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      Afghanistan

      August, 2010

      

      Erin Gentry wiped the sweat off her forehead and leaned into the shot. She might not be six feet tall like the guys in her unit, but she could still sink a basketball. With a grunt, she left her feet and tossed the ball, putting it right into the basket. She let out a whoop of triumph as she glanced over at her teammates who were all raising their hands for high fives.

      “Girl, you showed them how it’s done!” Her friend and bunkmate, Olivia Mitchell, gave her a grin.

      “Lucky shot!” Her commanding officer and brother-in-law, Shay Gentry, folded his arms across his bare, massive chest and smirked.

      She gave him the finger and walked off with Olivia, laughing.

      Being stationed in Afghanistan wasn’t nearly as hard as she’d thought it would be, having both good friends and her brother-in-law in her unit. She and Shay had been best friends all through college until she’d married his twin brother and he’d shipped off to Iraq. After that, they barely saw each other, though he’d written to her from wherever he was.

      Last year, they’d wound up stationed together at Quantico and then moved to a special unit in Arlington. Though her husband, Clay, wasn’t happy about her moving into a unit that was bound to deploy, she’d known she would never make First Lieutenant without deploying, and Shay had been about to be promoted to Captain. Working under him would be a dream-come-true for her because he had moved up the ranks quickly after leaving college and the ROTC, and was a highly respected officer. He’d been through combat and would be the perfect person to be with her on her first deployment. Clay, busy with his high-profile law career and political aspirations, didn’t think combat was a fitting place for his wife, but they’d agreed she would spend ten years in the military. If at that time his career took precedence over hers, she would leave.

      The truth, however, was she didn’t want to quit. She couldn’t imagine being a stay-at-home socialite like the wives of all of his friends. Although she did want children eventually, she wasn’t ready for that now, and Clay was nowhere near ready to give a child the kind of attention he or she deserved.

      “Mail call!” Olivia nudged her, handing her an envelope. “Looks like it’s from Dickhead.”

      “Would you stop calling him that?” Erin glared at her friend. Liv didn’t like Clay at all; none of her friends did. She ripped open the letter, feeling irritated. “Why on earth would he write me a letter? We talk every week.” She glanced down and began to read. Slowly her mouth dropped open and then she let out a little squawk of surprise and anger.

      “What’s it say?” Olivia demanded, reading over her shoulder.

      “Sonofabitch!” She held up the offending piece of paper. “I can’t believe it.”

      “He wants a divorce?” Liv was gaping at her as she read, her large caramel-colored eyes filled with compassion. “Oh, girl, I’m sorry.”

      “I knew it.” Erin crumpled the paper into a tight ball. “I knew he was going to do something like this to get me to leave the Marines. I knew it!”

      “You think this is a game?”

      “Well, he didn’t serve me with papers—he just wrote a damn letter.” Erin pursed her lips. “I’m going to find Shay. I’ll see you later.” She stalked off in the direction of Shay’s office. Throwing open the door, she yelled, “Your brother is a no-good—” She cut off abruptly as she realized he was with several higher-ranking officers, looking serious. “I apologize, sir. I thought you were alone.”

      “My brother okay?” he asked, frowning.

      “It can wait, sir. I’ll just—”

      “No, stay, Lieutenant.” Shay motioned her over. “We have a problem.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “There’s movement in the hills,” he pointed to a spot on a map on the wall about twenty miles from the base. “Drones spotted something that could be nuclear.”

      “What?” She gaped at him. “A nuke? Here? These people don’t have that kind of money or technology.” She stared at the maps with concern. Though her primary function was communications, they were getting ready to close this base down, so she was also in charge of security—she had high security clearance and that was one of the reasons she’d been chosen for this mission. They all did whatever was necessary to get everything done, and the possibility of nuclear weapons meant they couldn’t wait for more units to arrive or continue closing the base. This could be a serious problem.

      “Gather a team,” Shay said, his blue eyes darkening. “You, me, Mitchell, Lopez, Garrison and Marshall—we’ll take two Hummers and go on a little hunting expedition. We’ll leave Hathaway and Faulk on communications and Major Burke will be running point from here.” He turned back to the map and Erin hurried out to change and get the group together.

      

      She and Olivia changed quickly, not really talking much as they gathered up their gear. It was at least a hundred degrees and wearing so much gear was hot as hell, but better than getting burned or shot. There hadn’t been any fatalities or serious injuries at this base the entire time it had been open, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t happen. Erin tried not to think about that as she grabbed her M16 and turned to her friend.

      “Ready to go?”

      “Sir, yes, sir!” Liv saluted smartly, causing Erin to roll her eyes. Liv was always cracking jokes and making fun of Erin’s higher ranking. Only in private, of course, which was part of what made them such good friends. Liv was smart and quick on her feet; Erin both liked and respected her.

      “Yeah, yeah, let’s go.”

      They walked out together and found Eric Lopez and Ronnie Marshall pulling up in the two Hummers. Shay walked around the corner with Mark Garrison just as Louie Faulk met them to make sure he knew their destination. They gathered around the vehicles as Shay pulled out a map.

      “Here.” He pointed. “We’ll take the back road and stop about a half mile from where the heat signatures were found.” He explained the rest of his plan and then turned to Erin. “You’re with me—you can tell me what my dickhead of a brother wrote in that letter you balled up.” He gave her a grin as she snorted.

      “Good thing he’s not here.” She patted her M16.

      “Uh-oh,” Faulk laughed, his white teeth glistening against his dark skin. “That’s why I ain’t never getting married.”

      “That’s a double negative,” Liv corrected him, giving him a shove for good measure. “Which means you are getting married, dumbass.” Their laughter and bickering ended as she got into the car and he waved as he headed back to the communications trailer.

      “We’ll ride with them so you can talk shit about your family,” Lopez said as he and Garrison followed Liv.

      Erin got into the driver’s seat and started up the Hummer. They drove slowly out of camp, Shay and Erin in the lead. They were quiet for a while, each lost in their own thoughts.

      “So, what’d he do?” Shay asked, glancing at her with his incredible blue eyes. Even after all these years, Erin had to force herself not to be mesmerized by them; he was just so good-looking. She’d had to use every ounce of her training and self-control not to let him see how she felt about him, even though she knew he still did.

      She sighed and leaned her head back against the seat. “He doesn’t know I’m done with him, and is still trying to manipulate me into quitting the Marines.”

      “What this time?”

      “Divorce.”

      “What?! Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “Nope. He said it didn’t appear our lifestyles are going to meld. He feels my getting deployed and moving every few years was going to be impossible now that he’s being considered for partner at the firm. It would be funny if it wasn’t so insulting.”

      “Ambitious little shit.” Shay scowled. Clay was his twin brother, but God, they were as different as night and day.

      They were quiet again and he glanced at her. “You’re really going to leave him? You don’t seem particularly upset.”

      “I’m more concerned about finding a nuclear fucking bomb in the middle of nowhere, Afghanistan.”

      “That’s not what you’re thinking about right now,” he said knowingly. “Just tell me.”

      “He’s right,” she said at last. “I mean, I love the Marines and I don’t want to be a politician’s wife. It just pisses me off he’s doing this now that I’ve finally decided to leave him.”

      “You don’t think he knows about—” He stopped, obviously unwilling to put their complicated relationship into words while they were on a mission.

      “I don’t fucking know!” she hissed. “I don’t know anything anymore. I think—”

      The explosion was much louder than anything she’d ever heard in training. The Hummer flew into the air and landed hard. Erin’s skin felt hot as the car came to a stop. She heard a buzzing in her ears and voices that seemed far away. Her training finally kicked in and she twisted, unsnapping the seat belt and trying to feel her way through the smoke.

      “Shay?” She felt for him but his seat was empty. In fact, there was no seat, just gaping holes in the metal and burning pieces of the cushion. Clawing through the pain, she managed to lift herself out of the burning car. She heard Olivia’s voice somewhere nearby.

      “Erin! Come on, Erin, the Hummer’s gonna blow! Erin!” Hands were grabbing at her as she crawled out and hit the ground.

      “Shay?” She looked around.

      “Erin, you’re on fire,” Liv was rolling her over on the dusty road.

      “Where’s Shay?” Erin tried to focus through the pain as Liv continued to roll her over and over.

      Shots were fired and she heard Mark yelling, “Insurgents in the hills, six o’clock! We gotta get out of here!”

      “Where the fuck is Shay?” Erin sat up, struggling to see through the blood dripping in her eyes. She swiped at her face to get her bearings and then she saw him. For a moment, everything stopped. He’d been thrown a good ten feet from the Hummer. His body was soaked in blood, mangled, and she only saw one boot. Where was his other boot, she wondered, as she crawled towards him.

      “Erin, no,” Liv grabbed at her. “We’ve got to go. He’s gone, honey.”

      “No!” With strength she didn’t know she had, she wrenched herself free and threw herself the final few feet to reach Shay. “Shay? Shay, baby, come on, look at me…”

      “Hey, babe.” His beautiful blue eyes opened slowly as he focused on her.

      “We’re taking heavy fire!” Garrison yelled.

      “Come on,” Erin tugged at Shay’s arm. “We have to go.”

      He was six feet three inches of solid muscle, and there was no way she could move him. “Liv! Help me, dammit!” Her hands were slippery from all the blood and she fought desperately to wipe them on her pants.

      “Go,” Shay whispered. “You can’t save me. Go!”

      “No man left behind.” She tugged at him again.

      “You’re bleeding.” He reached out a hand to touch her cheek, but his eyes were closing.

      “Tell him.” Liv hissed in her ear. “Dammit, Erin, we have to go—tell him!”

      “Tell me what?” Shay’s eyes opened and for a moment she saw the mischievous glint that had stolen her heart the moment she first met him during freshman orientation in college.

      “I love you,” she whispered. “I’ve always loved you, not Clay. Please don’t leave me.” She collapsed against him.

      “Oh, baby.” One arm closed around her neck as her bloodied body sank against his. “I love you too. I’m sorry I let you marry him. Forgive me.”

      “Shay…” She fought the darkness closing in as she rested her head on his chest and heard his slowing heartbeat.

      There were more gunshots and shouting and Liv continued trying to pull her away from him.

      “Take these.” He fingered his dog tags. “Only for you—not my parents or Clay. Just you.”

      She felt them slide over her head before the blackness threatened to overcome her. “Shay…”

      “There’s money,” he whispered. “For you to get away from him.”

      “Shay, you have to try to get up,” Erin felt herself slipping away.

      “Take her,” he whispered to Liv. “That’s an order, Marine.”

      “Yes, sir,” Liv whispered back, tears streaming down her face as she lifted her friend and put her over her shoulder before Erin felt the darkness overtake her.
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      Two Years Later

      Chicago

      

      Coming off the ice, Drake Riser felt a brief moment of triumph as his team, the Las Vegas Sidewinders, notched another win. This was the last game of their first road trip, and they were undefeated. For an NHL expansion team, they’d beaten all the odds, getting through six pre-season games and twelve regular season games so far. They were bound to lose eventually in an eighty-two-game season, but not tonight. They were going home with another win and a whole lot of energy.

      It had been a wild couple of months since he’d taken the leap of faith and gone to Las Vegas. He’d been happy in Detroit, but he’d been in a rut and needed a change. When the opportunity came around, he’d been interested in something new. It was an added bonus that one of his best friends, a goalie named Karl Martensson, was going too. Add to that several other friends that he’d played with over the years, and he was on board.

      Jumping into his new life with both feet, Drake had been having a blast—both on and off the ice—but he was restless. If he was honest with himself, he was lonely, and it was hard for a guy like him to meet decent women. Sex was easy, but women who weren’t after his money or the status of becoming the wife of a professional athlete were hard to find; he’d already been through one marriage like that, and at thirty-one, he had no desire to do it again.

      “Coach said you’re not flying home with us,” Cody Armstrong, the team captain and one of Drake’s good friends, came up beside him as he got dressed.

      “My sister has this charity thing tonight and she expects me to show up since we’re in Chicago anyway,” Drake shrugged.

      “Oh, yeah, that masquerade ball,” Cody grinned. “Better you than me!”

      Drake grinned. “Alcohol, attractive women and a happy older sister—I’m thinking it’s not that bad.”

      Cody laughed. “When you put it that way…” He clapped him on the shoulder. “See you day after tomorrow.”

      Drake nodded and slipped out to the waiting taxi. He would get back to his hotel room, change into the tuxedo his sister had rented for him and then walk across the street to the venue. It was already after ten, so he was running late, but her big events always ran until the wee hours of the morning. If she hadn’t become a top-notch plastic surgeon, she could have been a fundraising guru.

      His older sister seemed to be good at a lot of things, especially trying to find him a new wife. She’d been attempting to set him up on dates for a few years now, and he was glad he was too far away for that anymore. It had been a nightmare when he was still in Detroit and she’d been able to set him up on dates, sometimes several in a week.

      Tonight his mind was only on one thing: sex. He wasn’t kidding anybody with his monk routine. He’d gotten tired of one-night stands, so he’d stopped having them, but it had been months since he’d gotten laid and that was getting old too. Here in Chicago, his hometown, there had to be a sexy socialite interested in one night with a good-looking hockey player. At least he hoped so; he wouldn’t be going to this dance otherwise.

      

      Erin stared at the beautifully dressed people, stunning decorations and luscious tables of food without any interest. The Halloween-themed masquerade ball had been a last-minute invitation by the new plastic surgeon she’d come to Chicago to meet with, but now she was having second thoughts. The only reason her friends had been able to coax her out to such a social event was that her Victorian ball gown covered the burn scars down the right side of her body, and the elaborate mask she wore covered the scars on that side of her face.

      She never went out socially anymore. She had returned to desk duty at Quantico just six months ago, and only left the townhouse she shared with one of her best friends, Kate Lansing, to go to work or to the dozens of doctors she saw on a regular basis. According to the experts, she had PTSD, or Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. The death of her best friend combined with nearly debilitating injuries and an ugly divorce had been hard on her and she hadn’t been the same since it happened.

      Then there was the physical therapy to get her strength back and work through the pain of the burns. She’d had multiple surgeries to remove the flesh that was no longer living with the hope that new skin would grow in its place. That hadn’t happened to the extent they’d been expecting, though. Nothing had healed as well as they’d hoped, even after five surgeries and dozens of doctors.

      “Are you going to sit here all night?” Kate demanded, giving her a look, her brown eyes sparkling with excitement. “Come on, you’re in disguise. No one can see anything. Dance with someone. Have a drink. Do something. Anything!”

      “Well, I’m going to have fun.” Her other closest friend, Tessa Barber, gave her a pointed look.

      Erin rolled her eyes. “I’m here, aren’t I? You don’t have to babysit me. Go dance. Have fun. I’m fine.”

      “If you don’t have any fun, I’m calling Liv!” At that, Kate flounced away, her dark hair swinging behind her, Tessa close on her heels. Kate had given up so much to take care of Erin over the last eighteen months; that’s why Erin had felt guilty enough to come to this stupid dance. That, and the compelling invitation from her new plastic surgeon.

      Erin really hadn’t wanted to come, but Dr. Riser had been so sweet and generous. This was a huge fundraiser for a local children’s hospital and the tickets were normally five hundred dollars per person. Lots of celebrities and professional athletes were supposed to be here, and she recognized many despite the disguises. When Dr. Riser had offered tickets to Erin, Kate and their friend Tessa, who lived here in Chicago, they’d convinced her that this was the perfect setting to get out socially. After all, she was almost completely covered—no one would be able to see the scars under the big Victorian-style dress and the elaborate gilded mask that covered most of her face.

      Erin had come to Chicago to meet with Dr. Riser after her ex-mother-in-law, Jan Gentry, had told her about this doctor’s specialty in burn victims. She had a new procedure she was testing and needed subjects who were willing to let her try it on them. In Erin’s case, it wasn’t like it could hurt.

      Almost the entire right side of her body was severely scarred from the explosion in Afghanistan. Her right eye drooped slightly and the skin on her right arm and leg was brown, mottled and ugly. The scarring started at her temple, went all the way down her arm, and started again mid-thigh, stopping several inches above her ankle. Her torso had been mostly spared because of her bulletproof vest and Liv’s quick thinking, rolling her on the ground, but the rest of her was ruined. She could barely stand to look in the mirror.

      Divorced and basically broke after so many medical bills, all semblance of what had once been her life was gone. She went to work, therapy, and the gym; the rest of the time she hid at home. After Liv had been moved to a unit in Hawaii, her friend from college, Kate, had left her thriving New York City public relations firm to live with Erin in Virginia. Kate, along with Liv and Tessa, had decided Erin shouldn’t be alone. The trauma of the explosion, coupled with her disfigurement and losing Shay, had been more than she could handle by herself.

      Liv had been forced to transfer to Hawaii and Tessa had been pregnant at the time, so it was Kate who had offered to uproot her life and moved to Virginia. Erin had tried to fight them, but in the end, she knew they were right. Without Kate, she would undoubtedly be curled up in a corner somewhere feeling sorry for herself.

      After being released from the hospital in Germany, she’d come home to the U.S. to have her husband serve her with divorce papers. In lieu of taking her share of the million-dollar home she and Clay had bought, along with their assets, she took a mere fifty-thousand-dollar payout that she used as the down payment for her condo, and instead of alimony, Clay paid the monthly nursing home bill where Erin’s father had been when she’d been deployed. With advanced stage Alzheimer’s, it didn’t seem that he would live much longer, and although Clay had balked, somehow Jan had talked him into it.

      Thank God for Jan, she thought as she sipped the fruity drink Kate had stuck in her hand. Clay would have left her with nothing, but Jan had somehow gotten her the down payment for the condo and worked out the deal to take care of Erin’s father. Though she’d made good money while deployed, and she still made a good salary now, Clay had spent every dime of their shared monthly income decorating the house and entertaining. She hadn’t even realized he’d spent her paychecks as well as his own while she’d been gone. Unfortunately, she’d signed a prenuptial agreement before they married, restricting her from getting any of his healthy trust fund.

      Ironically, Shay had left a life insurance policy for half a million dollars that had Erin listed as the beneficiary. Clay was currently in court fighting to take it from her, but she hadn’t even shown up to the hearing. She didn’t care about the money—she’d gladly trade it to have Shay back. Two years later, it was still unbelievable to her that he was gone.

      Drifting back to the present, she looked around the room and caught a glance of herself in a mirror. In all fairness, she looked lovely. The sapphire ball gown covered her right shoulder and had a long embroidered sleeve that went to her wrist. The other shoulder was bare, as was her arm, and the dress came with a corset that accented her already slender figure. The skirt was full and enhanced with a hoop skirt Kate had forced her to wear, completely covering the scars on her right side.

      Her dark hair was swept up in an elaborate updo, covered with bejeweled pins, and curling tendrils framed her face. On her face was a gorgeous gold and crystal-laden half-mask that almost completely covered the right side of her face, while leaving her undamaged side glowing prettily, with the exception of the wired portion that rode just above her right eyebrow. Honestly, it was the first time in two years she’d been able to look at herself without wincing.

      “Hi.” A sandy-haired man with amazingly long-lashed hazel eyes, who was wearing an incredible tuxedo with tails, approached her with a smile. He was at least six feet five inches with shoulders that seemed to take up the whole room. She was momentarily stunned by his large form and rugged good looks.

      “I’m Drake Riser,” he continued. “My sister said she would tell our mom on me if I didn’t ask you to dance, and she’s my older sister, so I do what she says.” He leaned close and stage whispered, “She kind of scares me.”

      “I do not.”

      Erin watched as Dr. Mackenzie Riser nudged the sandy-haired man with a laugh. Then she leaned over to give Erin a hug. “This is my younger brother Drake. I figured I’d introduce you since he doesn’t know many people here and, other than your friends, neither do you. So, Erin meet Drake, Drake meet Erin.” With a grin, she moved away toward another group.

      “Sorry,” Drake laughed. “She hosts this shindig every year and always wants everyone to have a good time.”

      “She’s very sweet,” Erin smiled.

      “How do you know my sister?” He leaned back against the wall next to her comfortably, his large frame dwarfing hers.

      “I, er, well, I came to Chicago to talk about her new study.” Erin took a breath and waited to see his response.

      “Oh.” His eyes met hers with genuine concern. “Her burn study?”

      “Yes.” She looked away. “My unit hit an IED in Afghanistan.”

      “I’m sorry.” He seemed genuinely contrite. “I didn’t realize—I know she has patient confidentiality; I didn’t even think…” His voice trailed off. “I’m really sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

      “It’s okay.” She shrugged. “It’s been two years—I’m not ashamed of seeing a plastic surgeon to help me.”

      “Well, I don’t know what’s under the dress,” he shrugged. “But you look pretty good to me.”

      “I do?” Erin blinked. Then she laughed. “God, I’m sorry. That was an idiotic thing to say. Thank you. But yes, there’s a lot of damage under the dress.”

      “Would you like to dance?” Drake abruptly changed the subject. “I promise, no more stupid questions and I won’t look under your dress.”

      In spite of herself, Erin laughed again. “I’d love to dance.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Erin let him take her hand and lead her to the dance floor. He moved easily on his feet and she allowed herself to get lost in his strong arms and handsome face. It was the first time in years she’d thought of anyone but Shay as handsome. God knows, though Shay and Clay looked alike, there was always something ugly underneath Clay’s smile. She’d spent the last two years wondering why she hadn’t noticed that until it was too late.

      “You looked awfully serious just now,” he said lightly.

      “Thinking about my ex-husband and other things I shouldn’t be,” she admitted.

      “Anything you’d care to share?”

      She shook her head and focused on enjoying the sensation of a man touching her, even if she was covered from head to toe. It had been nearly three years since she’d had sex, and for whatever reason, this man made her miss it. Between her multiple surgeries, physical therapy, visits to the psychologist, work, and of course dealing with both Clay and her father, she never thought about sex. Mourning Shay had pretty much sucked the life out of her; if not for Liv, Kate and Tessa, she wasn’t sure where she would be.

      “How long have you been divorced?” Drake asked, cocking his head. “We might as well get all the hard questions over with.”

      “Legally? About a year, but I got a letter from him while I was in Afghanistan, asking for a divorce, a little over two years ago. The day of the explosion.”

      “Shit.” Drake shook his head. “You mean you came home from Afghanistan with burns all over your body and he still went through with the divorce?”

      “Well, he’d already filed, but his mother made him wait a year. She and I are still close. If not for her and my three best girlfriends, I never would have made it. It’s been the worst two years of my life, and to add insult to injury, Clay tried to say it was my fault.”

      “An IED in Afghanistan was your fault?” Drake narrowed his eyes. “What kind of asshole were you married to?”

      She smiled wanly. “A big one, apparently.” She shook her head. “Let’s not talk about me anymore, okay? You know I’m in the military—what do you do for a living?”

      “I play in the NHL.” He paused. “Hockey.”

      This time she scowled at him. “I’m a woman, not a dunce—you think I don’t know what the NHL is?”

      “A lot of girls give me a blank look when I say that,” he said. “Unless they’re puck bunnies, and I’m too old for that shit.”

      “Puck bunnies?”

      “Girls who hang around the rink trying to sleep with hockey players.”

      “Oh.” She made a face. “Groupies.”

      “Exactly.”

      The music was fading and he took her hand. “Come on. Let’s go for a walk. It’s hot in here and I’d prefer to escape before my sister tries to set me up with someone I don’t like—I’ve had to suffer through three terrible dances already.”

      “Was she playing matchmaker with us?” Erin looked up in surprise.

      “Why not?” He smiled down at her. “You’re beautiful, intelligent, and successful—what’s not to like?”

      “She’s seen me naked,” Erin muttered. “Why on earth would she want to subject her brother to someone who looks like I do?”

      “Does that mean I get to see you naked?” he asked, his eyes glistening with amusement.

      “Hell no!” She laughed, though, finding it easy to do with this giant of a man who seemed so kind and gentle.

      He guided her out onto a beautiful balcony that overlooked the grounds of the country club where the ball was being held. Lit by hundreds of tiny candles, it was romantic and peaceful.

      They leaned over the railing and for a while, neither spoke. “So, who do you play for?” she asked. “Chicago?”

      “No. This is my hometown, but I was drafted by Montreal and then played with Atlanta and Detroit. This past summer I was traded to the new expansion team in Las Vegas.”

      “How’s that been?” she asked. “I don’t follow them, but I remember thinking it was an odd place for a hockey team.”

      “It’s actually pretty cool. The city has really stepped up to welcome the team, we get a ton of tourists at the games, believe it or not, and the guys I play with are stellar. Really special group of guys—we’re like a family, and in the eleven years I’ve been in the league, it’s never felt like this before.”

      “That’s wonderful,” she nodded. “That’s what my last unit was like. My ex-husband’s twin, Shay, and I were best friends all through college. When we graduated, I married Clay and got assigned to Quantico, and Shay deployed. A few years later, they put him in charge of a top secret mission and he had to put together a special team. He asked for me to be his security chief—that’s my specialty—and so he handpicked our unit. It was a really great team.” She paused. “Obviously it didn’t end well, but anyway, why are we talking about me again?”

      “I like your voice,” Drake said softly. “I like you. You’re pretty, you’re funny, and it seems like you’ve been through hell, so I don’t mind listening. Plus, I have a confession to make.”

      “Uh-oh,” she looked at him suspiciously.

      “It’s not a big thing,” he chuckled. “I noticed you and asked Mack who you were. She said I should come over and ask you myself. Of course, I got suspicious and asked her why she wouldn’t tell me who you were, and then I kind of guessed you were a patient, but when I started moving your way, she stopped me and told me about the PTSD. She said she was only telling me because—” He grimaced.

      “Because?” she prompted.

      “She knows me well.” He squirmed uncomfortably. “And I like women. Since my divorce—”

      “Divorce! You didn’t tell me you were divorced.” Erin frowned at him.

      “I’ll tell you about it,” he said solemnly. “Just let me explain. Mack told me about you so I wouldn’t try hooking up for the night. Don’t be mad—she knows there have been a lot of women since I’ve been single and she didn’t want you to be a number.”

      “It’s been so long since I’ve had sex, I think being a number might be necessary,” she murmured, before realizing what she’d said and turning red. “Crap, did I say that out loud?”

      “Yup.” He grinned. “But honestly, I noticed you first. Then she told me. It wasn’t intentional.”

      “It’s fine.” She shrugged and looked up expectantly. “Your turn.”

      “Typical story.” He shrugged. “She was a puck bunny. We met when we were both twenty-two, and I had been picked up by Atlanta. I met her at some charity thing. She was a model, catalogs and such, and we hit it off. I was offered a pretty good contract that year. Within the year, I bought her a massive engagement ring and a Mercedes, and bought us a gorgeous condo in Buckhead.” He shook his head. “Then we got married. And you know, spending all that money would have been fine if she hadn’t done what she did.” He stared out at the beautiful grounds in front of them.

      “If it’s awful, you don’t have to tell me,” she said gently, touching his forearm.

      He glanced down at her. “Seriously? After what you’ve been through? My story is a piece of cake. Just a case of being young and stupid. We were married within a year. I got picked up for two more years for two million dollars. We got married, furnished our place and the nine months we dated plus the six months we were married, were actually pretty good. We had fun. She was a model, but she wasn’t stupid, and she liked to work out so we did that together.

      “She traveled for her work, and I traveled of course, so she wasn’t clingy or whiny when I was gone. My parents didn’t love her, and her mom is a crazy drunk that we saw maybe twice the whole time we were together, but we were a little family.” He looked down at her and sighed. “And then I went on a twelve-day road trip. I pulled a groin muscle on the second day and flew home. I’d tried to call her but she didn’t pick up so I just hung up and got on the plane—I was tired and in pain.

      “I got home and the condo was dark and quiet. Her car was in the garage, so while it was possible someone had picked her up, it was odd the alarm wasn’t on. I got into the kitchen and turned on the lights. There were a bunch of papers on the counter, along with some pain medications and one of those bracelets they give you when you’re at the hospital. Her name was on it, and I stared at it, wondering how she’d been at the hospital yesterday but hadn’t called me. So I looked at the papers and I kept reading the words, but didn’t understand them. And then it hit me. She’d had a D&C; fancy name for an abortion.”

      “Oh, Drake.” She winced. “You didn’t know she was pregnant?”

      “Nope. And while I was just twenty-four and we’d only been married six months, I was furious she didn’t even give me a choice, didn’t trust me enough to talk about it. I probably would have agreed—neither of us was ready—but she didn’t even tell me. She killed my kid without a second thought, and planned it perfectly so I’d be away for twelve days and I’d never know.”

      “Was the fight terrible?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “I slept on the couch and when she got up in the morning, she found me there. She realized I knew what she’d done and tried to make excuses, saying she couldn’t have a baby and all the stuff I knew she’d say. But I couldn’t trust her anymore. I couldn’t even look at her. I told her to pack up her stuff and go. I didn’t care about the ridiculous money I’d spent on her and told her she could keep the ring and any of the wedding gifts she wanted, but the house and furniture were mine. I told her if she fought me I’d tell the whole world what she did. She left. I got divorce papers from her lawyer about a week later with exactly what I’d said. No alimony since we were only married six months. That was seven years ago and I haven’t had a steady girlfriend since.”

      “And now you’re a bad boy,” she said with a soft smile. “Who has lots of one-night stands.”

      “Sometimes.” He grinned sheepishly. “It’s not like a new girl every night, but usually a few times and then I move on. Women are hard, you know? I guess I’m telling the wrong woman about that, though.”

      “Men are hard too,” she agreed sadly.

      “But now we’re both divorced, and we’re here.” He reached for her hand and intertwined their fingers between them. “Do you want to take a walk on the grounds or is it too cold?”

      Erin didn’t know if she was excited or incredibly nervous, but his touch was both sexy and comforting. “No, I’m fine.” She let him lead her across the balcony, their hands linked between them. She had no idea why she was holding hands with a man she’d only known for half an hour, but something about him made her feel good for the first time in a long time. It wasn’t just his good looks either; he seemed so solid and reliable. It was kind of ridiculous to feel that way since she had no idea what he was really like, but right now she didn’t want to think about it and didn’t care anyway.

      They made their way across a path that wove around the country club. There were intermittent streetlights that made it romantic instead of creepy, and while it was unseasonably warm for this time of year in Chicago, it was still chilly. She had never really liked the cold, but tonight it didn’t bother her. Maybe it was the man beside her or the fact it was the first time she’d gone out in over two years, but for tonight she was happy to go with the flow, wherever it led her.

      “So, what’s it like being a hockey player?” she asked as they walked.

      “I love it,” he said. “It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do. Are you a fan?”

      “I am,” she nodded. “Not a huge fan, but I follow the Capitals since I live outside of D.C., and we used to go to a lot of games in college. It’s fast-paced, so I think it’s exciting.”

      “Do you play any sports?”

      “A little volleyball and basketball,” she shrugged. “Before the accident anyway. Now I do mostly strength-training and weight lifting, and I’ve been starting to run again. I kind of stopped everything after I got back from Afghanistan.”

      “What do you do for fun?” he asked lightly.

      “Not much,” she admitted. “I haven’t been the same since the accident.”

      “No boyfriends?” He stopped walking, turning to look at her.

      She shook her head slowly. He made her nervous when he looked at her with beautiful eyes that were actually more amber than hazel now that she saw them up close. He was tall and his broad chest and muscular arms were visible through his jacket. She had the strangest urge to run her hands over his biceps so she forced herself to focus on his face instead.

      “What were you thinking just now?” he asked, his voice a little huskier than before.

      “I, uh,” she swallowed hard. “I was just thinking you have great shoulders. I like broad shoulders.”

      “I like tall brunettes with blue eyes,” he murmured, moving his hands around her waist and pulling her a little closer, his eyes never leaving hers.

      “I’m broken,” she whispered. “My body is hideous—truly. Tonight you see a lot of makeup, a fancy dress and a mask, but it’s really bad. I also have PTSD and nightmares. I can’t be alone for long periods of time. And there is absolutely no way I could take my clothes off in front of you. I don’t have anything to offer a guy like you.”

      He paused, as if somehow confused he still wanted her after everything she’d told him. “I still like you.”

      “So you want to be friends?” She glanced down to where his thumbs were making little circles around her waist.

      “I want to kiss you,” he said softly. “But I don’t want to scare you away.”

      “I’d like you to kiss me,” she breathed softly. He lowered his head and his lips found hers; gently, so much so that she reached up to pull his head closer. His tongue slipped between her lips and tangled with hers. For the first time in years, her stomach flipped over and her heart pounded, in a good way. This was not a panic attack—this was pure bliss. His touch was tender but sexy, encouraging her in a way that made her want things she hadn’t even thought about in a long time.

      “Oh boy,” she breathed heavily, leaning against him as she broke away. “This isn’t going to end well for either of us.”

      He chuckled, a rich sexy sound. “Because you won’t take your clothes off?”

      “Exactly.”

      “So if I found a way to get inside your panties but you could still keep all your clothes on, would that work?”

      She had no idea what would make him ask her something like that, but once he did, it was obvious he wanted her to agree. Maybe it was her vulnerability, or the sad shadows beneath the mask, but this had to be about more than just getting laid for him. She needed him and somehow, he sensed it.

      She gave him a look. “Seriously?” She tried to look stern but a giggle escaped and she’d never giggled before. What on earth was wrong with her?

      “I’ll make you a deal. You get to keep your clothes on, we can keep the room dark, whatever you don’t want me to see I don’t see—but we both get lucky. Come on, three years is too long for anyone, especially with a hot body like yours.”

      “I…I don’t know…” she stammered. “I mean, how…”

      “Do you want to have sex with me?” he whispered against her ear. “Forget about your problems—just think about the here and now—do you want to make hot love and have a bunch of orgasms?” It seemed very important for him to convince her he could make this work and she wished she knew why he wanted her.

      She gulped nervously, but focused on everyone telling her she had to start living again. And this guy was so incredibly hot. “Yes. Very much.”

      “Then come on.”

      “Drake, I want to, but I don’t know if I’m ready for this kind of thing.” Her eyes searched his.

      “My sister will beat me upside the head if I’m unkind, and anyway, that’s not my style. Me, you, one night of sex, and then we decide if Cinderella wants to see me again after the ball.” He met her gaze intently.

      “Just like that?”

      He touched her cheek with his fingers. “It’s not complicated. We both want it and I’m willing to play by your rules. I won’t hurt you, Erin.”

      “Where would we go?” This might be a mistake, but he was right that they both wanted it.

      “My hotel is across the street.” He tugged at her hand.

      She sent a quick text to Kate, so she wouldn’t worry, and then closed her hand firmly around his.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      They strolled across the street with her cape pulled tight around her and his arm around her waist. The wind blew her hair out of place, but Drake kept her close to his side as they entered the hotel and got into the elevator. Then he kissed her again, ravishing her mouth with his. Only one other person had ever kissed her like this, and she felt human again for the first time in years. She hadn’t realized how much she missed a man’s touch until this moment.

      They got to his room quickly and he immediately doused all the lights. The bed had been turned down for him and he quickly shed his jacket, belt and shoes. He took Erin’s cape and carefully laid it on the chair. The curtains were open with a fabulous view of Lakeshore Drive and he pulled her next to him as they stared out the window.

      “It’s beautiful,” she said softly.

      “Not as beautiful as you.” He kissed the tip of her nose.

      “You don’t have to lie.”

      “I’m not.” He caressed her left cheek. “I don’t know what’s under the mask or the dress, but I see beautiful lips, pretty eyes and a mouth I would love to have all over me. Your skin is soft but sexy and toned. Your hair is thick and silky…everything I see is beautiful.”

      “But what you don’t see…”

      “I’m not going to see tonight, remember? This is all about what you want.”

      “Kiss me,” she breathed. “Just kiss me until I stop second-guessing myself.”
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      And he did. Over and over. Until the pins had all come out of her hair and it was tumbling down her back. He noticed immediately there was a slight bald spot on the right side, but he turned her head so her hair would fall that direction and cover it. It hadn’t bothered him in the least, but he had a feeling it would bother her, so he focused on making her forget—her nightmares, her scars, Afghanistan, and most of all, her asshole ex-husband.

      “Mmm,” she moaned softly against his mouth. “I’m not sure, but I might have just died and gone to heaven.”

      “Not yet, baby.” He nibbled the back of her ear. “We have a long way to go for that.” He felt the goosebumps as he continued kissing his way around her ear, her neck and across her throat. “Are you cold?” he murmured.

      “Oh, no,” she whispered, reaching for the button of his slacks. “I’m actually pretty hot right now.”

      “Just wait.” He claimed her mouth again, realizing with a start that having her hands on him was blissful. Normally, he was in a hurry for the main act, ready to reach his climax and be done. Not that he was selfish—he always made sure his partners had pleasure too, but he was good at making that happen quickly. With Erin, he couldn’t seem to go that fast, though he felt himself straining against his boxers. He wanted to continue listening to the little moans coming from her mouth and feeling her hands traveling up and down his chest.

      “Drake?” She paused and moved back slightly.

      “Yeah, babe?”

      “Do you have protection?”

      “I do. Don’t worry; I’ll take care of everything.”

      “Oh good.” She rested against him again, this time resting her head against his chest. Without her shoes on, her body seemed small against his, even though she was tall compared to most women. She finally looked up, a question in her eyes. “Do you really want to do this with me?”

      “Of course.” He reached down to move her hair onto the opposite side, staring at the bald spot where he now saw some hair was slowly growing back. Though it was dark in the room, lights from the city shone brightly and he slowly bent to kiss the bare part of her head. “Does that hurt?” he asked softly.

      “No.” She shook her head slowly. “It’s still pretty numb. The doctors said it could take two or three more years for the hair to grow back normally.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” He lifted her chin, gazing into her eyes. They were a pale blue, with dark lashes, and though he couldn’t see the one behind the mask very well, he saw a slight shadow, telling him it was somehow different than the one he could see clearly. “You’re beautiful, breathtaking even. Scars don’t scare me, baby.”

      “You promised,” she whispered, tears welling up in her eyes.

      “Don’t cry.” He gently wiped a tear with his thumb. “I know what I promised. I want you to trust me.”

      “If I didn’t trust you, I wouldn’t be here, but right now, this time, it has to be on my terms.” She met his gaze worriedly.

      “Absolutely.” He nodded slowly and led her to the bed where he paused, looking at her carefully. “There are many things we can do while you’re still wearing that dress, but I’m pretty sure we can’t do any of them with the underwire thing you’ve got going on.”

      Erin looked down and then chuckled. “Crap, I have no earthly idea how to get it off. Kate strapped me into it.”

      “Is it just the bottom or full body?”

      “Just the bottom.”

      “We got this,” he said, lifting the layers of her dress. “Which side is it you don’t want me to see?”

      She pointed and he turned her so he was looking at her left hip as he sat on the edge of the bed. “Um, remember when I said I wasn’t going to look under your dress?” He chuckled too. “I’m going to have to if I’m getting this off of you.”

      She giggled. “Okey dokey. But no cheating.”

      “I do not cheat,” he said primly. He handed her a handful of silky layers of cloth, so she could hold them up while he ran his hand along her hip. He reached around to find the clasp and turned the skirt so the back was now at the side. Once he saw how it closed, he managed to get it unlatched and it promptly fell to the floor, but still kept its shape. They both laughed as he held her hands while she stepped out of it.

      “Damn,” he muttered. “Who comes up with these things?”

      “Not me.” She glanced at it. “I’m a girl, but I’m not that girly!”

      “You look pretty girly to me,” he said, pulling her close to him.

      “I feel pretty girly right now,” she replied as he found her mouth again. This time, he kissed her deeply, his mouth possessing hers as their bodies pressed close together. She unzipped his pants and let them fall to the ground. He stepped out of them as she unbuttoned his shirt.

      “You have the broadest chest I’ve ever seen,” she said appreciatively.

      “Do I get to see your chest?” he asked hopefully.

      “Not tonight,” she murmured. “If there’s a next time, yes.”

      “So the girls are damaged?” He ran a hand across her chest, though it was still covered by the dress and he couldn’t feel much under the thick fabric.

      “Nope.” She gave him a smirk. “But a girl has to save something for the imagination
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