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      The hard rock beat pounded through his headphones and Royce Lenahan played air drums in time to Rise Against’s “Prayer of the Refugee.” Singing along under his breath, he wasn’t aware his best friend and roommate, Dmitri Papadakis, was trying to get his attention. He jumped when Dmitri pulled on one side of his headphones and let it snap back against his head.

      “What the fuck, dude?” Royce turned, arching a brow at him as he paused the music.

      “I need a favor.”

      “Hit me.” Royce rubbed his ear.

      “You know my kid sister’s been here for the holidays.”

      “I thought they left?”

      “My parents, older sister, and brother-in-law left, but Tina stayed because my Christmas present to her was tickets to see Pretty Harts. They’re her absolute favorite band and they’re playing tomorrow night—the seats I got her are second row.”

      “Okay.” Royce wasn’t sure what Dmitri was getting at.

      “I can’t go with her. Angel and I are supposed to go to that movie premiere in L.A. and she really wants to go.” Angel was Dmitri’s pregnant fiancée.

      “So…you want me to take your sister to a rock concert?”

      “You love Pretty Harts—you play them all the time.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “Please? She’s not bitchy or anything, and it’s not like you’ll have to talk much—it’s a concert. You’ll both be hoarse by the end of the show anyway and then just drop her off at her hotel.”

      Royce made a face. “I have a date tomorrow night.”

      “The redhead from a couple weeks ago? You said she’s boring as fuck. Come on, do this for me, please? Angel and I just got engaged, don’t make me disappoint her.”

      “Fine.” Royce pulled his headphones back on. “But you’ll owe me.”

      “You’re the best.” Dmitri clapped him on the shoulder and left the room.

      Royce turned the music up, wondering what he’d gotten himself into and what spending an evening with Dmitri’s younger sister was going to be like. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be too painful.

      

      Tapping his fingers on the steering wheel of his Porsche, Royce waited for Dmitri’s sister to come out. Dmitri had given him Tina’s number, so he’d texted her, telling her what time he’d pick her up. He vaguely remembered seeing her one other time, after an Islanders game in New York, when Dmitri’s whole family had come. She had lots of dark wavy hair and wore glasses, but his memory didn’t conjure up much of anything else. There was a married older sister, but there hadn’t been much opportunity to talk to either of them.

      Dmitri was hugely protective of his younger sister and had often talked about the guys he’d scared off back in New York. Royce almost felt sorry for her, but Dmitri had been in the NHL for six years already, so he probably had no idea who she went out with anymore. If she went out. Dmitri made it sound like she was pretty quiet, and if memory served him right, she was demure and fairly nondescript.

      His gaze locked on a tall brunette coming out of the hotel. Now this was the kind of woman he would remember. Whoever she was wore skintight black leather pants, high-heeled black boots, and a crimson lace-up top that provided a nice view of her cleavage. She was exactly what he looked for in a hook-up. This gorgeous creature was probably going to the concert with some rocker dude while he was stuck with his best friend’s mousey little sister. Somehow, that didn’t seem fair.

      Damn, the brunette was coming closer and she was smokin’ hot, her curvy hips swaying slightly from side to side as she walked. Wasn’t she cold without a jacket? He was willing to bet her nipples were hard under that little top. Shit, this was going to be a long night if he was having thoughts like this for a stranger.

      Royce nearly choked on the sip he’d just taken from his bottle of water when the brunette knocked on his window and grinned. “Hey, Royce.”

      His mouth fell open. What in the hell was going on? Was this…? No, it couldn’t be.

      “It’s cold out here,” she said, cocking her head. “Are you going to unlock the door?”

      He hurriedly hit the button and she slid in beside him. “Hi. Thanks so much for coming to get me. I can’t believe Dmitri suckered you into taking me tonight. I don’t need a chaperone, but I appreciate the ride nonetheless.”

      Royce was still staring at her, taking in the long, silky hair, light-colored eyes, and bright red lips.

      “You okay?” she asked with a slight frown.

      “I, um… Your hair is different,” he finally managed to say.

      She had a deep, throaty laugh that sounded like a sexy cross between a smoker’s cough and a young girl’s giggle—he’d never heard anything like it. “You mean, I’m not wearing my glasses, with my hair in a ponytail and a sweatshirt four sizes too big?”

      “I didn’t even recognize you,” he admitted.

      “Of course not. I don’t dress like this in front of my family. My father would have a heart attack.”

      He wasn’t sure what to say to that, so he put the Porsche in gear and pulled onto the street.

      “It’s chilly tonight,” he said at last. “Don’t you have a jacket?”

      “I didn’t want to carry it at the concert; it’ll be too hot. I’ll be fine.” She leaned back in the seat but reached over to check the stations of his satellite radio. Obviously familiar with how it worked, she searched until she found a rock station and then turned it up, nodding her head in time to Metallica. She didn’t seem interested in small talk, so he didn’t bother, watching her out of the corner of his eye.

      She was stunning. Far prettier than he’d been expecting. The girl in his mind’s eye had been plain. He hadn’t recalled anything beyond lots of dark hair and glasses, but this girl was something else entirely. Some instinct told him Dmitri had no idea who his little sister had grown into, and he made a quick decision to stay as far away from her as possible. Women like her were trouble with a capital “T,” and he wouldn’t risk his friendship with Dmitri for any woman, much less his sister. Besides, he liked things nice and orderly in his life, and her body language told him she was the type of woman who’d turn things upside down.

      After two more songs, she turned down the music and looked at him. “I’m sorry if this ruined your night. I’m sure you had better things to do than hang out with me.”

      “Not at all. Dmitri said you needed someone to go with you and I love Pretty Harts.”

      “Dmitri needed someone to go with me—I go to concerts by myself all the time in New York. He seems to think I’m still sixteen. I don’t get it, but since he lives three thousand miles away, I don’t have to deal with it very often. You’re welcome to go do your own thing once we get there.”

      “You’re just going to hang by yourself?” he asked in surprise.

      “Why not? It’s a concert, not a date. I love Casey Hart—she’s my idol. I’d do anything to play guitar like she does. I like to stand as close to the stage as possible and pretend I’m up there…” Her voice trailed off and she turned away, as if embarrassed.

      “You play guitar?”

      “A little.”

      “That’s cool. I’m a closet drummer. We could start an imaginary band.”

      She laughed again, the sexy sound warming him from head to toe. When she turned to meet his eyes, hers were full of mischief. “I don’t think my brother would allow it.”

      “I guess we don’t have to tell him.” Where the hell had that come from?

      “Now you’re talking!”

      Catching the impish look on her face, Royce had a feeling he was already in trouble.

      

      They walked into the arena and Tina headed for the first bar they came to. Royce seemed unsure of what to do but ultimately followed her. She wanted to smack her brother for putting his poor friend in an untenable situation like this. He’d been doing this to her for years, and she was tired of his overprotectiveness. Why didn’t he understand she was twenty-four years old, with a college degree, her own money, and her own life? Yes, she still lived at home, but that was because she couldn’t afford to move into her own place in Manhattan and still save money for her future. She worked part-time at the family’s diner in Astoria, which was literally two blocks from home, so it was both more affordable and convenient.

      “First round’s on me,” she told Royce, “since you were nice enough to pick me up.”

      “Thank you. I’ll take whatever’s on draft.”

      She ordered his beer and a margarita for herself, handing the bartender a tip after she paid for them.

      “You’re a good tipper,” he noted as they walked away.

      “I’ve waited tables since I was thirteen,” she said. “We don’t make much salary, so we count on tips. I mean, I don’t make any salary since I work at my family’s diner, but in general, waiters and bartenders need tips to survive.”

      “Your family doesn’t pay you?” he asked in surprise.

      “Not a regular salary, but I do well with tips, and my mom always slips me money from the register.”

      “You work there full-time?”

      “No. I work part-time at the diner, part-time at my friend’s travel agency, and my band plays a couple times a week.”

      “Your band?” He stared at her.

      She cocked her head. “What did my brother tell you? That I’m his virginal little sister who’s super naive, loves books, and still lives at home?”

      “Not exactly, but—”

      “Look, I’m an adult and don’t even report to my parents anymore, much less to my brother, so I don’t need a babysitter. Enjoy the show and tell Dmitri you dropped me off safe and sound after the concert. I’m only in Las Vegas a few more days so I’m going to have some fun. Thanks again for the ride.” She winked, turned, and disappeared into the crowd.
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      It took Royce a minute to realize she was gone. She’d pretty much blown over him like a steamroller and now she’d left him behind as well. The odd thing was, he didn’t want to follow her because Dmitri expected him to—he wanted to talk to her some more. She was nothing like he’d thought she would be and she intrigued him. She wasn’t just gorgeous, but she played guitar in a band and was more than a little feisty, which was a huge turn-on for him. There was nothing better than a little spitfire he could dominate in the bedroom but who would challenge him intellectually the rest of the time. Not that he was going to sleep with her, but he was always up for some harmless fun with someone intriguing.

      He took off at a fast clip, shouldering his way through the throngs of concert-goers, but she’d disappeared. With a sigh, he dug out his ticket and realized that they had second row seats on the floor. Dmitri had mentioned it, but he’d been too distracted to pay much attention until now.

      Since Tina had disappeared anyway, he downed his beer and went to get another so he’d have a full one before the opening act started. He figured she’d be in her seat eventually, which was right next to his, and he’d make sure to offer to drive her home whether she wanted him to or not. Besides, Dmitri would kill him if anything happened to her and he found out Royce had left her on her own. Regardless of the fact that she was a grown woman, Dmitri had asked him to keep her company tonight, so that’s what he would do.

      It had nothing to do with those long legs. And it definitely had nothing to do with the amazing cleavage spilling out of her top. It certainly didn’t have anything to do with those plump red lips either. Nope. He was just being a good guy, taking care of his friend’s little sister. That’s what friends did, right?

      Yeah, right.

      

      Tina didn’t show up until the opening act was into their second song. When he spotted her, her head thrown back in laughter as she waved goodbye to two long-haired musician types, he felt oddly possessive. It made no sense since he barely knew her, and she’d made it clear she wasn’t particularly interested in his company tonight, but something about her had triggered his interest. Especially if it led to him turning her over his knee and— Oh, hell, what was he doing? There wouldn’t be any turning Tina over his knee. Jesus, Dmitri would castrate him if he even thought about having sex with her. She had a great ass, though, round and plump, perfect for spanking… Shit!

      He attempted to stop thinking about her but she was sashaying over to him, giving him a smile as she yelled into his ear. “Are these seats awesome or what?”

      He scowled in frustration over his inner battle. “They’re okay.”

      She arched her brows. “I told you I didn’t need you to babysit me.”

      He wanted to be annoyed at her easy dismissal of his company but her eyes sparkled as if she got a kick out of teasing him and the thought of putting her over his knee and spanking her until she came brought his dick to life.

      Stop it. He tried to be stern with himself, but the discomfort behind the zipper of his jeans told him it wasn’t working.

      Tina wasn’t paying attention anymore, clapping and whistling loudly along with everyone else around them. They were center stage, just one row from the front, and several seats in front of them were empty. Just as the band started their third song, two young girls who looked to be about ten or eleven came down the aisle with an older girl of about eighteen. They sank into the three seats in the front row and Tina grabbed Royce’s arm excitedly.

      “Those are Casey Hart’s twin daughters, Jessica and Jocelyn,” she yelled against his ear.

      Royce thought they should have more supervision than a teenage babysitter but forgot about them as he was pulled into the music, moving along with Tina and everyone around them. He’d never been this close to the stage for a concert before and was enjoying himself, especially when Tina bumped him with her hip in time to the music. Shit, he was going to need a long, cold shower tonight if she kept this up.

      They played a long set for an opening act and the crowd was riled up. Their music was harder and edgier than Pretty Harts’ and with each song, people would leave their seats and drive forward, sending chairs in every direction. It wasn’t long before everyone had pushed hard enough for the first row to be up against the metal barrier. Royce instinctively put a hand at the small of Tina’s back each time they advanced, while simultaneously keeping an eye on the twin girls who were supposedly Casey Hart’s daughters. The older girl with them seemed protective, and the security guard inside the metal barrier glanced their way repeatedly, but the crowd was getting unrulier by the minute.

      When the band played one of their biggest hits, the crowd went wild and a couple of older teenagers started crowd-surfing. Tina was bobbing her head to the beat, eyes focused on the stage, but Royce had a weird feeling, some sixth sense warning him to be careful. The arena was sold out, which meant over fifteen thousand people, and it felt like half of them were pressed up against him and Tina. If things went sideways, there was nowhere to go; they were wedged together like human sardines.

      

      It started with someone throwing a plastic cup full of beer. It landed a few people to Royce’s left and he swiped at the random droplets that dotted his arm. The next beer landed on the person next to Tina, and Royce managed to pull her out of the way in time to save her from the worst of it, though they would both smell like beer tonight. She looked up gratefully, shaking her head. He took the opportunity to use the back of his hand to wipe a few drops from her cheek and the look she gave him was startlingly sweet.

      Powerful electricity shot through him and for a moment, everything else disappeared. The music, the crowd, everything but her and a huge pair of soulful eyes with long lashes. Neither of them blinked, something inexplicable making him want to keep his hand on her cheek for as long as she’d let him. So soft, so warm against his knuckles, he had to force himself to draw it away.

      The music was edgier now, the tempo picking up and getting harder, more like the thrash metal bands of the eighties than the melodic beat of Pretty Harts. It had energized the crowd and there were more people crowd-surfing now, making it hard to avoid the feet and arms haphazardly skimming along their heads. Tina was shorter but Royce had to duck a few times and made sure to lean over her so she didn’t get hit. His gut told him it was time to move, that things were going to get crazy, but there was nowhere to go. The chairs, rows, and aisles were no longer in any type of order, filled with overzealous fans who’d swarmed the area.

      “Rock and roll, motherfuckers!” A man in his mid-twenties stood on a random chair and threw himself in the air. Royce shoved Tina out of the way and some instinct he didn’t know he had forced him to throw himself over the petite twins just a few inches in front of him.

      Pain shot through his back as someone’s foot kicked against Royce’s kidneys and he landed hard on his knees, the twins beneath him. Fists were flying, people began to scream, and chaos reigned supreme. Keeping his head down, he caught sight of two pairs of frightened blue eyes staring into his.

      “It’s okay,” he tried to yell, but there was no way of knowing if they heard him.

      “Royce! Royce!” Tina had dropped to the floor and nudged her way toward them, a trickle of blood dripping from her forehead.

      “Tina!” He closed his arms around her and the twins, twisting as best he could to see if there was a way out.

      Someone was tugging on his shirt and he looked down at one of the little girls. She held up her laminated backstage pass, pointing to the words “All Access.” She leaned forward and yelled in his ear, “Can you lift me over the barricade? I’ll get help.”

      Royce nodded and pushed her twin into Tina’s arms before wrapping his arms around the slight girl. Then he lunged to his feet, a lifetime of skating allowing his muscular legs to give him the strength he needed. He had her up and over the fence-like barrier just as someone shoved him back again. Fighting was the last thing he wanted to do, but Tina and the other twin were vulnerable now and he threw an elbow or two, breaking through the people around him and grabbing for Tina and the remaining twin.

      Suddenly the music ground to a halt and Casey Hart strode out on stage, snatching the microphone from the singer and addressing the crowd, her blond hair blowing back from her face as she scowled.

      “Hey, rock and rollers… I need you to listen to me.” Her voice was loud, sharp, and edged with concern even as she kept her cool. “No one’s going to play if there’s any kind of violence. I don’t give a rat’s ass how much you paid for your tickets. Are you listening? The fighting on the floor needs to stop.”

      She stepped forward, bending over the edge where a security guard was lifting her daughter up to her. The young girl whispered something to her mother and Casey’s eyes dropped to the front, searching. The twin clinging to Royce lifted her arms towards her mother and two security guards appeared out of nowhere, pushing through the crowd to get to her now that people were calming down.

      Royce handed her over but the girl wouldn’t let go of his hand, shaking her head and pulling him forward.

      “Come with me!” she yelled, her eyes glittering.

      Royce reached for Tina with his other hand and the next thing he knew they were pulled around the side of the stage and through a doorway he’d never seen before, even though he’d been playing at this arena for three years.

      Holy shit, they were either going backstage or going to jail.
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      Tina clung to Royce’s hand tightly, trying to wipe the blood off her forehead as they were ushered behind the stage. She wasn’t sure what had happened, just that she’d gotten kicked in the head and went down hard as she’d watched Royce throw himself in harm’s way to protect Casey Hart’s twin daughters. She hadn’t thought he was a bad guy or anything, but she hadn’t pictured him as any kind of hero, so it had caught her by surprise. He was also being super protective of her now, putting himself between her and the security guards since they had no idea what was going on.

      Personally, Tina wasn’t worried. She and Royce had gone out of their way to protect whichever twin this was, and she was ahead of them, talking a mile a minute to the guards. Part of her wanted to ask where the hell they’d been when the fight broke out, but figured that probably wasn’t a good idea.

      They were led to a private elevator and Royce frowned when they hit one of the buttons.

      “What’s wrong?” she whispered to him.

      He shook his head slightly, as if he didn’t trust them.

      “We have a private suite,” the twin said to them. “Since we live in Vegas, we always get a private suite when my parents play here.”

      “Your parents?” Royce asked.

      “Casey Hart is married to the lead singer, Jayson Keller,” Tina said.

      The twin nodded.

      “Here we go.” The guards let them step out ahead of them and suddenly Casey Hart was there, smiling broadly as she hugged her daughter.

      “Jessie!” Casey cupped her daughter’s face. “Are you okay? Were you hurt?”

      “Mom, this man and his girlfriend saved us!” Jessie responded hurriedly. “He threw himself on top of us when the fight broke out and then he lifted Joss over the barricade so Buddy could help us.”

      “Where was Buddy?” Casey asked, frowning.

      “He couldn’t get to us—there were so many people.”

      Casey briefly looked annoyed but turned to Tina and Royce, holding out her hand. “I’m Casey Hart. You have no idea how grateful I am for you protecting my girls. The twins got separated from my older daughter when the fight broke out and if you hadn’t gotten Joss to the stage, things could have gone very wrong.”

      “Kristina Papadakis.” Tina shook her hand, smiling broadly. “My friends call me Tina.”

      “Royce Lenahan.” Royce shook her hand as well.

      “Jayson Keller.” A tall man with shoulder-length light brown hair and arms covered in tattoos held out his hand to Royce. “And I know who you are—number 49. D-man for the Sidewinders.”

      Royce smiled. “That’s me.”

      “We’re big fans,” Jayson grinned. “And thanks a million for looking out for the girls. They’ve grown up at concerts and never had a problem. I don’t know what the hell went on tonight but I’m not a fan of the crowds this opening act has been drawing. We had a fight break out at the L.A. show last week too.”

      A paramedic appeared and walked over to them. “Are there injuries, Ms. Hart?”

      Casey nodded at Tina. “She may need stitches; would you check her out, please?”

      “Of course.”

      Tina tried to protest but Jessie grabbed her hand and said, “I’ll hold your hand if you’re scared.”

      Tina smiled. “Thank you. That will definitely make me feel better.”

      Royce continued talking to Jayson and Casey but stayed close to Tina as the paramedic cleaned the cut on her forehead and used butterfly bandages to close it.

      “It’s not too deep,” he said, “but it might leave a scar. You should see a plastic surgeon if that bothers you.”

      “If you need to see a plastic surgeon,” Casey interjected, “just let me know. It’s the least we can do for you protecting the girls.”

      “I’m not seeing any signs of concussion,” the paramedic continued, “but watch for any signs of nausea, a headache, anything like that.”

      “Mom!” Joss came running into the room.

      “Hey, kiddo.” Casey slid an arm around her. “Meet the man who saved you, Royce—”

      “You’re Royce Lenahan.” Joss’s eyes widened. “Holy crap, you play for the Sidewinders.”

      Royce laughed. “Yes, I do. Nice to meet you.”

      Tina watched as Royce charmed not just the twins, but Casey Hart and her husband as well. He was funny, charming and sweet, something she wouldn’t have thought earlier this evening. He was hot too. She’d always taken care not to notice any of her brother’s friends or teammates, since most of his teammates were married, but Royce was single and gorgeous. Well, she wasn’t sure if he had a girlfriend or not, but what woman would be okay with him taking his buddy’s adult sister to a rock concert without her? Yeah, chances were, he was single and she needed to tread carefully.

      “Well, I’ve got to get going,” Casey said after a little while. “Security has the crowd under control again, so we’ve got a show to do.”

      “Damn, I guess I’m going to miss it,” Tina sighed. “I just don’t have it in me to go back down there.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Casey winked, her blue eyes sparkling. “You’re my special guests tonight. Follow me.”

      Tina and Royce exchanged glances but obediently went after the superstar, down the elevators, and into the backstage area.

      “Mom’s going to let you watch from the stage,” Jessie stage-whispered.

      “From the stage?” Tina stage-whispered back.

      Casey nodded. “Yup. Right off to the side. Here.” She stopped in front of a wall of amps. “If you want, I’ll get the roadies to lift you up there and you can sit on top while we play. And you should have earplugs—it’s loud over here.”

      “Wow, this is incredible,” Royce said quietly. “Hit me up for ice-level seats at a game of your choice, if you like.”

      “We have season tickets,” Casey laughed, “but thank you.” She motioned to one of the roadies, who appeared with a step stool. She waved and was gone. A few seconds later another roadie brought them two packages of earplugs.

      Royce and Tina exchanged another look.

      “This is fucking cool as shit,” she said, gripping his forearm.

      “I have to admit, this is not how I envisioned our night turning out.” His eyes were a catlike yellow and they gleamed when he looked at her.

      “How’s your back?” she asked. “You got kicked pretty hard.”

      “It’ll probably hurt tomorrow, but I’ll see the team trainer first thing in the morning.”

      She nodded. “The cut is throbbing—I’d kill for an aspirin.”

      “You want me to ask someone?” he asked, looking around. “I’m sure we can round one up.”

      She bit her lip. “That would be awesome.”

      “Be right back.” He jumped down off the amp and headed for the nearest stagehand, who immediately nodded and disappeared. Royce climbed back up to Tina and said, “He’s taking care of it.”

      “You’re sweet. Thank you.”

      “Sweet isn’t a term most girls use with me, but I’ll take it.”

      “What, the way you jumped in to protect Joss and Jessie? Come on—there’s a lot of sweet happening somewhere inside you.”

      He chuckled. “I don’t think protecting two innocent kids from assholes is sweet so much as human, but okay, I’ll admit to not being all piss and vinegar.”

      “Dmitri thinks you’re awesome.”

      “We’re guys. It’s different.”

      “He’s super protective,” she said after a moment. “I figure he told you to be all nice and kind with me. Right?”

      He shrugged. “Not really. It was more like, ‘do me this favor because she can’t go alone.’ But I love Pretty Harts, so it wasn’t really a hardship, although I wasn’t expecting…all this.” He motioned to her cleavage.

      “I’m an adult. I have a Bachelor of Science in Travel and Tourism, with a minor in music. I lived out of state on campus for four years and almost married my college boyfriend, so I’m not a virgin, not so innocent, and definitely not some angel you have to hover over.”

      “How come you didn’t marry him?” he asked after considering what she’d just said.

      She shrugged. “My ex? He didn’t get me. I won’t pretend to be some wild nymphomaniac who’s brazen and worldly, but I’m smart, educated, and curious about everything. I love music, theater, and travel. On the flip side, I love to cook and to curl up by the fire to read. I play guitar, but I also play the flute. Donny wanted me to be just one thing—his wife, and eventually the mother of his children. Nothing else mattered to him.”

      “You don’t want to get married or have kids?” he asked curiously.

      “Oh, I do, for sure. But that’s not all I want to be. I want to run a travel agency and visit every corner of the earth. I want to keep playing music, even if it’s in my own living room. I want to take romantic trips with my husband, where we can leave the kids with my parents—or his, if they want them—and spend a week making love on a beach.” She flushed a little, though her eyes glittered with passion. “I guess what I’m trying to say is, I couldn’t marry a guy who doesn’t get me, who wants to change me, and Donny wanted to change me. He kept saying things like, ‘when we’re married, you won’t need that Les Paul anymore.’” She paused. “You know what that is, right?”

      Royce chuckled. “It’s a guitar, yes.”

      “See? First time I mentioned loving Les Paul, Donny got jealous and wanted to know who the hell he was.”

      Royce grimaced. “Wow. Sounds like a douche. I barely know you and I’m glad you didn’t marry him.”

      “Me too.”

      They were quiet for a bit, watching the hustle and bustle of the roadies as Pretty Harts prepared to take the stage. Casey was dancing around just off to the side, warming up, her guitar around her neck. It was a lot to take in, but exciting as well, and she impulsively pulled her phone out of her pocket. “Let’s take a selfie so I can post it on social media tomorrow.”

      “Okay.” He leaned in as she held her phone up and snapped the picture. She pushed a few buttons and then held it out to show him.

      “We look nice.”

      “We do.” He looked up as the lights went out and Pretty Harts was announced over the loudspeakers.

      

      The band blasted onto the stage amidst pyrotechnic explosions, loud music and a sizzling hot guitar riff by the one and only Casey Hart. Tina’s eyes were glued to her idol, hands in the air as she cheered, and Royce couldn’t help but watch her. She was as stunning as she was complex, and he was more intrigued than he wanted to be.

      Her ex-boyfriend had wanted to change her? What kind of moron would want to change a single thing about this gloriously mysterious woman? She was beautiful and exciting, with a touch of innocence—it didn’t get any better than that. He’d probably scare her off if he ever got her in bed, so that wasn’t an option, but the idea that some idiot named Donny wanted her to be someone other than who she was bothered him. Maybe that was why Dmitri was so protective. Maybe on some level her brother understood the incredible dichotomy of the woman she was and wanted to make sure any man she wound up with appreciated her.

      “How’s everyone doing tonight?” Jayson took the microphone and spoke to the crowd. “Are we ready to have some fun?”
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      The concert ended far too soon. Royce had never enjoyed himself so much. Casey and Jayson invited them backstage afterwards to hang out and take some pictures, so it was close to two in the morning before he and Tina were back in his Porsche and heading for her hotel. She rubbed her head a few times as he drove and he sensed that it hurt.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah.” She gave him a sleepy smile. “Just have a headache and getting a little sleepy.”

      He didn’t like the sound of that and looked over at her with concern. “You don’t think you have a concussion, do you?”

      “The paramedic didn’t think so, but I wouldn’t know what that feels like. I didn’t pass out or anything.”

      He wasn’t sure how to suggest what he had in mind, but the idea of leaving her alone in her hotel room with what might be a more serious injury than a headache bothered him. “What if you stayed at the apartment? You can sleep in Dmitri’s bed. If you’ve got a concussion, you might wake up throwing up or something and I’d be more comfortable with you close by.”

      She hesitated but then nodded. “Could we stop by the hotel so I can grab my toothbrush and a few things?”

      “Sure.”

      

      Within the hour they were at his apartment and she disappeared into the bathroom. While he waited, he changed into sweats and a T-shirt. Hot as she was, he wasn’t thinking about sex anymore. Concussions were serious and though he didn’t think it was likely, it wasn’t a chance he would take with anyone, much less his best friend’s sister. She hadn’t argued with him about staying over either, so her head probably hurt a lot.

      She came out in flannel pajamas covered in pink guitars, her face scrubbed clean of makeup, and wearing glasses. Her glossy chestnut hair still tumbled over her shoulders in a sexy mess and he had the weirdest urge to run his fingers through it. Damn, how did a girl wearing ugly PJs and glasses look so cute?

      “Here.” He handed her a couple of ibuprofens and a bottle of water. “This should help with the headache, and seriously, if you wake up feeling weird, come get me.”

      “Thank you. I will.” She gave him a soft smile as she started down the hall to Dmitri’s room. She paused, glancing over her shoulder. “You really are sweet, Royce.”

      “Good night, Tina.”

      He watched her go with a strange sense of regret.

      

      “Royce?”

      The quiet voice stirred him out of a deep sleep, but he came awake instantly. “Tina? What’s wrong?”

      “My head is killing me.”

      “Have you thrown up? Are you nauseous?”

      “No, just a pounding headache.”

      “What time is it? I can get you some more ibuprofen.”

      “It’s five thirty, so it’s only been three hours, but I think it’ll be okay if I take two more.”

      Royce got out of bed, somewhat oblivious to his naked torso and the erection he had no control over—he woke up with one ninety-nine percent of the time. He yanked on his sweats and brushed past her as he padded into the kitchen.

      When he got back to his bedroom, she’d curled on her left side on the pillow next to his. He hesitated for a second before sitting on the edge of the bed and gently putting a hand on her shoulder. “Tina?”

      She jerked, as if she’d dozed off. “Oh, thanks.” She took the pills from him and swallowed them without water.

      “Do you think we should go to the E.R.?”

      “No… I think I’m okay. I get headaches every so often from loud music.” She paused. “Is it okay if I stay here, though? Just in case?”

      “Of course.” He brushed her hair back from her face. “Don’t worry about waking me if it gets worse, and I’ll set my alarm to check on you in a few hours.”

      “Thanks.” She smiled as her eyes fluttered closed.

      Damn, those eyelashes were going to be the death of him. They rested on her cheeks like tiny wisps of hair, they were so thick and dark.

      He found a throw blanket and gently covered her with it. She was on top of the blankets and it was chilly, but he didn’t want to move her underneath the covers without her permission and she was already asleep again. He got back in bed and pulled up the covers, the sound of her steady breathing the last thing he heard as he drifted off to sleep.

      

      “What in the ever-loving fuck is going on here?!” Dmitri’s voice thundered through the room and Royce jerked to a sitting position as Tina rolled over and nearly fell off the bed.

      “Jesus, Dmitri, knock it off,” she muttered, slowly sitting up.

      “I thought I could trust you,” Dmitri growled at Royce.

      “Does this look like two people who hooked up?” Royce snapped, motioning to her pajamas and his sweatpants. “Give me a little credit, for fuck’s sake.” He started to get out of bed but grunted when he tried to straighten up.

      “Royce?” Tina was immediately on her feet, hurrying over to him. “Oh, shit, look at your back.”

      “Jesus, what happened?” Dmitri’s voice softened when he saw the ugly purple bruise that had begun to form along Royce’s lower back.

      “He took a few kicks and punches protecting me when a fight broke out at the concert last night,” his sister snapped, running her hand along Royce’s back. “Shit, Royce, I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s nothing.” He straightened even though the effort obviously cost him. He disappeared into the bathroom and Tina whirled on her brother.

      “Seriously, Dmitri, stop it. I got kicked in the head and had such a bad headache I woke him up in the middle of the night.”

      “Why were you here in the first place?”

      “We were afraid I might have a concussion. He was being thoughtful—a good friend. I started out in your bed and then came in here around five because my head was pounding.”

      “How is it now?” He reached out to gently brush his fingers along the bandage.

      “It’s fine, but Royce obviously isn’t. Do you guys have practice today?”

      “Yeah.” Dmitri looked up as Royce came out of the bathroom. “Dude, you okay?”

      “I’ll be fine. Could you guys give me a little privacy so I can get dressed?” Royce’s tone was testy and Tina didn’t blame him. They’d had a late night and Dmitri had come roaring in here like a thunderstorm in the middle of a library.

      “Come on.” Dmitri motioned to Tina with his head and she followed him out to the living room. “Tell me how you guys got hurt,” he said.

      She told him the whole story, grinning when she got to the part about them watching the show from the stage.

      “That’s cool as shit.” He smiled. “Sorry I jumped to the wrong conclusion. I just… Royce isn’t the right kind of guy for you, sis.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “And how, exactly, do you know what kind of guy I need?”

      “You’re a free spirit who needs someone who’ll be okay with your quirks, wanderlust, and dorkiness.”

      “Quirks?” She didn’t have the energy to be affronted. “And how am I a dork?”

      He twirled a lock of her hair. “Glasses and books, sis. I mean, guys think that’s dorky, and you spend a lot of time that way.”

      She wanted to laugh but wrinkled her nose instead. “Well, that’s fine with me. I don’t want to be with a guy who thinks my glasses and love of reading are dorky. That’s who I am and I’ll just wait until I find someone who’s man enough to love all of me.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      Royce came out of his room dressed for practice. “You taking her back to her hotel?” he asked Dmitri, who nodded.

      “Thanks for babysitting me last night,” Tina said to Royce. “I had a great time, despite getting kicked in the head.”

      “I wish I could have stopped that,” he muttered, “but I just couldn’t protect you and those kids too.”

      “The kids were more of a priority.” She smiled.

      “You need to get dressed,” Dmitri said, glancing at his watch. “I’ve just barely got enough time to drop you off and get to practice.”

      “Two minutes,” she told him, hurrying to the bathroom.

      

      Royce’s back hurt like a bitch, and after a quick exam by the team doctor, he wound up having X-rays and an MRI. His left kidney was bruised and though the doctor said it was mild, he wasn’t allowed to play for a week. They would do another X-ray and check his urine every few days to monitor him, but he wasn’t allowed to work out, either, and he left the office frustrated. He’d never had a serious enough injury to keep him from hockey, but the doctors warned him kidney bruises were potentially dangerous and could lead to internal bleeding and kidney failure. He was skeptical but it wasn’t something he would risk, so he headed home.

      He’d just kicked off his boots when his phone buzzed and he looked down to see a text from Tina.

      What did the doctor say? Are you okay? I’ve been headache-free all day so I think I’m safe from a concussion.

      Bruised kidney. I’m sidelined for at least a week.

      Oh no! I’m sorry. I feel terrible. Can I buy you dinner as a very lame attempt to make it up to you?

      He chuckled at the thought of a woman buying him dinner—it had never happened before—but he wouldn’t mind seeing her again. Dmitri would have a fit, though.

      I don’t think that’s a good idea, hon. Your brother will kill both of us.

      We’re not allowed to be friends? Seriously?

      If he says it’s okay, I’m totally down for dinner.

      Forget it. I’m perfectly capable of going to dinner with a man without
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