
        
            
                
            
        

    
	After breaking his leg in a circus accident, an acrobat returns home to heal... and discovers he may have a reason to stay there.

	 

	 

	After college, Montgomery Worshack—Monty—ran away from the life his parents had planned for him and became an elite circus performer. Working hard, he becomes a headliner, and he loves every second of it. When his trapeze breaks while he’s training for a new trick, his life is turned upside down. While he’s lying in the hospital with a fractured leg, his parents descend, trying to take over.

	Fortunately, Monty’s friends arrive, too. With one being a doctor—Morgan Pruitt—they whisk him away from his interfering parents and take him home with them. Monty knows he has months of healing and therapy ahead of him before he can even think about training to find a new circus position. To alleviate the boredom, he accepts Morgan’s invitation to join him at the wedding of his friend’s son—Jake Lewis. While there, Monty finds his attention snagged by a very handsome police officer, Brian O’Reilly.

	Considering how hot Brian finds Monty, he can’t help relaxing the injured man in the best possible of ways. After that, he doesn’t return the man’s call. Brian has been burned before. He has no desire to get involved with another man who’s sure to leave him for greener pastures. Except, when Brian learns that Monty’s father is making threats, he can’t stay away.

	Can Brian guard his heart while helping secure Monty’s safety?
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	Slow and steady may not win the race, but it will get you to the finish line.

	~Me

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Monty Worshack couldn’t decide what woke him first—the incessant beep, beep, beep of the machines or the pain radiating through his body.

	What the hell happened?

	Even as the thought entered his agony-riddled mind, Monty recalled... everything. Fear spiked within him as he remembered the sound of the trapeze line snapping. The feel of air rushing past his face had taken his breath away, and not in the way he relished. Monty had screamed as he’d seen the floor of the practice tent rushing toward him, his mind blanking in disbelief as he spotted the fallen left corner of the safety net.

	Snapping his eyelids open, Monty panted softly as he stared at the ceiling. As expected, it was a sterile white. Still, that view was better than the memory reel playing across the backs of his eyelids.

	Monty slowed his breathing, doing his best to push those thoughts from his mind. Instead, he counted the paint globs within his field of vision. He also focused on each measured exhalation, imagining with each breath out that he was expelling the pain, allowing him to beat back the waves of agony buffeting his body.

	“Well, hello, Mister Worshack,” a feminine voice greeted, heralding the arrival of a nurse. A blonde’s smiling face appeared in Monty’s line of sight. “We’re so very pleased to see you awake.”

	We? What we?

	Monty only saw her.

	As the woman shown a light into Monty’s eyes, she told him, “My name’s Nurse Matilda, and I imagine you have a few questions.” She put the light away before patting his wrist. “I’ll let Doctor Lorrenz know you’re awake. I’m certain your family will be pleased to hear it, too.”

	Family?

	Wait. What?

	Wanting to question her, Monty opened his mouth. His voice came out a quiet rasp as he muttered, “Wait.” Fortunately, that was enough to catch the nurse’s attention, and she turned back to face him. “W-Water,” Monty forced out.

	“Just a little,” Nurse Matilda told him, crossing to a side table. “We don’t want your stomach upset.”

	Whatever.

	Monty opened his mouth when she offered him the straw. He sucked down two mouthfuls before he noticed her pulling it away. Managing another half a mouthful before she could get the straw out of his mouth, Monty rolled that across his tongue for a few seconds.

	When Nurse Matilda patted his shoulder lightly and told him, “Be back in a minute,” Monty swallowed the water.

	“What family?” Monty managed to ask.

	Nurse Matilda paused and smiled at him once more. “Your parents, of course.”

	Oh fuck.

	Monty’s brain stalled at that news. Nothing good ever came from him dealing with his parents. Monty hadn’t seen them in over a decade. Instead, he used a lawyer to converse with them.

	Before Monty could order them away from him, Nurse Matilda was gone.

	Shit.

	Blowing out a breath, Monty returned his focus to the ceiling. His mind began to drift, and he realized he had to be on pretty heavy pain meds. Blinking quickly, Monty did his best to focus. If his parents were allowed in the room, he knew he would need his wits about him, pain or not.

	Monty slowly turned his head, looking left and right. It took two sweeps over the sides of his bed to spot the call button. He moved his right hand, and a fresh wave of pain stabbed through him.

	That was when Monty registered the cast on his right wrist. Growling softly, he glared at the offending item that covered his arm from below his elbow to his palm. Monty bit back a growl of frustration as he wondered why the hell the remote with the call button would be set up on the same side of his bed as his injured wrist.

	Breathing deeply, Monty lifted his arm. He felt sweat break out on his temples and brow as he reached for the device. As he pressed the button with his forefinger, causing a spike of agony to erupt up his arm, the heartrate monitor beside his bed went off, filling the air with more and more beeps.

	Damn annoying machine.

	Hearing the sound of running footsteps, whether in response to the call button or the incessant beeps, Monty didn’t know and didn’t care. All he cared about was the fact that a man in hospital scrubs came rushing into the room. Nurse Matilda was right behind him.

	“Easy now, Mister Worshack,” the guy soothed, stopping beside the bed. He glanced at the machine, then stared down at Monty. “Take a few nice deep breaths for me. I can’t give you more pain meds quite yet. It’ll be another hour, so let’s try to relax a little on your own.” His dark eyes held a note of concern. “Seeing as you just woke up, I really don’t want to have to sedate you.”

	Monty did as the man ordered, easily getting his pulse back under control. Hell, controlling his pulse—and nerves—had become a way of life for him. Ever since Monty had taken up gymnastics when he was seven years old, he’d learned to regulate his breathing.

	“That’s good, Mister Worshack,” the man encouraged. “Very good.” He smiled at Monty. “Oh, I’m Doctor Lorrenz, by the way.” The doctor chuckled, a wry smile curving his lips. “Now, let’s go over what happened. Shall we?” Before Monty could hope to answer, Doctor Lorrenz added, “I’ve already gone over your care and next steps with your parents, and they’ve assured me you’ll have plenty of help, so try not to panic upon hearing anything I tell you, okay, Mister Worshack?”

	Scowling at Doctor Lorrenz, Monty finally found his tongue. “My parents are not my emergency contact. Why did you call them?”

	“I don’t recall who called them or why,” Doctor Lorrenz stated slowly. He rested one hand on Monty’s shoulder and lifted the other in placation. “That was done while I was in surgery with you.”

	Monty didn’t care for that response—not in the least. “We’re estranged,” he admitted with a grimace. “Please don’t tell them anything more about my condition, and don’t allow them in my room.”

	While Doctor Lorrenz appeared surprised, he nodded once. “Of course, Mister Worshack.” The doctor looked at the nurse. “Put that in his file, and contact security, just in case.”

	A wide-eyed Nurse Matilda nodded swiftly before scribbling something on the chart she’d been holding. Then she stuck her head out of the room and called to someone.

	“And call me Monty.” With a curl of his lip, Monty grumbled, “Mister Worshack is my father.”

	“As you wish, Mister, uh, Monty.” Doctor Lorrenz quickly amended his words. Then he smiled at Monty again, his expression one of encouragement. “Let’s go over your injuries.”

	For the next few minutes, Monty listened as Doctor Lorrenz detailed what had happened to him. In all his years of gymnastics and circus performing, he’d never broken anything. Many had commented on how lucky he was.

	Guess my luck finally ran out.

	Monty learned he had micro-tears in the tendons of his right wrist, hence the cast. The recovery time on that was only a few weeks before he would be able to use it lightly again. The doctor stressed light duty only.

	Unfortunately, Monty’s left leg was another thing altogether. The break in his tibia had been clean and easily set. His fibula, however, had several fractures in it, and the doctor had used a metal plate and screws to reconstruct it. Monty would have months of healing as well as therapy ahead of him.

	God, that sucks.

	At least I’m alive.

	Monty knew that it could have been so much worse. He didn’t know how the corner of the safety net had come loose, leaving the area he’d landed at only a foot above the floor. With his momentum, if he’d landed headfirst, he could easily have died.

	Instead, it’ll just take a little time for me to walk again, but I will.

	Besides, I don’t need my legs to practice on a swing in a month or so after my wrist heals.

	“I know it can seem overwhelming, Monty.” The doctor patted his shoulder, perhaps to soothe or to get his attention. “But try to remember that you were very fortunate.”

	Monty snapped his focus back to the doctor and managed to give the man a small smile. “I know I was fortunate,” he told him quietly. “I’ll heal.”

	Doctor Lorrenz returned his smile as he nodded once more. Then his expression faded to be replaced with a worried furrowing to his brows. “You’ll need assistance, however. If not your parents, do you have—”

	“What do you mean I can’t see my son?” A high-pitched, angry feminine voice carried into the room. It was a voice Monty recognized all too well—his mother, Veronica Worshack. “I was told he’d woken. I demand you step aside and—”

	“I’m sorry, ma’am,” a deep voice countered. “But if a patient requests someone be barred from the room, then we are duty-bound to enforce his wishes. Son or not, you and your husband cannot enter.”

	“What the bloody hell are you talking about?” another man all but bellowed. “Montgomery is our son. You can’t bar us from our son. He’s drug-addled and doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”

	And that’s my father—Cornelian Worshack—a man who thinks his word is law.

	“I’m very sorry, sir,” the other male stated again, his voice deep and firm. “Until we hear otherwise from the patient, I can’t let you in there.”

	“You will get out of my way,” Cornelian demanded again. “Or this hospital will be hearing from my lawyer.”

	Yup. That’s normal, too.

	“God, he’s such an ass,” Monty mumbled. When he saw Doctor Lorrenz’s brows rise high on his forehead while Nurse Matilda lifted a hand to cover her mouth as she snickered, he realized he’d said that out loud. Okay. So maybe I am a little drug-addled. It’s still true. With a shrug, Monty murmured, “Sorry. It’s true. If he doesn’t get his way, he threatens.”

	“Well, lawyer or not, our policy is clear,” Doctor Lorrenz stated with a frown. After hearing a still-threatening Cornelian and an indignant-sounding Veronica move away, their voices getting softer until they were gone, Doctor Lorrenz cleared his throat and told Monty, “That still brings us back to you needing assistance for a while. Do you—”

	“Monty!” another feminine voice cried, heralding the arrival of several people barreling into his room. “What the hell happened?”

	Relief filled Monty as three women rushed to his bedside. A blond man soon joined them while a second hung back. The dark-haired, bearded man swept his gaze around the area, taking in everything as if checking the room for danger.

	“Hi, guys,” Monty murmured, smiling as relief flooded him. He glanced between the trio of women—Donna, Naomi, and Jenna—friends he’d known since before college. Then Monty looked at the blond male—Morgan—who he’d met through the trio during his second year. “I’m so damn glad to see you all.”

	“The second they called me, I rounded up the gang,” Donna declared. She was his emergency contact, had been since he’d graduated college and run away to join the circus.

	“Thank you all for coming.” Monty sighed deeply, finally able to begin to relax now that he had his friends there. “I appreciate you dropping everything and flying halfway across the country for me.”

	His friends still resided in southwestern Oregon in the medium-sized town they’d grown up in. While Monty still owned a house there—passed onto him by his grandfather, much to his parents’ fury—he didn’t visit often. His life on the road with the circus didn’t leave much room to schedule visits. Currently, the circus was a little north of Birmingham, Alabama.

	Naomi blew a very unladylike raspberry. The redhead had always had a fiery personality. “Of course, we’d come.” She rested her hands on the side of the bed and leaned close to him. “If you weren’t laid up, I’d smack you upside the head.”

	Monty winced. “Thanks for not doing that.” As much as he appreciated her feistiness, he’d been the recipient of her smacks before. They hurt.

	“How long before he can travel, doctor?” Morgan asked. He rested his hand on the calf of Monty’s good leg and squeezed. “Ryan rented a large van, and we’ll drive you home.”

	“And we need to be back to town by the eighth, or Carl will have my head,” the dark-haired bearded man stated, a smirk curving his lips. “I’m Ryan Straton, by the way.” He used a thumb to point toward Morgan. “This one’s partner.”

	Monty had figured that. A few years before, Morgan had run into a little trouble. The detective had helped him out, and they’d struck up a hot fling that had turned into more. Now they were a committed couple, and when Morgan smiled at Ryan, Monty could see the love shining in both their eyes as they stared at each other.

	“Sorry, hero,” Morgan stated. “I should have introduced you.”

	“It’s fine, babe.” Ryan slipped his arm around Morgan’s waist proprietarily. “You have other things on your mind.”

	Morgan winced as he returned his attention to Monty. “And we definitely want to know what the hell happened to you.”

	Both Morgan and Donna were doctors, and Monty saw the way both of them were running their gazes over him as if they had X-ray vision and could deduce his injuries just by looking.

	With a sigh, Monty smiled vacantly. “Just my time to get hurt, I guess.” When he saw Jenna rest her dark hands on her jeans-clad hips, he quickly added, “And I just woke up. I haven’t even had time to talk to my boss, yet.”

	Arland Washburn was the ringmaster of the circus and a tough but fair man. Morgan needed to find out if he would have a place with them after he healed.

	“We’ve put in a call to Mister Washburn, letting him know that you’ve woken,” Nurse Matilda cut in. “He said to let you know that he would drop by this evening.”

	If Monty even knew what time it was—or what day—perhaps that would mean something to him.

	“Uh, okay.” Monty found his curiosity eating at him, and he focused on Ryan. “What’s happening on the eighth?”

	“My best friend’s son is getting married,” Ryan told him. With a chuckle, he added, “If I miss Jake’s wedding, Carl will kill me.” His dark eyes twinkled as he added, “And considering he’s a fellow detective, he’ll know how to dispose of my body so no one will ever find it.”

	Monty chuckled softly, but he stopped quickly. Even that hurt. He felt his head begin to swim as fatigue began to pull him under.

	When he murmured, “You can tell these guys everything about my condition, doc,” he could hear the slight slurring in his words.

	Oh, well.

	“You just rest, Monty,” Donna encouraged, running her fingers through his short blond hair. “We’ll take care of everything.”

	“Okay.”

	After that, Monty couldn’t remember anything.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	While catching the basketball, Brian O’Reilly used his peripheral vision to check the location of the nearest opponent. He spotted Vincent ten feet to his right and closing fast. Another firefighter, Trace, was to Brian’s left. The bulky man had just pivoted and was starting toward him.

	Brian turned and dribbled the ball up the court, searching for someone to pass it to even as he tried to get closer to the hoop. In another twenty feet, he could make a decent shot. Vincent caught up to him before that happened.

	Fortunately, Brian spotted Lance up the court to his right. He palmed the ball and took a step to the left to dodge Vincent’s grab at it. Then he snapped a quick pass to his fellow player.

	Lance caught the ball, pivoted, and put it in the air.

	Brian watched with a grin as the ball swished through the hoop.

	“Nothin’ but net, baby!” Lance crowed, hopping and grinning like a teenager. He bounded over to Brian and held up a hand.

	Giving Lance a high-five, Brian grinned, too. “Nice shot, man.”

	“Thanks!” Lance smacked Brian on the ass as he stated, “Great throw.”

	Then Lance rushed toward where Vincent was getting ready to throw the ball back inbounds from near the net. Brian quickly followed, looking for his own opponent to block. He did his best to ignore the sting to his left butt cheek.

	Brian knew that Lance didn’t mean anything by it. His fellow police officer wasn’t gay... or even bisexual. Instead, it was just camaraderie.

	That meant Brian had to ignore the sudden perking of his dick. Not only would getting a boner be wholly inappropriate from Lance’s unintentional teasing, it would be damn embarrassing. After all, considering Brian favored boxers, there was no way his sudden wood wouldn’t be noticeable.

	Yeah. No way I want to deal with the razzing that would cause.

	Besides, Brian knew it was just because it’d been way too long since he’d gotten laid. He’d had a few one-night stands since Zack had left him, but most of the time, it was just too much effort. His hand worked just fine and didn’t leave him feeling empty like he did after fucking some nameless, faceless stranger.

	Fortunately, thoughts of his ex quickly caused his prick to deflate.

	Good.

	Brian hated that, even after over a year, thoughts of Zack still caused a reaction within him. Of course, these days, that reaction was to make his dick shrivel. Prior to his cheating ex’s leaving, thoughts of Zack would have had the opposite effect.

	Shoving thoughts of the asshole from his mind, Brian returned his attention to where it should be—their precinct basketball game against a team of firefighters.

	It was just in time, too.

	Vincent must have noticed Brian’s inattention, for he’d just zinged the ball at Trace, who Brian was supposed to be guarding
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