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        Caleb McCabe just returned from a tour of duty. He’s shell-shocked. Loud noises make him jump. He feels like an outcast in civilian society. When Caleb meets a gorgeous, fun-loving redhead named Violet, he knows he can’t handle a relationship, especially with a ray of sunshine like her. But that doesn’t stop him from thinking about her day and night.

      

        

      
        Violet Jameson is studying for a degree in psychology. When she meets the ultra-hot combat hero Caleb, she’s riveted not only by his rugged good looks but also by his obvious vulnerabilities. She yearns to get close to him, and to begin to heal him. They share a night of passion that’s so hot she realizes she’s not only in lust but in love.

      

        

      
        For Violet's sake, Caleb tries to stay away. He wants her more than he can bear, but he's afraid of hurting her with his own emotional scars. The problem is, no matter how much he fights his obsession, he can't stop himself. He has to make her his. He knows in his heart she's the one.

      

        

      
        Caleb and Violet are meant for each other, but will his dark damages get in the way of their Happily Ever After?

      

        

      
        My Hero is a sexy standalone romance starring a battle-scarred alpha hero and the sweet, sassy redhead who changes everything.

      

        

      
        McCabe Brothers
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        Note to readers:

      

        

      
        This book deals with the subject of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder and also references suicide (off-page and in the past).

      

        

      
        It also has a sweet, hot, romantic HEA.
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      “Today’s topic is …” My psychology professor starts writing some words on the whiteboard. “ … Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, which is, as suggested, triggered by a life event that has in some way been traumatic. Today we’ll talk about the causes that can lead to PTSD.”

      I’m riveted, as usual. I wish I could say there are days that Professor Jackson’s lectures are boring, when I find myself staring out the window while I daydream about football players, like a normal person would. This isn’t quite the case (okay, sometimes I daydream about football players).

      In every other area of my life, I’m an outgoing, fun-loving party girl. But when it comes to the study of psychology, I’m a total nerd. I’ve known I wanted to be a shrink since I was around seven years old, which is probably pretty weird. Who knows they want to be a psychoanalyst when they’re seven years old?

      Me, as it turns out.

      I have three older brothers. I used to use them as my patients, which they of course hated. But there was no escaping me. I made them lie on the couch while I worked through my list of questions, solving all their problems. To this day, they refuse to sit on a couch in the same room as me. But all three of them are well-adjusted, mostly-happy, highly-paid professionals with degrees and nice girlfriends, so I like to think I had something to do with all that.

      Now, I’m a freshman studying—you guessed it—psychology. I’m only about a month in, and I’m already loving it. My plan is to be a licensed psychotherapist by the time I’m twenty-seven. A weird aspiration, possibly, but that’s just me. Along the way, though, I also plan on having a fabulous time. Also me. I’m one of those people that can’t not have a good time. Some people call me “bubbly,” “extroverted,” “a social butterfly,” etc. I like to have fun. I figure that’s not a bad thing, so I just go with it.

      Professor Jackson continues. “People with PTSD may experience a variety of symptoms including … ” More writing on the white board. “Violet, would you please read out this list?” Professor Jackson loves my enthusiasm.

      So I read out the list.

      
        
          	
        1) Feeling emotionally numb
      

      	
        2) Feeling detached from family and friends
      

      	
        3) Having difficulty maintaining close relationships
      

      	
        4) Lacking interest in activities they once enjoyed
      

      

      

      “Thank you, Violet,” says Professor Jackson. “Class, your homework for Monday is to read pages 223 to 405, which cover these and other symptoms.”

      I’ve already read the textbook, and I’ve already read widely about PTSD, in detail. It must be a terrible thing to go through and it makes me feel grateful.

      I’m lucky.

      My life has been outrageously trauma-free so far. (Except for one thing, which I prefer not to dwell on.) My parents are happily married and still live in our family home back in Wilmington. My three brothers are rowdy, fun, awesome people. They’re basically my own personal bodyguards, support network and best friends. When my phone buzzes in my pocket, it’s usually one of them, checking up on me, like they do on practically an hourly basis.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket.

      Will it be Liam, Henry or Aiden this time?

      Come over to Bo’s after your class and hang out with me.

      Not my brothers. It’s a snap from my new roommate, Millie. Things have been a little crazy for her lately because she just so happens to have hooked up with the star freaking quarterback and is now practically living with him.

      Once they got started, it became very intense very quickly, which is why it’s been so crazy.

      I convinced her to come with me to the first game of the season, on our very first day at school. There we were, innocently watching the game, getting to know each other, minding our own business … and that’s when it happened. The über-hot quarterback glanced up at the Jumbotron, which was, in that moment, zeroed in on Millie. She’s gorgeous but sort of tries to hide it because she’s shy AF. But the cameraperson just stayed on her as a gust of wind blew her hat off, letting loose her hair, which is a really unusual and amazing shade of pale reddish-blond. I don’t know why she keeps it hidden all the time, but she always wears it tucked into her hat. And suddenly there it was in all its golden glory, dramatic and glowing under the spotlights on the big screen. The quarterback froze in place like he was starstruck, for so long that everyone in the stands also turned to look at what he was looking at. And then it became this event because everyone was wondering who this beautiful, mysterious girl was that had brought the quarterback and the entire game to a standstill. By then, the coach was going ballistic and Bo almost got taken off because he was so distracted. But he managed to get it together and they won the game. Which we missed the end of, because Millie was mortified and insisted on leaving. Everyone was staring at her and she hates that kind of attention, so I went back to the dorm with her to make sure she was okay.

      But then, within less than an hour, the whole thing went viral. One of Bo’s friends, another football player, had posted something about how Bo was looking for Millie. By then she’d been dubbed “the Jumbotron Angel” and it was all #BoWantsToKnow and so on.

      Long story short, with the help of basically the entire campus, Bo’s team ended up tracking her down. It took him a while to find her, but once he did, they went from zero to sixty pretty fast.

      They’re perfect for each other, you can just tell. I’m not an expert at matchmaking or anything, but it’s just a fact. You can see it by the way they gaze at each other in this annoyingly (in a good way and basically in the kind of way you wish you were gazing at someone) loved-up kind of way.

      Anyway, I haven’t seen a lot of Millie since all that happened. Most likely, she’s in Bo’s to-die-for mansion.

      Even though Millie and I haven’t known each other that long, and she never even ended up spending a single night in our dorm room, we really clicked, and I miss her.

      A lot of people would be happy to have their own room. I just don’t happen to be one of them. Growing up as the youngest of four (actually five, but that’s a story for another day), we always had a lot of people coming and going in our house. My parents are both social people and my brothers always had a lot of girls chasing after them, coming around and hanging out. And my mom likes to cook so is always putting on little impromptu parties for everyone that comes over. And my brothers are big and loud and have a lot of stuff everywhere, so there’s always a lot of people and activity and fun, which I thrive on.

      Sitting in my empty dorm room all alone sucks. I don’t really want to go back there after class to stare at the four walls. I’ve already done my homework, because, as mentioned, I’m obsessed and have already read my psych textbooks from cover to cover.

      So when I see Millie’s snap of her sitting in a hot tub—Bo has practice so I’m all alone. I need you!—my afternoon plans slide into place. Bo’s house is incredible. His parents died a few years ago, I’m not sure how. Millie said Bo has two older brothers. One is a CEO of his own company and the other one is in the military. He’s been in Afghanistan for a year, she said.

      Shit, is what I was thinking.

      I really can’t imagine going to war. I admire the hell out of those people, putting themselves on the line like that.

      Professor Jackson is still talking. “Most people who go through these traumatic events have difficulty adjusting to normal life. They might have trouble talking to people in normal social situations. They often have a hard time adjusting and coping. If left untreated, their symptoms can last for years, or even a lifetime. But with good care and good self-care, they can get better, often much better.”

      Another snap from Millie. When are you coming?!?

      I message her back. My class finishes in ten. I’ll be right over.
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      “McCabe! You’ve been given a direct order! Leave him! Return to your post immediately. There’s nothing more you can do here! This soldier is dead. Let the medics take him.”

      It can’t be true. My three closest friends in this hell have all been killed within the past three days. They call me one of the best snipers we have, but it makes no difference. I pick them off, but it makes no difference. I follow orders, but it makes no difference. My men get shot anyway. Their brains splatter against dusty, shell-pocked walls and their blood spills onto the ground like thick dark-red oil. It’s all over me. And then I realize it’s not Logan’s blood that’s all over me. It’s mine.

      I’m glad.

      I want it to be mine. I want to trade my blood for Logan’s. I want to rewind time and take his bullet. I want his blood to ooze back into him, so he wakes up and cracks another joke. Why should I live if he can’t?

      My pain feels good. So fucking deserved. And when oblivion overtakes me, it’s the most peaceful feeling I’ve had in an entire goddamn year.

      “Excuse me, mister?” Someone’s tapping me on the shoulder. “Mister?”

      I jerk awake and some kid is staring at me over the seats of the bus. My hands feel empty and I realize it’s because I’m not clutching my rifle.

      It takes me a second to get my bearings. I’m on a bus. I’m on my way home. I’ve been discharged. I’m mostly recovered. I spent the last month in a military hospital. Now I’m back on American soil. I’m alive and I’m not holding an M4 carbine.

      “I think you were having a nightmare,” says the kid.

      I don’t respond. I just turn away from him and look out the window.

      Thankfully, he goes away, putting his earbuds back in and scrolling on his phone. Thank fuck. I’m hardly going to explain to some clueless kid about my “nightmare.” My whole fucking life is a nightmare. I can’t get away from it. It fills my dreams and every waking second. It’s all I can think about. It consumes me, like I’m being eaten alive by my gruesomely-detailed memories.

      The landscape looks the same. Vast. Greener than the desert. More neon and plastic and brick. More slow-paced normality, if there is such a thing. We pull into the bus station and I pick up my duffle bag. I grab a taxi and give the driver the address. The last thing I feel like doing is talking, so I don’t, even though the taxi driver rambles on about something I don’t care about. I can hardly bear the familiarity of my neighborhood as we drive through it. Everything is the same—yet nothing will ever be the same. How can it be? The contradictions hurt my head and my heart so deeply, for a second I’m wondering if I’m having a heart attack.

      Unfortunately, I’m not.

      We pull up in front of my gate and I pay the guy. He thanks me gushingly and I realize I’ve given him a two hundred percent tip. He looks so happy, I tell him to keep it, and I wonder if I’ll ever feel that emotion again. Happy. The word itself annoys me. None of them will ever feel happy again. And neither will I.

      I remember the code for the gate, even though it’s not something I’ve thought about for a year. I walk up the driveway. It looks nice. It’s a beautiful place, I can vaguely recognize.

      The front door of my house is unlocked, which is good, since I don’t have a key. Gage emailed, saying he’ll be in town as soon as he can. He’s got a company takeover or something but says he wants to see me. Bo will be around but is probably at practice. I remember how intense the coaches work you. I used to be on the team. An all-star, not that it matters at this point. My injuries mean that I’ll never play ball again, not that I would want to at this point.

      All that feels like a long time ago.

      An easier time, before daggers of sorrow became everything.

      I hear voices coming from the pool area.

      Girls’ voices.

      I drop my duffle bag and step through the door, wondering if Bo is with them.

      Two girls in bikinis are lying on loungers.

      They both stare at me and I stare back.

      My brain can’t quite handle this. I haven’t seen a girl in a bikini—or any woman for that matter who isn’t a war-hardened soldier in combat fatigues—for a very long time. They’re both gorgeous, especially the one with the long, copper-bright hair and the white bikini, the curvier one, the one who’s smiling and was laughing until I stepped into view. The other girl, who has very pale red-blond hair, says, “You must be Caleb. Hi, I’m Millie. This is Violet.”

      It’s strange to hear my name. No one’s called me anything but McCabe since I left for Afghanistan.

      “Oh. Bo’s brother,” says the redhead. “The soldier.” She stands up and starts walking over to me. She has bright green eyes and a sprinkling of golden freckles across her nose. Her face reminds me of that word again: happy. In fact I don’t think I’ve ever seen a person who sort of radiates happiness as much as this girl does. My eyes want to drink in all that golden skin and the long legs and mind-numbing curves, barely covered at all by those tiny shreds of wet white fabric. That dazzling, welcoming, delighted smile.

      But I can’t even look. This is way too much.

      I can’t handle it. If she touches me, I might fucking self-combust. Every nerve ending in my body is crackling, like I’m about to get a severe, hot electric shock that could very possibly jolt me over the edge of sanity.

      I take a step back.

      Her smile falters a little as she notices my reaction. But she holds her ground. She’s not intimidated like the other girl seems to be, who’s also standing up now but keeping her distance. I probably weigh as much as both of them, plus one, put together. All we do in our downtime is sleep, train and work out and I’m basically a hard, ruthless fighting machine at this point.

      “Hi, Caleb,” says the dazzling girl, and I see now that her hair is a bright shade of red but also has all these other shades of gold and deeper reds and strawberry blond in it too, like she’s been painted all the colors of the sun. Her green eyes have shards of lighter, off-neon green and gold in them, as though she’s plugged in. Her lips are a heart-breaking shade of pink. She’s just so freakishly … colorful, in every possible way. I have the urge to shade my eyes from her. “It must feel strange to get home after being away for so long.” She’s talking to me carefully. Her voice is almost soothing—if I were capable of being soothed.

      The problem is, I’m not.

      The only thing I’m capable of being is one hundred percent fucked up.

      So I take another step back. I don’t even reply to her. I can’t bring myself to say anything at all.

      I return to the coolness of the house, relieved to be away from all that … glory. That smile and all that bouncy softness and warm skin and, basically, way the fuck too much of everything. Details that belong to a place I’m a long way away from. Heaven, maybe. Heaven on earth.

      I walk to the fridge and drink all the orange juice straight out of the container. Then I go upstairs to my old room, which—incredibly—is entirely unchanged. I strip down to my boxers, throw my fatigues over a chair, and reach to pull the curtains closed. I need some sweet relief from the overly sunny daylight. Before I can fully close the curtains, though, I notice the two girls are getting into the redhead’s car. My movement catches her eye and she looks up.

      She looks so healthy and perfect and beautiful in her tight jeans and her pink sweater that I feel like I’m having another one of those heart attacks. She’s a goddess. A pure, undamaged dream. There’s no way in hell I would ever inflict her with my own scars or dirty her with the fucked-up mess I’ve become. I wouldn’t even consider it.

      I don’t know if there’s any hope for me at this point. I’m too far gone.

      I pull the curtains closed, blocking her from view. Then I crawl into bed, where I plan to stay for a long time. I feel like I haven’t slept—really slept—in years.

      Even so, my mind retraces the colors of her hair, the golden smoothness of her skin, sparkling with drops of glinting water. The taut little peaks of her nipples under that ridiculously-skimpy bikini.

      How easy it would have been to rip off those tiny shreds of fabric … with hardly any effort at all.

      The car starts up loudly, startling me, the noise reminding me of diesel fumes and the smell of gunpowder. Dust. Pain. Blood.

      Every memory and every detail cuts deeper into my regret. I gave it every fucking thing I had, and I still couldn’t save them.

      Much later, somehow, I fall into the blissful darkness of sleep. All I really want to do is stay there.
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      Once my class finishes, I pick up a pizza and drive over to Bo’s mansion. I’ve been here before, a few times, with Millie. She lets me in and gives me a huge hug. She’s in her bikini with a towel wrapped around her. “I’m so glad you’re here, roomie.”

      “Me too. The dorm is boring without you. What time will Bo be back?”

      “Around six, he said.”

      We go into the pool area, which has a pool and a hot tub, and folding doors that lead to an outdoor kitchen and dining area, fire pit and sitting area looking out over the lake. In other words, everything you could ever dream of. This place is ridiculous.

      Millie told me the McCabe brothers’ father ran a successful investment company, and their mother was a clothing designer, but that both of them died a few years ago.

      So, even though the house is beautiful, it feels a little sad. I think about my own house, which is nowhere near as big as this one, with its bustle and activity and laughter. There, it always feels too cluttered and crowded and disorganized, but always inviting. Homey and warm. This house feels too big, too grand and too quiet.

      But we make the most of it, like I always do. We swim. I splash her and she laughs and splashes me back. Then we sit in the hot tub for a while, enjoying the killer view out over
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