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        Meet the Bang Brothers—five hot hockey-playing brothers who are allergic to commitment.

        The brothers are about to face off against their newly-retired mother…who suddenly has plenty of time to play matchmaker. Add in their baby sister and some secret dating, a single dad, an accidental pregnancy, a marriage of convenience, and a wrong bed—or two—and these siblings are not going to know what hit them!
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        Dear Diane,

        It’s hard to believe you’re gone. More than hard; it’s devastating. Lars says time will ease the band of pressure that cuts across my chest when I think of you. But no amount of time will make me miss you any less. I suppose the passing years will only result in an acceptance of reality.

        I lost my best friend.

        Just the other day, I picked up the phone to tell you about the twins’ mess at school. It involved crazy glue (stolen from the teacher’s supply closet) and googly eyes! Needless to say, Jakob was NOT happy. He’s been so serious and severe the last few years; it’s a good thing he has the twins to make him crack a smile now and then. 

        Anyway, I picked up the phone to tell you, and then I remembered. Oh, the waves of anguish are unbearable and relentless whenever I remember. My therapist says that’s normal. In fact, it was her idea that I write to you. She said it could be cathartic. Healing. 

        Little does she know we’d uncork a bottle of wine and spill our guts, no doubt dissolving in laughter, whenever one of us needed to heal a heartache. Your bad breakup with Joe. My sadness when Jakob divorced. Your mother’s passing. Leif nearly being expelled from university. We’ve seen each other through all the ups and downs. 

        It’s difficult for me to move forward and start a new chapter without you. 

        But I bought this diary. And now, I’m sitting here, at the kitchen table, writing to you. 

        The house is quiet. Lars left early for practice. And the kids… They’re all grown up. After years of pinching their cheeks and reminding them that mother knows best, they’re out into the world. Blazing trails and finding their footing. 

        That’s another reason I can’t accept you’re gone. You, Diane, with your flashing blue eyes, loud, boisterous laughter, and penchant for mischief—how can you be gone? I contacted your niece and nephews after your funeral. They were kind and gracious. But they don’t remember you the way I do. I’m not sure anyone does. And that sits heavy on my chest, keeping me up at night. 

        What’s a life without love? Without friendship? Without family?

        Lars and I are coming up on thirty-five years of marriage. I know how fortunate I am to have married the love of my life and then stayed married for thirty-five wonderful years. I’m blessed to have birthed six healthy, beautiful children who all pursued their passions and are making their way in the world. 

        And yet, I can’t help but wonder—are they fulfilled? 

        None of them are close to family. None of them have found or kept love. They’re…adrift. Just like you were before I forced you to join my family. “An honorary Bang,” you laughed. But I saw the happiness it brought you. It was the same happiness I felt.

        King’s in his thirties and hasn’t had a serious relationship since college. Jakob is a single parent struggling with raising children on his own. Jensen and Annie are still thick as thieves but on opposite ends of the country. Leif avoids commitment like the plague. And Tanner’s living his best life, partying like it’s his job. 

        When will they settle down? Find the type of happiness I’ve known for over half my life? I don’t mean to sound old-fashioned—although I can admit that I am in many ways, but I want more grandbabies. And to know that my children are fulfilled. Happy. In love. 

        I want them to find what Lars and I share. Love, respect, commitment. Trust. 

        I want them to have everything I wished for you, Diane. And perhaps the most challenging part of letting you go is knowing you didn’t have the great big love you desired. 

        It’s true what they say: life is too short. 

        Which is why I have an idea. A plan, really, although I haven’t told Lars yet. I think the kids—all of them—need help. A mother’s touch, so to speak, since I obviously know best. And, with Lars coaching the junior league, he’s either at the rink or traveling with the team. Most of the time, I’m on my own. It’s lonely without you to come by for a cup of tea or meet for lunch. Depressingly so. 

        My therapist thinks a change of scenery will help. She thinks I should shake up my routine.

        And so… What if I visit them? The kids. I can help them. Cook their favorite meals. Look after the boys so Jakob can go on a date or two. Give them the nudges they need or, in some cases, the well-placed shoves. It will be an adventure, Diane! For all of us. 

        I just need to run it by Lars, but…soon, I’ll write to you from King’s place in Oakland. Isn’t that grand? I’ll be living my best life in the sunshine well before the first snowstorm hits Minnesota. If you were here, I know that would delight you!

        I miss you, my friend. I’ll write more soon.

        Love, Stella

      

      

      This letter starts Mama Bang’s matchmaking journey across the US and Canada. Lace ‘em Up is book one in the Bang Brothers Hockey series and it follows King, the oldest brother, and his prickly princess of a heroine, Rory! While the Bang Brothers Hockey books interconnect, you can enjoy King and Rory’s story as a standalone. Lace ‘em Up also fits into the Eagles Hockey world and is book 2 in that series. Happy hot hockey reading! <3
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      Kingston

      It’s the flash of white on the side of the road that draws my focus.

      That glimpse of brightness stands out from the black pavement, damp from the afternoon rain.

      It contrasts with the green shooting off in every direction on either side of the winding road—the dry, brown rolling hills of summer transformed into something that’s lush and beautiful and sandwiching me in peaceful oblivion.

      Except for that bright white.

      Trash maybe—bags or a mattress dumped by some asshole.

      Or maybe an animal of some sort?

      A dog or a horse or a cow?

      It wouldn’t be too much of a surprise, not amongst these small, local farms and isolated plots of land that aren’t found in other parts of the Bay Area. Fences give way, barbed wire breaks, and…

      The white object moves again.

      Animals get out.

      I slow down because, strictly speaking, I’m in violation of my contract by riding my bike. Taking it out like this—well within the speed limit, on a deserted road, the sun going down behind me and the wind in my hair, on my face—is barely cleared for off-season use.

      In early November? When the season is just barely underway and an injury would be catastrophic for my game?

      If anyone finds out, I’m dead.

      It’s just…

      Too good of a day.

      I need this—one last time—before I put my bike up until the following summer.

      That white moves again, and I slow down further. No crashes. No injuries. Nothing to fuck up my life and career and future⁠—

      Except…slowing down means that I have plenty of time to see.

      That the white isn’t a plastic bag caught in a bush, waving in the winds.

      And it’s not a cow or a horse or a dog.

      It’s a person.

      A woman in a huge, poofy white dress.

      And a veil that glitters with crystals in the setting sun.

      A woman with long blond curls hanging down her back⁠—

      A woman…

      Whose face I recognize.

      I hit the brakes hard—too fucking hard considering the slick road—and nearly skid out. It takes far too much effort to control my bike, to wrestle it back upright, to calmly stop and put the transmission into park when I manage to do so.

      I flick down the kickstand, slide one foot off to rest onto the pavement. Then I’m lifting my other leg over the seat, rounding my back tire, and hurrying over to the bride-to-be.

      “Rory,” I say, skidding to a stop and reaching for her. “Are you⁠—?”

      But I don’t finish the question because the moment my palms touch her shoulders, she’s flinching back…

      And stumbling over the hem of her dress, falling backward into the little gully on the side of the road.

      Water—from the same rain that left the pavement slick—splashes, soaking into the fabric of her dress, the long blond curls cascading along her spine, and up onto⁠—

      Her face.

      “What. The. Fuck?” I snarl as red hazes across my vision.

      Most of her face is done up in makeup—what my sister Annie would call The Works. Lashes and glittery eye shadow, her brows on fleek, pink shit on her cheeks, lips filled in with a bright red color that makes her mouth look all too kissable.

      That’s beautifully done.

      Making Aurora somehow look even more gorgeous than she is normally—and, for the record, this woman could have her head in a goddamned paper sack and she would still be breathtaking.

      But it’s not her makeup that has rage snarling through my veins, tearing like lightning through my middle.

      It’s what’s showing beneath the smudged edges of her foundation, what’s being revealed ever more clearly as water from the puddle drips down her face.

      A bright red mark on her jaw.

      A fucking handprint on her throat—complete with the impression of four fingers on one side and a thumb on the other.

      And a bruise forming across her fucking cheekbone.

      I bend over—slow and steady so as not to scare her, but inexorably because I’m not going to stop moving, not going to leave her there, wet and cold and fucking terrified on the side of the road even if we don’t get along, even if she despises me, even if every interaction ends in a fight.

      I slip my arms beneath her back and scoop her up into my arms.

      She cries out in pain.

      “Sorry, princess,” I murmur, shifting her even more carefully, holding her even closer as I scale the embankment and carry her over to my bike, settling her onto the seat.

      Climbing on in front of her.

      Bring her arms forward, wrapping them around my middle, holding them in place.

      She’s shaking, and I don’t miss that tears are soaking into my back.

      “Who?” I whisper before I start up the engine.

      “Phillip.”

      I turn the key.

      I’m going to fucking kill her fiancé.

      No.

      Her ex-fiancé.
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      Aurora

      My throat hurts.

      And my jaw.

      And my cheek.

      And my ribs.

      And my…

      Well, there’s not much of me that doesn’t hurt right now.

      Ass and hip from falling.

      My torso and ribs and neck and face from⁠—

      I shudder then gasp when the pain radiates through me—and through all of those still-forming bruises—as the memory of Phillip’s rage-filled face bursts back into the forefront of my consciousness⁠—

      I’d seen him angry before.

      I’d seen him angry many times over the years…that number growing increasingly more frequent over the last months.

      As our wedding neared.

      I’d thought it was the stress of the planning, the money, the seating charts and handmade favors and his mom wanting to make every decision.

      But I hadn’t seen anger like that.

      Never like that.

      Never paired with hands that hurt and a foot that kicked and words that sliced deeper than ever before⁠—

      “Easy,” Kingston says, his arm tightening around mine, pressing it into his hard stomach as he slows at a signal and the wind whipping around us eases. I realize that I’m trembling. That I’m doing it so hard that likely the only reason I’m still on the seat of his motorcycle is because his big body is keeping me there.

      “I-I-I’m o-o-okay,” I say through teeth chattering so hard that I nearly bite off my tongue.

      He doesn’t call me on the obvious lie, just slowly starts forward again. “We’re almost there.”

      I don’t ask where there is.

      I don’t care, not when the hurts are growing and the helmet Kingston gently settled on my head is pressing in on my temples and making them ache. Not with the wind tangling the hair beneath it, ruining the perfect fall of curls for which I sat still for hours so the stylist could get them just right. Not with my makeup ruined and my dress stained and torn.

      From the tears and the puddle and Phillip⁠—

      Enough.

      I shudder again, but Kingston doesn’t say anything this time, likely because I wouldn’t be able to hear him over the road noise—the growling sound of the bike’s engine, the wind whipping by us, the other cars, the tires finding purchase on the asphalt beneath us.

      Then the cacophony is quieting again.

      King turns a corner and drives along a long two-lane road that crawls up the side of a canyon—back and forth, back and forth—until we reach a round-a-bout at the precipice and take a right.

      Thick redwoods and oak trees, large lots set back from the street.

      Porches and circular driveways.

      One that King pulls into, driving by the front of the house and around the corner toward a small garage that’s separate from the main one.

      A pause.

      Then the door rumbles open.

      And we’re inside the small, enclosed space.

      My heart hiccups, but I don’t have time to panic because Kingston is shutting off the bike’s engine, slowly climbing off, arm steadying me before he removes my helmet.

      I wince even though he’s careful, my hair catching in the buckle.

      “Sorry,” he murmurs as he extracts the helmet from my hair, his touch beyond gentle as he untangles a curl from the strap.

      Despite all that gentle, it takes every bit of the strength I have left to hold back my grimace as that light touch sets my scalp on fire.

      “Sorry,” he says again, but then the helmet’s free and he’s setting it to the side before reaching for me again.

      I flinch.

      I can’t help it.

      “Your feet are bleeding, princess,” he murmurs. “I can’t let you walk inside like that.”

      I glance down, almost surprised to find that he’s right, that I’ve lost the blue sparkly pumps somewhere—the something blue of my wedding outfit. My feet are scraped and cut and blood is dripping on the floor.

      Another shudder that sends a bolt of pain through me.

      “I’m going to carry you inside,” King says as though talking to a wounded animal.

      And I suppose I feel like I am one right now.

      I’d fought for something, fought hard and to the brutal end…

      Only to find out I’d never had it in the first place.

      That it wasn’t what I’d thought it was.

      That I was right back to that same shit—an unwanted annoyance who’s unlovable and⁠—

      “Okay?”

      I blink, realize that King’s still talking.

      And pairing it with action.

      I hold steady this time as he carefully reaches forward, wraps his arms around me, and lifts me effortlessly, as though I’m no heavier than a box of tissues. And then I’m up in his arms, cradled against his chest as he walks out of the garage. A pause and the door rumbles down behind us before he walks toward the other garage, punching in a code at a different door, sending it rolling up, moving inside as soon as it’s cleared his six-foot-plus frame.

      Dim light penetrates the windows on the far side of the space, a bulb in the opener overhead helps guide our way to the door leading into the house.

      Ten long strides across.

      One. Two steps up.

      Another pause and press of the button to close the garage door behind us.

      And yes, I know I’m fixating on the little details, the mundane shit, the step by step by step so I don’t freak out⁠—

      Phillip.

      The sound of his fist meeting my flesh.

      I’d heard it before I felt it.

      I shudder again, but I fight it, try to stop it in its tracks, and that’s likely why it’s so much worse, why the pain is a blazing wave that threatens to incinerate me.

      I distantly feel that we’re moving again, that lights are flicking on and we’re climbing up a flight of stairs.

      I should be more aware. Should climb them myself. Should tuck this away and move on.

      But…I hurt.

      Not just my body. But my mind and heart and soul.

      They hurt.

      “Breathe, princess,” King murmurs, the bed depressing as he climbs on with me in his arms, holding me against his chest, one hand gently rubbing my back in slow, even circles. “Just breathe.”

      Which is when I realize I’m crying.

      Deep shuddering sobs that make my ribs cry out in protest.

      Messy tears that stream down my face, drip off my jaw.

      But King doesn’t hurry me, just keeps stroking my back, holding me close until the tears stop, until exhaustion saps my mind. I want to give in to the fatigue, want to slide into sleep and pretend this didn’t happen.

      But…

      “I should go,” I whisper.

      His big body turns into a statue beneath me, arms tightening around me, though not enough to hurt. “What the fuck?”

      I push against his chest. “I should go.”

      “You’re not going anywhere,” he mutters. “You’re fucking bleeding and shivering and covered in bruises. You’re not going anywhere.”

      “I’m fine,” I snap, shoving at his chest.

      Unfortunately, as is often the case with one Kingston Bang, my annoyance with this big, stubborn man has me forgetting myself.

      I forget that my ribs hate life right now as I push against him hard.

      He doesn’t move.

      Not one goddamned inch.

      But I do as pain radiates up my arms, my side and⁠—

      “What the fuck?” he mutters, sitting up from the headboard in a rush, capturing me carefully, rolling me off him—just as carefully. And then he’s sliding a hand behind me, unzipping my dress in a motion that’s too fucking smooth and speaks of too many women, all of whom I shouldn’t be jealous of, considering I’d been planning on getting married to another man this evening (but women who I’m jealous of for some dumbass reason anyway).

      King peels open my dress, draws it down my arms.

      Off my chest.

      I gasp, but he’s not looking at my breasts barely contained in a lace bra.

      He’s stopped with the taffeta and chiffon with embroidered flowers bunched around my waist.

      And then his eyes jerk back to mine, deep blue pools blazing with fire.

      “I’m going to fucking kill him.”
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      Kingston

      There are fucking bootprints on her ribs.

      Boot. Prints.

      Fucking plural.

      The abrasion on her cheek is infuriating. The bruise on her jaw rage-spiraling.

      The goddamned imprint of a man’s hand on her throat had my control splintering to mere threads when I first saw her on the side of the road.

      But…this?

      I carefully climb off the bed, back away from her. Putting some distance between us because fury is coursing through my veins, splintering through my nerves. I whirl around and slam my fist into the wall, denting the Sheetrock and sending up a little puff of dust.

      Pain bursts up my arm, but it’s not enough to cool my anger.

      Not enough to make up for the pain this woman went through.

      I rear back, start to allow it to fly forward again, wanting the hurt, wanting⁠—

      “No,” she says, snagging my wrist, halting me. “Don’t,” she whispers.

      I could break her hold in a second.

      But…I don’t.

      Not when there are bruises on her body and tear tracks on her cheeks and she’s holding her dress up around her middle.

      She’s fucking beautiful.

      And broken.

      I exhale quietly, temper my anger, then gently order, “Back in bed.”

      She holds my gaze, eyes firm. “No more punching things,” she whispers. A breath. “You need your hands to play hockey.”

      This is not a lie.

      So, I nod—letting her know I hear her—before I turn her back toward my bed, guide her to sit down on the side of it. “Off those feet,” I order. “I’ll get you some dry clothes to change into.”

      Her chin juts down. “Thanks.”

      But she sounds like she’s cutting glass, and though it probably shouldn’t—considering the circumstances—it makes me smile.

      This is the Rory I know.

      The one who calls me on my shit and is prickly when I’m nearby and…frankly, it’s probably the only thing that can settle me at this moment.

      Rory’s nice…to everyone but me.

      Rory loves animals. Rory loves her friends. Rory sees right through the smiling, joking, casual demeanor I put up between me and the rest of the world.

      Which means it’s likely she sees the man I am deep inside.

      (A scary proposition).

      But also…no wonder she’s prickly.

      Because that shit is scary.

      It’s much easier to be King Bang—the bachelor hockey player who goes through women like pairs of socks, to be the King of Banging.

      Once upon a time, I tried to be something different.

      Something more.

      And that shit…

      Well, it made me realize that I’ll only ever be King Bang, so I might as well wear the mantle, carry the scepter, and do it with aplomb.

      Something that rubs this woman the wrong way.

      Probably because she’s as real as they come, and I always know where I stand with her. No patience for false masks and bullshits.

      So…no patience for me.

      Which is fine.

      I have no interest in a woman like her.

      A fucking lie—even though I cling to it like it’s gospel.

      Mostly because I can’t have interest in a woman like her—not just a woman who’s—who was—in a relationship…

      But a woman a man keeps forever.

      Inhaling, I move to my closet, yank a tee and pair of sweats out of the drawers, and bring them back to her. “Careful now,” I murmur, helping her shift her dress the rest of the way off, taking it from her and leaving the clothes beside her. “You need help getting those on?”

      Please say no.

      Because this woman may not like me, but…she’s fucking beautiful, and the lingerie she’s got on should be a fucking sin.

      “No,” she snaps. “I’m not a fucking invalid.”

      “No, Mrs. Pricklestein,” I mutter. “You’re not an invalid. You’re just bruised to hell and back.”

      “What did you call me?” she snaps.

      Snaps.

      Something else she only does with me.

      She puts herself out there to protect others, has done it over and over again, for both human and not.

      Looking out for her best friend, Chrissy, when things got dicey with my teammate, Rome, and the relationship they were building.

      Watching out for animals of all shapes and sizes—most recently in the form of a litter of corgi puppies and other dogs and cats she helped rescue from a hoarder house. I’ve watched her carry a spider outside and volunteer for hours at Chrissy’s rescue, helping with the other woman’s spay and release program. Hell, I’ve heard Chrissy go on about all the time Rory puts in with her own pet adoption group.

      I’ve watched Rory when I was supposed to be focusing on hockey as she helped a crying and lost kiddo at the rink.

      I’ve seen her lead a group of giggling and tipsy ladies from a bachelorette party at the winery when the normal—and extremely pregnant—tour guide was feeling light-headed and I was…

      Picking up wine.

      And not drawn to Oak Ridge Vineyards because I know this woman has an office there.

      More lies.

      And—

      “Kingston!”

      More snapping, but luckily, this time, it snaps me out of my own head. “What?” I mutter.

      “What the hell did you just call me?”

      “Mrs. Pricklestein,” I tell her, snagging the T-shirt and pulling it over her head because I can’t stand there, seeing her in that white lace stretched taut over her breasts, the hints of hard, pink nipples beneath, I can’t stand there while catching a glimpse of a plump pussy between her bare thighs and not do something stupid. “Though, I guess it should be Miss Pricklestein since you’re not married⁠—”

      I stop, clamp my teeth together so quickly that pain radiates along my jaw.

      Stupid.

      Fucking stupid.

      She’s sitting here bruised and battered, her dress a crumpled mess next to her, and I’m reminding her that her wedding hadn’t happened.

      Because her fiancé beat the shit out of her.

      “Prickle Princess,” I blurt as a wave of sadness crosses her face. Wanting her mad, wanting her to feel anything other than hurt, emotionally or physically, and if that takes her being pissed at me, then I’ll gladly make her pissed at me.

      Not that it takes much.

      Because she clamps down onto the bait.

      “What. The. Hell. Did⁠—”

      I touch her cheek—the unbruised one. “Prickle Princess,” I say again. “Because you’re a goddamned cactus, always throwing barbs my way.” I lift my hand away from her skin, lest I continue to touch her. “Now sit the fuck down, watch some TV”—I shove the remote at her—“so I can call the police.”

      “What?” All of the pissiness leaves her face, panic taking its place. “You can’t— I⁠—”

      “Breathe,” I order. “I can call the police, and I’m going to,” I tell her softly. “But I’m going to call Chrissy first,” I add as I see her alarm peak.

      That settles her, eyes sliding closed, body relaxing marginally, enough for me to coax her back onto my pillows, those curls splaying on the navy case, making my dick twitch again.

      Disgusting pig.

      King Bang.

      You’re not a good man.

      Right. I’m not.

      I exhale long and slow and silent⁠—

      Then I tug the blanket up from the foot of the bed, carefully covering her.

      And then I’m moving out of the room, the tightness between my shoulders easing as I hear the TV turn on, the sound of the streaming program load up. A glance back tells me that she’s not really watching it.

      But that’s fine.

      She’s not panicking.

      She’s not crying.

      She’s safe and staring off into space, and…

      Well, I’m going to find a way to fix this.

      And I have the feeling it’s going to involve murder.
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      Rory

      “He’s dead,” Jean-Michel says, hovering near the bed, face a mask of fury.

      There’s something extremely not fun about having your boss at your bedside while you convalesce, but it bypasses uncomfortable and turns into worry when your boss is a man like Jean-Michel Dubois.

      Jean-Michel is the owner of the NHL team that Kingston and Rome—standing behind him, both nodding their agreement, their expressions filled with rage that sends ice collecting on my vertebrae—play for, along with the winery that stretches over the hills in the distance that I work at.

      Jean-Michel is smart and ruthless and powerful—an actual billionaire—and…he has a protective streak a mile wide.

      Something that’s going around this room in spades, considering that Chrissy looks ready to go to battle on my behalf, and the pair of hockey players next to her are prepared to put their fighting skills to work. Even Zeus—the corgi pup that King adopted a few weeks back—appears ready to take up a tiny sword and join in.

      The only one who’s calm is the doctor that Jean-Michel called in.

      She carefully shooed everyone out while she took photographs of my injuries and then doctored my feet which, unfortunately, fared the worst of all my injuries, my heels long gone in my sprint from the winery. The soles are cut—quite deeply in places—and filled with thorns and dirt and rocks. I hadn’t even felt them, not after…

      Be brave and kind.

      I exhale carefully, my father’s voice in my head.

      Kind isn’t super applicable right now—aside from being nice to the people in front of me (and perhaps trying not to let King push my buttons).

      But brave is.

      I’ll be okay.

      I’ve been through…

      Enough to know that I’ll get through this too.

      Even if my freshly cleaned up and glued back together in a few places feet are starting to ache, the pain killer the doctor gave me wearing off…

      So. Much. Fun.

      I grind my teeth together, wince against the pain that shoots through my bruised jaw, hating that it causes all of the people in the room to look newly ready to commit murder.

      Though, still not Dr. Halston.

      She just lightly touches my shoulder and places a basket of items on the nightstand. “Put this”—she holds up a glass container, unscrews the top and shows me the same balm she smeared over the bruises on my face and throat and ribs—“on once more tonight and then twice a day until you feel better. There should be plenty of this”—she holds up a couple of rolls of the wrap she used to bind my torso so I can breathe with only a minimal amount of pain—“for you to rewrap each time, but if you run out, just let Mr. Dubois know and I’ll drop some by.” She holds up a bottle. “Antibiotics. Finish the full course.” Another. “For your pain. Don’t be a hero,” she murmurs, probably seeing my face.

      And my intention to skip the heavy narcotics and use something less scary than a substance that’ll land me on Criminal Minds.

      King takes a step forward. “I’ll make sure she takes it.”

      I narrow my eyes at him.

      She gives me a knowing look then pushes upright. “My card is in there as well. Call me if you need anything, or if you feel worse.”

      “Thank you,” I murmur, and genuinely mean it. I can’t imagine having to go to the hospital, having to deal with cold, antiseptic walls and a ton of strangers and⁠—

      Well, this is better.

      “I’ll check in with you in a couple of days.” A nod toward my feet. “Stay off those for at least the next twenty-four hours.”

      “My dogs,” I whisper. I made arrangements with my network of fosters for the wedding, for our honeymoon, arrangements that I’ll keep. But I’ll need to check on them, make sure they’re safe, that Phillip didn’t⁠—

      “I’ve got it.”

      My head whips toward King. He can’t even begin to know how to do that, but one look at the determined expression on his face means I don’t bother arguing.

      I’ll figure it out.

      Okay.

      More likely, he and Chrissy and Rome will figure it out in spite of what I try to do.

      I bite back a sigh. “I’ll need to get my stuff out of the house too.”

      “I’ll take care of that too,” King says softly.

      Dangerously.

      Stubbornly.

      A tone that earns a nod of approval from Dr. Halston as she moves toward Jean-Michel. “It sounds like you all have everything under control,” she says. “Let me know if you need me to make a statement to the authorities.”

      He nods curtly. “I’ll walk you out.”

      “Me too,” Kingston mutters.

      Rome nods and follows them, and, echoing in from the hall, I hear the good doctor say, “I’ll forward you the pictures.”

      I shiver.

      Not wanting to see those photographs.

      Ever.

      Not wanting to know what I look—or looked—like before Dr. Halston cleaned me up—like. Not wanting to have the image of what Phillip was capable of burned into my mind, not ever, but certainly not when I was bearing the marks of his rage on my skin.

      Chrissy moves slowly to the bed, perching on the side like she’s worried the wrong jostle of the mattress will send me into debilitating pain.

      And I guess that’s answer enough for how I look.

      Because I sure as shit won’t be able to forget Chrissy’s expression or the careful way she adjusts her weight.

      I force my lips up into a smile, know that it’s fake as shit, but also that it’s one of the few things that’s going to hold me together right now. “Sorry to ruin the party.”

      Chrissy, a survivor through and through and my best friend, doesn’t miss a beat, lips curving as she quips, “I hated the bridesmaid dress anyway.”

      I release a short laugh that has my ribs protesting. “You picked it out.”

      “I know.” She winks and then any false lightness she’d been allowing me fades. Sighing, she takes my hand, linking our fingers together. “I’m so sorry, babe.”

      I sigh then wince. Because too deep, too fast, too much hurt. “I…” My eyes sting. “I don’t understand. I don’t know what happened, how he could do that to me.”

      A gentle squeeze. “Can I ask a question and have you give me an honest answer?”

      That has me going still—or more still, anyway. But my insides don’t settle—worry curls in my gut, threatens to climb up the back of my throat. But…this is Chrissy. My friend. My partner in crime. My ride or die.

      Only, I’d thought that Phillip was that too.

      I sigh again, eyes sliding closed, tears threatening.

      “It can wait,” she whispers, fingers tightening around mine. “You should just rest, and Rome and I will deal with the venue and⁠—”

      My lids peel back.

      The venue. The caterer. The cake. The guests.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper, that worry turning to panic, all of the planning details I’d fretted over for months exploding in my mind.

      So much work.

      And all of it to waste.

      Chrissy grimaces. “Stupid,” she mutters, more to herself than me. “I shouldn’t have said anything.” She pats my hand, starts to stand. “Rome and I’ve got this. I promise.”

      “But—”

      “You heard the doctor about your feet,” she says, tone fierce. “You’re going to stay here safe and sound and recovering, and let us deal with that bastard who—” A muscle in her jaw flexes hard, taking her words with it for a long moment. “I’ll make sure the vendors are sorted and the guests know the wedding’s off, but I’m bringing the cake back. That was fucking delicious when we did the tasting and no way is that bastard going to get a mouthful of it.”

      Somehow…I smile.

      Then sober.

      Because…she’s doing too much.

      “Chrissy—”

      “No,” she says, voice going even firmer. “You know that if our roles were reversed, you’d be saying the same damn thing.”

      “I—”

      Her eyes fix on mine, rage burning in the blue depths. “When I saw the mess in the bridal room…” A breath. “When you were just gone…” Another. “I was so fucking worried about you.” Her throat works, eyes glassy now, but my friend is fierce as ever when she says, “I’m glad you’re okay, but I’m not going to pull my dad and all his resources”—and the billionaire businessman and professional sports team owner has a multitude of them—“back from this. No. Fucking. Way.”

      “Honey—”

      “No,” she says vehemently, “I know that you don’t see yourself the way I do, don’t grasp how fucking wonderful you are⁠—”

      My lungs inflate in a rush, sending pain through my torso in a hot wave.

      “—but you are,” she says. “Fucking wonderful. And you deserve better than Phillip.”

      Damn, I love this woman.

      “And further that, no one deserves what happened to you. Fucking no one.” She touches my cheek. “But least of all you, babe.”

      I cover her hand with my own. “Thank you,” I whisper, feeling the words settle deep inside, knowing they’re logically the truth, but also knowing that beneath all of that, so freaking buried that most of the time I forget it’s there, those words will just…slide off.

      Become meaningless.

      Never heal the gulf within.

      I ignore that truth and hold my friend’s eyes, summon a smile that’s not fake this time because I love this woman, know that I’m so damned lucky to have her in my life.

      “I was just going to say⁠—”

      Her brows lift, and I know that she’s preparing to shut me down if I insist on handling it myself.

      I don’t.

      Because…I don’t think I can.

      So, I just keep talking.

      “—to get the groom’s cake too.”
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      Laughter echoes down the hall and I feel some of the tension leave my body.

      Sliding from violent, murderous rage down to…

      Murderous rage.

      Baby steps.

      Jean-Michel stills then nods with an approving smile on his face. “That’s my Chrissy.”

      I get it.

      Jean-Michel’s daughter has the same inner light that Rory has.

      It’s like a fucking drug. I want more of it, even though she so rarely deigns to shine it in my direction.

      A sigh and slight shake of his head, any softness fading from Jean-Michel’s face. “I’ll take care of the asshole. You and Chrissy deal with the rest of the wedding shit”—a nod to Rome—“You”—to me, eyes sparking with fury—“you make sure she doesn’t so much as move an inch until she’s fully recovered.”

      I nod. “That’s exactly my plan.”

      “Good,” he mutters and reaches for the doorknob. “I’ll send over someone to watch her during the game tomorrow.”

      Right.

      Hockey.

      My job.

      Something that seems very far away at the moment.

      “Thanks.”

      He doesn’t acknowledge that, just locks eyes with Rome for a second and then is wrenching the knob, pulling it open and disappearing out into the fading sun.

      The door slams shut.

      “How are you doing?” Rome asks a long moment later.

      “After finding a woman we all care about beaten on the side of the road?” I growl, ignoring the way his brows shoot up in surprise. “Not
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