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      Steamy, emotional hockey romances about found family, wounded heroes, and fierce women who refuse to play it safe with their hearts.

      Welcome to the Houston Wildcatters⁠—

      where loyalty runs deep, the locker room is home, and love hits harder than any check on the ice.

      Each book follows a different couple, but the team—and the chaos—continues throughout the series.

      Best enjoyed in order for maximum emotional payoff.

      

      Reading Order

      1	Another Charge — Silas & Paloma

      2	Another Shot — Keelie & Cormac

      3	Another Hit — Ida Jane & Maxim

      4	Another Goal — Millie & Luka

      5	Another Face-Off — Hana & Paxton

      6	Another Powerplay — Vivian & Lennon

      7	Another Chance — Zaila & Gunnar

      Series Novellas

      • Another Holiday — Naomi & Adam

      • Another Mistake — Mimi & Evan (newsletter subscriber exclusive)
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      I sat up in bed, and my head felt heavy in my hands—and not just because of the hangover from last night’s pity-party after I attended Naomi and Adam’s baby shower.

      My teammate and mentor, Lennon Cruz, appeared in my doorway, as if conjured by magic.

      “You stayed here?” I croaked.

      I had a large house—four bedrooms, a media room, home gym—in the same neighborhood as a few of the other Wildcatters players. I kept two of the additional bedrooms stocked for a needy teammate or friend, but half the house sat unused. Sad.

      “Yeah, man. Was worried about you,” Cruz said.

      If I hadn’t broken up with Hana, like a damn fool, three years ago, maybe we’d have a kid in one of those unused rooms. My headache bloomed into a painful thrum as I conjured the sound of laughter bouncing off the walls.

      “Thanks,” I told him. I owed Cruz about twenty favors.

      “OJ and painkillers on the nightstand. Down ’em and hop in the shower.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      He raised an eyebrow. “We’re going to California.”

      “W-what?”

      “Because you can’t keep putting this off.”

      “What?” I asked, narrowing my eyes.

      “Hana.”

      “What do you know about Hana?”

      “You mean besides the sob-fest version from last night?”

      “I cried about her?” My dry eyes disliked me widening them, but I was too shocked to control the reaction.

      “On my shoulder.” Cruz patted his thick pec. “And not just about her—about your parents after I wondered why you were spending the holidays alone.”

      “I wasn’t alone; I went with you to your family’s Thanksgiving.” Where I’d eaten the best tamales ever. Mama Cruz might be a tall, languid woman, but she turned into a three-star general in her kitchen.

      “Here’s the name of the startup Hana’s working for.” Cruz let the paper flutter to my nightstand next to the glass of juice and pills.

      “You know where she’s working? That seems like…stalking.”

      Cruz scoffed. “Like I’d ever stalk a woman.”

      “So then how did you get the information in like, seven hours?”

      “We’ll talk about that on the plane.”

      “No,” I said. “We’ll talk about it now.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You told me the story about Hana on your birthday.”

      “I did? That was months ago!”

      “Nearly a year now. You were all pitiful after seeing Maxim with Ida Jane.”

      That I didn’t remember, probably because I’d been plastered. But I did know how Maxim looked at his wife, and each time I saw that devotion in his eyes and her soft smile back, I was reminded of Hana.

      Cruz had taken care of me that night, too, and not said anything to the guys about it, for which I was thankful. I still wasn’t ready to discuss Hana with the team.

      “Last night was simply the callback to that, which told me you still care too much to let go of the hope of a future with her.”

      He wasn’t wrong. And I was positive Hana was my soulmate, but that didn’t change the hurt I’d caused her. I closed my eyes and swallowed, grimacing at the terrible taste in my mouth.

      “Ass out of bed, Naese. You only have an hour-fifty to pack for our next game and get yourself showered.”

      “Why?” I croaked. I opened my aching eyes and looked at him.

      His expression seemed to soften beneath that thick beard. “You need to talk to your girl. Get up,” he said again. “We really should leave in an hour and a half. I’m not going to let you mess up this meet-and-greet I worked hard to put together.”

      “I…” I shut my mouth.

      Last night’s baby shower had caused a resurgence of my disgust at walking away from Hana, the love of my life. It was a constant battle now to swallow my disappointment in myself. At least I’d made some better choices since coming to Houston, and I was long past the point where casual relationships filled the void of loneliness I’d ripped into my soul when I told Hana we were through.

      I hadn’t once felt a connection to another woman like the bond I’d shared with Hana. So, I’d simply become less and less satisfied with my dating life and my hockey career. For the first time ever, I was unsure how to correct the problems. Normally, I’d call my dad and get advice from him, but he’d been the one to push me to end things with Hana. In fact, my parents had nailed our coffin shut and thrown it out to sea when my father told me I had to choose between my family and career or the woman who was holding me back.

      I’d listened to him, but I’d come to hate him for his words.

      I was furious—with my father, especially—so angry that I wasn’t sure I’d ever forgive either of my parents. But I shouldered the blame for not calling Hana back a few days later after she’d left me a message.

      If I had…

      If I had, maybe she’d be here with me in this bed, and I’d be happy. I could barely remember what that felt like anymore. Even the camaraderie of my teammates failed to chip away the coldness that seemed to surround my soul.

      “Why?” I asked again, the rest of the words choked off because my throat ached. My response to Cruz was embarrassing. He’d caught me while I was down, and I hated getting emotional.

      “You don’t have to keep beating yourself up over a mistake you made years ago,” he said, his murderous resting face softening…a little. Cruz would always look like he was going to kill someone. It was part of his charm—that and his brutal checks and punches on the ice.

      I loved the guy. In fact, we all adored Cruz.

      “From what you said last night, your father also bears some blame,” he noted. “You admitted to the screw up, and now it’s time to take back control. She may not want you, and you’ll have to deal with that, but at least you can get out of being stuck.”

      I was sick of pretending I was okay—I wasn’t. I missed Hana. I screwed my eyes tightly shut.

      I miss her terribly.

      My hands fisted, and anger pumped through me—hot, heady, and dangerous if I didn’t find a proper outlet. I didn’t want to lash out at my friends…or Hana.

      No, this was a rush I should unleash in practices, maybe a game.

      I swallowed down my initial reaction. My next step was to fix the situation with Hana. I was determined to wash off last night’s overindulgence and then move on to my parents’ lies. The only way to get Hana back was to talk to her.

      I turned on the taps in my shower and stripped off the boxer briefs and T-shirt I’d slept in. I was a professional hockey player with multiple years in the league. I played for one of the best teams because Coach had traded for me partway through my first season. To most people, I seemed to have it all.

      Professionally, I did. But I noted how happy Coach was with his wife, Paloma. Adam and Naomi were all lovey-dovey, as were Cormac and Keelie, and now the mighty Maxim Dolov and his tiny obsession, Ida Jane.

      Even notorious ladies’ man Luka Stol had settled into familial bliss, that fucking asshole. And here I was, still chasing the thing I’d always wanted—and had let slip through my fingers.

      Cruz pounded on my bathroom door. “Thirty minutes till we gotta leave!”

      “I’ll be ready,” I called. I hissed as I stepped into the stall, but the lure of seeing Hana again kept me rooted in the space.

      Hana. We’d known each other practically our whole lives. Her family had moved in down the street right before second grade. Hana and her older brother, Aiki, had arrived just days before we started classes. I’d met them in the vacant lot between our houses. Aiki was loud and fun—a rough-and-tumble boy who didn’t mind getting dirty, or in trouble.

      But Hana was quiet. Many people considered her shy. She wasn’t, though, not once you got to know her. She just assessed a situation before stepping into it, an essential part of her personality, just like hockey was to me.

      Aiki and I had gotten on well because we both liked sports and running around, but it was Hana that drew me closer, and I’d spent more of my time with her by late elementary school.

      There had never even been even the idea of another woman for me. Hana and I had started dating our sophomore year of high school. Her mother was traditional in her values and culture, and that meant Hana and I had less freedom to spend time together than before we’d made our relationship official.

      I soaped my body, staring down at the drain, watching the suds build up there.

      But I’d told her I would never hide how much I cared for her, how proud I was that she wanted me, too.

      That was all true.

      Until I blew it up. I groaned, shoving the heels of my hands into my eyes as I remembered that conversation and the painful reality of the aftermath.

      “You don’t need to come to the draft,” I’d said, shifting my weight, my father’s words spinning through my head.

      “Of course I’m going to be there,” Hana said, smiling. Her dark eyes had shone bright with pride and excitement. “I need to show the world how proud I am of my man.” She’d run her palms down my chest, and a warm tingle had lit me up even as my heart pounded.

      “But that’s just it,” I’d blurted.

      She’d pulled back, confusion marring her soft white brow. “What’s it?”

      “I’m not your man.”

      Her eyes had widened as my heart dropped not just to my feet but seemingly out of my body. I’d done it. I’d started the process of breaking up with the only girl I’d ever dated. The only woman I’d loved.

      And I’d watched her face pale, her eyes widen. Hana rarely showed great emotion with anyone, so I wasn’t surprised when she’d bowed her head to hide the tears forming in her eyes. I knew they were there, though, because my eyes were filled, too.

      “You have another semester of college,” I’d told her, my words pouring out of me faster, and faster. “And I’m going to some other city—maybe across the country…”

      “I’ll go with you⁠—”

      “No, Hana. I know how important your studies are to you. You worked so hard to get into a top-tier school. You shouldn’t have to give up that diploma for me.”

      She’d raised her head then, the fire in her eyes battling with the wet streaks down her cheeks. “So instead you’re going to break up with me. Just…dump me because I don’t fit in easily to your new life?”

      I’d bitten my cheek, staring at her for a long moment. Myriad thoughts had rushed through my head, mostly my father’s words. “Too young… Never even looked at another woman… Can’t know this relationship is what you want…”

      He’d made sense, hadn’t he? “There are going to be so many girls and parties,” I’d tried to explain. “There’s no way I could⁠—”

      “Be very careful what you say next, Pax,” Hana had said, her voice soft, yet filled with a layer of steel I rarely heard from her.

      “W-what do you mean?” I’d asked.

      “It sounds like you’re saying these other women will tempt you, and you don’t have the discipline to stay faithful,” Hana replied, her lovely amber-colored eyes narrowed to slits.

      “I—no, that’s not what I mean.”

      Was it? Had my dad been telling me I didn’t have the willpower? I frowned. I loved Hana. I’d been faithful to this point. Why wouldn’t I continue to be faithful?

      I’d shaken my head, confusion beating at my skull.

      “Then what do you mean?” Hana had asked.

      “That…that… It’s just too hard to keep us going when you’re in Boston, and I’m somewhere else.”

      Hana had studied me a moment, and her face slowly turned into a mask—an expression I most often saw when she was around her mother. For whatever reason, Hana and Mrs. Sato didn’t get along well. Hana had never explained why, though I’d asked numerous times.

      My throat had closed as panic gripped me. My dad had said I was doing the right thing, setting her free, trying to make sure Hana had the opportunities to meet her full potential.

      This was right, wasn’t it? I was being the bigger person. So why did I feel so small? So miserable.

      “You know what?” Hana had said.

      “What?”

      “You’re just like everyone else in my life.” With that she’d turned and walked away, her shoulders hunched.

      I’d spent a sleepless night, and unable to handle the divide between us, I’d gone over to Hana’s house early the next morning. I’d needed to talk to her and make sure she knew how much I cared for her…

      When the door had opened, Mrs. Sato stood there, smiling brightly. Her face was more animated than I’d ever seen it. “You did the right thing.”

      “It doesn’t feel right,” I muttered. “In fact, I don’t think I can⁠—”

      “You can,” she snapped. “You will. It’s for Hana’s future. You should never have had the opportunity to disrupt her path.”

      For the first time in that moment, I saw the tyrant Hana had rarely mentioned but clearly knew well. Mrs. Sato didn’t have Hana’s best interest at heart. I’d realized the older woman was creating a future for her daughter that she wanted for herself. One that didn’t—and had never—included me.

      And the off-kilter feeling had grown. I had to see Hana; I’d explain⁠—

      “You will not see her,” Mrs. Sato had countered.

      And I’d realized I’d spoken aloud. Straightening my shoulders and lifting my chin, I’d stared into her eyes. “I love your daughter.”

      She’d scoffed. “If you did, you wouldn’t have been so quick to listen to your father.”

      How had she known about that? Had my dad and Mrs. Sato talked about Hana and me, decided our future? I’d felt duped. No, this couldn’t stand. I’d stepped back and looked up at the second-story window in Hana’s bedroom.

      “What good is love?” Mrs. Sato had sneered. “It doesn’t offer security or respectability. My daughter deserves better than mere love. Go.” She’d waved me off. “You aren’t welcome here again.”

      I’d stumbled back, shocked as Mrs. Sato shut the door with a hard click, nearly popping me in the nose. As I’d turned in a circle, unsure what to do, Aiki had slunk around the side of the house, a smirk on his face.

      We hadn’t gotten along so well since I’d started dating Hana. Actually, we hadn’t gotten along since I’d grown seven inches taller than him in the eighth grade. But he was my only hope.

      “Aiki, you know how I feel about Hana,” I’d started. “This… it… My dad, your mom—it’s wrong. You gotta help me, man.”

      Aiki’s smirk had bloomed into a full smile. “No, actually, I don’t. You lost your chance.” He’d practically crowed the words.

      I’d tried to get around him, but he blocked me. Within a moment, I’d realized he was ready to use all his pent-up anger and aggression against me. I couldn’t get to her now. I’d pulled out my phone.

      Aiki had snatched it from me. “You had your chance, and you threw it—and her—away,” he’d called back over his shoulder. “Don’t ever forget that.”

      I’d stood there, stunned for a moment before I took off after him. But I was too late. He’d pelted around the corner and out of sight.

      Mrs. Sato had opened the door and yelled, “She’s not here, anyway!” Then she’d slammed the door shut again.

      After I’d moped around outside, then inside for the next several hours, my father had suggested we leave that day for the draft. After we arrived, my friend from the Junior Nationals team, Davis, had tried to cheer me up with lots of sexy girls, but I wasn’t that interested in them—or in having a good time—until I’d gotten a text message from Hana the next day on the new phone my father had gotten me:

      Hana: I never want to talk to you again.

      After reading that, I decided those other women looked pretty nice after all, and I leaned hard into the partying. But it always left me empty, even more so after my first-choice coach, Silas Whittaker, had told me the Wildcatters were passing on me because of my surprising and wild behavior.

      Instead of reining it in, even then I’d leaned into it more, hoping the other women would fill the hole of Hana’s absence. They hadn’t.

      “Move your ass, Naese!” Cruz bellowed through the door.

      I’d finally figured out that Hana hadn’t sent that text message. It had taken me a long time—too long—to realize my father had given me a new phone with a new number. A number Hana wouldn’t have.

      Maybe if I’d returned home after that first season, I would have been able to talk to her. But I hadn’t. I’d been too angry at my father for his part in breaking my—and her—heart. And I couldn’t bear to look down the street and see her house, remembering all our shared moments.

      So instead of returning home, I’d bought a house in Houston after I was traded mid-season. I’d hoped to show management I intended to put down roots. I still had lots of women around because I enjoyed their company, and I liked the idea of Hana being jealous, but I couldn’t stomach the idea of building a relationship with any of them.

      For a while, only Cruz knew those women were a front, that my party-boy persona hid the turbulent disappointment of my youthful dreams. Cruz never told a soul, not even Coach, though I was pretty certain Silas Whittaker had figured me out before he offered my agent the trade deal—that’s probably why he’d been willing to talk to my agent about a trade. The man left little to chance, and he had an amazing team to show for it.

      I turned off the water, dried myself, and dressed in record time. I threw some extra clothes into my bag to accommodate the additional days I’d be gone. Then I gathered that and the garment bag that held my suits for the road trip, thankful I always re-packed my bag while I was cleaning out the dirty items.

      I met Cruz at the door that led from my kitchen out through a mud room and into the garage. He looked me up and down critically. “You ready for this?”

      “No, but I have to face it—face her,” I said. “Try to explain, if she’ll let me.”

      He grunted as we threw our bags into the backseat of his truck. “Yeah, that’s the key: if she’ll let you. But it’s worth the shot, and I can’t stand your moping anymore.”

      We spent the next few hours of travel—to the airport, on the flight, after we had the rental car—trying to come up with a plan that would allow me to get Hana to believe my crazy story. I still couldn’t believe it was the truth.

      “Doubt any of this is going to work,” Cruz muttered as he pulled our car to a stop at the campus where Hana worked. He looked me up and down. “Good luck. I hope she’s more forgiving than most people.”

      I scowled. “That’s a terrible pep talk. This was your idea!”

      “Not here to talk you up, brother.” He cast me a side-eye. “I’m here for when it doesn’t work.”

      Well, fuck.
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            Hana

          

        

      

    

    
      I stared out the window, wishing I hadn’t agreed to run this round of data. It was the time I’d normally be gathering my things to go, and I was tired.

      I’d been tired for so long, I wasn’t sure I remembered what energetic or happy felt like. At first, I’d chalked my exhaustion up to healing, and that was at least partly true. But the fatigue should have passed by now. It hadn’t, and I was starting to think it never would.

      I thought everything had fallen apart when Paxton broke up with me, but the real slump had hit when I’d miscarried our child later that week. It had been raining then, and I’d hated the rain ever since.

      I hadn’t known I was pregnant, so the nurse had told me I couldn’t really miss the baby.

      I’d abhorred that nurse with every fiber of my being from that moment until I left the hospital. She knew it, too, and had tried to avoid my room. When she’d come in to check my vitals, she’d kept her eyes averted.

      For a while, my rage toward her kept me going. But eventually, even hate gives out. Then I was left with grief and loneliness, along with a painful road to recovery.

      “I preferred the hate,” I muttered to myself. But even as I said it, I knew it wasn’t true. I just preferred not feeling empty and sad.

      I sighed, tracing the raindrop’s slide down the window before pulling my attention back to the computer. I didn’t want to think about Paxton. I never did, but he still crept up on me—an insidious need I couldn’t shake. I intended to hate him for that, too. The data was mostly analyzed now. Only another hour, maybe two. Then I could crawl into bed…and toss and turn restlessly.

      I sighed. I needed to move past this funk, but I didn’t know how.

      Jeremy’s hands settled on my neck and began to massage the knots there. “You’re awfully tense,” he whispered in my ear.

      “I know.” I didn’t enjoy his caresses nor the ear-whispering, which tickled my sensitive skin.

      “Is it because of the simulation we’re going to run tomorrow?” he asked. “You know it’s stellar work. You always blow me away, Han. I can’t believe such a beautiful package houses such a brilliant mind.” He kissed my cheek.

      I bit back a grimace. I hadn’t invited his touch. I just hadn’t rejected it either. And I should have, because I didn’t like him touching me. I didn’t like much in the way of physical contact these days, not after the months of being poked and prodded by medical professionals.

      “Please. Not now, Jeremy.”

      “How about later?”

      “I’m not feeling great.”

      “Is this because of your leg?”

      I nodded. But my leg, which often hurt, wasn’t the issue right now. My lack of interest in touch was much more relevant, but I was too worn out to bring it up, especially with Jeremy. He had a habit of steamrolling my concerns, and I couldn’t allow that—not now that he’d made it clear he wanted intimacy.

      The mere thought made my stomach cramp and turn.

      Soon Jeremy would figure out that I was throwing excuses to keep from taking him to my home and my bed. I just didn’t want him—not as my lover or my partner, not even as my boss.

      But he’d been one of the few people interested in me after I recovered enough from multiple surgeries to seek a job. I’d managed to complete my degree from my hospital bed, the only blessing being that the boredom—and the inability to move—had helped me whiz through more classes than I’d been able to take in person.

      I should’ve been more thankful for everything Jeremy had done for me. It was a lot. Jeremy Dorring was brilliant and ambitious. He’d already started a company and had a multimillion-dollar investment in his project that would make it easier for humans on Earth to ship materials to the moon. The work was engaging, cutting edge. But brilliance and an attractive exterior did nothing for me these days. I traced another raindrop. I just wanted…what?

      The answer came quickly. I wanted to feel happy. Alive.

      “Well, then, why don’t I get you a cup of tea? That’ll be soothing. Green, right?”

      I managed not to roll my eyes. Green tea wouldn’t soothe my leg. Worse, I hated green tea. It was bitter, my mother’s favorite drink. Still, I smiled and nodded, mainly because I wanted Jeremy to go away.

      How unfair of me… But the need to be alone expanded, pressing on my nerve endings, making me want to scream.

      Jeremy’s footsteps drifted down the hall toward the community break room. I sighed in relief. I wasn’t sure how I was going to get through the rest of this day, let alone the rest of the year—or next year. I shut my eyes and breathed deeply, slowly, as I tried to ease the tension in my shoulders and neck.

      I didn’t want to spend my life working in this world. I didn’t care about the physics or money related to a moon ladder. I just, I wanted⁠—

      “Hey, man. How are you? Have you seen Hana Sato?”

      I gasped as I leaped to my feet, then stumbled as my brace dug into the flesh of my thigh. I shifted my balance because that leg couldn’t bear the weight without proper support. No! No, no, no.

      I slipped my hands under my skirt and shifted the metal that kept the sides stiff, repositioning it so the cloth settled against my skin as it was supposed to. But thanks to my sudden movement, my leg began to ache.

      “Who’s asking?” Jeremy’s tone was belligerent.

      “We’re friends. Old friends. I grew up a couple of houses from her. I really need to get in touch with her now. It’s important.”

      No, we weren’t friends. We were lovers, soulmates, but now—for the last three years—we were nothing.

      But Jeremy must have decided Pax was telling the truth, because he said, “Lab Two, on the left.”

      Before I could decide what to do, Pax was there, filling up the doorway, bigger and more beautiful than I remembered.

      “Hana,” he said.

      I tucked in on myself, trying to disappear. I didn’t want him here, not in my space, my life—except I did want to see him. I just didn’t want him to see me. Not like this, because I wasn’t close to being at my best. Worse still, I’d been pining for him, the one who’d created the grief in my life.

      This, this wasn’t—no! He couldn’t be here with those soulful eyes and that earnest, even worried expression on his face.

      I focused my attention on the keyboard, mouse, and stapler resting on its laminated surface.

      “Hana, please. I know I shouldn’t have come to your work, but I desperately need to talk⁠—”

      I didn’t even realize I’d picked up the stapler until I released it from my hand. I gaped, shocked, sickened, as it flew through the air, straight toward Paxton Naese’s beautiful, rugged face.
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      Pax must have been off his game, because while he raised his arm, the plastic edge still caught his cheek, flaying the skin open. The offending office supply fell to the floor with a clatter, and we both stared at it. It was safer than looking at him.

      I was furious, shocked, and my entire body shook. My teeth chattered. “Oh, oh my…” I whispered, my fingers coming to my lips. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. That was wrong of me. I didn’t think, didn’t mean…” But didn’t I?

      He gave a nervous chuckle. “Still got that good softball arm, and your aim’s spot-on.”

      I straightened my shoulders and set my chin. “No. I don’t. I gave that up years ago.” Along with most other physical activity because my leg can’t handle it. I was lucky they’d been able to save the mangled mess.

      This is me now: an automaton who inputs data for a program she doesn’t care about for a life she doesn’t want.

      As much as I wanted to squeeze my eyes shut, instead I rose from the chair. “Again, I’m so very, very sorry. That was completely uncalled for. I’ll clean and bandage your cut.”

      I stooped to pick up the stapler, but Paxton mirrored me, dropping to his haunches. He looked so handsome, even with the small gash on his high, stark cheekbone. His features had lost the last haze of youth and stood prominent and sharp. His eyes were wary and full of yearning…

      And that made me angry. Really angry. He didn’t get to yearn. He’d broken up with me. He’d nearly cost me my ability to walk, had definitely cost me the child I would—did—love with all my heart and soul.

      Damn him.

      Just…damn Paxton Naese. I hated him—almost as much as I loved the unfeeling, selfish ass.

      No! Gah, where had that thought come from? I didn’t love him. I couldn’t. That would be ridiculous, especially after everything that had happened because of him.

      “You know what? No. I don’t owe you anything. Go away, Paxton.”

      “Hana.” He whispered it like a plea.

      “What’s going on?” Jeremy asked. His shadow fell over us, and I clutched the stapler to my chest as I rose and burrowed under his arm, which he tightened around me. He was thoughtful, kind; he didn’t break my heart and ruin me to my very soul.

      “Paxton’s leaving,” I said.

      “Hana…” So much emotion in just my name. Paxton’s shoulders heaved, his chin dropping. “We really need to talk.”

      “No, we don’t. The time for talking was years ago.”

      “Please, don’t get stubborn.” His eyes darted toward Jeremy.

      “Whatever you have to say to me, you can say in front of Jeremy,” I told him, insinuating that we were more together than we were. Jeremy enjoyed that immensely, and he kissed my temple and nuzzled into my hair…and I still felt nothing. Only when I stared at Paxton did I feel, and it was a wall of anger so thick, boiling, I wasn’t sure I’d ever overcome it.

      Because what he was feeling now, with misery shining through his eyes, is what I’d had to suffer for months after the accident, after I’d lost everything I’d wanted.

      Paxton’s expression shifted from sadness and jealousy to a neutral mask. “All right. I guess, well, I guess I needed closure.”

      “Why?” I sniped. “You’re the one who broke up with me.”

      Paxton’s lips curled into the tiniest smile. “Not because I wanted to.” He hesitated but then blew out a breath. “Your mom⁠—”

      A growl ripped out of my throat. “Are you really going to say my dead mother made you break up with me?”

      Memories swirled. My mother had never considered Paxton enough for me. I was too brilliant to waste my life with an athlete. I was too delicate to accommodate such a brute. More and more comments, more and more thoughts swirled inside my head.

      She’d tried everything to break us up. I knew that. Just as I knew she’d been delighted when Paxton and I had split.

      “She’s dead? I… Damn, Han, I didn’t know.” Paxton’s shoulders bunched. When he bit his lip, my heart ached for him. I hated to see him nervous.

      Why did he seem surprised? Our crash had made the news, mostly because Aiki’s driving under the influence had required a trial that caused him to plead for a manslaughter charge. He was still in jail—all of that thanks to me having called my mother and hoped for…something more than her usual dismissal of my feelings. She’d finally proved to be the mother I wanted, and her decision to be there for me had gotten her killed. I straightened my spine and lifted my chin, ignoring Jeremy, who was irritating me with his cuddling.

      “What are you trying to say, Pax?” I hadn’t wanted my voice to soften, hadn’t wanted to use my nickname for him, but his confusion and sadness had gotten to me.

      The jerk had always made me feel—and more than I wanted to.

      Paxton lifted his eyes and met my gaze. Yearning and anger swirled in their depths. He gestured toward me, seeming almost helpless…lost. “I didn’t know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Paxton

          

        

      

    

    
      The computer beeped, startling us from the tense grip of our shared past. Hana shrugged out from under the skinny-shit boyfriend’s arm and turned with a faint stumble toward the machine, but not before I noted her twisted mouth and the jut of her pixie chin.

      She was upset, but with me or her mother?

      “It doesn’t matter now. That was years ago,” she said over her shoulder. “And my mother’s no longer able to defend herself.”

      “I’m sorry,” I murmured.

      Hana snorted. “Your condolences are years too late.”

      I fisted my hands, my anger with my parents blooming hot. “I didn’t know,” I said again.

      She glanced back at me, frowning. “How is that possible?”

      “I don’t know. I…I thought you sent me a message, telling me you never wanted to see me again.”

      “I see…” Hana blinked up at me, but the distance between us had grown, and not just with the physical floor space. The skinny shit moved closer to Hana, his hand on the back of her neck, his glare toward me hotter than the sun.

      I wanted to rip his hands from her. He shouldn’t be touching Hana. She is mine.

      But she wasn’t, and it was my fault. We all knew it, which is why the skinny shit smirked.

      “I think you said what you needed to, so why don’t you leave, like she asked?”

      Much as I didn’t want to leave her
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