five years ago? Or is she just embarrassed to see me here? “You…” She shakes her head and blinks at me. “You didn’t say goodbye last night.”

“Funny. I thought that was the way things worked between us. You didn’t say goodbye five years ago.” Oh, there it is, that old anger back right when I need it the most. Being a dick sure beats the humiliation of taking her hand and begging for the answers she never had the courtesy to give me.

She frowns, a line forming between her brows. “I never…” She shakes her head and exhales heavily.

“I’ll get out of here so you can work out.”

“Don’t go.” She runs her eyes over me again. “I mean, you weren’t done, were you?”

No. I wasn’t done, but with her so close, my mind has fixated on a very different kind of workout. Since getting her naked and fucking her against the wall isn’t in the cards for this morning or ever again, it’s probably better that I leave.

“You were here first,” she says. “If anyone is going to leave, it should be me.”

The door swings open, and the brunette I saw with Emma last night bursts into the room. “Sorry I’m late, but holy hell, sister, why do we have to work out so early? Or at all? This is supposed to be a Vegas bachelorette party, not fat camp.” She makes a face when her gaze settles on me. “Oh, hey. Hi. Hello. Sorry,” she stammers. “I didn’t expect anyone else to be in here at this obscene hour.” She offers her hand. “I’m Becky. You’re the guy from the club, aren’t you?”

I shake it quickly before putting my hands back at my sides. “Keegan.”

“Kee…Keegan?” She looks to Emma and back to me. “Well, what a coincidence. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Becky,” Emma says, warning in her tone.

Emma told her friend about me before last night? Well, that’s interesting, but not as interesting as something else Becky said. “Bachelorette party?” My gaze drops to Emma’s bare ring finger. I’m not proud to admit that I looked last night. Who’d blame me?

“Oh, yeah,” Becky says. “It’s my last weekend of freedom and I’m trying to make the most of it, but Emma’s a fucking slave driver with the workouts, you know what I mean? And, yeah, I know I have a dress I have to fit into, but my man loves me, soft bits and all.”

Emma flashes her friend a pained look. “Becky, could you give me and Keegan a minute?”

“Oh, crap!” Becky makes a face and points to the hall. “I’ll be out there if you need me.”

When the door swings closed and we’re alone, the room seems too quiet. Silence is always heavier when it’s loaded with the weight of years and secrets.

“Would you meet me for coffee or breakfast or something?” Her tongue darts out to wet her lips in that old nervous habit, and my stomach knots. “I know I don’t have the right to ask, but I’ve always hated the way things ended and I…” She shakes her head. “Last night was crazy, but I’d love to catch up somewhere quieter.”

“Do you really think that’s a good idea?” My jaw aches as I remember sitting outside her complex for hours, waiting for her to come home so I could demand an explanation. She never came, and all I had was her letter in my pocket and a thread of unanswered text messages on my phone.

“I understand if you hate me.”

Oh, hell. “I don’t hate you.” The words come out so softly I’m not sure she hears.

“You don’t?”

“No.” I fucking miss you. “Breakfast would be fine,” I say before I can talk myself out of what has to be the worst idea in the history of bad ideas. “How about I meet you at the café by the gardens in two hours?”

Her whole face lights up with her smile. I decide right here and now that any heartache caused by having breakfast with her will be more than worth it if I can make her smile like that again.
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I climb onto the treadmill as I watch Keegan go. If I’m looking for an elevated heart rate this morning, I don’t need this equipment. God, I’m dying. My pulse races from being in the same room as him. Hearing his voice again does things to my insides that I’d rather not analyze.

I didn’t think he left me last night. Not at first. I thought I’d just lost him in the crowd for a minute, but then he didn’t come back after a few songs. When I checked the booth where he and his friends had been drinking, I found it filled with a bunch of giggling college girls. I told myself he’d return, that he’d never walk away without saying goodbye. I was wrong.

When Becky comes back in the room, she’s wearing her biggest shit-eating grin. “You didn’t tell me the hottie from last night was Keegan.”

I roll my eyes and punch buttons on the treadmill until the belt under my feet starts turning. “If you followed football, you would’ve known. He plays for the Gators.”

“Yes, but unlike my family, I don’t care about football. You know that, and I find your omission very interesting. Very interesting indeed.”

“Stop right now.” I crank up the incline for my warmup. I hate treadmills, but I’ve accepted them as a necessary evil in my life—like high heels during political dinners and weekly phone calls with my mother. “You’re way off base if you think something’s going to happen between us.”

“Last night looked like something.” She climbs onto the elliptical. “I say you go for it.”

“He hates me.”

She smirks. “So I guess that means angry sex is on the menu.”

“Would you quit putting ideas into my head? Now when I see him, my hoo-ha is going to be all disappointed when nothing happens.”

“Then make something happen,” she says.

“Listen to you. Living in your fantasy world where eye contact with a good-looking man equates to an open invitation to his bedroom.”

“If that fantasy world is wrong, I don’t wanna be right. Was he good in bed?”

“He was…” I look away, trying to think of the word. He was good, but the word feels too cheap for what we had. It wasn’t just about getting off. It was about connecting. It was about learning to make love. “Tender, I guess? We were young.” I swallow hard as I compare sex with Keegan to my only other experience. It’s not a fair comparison. “It was special.”

She hums. “Time to find out if the old boy knows any new tricks. He’s a fucking NFL player, girl. You know he’s had some experience.”

I sigh. “We both know that’s not happening.”

“Ah, but if it could.” She shrugs. “My imagination runs away with me. I just want to see my friend happy.”

I stop my treadmill, turn to her, and prop my hands on my hips. “I am happy. I know you don’t necessarily agree with all my decisions, but I am happy.” And safe. But I don’t say that out loud. Becky might be my best friend, but even she doesn’t need to know the full extent of the dark corners of my past. It would break her heart. It would keep her up at night. “Don’t worry about me.”

For the first time since she spotted Keegan this morning, her smile turns sad. “Ah, but I do. I worry about you enough for both of us.”
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I’ve auditioned for major motion pictures, given speeches at prestigious universities, and been interviewed by more media outlets than I can count, but I’ve never been so nervous in my life as I am about meeting Keegan this morning.

When I invited him to have breakfast with me, I didn’t expect him to say yes. He should hate me. But here I am, staring at a cup of coffee and wishing it were something much, much stronger. Like vodka. Or a portal to a parallel universe where I didn’t break the heart of the sweetest man I’ve ever met.

“Would mademoiselle like to order?”

I snap my head up to see the waiter looking at me expectantly. “Um, not yet. I’m expecting someone.”

“Yes, of course.” The waiter gives me a forced smile—one that tells me this is the end of his shift and he’s running out of fake cheer. “A mimosa while you wait, perhaps?”

“No thank you, I…” That’s when I see him. Keegan Keller strolls into the café and seems to suck half the oxygen from the room. He’s gorgeous. His hard, defined jaw has the slightest bit of stubble. His dark hair, still wet from his shower, curls a bit at the nape of his neck, and his big hands are tucked in his pockets as he scans the room. Those hands… Baby Jesus in a manger. How can I eat a meal across from him when the sight of his hands makes me feel like I’m naked beneath him again, as if no time has passed since the summer he touched every inch of my skin and worshipped every curve of my flesh?

Regardless of what he thinks of me, I know I wouldn’t be who I am today if it weren’t for Keegan. He made me feel smart and clever. He made me believe I was beautiful. When he was gone, the confidence he gave me never left.

Keegan spots me and hesitates for a beat before heading my way. Is he disappointed that I showed, or was he hoping I might bring Becky along to ease the tension between us?

“Actually, I’ll take two mimosas,” I tell the waiter as Keegan approaches the table. “Thank you.”

“Em,” Keegan says softly. He sits across from me and fills his coffee cup from the stainless-steel pot at the center of the table.

“I ordered us mimosas. I hope that’s okay.” I reach for my coffee, but my hand is shaking so I put it back in my lap before he notices. Stupid nerves.

“Sure.” He takes a sip of his coffee—he still takes it black—and studies me. “You put the wig back on.”

“Easier that way,” I say, but I’m actually not sure it was necessary this morning. Maybe it gives me a false sense of security.

He meets my eyes and draws in a deep breath. “I almost didn’t come.”

“I wouldn’t have blamed you if you didn’t. But I’m glad you’re here.” I meet his steady gaze for several beats before I realize I’m holding my breath and have to look away. It’s like my heart is trying to beat so hard that it might reach out of my chest and grab him. I wonder if he feels the same. I wonder if I should feel guilty for hoping he does.

We study our menus in charged silence until the waiter returns with two champagne glasses fizzing with champagne and orange juice. “Two mimosas,” he says, setting them before us. “And what to eat?”

“I’ll have the waffles,” Keegan says. “With a side of scrambled eggs and bacon, please.”

“And for the lady?”

“I’ll have
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