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      Vegas:

      

      Am I seeing a ghost?

      A gorgeous female ghost, but a ghost, nonetheless.

      If I am, it’s definitely the ghost of Christmas past. A girl I knew from a long time ago.

      Which is a good thing, right?

      Because the ghost of Christmas future, well…that’s the terrifying one. And let’s be real, I don’t need some hooded Grim Reaper showing me my future. Thanks to Mom and Dad, not to mention my grandmother and grandfather, I already know exactly where I’d end up if I followed in their footsteps.

      Spoiler alert: It involves plastered-on smiles for the public, explosive arguments behind closed doors, and one very confused golden retriever caught in an emotional tug-of-war. Oh, and let’s not forget the mountain of therapy bills. Enough to single-handedly fund a shrink’s luxury retirement in the Bahamas.

      Which is why I have a rock-solid plan: never get married. Ever.

      But seriously, did anyone else see the white blur that just ran past me?

      I glance over my shoulder. The posh Vegas resort is bustling with people, everyone minding their own business as they sip overpriced cocktails, and laugh at things that probably aren’t that funny. Nobody else seems to be questioning their grip on reality. So, either I’m the only one who saw it, or I’m officially losing my damn mind.

      Then, from the corner of my eye—whoosh——there it is again.

      …Oh, hell no.

      I scrub my hands over my face and blink, staring down the long, empty hallway. My pulse kicks up a notch. If those creepy redheaded twins from The Shining pop out, I am out of here. I don’t care if my old buddy Easton is getting married. He’ll have to survive without me because nope.

      I glance over my shoulder again, making sure the guys aren’t watching me. Wouldn’t they love this. Ever since the spider incident with Jonesburger (which we do not talk about), they’ve been waiting for the perfect opportunity to roast me.

      You are not afraid of ghosts, Roman.

      I square my shoulders, putting on a brave face, but yeah… I kind of am.

      Shit. Where’s a guy’s big-girl panties when he needs them? No, I don’t wear women’s underwear, it’s just a saying. But speaking of panties… wasn’t there a hot bridesmaid I was planning to hook up with later?

      Maybe she’ll lend you hers, you chickenshit.

      I am not a chickenshit.

      Much.

      Okay, maybe I am seeing things. But just to prove I’m not (mostly to my annoying inner voice), I head toward the end of the hall. The white blur first darted left, then seemed to change its mind and bolted the other way. Straight toward the pool.

      Just my luck.

      One foot in front of the other, I make my way down the hall, hesitation creeping in as I reach the end. I take a deep breath, square my shoulders, and turn right. The pool is closed, because apparently, people need rules, but I’ve never been great at following them. I tap my key card against the lock, and when it pings green, I tug the door open.

      A wave of thick, humid air smacks me in the face, and yes, that’s the only reason I’m suddenly sweating. I step inside, scanning the dimly lit space. It’s empty. Completely still. That should be a relief, right? Instead, my nerves kick up because now I’m officially waiting for this mystery woman to pop out at me like some haunted house jump scare.

      Then, through the swirling mist rising from the hot tub, I catch a clearer look at her.

      Wait a second.

      Is that really…Gabby Evans?

      It couldn’t be. Except...of course it could be.

      But what the hell is she doing running around a Vegas resort in a wedding dress, black streaks down her face like she’s fleeing a horror movie villain?

      Ah. This is Vegas, dude.

      Yeah. Fair point. Maybe she just had one of those Elvis weddings and is now questioning all of her life choices. Because as we all know, what happens in Vegas stays on social media.

      I move toward the hot tub, pulling off my ball cap as the soothing hum of the jets draws me closer. Just as I near the bubbling water, I hear it: soft, shaky sniffing.

      I slow my steps. The jets cut off with an eerie silence.

      And then I see her.

      The ghostly figure.

      The very real Gabby Evans.

      “Uh…hello?” I say.

      The sniffing stops.

      The fog clears.

      My heart jumps into my throat.

      “Gabby?” My eyes narrow as I focus on the woman in front of me, mascara streaked down her cheeks like she just escaped a particularly tragic rom-com.

      She goes deathly still, clutching a fistful of her wedding dress like it’s some kind of emotional security blanket.

      Shit, maybe it isn’t her. Maybe she has a doppelganger.

      I quickly hold my hands up, palms out, like I’m trying to calm a spooked animal. “Whoa—hey, I wasn’t following you. I was just heading for a soak. Didn’t mean to bother you. I’ll, uh…get out of your way.”

      Even as I say it, something about walking away feels wrong. This woman is clearly not okay, and while I’ve got a strict personal policy about not getting involved in other people’s romantic train wrecks—not my vows, not my regrets—I can’t seem to make my feet move.

      Then she speaks.

      “Roman?”

      I freeze. My heart jumps into my throat. “Gabby?”

      She sniffles, using the hem of her dress to scrub at the black streaks on her face. “Yeah.”

      “It’s me,” I say quickly. “Roman Marinelli.” I step closer, and after she gets a proper look at me, I tug my ball cap back off for a second. “I thought it was you, but you were moving so fast I wasn’t sure.” Trying to lighten the mood, because what else can you do when you run into a runaway bride in a posh Vegas hotel, I add, “You really should have joined the track team in high school.”

      She lets out another sniffle, followed by a tired laugh. “God, I must look like a mess.”

      Is she seriously worried about her appearance right now?

      “Are you okay?” Dumb question, dude. Of course she’s not okay.

      She doesn’t answer, just flips the conversation on me. “What are you doing here?”

      I nod toward the hot tub. “Was planning to take a soak.”

      “No, I mean what are you doing in Vegas? Don’t you live in Boston now?”

      “Oh, right.” I smirk. “Hockey fan?”

      She shrugs. “Not overly.”

      I grin, unfazed. Not everyone loves hockey. “Do you remember Easton Hart?”

      Gabby shakes her head. Right. Easton, as well as my teammate Elias, who is also from our hometown, are older than us. She wouldn’t have known them from high school. “What about Rip Hart?”

      She nods, and I chuckle. Of course she knows Rip Hart. Everyone knows Rip Hart. He’s a total lunatic on the ice, and if the latest rumors are true, he’s about to be traded to the Bucks. “Easton is his older brother,” I explain. “He’s getting married. I’m here for the wedding.”

      The second the word wedding leaves my mouth, her face falls, and dammit, that pain cuts me.

      “I’m sorry, Gabby,” I say, meaning it.

      She shakes her head. “You don’t have anything to be sorry for.” Then, with a forced smile, she stands, tilting her chin up just slightly, like she’s trying to prove something to herself. “It was good seeing you, Roman. I’ll get out of here so you can enjoy the hot tub.”

      And just like that, she’s slipping away.

      I should let her go. I should.

      But I can’t.

      If she really had somewhere to be, or someone to be with, she wouldn’t have been hiding out here in the first place. And whatever happened tonight, whatever has her looking like she’s barely holding it together, she shouldn’t have to deal with it alone.

      “Where are you going?” I ask. She hesitates. Just for a second. But it’s enough. A stricken look flashes across her face, and I get it. She has nowhere to go. Something bad—really bad—went down tonight.

      “Gabby—”

      “It’s okay, Roman,” she interrupts. “None of this is your problem.”

      She’s right. It’s not. But that’s not going to stop me from helping an old friend who clearly needs someone.

      “Gabby—” I try again.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “But.” Before she can cut me off again, I rush out with, “Why don’t you come back to my room? No questions, no talking. It’s a suite. One bed, but it’s yours. I was planning on gambling all night anyway.” A little lie, but she doesn’t need to know that.

      She looks like she’s about to argue, but then she shakes her head, starting with, “Roman⁠—”

      I cut her off, my voice firm but gentle, “Gabby.”

      I stretch my hand out to her, and her shoulders sag with exhaustion. “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.”

      “What about, you know? The bridesmaids?”

      Okay, so she might not follow hockey, but she sure as hell knows about my reputation. I flash her a wink. “Rip has it covered.”

      Her face tightens as she glances toward the hot tub. “You were planning on having a soak.”

      I wipe my brow in mock exasperation. “It’s too hot. Maybe I’ll take a cold shower instead.”

      She nods, but when I place my hand gently on the small of her back to guide her toward the door, she suddenly halts, her eyes wide with discomfort. “I can’t go out there like this. It’s too embarrassing.”

      My gaze drops to her designer dress. Damn, she looks incredible in it. But I shrug, trying to keep things light. “Trade with me.”

      When I glance up, I catch the flicker of surprise on her face before she bursts into a soft laugh, curling around us like a wave. “You’re not seriously suggesting we switch clothes.”

      “Why not?” I reply with a grin, leaning back as though it’s no big deal.

      She laughs harder, swatting me playfully. And then, without thinking, I grab her hand. The first thing I notice is the softness of her skin. Damn it, don’t go there, Roman. She just got ‘unhappily’ married in Vegas. Focus.

      “But I’d probably get arrested for indecent exposure or something,” I add with a smirk, “Because it’s not going to fit me.”

      She frowns and glances down, and suddenly, I wonder what I’ve said to make her feel so...off.

      “I don’t want to rip your dress, Gabby,” I murmur, trying to smooth things over.

      Her expression shifts, and she stares at me for a moment before speaking again. “No one’s called me Gabby in a long time.”

      I don’t understand what she means, but something in the way she says it tugs at me. I shrug. “I don’t have to⁠—”

      “No, actually,” she cuts me off, her smile turning more real this time, and it knocks the breath out of me. Because, hell, it’s like the girl I knew in high school is back. “It’s okay. And actually…” She picks up the hem of her dress, then drops it. “I don’t care if you rip it.”

      I don’t know much about fashion, but looking at the way the light catches the jewels on her dress, I can tell it’s expensive. But right now, it’s not about the dress, it's about her emotions, raw and tangled up inside her. I’m sure that by morning, she and her new husband will have worked through whatever’s going on, but tonight, she’s here, with me.

      “How about this?” I offer, trying to keep it light. “You stay here, and I’ll call a friend I trust to get you some clothes.” She blinks, weighing it over in her mind for a moment. “No one will know anything,” I add, to reassure her.

      She nods, her voice barely above a whisper. “Okay, thank you.”

      I pull my phone from my pocket and text none other than Rip. He’s a lot of things, but when it comes to discretion and getting things done without asking questions, he’s a guy I can count on. He responds right away, asking what I need. I tell him, no hesitation, and then he surprises me by asking her size without blinking.

      I glance at Gabby, lowering the phone to cover the screen. “Size six?”

      She nods, but there’s a small furrow in her brow that wasn’t there a moment ago. Did I say something wrong? I think back to high school. She had that same pretty smile, but she’s lost weight since then. Still, she was every bit as stunning then as she is now. Yet tonight, she doesn’t look like the woman I remember. She looks… tired. Worn down. And something about that stirs a quiet ache in my chest.

      I send Rip the size, telling him to hurry, then slip my phone back in my pocket. “Clothes will be here in a few minutes.”

      Her eyes are glassy, but she forces a smile that doesn’t quite reach them. “Thank you so much, Roman. This... it really means a lot.”

      I can’t help it. I reach out, my fist lightly tapping her chin, a small, playful gesture. “You would have done the same for an old friend.”

      She grins, but the look is soft, bittersweet. We weren’t close friends back in high school. We were, in fact, casual acquaintances who sometimes ran in the same group. She was the artsy, thoughtful type, and I was the jock, always on the move. I want to ask if she ever went to design school like she’d always dreamed about, but then I stop myself. No questions.

      That’s when I notice. She has nothing with her, just her phone. No purse. No key card. It hits me. She’s alone. And maybe, just maybe, she needs more than clothes.

      “I’m not trying to pry,” I say, voice a little softer now. “But do you need anything else? I can go to your room if⁠—”

      She shakes her head quickly, cutting me off. “No. You’ve helped enough.” She swallows hard, looking down at her hands before she speaks again. “Do you think the concierge will pick up my things for me?”

      Rip’s grandfather owns this hotel, and I can already feel another favor coming on. “I’ll make it happen, Gabby.”

      She finally seems to relax, a small weightlifting off her shoulders. “Just have them bring it to the front desk. I don’t want…” She trails off, her eyes avoiding mine for a moment before she adds, “I just don’t want anyone knowing where I’m staying tonight.”

      I nod, understanding more than she realizes. “What room were you in?”

      Her eyes flash with what looks like embarrassment before she pushes the words out. “The Eden Suite.”

      Honeymoon suite.

      I nod again, keeping my voice steady, as if it’s no big deal. “Okay, got it.”

      And just like that, something between us shifts. A fragile understanding, a quiet bond. She may not have asked for my help tonight, but I’m not going anywhere. Not until I know she’s okay.

      The pool door clicks open, and without thinking, I step between Rip and Gabby as it does. “Hey, Romeo, everything okay, man?” he asks, but he doesn’t try to peer past my shoulders, and for that, I’m grateful.

      “Yeah.” I can tell he’s not entirely convinced, but I push on. “Any chance you can get into the Eden Suite and grab the purse, maybe anything else that looks like it belongs to a woman?”

      He scratches his chin, a flicker of real concern crossing his face. “Yeah, man, I can probably swing that. You sure⁠—”

      “Everything will be okay,” I cut him off, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Thanks, Rip.”

      He gives a quick nod, his tone soft but resolute. “I’m on it, buddy. And if you need anything else…”

      “I appreciate it.” I ask him to leave her stuff at the front desk, and once he’s gone, I turn to Gabby, handing her the dress. Her expression is a mix of relief and fear.

      “Do you think he saw me?” she asks, her voice barely above a whisper.

      I gently touch her arm, my gaze steady. “No. But even if he did, you can trust him.”

      She laughs softly, but there’s a bitter edge to it. “Trust Ripley? Do you remember his nickname in high school, Romeo?”

      I can’t help the grin that tugs at my lips. “Stripley.”

      She chuckles, the sound easing the tension in the air. “No one ever needed to be that naked… all the time.”

      “You’re probably right.” I gesture toward the changing room. “But Rip’s got it covered. Why don’t you get out of that dress so we can get out of here?”

      “Okay.”

      I’m about to ask if she needs help with the zipper, but I freeze when I see that it’s already undone halfway. As she hurries off, I pull out my phone, scanning for anything about the Hart Hotel—any kind of scandal or gossip—but I don’t find a thing.

      When she comes back, the wedding dress in hand and looking far more at ease, I can’t help but smile. “Ready?”

      She nods, and I take the dress from her, holding it with care. But then she hesitates, her eyes flicking up to meet mine.

      “Do you think… I could wear your ball cap?” she asks, almost shy about it.

      Without thinking, I take it off and slip it onto her head. As soon as I do, a strange feeling tugs in my chest. Seeing her in my hat does something to me, something I can’t quite explain. It’s a stupid thing, but damn, it feels... personal.

      I open the door, glancing around. “All clear.”

      She moves closer to me, tucking in against my side. I pull her to me instinctively, feeling the weight of her presence next to me. I always protected my younger brother growing up, and now for some reason, it feels right protecting her too.

      Head low, I hurry her through the throngs of people bustling about, shielding her as we step onto the elevator. Once inside, I turn toward her, my back to the other guests. The last thing I want is to be recognized, and for it to draw unwanted attention to Gabby.

      Gabby.

      Suddenly, her nickname rings through my head, like a ghost of someone she once was. She’s lost weight, sure, but does she no longer go by that name because she’s changed so much since high school? Perhaps she doesn’t want to be known as the sweet, artsy girl who always cheered on our team.

      I can’t ask. I promised—no questions.

      The elevator dings and we step onto my floor. I don’t slow my pace, hurrying her to my room, where I quickly swipe the keycard and push open my door. The moment we’re inside, she lets loose a long and shaky breath.

      “You’ve been holding it long?” I tease, trying to lighten the tension weighing down her shoulders. I know people think I’m a clown, a joker, but I’ve never wanted to make anyone smile more than I do now.

      “The whole way here,” she admits, a small smile tugging at the corners of her lips.

      I toss her dress onto the chair, pretending not to notice the way her arms fold around her body, like it’s the only way she can hold herself together. Crossing the room, I open the small mini fridge and scan the tiny bottles. “Here’s what we have,” I tell her as I line them up on the counter. “I could order something else if you prefer.”

      Her lips curve again, and again the smile doesn’t reach her eyes. “I guess I look like I need a drink, huh?”

      I want to tell her she looks like she needs a lot of things—sleep, a friend, someone to remind her she’s not alone—but I don’t. Instead, I say, “I know I could.”

      “I’ll have what you’re having.” She smooths her hand over her long, dark curls as she moves slowly through the suite. Her gaze takes in everything, from the oversized bed in the adjoining room, to the plush sofa in the living space. I know exactly what she’s thinking. She’s already making peace with crashing on the sofa. But there’s no way in hell I’m letting that happen.

      I pour us each a drink and add a splash of soda. “Cheers.” I hold my glass up as I hold hers out.

      She turns to me, taking her glass, her fingers brushing mine, and lingering for a second—like she needs the contact.

      “What are we drinking to?” she asks, tilting her head.

      I tilt mine to match hers. “What do you want to drink to, Gabby?”

      She hesitates, her throat making a sound as she swallows hard, and it’s easy to tell she’s fighting back tears. “To catching my fiancé in bed with my best friend before we were to walk down the aisle.”

      Fuck.

      A sharp pain grips my chest. I knew it was bad. But hearing the words on her lips, seeing the raw ache in her eyes, well, that hits differently. Jesus, she didn’t just lose a fiancé, she lost a best friend. That kind of betrayal wrecks a person. But there’s one thing I’m well aware of and it’s that what goes on behind closed doors is much different than what one sees in public. I’m just sorry she had to learn that firsthand too. Although, with these new facts, I can’t help but think her relationship with her ex-fiancé was very different when they weren’t in the public eye.

      Isn’t everyone’s, dude?

      Yeah.

      “Okay,” I murmur because what else is there to say.

      We clink glasses and she takes a small sip. I practically finish what’s in my cup and the burn in my throat is nothing compared to the hurt I’m feeling for her. I set it down and glance at the hotel phone. “If you’re hungry, order whatever you want, and the bed is yours, Gabby. I’m going to get out of your way, okay?”

      She swallows, her blue eyes locking with mine, something fragile and unsure flickering there. “Roman…” Her gaze drifts toward the door, and then back to me. “I know what you’re doing.”

      “What?” I try to tease, throwing my arms up. “Gambling in Vegas?”

      “You don’t need to go.”

      Her voice is quiet, but there’s something else beneath it, something desperate and unguarded. Like the thought of being alone is too much, like it terrifies her in a way she doesn’t want to admit.

      For a moment, neither of us moves. The air in the room shifts, and my throat tightens as she reaches out, her fingers brushing against mine, the lightest touch—nothing, really—but it feels like a plea.

      I swallow, steadying myself. “What do you need, Gabby?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper and I swear, as she looks at me like she’s drowning and I’m the only thing keeping her afloat, I can’t help but wonder how far I’d go to save her.
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      I pull my hand back when I feel his rough calluses. What the heck am I doing? My thoughts are a mess, tangled and frayed. How could they not be after what I just walked into? But maybe, maybe there’s a part of me that’s desperate for human contact, a connection…warmth.

      Male warmth, specifically.

      Why, you ask?

      Oh because, well, the truth is Cass hasn’t touched me in a long time. I guess I now know why. A hollow laugh escapes me, raw and broken and the sound is painful even to my own ears. Roman tilts his head, sharp, knowing eyes locking onto mine like he’s unraveling the mess inside me, piece by piece.

      I steel myself. Cirque du Soleil might be in town, but this isn’t his circus and I’m not his monkey. I try to summon Gabrielle, the composed, accomplished fashion designer who has it all together. But I’m not sure I can fool him.

      Maybe because Roman spent years reading the competition on the ice. Or maybe because he remembers me from before. Before I started shape-shifting to fit in with the expectations of others. Before I forgot who I was.

      “I’m sorry.” I plaster on a smile that I already know he’ll see right through. “If you want to gamble, you should gamble. I hope you win big.”

      His gaze doesn’t waver. He doesn’t look away. He’s studying me, peeling back the layers, the high-priced silk I’d carefully wrapped around myself. I turn, retreating into the burn of my drink. It’s awful, but at least it dulls the edges.

      “I don’t really gamble,” he says, and I glance back at him.

      And then, he takes my hand.

      This time I don’t pull away. This time I let myself absorb his warmth, his quiet kindness. We weren’t that close back in the day, but Roman was always kind. And now, as his fingers tighten just slightly around mine, I realize how much I need that.

      “I just thought you might want some privacy,” he murmurs softly. “But my gut tells me you don’t want me to leave.’

      I laugh softly, shaking my head. “You always were at the top of the class, Roman.”

      He shrugs, holding my gaze. “I did okay. And…” His grip tightens, solid and protective. “I don’t really want to leave you, Gabby.”

      Since he’s being honest, I let myself be honest too. “Good,” I whisper. “I don’t want you to leave. I could use the company.” I take another sip of my drink and try not to wince.

      Roman sets his glass down, puts his hands on my shoulders, and walks me backward until my knees hit a plush chair. “You also need to sit.”

      I laugh. “Picked up on that, did you?” The man seems to pick up on a lot.

      He drops down onto the coffee table, a deep seriousness about him. It’s something I only ever see when he’s playing hockey. The social media pictures are of a happy-go-lucky guy who has the world in his hands. Dammit, I don’t mean to be bringing him down this weekend.

      Rethinking all this, I set my drink down and put my hands on the cushiony arms of the chair. Before I can push to my feet, he speaks.

      “Gabby, don’t.” My gaze flies to his. “I want you to stay.”

      My heart thuds and fresh tears press against the backs of my eyes. “I’m really sorry this happened to you.” I try to speak, but can’t. “What I’d like to do is go say hello to…” he pauses, and I’m about to tell him my ex-fiancé’s name when he shakes his head. “No questions. Besides, I don’t even want to know his name. But what I’d like to do is say hello with my fist.” I’m about to protest, but before I can, he continues. “That’s not what you want or need.” He taps my phone. “This has been lighting up. Is there anyone you need to call?”

      I shake my head. “No. I mean, yes. I need to talk to my parents.” I lean forward and press my palms to my eyes. “It’s so embarrassing.”

      “I can go talk to them for you, or bring them back here. I’d hate for them to be waiting for you to walk down the aisle.”

      That’s when it occurs to me. “Roman, no. I was only trying on my wedding dress. The ceremony is tomorrow. I was in my suite alone. Cass…” I catch myself. “I mean, my ex-fiancé had his own room for the night. I was having trouble with the zipper, and went next door to ask my now ex-friend, Todd for help. That’s when I saw…”

      “It’s okay. I understand.”

      “I am such an idiot.”

      “No,” he shoots back quickly. “Your ex-fiancé, and your ex-friend are the idiots, and while all this sucks, Gabby. I’m glad you found out who he—they—really were before…you know.”

      “You’re right.”

      His phone pings, and he stands, to pull it from his pocket. He quickly reads the message and once done, he says, “Why don’t you get comfortable, maybe take a soak, have another drink.” My stomach tightens, and I grip the arms of the chair. Is it one of his wedding party bridesmaids wanting to hook up? I don’t want to keep him from that.

      “It’s Rip,” he tells me. “He got your things.”

      “Did he see…”

      “Apparently your ex is irate. Searching everywhere for you. He went to your parents’ room.”

      My stomach twists. “Oh no.”

      “I’m going to go get your things, and I’ll be right back, okay? Is there anything else you need.”

      “Maybe for the ground to open up and swallow me whole.” I gulp. What am I supposed to do now? My whole damn life, my work, was centered around Cass. God, my internship. Gone. I reach for my phone and try to settle my shaky hands. I glance at my screen, and see all the calls and messages from my parents and from Cassian. There’s even a few from my former best friend, Todd. How could he do this to me? “I need to call my parents. They must be so worried.”

      He stands over me, and his presence doesn’t feel overbearing, it feels protective. “Want me to wait?”

      “No. I appreciate it, though.”

      “Okay.”

      He stands there a little longer, uncertainty in his dark eyes. “You’re going to be here when I get back, right?”

      “I have nowhere to go, Roman.” As that reality hits, it steals the air from my lungs. My God, not only do I not have a room to go back to tonight, I don’t have a home to return to in New York. I moved in with Cassian months ago, letting my own place go. When we got engaged, he thought it was a good idea, and my rent was killing me as it was, so I agreed, even though I wasn’t sure it was a great idea. There was something in my gut…warning me.

      Then why did you do it, Gabby?

      “Gabs?”

      Shoot, I’d lost myself for a second there. “Yeah?”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      “I’ll be here, and a long, hot soak does sound nice.” I wave my phone. “After this.”

      “I’ll leave you to it.” He turns and I stare at his broad back as he walks to the door, giving me one last reassuring look that everything will be okay before he leaves. But I know that isn’t true. Nothing will ever be okay again.

      I swallow, and fight back the tears as I call my parents. It rings only once before Mom picks up.

      She must hear my tears because she quickly asks, “Gabrielle, what’s going on? Are you okay?”

      “I’m okay, Mom,” I tell her quickly, even though I’m not, and wince as she calls me Gabrielle. I’ve always been Gabby to her, but after entering the fashion world, my ex-fiancé and his fashion mogul father had thought it best I go by Gabrielle. They thought a lot of things. All things I complied with. “Cass and I…” I fight to say we’re over.

      Dad takes the phone. “Where are you? We’ll come get you.”

      “No, it’s okay.” I try again. “Cass and I…” I can’t bear to tell them what happened. It’s embarrassing that I wasn’t enough for him. How could I ever have thought I could be? “We had a fight. The wedding is off.”

      “Oh, honey. I’m so sorry. Come to our room or let us come to you.”

      The thought of crawling back to them and letting them soothe my hurt sounds appealing. But they’ve done enough for me, have always been in my corner and I need to stand on my own two feet.

      I inject a measure of confidence into my voice. “I’m with a friend.”

      A beat and then, “Is it…Todd?”

      Why are they saying it like that? Like they might have known something I didn’t. Am I the only fool who didn’t know my fiancé and my best friend were into each other?

      I start to sob, and I’m not sure if it’s just hearing their voices or the fact that the two men I cared about most both have betrayed me.

      That, and when I told them I was with a friend, they assumed it was Todd. Why wouldn’t they? When it comes to friends, I don’t have a whole lot anymore. I immersed myself in the fashion world, leaving those I once knew behind. My ex-fiancé and his father wanted me to be around the ‘right’ people.

      Todd, also in fashion, was one of those people. When he and I first met Cass at a fashion show, back when we were still in college, and Cass asked me out, I was thrilled. I had no idea what a guy like him would see in a girl like me. Now I do. He saw compliance, a girl struggling for her career…a shapeshifter.

      That’s right. I became the doting, loving girlfriend who never asked too many questions. Everything he wanted me to be. When it comes right down to it, I’m not even sure who I really am anymore.

      Wait…was he only with me so he could secretly be with Todd?

      Ohmigod, have I been his beard all along?

      “Do you guys remember Roman Marinelli?” I manage to push past the lump in my throat.

      “Of course, we know who Roman is,” Dad responds, his voice strained and quiet and I hate doing this to them. But of course he knows Roman. Dad is the world’s biggest hockey fan, and I remember how thrilled he was when he found out Roman had signed with the Bucks.

      “I ran into him here at the resort. I’m in his room. I’m going to stay here for the night, until I can figure out what’s next.” I know Mom and Dad would travel the world for me, and driving to Vegas for my wedding wasn’t that much to ask, but I still say, “I’m sorry you guys had to come all the way only for this to happen.”

      Dad’s voice comes through the phone, softer this time. “Gabrielle, honey. Whatever you need. We’re here.” A beat and then, “We’ll head back tomorrow, first thing. There’s plenty of room in the car, and…that old sewing machine you got started on is still in your room.”

      My throat tightens and I’m grateful they’re offering me my old room, and not asking about what all this means for my future, because frankly I don’t know either—where I go from here. One thing we both know though, is my fashion career might just be dead because it’s always been in the hands of my fiancé. Some thought I was with him because of that, but no, that’s not true. I loved him.

      My phone keeps pinging, and my stomach tightens, knowing it’s Cass. How can I answer? What am I supposed to say? The look on his face when I walked into that room. He wasn’t just embarrassed, he was mad.

      Mad.

      That I caught him cheating.

      But surely to God he won’t want to get married after this? He won’t want to walk down the aisle when he’s not really in love with me. If this was true love, he wouldn’t have cheated the night before our wedding.

      “Gabrielle, are you still there?” Mom asks.

      “I am, but I’m going to go. I need a good night’s sleep.”

      “What about tomorrow?”

      I exhale. “Can I let you know in the morning?” I’m not sure why I’m asking that. It’s not like I have any other options.

      “Love you,” Mom and Dad tell me after I say the same. I end the call. When I see Cass’s number come up, I toss my phone onto the bed, not wanting to talk to him. I’m about to head to the bathroom for a long soak when a text comes through, and I glance at the phone.

      
      Cass: If you don’t show up tomorrow, I’ll ruin you.

      
      I stare at the phone, the room closing in on me. He’s threatening me? Threatening to ruin me if I don’t go through with the wedding? What the ever-loving hell. I’m already ruined, and honestly, it’s not the threatening part so much, but that he still wants to marry me.

      
      Cass: Don’t you dare fucking make me look bad in front of everyone. Be there or else.

      
      Ah, now I get it. Cassian St. Pierre, the prodigal model son of a famous fashion icon, Luc St. Pierre, is not to be made a fool of in public, especially when the world is watching. But it’s okay for him to make a fool of me in private. I glance at the dress designed by his father and shake my head. Of course, it was all about the fashion for the media. I wanted to make my own dress, but Luc St. Pierre didn’t approve.

      I walk to the big bathroom and turn on the faucet to fill the tub with water. It’s big enough for two, not that I’ll be sharing a bath with anyone anytime soon. I find some vanilla scented bath salts and sprinkle them in. Clicking the door shut, I strip out of the dress Rip brought me, and slip into the tub. I close my eyes, but quickly open them as visions of Cass and Todd jump into my mind’s eye.

      The door to the suite opens in the distance, and a few minutes later, knuckles rap at my door, “Gabs, you okay in there?”

      “I’m okay,” I tell him. Honestly, he’s so sweet and I’m not really used to anyone handling me with kid gloves. While I have great, caring parents, I’ve always been independent, and pride myself on standing on my own two feet. I guess that will be changing when I scurry home tomorrow with my tail between my legs.

      “I got all your stuff.”

      I gulp. “Was there any trouble?”

      “We can talk when you’re done. Did you talk to your parents?”

      “Yes,” I say quietly, a lump in my throat. “We can talk about that too.”

      “No hurry. Take your time, okay? Oh, and I brought you a bottle of wine.”

      Wine. I could really use a glass or two. “Are you trying to get me drunk?” I tease.

      “Actually, yes,” he admits honestly. “You didn’t seem to have a taste for hard liquor, so I figured wine. It’s what the WAGs always drink.”

      Like I said, observant.

      In a much lower voice, he adds, “I’m no psychologist or anything, Gabs. We leave the head shrinking to Melanie.” While I have no idea who Melanie is, I listen intently. “I’m not sure what she’d tell you, but I say tonight with your world on fire, wine to help douse the flames, a movie to help forget, and maybe reminisce about old times for fun, and then tomorrow…reality.”

      I nod even though he can’t see me. My world is on fire tonight. “Wine is perfect, Roman.” A strange little bubble of warmth wells up inside me. “Thank you. That was very thoughtful.”

      I listen carefully, and there’s silence for a minute, and I think he’s left the door, until he speaks, “I can pour a big-ass glass and bring it in.”

      It’s so weird, because hearing his voice still there, right outside the door, brings a weird measure of comfort. “While that sounds nice…” I glance down at my naked body. I used bath salts, not bubbles, so there’s no hiding anything. “I’m kind of naked in here.”

      Was that a groan? Good Lord, I must be hearing things. Roman isn’t interested in me. He never has been, and what man wants a woman who’s a hot mess and has been crying her eyes out about her ex? None.

      “I’ll back in, with eyes closed. No peeking. I promise.”

      I laugh at that and can’t believe Roman Marinelli has managed to make me laugh as my life crumbles around me. “What if you trip, or worse, fall?”

      “I skate backward all the time. I won’t get hurt. I got this. But I like that you are worried about me.”

      “Actually, I was worried about the wine spilling.”

      His big bark of laughter brings a smile to my face. “Smart ass. But hey, despite everything, I love that you never lost your sense of humor, Gabs.” His voice softens when he says my name.

      Wait, what? He thinks I have a sense of humor. Do I? I sure as heck don’t remember ever making Cass or anyone in the industry laugh. It’s a very serious, fast-paced business, where you’re run off your feet and gratitude is tossed around…never.

      “I’d love a glass of wine,” I finally say.

      “On it.”

      I sink lower into the tub, letting the salts soothe my body, and a few minutes later, Roman is knocking at my door again.

      I stay low. “Come in.”

      The door opens and music filters in. As soon as I see him, I’m reminded of high school and how he was always dancing and twirling the girls in the hallway. I was once the recipient of his antics and it had made my day…week, really. I’d actually forgotten all about that. I guess I’d left a lot of my past behind.

      “Are you moonwalking?” I shoot out, flabbergasted as he slides across the polished marble floor.

      “Just showing off my skills, babe. Now watch this.” Stopping inches before the tub, he spins around, the wine sloshing and climbing both sides of the glass but not spilling over. I’m seconds from instinctively placing my arms over my private parts, but his eyes are closed so tightly the lines around them are crinkled and he’s probably going to end up with a headache.

      “How did you know when to stop?”

      He taps one ear. “I’m like a bat. I send out ultrasonic sounds.”

      I laugh again. “I guess you’re a pretty good hunter in the dark, huh?”

      “Not quite like Elias, who eats June bugs.”

      “What?” I ask, thinking about the winger on the Bucks.

      “Oh, nothing.” He hands me the glass and I graciously accept it.

      “Thank you.” Before I can think better of it, I ask, “Do you bring wine to women in the bath often?”

      “Ah…”

      I hold one hand out even though he can’t see it. “Never mind.” Why would I ask such a ridiculous question? His sex life is none of my business, other than I’m preventing him from having one tonight.

      He laughs. “Okay. I’m going to pour a drink and find a movie for us.”

      “Be out soon.” I take a sip of wine as he dances out the door, and I shake my head. “This is great, Roman.”

      “You mean the dancing, right?”

      “Yeah, I mean the dancing,” I shoot back with a chuckle.

      He moves with the beat of the music coming from
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