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			CHAPTER ONE

			Game time.

			Nothing in NFL quarterback Dean Silverthorne’s career of media blitzes, celebrity propaganda, and general mayhem had prepared him for the wedding-day brouhaha in which he found himself immersed.

			His formula for a happy marriage?

			Stay single.

			Not that he didn’t believe marriage worked. His parents proved it did with a thirty-six-year union.

			He just didn’t believe marriage would work for him.

			Ever.

			He’d been smart enough to figure out that mystery of life at the age of fourteen. While his seventeen-year-old cousin had stood inside the smallest chapel in Deer Lick, Montana, and pledged his life to a girl he’d knocked up but barely knew, Dean had been rolling in the hayloft of Old Man Wilson’s barn. One hand firmly on third base beneath Cathy Carlisle’s pretty pink tank top, the other sliding into home beneath her grass-stained 501s.

			The misery Dean witnessed that day on his cousin’s face had compelled him to make himself two promises. Never get suckered, lured, conned, or tricked into exchanging the dreaded I Do’s. And never, ever let anything or anyone stand in the way of his dream to become a star NFL quarterback.

			At thirty-four he could claim success to both.

			For twenty years he’d played it smart and safe. Touchdown passes and reliable condoms. Victorious teams and supermodels more intent on landing magazine covers than putting a Mrs. before their names.

			In his book, weddings and all the froufrou crap they entailed were more trouble than an intercepted pass on the final play of the game. For years he’d avoided such occasions. Yet here he was, smack-dab in the heart of matrimony central, stuffed into the monkey suit he only hauled out for awards banquets.

			As he stood inside Deer Lick, Montana’s local Grange he glanced around the spacious room and almost laughed. Someone with a very twisted sense of humor had transformed the plain white cinder block walls he’d known as a kid into some kind of girly circus tent with twinkling fairy lights. The long-deceased masters who’d built this farmers’ fortress must have turned in their overalls.

			Though an early December snowstorm blew a bitter cold wind outside the big metal doors, inside the corners were draped with autumn bouquets wrapped in gold ribbons that swirled toward the concrete floor. Dinged-up folding tables had been covered by white cloths and mirrored centerpieces reflected the glow of tapered white candles. The entire display was an outrageous departure from the usual sparseness of the women’s Friday-night Bingo games or the annual Texas Hold ‘em tournament that stunk up the place with stale beer and cheap cigars. Even Kate’s big-pawed pup, who sat perfectly humiliated near the gift table, had been bedecked with a pink satin tux.

			The redhead who’d bullied him into attending the event waltzed by on the arm of her new husband. The bride—a.k.a. his baby sister—had the balls to wink at his obvious discomfort.

			“How’s the shoulder, Dean?” Edna Price clamped an arthritic hand over his good shoulder and smiled. Her weathered face crinkled like an old dry chamois.

			“Great.” Thankful for ditching the arm sling that labeled him as weak, Dean rotated his shoulder slightly. A simple movement to prove he wasn’t in agony for the pain pills that would temporarily numb the ache.

			“Bull pucky.” His mother’s dearest friend shook her blue-haired coif. “The minute that Denver tackle drilled you into the turf, I told your daddy you was gonna be in a big hurt.”

			Dean’s lips compressed so tightly the blood drained from them. Big hurt didn’t begin to describe the pain that had sliced through him after that hit—the pain that had twisted in his shoulder like a dull-edged razor. The air had been sucked from his lungs and he’d barely managed to get up off that field. In a haze of agony he’d lifted his hand in a wave to his team and to the stadium of fans, before they carted him away to the locker room for a series of x-rays and MRIs.

			He smiled now at Edna, and the blood flowed back into his lips. He refused to display an ounce of weakness. Whining was for pussies. “Just another day at the office, Mrs. Price.”

			The sympathy in the older woman’s faded eyes told Dean he couldn’t fool someone who’d had her own share of pain. “Well, we’re real proud of you, son. And we’re sure lookin’ forward to the Stallions winnin’ a spot in the Super Bowl this year.”

			“Yeah,” Dean grumbled. “Me too.” Only he wouldn’t be there to participate. And didn’t that just piss him off.

			Last year he’d let his team down. The coveted Lombardi had been within their reach. But in the final forty seconds of the game he’d stayed too long in the pocket. The defense had been fast and his feet hadn’t been quick enough to buy time for his receiver to get in position. He’d overcompensated. The pass flew over the receiver’s head and into the gloves of the opposing team, who took the ball in for the winning touchdown. A rookie mistake. And he’d been no damn newcomer to the game.

			The vicious sack he’d received during the Thanksgiving Day game last month had drilled his already-ravaged shoulder into the unforgiving turf. As a result, he’d been placed on the “injured” list for the remainder of the season—or longer, if he listened to the bullshit they tried to feed him in rehab.

			His team had lost that day and now his guys had to rely on the backup QB to take them to the show. He’d failed them twice. No way in hell would he fail them again. No. Way.

			A few of the boys had visited him after the surgery—his third within four seasons, on the same shoulder. They’d apologized for not having his back. And they’d sworn they didn’t blame him for the loss that day. But anyone with eyes could see their disappointment. Hell, it burned in his gut.

			While the guilt blazed, he returned his attention to the present, determined to sail through the remainder of the matrimonial festivities and get back to the real world.

			After a few quick anecdotes about life on the NFL Superhighway and a hug that smelled faintly of moth balls and Listerine, Edna Price moved on. Dean downed his crystal flute of champagne.

			The doctors were wrong.

			Damned wrong.

			He’d prove it to them and everyone else of little faith.

			“Well, well. The hometown hero returns.”

			Fawn Derick, the first girl in junior high he’d managed to educate on the finer points of “Show me yours and I’ll show you mine” sauntered toward him in a little black dress and pearls.

			Fawn no longer possessed the long, lithe body she’d once flaunted in tank tops, tight Wranglers, and strappy little sandals. Now she had an excess of curves. Some natural, some man-made. As she leaned in for an air kiss, she pressed herself close enough for him to decide which was which. Even more impressive than Fawn’s after-market assets? The huge diamond on her finger she’d received from a rich Californian who played rancher.

			“And you’ve just become more beautiful in my absence.”

			Obviously flattered, Fawn leaned in for a full-breasted embrace. “Are you staying long?” she whispered against his ear.

			Though Fawn had once been tempting and it might be fun to reminisce, for him, married women were more forbidden than women who salivated over a possible future trip to the altar.

			He gave a shrug that fired a spike of pain through his shoulder. “Once they break out the hokey-pokey or the chicken dance, I’m outta here.”

			Coffin-black cat claws drifted down the sleeve of his Hugo Boss. “I meant, are you staying long ... in town.”

			Not if he could help it. He had a life to get back to—one where a good time did not come with rules and attachments. Besides, he’d only be good for a day or two in his hometown before he became bored out of his mind. Or a target for females with big ideas.

			The women in Deer Lick, God bless them, subdivided into three categories: single, married, and single again. They came in all shapes and sizes but they all had the same ambition: a band of gold around their finger and a ring through their intended’s nose. Being a wealthy NFL star quarterback made him a prime target.

			Fawn wasn’t the first tonight to let him know she might be open to a little action down at the Cottage Motel. As much as he hated to disappoint them, he didn’t do groupies, strangers, or anyone who may have a jealous significant other. He didn’t want to end up like the Ravens’ former running back who’d taken up with a groupie and ended up gut-shot like an opening-day buck. So to preserve his unrivaled reputation among the townsfolk and not to come off as a total ass, Dean turned on his aw-shucks charm.

			“Sorry, gorgeous, it would be great to get together like old times. Unfortunately I’ve got to get back to the team.”

			Her hopes disintegrated with her smile. “But I thought—”

			“Hey, big brother, they’re playing our song.”

			With an exaggerated look of apology, Dean turned away from Fawn and her thinly veiled invitation toward his baby sister, who gave him a smug smile that proclaimed she knew she’d just rescued his sorry ass. No doubt she intended to collect her reward later. So while Sinatra serenaded them, Dean swept his sister into his arms and out onto the dance floor. He’d deal with the painful repercussions later.

			His heart gave a proud stammer when he looked down into her green eyes. Marriage may not be for him, but it already seemed to be sitting well with her. “Has anyone mentioned how breathtaking you are?”

			“Just the man I married, you, and maybe a few dozen others. Who’s counting?” She gave him a wide grin and smoothed her hand over his injured shoulder in a motherly gesture. “You don’t look so bad yourself. A tux looks so much better on you than that stinky old football jersey.”

			He chuckled to cover his flinch at even her softest touch. “That stinky old jersey generates million-dollar contracts.”

			“Happiness is not always about money, you know.”

			“Is that how you convinced yourself to give up your glamorous Hollywood career?”

			“Au contraire, big brother, I didn’t have to convince myself of anything. My career appeased me, but it never brought me deep satisfaction. You know, the kind that makes you go, ‘Oh yeah. This is it.’ But that man right there ...” She tilted her bridal veil toward her new husband as he waltzed by and twirled his seventy-year-old partner in her orthopedic shoes. “He definitely gave me my aha moment.”

			“Uh-huh.” Dean let his gaze drift so he wouldn’t insult her with an eye roll. “You were surrounded by the Spielbergs, DeNiros, and Madonnas of the world. What could possibly make one small-town deputy stand out above the rest?”

			“Oh, that’s easy. Honesty. Heart. Compassion. Not to mention the toe-curling sex.”

			His gaze snapped back. “TMI, Kate.”

			Her laughter rang as light as Christmas bells. “Someday you’ll find the right woman and fall in love. Then you’ll know what I’m talking about.”

			“I don’t fall in love.” He grinned. “Lust ... is another matter.”

			“Well, Mr. Perfect, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but you will fall in love. And when that happens, you will be shocked down to your jock strap. Because nothing else in this world will be more important to you than every breath she takes.”

			The catered hors d’oeuvres in his stomach dive-bombed at his sister’s use of the nickname he’d earned after his first flawless season at USC. Mr. Perfect. He couldn’t claim to be perfect anymore. Far fucking from it. “I doubt it. There are still too many long-legged blondes out there.”

			“Silly me. By the tabloid covers I see at the Gas and Grub, I’d have thought you’d already sampled them all.”

			“Nope. Still a few left. When I’m done with them I’ll move on to the brunettes.”

			“You can talk smack all you want, big brother. But I know the real you. And that party-all-the-time playboy image you portray isn’t the real you.”

			“Says who?”

			She laughed. “Says me. Because Dad would kick your ass if you were truly that disrespectful.”

			Dean smiled. Kate was right. He had a deep appreciation for women. He didn’t expect to have any woman he wanted, but he didn’t mind it. And he certainly never took advantage. But where baby sister was concerned, he had no intention of letting down his guard. Otherwise the next thing he knew she’d have him set up in some cozy little cottage with a white picket fence, a wife, and 2.5 kids. Family meant everything to him. But appreciation didn’t mean he had to have one of his own.

			While Sinatra sang about flying off to far Bombay, their sister Kelly, middle child and kick-ass prosecutor, twirled and wobbled by in the arms of the best man. James Harley’s wild reputation spanned the Rockies. Not exactly Kelly’s brand of testosterone. Kelly tilted her head back and giggled.

			Giggled? Sister Serious? No way. “Our sister appears to be drunk,” Dean said. “And flirting.”

			Kate glanced over her shoulder. “She’s having fun. Leave her alone.”

			“You’re not worried she might do something stupid?”

			“She’s a big girl,” Kate said. “And she deserves to have a little fun. The case she’s on is ugly and tragic. She’s not eating and she’s losing sleep. So if she lets her hair down for a night, who the hell cares?”

			“Not me?”

			“Correct. Not you. And not me.”

			After another quick check on their tipsy subject, he conceded. “I guess a little happiness never hurt anybody.”

			Concern wrinkled Kate’s forehead. “I want you to be happy too, Dean. With something more than throwing a football.”

			“Careful, you’re starting to sound like Mom.”

			“Really?” Her smile brightened. “Maybe that’s not so bad.”

			“This from the daughter who believed our mother out-wickeded the Witch of the West?”

			“Maybe I’ve changed my mind. We women are allowed to do that, you know.” She gave his hand a squeeze. “And the first thing Mom would tell you would be to stop pushing yourself so hard.”

			The look she gave him was all-knowing. But Kate didn’t know half of what she thought she knew. No one did. And no one would find out, either.

			Everything in his life was trashed. And for a moment, the tremendous losses stole his breath. He glanced away at the festive decorations. They reminded him of what his mother would create. Only this time she hadn’t. She hadn’t even been there to see her last-born walk down the aisle.

			Their mother had died suddenly a few short months ago. No warning. No goodbye. Just bam! She was gone.

			His eyes stung and he blinked.

			He missed her.

			She’d been his biggest fan. And more times than not, his best friend. And it seemed as though Kate intended to pick up the baton now.

			“If that new husband of yours ever gets out of line, you better come to your big brother,” he said, steering the conversation away from himself.

			“No way.” Kate tilted her head back and laughed. “If he gets out of line, I get to use the handcuffs.”

			Go figure. Kate had found her paradise in a town with a population of six thousand. His paradise, however, was a thousand miles south in the Lone Star state on the deep green field of football dreams.

			“Now, what’s this about Mom?” he asked.

			“Mom is ...” Kate paused and looked over his shoulder. Then she gave him a faint smile.

			Her odd comment snapped his attention back to the present and he found they’d waltzed toward the edge of the dance floor. “Mom is?”

			“Never mind.” Kate stopped in front of two women who appeared to be in the midst of an entertaining conversation. One of them happened to be the little blonde he’d escorted down the aisle just a few hours earlier. She turned toward them with laughter still playing at the corners of her mouth.

			“Dean, this is my very good friend, Emma Hart.” Kate slipped his hand from her waist. “Why don’t you two dance and get to know each other better?”

			Dean whispered against her ear, “Do not play matchmaker, Kate.”

			As though she didn’t hear, Kate embraced the blonde dressed in a strapless chocolate gown that hugged some pretty knockout curves. “If he’s not nice, I give you permission to sack him.”

			A smile and a wink later, Kate glided away, leaving him alone with a too-short woman who looked too intellectual, seemed much older than the models he dated, and by the lack of gold on her finger, was most likely single and man-shopping. Still, his sister would never forgive him if he didn’t display uber-politeness. He had no choice but to turn on the charm he usually reserved for the media after an opposing team had opened up a can of whoop-ass.

			As Frank Sinatra faded away, the DJ put on a country ballad. What was it with all the hokey slow dances? Dean took his cue and extended his hand. “Well, Emma, very good friend of my sister Kate, would you care to dance?”

			She looked up at him and sparks flashed deep in her unique Mediterranean-blue eyes. Lips that looked marshmallow-soft parted slightly and revealed the slightest space between her two front teeth. In an instant, studious turned to sexy and a deluge of testosterone flooded Dean’s system that he couldn’t have held back if he’d been the Hoover Dam.

			She hesitated.

			He held back a laugh.

			Like she’d really turn him down?

			She tilted her head and silky hair draped across her bare shoulder. He took that as a yes and reached for her hand.

			“Thanks.” She tucked her hand behind her back. “But no thanks.”

			Emma looked up at Deer Lick’s golden boy and found bewilderment shading his green eyes.

			He’d never been turned down before.

			Poor baby.

			In the space of a heartbeat he recovered as smoothly as the pro who commanded the football field, and he surprised her when his sensuous lips curled into a smile.

			Too bad the gesture was wasted. She didn’t plan to stick around and wait to be dazzled. She turned away from the man who was paid millions to repel gigantic ogres in gladiator garb, and who apparently possessed some kind of magic that caused women all over America to drop their panties like coins in a wishing well.

			As a bridesmaid she had duties to attend to. Especially since it appeared the maid of honor seemed a bit too tipsy to handle the task.

			Emma curled her fingers into the dupioni silk of her dress and lifted it so she wouldn’t fall on her face as she walked toward the bar in her borrowed high heels. As much as she hated to admit it, even to herself, coming face-to-face with Dean Silverthorne had rattled her composure. When he’d walked her down the aisle at the wedding, she hadn’t looked up and he hadn’t looked down. Their eyes had never met. When she’d stood on the altar, she’d focused solely on the beautiful vows being exchanged between the loving couple. But now, standing an arm’s length away with his penetrating gaze focused on her? That had been an entirely different matter.

			“Champagne, please,” she told the rent-a-bartender, who promptly popped the cork on a fresh bottle. While Emma waited for her drink, Carrie Underwood’s passionate vocals filled the room. The sweet rhythm of the music poured through Emma’s bones and she started to hum along. As she accepted the fluted glass from the bartender, she became aware of a large tuxedoed presence taking up space to her left. He leaned an elbow on the rented bar, and the luxurious scent of pricey aftershave and warm male settled over her like a seductive web.

			“So, you come here often?” The deep timbre of his voice was tinged with humor.

			Emma smiled into her glass of champagne and sipped. The bubbles tickled her nose. She looked up, a smirk still on her lips. “Actually, I do. On Wednesday nights I meet here with the ladies’ auxiliary and once a month we hold a Mommy and Me crafting class.”

			Her own attempt at humor was met with the imaginary sound of crickets.

			“Oh.” She gasped dramatically. “I’m sorry. Was that a pick-up line?”

			His smile slipped and his dark brows pulled together.

			“And that works for you?”

			“No.” A burst of amusement rumbled in his broad chest. “But I try at least once a day to put my foot in my mouth. How’d I do?”

			“I’d give you an A+.”

			“Perfect.” He leaned toward the bartender and ordered a glass for himself. Champagne in hand, he turned his back to the bar and lifted his glass as if to toast her.

			Hmmmm. She thought she’d made herself clear. Not interested. So why didn’t he go away?

			Intent on discouraging further conversation, she turned her attention to the dinner tables across the room to see if the disposable cameras were in use. One of her bridesmaid duties was to make sure everyone had a good time, and Emma always took her responsibilities to heart. The man beside her, however, appeared not to be deterred.

			She looked up. “Is there a problem?”

			“No problem.” He shrugged his non-injured shoulder. “Just curious.”

			“About?”

			“Why you didn’t want to dance.” His head tilted. “Don’t you know how?”

			“Of course I know how.” Was he kidding? She knew how to bust a move. Poorly. Alone in her living room with only her cat watching. “I simply choose not to.”

			His Sexiest Man of the Year smile widened to a grin as if he’d been challenged. Emma looked away. She took a sip of her champagne and scanned the room again, searching for any excuse to politely escape his overwhelming presence. He was a gorgeous man who, in his tux, would put a red carpet George Clooney to shame. She could clearly understand how women would fall prey to his kind of drug. But she’d sworn to never put herself in that position again. Once had been enough.

			His dark brows lifted. “You don’t like me, do you?”

			“Don’t be silly.” She kept her attention across the room and wiggled her fingers in a wave to Dean’s father, who was doing his best to avoid the attention of man-eater Gretchen Wilkes. Poor man. “I barely know you.”

			“You know ...” He took a long sip of his champagne. “I believe I like this kind of dance much better.”

			She looked up. The lingering grin on his face clearly said he was quite entertained for some odd reason. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.”

			“This banter.” He waved his hand between the two of them. “You know, verbal dodge ball.”

			“Really? Well now I’m curious,” she admitted.

			“About?”

			“Why you’re wasting your time talking to me. I’m not a supermodel or a movie star. I don’t even mud wrestle.”

			“Well, that works out great.” Charm oozed from every virile pore in his body. “Because I much prefer Jell-O wrestling.”

			She shook her head. “Why is it that men are always drawn to women who don’t mind humiliating themselves?”

			“Guess I’ve never regarded a friendly little Jell-O tussle as humiliating.”

			“Well, of course not. Because men like you always see the end game.”

			“Which is?”

			“Meaningless sex. A one-nighter, nooner, or whatever time of day you manage to find a willing body.”

			“So, from your point of view,” he responded, pointing a long, masculine finger at her, “that’s all men like me are looking for? A quickie?”

			“Isn’t it?”

			“Absolutely not.”

			“Right.” And sunflowers grow on Mars. “You don’t remember me, do you?” she blurted out in a choked laugh.

			He looked down at her, studied her face. Then his mouth slid into a cautious smile. “Don’t take it personal.”

			Emma held his gaze. Men like Dean Silverthorne gobbled up women like her. Men who used women, ruined their reputations, then moved on without a sprinkle of apology.

			Love ‘em and leave ‘em.

			Been there. Done that.

			Didn’t need to make a return trip.

			“I wouldn’t dream of taking it personal.” Emma set her half-empty glass on the bar. “If you’ll excuse me.” As she scooted around him, his big hand touched her arm.

			“Wait a minute.” Concern tightened his brow. “Should I remember you?”

			“I have to go. Your sister is about to throw the bouquet.” She shot him an exaggerated look of regret. “But don’t worry. Men like you never remember women like me.” She tapped her chest. “We’re completely forgettable.”

		

	


	
		
			

			CHAPTER TWO

			Dusk fell across the Houston skyline as Dean cracked his eyes open. He turned onto his back and blocked the invasive sunshine with his forearm. The movement shot fire through his shoulder and into his chest.

			“Damn.”

			Beside him the sheets rustled. A cool hand and long fingernails pressed against his arm. “You okay, baby?”

			“Yeah.” He threw back the covers and strode naked to the bathroom. While he washed his face and hands, he prayed the woman in his bed would get up and leave so the hot shower calling his name could massage the kinked-up muscles in his shoulder. The knock on the bathroom door confirmed she had other ideas.

			“I need to go, too,” she said in a squeaky voice that might have sounded good after a couple shots of Patrón, but failed miserably without the drone of eighty-proof buzzing through his brain.

			“Help yourself to the one down the hall.” He stared at his reflection in the mirror, unwilling to admit that between his physical therapist’s pessimism and his subsequent agonizing workout to prove his PT wrong, he’d been desperate for a distraction and broken his own rule. He didn’t do strangers, groupies, anyone with a jealous significant other, or women with marriage on the mind. Yet with little effort he managed to pick up the attractive blonde—a complete unknown—in the physical therapy reception area. He knew nothing about her. Not even her name. “I’ll give you a call tomorrow.”

			“But you don’t have my number.”

			“Leave it on the dresser,” he said, knowing he’d never make that call. He set the controls on his hydrotherapy shower and dialed in the temperature to just this side of scorching. While he waited, he grabbed the prescription bottle from the cabinet and downed two pills to kill the pain that raged through his shoulder.

			“Oh. Okay then.” The female voice pouted.

			God, when had he turned into such a selfish dick?

			Guilt burned a hole in his chest. He snapped off the shower, opened the door, and went down the hall to give his guest a proper goodbye. She’d been sweet and accommodating and she didn’t deserve to be treated like trash. He didn’t use women. Ever.

			Once Dana, as he’d discovered her name to be, got on the elevator, he went back into the bathroom, opened the shower door, and stepped inside. Steaming water pounded into his aches and sluiced across his shoulder and back. The pain pills started to take effect and his muscles began to uncoil.

			Men like you are cowards. You only see the end game. Meaningless sex. A one-nighter, nooner, or whatever time of day you manage to find a willing body.

			Shit.

			The disembodied voice charged at him from inside his head, but no way was it his own thought. And it wasn’t the first time he’d heard it. Since he’d flown out of his hometown, his sister’s crazy bridesmaid had haunted him. Not her. Her words. She didn’t know what she was talking about. She didn’t know him. At all.

			So why had he just picked up a woman he didn’t know—before two in the afternoon—and brought her home purely for the purpose of sex?

			“Fuck!” He smacked his palm against the cool blue tiles, and water splashed him back in the face. He knew even less about Emma the Tormentor. Small, smart, and sassy. That’s all he knew.

			Yet somehow, from a thousand miles away, she managed to make him feel a slap of shame.

			He didn’t do shame well.

			Hell, he’d never conned a woman into his bed. Never made false promises. He’d always been respectful and appreciative. But he’d also been one hundred percent honest that the only long-term commitment he had time for was his career.

			Little had changed except at the moment he was a bit banged up. Come time for training camp he’d be good as new, no matter the BS the surgeon and physical therapists tried to feed him. He knew his body, knew his mind, knew what he was capable of.

			For twelve years they’d called him Mr. Perfect. To hell with what some nut-job doctor told him. To hell with what everyone in the organization thought.

			It was better to burn out than fade away.

			Hours later Dean parked his Mercedes SL in the stadium players’ parking area and stepped out into the cool December night. The aroma of burgers, brats, and BBQ drifted above the parking lot from the swarms of tailgaters geared up for the big game. After he stopped to autograph a few t-shirts and foam fingers, he pushed open the locker room doors and stepped into a world of familiarity. The energy. The focus. The smells of athletic tape, tape spray, and fresh washed jerseys.

			God, he missed this.

			Jim Craddick, the equipment manager, gave him a grin and a fist bump. Further into the room he became enveloped by the familiar. Bring Me to Life by Evanescence rocked the sound system while NFL greats in various stages of dress and undress blocked the view to their open lockers. Some were laying out their uniforms; others were getting stretched and reading playbooks.

			This was where he belonged—strapping on his armor instead of strolling around in a polo shirt and slacks. Though the Stallions logo emblazoned his ball cap and jacket, the symbols weren’t half as significant as slipping his arms through the sleeves of his blue and red number-eleven jersey.

			“Where you been hidin’, QB?” Frankie Martin, nickelback extraordinaire, shook his hand. Gently. A not-so-subtle reminder that he was one of the walking wounded. Not always the inspiration the team looked for in their pre-game mode. The rest of the boys gave him a round of nods and a few good-humored jabs aimed at his slacking off; then they returned to psyching themselves up for the physicality of the imminent battle.

			“Had to go back home for my kid sister’s wedding,” he said.

			“You? At a wedding?” Frankie’s over-bleached teeth flashed. “Hope someone got visual documentation.”

			Dean laughed. It felt good to be back with the guys. He didn’t need to wear his jersey to fit in. He was one of them. One of the chosen few who showed up every week to leave their blood and sweat on the field. And in his case, some torn tissue and muscle.

			He walked past his empty locker and barely gave it a glance.

			He’d give anything to be in their athletic shoes.

			Anything.

			After a few handshakes, he moved through the room and headed toward the guy in the jersey at the end of the row of lockers.

			Number seven.

			His replacement.

			Scratch that. His temporary replacement.

			The kid glanced over his shoulder then turned his back. Dean smiled at the arrogance. Overconfidence would only get the rookie so far. But then he had to put up or shut up.

			Dean swallowed down the Texas-sized lump in his chest. This was his team. And no matter how much it hurt that he would not be running out onto that field with them, he knew he had to make sure he left them in good hands until he made his return.

			“How’s it going, youngster?” Dean leaned his good shoulder against the backup QB’s locker.

			Jared Jacoby lifted his pretty-boy face and grinned. “Good, old man.”

			Dean chuckled. He enjoyed sparring. Verbal. Physical. Didn’t matter. He just loved the way his blood pumped thorough his veins at a good confrontation.

			“So what’s your tactic?” he asked. “The Ravens’ offense is explosive. Defense is like a concrete wall.”

			“Smashmouth.” Jacoby shrugged. “No turnovers.”

			“Just don’t try to get too showy with that arm of yours. Keep your head. Don’t let them read your eyes.”

			Jacoby grinned. Snapped his gum. “I got coaches, Silverthorne. You aren’t one of them.”

			Dean propped his Ecco Terrano loafer on the bench. “How many times have you gone up against Baltimore?”

			Jacoby looked away and shrugged.

			“Yeah. A big zero,” Dean reminded him. “I’ve been there, done that. Many times. Just trying to lend you a little advice.”

			“Don’t need it, old man. Don’t want it.”

			“Too bad your dick isn’t as big as that ego,” Dean shot back with a hope that between now and the time the kid took the field, he’d find at least one humble bone in his body and realize the game was about more than just making a name for himself. “You take care of the team. You’re their captain now.”

			Jacoby gave Dean a defiant lift of his chin.

			“Try not to fuck it up,” Dean said as the coach called the players together for the last-minute strategy and inspirational go kick their purple pansy-asses speech.

			Dean stood among his men and let the blood rush through his veins, just as if he’d be stepping out onto the field with them. But he wasn’t. This time he was strictly an observer. A cheerleader. And that didn’t settle well in his soul.

			Didn’t settle well at all.

			At the end of the fourth quarter the Stallions squeaked a W by a field goal. It had been a hard-fought battle but his team had moved forward. Without him. They’d embraced Jacoby as their leader as if he’d been their QB for a decade, and Dean congratulated the cocky little bastard.

			Suddenly Dean needed to be away from the celebration. Away from the reminders of his weakness. His failures.

			He walked through the corridor, his lone footsteps echoing against the concrete floor. He pushed the release arm on the steel door and stepped out into the parking lot where the cold air slapped him in the face. He’d taken two steps toward his Mercedes when a local reporter appeared from nowhere and thrust a video camera and microphone in his face. The lights that had once annoyed Dean were now like an old friend.

			“How’s the shoulder?”

			Dean flipped the switch on his on-camera charm and flashed the smile that had brought him millions in endorsements. “Doing great.”

			“Looks like Jacoby’s ready to take the team to the playoffs.”

			“He’s capable. As long as he doesn’t let his nerves or ego get the best of him.”

			“If the Stallions go to the Super Bowl without you, do you plan to retire?”

			Irritation snapped up his spine. With any luck the gnashing of his teeth wouldn’t be heard through the microphone. “Oh, don’t go rolling the carpet up on me just yet.”

			Dean gave the reporter a polite nod and a goodnight and headed toward his car. He slipped inside to the comfort of the leather interior, started the engine and let it rumble. The muscles in his neck and jaw knotted. Man. He was tired of the naysayers. Tired of the loaded questions. Tired, period. Maybe he needed a break. Away from the spotlight. Away from those who’d lost their faith.

			It was two weeks away from Christmas. Might just be a good time to take a few weeks of R & R and head home to Deer Lick. He threw the gearshift into drive, stepped on the accelerator, and roared away from the glare of disappointment.

		

	


	
		
			
			CHAPTER THREE

			Snow.

			Everywhere Dean looked there were hills and mounds and piles of white stuff. The current downpour wasn’t doing much for visibility. What the hell had he been thinking, leaving the comfort of Texas for this?

			On top of the weather conditions, he’d had to leave his Mercedes behind, and now he was stuck driving his mother’s beat-to-hell beast of a Buick. Why his father had refused to get rid of the old bomber after his mother died was a wonder. The old man never drove it. The rusted chassis sat in the driveway, took up space, and reduced property values. A shabby reminder of the lively woman who’d driven it for over two decades.

			Dean tested the brakes as he maneuvered the car through a wintry obstacle course toward his newlywed sister’s house for dinner. Kate had been so excited when he’d come home, she’d started to interfere with his plans. His sleep-in mornings. Tranquil afternoons. Peaceful evenings. He’d agreed to one dinner and Christmas Day festivities. After that, he’d head back to Texas to ready himself for training camp. An athlete could never start the conditioning process too early. Especially if his doctors and physical therapists were Nancy boys who had no faith he’d be back out on the field throwing perfectly tight spirals into the gloves of his receivers.

			He drove down Main Street where a banner stretched across the road and wished everyone happy holidays. Where tinsel wreaths with twinkle lights hung from every lamppost. Where neon green posters announced the upcoming Christmas parade. He drove past Purdy’s Pawn Shop and Old Man Crosby’s used bookstore, toward the Sugar Shack, the family’s bakery. Dean originally intended to drive right on by. Instead he pulled over and parked out front.

			The doors were locked. Lights were out. But he could still picture his mother in her overalls and apron flitting about the shop, sliding cookies off bake sheets and into the hands of eager customers.

			During his teen years, when he hadn’t been honing his football skills, he’d helped out after school and on Saturdays, baking chocolate pecan cookies, loaves of honey wheat bread, and washing pots and pans. He’d hated every sugar-filled second. He’d seen the results of all that work at the end of the day. While he and his sisters sat at the kitchen table doing homework, his father would massage lotion into his mother’s dry, chapped hands. Or he’d see his father soak his tired feet in a tub of Epsom salts. But Dean also remembered the affectionate looks that would pass between his parents. The laughter. Even amidst their sighs of utter exhaustion he recognized the love.

			Those times—the sights, the smells, and the devotion—would be forever embedded in his brain. He loved his parents. They’d been good to him. They’d always believed in him. His mother had always been his biggest fan. She’d always worn her replica Deer Lick Destroyers number-eleven jersey on game day.

			Sorrow squeezed his heart and he absently rubbed at his chest.

			This would be their first Christmas without her.

			At that moment, the little setback with his shoulder paled in comparison to the breathtaking loss of the woman who’d given him life. Who’d wiped his nose, taught him his ABCs, donated hundred of pastries for football fundraisers, and who’d sat on splintery bleachers in rain or snow to watch him play the game he loved. He smiled and shook his head. She’d been the best.

			God, he missed her.

			Several memory-filled moments later, he gave the Sugar Shack another glance, twisted the key in the ignition, and eased the car away from the curb. Nightfall had descended and he didn’t need to be late to Kate and Matt’s, or he’d never hear the end of it. Fresh off their Hawaiian honeymoon, Kate was eager to show off their photos and her newfound culinary skills. Dean hoped she’d do better than the tofu, bean sprouts, and slimy vegetable combo she’d tried to serve him the last time he’d visited her in LA.

			The long stretch of road out to his sister’s lake house was deserted. Those in town had long ago bundled up in their cozy homes—out of the cold, and into their nightly routines. If he were in his own home right now, he’d be headed out to meet the guys at Johnny Ray’s for wings and a beer, or calling up a sexy blonde to join him for a dinner of slow-baked salmon at Reef, his favorite restaurant.

			Everything about his childhood hometown screamed the opposite of the trendiness of his adopted hometown of Houston. Deer Lick was simple. Ancient. Boring. Even the oldies radio station he’d tolerated surrendered to static. He punched the buttons to search for a station that didn’t reek of political commentary or Lawrence Welk.

			“It’s not unusual ...”

			Great.

			Tom Jones.

			His mother’s favorite.

			Dean moved his finger away from the radio. Another reminder of his loss. Seemed like his days were filled with them.

			Beneath him, the Buick’s wheels rolled across hard-packed snow while old Tom did his laughable best to sound sexy. The interior of the car grew crisp with icy air. Dean adjusted the heater fan to high, but even after a few minutes it hadn’t helped. An odd glow brightened in the rearview mirror and Dean squinted against the glare. Damned cars following too close. And on a deserted road? What the hell was the matter with them?

			Upon closer inspection through the side mirror, he realized the glow couldn’t be coming from another car. There wasn’t another car. Instead the light appeared to be in the back seat. He figured a flashlight—maybe on the floorboard—accidentally got turned on when he’d hit a bump in the road. He eased up on the accelerator so he could reach into the back to find it and turn it off.

			He shifted in his seat, looked over his shoulder, and froze.

			“Hello, Son.”

			Every hair on the back of his neck sprang up like porcupine quills when he realized the green eyes he stared into belonged to his mother.

			His ... mother ... lifted her finger and pointed toward the windshield. “Oh. Honey. Watch out for that car.”

			Dean swung back around in his seat just in time to realize he was headed in the direct path of oncoming headlights.

			With gloved hands, Emma gripped the wheel of her Subaru and braced for impact. The Christmas tree tied to the top of her old Forester shifted as she swerved at the last second to avoid a head-on collision—something no experienced driver ever attempted on an icy road. But better to spin out than end up a scrambled egg.

			The jerky motion sent her car skating toward the culvert on the side of the road. With a splash of white powder over the hood of the car, everything came to a bone-jarring stop. Her headlights cut across vacant land and shone into the branches of the perfect little ponderosa pine she’d just cut down in the woods behind the now-vacant Clear River Lodge.

			She swallowed the lump of petrified terror stuck in her throat and glanced out the window to find the other car had come to a stop across the road. All four wheels were on the ground.

			Somehow they’d missed disaster by mere inches.

			Relief poured through her. She dropped her forehead to the wheel with thanks to whichever of her busy guardian angels had been on duty. Then she inhaled a steadying breath. Exhaled. And scrunched her face to keep from crying. As her heart rate declined, her temper accelerated.

			What kind of jerk drove like that in such treacherous conditions? Someone probably too busy texting to keep their eyes on the road.

			She shoved the car into park, unhooked her seatbelt, and swung open her door.

			“Are you crazy?” Her gloves slapped against her antiquated parka as she shouted at the other driver. “Where the heck did you get your driver’s license? A gumball machine? Why don’t you—”

			The door to the old brown sedan creaked open and way over six feet of muscular male slid out from the front seat.

			The blood drained from Emma’s head. Her ears buzzed. Inside her knitted gloves her fingers went numb and her heartbeat kicked back up into overdrive.

			While she wished she could Houdini herself to somewhere else on the planet, Dean Silverthorne stood across the icy road and stared at her as if she were a Keebler elf on crack. The soles of a worn pair of cowboy boots dug into the snow at his feet. Relaxed jeans hugged his slim hips and encased his long, long legs. The buttons of a dark-colored henley peeked out from behind the zipper of a hooded parka.

			Damn. He really did look as good in real life as he did on all those magazine covers.

			She’d thought she’d seen the last of him when she’d left him behind at Kate’s wedding. She thought he’d gone back to his Lone Star play land of supermodels and super stardom where she’d never need to think of him again. Obviously she’d thought wrong.

			If it hadn’t been for the dazed look on his face, Emma would have continued to nail him to the floorboards about his less-than-acceptable driving skills. But since she didn’t want any accusations or future lawsuits to come her way, she figured it might behoove her to check on his health and welfare. She could only imagine the levelof attorneys he could afford. “Are you okay?”

			His dark brows pulled together. “Are you?”

			She folded her arms against her parka. “I asked you first.”

			“Yeah,” he said. “I’m good. You?”

			“No damage.” She glanced at her car. “Not sure I can say the same for my Christmas tree, though.” Turning back toward him she found he hadn’t moved. Not an inch. And maybe only cartoon eyeballs spun in cartoon characters’ heads, but Dean Silverthorne’s jade-colored orbs gave the tilt-a-whirl thing a run for its money. “Are you sure you’re okay? Do you want me to call 9–1–1?”

			He looked down the road. When his gaze returned to her, he seemed to have gathered his wits. If he had any to begin with.

			“No need.”

			“Okay. Good. Then ... what the hell were you thinking? If you can’t handle the icy roads, then don’t drive. You could kill someone.”

			“I ... ah ...” He bent down and looked through the sedan’s back window. “Yeah. Sorry about that. There was something ...” He hitched a thumb toward his car. “In ...” He righted himself again. Shook his head as if to clear it. “Yeah. Sorry.”

			Wow. Okay. Talk about taking too many hits to the noggin. Rumor was his football career was kaput because of the shoulder injury. Emma thought he just might not be playing with a full box of Wheaties.

			“Where were you headed?” she asked. And why are you still here? “Do you need a ride? Because I’m not sure you should be driving. You do look a little shook up.”

			Apparently sanity along with his muy macho ego roared back. His head snapped up and he started across the road toward her. A puff of warm breath hung in front of his face that made him look like a fire-breathing dragon about to tackle her on the fifty-yard line. She pulled a gulp of icy air into her lungs and took a step back.

			“Let me help you get this back on your car.” He marched right past her, toward her once-perfect little
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